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   It only seems appropriate to quote one of my favorite actors for a book set in Hollywood, so here goes:
 
   Johnny Depp once said, “I think of the people as my boss. I think of them as my employer because if they didn’t go and spend that dough to watch the movie, I wouldn’t have a gig.” The same is true for an author. My readers are my boss. Thank you for your patience, thank you for your dedication,
 
   and thank you for your loyalty.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   There are such beings as vampires, some of us have evidence that they exist. Even had we not the proof of our own unhappy experience, the teachings and the records of the past give proof enough for sane peoples.
 
    
 
   ~ Bram Stoker
 
    
 
   Vampires are total sexual metaphors;
 
   there’s just no way around that.
 
    
 
   ~ Alan Ball
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CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   “What’s it like being the face of René Noir?”
 
   She turned toward the camera, offering him a sultry smile and swept a lock of ombré hair off her shoulder. The top was caramel brown fading down to a sunny blond and arranged in loose curls. Her eyes were violet, Elizabeth Taylor eyes, framed by thick black lashes. High cheekbones, thin, straight nose, small breasts and a boyish figure made her the latest “IT” girl. Fashion designers had been fighting to drape her tall, thin body in their designs for six months now. Taylor Allen figured she had maybe five years left before she was too old to prance down the catwalk.
 
   A forgotten relic at the ripe age of twenty-five.
 
   As a cinematography major at UCLA, Taylor had been stunned, then delighted when she agreed to film this documentary. She thought he was chronicling her career, her meteoric rise to the top, but he was more interested in the fall, the ultimate descent that came in a career where women were commodities with a short shelf-life.
 
   “You know, I was just amazed. René Noir’s the shit, you know?” She giggled and looked down, charmingly girlish. “Can I say that? The shit?”
 
   He smiled at her. “Of course. Say anything you want. We’re searching for authenticity.”
 
   At nineteen himself, he wasn’t sure he knew what authenticity was, but it sounded good. Big words impressed her, he’d come to realize.
 
   “Gwen said I should be careful what I say. She doesn’t like her girls sounding crass or empty-headed.”
 
   He nodded, adjusting the camera a smidge. “You respect Gwen, don’t you?”
 
   She tossed her head. “She’s like a mother to all of us. She takes care of us.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Well, René wanted me to do a photo-shoot with just his latest pair of jeans on.” She leaned forward and dropped her voice. “You know, no shirt or bra. I mean, I’d get to cover the girls with my arms, but Gwen said that wouldn’t be a sound move for my career.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “People know I’m just twenty. Gwen said they wouldn’t like to see me pose half-naked. René wasn’t happy.”
 
   “But Gwen got her way?”
 
   “You don’t mess with Gwen. She doesn’t take any shit.”
 
   “Right.” He leaned back, glancing into the monitor to see how she was showing up on the feed. “Let’s talk about your own mother.”
 
   The sultriness vanished, replaced by a wide-eyed vulnerability. The next second her expression grew shuttered. “I don’t want to talk about my mother.”
 
   This was the part of the project he wanted to focus on, but he didn’t want her shutting down. He didn’t want her to turn off to him. You didn’t graduate valedictorian of a large Los Angeles high school if you were stupid, and he wasn’t stupid.
 
   “Sure, no problem. What do you want to talk about?”
 
   “René Noir’s latest line. He’s trying to achieve trendy without being trendy. He’s so far out of his time, he calls it trendering.”
 
   “Trendering?”
 
   “Yes, isn’t that clever? When he wants a word, he just invents it.”
 
   Taylor gave her an encouraging nod and leaned back. For the next ten minutes, she babbled on about Noir, but he’d stopped listening. This part of the video feed he’d cut, keeping only a few of the more shallow moments. He was hoping by the end, she’d have shifted into something real, something unrehearsed, something he could use.
 
   Finally, he couldn’t take it anymore. He cleared his throat and she glanced up, realizing that she’d been going on for some time without him making a sound.
 
   “Sorry,” she said, placing a long manicured hand against her throat. “I just respect the hell out of him. He’s such a visionist.”
 
   “Visionist?”
 
   “Another word he made up.”
 
   Well, not entirely, but he didn’t care enough to correct her. “Lavender, are you ever homesick?”
 
   She got that wide-eyed look again, then she pooched out her full-glossy lips. “Of course I get homesick. Who doesn’t?”
 
   “You miss your sister?”
 
   “Of course I miss my sister. You know, I don’t get a lot of time to call. We text each other some, but she’s in high school and I’m out here, but René says being homesick just enhances the mystiqueiness of my effigy.”
 
   “Your what?”
 
   “My effigy? That’s the line he designed for me. It’s called Effigy by Lavender.”
 
   Taylor fought hard not to roll his eyes or laugh. Laughing would be really bad. “Effigy?”
 
   “Right. My brand.”
 
   He scratched his curly brown head and looked away, biting his bottom lip. Her effigy? Good God, he almost felt sorry for her, but that was stupid. She was a millionaire already, while he was a college student in debt.
 
   She lifted her cell phone and checked the time. She sat in the armchair, legs tucked to the side, wearing a sheath dress in tangerine designed by Noir. The four inch stacked heels added another three inches to her impressive 5’11”, pushing her over six feet. No wonder Noir liked to drape her with his boxy designs. She was made for his visionatism.
 
   “You know, I really need to go. It was fun talking with you. Did you get enough for this first shoot?”
 
   “Yeah.” He pretended to shut off the camera. “Can I ask you a question?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Why did you agree to do this? I mean, you’re ridiculously busy and you’re a big name.”
 
   “Gwen says you have to contribute if you want to make a withdraw.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “You’ve got to give something to your fans in order to get anything in return. I figure if you get this film produced, it’ll help me launch another career after the fashion modeling is over, just like Gwen did.” She clasped her hands. “Please make me seem approachable and nice. Please do that for me.”
 
   He smiled at her. It was the single most genuine moment they shared and exactly what he wanted from her. “I will, Lavender. You have my word.”
 
   She smiled back at him. “Thank you. That means so much. I want to be seen with approachabilitism.”
 
   He gave her a lift of his chin. Yep, he could do that. Approachabilitism was his main goal.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Marco reached for Peyton, but her side of the bed was empty. Rolling to his back, he scrubbed his hands across his face and through his short, dark hair. Blinking the sleep from his eyes, he threw back the covers. A doggy grumble sounded and he sat up, dragging the covers to himself again. Pickles lay on his back on Peyton’s side of the bed. Marco scratched the dog’s belly, earning another grumble, then he began the laborious chore of getting to his feet.
 
   Never sure his leg would hold him first thing in the morning, he braced himself on her headboard and slowly applied weight, fighting the grimace of pain. Once he was sure he had some function, he limped to the closet and searched inside for a pair of sweats, which he tugged on. He didn’t bother looking for a shirt. Most of his clothes were at Abe’s condo, but he’d moved a few things here while she was in London.
 
   She’d placed his cane by the dresser in easy reach and he curled his fingers around the ornate, silver handle, moving to the door and pulling it open. He found her in the kitchen, shoving something into the garbage can. He caught a glimpse of red petals and stopped, surprised at how happy it made him to see she’d thrown away the flowers that Mike Edwards gave her.
 
   He glanced at the display on her oven, marking the time. 7:00AM.
 
   She looked up, her heavy mane of black curls falling down her back, her exotic dark eyes large. She wore his 49er’s jersey and nothing else. He caught his breath as he looked at her. No woman had ever made him feel so much, made him so happy in her presence.
 
   “Hey,” she said, smiling. “Good morning.”
 
   “Good morning.”
 
   She walked to the sink and began washing her hands.
 
   He glanced into the garbage can just to make sure he’d seen the roses there, then came toward her, sliding an arm around her waist and hauling her back against his chest. He braced the cane against the counter and reached up to slide her hair over one shoulder. He wanted to ask her what the card on the flowers meant, I got it. Thank you, Barnabas, but that might lead to a fight and fighting was the furthest thing from his mind this morning.
 
   He ran his lips along her throat as she finished washing her hands, reaching for a dish towel. Then he slid his lips to her ear. “It’s early and Saturday. You don’t have to go in today, do you?”
 
   She finished drying her hands, then banded the arm around her waist with her own, sliding her fingers between his, then she lifted the other arm, hooking him behind the neck and pulling him closer to her. “No, I have the weekend. What do you have in mind?”
 
   He smiled against her ear and squeezed her closer still. “Come back to bed and I’ll tell you there.”
 
   She rubbed her face against his. “Sounds like a plan.”
 
   He marked the bruises on her neck and remembered the gash in her arm. “How’s the arm?”
 
   She turned to face him, sliding her hands to his hips and pulling him in against her. “Forget my arm. I want to hear what you have planned for us today.” Then she rose on tiptoes and nipped him on the underside of his jaw.
 
   That was it. He growled at her and lifted her to the counter, swallowing her sultry laugh with his mouth as he moved against her. The next few hours passed in a blur where he didn’t have time to think of all the problems facing them –  the Mike Edwards, their careers, dead football stars and murderous wives.
 
   He had time only for Peyton.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Peyton hurried to the door and pulled it open, shushing Pickles as he barked and danced around at her feet. Maria stood on the other side, a large book and a bundle of ribbons in her hand. She shoved her way inside without saying anything, going to the counter and dropping everything on it.
 
   Peyton gave her a bewildered look, then shut the door, leaning against it. “Hey, Maria.”
 
   “Hey!” said Maria, waving over her shoulder distractedly. “Come here. I need you to help me pick out the flowers for our bouquets.”
 
   “You know, there are these things called phones that alert people when you’re coming over,” Peyton said, pushing away from the door and going around the counter into the kitchen.
 
   “I don’t have time for phones.”
 
   “You don’t even have time for saying how was your trip?”
 
   Maria glanced up, opening her mouth to scold Peyton, but she stopped and her eyes widened. “Christ Almighty, Brooks, what happened to you?” She bustled about the counter and grabbed Peyton’s shoulders. Peyton winced and tried to pull her injured arm away. “You look like hell.”
 
   “It’s not that bad. I’m just a little banged up.”
 
   “A little?” She thrust her hand under Peyton’s chin and forced her head up, studying the bruising on her throat, then looked her directly in the eye. “You look like Satan’s spawn with the whites of your eyes all red like that. What the hell happened to you?”
 
   “A perp sort of throttled me and slashed my arm”
 
   Maria grabbed the end of Peyton’s jersey and tried to shove it up. Peyton scrambled to shove it down again. “Let me see your arm!” she demanded, tugging on the jersey.
 
   “Stop undressing me!” Peyton said, dancing out of her hold.
 
   “Yeah, stop undressing her. The only person who gets to do that around here is me,” said Marco, coming into the kitchen.
 
   Maria whirled to face him, putting her hands on her hips. “What are you doing here?”
 
   Marco gave Peyton a sultry smile over Maria’s shoulder. Then he winked at Maria. “Do you really want to know?”
 
   “Ugh,” she said, swatting at him. “Men, that’s all you think of. She needs rest and cold compresses. I get married in a month.”
 
   And there it was. All of Maria’s concern amounted to concern about Peyton’s appearance for her wedding.
 
   “It’s not that bad, Maria,” she soothed.
 
   Maria flipped back to her. “Let me see your arm.”
 
   Peyton backed into the side counter. “No, my arm’s fine.”
 
   “How are you going to wear that strapless bridesmaid dress?”
 
   “She’s gonna wear it real fine,” Marco said, his eyes roving over Peyton’s body.
 
   Peyton couldn’t help the blush or her smile. Maria swatted him on the ass as he opened the refrigerator door.
 
   “You need to take a cold shower,” she scolded, then glared at Peyton. “How could you do this to me?”
 
   “How could I do this to you? You think I got attacked just to piss you off, Maria?”
 
   “It’s something you would do.” She shook her head, then lifted her hands and let them fall against her thighs. “You have to let me straighten your hair now.”
 
   Peyton’s hands flew to her head. “Straighten my hair? Why?”
 
   “That way we can do a proper French braid. If your hair looks tame, we might get away with hiding the ugly scar you’ll probably have by then.”
 
   “I like my untamed hair.”
 
   “No one else does.”
 
   Marco set his bottled water on the counter next to Peyton and slid an arm around her waist, hauling her up against him. He nuzzled his face into her hair at her throat. “She’s wrong, everyone loves your hair, especially me.”
 
   Peyton looked up at him and couldn’t help the flush of happiness that flooded her. His eyes dropped to her lips and she parted them in anticipation. Just as he lowered his head, Maria swatted him again, but she didn’t stop. She kept swatting him until he released Peyton and backed away, trying to protect himself.
 
   “Maria, stop!” Peyton shouted, but Marco was laughing.
 
   “Go take a cold shower! Now!” she ordered, pointing. “We have work to do!”
 
   Marco kissed Maria on the forehead, then he gave Peyton a pointed look. “I’ll be in the shower, if you want to join me.”
 
   Peyton smiled and offered him a slight nod, but she sobered when Maria swung back around to glare at her. She wanted nothing more than to follow him as he limped out of the room, but Maria squared off in front of her.
 
   “What’s he doing here?” she demanded.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You keep giving away the milk for free and he’s never going to marry you, Brooks.”
 
   “Wait.” She shook her head. “What?”
 
   Maria took a step closer to her, dropping her voice to an angry hiss. “You keep letting him in your bed. Why should he ever commit to you? He gets all the benefit and none of the work.” She pointed a finger in Peyton’s face. “Now you listen to me and listen to me good. You cut him off. No sex, no petting, no messing around. In a few days, maybe weeks, he’ll be begging you to marry him again.”
 
   Peyton sighed, taking Marco’s bottled water and opening it. “I’m not forcing Marco into marriage.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because I’m not. I’m not even sure I want to get married.”
 
   Maria held up a hand. “So this is what you want? Just sex with no commitment?”
 
   Peyton shrugged. “It works for us.”
 
   “Does it? Does it really?”
 
   “Maria, I thought we were going to pick out flowers.”
 
   “You just want to get rid of me, so you can go join him in the shower.”
 
   “You got me. That’s exactly what I want.” She came forward and took Maria’s hands. “I know you care about me and that’s why you’re upset, but Marco and me, we’re not you and Nate. We are what we are and I’m okay with that. I don’t need anything more.”
 
   Maria eyed her, then she leaned so close their noses almost touched. “You’re a sucky liar, but I’ll leave you alone.” She leaned back. “Seriously, how bad is the arm?”
 
   Peyton released her breath and closed her eyes. She was so not getting to join Marco in that shower now.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Marco and Peyton tumbled onto the bed, breathing heavily. He sprawled on his back, ignoring the ache in his leg. It didn’t matter as long as he was here with her. Turning his head, he looked at her, lying on her stomach next to him, her hair a wild halo around the pillows. He wrapped a curl around his finger and rubbed the strands with his thumb, then he trailed his hand down her naked side.
 
   She blinked open sleep heavy eyes and met his gaze. “Can we just stay here forever like this?”
 
   He smiled, sliding the backs of his fingers up and caressing her cheek. “I wish we could, but I’m dreading the inevitable moment when the phone goes off.”
 
   She closed her eyes at the pleasure of his touch. “I heard it a while ago.”
 
   “Yeah, that was Vinnie. Mama and Abe are planning a family picnic in Golden Gate Park tomorrow and they want us to come.”
 
   Peyton’s eyes opened a slit. “Wait. Mama D’Angelo and Abe are planning a picnic?”
 
   He exhaled and wrapped another curl around his finger. “Abe’s been having Sunday dinners at my parents’ house the last few weeks.”
 
   Peyton laughed. “That’s something we can’t miss, D’Angelo. Abe and Mama D’Angelo cooking together is about the most wonderful thing I’ve heard in a long time.”
 
   He chuckled. “I guess. At least in the park, the kids will have the run of the joint and it won’t sound like a herd of wildebeests.”
 
   She scooted over to him and laid her head on his chest, curling up along his body. “I love your family.”
 
   He stroked his hand down her spine. “Last week they made Ethiopian food.”
 
   “Ethiopian food, huh? Was it good?”
 
   “Amazing.”
 
   “What’s it going to be this week?”
 
   “American.”
 
   “Abe’s making American?”
 
   “Go figure.”
 
   “Like hot dogs and apple pie American.”
 
   “Who knows?”
 
   She flattened her palm on his chest and yawned. He wanted to ask her about her case, about London, but they’d been avoiding all talk of their jobs today. He knew it was probably for the best, but it worried him that they were holding out on each other.
 
   He wanted to ask her if she’d looked at the footage of Mike Edwards coming to her door with the bouquet of flowers, of the furtive way he’d looked around before dropping them off, of how he glanced directly into the camera before he went back down the ramp, but that would dampen the pleasant glow of their lovemaking. And he didn’t want that.
 
   He wanted to tell her about Brad and Carol Peterson, the way Carol had blamed him for Brad’s death, but that would call up emotions that he wasn’t ready to handle yet, and she would worry about him.
 
   “What did you and Maria talk about?” he asked instead. Talking about Maria was probably safe.
 
   Peyton shifted, her muscles relaxing. “The wedding. I’m getting so tired of that wedding.” She yawned again. “The cut on my arm and how it was going to ruin the wedding.”
 
   He lightly traced the bandage on her arm. “Your hair?”
 
   “Always my hair.” He felt her smile, her fingers flexing against his chest. “You.”
 
   “She wasn’t happy to see me, was she?”
 
   “She thinks I’m giving the milk away for free.”
 
   He turned his head and looked down at her. “What?”
 
   Peyton yawned again. “She thinks that if I keep letting you in my bed, you’ll never commit to me, that we’ll never get married.”
 
   He felt his muscles tighten. Her eyes were closed and her lips were parted. She was on the verge of sleep. “Is that what you think?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “I like where we are right now and I’m not going to over-analyze it.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   She didn’t answer him for a moment and he was afraid she’d fallen asleep.
 
   He nudged her hip with his hand. “Peyton?”
 
   “Hm.”
 
   “What do you mean it doesn’t matter?”
 
   She nestled closer, her breath warm against his bare skin. “What?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter if we have a commitment? Is that what you mean? Or if we ever get married?”
 
   “Yeah,” she answered, sleepily. “It doesn’t matter. Not everyone needs to get married.”
 
   He shifted and looked up at the ceiling. Suddenly the warm glow of their lovemaking was replaced with a wash of anxiety. He knew they had problems to work out, but it sounded like she was giving up on him, giving up on them. Not everyone needs to get married. What the hell did that mean?
 
   He wanted to make her talk to him, but he could tell by the regular rhythm of her breathing that she was halfway asleep. And the truth was he wanted this weekend. He wanted this time with her more than he wanted answers. If he forced the discussion, they’d fight and lose everything they’d gained today.
 
   Lying in her bed, he realized that he was willing to accept this just to be with her, just to hold her for a few hours. This was their stolen time, but as soon as tomorrow, the rest of the world would be banging down the door again.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   “You look tired,” Taylor said, hiding behind the camera.
 
   She squinted at him. “How? Is it my eyes? I get black circles under my eyes when I get tired.”
 
   “No, you just don’t seem to have the same energy. You just seem distracted.”
 
   She wore her hair in an elaborate up-do with just the right amount of stray tendrils trailing down her neck and off her shoulder. She waved a hand airily. “It’s just the parties. All the time the parties. They’re the shit.”
 
   Taylor nodded, but he had no idea. No one asked a cinematography student to parties where she went. He went to frat house beer fests, or random dorm parties where someone brewed an ungodly amount of sangria in a newly bought trash can. Lavender went to parties where one ounce of caviar was more than he’d seen in a lifetime.
 
   “Where was this party?”
 
   “That new club, you know? The Aquarius Station?”
 
   “Right. The one opened by Jett Carter?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “He used to front Perfect Inertia.”
 
   “Yep. He had the voice, but he strained it. Can’t sing anymore.”
 
   Taylor laughed. “Did he ever sing? I remember a lot of growling and screaming into the microphone.”
 
   She giggled, covering her mouth with her hand. For the first time Taylor noticed her teeth weren’t entirely straight. One of the front ones twisted just the slightest amount. Rather than detracting from her looks, it endeared her to him.
 
   “So, that’s the place to be seen now?”
 
   “Yeah, but it’s loco, man. Let me tell you. Lot of A-listers in there, but there are some serious dangerous vibes, like everyone’s on the make, you know?”
 
   He nodded. “Get hit on a lot?”
 
   She shrugged. “René escorted me and he wouldn’t let me leave the main room. A lot of the skeevy stuff happens off the main floor.”
 
   “Gwen let you go there?”
 
   She rubbed her forehead. “Are you kidding? If Gwen knew, she’d throw a fit. She doesn’t want any of her girls in a place like that.”
 
   “How did you keep it from Gwen?”
 
   “She’s home for the weekend, seeing the hubby. René said he wouldn’t tell.”
 
   “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”
 
   She shifted in the chair, tucking her long legs under her. “Like René says, what Gwen doesn’t know can’t hurt her.”
 
   “Did you have a good time there?”
 
   She paused in tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “What?”
 
   “Did you enjoy the club? Have a good time?”
 
   She chewed on her inner lip. “Didn’t I tell you there were a lot of A-listers there?”
 
   “Yeah, you mentioned it.”
 
   “So?” She held out her hand.
 
   “That doesn’t mean you enjoyed it. Did you have a good time? Dance with anyone? See any interesting people? Hear any good stories?”
 
   She drummed her fingers on the arms of the chair. “That’s not why you go to places like The Aquarius Station, Taylor. You go to be seen and to see others. I’m the face of René Noir. He needs me out in public at all the hot spots. If I go to the hot spots, they become even hotter, then I get hotter.”
 
   “It’s a Mobius strip.”
 
   “A what?”
 
   “A Mobius strip -- it’s non-orientable, meaning that wherever you start, you end up in the same place.”
 
   “Sure.” She dragged the word out as if he were mumbling gibberish.
 
   “It doesn’t seem like you enjoy it.”
 
   She sighed and rubbed a hand on her shin. “I don’t know. It’s fun to go to exciting places. I like seeing the beautiful people, you know? All the big movie stars. And I got to meet Jett Carter last night. He came to René’s table. René’s a big deal now. You know Tamara Hayleigh wore his design when she won the Oscar this year.”
 
   “Right. So what was Jett like?”
 
   “Intense. Soo intense. He just stared at me. René told me to keep it simple, not talk too much. Men like quiet women, think they’re mysterious and all. So I just smiled. He sat in the booth with us and had a drink. He sat really close to me. I mean, the booth was small, but he was sitting so close, and he was so intense. He said I was hot. Jett Carter said I was hot.” She blushed and dropped her eyes.
 
   He found it charming. He found a lot about her charming. She might be the face of René Noir, but she still retained some of that Midwest country girl she’d been. “You ever feel like it’s just so much artifice?”
 
   She frowned at him. “How?”
 
   “Don’t talk. Wear this label. Drink this drink. Go to this club.”
 
   Her jaw firmed. “That’s how it’s done, Taylor. That’s how you play the game.”
 
   “You don’t miss the simple way it used to be? You don’t miss just being you?”
 
   She looked away, presenting her beautiful profile to the camera. “I don’t miss worrying about my next meal or whether we’ll be evicted or not. I don’t miss the look of worry on my mother’s face when she can’t pay the electric bill.” She glanced back at him. “I don’t miss telling my little sister she can’t have a new pair of shoes to start school in the fall.”
 
   “Sure, but…”
 
   “But nothing. I’m the face of René Noir, Taylor. Me, Lavender, and I’m proud of it. I worked hard to get here. Gwen says it’s all noise, all of it, as long as you remember who you are. Well, I remember and I don’t want to go back. I like being Lavender, I like being who I am now.”
 
   “At what cost?” he muttered.
 
   “What?”
 
   He shook his head. “Nothing. How ‘bout we wrap it up? You need to get some rest.”
 
   She nodded, but she gave him a speculative look. When she didn’t say anymore, he figured she was being mysterious again and let it go. At some point, he was going to break down that wall and see the real girl beneath it.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Marco poured a cup of coffee, looking up as Peyton and Pickles entered the house. She was wearing her jogging clothes – a fitted tank top and yoga pants. He was pleased to see she’d taken her gun. She unhooked the leash from the Yorkie’s collar and hung it on the coat rack by the door, then stripped off her gun. He wished he could go running with her again, but his leg prevented that. He had to content himself with lifting weights and swimming at the gym now.
 
   “How’d Pickles like his run?”
 
   She stretched the kinks out of her back and he admired her slim curves. She might not have the traditional beauty of some of the women he’d dated, but something about those exotic eyes and that compact little body had always made him hot and bothered.
 
   “Pickles does not run. I ran, then came back and took Pickles for a sniff and amble. In case you were concerned, every bush between here and the next block has been thoroughly marked as Yorkie territory.”
 
   “I was concerned about it, yes.” He poured another cup of coffee and slid it across the counter to her.
 
   She climbed on the barstool and took it, while Pickles walked to the couch and jumped up, curling into a corner and giving a sigh of contentment.
 
   “We had to stop so he could check out the Poodle on the corner.”
 
   “The little puff of brown fur?”
 
   “That’s the one. I don’t think she’s interested, but he’s determined to woo her.”
 
   Marco laughed, and he realized here’s where he felt happiest. Leaning on the counter, he gave her a sultry look. “So what should we do today before the picnic with my family?”
 
   “I’m gonna take a shower, then we’re going to my mother’s for brunch.”
 
   He frowned. “I had other things in mind.”
 
   “Oh, I know you did, but instead, you get the Cliff Martin show.”
 
   “I hate that show.”
 
   “So do I, buddy, but if I have to endure it, so do you.”
 
   He pursed his lips, then sighed. “Fine, but I get to join you in the shower.”
 
   She put down her coffee and hopped off the barstool. “Not even a little. We’ll never get out of here then.”
 
   He started to go after her, but she scampered away, laughing. He smiled, enjoying the sound. God, why couldn’t it always be this easy?
 
   An hour later they were pulling up before her mother’s house. Peyton sat in the passenger seat of the Charger and scrubbed her hands on her pants. He reached over and squeezed her hand. “It’s just brunch, Brooks, not the electric chair.”
 
   She looked over at him. “Funny how similar those two events are where Cliff Martin’s concerned.”
 
   Cliff Martin was Alice Brooks’ longtime boyfriend, a man who was as crass and obnoxious as they came. He adored Alice Brooks, had even asked her to marry him, but he always made stupid faux pas where Peyton was concerned, usually of a racist nature. Peyton loved her mother enough to put up with it, but Marco knew how it rankled. Peyton had adored her father, a street cop who’d been killed in the line of duty, and no one would ever match his memory. Not that Cliff Martin tried. Marco had met and admired Ben Brooks himself, and Cliff Martin was not the same sort of man.
 
   “The sooner we go in, the sooner we can get to the circus with Abe as the Ring Master,” he reminded her.
 
   She tilted down her sunglasses. “Think my mother will notice my red eyes?”
 
   He brushed the hair off her shoulder. “No, it’s hardly noticeable.” Her eyes were better, but there were still bruises on her neck that she couldn’t hide. “The throttling might be a bit obvious though.”
 
   She sighed. “And here’s where I get lectured about quitting my job.”
 
   He didn’t answer. Honestly, on this one, he and her mother were on the same page, but if he said anything he’d spoil the equilibrium they’d obtained for the weekend. “Come on, Brooks, man up.”
 
   Her gaze snapped to his face and her lips parted. “You haven’t said that to me in a long time.” She pressed her forehead to his shoulder. “God, I miss that.”
 
   He kissed the top of her head. “The things you remember, woman. Come on, let’s get this over with.” Pushing open the door, he grabbed his cane and stepped out.
 
   She did the same, taking off the sunglasses and tossing them on the passenger seat. Then she straightened her shirt, scrubbing her hands on her jeans again. He came around the back of the car and held out his hand to her. She took it and together they climbed the stairs to her mother’s front door.
 
   Peyton knocked, then rocked on her boot heels, putting her hands in her back pockets. Alice Brooks opened the door a moment later, a smile bursting across her face which quickly dried as she looked at her daughter.
 
   “Dear God, what happened to you?” she said, reaching for Peyton’s arm and dragging her into the house.
 
   “I’m fine, Mama.”
 
   “Fine? Look at your eyes.” She clasped her hands on Peyton’s cheeks, tilting her head up, then she released her and her hands hovered near Peyton’s throat without making contact. “Who did this?”
 
   “A perp, Mama, but he can’t hurt anyone else.”
 
   “This happened in London?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “I knew that place was going to be bad news. The cops don’t carry guns.”
 
   “Well, that’s not exactly true. He was shot by one of my team members.”
 
   “That Radio guy?”
 
   Peyton gave a laugh. “Radar? No, Bambi.”
 
   “The sexed up one?”
 
   “Yeah, she’s a helluva shot.”
 
   Alice gave a weary sigh and her eyes lifted to Marco. “Can’t you do something about this?”
 
   Marco shifted weight, looking down. He wasn’t touching this with Peyton standing right here.
 
   “Look what happened to Marco, Peyton. I can’t stand it. I worry all the time.”
 
   “I’m fine, Mama.”
 
   Alice’s eyes narrowed on them. “Wait. Does this mean the two of you…”
 
   “Are working on things,” interrupted Peyton before her mother could get beyond herself. “That’s all. We’re just working on things.”
 
   Marco couldn’t deny a flash of disappointment at her words, especially after what she’d said about marriage the previous night, but it was his own fault and he knew it. Before Alice could say anything, Cliff appeared in the hallway behind her.
 
   “Well, there she is. The prodigal daughter finally has time to pay her poor mother a visit.” He put one arm around Alice’s shoulder, but he swung the other and slapped Peyton on the upper arm. “Heya, girl, what’s shaking?”
 
   Peyton gasped and clutched the spot, bumping into Marco. Marco braced her around the waist.
 
   “Cliff!” shouted Alice, then she pulled Peyton to her, smashing her arm again in the process. Peyton gave a mew of pain. “Are you hurt somewhere else?”
 
   “It’s okay, Mama,” Peyton said through gritted teeth, gently extricating herself. “I just hurt my arm.”
 
   “Cliff!”
 
   Cliff held up his hands. “Sorry.” He gave her a closer look. “Why your eyes all red, girl?”
 
   Peyton didn’t bother to answer, so he turned his attention to Marco.
 
   “What’s going on, slick? See you’ve still got the gimp.”
 
   “Yep,” said Marco, forcing a smile.
 
   “You and the girl back to knocking boots?”
 
   “Cliff!” shouted Alice again.
 
   “What? You know you wanna know too. You keep asking me what’s going on.”
 
   Alice gave Peyton an apologetic look.
 
   “Maybe we can go in and start brunch,” Peyton offered, motioning to the rest of the house.
 
   “Yes, let’s go in,” said Alice. “I’ll set the table.”
 
   “Come on, slick. I’ll get you a Bloody Mary,” offered Cliff.
 
   Peyton and Alice gasped, but Marco just shook his head. “I’m not drinking, but thanks.”
 
   “Oh, yeah, alcoholic, right?”
 
   “Cliff!”
 
   Not that shouting Cliff at regular intervals seemed to put a damper on the man. He just gave a laugh and shrugged.
 
   Marco and Peyton followed the older couple into the living room. Alice had set the dining room table, but she motioned them to sit on the sofa. Marco levered himself onto the cushion, but Peyton hesitated.
 
   “I’m just gonna wash up,” she said, moving toward the back of the house and the bathroom.
 
   “How about a glass of orange juice?” offered Alice to Marco.
 
   “Sounds great.”
 
   She went into the kitchen, while Cliff fixed himself a Bloody Mary at the small bar across the room. Marco fiddled with the handle on his cane and looked around, studying the senior portrait of Peyton across the room. She hadn’t changed much, he realized. The eyes in the photo were still captivating, the hair a mass of untamed curls, the smile promising so many secrets. God, he loved her, had loved her for so long.
 
   Cliff moved to his recliner and sank into it, letting out a grunt. “So, what’s shaking, slick?”
 
   “Not much.”
 
   “You and Peyton back together?”
 
   “We’re working on it,” he said, using Peyton’s words.
 
   “Working on it? What the hell does that mean?”
 
   Marco shrugged. “We need to talk through some stuff.”
 
   “You in AA?”
 
   “Sort of. I see a therapist and have a group.”
 
   “Therapist? She-it. That don’t do no good. You gotta go through them steps. That’s how real men do it.”
 
   Marco didn’t answer. Alice appeared, carrying a glass of orange juice. He smiled at her as he took it. He wished Peyton would hurry and return. He didn’t want to talk to Cliff by himself anymore. Alice stood in front of him, giving him a worried look.
 
   “Is she all right?”
 
   Marco lowered the glass. “She’s fine.”
 
   “That job…” Alice said with venom. “It’s gonna take her from me the way it took her father.”
 
   “Now, Alice,” said Cliff, “you worry too much.”
 
   “She has a good team behind her, ma’am.”
 
   “Alice,” she corrected.
 
   “Alice,” he repeated.
 
   “I wish she’d find something else to do with her life. Can’t you talk to her? I was hoping you’d get married and she’d get pregnant, have a few kids, maybe stay home and raise them.”
 
   Marco almost choked on his orange juice. Peyton as a homemaker? Dear God, he would never suggest that.
 
   “Alice, leave the boy alone. He’s got enough problems as it is.”
 
   Marco wasn’t sure how to respond to that, so he didn’t.
 
   Alice looked toward the hallway. “Are you sure she’s all right?”
 
   Marco set his glass on the coffee table and reached for his cane. “I’ll go check on her.”
 
   Alice nodded as he pushed himself to his feet and caned his way into the hallway. He stopped at the bathroom door and looked back at Cliff and Peyton’s mother. They were carrying on a tense conversation, but he couldn’t hear what they said. Lord, he was beginning to see why Peyton didn’t like coming here anymore.
 
   He knocked on the door. “Hey, Brooks, you okay?”
 
   She opened the door and peeked out at him. “Just checking to see if the stitches opened up, but I can’t get the damn bandage off.”
 
   He nudged the door open and stepped inside, locking it behind him. She had unbuttoned her shirt and had the shoulder pulled down. He turned her and worked the bandage up. The wound was long and red, but there was no blood. Ducking his head, he lightly kissed the area, then reapplied the bandage.
 
   “The stitches held. That was some good doctor in London. His stitches withstood a Cliff Martin assault.”
 
   She laughed.
 
   He slid his hands around her bare sides, pulling her against him. “Okay, so you have a point.”
 
   She laid her head on his chest. “I do. What is it?”
 
   “Cliff Martin’s an ass.”
 
   She laughed, then wrapped her arms around him and hugged him. “What brought about that discovery?”
 
   “Did you know real men don’t go to therapists? They do AA.”
 
   “God, I’m sorry,” she said, tightening her hold.
 
   “Nope. It’s fine. I probably needed real man lessons. Oh, and your mother wants me to talk you into quitting.”
 
   “And there it is. I was wondering how long it would take to get to that point.”
 
   “Five minutes, 46 seconds.”
 
   “Record.”
 
   A pounding came on the bathroom door. “What are you doing in there? Don’t sex up your mother’s house, girl! It’s uncouth. Besides she’s got the table set.”
 
   Peyton sucked in a breath and released it.
 
   Marco moved his mouth down to her ear. “He’s right, Brooks. It’s all sorts of uncouth to sex up your mother’s house, and Cliff Martin would know about uncouth.”
 
   She laughed and pulled away from him, buttoning up her shirt. 
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   They got to Golden Gate Park later than they’d planned. Brunch had become a Herculean effort of restraint for Peyton. Between Cliff’s thinly veiled comments and her mother’s prying, she’d broken down and accepted a Bloody Mary just to survive it. To make matters worse, Marco had retreated to his taciturn nature, grunting noncommittally when called upon to venture an opinion.
 
   She felt a little annoyed with him. He hadn’t told her that her mother wanted her to get pregnant and become a homemaker, the coward. He’d let Cliff drop that particular bomb himself. When Peyton had confronted her mother, Alice had feigned tears, telling Peyton she didn’t think she’d ever get any grandchildren. Lord, Peyton wanted to sock something and Marco was a good target.
 
   “I’d like to punch you,” she said as he pulled to the side and set the emergency brake.
 
   She could see his nieces and nephews running beneath the redwood trees near where Abe had secured two picnic tables with red and white bunting. Peyton loved Golden Gate Park, but memories always swamped her for the first few minutes after she arrived. Here’s where the janitor had gotten the drop on her and tasered her into submission. Focusing on her anger helped.
 
   “What’d I do?” Marco complained, shifting to face her.
 
   “You didn’t tell me my mother plotted with you to get me knocked up – barefoot and pregnant, the happy little homemaker, eh, Marco?”
 
   Marco rolled his eyes. “God no. That would be just horrible.”
 
   She gaped at him. “Is that what you want? You want me to be a housewife, raising a parcel of squalling brats?”
 
   “No, Brooks,” he began, “but…”
 
   “But?” She realized she was yelling.
 
   He ran his tongue along his teeth and met her gaze. “But you make it sound like a fate worse than death. What’s wrong with having a family, having kids and raising them? Both of our mothers did it and are you saying they’re somehow less accomplished than you are?”
 
   She looked away. She could see Mona D’Angelo and Rosa helping Abe spread a tablecloth over the table. She caught sight of Jake swinging one of the nephews around. They were both laughing crazily. Would this be so bad? Whenever she came to an event at the D’Angelo’s, she felt happy, she felt like she belonged, and she loved the chaos of his giant family.
 
   He brushed the hair off her shoulder. “Peyton, talk to me, sweetheart. What are you thinking?”
 
   She looked over at him, swallowing hard. “I don’t know if I can, Marco. I don’t know if I can change enough to have a family, to settle down. What if I’m a terrible mother? What if I don’t bond with my baby? What if I’m too cold to be a mother?”
 
   He laughed, sliding his fingers along her cheek and behind her head. He tugged her to him. “That is definitely not something you have to worry about. You could bond with a rabid wolverine.” He kissed her, sweetly at first, then deepening it when she responded.
 
   She curled her hand in his shirt and held him to her, but a knock at her window drove them apart. Sergio, Sofia and Franco’s youngest, stood looking in at them.
 
   “Heya Uncle Marco, Uncle Abe wants to know when the two of yous gonna stop smooching and come be social.”
 
   Peyton smiled at Marco’s exhalation of frustration, then she opened the door, stepping out. “You want smooching,” she said, starting after him, “I’ll give you smooching.”
 
   He squealed and raced off, his laughter echoing back at them.
 
   “Did you finally decide to show up, little soul sista?” shouted Abe, setting out a wicker basket holding paper plates, napkins, and plastic eating utensils in blue.
 
   “Yeah, we’re here.”
 
   He stopped and looked her over carefully. “Who’s been wringing on your neck, sweets?”
 
   “Oh, goodness,” said Mona, covering her mouth with her hands.
 
   A moment later Peyton was surrounded by Marco’s three sisters-in-law and his mother, fussing over her. They sat her down at the picnic table and Abe brought her a bubbly glass of something sweet and delicious.
 
   “What is this?” she asked.
 
   “Apple Cider and a touch of champagne,” said Abe, then he handed Marco a plastic glass filled with something sparkly too.
 
   Peyton frowned, but she didn’t think Abe would give Marco alcohol.
 
   Marco took a sip and made a face. “What is it?”
 
   “Sparkling water with fresh lemon squeezed inside. How’s it taste, Angel’D?” he simpered.
 
   “Sour and bitter.”
 
   “It needs sugar,” said Mona, taking it from him. “I’ll get it.” She bustled off to fix his drink.
 
   Abe pulled a beautiful apple pie out of a cardboard box and set it in the middle of the table. Sofia and Serena began pulling out potato salad, macaroni salad, and green salad, setting it beside the rest of the fare. Peyton gave the mountain of food a wary look. They hadn’t eaten that long ago and she wasn’t that hungry, but she knew it would offend both Abe and Mona if she didn’t sample everything.
 
   Mona returned with Marco’s drink and kissed him. “Go sit with your father. He has a chair for you.”
 
   Marco looked over at the gathering of men, sitting in lawn chairs around a radio. He shot a look at Peyton, but she just smiled at him.
 
   “Go on,” she said and he wandered off to greet his brothers and father.
 
   Abe gave her a frank look. “Spill!”
 
   “What?” she said, taking another sip of her drink and watching him fuss with the barbecue. It was one built by the park service and had seen better days.
 
   “Hold on,” he said, lifting a hand to her. “Jakey!”
 
   Jake jogged over, stopping on Peyton’s side of the picnic table and giving her a kiss on the cheek. “Heya, Mighty Mouse, how are you?”
 
   “Good,” she said, squeezing his hand. “How are you?”
 
   “Excellent.” He gave her a critical look. “What happened to you?”
 
   Mona and the other women look over again.
 
   “Perp, but he’s gone.”
 
   “You shot him?” asked Rosa.
 
   “No, one of my team members did.”
 
   Mona put a hand over her heart. “Thank God for that,” she said and made the cross.
 
   “You look like hell,” said Jake.
 
   “It looks worse than it is,” she answered.
 
   Abe pointed at the barbecue. “Get this thing going, Nebraska boy,” he said. “My dogs are barking to be cooked.”
 
   The women all burst into laughter. Peyton arched an eyebrow at him as Jake hurried to do what he asked.
 
   Abe took a seat at the table and braced his chin on his hand. “So fess up, what gives?”
 
   Peyton took another sip of her drink. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “My roommate’s been MIA for days now. I think we both know where he’s been.”
 
   “Are you back together?” asked Serena.
 
   Peyton met Mona’s hopeful gaze. “We’re working on things,” she said and left it at that.
 
   “Uhun,” scolded Abe, “That don’t wash with me. Are you sharing a bed?”
 
   “Abraham!” said Mona, slapping his shoulder. “It’s the Lord’s day.” But she looked at Peyton expectantly. So did the three women and Jake.
 
   Peyton gave Abe an arch look, then glared at Jake. “Aren’t you supposed to be getting the fire going?”
 
   “Apparently I’m not the only one kindling fires here,” he quipped and the sisters-in-law twittered.
 
   Peyton shook her head, pushing herself to her feet. “I think I’ll just say hi to the guys,” she said and wandered away, dodging one of the nieces as she went. Laughter echoed behind her as she wandered over to the men.
 
   Leo jumped up and pulled her into a bear hug. “Bella, so good to see you.”
 
   Then Vinnie, Franco and Bernardo all hugged her. Vinnie gave her a critical once over, chucking her under the chin. “The other guy better look worse.”
 
   “He’s dead,” she offered and the men grunted their approval.
 
   Moving to Marco’s side, she leaned against his chair and he put his arm around her waist. A Warriors game boomed from the radio, the announcer talking excitedly. One of the nephews raced into the circle, Peyton didn’t know which one, and Bernardo caught him, sending him back the way he’d come.
 
   Peyton smiled and felt herself relax a little. Maybe adding to this big, raucous family wasn’t the worst idea in the world.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   They returned late that night. The food had continued from one course to the next all day. The kids had started an impromptu soccer game and the parents stood around the sideline, encouraging them. Abe had even jumped into the middle of it, but his long limbs and silly antics had reduced the game into a free for all.
 
   Marco didn’t remember when he’d heard Peyton laugh so much and he wondered if this was a good time to approach what he’d wanted to talk to her about all day. He couldn’t stop worrying about her comment last night regarding marriage. He knew he was to blame, but he’d never suspected she might change her mind.
 
   When they entered the house, Pickles danced around their feet. Peyton picked him up and kissed him, then handed him to Marco. “Can you take him out? I want to get cleaned up.”
 
   He accepted the dog and reached for the leash, then took him out for his block-long walk. As he limped beside the little Yorkie, Marco rehearsed what he wanted to say. He would just lay it out for Peyton, telling her he’d screwed up when he left, that the moment he did it, he wanted to come back. He’d explain how hard he’d been working to stay sober, going to his meetings with Dr. Ferguson and the group. Then he’d tell her how this time apart had made him see just what he wanted in life.
 
   He wanted her and their future, their plans to marry and start a family. He could wait until she was ready for the family part, but that was definitely something he knew he wanted now. Had always wanted. With her.
 
   He walked Pickles back to the house and shut the door, removing the dog’s leash and hanging it on the peg. Then he turned.
 
   Peyton stood in the living room, wearing nothing but a silky lingerie. The ephemeral fabric clung to her curves, accentuating them, and the rosy color made her skin glow like warm chocolate. He caught his breath, unable to speak, as she moved closer to him.
 
   He was used to seeing her in his football jersey. That always made him want her, but this, this made her look feminine and sexy – beautiful. She stopped before him, running her hands up his chest.
 
   He sank his hand in her loose hair. “God, you’re gorgeous.”
 
   She smiled and he felt like his heart would pound out of his chest. “I thought you might like this.”
 
   “Like it? I can barely breathe.”
 
   She lifted on tiptoes and kissed him under his jaw. He closed his eyes, willing control, but he knew it was rapidly slipping away. “Come to bed,” she whispered in his ear.
 
   He wanted to tell her they needed to talk. He wanted to push her away so he didn’t lose his focus, but when she moved against him, his thoughts scattered, replaced by one thing – the need to be with her.
 
   He encircled her waist with one arm and lifted her off her feet, burying his face in her throat. “Whatever you want, sweetheart,” he breathed against her skin.


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   Lavender had a smirk on her face when Taylor pressed the button on the camera to record. She wore a long black skirt, a rose colored tank top, a pair of beaded sandals, and a white cardigan. She sat in her regular chair, her legs folded to the side, her hands clasped in her lap. She swept her long hair over her shoulder and combed her fingers through it.
 
   “Why are you smiling?” Taylor asked, smiling himself. Her violet eyes promised secrets, and he wanted to be in on them.
 
   “I’ve been thinking about your Mobius strip analogy and well...no offense, but it’s not right.”
 
   He sat back, steepling his hands before him. “Oh, really? How so?”
 
   “We were talking about being seen at The Aquarius Station, remember?”
 
   “I remember.”
 
   “And I said if I go to the club, it becomes a hotspot, and by connection, I become hotter myself.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Well, that’s not a Mobius strip. It’s a classic chicken or egg scenario – a causality dilemma.”
 
   “A what?”
 
   She tossed her hair over her shoulder. “A causality dilemma. A case of circular cause and consequence. Which comes first? The chicken or the egg? In the same way, which comes first? My appearance at the club affecting the reputation of the club or my reputation being affected by the club itself?”
 
   Taylor shifted weight, crossing one of his sneakers over the other. “Ah, but modern science has solved the chicken and egg conundrum.”
 
   She waved her hand airily. “Of course they have. The egg came first.”
 
   A smile blazed across his face and he pushed his glasses up on his nose. “Exactly! How do you know that?”
 
   “A chicken is a domesticated animal. Obviously, egg laying species predate the chicken, so when the chicken’s DNA went through a genetic recombination, it had to come out of an egg.”
 
   Taylor blinked at her. He was pretty sure he’d just fallen in love. “How in the world do you know that?”
 
   “Do you think models are stupid?”
 
   “No, I just didn’t think you knew about DNA and evolution.”
 
   She leaned forward, her features intense. “If I didn’t go into modeling, I was thinking of studying genetics.”
 
   He shook his head in amazement. “Do you regret it?”
 
   “Regret what?”
 
   “Not going into genetics.”
 
   She looked away, looked out the window of his study room. He’d gained quite a few points with the other guys when they figured out he had the face of René Noir coming to see him, but he’d forbidden them to hang around outside the door. He knew they gathered under the tree near the street and that the tree was visible from her chair, but he couldn’t move her chair. It had the best lighting.
 
   “When I come here, sometimes I wonder what it would be like.”
 
   “To go to college?”
 
   She nodded, smiling at him. “It seems like fun. I mean, this is an assignment, right? Our documentary?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “That’s fun. You’re pursuing your dreams and I admire that.”
 
   His smile faded. “You’re not pursuing your dreams, are you?”
 
   Her expression grew grim and Taylor couldn’t help leaning forward a little, thinking, hoping they were close to something real, something genuine, but she flashed that too polished smile once more and twirled a lock of hair around her finger.
 
   “I’m the face of René Noir, Taylor. What more could any girl want? René’s the shit.”
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Peyton sat down on the bed beside Marco, leaning her shoulder against his. She knew mornings were hard for him, getting his leg moving after being inert all night, but he didn’t like to show her any weakness. He wore a pinstriped suit in charcoal grey that fit him perfectly, the jacket tossed on the bed behind him. The tie was one she’d given him for his last birthday.
 
   Rising, she moved between his legs and straightened the tie, then she rested her arms on his shoulders. She was reluctant for the weekend to end. Their jobs had left them alone and things had been the way they were before all the craziness happened. Spending time with both their families made Peyton long for things she knew were better left alone.
 
   She toyed with his hair where it touched the collar of his pale blue shirt. “Will you come back here tonight?”
 
   He gave her a cautious nod. They hadn’t talked about anything of substance, avoiding it through an unspoken agreement, but she knew they needed to sort things out. At the top of the list was their living arrangements. He was still, technically, living with Abe.
 
   “I want to hear about your latest case with the football player.”
 
   He nodded. “And I want to hear about the werewolf.”
 
   She pressed her forehead to his. “I don’t want the weekend to end.”
 
   “I know, sweetheart.” He wrapped his arms around her waist.
 
   “I love you, D’Angelo,” she said.
 
   He reared back from her. “D’Angelo?”
 
   She laughed, but it was strained. “Marco,” she said. Once that had been so easy for her to say, but now every time she said it, she was afraid he’d pull away from her. She knew she had to stop being so insecure. It was putting up barriers between them, but she couldn’t seem to get over it. When he’d left her a couple of months ago, he tapped into her fear of abandonment. Worse still, abandonment by him, the single most important person in her life.
 
   His eyes searched her face. “I love you, Peyton.”
 
   She wanted that to be enough. She wanted to take that and build the future with him that they’d once dreamed of, but somehow it wasn’t enough to assuage her fears. She looked down, fussing with the tie again.
 
   “Tell you what,” he said, capturing her hands. “How ‘bout I come to your office today and take you to lunch? Do you think you can get away?”
 
   She felt a flush of happiness at that. “Yeah, I can get away.”
 
   “Good.” He pulled her closer. “I’ll see you at noon.”
 
   “Noon,” she answered, but the dread didn’t lift. He was going to work without her again. For eight years they’d been partners, spent everyday together. Now, they each led separate lives and she hated it. She missed him so.
 
   Leaning into him, she kissed him, pouring all of her passion into it. He made a growling sound and the next thing she knew he’d pulled her onto his lap, deepening the kiss. And even though she was worried she’d be late for work, she didn’t stop him.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Peyton arrived at her office and found a cup of coffee, four packets of sugar, and a chocolate donut with sprinkles. A note propped against the coffee saucer said, Welcome back, Special Agent Brooks, Margaret. Peyton smiled and broke a piece off her donut, then settled her briefcase on her desk and popped the locks.
 
   She removed the cold case file for Lance-Corporal Isaac Daws and laid it on her blotter, then stored the briefcase in her desk and took a seat. Flipping open the file, she read over it for about the hundredth time as she tore open the packets of sugar and dumped all four into the coffee, reaching for the spoon to stir it.
 
   Digging out her cell phone, she pulled up her text messages and located the one she’d received in London from a burner cell. Pressing her index finger to the picture, she held it down until the icon popped up to forward it. She sent it to her email.
 
   Reaching for her mouse, she clicked on her email, waiting for the image to come through. She took a sip of coffee and broke off another piece of donut, then opened the file when it arrived and hit print. The printer whirled and expelled the picture.
 
   Peyton picked it up and studied it closely. The first man in the picture was definitely Senator Lange, and the second had to be Lance-Corporal Daws, but Lange’s assistant had been emphatic that Lange had never met with Daws before.
 
   Setting down the coffee cup, she flipped to the contact information for the agent who’d had the case before her – Mark Turner. Picking up her desk phone, she punched in his number and listened to the ring. He worked for the field office in Las Vegas.
 
   “Special Agent Mark Turner’s office,” came a young male voice.
 
   “Special Agent Peyton Brooks calling for Special Agent Turner. Is he available?”
 
   “Hold a moment,” said the young man.
 
   Peyton flipped to the back of the file and studied the coin, then she read the report again where Turner had mentioned he hadn’t found any messages on Daws’ cell phone. But Daws’ ex-fiancée Heather Spencer had text messages from him. What happened to those texts? Had someone wiped the phone clean?
 
   “Special Agent Brooks,” came the young man’s voice again, “hold the line.”
 
   A few beeps sounded, then a deep male voice spoke. “Turner,” he said gruffly.
 
   “Special Agent Turner, this is Special Agent Peyton Brooks from the San Francisco field office. How are you this morning?”
 
   Turner didn’t immediately answer.
 
   Peyton frowned and leaned forward in her chair. “Agent Turner?”
 
   “Hold on,” came his response.
 
   Peyton drummed her fingers on the file, then read the manifest again. The file clearly indicated the coin had been found, but it hadn’t wound up in the evidence box. What happened to it?
 
   “Agent Brooks,” came Turner’s voice once more. “I’ve been expecting your call.”
 
   Peyton held the phone out and looked at it. What the hell did that mean? “Come again?”
 
   “I’ve been expecting you to call. I was notified when you requested the evidence box for Lance-Corporal Daws.”
 
   Peyton tilted her head and reached for a pencil, scribbling a note on her pad of paper. “Right. I’m trying to clear the case.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I have a few questions for you, Agent Turner.”
 
   “I figured.”
 
   She drew a line under his contact information. “If you asked to be notified when someone requested the evidence box, why did you label Daws’ case cold?”
 
   “We need to talk, Agent Brooks.”
 
   “Okay.” She pulled up her calendar on the computer. Margaret didn’t have anything scheduled for her the next two days. “I can take a red eye out of SFO and meet with you tomorrow.”
 
   “I’ll come to you.”
 
   Peyton hesitated. He was being pretty cryptic. Why? “Okay, look, can you answer one question for me before you come out here?”
 
   “Let’s talk in person.”
 
   “Just one thing, okay? You indicated a coin was part of the evidence in the case, a coin that our experts believe dates back to the Sassanid Era, but the coin was missing when I got the case.”
 
   “Look, Agent Brooks, let’s talk when I get out there.”
 
   Peyton knew a brushoff when she got one. She sighed and set down the pencil. “Please text me your flight information when you get it.”
 
   “I’m driving.”
 
   “Oh, you’re driving?”
 
   “It’s better that way. I’ll be there tomorrow morning.”
 
   That baffled Peyton. “Okay.”
 
   “I’ll meet you at your office.”
 
   “Sure. Look, Agent Turner, is everything all right?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “But you don’t want to talk about the case?”
 
   “It’s better if we speak in person.”
 
   “Can you tell me why?”
 
   “When was the last time you looked at the seal of Nevada, Agent Brooks?”
 
   What? “Uh, never.”
 
   “Take a look now, Agent Brooks, and we’ll talk tomorrow. I’ll meet you at your office.” The phone went dead in her hand. Peyton studied it a moment and thought to call him back, but she felt sure she wouldn’t even get as far as his voice mail this time.
 
   Rising to her feet, she closed the file and picked it up, then walked to the door of her office and out, turning left. She passed Margaret’s desk, but her assistant wasn’t there at the moment. Without hesitating, she continued on to Tank’s office and knocked at the door.
 
   He opened it a moment later, smiling at her. “Peyton, how was the weekend?”
 
   “Really good,” she said. “How was yours, Tank?”
 
   “Awesome. Went hiking with the Professor in Tilden Park in Berkeley.”
 
   Peyton smiled back at him. Tank and his Professor were about the cutest couple she knew. “Sounds like fun.”
 
   “She made me a picnic lunch.” His eyebrows waggled. Peyton didn’t ask what was in the picnic basket, but she felt sure with the Professor it was whole grained and healthy. His eyes lowered to the file. “You’re already back at work, I see. What’s up?” He stepped back and motioned her into his book crowded office.
 
   “I called Agent Mark Turner in Las Vegas to ask him about the case,” she said, coming forward and setting the file on his wooden desk.
 
   “Good thinking. I’ve been planning to suggest that.”
 
   “Yeah, well, Agent Turner’s coming here tomorrow morning to meet with me.”
 
   “Huh?” Tank frowned. “What do you mean he’s coming here?” They stood in the middle of his office. He hadn’t offered her a seat and she didn’t take one. She could sense his immediate anxiety when she brought up the Daws’ case.
 
   “He wouldn’t talk with me on the phone. He said we needed to talk in person.”
 
   “That’s very odd.”
 
   “Well, I can one up you. He’s not flying in, he’s driving.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Peyton held out her empty hands.
 
   Tank curled his hand over his strong chin, looking very professorial himself. “Odd.”
 
   “Want more?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “He told me to look at the seal of Nevada.”
 
   “The seal?”
 
   “The state seal.”
 
   Tank’s brows lowered, then he went around his desk and sank into his chair, reaching for his mouse. He typed something into a search engine and waited, then he clicked on it. Peyton walked around the desk and leaned over his shoulder, looking at the screen.
 
   He expanded the seal so it filled his monitor screen, allowing him and Peyton to study it. “Apparently, I’m not clever enough to get what he means. I see a plow and a train and a horse pulling a wagon. There’s mountains and a bright sun…”
 
   “What is that?” asked Peyton, pointing to the left side of the screen.
 
   Tank leaned forward, squinting. “Looks like a miner, carting something out of a mine.”
 
   “What’s the white house for?”
 
   Tank clicked on the explanation of the seal. “Hm, the left is a silver mine, and the miner is carting the silver ore to the wagon. The white building’s a quartz mill.”
 
   Peyton straightened. “I don’t get it.”
 
   Tank shook his head. “I think we need to talk to Radar now.”
 
   She nodded, reaching over to pick up the file. “Let’s get this over with. We don’t have a case right now, so he can’t tell us to concentrate.”
 
   Tank offered her a pat on the back. “Mostly he tells you that,” he said.
 
   “Tell me about it.”
 
   They walked down the hallway, circling around to Radar’s office, but they halted outside his door. He was sitting in one of the chairs before his desk, his back to the glass wall, talking with a beautiful woman. Tank put a hand on Peyton’s arm to stop her, nodding at the glass beside Radar’s closed office door.
 
   The woman was tall and leggy and dressed to the nines in the finest linen suit. Her red hair was pulled up in a stylish bun and pearl earrings dangled from her lobes and around her throat. Peyton recognized her, but she couldn’t place where she’d seen her before. The woman had her hand clasped in Radar’s and she was leaning forward, talking to him earnestly.
 
   Suddenly it clicked in Peyton’s mind where she’d seen this woman. She was Gwendolyn Fontaine – once one of the highest paid supermodels who now owned her own modeling business, turning out the latest, hottest face and figures for the fashion industry.
 
   “That’s Gwendolyn Fontaine!” said Peyton loudly, pointing.
 
   Tank nodded and grabbed Peyton’s hand, pulling it down.
 
   “The supermodel? Gwendolyn Fontaine? Tank, do you see her? She was the biggest thing on the runway about ten years ago. She’s famous.”
 
   Tank nodded tensely and motioned that they should back away.
 
   “Why are you acting so strange? What’s going on, Tank? What’s she doing with Radar?” She shifted to face him.
 
   “Let’s not bother them, Peyton.”
 
   “Why? We came to talk to Radar. Why’s she here? What’s she doing, Tank?”
 
   “She’s having a private conversation!” came a growl behind her.
 
   Peyton whirled to see Radar standing in his doorway, glaring at her. She tried to see around him, but he was blocking the view. “What’s she doing here, Radar?” she hissed. “And why’s she holding your hand?” Then she got a mischievous gleam in her eye. “Mrs. Radar wouldn’t like it.”
 
   “Mrs. Radar already knows,” came a sultry voice and Gwendolyn Fontaine placed a long fingered hand on Radar’s shoulder, shifting him aside so she could stride out. She was nearly as tall as Radar, wearing low heels, her movements smooth and elegant, belying her time on the catwalk.
 
   Peyton swallowed hard and backed up, bumping into Tank.
 
   “Hello, Thomas,” Gwendolyn said, smiling at him. “So nice to see you again.”
 
   “Ms. Fontaine,” said Tank, ducking his head. “The pleasure’s mine.”
 
   Gwendolyn’s smiling green eyes shifted and fixed on Peyton. “And you must be Peyton Brooks, Carlos’ latest recruit.” She held out her hand and Peyton couldn’t help but notice the many diamond rings winking from her fingers.
 
   Peyton accepted it, not sure what she was supposed to do. How did one greet the famous? So she did the only thing she could think to do, she curtsied. Radar groaned and rolled his eyes.
 
   “Pleased to meet you, ma’am,” she said.
 
   “Call me Gwen, dear. The pleasure’s mine. You’re exactly as Carlos described you.”
 
   Peyton shot a bewildered look at Radar. “Funny, Carlos didn’t mention you.”
 
   Gwen reached back and offered him her hand. He took it and came to her side. “Carlos is a private man. I’m not surprised.” She gave Peyton a mischievous wink. “But I’m Mrs. Radar.”
 
   Peyton wished she could take back her next reaction, but her mouth fell open and a strangled sound escaped her. She’d been expecting a plump, cookie-baking homemaker to be Radar’s wife, not a supermodel.
 
   “Come again?”
 
   Radar drew an exasperated breath. “Gwen’s my wife, Sparky.”
 
   Peyton gave a startled laugh, then caught Gwen’s hand, pressing it between both of her own. “I’m so glad to meet you,” she said, bubbling over with delight. “He never tells me anything about himself. I can’t even get him to tell me the names of the cats.”
 
   Gwen seemed amused, squeezing Peyton’s fingers and leaning toward her as if to share a secret. “Satin and Lace.”
 
   “Satin and Lace?” repeated Peyton, shooting a look at Radar.
 
   His jaw was clenched so hard, she thought it might break. “Sparky…”
 
   “You just made my day, Gwen, in fact, my whole week. Does he talk to them? Please, please tell me he babytalks them.”
 
   Gwen laughed. “She’s delightful,” she said to Radar.
 
   “That’s what you get from this?” he grumbled.
 
   Gwen shooed him off. “He does babytalk them, but especially Lacy. That’s his personal favorite. She’s his little girl.”
 
   Peyton squealed and clapped her hands, clutching the file against her chest. Behind her, she heard Tank cough to cover up a laugh. Holding out her hand, she beamed at Gwen. “It has been an absolute pleasure to talk to you, Mrs. Radar, and I hope we get to talk more again soon.”
 
   “I’d like that.”
 
   “Maybe we can do lunch?”
 
   “No!” said Radar emphatically.
 
   Gwen shook her head at him in amusement. “I’d love to do lunch. I’ll give you a call later this week, okay?”
 
   Peyton nodded vigorously. “Talk to you soon,” she said, moving back a step as Radar put a hand in the small of his wife’s back and guided her into his office once more.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Marco arrived at Peyton’s building at noon. His morning session with Dr. Ferguson had gone surprisingly smooth. They talked about the Peterson case and Marco avoided talking about Peyton. In the end, Ferguson agreed to lower his visits to twice a week, Monday and Friday. Marco wasn’t complaining. He wanted them ended entirely, but every time he asked for that, he felt like Ferguson added weeks to his treatment. By not saying anything, he’d finally reduced their frequency. Maybe he was learning how to psychoanalyze the psychoanalyst.
 
   He found a parking space close to the building on a side street and parked the Charger, grabbing his cane. Ignoring the dull ache as he walked, he hurried as fast as he could. He was anxious to see Peyton again, wanting to share his progress with her.
 
   He entered the cavernous FBI building and crossed the lobby to the reception desk. A security guard in uniform gave him a chin nod as he stopped before him. He produced his badge and laid it on the counter.
 
   “Captain Marco D’Angelo to see Special Agent Peyton Brooks. She’s expecting me.”
 
   The security guard turned a clipboard around on the counter and handed him a pen. “Sign in,” he said, then he picked up a phone and punched a few buttons. Marco signed as the man listened on the line. “Margaret, tell Special Agent Brooks she has a visitor in the lobby, a Captain D’Angelo.” He nodded. “Right, will do.”
 
   Setting the phone on the cradle, he glanced at Marco. “She’ll be right down.”
 
   “Thanks.” Marco set the pen on the clipboard and pushed it to the security guard, then he picked up his badge and replaced it in his pocket.
 
   Stepping away from the counter, he glanced over the entrance hall. A small cafe stood to the right of him, next to the front doors. Maybe they could just grab lunch there and that way they’d have more time to talk. He needed to check in at the precinct. No one had called him, but he’d taken two days off and then he hadn’t gone in this morning before his appointment with Dr. Ferguson. Still, he wanted to spend as much time with Peyton as he could.
 
   “So, can you believe that guy?” came a voice behind him. “He thought he could back his delivery truck right up to the doors.”
 
   Marco looked over his shoulder. A second security guard had come up to the desk, adjusting his gun belt. Marco’s eyes narrowed as he recognized the craggy face, blond hair, and green eyes. He turned, rage spiraling through him.
 
   “What are you doing here?” he demanded.
 
   “Shit!” muttered Mike Edwards.
 
   “Did you hear me?” Marco took a step closer to the counter.
 
   “Look, don’t get crazy,” said Edwards, holding up a hand. “I work here now.”
 
   “You work here?”
 
   “Peyton helped me get a job.”
 
   “What?” He reached the counter, his hand curling into a fist on his cane. “What do you mean Peyton helped you get a job?”
 
   “What’s going on?” asked the other guard.
 
   “This guy was involved with the agent who gave me my reference,” Edwards explained, pointing at Marco, “and he’s a little possessive.”
 
   Marco’s gaze snapped to the other guard. “Bull shit! He’s stalking my fiancée!”
 
   “Well, we both know she’s not your fiancée anymore.”
 
   Marco lunged for him.
 
   Edwards danced back and the other guard slammed his hands on Marco’s chest, holding him off. “Whoa! Hold on there, buddy!” the guard said.
 
   “He’s stalking her!” Marco shouted, pointing at Edwards.
 
   Edwards held up his hands and shook his head.
 
   “Listen, Captain, what do you mean he’s stalking her? If she gave him a reference…”
 
   “She didn’t give him a reference! She doesn’t even know him! He broke into her house and he went through her things!”
 
   The guard looked over at Edwards, keeping one hand on Marco’s chest. “Is this true?”
 
   “No! Zach, the guy’s crazy jealous! He threatened me outside her house just because I went over to see if she was all right. She broke it off with him, but he won’t leave her alone!”
 
   “You sonuvabitch!” growled Marco, knocking Zach’s hand away.
 
   Zach stepped in front of Edwards to protect him, holding up his hands. “Don’t make me cuff you, Captain!” he shouted, reaching for the cuffs on his belt.
 
   Marco couldn’t believe the rage that spread through him. “I’m telling you he’s a stalker! He’s been following her for weeks now! Ask him about the flowers he sent!”
 
   “So I sent her flowers!”
 
   “Bull shit!”
 
   “Marco!”
 
   Marco glanced over to see Peyton leaving the elevator.
 
   “What the hell’s going on?”
 
   Marco pointed at Edwards. “Did you give him a reference for this job?”
 
   Peyton moved over to him, putting a hand in the middle of his chest. “Marco, calm down!”
 
   “Calm down! Answer me! Did you give him a reference for this job?”
 
   Peyton glanced around the lobby. Marco knew they were attracting attention, but he couldn’t help it. It terrified him to think the bastard was working in the same building as she was, watching everything she did, everywhere she went, when she arrived and when she left.
 
   “Marco, please!” she hissed at him.
 
   “Peyton, I’m telling you this sonuvabitch is stalking you!”
 
   “No, you’re the one doing the stalking. You can’t accept that she’s moved on,” said Edwards.
 
   Marco started to turn toward him, but Peyton threw herself in front of him, blocking him with her body.
 
   “What the hell’s going on!” came a loud voice from the direction of the front door.
 
   Marco glared at Edwards, hiding behind the other guard’s back, and the bastard gave him a smirk. Suddenly Radar was between them, shoving Marco in the chest and making him stagger backward.
 
   “I suggest you calm the hell down!” Radar said to him, going chest to chest with him.
 
   “He’s stalking one of your agents!” 
 
   “That’s enough!” snarled Radar.
 
   “Radar…” began Peyton, trying to get to Marco.
 
   Radar caught her arm and turned her toward the elevators. “Go upstairs, Agent Brooks, and let me handle this.”
 
   “No, Radar!”
 
   “Sparky! Don’t disobey me. That’s a direct order!”
 
   Marco could see the torment in Peyton’s eyes and a feeling of guilt washed over him. He was hurting her right now. He was causing her embarrassment and pain, but she wouldn’t believe him, listen to him.
 
   “Go, Peyton,” he said. “I’m all right. I’ll talk to you later.”
 
   “Marco!”
 
   Radar stepped in front of her. “Go upstairs, Agent Brooks!”
 
   She glanced up at him, then looked at Marco again. Finally, she turned and hurried to the elevators. The doors opened just as she arrived and she went inside, slumping against the wall. Marco’s guts ached. He hadn’t wanted this to wind up like this.
 
   “Agent Moreno,” said Edwards, coming to the counter. “This man needs to be banned from the building.”
 
   Radar whirled on him, giving him a glare. “Excuse me!”
 
   Edwards’ mouth opened, but nothing came out.
 
   “I don’t remember asking you for your opinion, did I?”
 
   “No, but he’s a danger to Agent Brooks.”
 
   “Excuse me!”
 
   “I mean…”
 
   Radar pointed at him. “You’re still on probation, right?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Then I suggest you shut your mouth.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   Radar turned and walked to Marco, grabbing his shoulder. “You, come with me!”
 
   Marco glared over his shoulder at Edwards, but the man was smirking again. “Sonuvabitch!” he muttered.
 
   Radar led him to the cafe and pulled open the door, pushing him toward a seat at the back. “Susan, will you bring us two coffees, please?”
 
   “This place is self-serve, Radar,” called the woman behind the counter.
 
   “And yet, I know you’ll honor my request, now won’t you?”
 
   She grumbled, but Marco could see her moving to do as he asked. Radar pointed him to the bench seat where his back would be facing the windows and the street. He didn’t like giving up the cop’s seat, but this arrangement allowed him to watch Edwards across the lobby. He sank onto the bench, only now realizing that his leg was blazing with pain. He pulled it under the table and rubbed the muscles with his knuckles.
 
   “You aren’t very smart, are you, boytoy?”
 
   Marco glared up at him. “He’s stalking her.”
 
   Radar slid into the seat across from him. “Yeah, well, announcing to the world that he’s doing it is surely going to stop him. And now, you’ve made a ruckus at her place of employment, so I’m gonna have to ban you for a few months. Not to mention the fact that she’s probably not going to let you anywhere near her after this. Well done, pretty boy.”
 
   Marco braced his forehead on his hand and rubbed his temples. Susan brought them their coffees and slid them onto the table. Radar thanked her and picked his up, taking a sip. Despair swamped Marco and his throat felt too tight to speak. Radar was right. Peyton was going to throw him out of her life after this, and then no one would be watching her back.
 
   “Talk to me.”
 
   Marco looked up. “What?”
 
   “Tell me what you know, but…” He pointed a finger in Marco’s face. “Not as her lover, as the cop you’re supposed to be.”
 
   Marco drew a deep breath, held it, then slowly released it, trying to still the fury that zipped through him. “The first I know about this guy, he shows up on her doorstep, saying he’s worried about her because she broke a date with him. He’s sitting on her doorstep for hours. When she asks him how he found her house, he says he picked it off a bill in her car when she drove him home one night.”
 
   Radar shrugged. “So?”
 
   “She says she didn’t make a date with him. They were just meeting for pizza, but he’s adamant about it.”
 
   “Semantics. That’s her lover talking, not the cop.”
 
   Marco fought for control, looking away.
 
   “Take a drink,” Radar urged.
 
   Marco lifted the coffee and gulped it, letting the hot liquid coat his esophagus. Acid roiled in his belly and all he wanted was to talk to Peyton. Forcing himself to assume a clinical cop air, Marco straightened, setting down the mug. “He said he found her address on a bill in her car. I went through her car. She keeps all personal things out of it, except her registration and proof of insurance, which is hidden in a pouch on the driver’s side of the car. Taking his story into account, there’s no time he was in her car long enough to search it for the registration and find it.”
 
   “Nothing in her glove compartment?”
 
   “Just the manual for the car.”
 
   “Good. Now that’s more like it. What else?”
 
   “I was staying at her house while you were in London, taking care of her dog. I came home one night and I dropped my wallet on the floor beneath a sofa table she keeps in the entryway. I didn’t get it because of my leg. The next morning I forgot.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “When I was returning to the house that night, I spotted Edwards’ car.”
 
   “What kind of car?”
 
   “Blue Volkswagen Jetta.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “The car was going down 19th Avenue away from Peyton’s house.”
 
   “She lives on 19th?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   Radar nodded, taking a sip of coffee.
 
   “When I went into the house, my wallet was on the sofa table. I didn’t get it, I left it on the floor, and I would know. It takes me a freakin’ year to get on the ground now.”
 
   Radar lowered the mug, staring at him. “You think he was in the house?”
 
   “I know he was in the house. I had my CSI go through it, but we couldn’t find any evidence.”
 
   Radar nodded. “Okay, what did you do then?”
 
   “I put up a camera on the front landing.”
 
   “Did you catch him on it?”
 
   “Yeah, he left her flowers with a card that read I got it, Thank you.”
 
   “Flowers, huh?”
 
   “Yeah, why?”
 
   Radar shook his head. “He filled her damn office with them.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Radar shot him a glare. “Don’t go Neanderthal on me, boytoy!”
 
   Marco forced himself to calm, closing his eyes and drawing a deep breath. “She just keeps telling me I’m jealous, but I’m telling you something’s not right with this guy. You don’t know Peyton the way I do. She collects strays. She doesn’t think anyone has an ulterior motive. For months, she had an ex-murder suspect living in her spare room. Once she brought a hooker home. Then she adopted a police dog because he was going to be taken to the pound.”
 
   Radar chuckled, toying with the handle on his cup.
 
   “At one point, she had someone living in her spare room, someone living on the couch, and I was sleeping on an army cot beneath her front window.”
 
   Radar laughed outright. “She almost brought home a schizophrenic from London.”
 
   Marco held up a hand and let it fall. “I’m not acting out of jealousy.”
 
   “You are a little.”
 
   “I have a bad feeling about this guy. And you can’t trust her judgment. She got this guy a job working behind your front counter after she met him in a bar.”
 
   Radar sighed. “Okay, look, I get you. I don’t like this guy anymore than you do.”
 
   Marco slumped back on his bench seat. “You believe me?”
 
   “Yeah, but you can’t come in here threatening to pound every man who looks at her.” He leaned forward and spread out his hands. “Here’s what you’re going to do. You’re going to let this go and let me do a little digging into this guy’s background.”
 
   “Already have.”
 
   Radar’s brows rose. “What’d you find?”
 
   “Few traffic violations, served in the military, honorable discharge, one marriage when he was really young. Nothing pops.”
 
   Radar nodded. “But you can’t go as deep as I can.”
 
   Wanna bet, thought Marco. Radar didn’t have Stan Neumann on his team, but he kept that to himself.
 
   “Let me look into this guy and you do your level best to get back on Peyton’s good side again.”
 
   Marco sighed, then nodded. “Okay.”
 
   “Okay,” said Radar. “Finish your coffee, then you better start working on a battle plan.”
 
   Marco reached for the mug.
 
   “Oh, and I’d avoid flowers if I were you. I’ve heard they’ve been done to death.”
 
   Marco’s gaze snapped to Radar’s face, then they both smiled.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Marco used his key and entered Peyton’s house that evening. Pickles hurried over to him, but when he bent to pick up the little dog, he tucked his tail between his legs. Marco cuddled him, rubbing his ears. 
 
   “That bad, eh, bud?” he asked him.
 
   Peyton appeared from the hallway, wearing sweats and a sweatshirt, her hair in a ponytail. She hesitated as he set Pickles on the couch, giving him the coldest stare he’d ever seen from her.
 
   He drew a deep breath, then held up an empty hand. “I’m sorry I came to your work, Peyton, but I wish you’d listen to me about this Mike character.”
 
   She crossed her arms over her chest. She looked small and fragile in the oversized sweats. “Marco, I’m done with listening to this. This jealousy has got to stop. I’m not interested in Mike the way you think and he’s not interested in me.”
 
   Marco couldn’t believe how her denial ratcheted him back up to a level of fury almost instantly. “The hell he isn’t. He’s stalking you, Peyton.”
 
   “Do you know how paranoid you sound?”
 
   “Paranoid? He broke into your house.”
 
   “What? When?”
 
   “When you were in London.”
 
   “That’s why I have cameras all over everything? How do you know he was in here, Marco, what evidence do you have?”
 
   “I dropped my wallet under the sofa table, but I didn’t feel like getting on my hands and knees to get it, so I left it there. The next day I came back for it, but I found the wallet on the table.”
 
   “You found the wallet on the table? That’s your evidence? Do you even hear yourself?”
 
   “He was driving down the street just before I got here.”
 
   “What do you mean he was driving down the street?”
 
   “He was by your house.”
 
   “What does that mean? He was in front of my house?”
 
   Marco hesitated, drawing a deep breath. This was quickly getting away from him. “No, he was on 19th.”
 
   “He was on 19th Avenue? One of the busiest streets in the City?”
 
   “Peyton, I’m telling you I have a bad feeling about this guy. He’s stalking you.”
 
   “This is ridiculous. What’s this really about, Marco? Do you not trust me?”
 
   “I trust you…” He briefly shut his eyes. “I trust you to a point.”
 
   “What does that mean? You think I want to have sex with this guy!”
 
   “I think you want to save him and you can’t conceive of a world where not everyone is your friend, Peyton.”
 
   “You make me sound like an idiot. You used to treat me like I had a brain in my head.”
 
   “And you used to trust me when I had concerns! I can’t believe you’d choose this Mike clown over me!”
 
   “Well, he’s never walked away from me, now has he?”
 
   Marco went still. There it was. There it always was. How were they ever going to get past this if she wouldn’t trust him again, if she wouldn’t forgive him for leaving her?
 
   She held up a hand and let it fall. “What are we doing, Marco?” she asked wearily.
 
   He shook his head, unable to speak. The atmosphere in the room was charged and he felt nauseated. Somehow he knew this fight didn’t have a good ending.
 
   “We’re just not healthy for each other,” she continued.
 
   “What are you saying?” he heard himself ask, even though he desperately didn’t want to know what she meant.
 
   “We’re codependent on each other and it’s not healthy. We keep hurting each other and we can’t seem to stop.”
 
   God damn it, he hated psycho-babble. “I don’t know what that means, Peyton.”
 
   Her eyes filled with tears and she blinked rapidly to clear them. “I need some time.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I need some time to figure things out.”
 
   What the hell did that mean? “Are you saying you want me to go?”
 
   She nodded, her eyes swimming in tears. “I need you to go. For now. Give me time to process all of this. Give me time. I thought I knew what I wanted. I thought I was okay with keeping things casual between us, but I just don’t know now. It’s too hard.”
 
   He tried to draw a breath, but he couldn’t. He felt like he was suffocating. He wanted to tell her he loved her, but his throat closed off and he could hear his heart pounding in his ears.
 
   She shivered in misery and a tear spilled down her cheek. Shit, he was hurting her. He was making her miserable. He didn’t want that. He didn’t want to cause her pain. When she wrapped her arms around her middle and lowered her head to hide the tears, he knew he had to give her what she wanted.
 
   He nodded, trying to compose himself enough to speak. He had to speak. He had to say something. “All right,” he said breathlessly. “I’m going. For now.” I love you. God, he wanted to say that, but he didn’t. It might be true, but it was also manipulation, guilt, and he wasn’t going to do that to her.
 
   He was going to give her what she wanted, what she needed. He was going to leave.
 
   It felt unfinished. It felt like he should say something.
 
   Goodbye.
 
   Shit, no. He wasn’t saying that. Not goodbye, never that.
 
   So he turned and he left, shutting the door quietly behind him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   Taylor handed Lavender a glass of water with a few ice cubes in it. She’d been pretty specific that she wanted exactly three ice cubes, nothing more. She looked up at him from behind her sunglasses, her hair flowing around her face and down her neck. She wore a billowy scarf around her throat and a plain steel grey, long sleeved t-shirt. It was nearly 90 degrees outside, but she was dressed as if it were 50.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   She sipped the water. “Fine.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   She nodded, adjusting the sunglasses. “Tired.”
 
   “Another party?” He sat down in his seat and adjusted the camera. “Can we take off the sunglasses?”
 
   She shook her head. “I’d rather not. I have a headache.”
 
   “Okay.” Something was definitely off. She seemed subdued and she was moving stiffly as if everything hurt. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
 
   “I’m fine!” she snapped. “Can you let it go for once?”
 
   He leaned back, surprised. She’d never been anything but polite to him.
 
   She braced her forehead on her hand. “Can you edit that out? I didn’t mean to yell.”
 
   “Do you want to do this another day?”
 
   She shook her head, covering her mouth with a hand. “No, I want to do this. I promised you I’d do this.” She shifted on the seat, tucking her jeans-clad leg under her. “So what do you want to talk about?”
 
   “Did you go to a party last night? Is that why you have a headache?”
 
   She drew a deep breath, then hunched her shoulders, tucking her hands between her knees. “Yeah, I went to a party at René Noir’s mansion. Very exclusive. Top models, rap artists, movie stars.” She hesitated. “Afterwards I went to a club with René’s publicist, Carson Beckett. Real exclusive club. Man, it was something.”
 
   Taylor nodded. “Where was it?”
 
   Lavender shrugged, then she winced as if the movement hurt her. “Off Hollywood and Vine, I think. I’m not sure. We took the limo.”
 
   “What time did you get home?”
 
   She hesitated, her mouth turning down.
 
   “Lavender, you okay?”
 
   “Yeah…” Her voice trailed off.
 
   “Do you remember what time you got home?”
 
   She touched the scarf at her throat. “What time I got home?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Carson said only A-listers go to this club. Funny thing, I don’t think I recognized anyone there, but Carson did. He said you had to be born invited.”
 
   “I don’t know what that means.”
 
   Lavender held out a hand. “I don’t know. It was something though.”
 
   “What was it like? I mean what did it look like?”
 
   Again Lavender paused, her brows drawing down.
 
   Taylor sat forward, a wave of apprehension snaking over him. “Lavender?”
 
   “I don’t remember. I remember a lot of lights and music, but...I don’t remember much else.”
 
   “Do you remember getting home?”
 
   She shook her head slowly.
 
   “Lavender, I think we should go to the hospital.”
 
   She sat up straight. “What?”
 
   “I think you were slipped something at that club.”
 
   “No.” She laughed and waved him off. “No way. Kiki went with me and I’ll bet she remembers what it was like.”
 
   “Kiki Sommers?”
 
   “Yeah. She works for René now too. He just signed a contract with her last week.”
 
   “Doesn’t Gwen represent Kiki also?”
 
   “Yeah, René says he likes Gwen’s girls because we keep our heads on straight and don’t mess around with drugs and stuff.”
 
   “Lavender, did you tell Gwen about the club?”
 
   “Tell Gwen?”
 
   “Yeah, did you tell her Carson Beckett took you to that club?”
 
   “No, why would I tell Gwen? Besides, she’s still off seeing the hubby. It was nothing, Taylor. Stop worrying. I had a little too much to drink and I really didn’t eat anything at René’s before we went, so things are a little fuzzy.”
 
   “You’re wearing sunglasses and you’re not dressed for 90 degree weather, Lavender. You move like everything in your body hurts. I’m worried about you. I think something happened and you don’t remember because someone slipped you a date rape drug.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous. I’m fine. I told you I have a headache. Come on, Taylor, don’t be such a dweeb. Lighten up. I’m living the Hollywood lifestyle. Sometimes that means a little over indulgence. Seriously, I’m fine. Now do you want to talk about something else or should I go?”
 
   Taylor leaned back in the chair. He knew there was more to this story than she was telling him, but he didn’t want to drive her away. “Fine. Tell me about working with Kiki.”
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Marco jerked awake at the sound of his phone vibrating on the desk blotter. He scrambled to grab it, thumbing it on, praying it was Peyton.
 
   “Angel, where are you? I’m coming to get you.”
 
   Abe. Shit.
 
   He scrubbed a hand across his face and blinked his blurry eyes, taking in his office. “What time is it?”
 
   “Almost midnight. Peyton called here about three hours ago, worried about you, but I told her I wanted to give you some time to blow off steam. Tell me I didn’t make a mistake, Angel. I don’t want you driving in your state, so tell me where you are and I’ll come get you.”
 
   “I’m not drinking, Abe,” he said, straightening the kinks out of his back. “I haven’t had a drop.”
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “In my office.”
 
   Suddenly the door burst open and Jake stepped inside, a cell phone pressed to his ear. “He’s in his office,” he said. “No, I don’t see any booze.”
 
   Marco exhaled and closed his eyes. What the shit!
 
   “I’m on my way, Angel. Just stay where you are.”
 
   “No, Abe, I don’t want you to come down here. I’m all right.”
 
   “Peyton said she told you she wanted you to go, that she needed time to think about your relationship.”
 
   “Yeah, I was there.”
 
   “But you’re gonna tell me you’re okay with this?”
 
   “No, but I don’t have any choice. I have to give her time.”
 
   “What did you fight about this time?”
 
   Jake told whoever he was talking to goodbye and hung up, then he took a seat in the chair across from Marco’s desk. Marco wanted to tell him to get out, but he suspected Peyton had sent him.
 
   “She got that Edwards stalker a job working as a security guard in her field office.”
 
   “What?” said Abe and Jake together.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “What’s she thinking?” said Abe.
 
   “Wow, that’s ridiculous even for Peyton,” said Jake.
 
   “Well, I reacted badly and now I’m banned from her office.”
 
   “You reacted badly? What did you do, Angel?” asked Abe.
 
   “Oh, shit, you pounded him in the lobby of the building, didn’t you? Tell me you didn’t use your cane,” said Jake.
 
   Marco scratched his forehead, realizing that like so many things in his life, this conversation was absolutely ludicrous. “I didn’t touch him. He hid behind another security guard and then Radar intervened.”
 
   Abe whistled and Jake’s eyes bulged.
 
   “Well, Angel, you’re in a pickle, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Technically, you weren’t in the wrong, but you could have handled it better,” said Jake.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Now what?” asked Abe.
 
   “I don’t know. Once again, Peyton threw in my face that I’d left her. Until I can prove to her that it isn’t going to happen again, I don’t think we can move past this. And I don’t know how to prove it. I’m in an infinite loop and I don’t see anyway of getting out of it.”
 
   Jake and Abe both sighed.
 
   Marco looked down.
 
   “Come home, Angel and we’ll eat ice cream.”
 
   “I’m a vegetarian.”
 
   “Then we’ll eat bean curd.”
 
   “I don’t want bean curd.”
 
   “Well, what do straight guys do when something like this happens?”
 
   “Drink.”
 
   “We’re not going to do that. Come home and we’ll punch things.”
 
   Marco laughed despite himself. “Fine. I’ll come home and we’ll punch things.”
 
   “I wanna punch things,” said Jake.
 
   “Jake wants to punch things too.”
 
   “Jakey’s always welcome to come punch things in my house, so bring him along.”
 
   Marco blew out air. “We’ll be there in a bit.”
 
   “Good. See you soon. And Angel…”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “It’s gonna be all right. I promise. The divine Miss P adores you.”
 
   “I hope you’re right, but you should have seen the way she looked at me tonight.”
 
   “It’ll be okay. Come home.”
 
   “On our way.” Marco hung up, then reached for his cane, levering himself to his feet. As he did so, his cell phone rang again. He didn’t recognize the number, but he thumbed it on and brought it to his ear. “Hello?”
 
   “Marco?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “This is Tricia Tran from the support group.”
 
   “Yeah, Tricia, what can I do for you?”
 
   “I know it’s late. I hope I didn’t wake you.”
 
   “No, I was up. What’s going on?”
 
   She hesitated.
 
   Marco watched Jake pause by the door and look back at him. “Tricia?”
 
   “Marco, I need you to come to 24th Avenue in the Sunset. I’ll send you the address.”
 
   “Hold on. What?”
 
   She gave a huff of distress. “Marco, Kurt Foster’s been arrested. They say he shot his roommate.”
 
   Kurt Foster? The kid on a leave from the army with the haunted brown eyes? “Is the roommate dead, Tricia?”
 
   She didn’t answer for a moment. “He was shot execution style, back of the head. He’s dead, Marco.”
 
   “That’s the Taraval Station precinct, Tricia. I don’t have jurisdiction there and I don’t really want to step on toes.” Especially after the fiasco with Brad Peterson. Central had wanted him to bounce the case, but he hadn’t and Peterson wound up dead.
 
   “Marco, he swears he didn’t do it. He says he came home and found him dead. Please, Marco, this kid’s messed up already. He needs our help. Please, I’m begging you.”
 
   Marco sighed. “I’ll go over and offer my assistance, but that’s all I can do. Taraval would have to give me jurisdiction and that’s probably not going to happen.”
 
   “Just come over, please, Marco. Please.”
 
   “I’m on my way. Sit tight.” He disconnected the call and met Jake’s eye.
 
   “I’ll go get my camera and evidence case. We can leave it in the car until we see what’s going on.”
 
   “I’ll call Abe and tell him we won’t be coming for a while.”
 
   Jake nodded and left the room.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Peyton reached for the remote on her coffee table and turned on the television. Grabbing a throw-blanket, she pulled it over her lap and settled Pickles on it. At midnight, there was a lot less on TV, and that was saying something because she generally found little on television to watch during prime time.
 
   She stroked the dog and flipped channels, muting the sound. The loud voices hawking made-for-TV products grated on her already frayed nerves. What was she going to do about Marco? She’d thought the best thing was to tell him to give her space, but now, she felt like a gaping hole had opened inside her.
 
   The weekend had been perfect. Today, or yesterday, rather, had been a disaster. What went wrong?
 
   His jealousy was destroying their relationship, she told herself, but she knew that was only partially true. Her distrust wasn’t helping and even when she didn’t want to do it, she found herself pushing him away because she was so damn afraid to trust him again.
 
   Could she give him her heart again knowing that he’d walked away from her once before? Pretending she was okay with anything less than a full commitment just didn’t work for her. Maria was right. She wanted more than casual sex. He could have that with his other bimbos. She needed all of him, committed and focused on their future together.
 
   She flipped back through the channels she’d already surfed, then she went still. With the television muted and traffic on the street down to a minimum, she thought she heard a car pull up outside her house. Pickles pricked up his ears, tilting his head as he listened.
 
   Maybe it was Marco. Maybe he’d come back to talk to her and they could finally work things out. Maybe if they just talked through whatever they were feeling, it would be all right, but that couldn’t be possible. Jake had called just a little while ago to tell her that he’d found Marco in his office asleep.
 
   She heard the engine cut off and she tensed. Pickles rose to his feet, his whole little body vibrating with tension. Who would pull up in front of her house at this time of night?
 
   Remembering the camera Marco had installed, she reached for the second television remote that lay on her table. He’d told her how to check the camera through her TV, but she’d only been half paying attention. It hadn’t seemed hard when he’d showed her. Just a click of a button.
 
   As she glanced over the remote, she heard a car door slam shut. The button at the top of the remote reading input triggered her memory and she pressed it, pulling up two choices on the screen. She toggled down to the second and pushed it.
 
   The video camera outside her door flashed on her television screen, giving her a fishbowl look at her entryway. It was empty now, but she definitely heard a second car door slam and Pickles growled in his throat.
 
   She moved him off her lap and threw back the blanket, reaching for her cell phone on her table, her eyes glued to the television screen.
 
   “Stay!” she told him and he sat down, but his ears were still pricked forward as if he heard something.
 
   Peyton backed to the entryway and reached for her gun. Shit. Marco had her spooked and she didn’t know why. So someone pulled up in front of her house? 19th Avenue was a busy street. They were probably coming in late from a night out and couldn’t find any parking before their own house.
 
   Her hand hesitated over the gun as Mike Edwards appeared around the corner of the house, moving up the ramp toward her door. He held a huge bouquet of flowers in his hand, his attention fixed on the camera.
 
   Peyton slid her cell phone into her sweats pocket and drew the gun, tucking it into the waistband of the sweats at the small of her back. Then she threw the bolts on the door and yanked it open, surprising him as he bent to set the bouquet on her doorstep.
 
   “Peyton!” he said, rising to his full height. “I thought you’d be asleep.”
 
   She held the door open only a crack, her fingers curled around the handle of the gun at her back but out of his line of sight. Shit. This was creepy. Marco was right about that. “What are you doing here this time of night, Mike?”
 
   He held up the bouquet. “I wanted to bring these to you. I’m sorry for what happened today.”
 
   Peyton glanced at the flowers, long-stem red roses and at least a dozen. They had to cost a fortune. “You’ve got to stop bringing me flowers, Mike. It’s not appropriate.”
 
   He gave her a bewildered laugh. “We’re friends, Peyton.”
 
   “That’s not friendship.” She nodded at the roses. “That’s way too intimate for friends.”
 
   He looked at them. “You deserve beautiful things.”
 
   “Stop it!” she snapped.
 
   He held up his free hand. “I’m sorry. I really am. I know things got out of control today.”
 
   “You’ve got to stop coming over here uninvited. Friends call each other when they’re coming over. They don’t just barge in.” Although to be fair, the number of people who had a key to Peyton’s house filled one hand at least. True, Abe often came over without asking, even using her kitchen as his own personal playground, but that was Abe.
 
   “I didn’t mean to disturb you. I thought you were asleep.”
 
   Peyton felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand up as he said this a second time. Damn, this was beyond creepy. Shit. Shit. Shit. “Mike…”
 
   He shook his head. “You’re right. I just feel so damn guilty, Peyton.” He shifted weight. “I really mean well. I didn’t mean to scare you or make you upset.”
 
   Peyton felt a wash of guilt, but she tamped it down. “You need to stop this, Mike. Red roses? That’s something you give a girlfriend.”
 
   “Well…”
 
   “No!” She had to be firm. “You and I are acquaintances.”
 
   “We’re a little more. You helped me get a job, Peyton.”
 
   Shit. Shit. Shit. Oh, God, Marco did have a point. A very good point. “Mike, I just wanted to help you. That was all. It’s what I do.” And not always wisely, she thought. “It didn’t mean anything else. Marco and I are in a committed relationship…”
 
   As soon as she said it, Mike’s face clouded over. “Peyton, I know that guy was your partner for a lot of years and you think you trust him…”
 
   “I trust him with my life,” she said, tightening her grip on the gun handle.
 
   “Well, I want you to think of something, okay? Because I consider you a friend, please just hear me out. The man you trusted, the man you think you knew, isn’t the man I see. The man I see is damaged, badly. He’s possessive…”
 
   Well.
 
   “And angry…”
 
   Maybe.
 
   “And close to snapping.”
 
   Peyton considered that. Mike had a point, one she didn’t like thinking about. Marco had always been so controlled, so in charge of his emotions. She’d given him a bad time about that for so many years, but lately, he wore his emotions on his sleeve.
 
   “I’ve seen it in the military, Peyton, and it scares me. When he does snap, everyone close to him is going to get hurt, and I don’t want you hurt.”
 
   Her eyes lifted to his and she felt like she was going to be sick. What if he was right? What if Marco was walking a fine edge and went over? She jumped when her cell phone rang in her pocket, then she reached for it and took a step back from the door.
 
   “I’ve got to go. Please don’t come over here like this anymore,” she told him, thumbing the phone on to stop the ring. She didn’t even look at the display, unwilling to let down her guard. “And take the flowers.”
 
   “Peyton…”
 
   “Do what I ask, Mike,” she told him, then she shut the door in his face and bolted it. Pressing her back to the door, she lifted the phone to her ear. “Hello?”
 
   “Sweets, what do you mean Do what I ask, Mike? Is that creeper at your house?”
 
   Abe.
 
   She looked at the television and watched Mike disappear around the side of the house, then she tugged the gun out of her waistband and slid down the door, until she was sitting on the floor.
 
   “Peyton?”
 
   “He was, but he’s gone.”
 
   “You opened the door to him this time of night.”
 
   “I had my gun.”
 
   Abe hesitated. “Peyton, sweets, this guy is not right.”
 
   She nodded, but she didn’t answer.
 
   “Peyton?”
 
   “I hear you, Abe.”
 
   “Marco’s not wrong about him. He wants something more than friendship.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Well, do you want something more?”
 
   Peyton held the phone away from her face and glared at it. “Of course not. Don’t Marco me, Abe. I don’t need it.”
 
   “Now, calm down, little soul sista. Don’t you start yelling at me.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” She realized her hands were trembling. “It’s been a bitch of a day.”
 
   “I know, I know it has. Well, here’s some good news, okay? Angel was in his office, sleeping. He didn’t have a drop of booze.”
 
   Peyton felt a wash of relief flow over her. “None? Are you sure?”
 
   “Sure as a heart attack, baby. He’s even gone on a call with Jake.”
 
   Peyton released the breath she hadn’t known she’d been holding, then she set the gun on the ground. Pickles climbed into her lap and turned a circle, settling down. “Abe?”
 
   “What, sweets? Want me to come over and make you some cocoa?”
 
   “Just cocoa?”
 
   “With bourbon in it.”
 
   There it was. “No, I’m all right. I think I’m going to try getting some sleep.”
 
   “Good idea.”
 
   “Abe, do you think Marco’s damaged?”
 
   “His leg? Sure, but once he gets that reconstructive surgery from Grey Chamberlain, he’ll be much better.”
 
   “No, that’s not what I mean. I mean emotionally.”
 
   “Well, this back and forth between the two of you ain’t doing any of us favors, lil bits.”
 
   “Could he snap?”
 
   “What do you mean snap?”
 
   “Lose control where he hurts someone?”
 
   “Where’s this coming from, Peyton?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “This Mike character? Really, girl, you’re letting that bozo get in your head. Why you doing that?”
 
   Peyton shook her head. She didn’t really know, except Marco seemed so unable to cope with anything lately. “I don’t know. I’m tired, Abe.”
 
   “You listen to me and you listen good, sweets. Marco D’Angelo is a strong man. He’s had a life altering injury that’s taken some time for him to overcome, but he will. That man adores you. He wouldn’t do anything to hurt you. You’re listening to the wrong people, sweets, and you need to stop. Which one of them has been there for you for the last nine years and who’s the skeeve just sniffing around the last few months? I’m telling you, girl, you better get your head on straight and pronto here.”
 
   She rubbed her eyes. Abe didn’t often talk to her this way, but when he did, she usually listened. “I need to sleep on it, Abe.”
 
   “You do that, and you think through things hard, baby doll. You keep pushing that man away because he left you. He’s tried and tried to get back in your favor, but you just keep pushing him. I love you something fierce, Peyton, but you got your own demons. You can’t stand rejection and it triggers a need in you to reject in return. I get that, but you keep doing it, and one of these times, it’s gonna take.”
 
   Peyton felt her mouth go dry. She didn’t want that. Dear God, she didn’t want to lose him because she was too afraid to trust him. “How do I just get over it, Abe?”
 
   “I don’t know, honey, but you better figure it out. Is keeping yourself safe making you happier than you were when he was with you?”
 
   She didn’t answer. She couldn’t. She didn’t know. When he was here, it was wonderful, but when he wasn’t, she felt so insecure. “I need to get some sleep.”
 
   “Okay. You get some sleep.” He hesitated, then his voice came back lower. “I’m here for you, Peyton. If you need me, you’ve only got to call.”
 
   She felt tears burn in her eyes and blinked them back. “Thank you, Abe,” she said.
 
   “Night, toots.”
 
   “Night,” she whispered and hung up.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   It was almost one in the morning when they arrived at the apartment building on 24th Avenue. It was a rectangular white building, three stories tall, with rows of duplicate windows overlooking the street.
 
   Marco parked the Charger in front of the building, behind a number of police squad cars, and he and Jake climbed out. A set of stairs transected the building in the center, leading up to three separate landings with mailboxes affixed to the side walls. A uniformed officer guarded the bottom of the stairs, a middle aged man with a paunch and his thumbs tucked into his gun-belt.
 
   Marco and Jake both pulled out their identification and showed it to the officer.
 
   “Captain, what brings you to the Sunset this time of night?” he asked.
 
   Marco glanced up the stairs. Cops moved back and forth on the second landing, canvassing the area, measuring distances and combing the floor and walls with black lights. “I got a call from a Tricia Tran. She leads a support group and one of the members of the group is the guy arrested on suspicion of murder.”
 
   “Kurt Foster?”
 
   “That’s the one. She asked me to come over and take a look.” He held out his hands, indicating it wasn’t his idea.
 
   The uniform grunted, then jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Lieutenant Wegner’s on scene. Apartment 207. Go on up. The shrink lady arrived about a half hour ago.”
 
   Marco nodded, then jerked his chin at Jake to follow. They climbed the stairs, Marco fighting to hide his grimace of pain. What a miserable day he’d had! If he were still religious, he’d think he was being punished for the great weekend he’d spent with Peyton.
 
   Shit, he couldn’t go five minutes without thinking of her.
 
   Following the voices, they turned left into a narrow hallway and walked down to Apartment 207. The door was open and a uniform slipped past them, carrying something in a plastic bag. Stepping up to the door, they entered a small living room. The windows Marco had seen outside overlooked the street on his left.
 
   There was a futon made into a couch, a circular scuffed coffee table, a broken down recliner, and a wicker chair that looked like a beanbag.
 
   “Huh,” said Jake, “a saucer chair. I haven’t seen one of those since I was in college.”
 
   Tricia was talking with a short, round plain-clothes cop by the windows, but she hurried over to him as soon as he stepped into the room.
 
   “Marco, thank you for coming.” She gripped his arm, then her eyes tracked to Jake.
 
   “Jake Ryder, ma’am,” said Jake, holding out his hand.
 
   She shook it. “Tricia Tran. Pleased to meet you.” She gave Marco a questioning look.
 
   “Jake’s my CSI,” he told her.
 
   The plain-clothes officer came over and extended his hand. “Lieutenant Dan Wegner.”
 
   “Captain Marco D’Angelo.”
 
   The man had a firm grip and his hazel eyes assessed Marco carefully. “Same D’Angelo that bagged the Janitor ‘bout a year ago?”
 
   Marco held up his cane. “That was my partner, Peyton Brooks. Truth be told, the Janitor bagged me.”
 
   Wegner laughed. “Yeah. I remember your little spit-fire of a partner. She’s with the FBI now, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   Wegner nodded. “So, Dr. Tran tells me you know this Kurt Foster.”
 
   Marco shifted weight. “Full disclosure, Lieutenant, I’m in a support group with him. Tricia asked me to come over, but I’m not wanting to step on toes here.”
 
   “Yeah, I get you.” Wegner shrugged. “Full disclosure, you guys handle most of our homicides, so...I’m willing to share this one.”
 
   Marco motioned to Jake. “I brought my CSI. He has a lot of experience working homicide crime scenes. I also work with the best Medical Examiner in the county.”
 
   “Abraham Jefferson. Yep, I’ve worked with him before too. If you don’t look at what he’s wearing, he’s freakin’ brilliant.”
 
   Marco and Jake laughed. “True enough.”
 
   “So, what do you say to going second on this one?”
 
   “Sure. I’ve got a team I’ll assign to it in the morning. Can they work directly with you or do you have another contact you want them to use?”
 
   “Me.” He reached for his card and handed it to Marco.
 
   Marco glanced around the apartment, tucking the card in his pants pocket. Opposite the windows was a short hallway. He could see a few cops moving around a small bathroom. “Is that the murder scene?”
 
   Wegner nodded. “Shot him in the back of the head while he was taking a piss.”
 
   Tricia flinched.
 
   “Sorry, ma’am.”
 
   She held up a hand. “No, I understand.”
 
   “Mind if my CSI takes a look?”
 
   “Go for it.”
 
   Jake gave a nod, then moved in the direction of the bathroom.
 
   “Body still in there?”
 
   “Yep. No reason to transport him yet.”
 
   Marco glanced at Tricia. She curled her arms around her stomach. “You arrested Foster? Is he at your precinct?”
 
   “Yep. I questioned him only briefly.”
 
   “You make him for this?”
 
   Wegner shrugged. “Probably, but…”
 
   “But?”
 
   “Both Foster and the roommate Lowell Murphy have standard issue service revolvers. M1911’s.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Go look at Murphy. The hole’s smaller than a .45. I’m thinking a .22, but I won’t know until someone digs the bullet out of his head. What’s more – my guys did an initial canvass of the neighbors. No one heard the shot.”
 
   Marco frowned. “You sure?”
 
   “Nope. We gotta knock on more doors, but someone should have heard something.”
 
   Marco exchanged a look with Tricia. “Did anyone hear the roommates fighting at any time?”
 
   “No one mentioned anything.”
 
   “Foster denied shooting him, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Did his story change in any way?”
 
   “Like I said, I only did a brief interview. He was out of his mind, tearing his hair, scratching his arms. I thought he was going to hurt himself. All he’d say was he didn’t do it. Finally got Dr. Tran down here to give him a sedative and we carted him off.”
 
   “PTSD,” muttered Tricia, staring at the floor. “Lowell came to a few meetings with Kurt. They were very close. He was very supportive.”
 
   Wegner jerked his head toward the hallway, catching Marco’s gaze. “Why don’t you take a seat, Dr. Tran?” he said, placing his hand on her back. “I’m just gonna show the captain the body.”
 
   She nodded and walked to the couch, perching on the edge of it. Marco followed Wegner into the short hallway. “You got a motive?” he asked the lieutenant.
 
   “Not a motive,” said Wegner, glancing over his shoulder at Tricia. “Just the usual red flags.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “Murphy’s a homo.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “He’s gay.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “Go look in his room. Besides, Foster confirmed it. Now, I know we live in San Francisco and we’re all supposed to be waving the rainbow flag and all, but they were in the army together and while things may be getting better, there’s still some who don’t feel gays should be serving openly.”
 
   Marco looked away.
 
   Wegner pushed open a door to their left, motioning Marco to step inside. The interior was a riot of fabrics draped on every surface. Pictures of well muscled men graced the dresser and nightstands. Marco stepped inside and took a look around, then he walked over to the bed and opened a drawer on the nightstand. Copies of gay magazines lay in the bottom of the drawer along with a box of condoms.
 
   Marco moved to the dresser and looked at the pictures. A lot of them were from Murphy’s army days. Some of a woman, a young girl, and a man all hugging a tall, blond young man in uniform. Marco assumed that had to be Murphy. Scattered among the framed prints were a number of Kurt with the same blond man. In every one they were smiling or laughing or pretending to look tough.
 
   “Seems like they were close.”
 
   Wegner nodded, leaning on the doorjamb. “Yeah, but what if Murphy decided he wanted something more? What if Foster wasn’t receptive to it?”
 
   “How long have they been housemates though?”
 
   “Since they were both discharged. Before that, they were stationed together.”
 
   Marco’s gaze returned to the picture of Murphy with his family. “Have you told his parents yet?”
 
   Wegner rubbed the back of his neck. “Not yet. That’s the next thing on my to-do list. God, I hate that part of the job.”
 
   Marco looked back at him. “We all do.”
 
   “Take a look at the body and tell me what you make of it.”
 
   Marco followed Wegner across the hall to the small bathroom. The body lay slumped awkwardly over the bathtub, his left arm lying in the tub, a trail of blood sloping away from him toward the drain. The back of his skull was matted with blood, but Marco could distinctly see the round bullet hole. There were no muzzle burns around the wound, so the shot had to have come from the hallway.
 
   Jake snapped pictures, then eased into the hallway to give Marco room to enter the bathroom. Just as Wegner said, Murphy’s pants were open at the waist as if he’d been in the process of relieving himself. The toilet was right in front of him.
 
   Marco looked around, searching the walls and ceiling. Blood splatter covered the wall before Murphy and behind, and dripped off the plastic shower curtain. The back and front of his shirt was also soaked in it.
 
   “I saw a uniform take a plastic bag out of here. What was in it?”
 
   “Part of his skull.”
 
   Jake flinched.
 
   “Anything in his pockets?” Marco asked Jake.
 
   Jake motioned to the plastic bags lying on the tiled floor. “Cell phone, wallet, keys.” He bent over and picked up a bag, holding it up for Marco. “This is strange.”
 
   “A hotel keycard?” asked Wegner.
 
   “Yep, from the Fairmont.”
 
   Marco’s eyes snapped to Jake’s face. “The Fairmont?”
 
   Jake nodded.
 
   “How’d an unemployed army veteran afford the Fairmont and why would he stay there when he has an apartment in the City?” asked Wegner.
 
   Marco drew a breath and exhaled. “I think we both know why.”
 
   “And I don’t think he paid for it.”
 
   Marco pointed at the cell phone. “I’ve got a tech guy that’s the best I’ve ever seen. Can we take that? We need to know just who contacted Lowell Murphy.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll sign it over to your CSI.”
 
   Marco glanced at Jake. “You done here?”
 
   “Almost. Just let me take a few more shots.”
 
   Marco nodded and stepped out of the bathroom, letting Jake back inside. He and Wegner stopped in the hallway.
 
   “What are you thinking?” asked Wegner.
 
   “I’m not. Not yet. I’d be interested to see your interrogation of Kurt.”
 
   “I’ll arrange it tomorrow morning. Well, this morning, but later…say around 10:00.”
 
   “Sounds good. I’ll have my detectives check in with you at that time as well. Do you care if they sit in on it?”
 
   “Not a bit.”
 
   Marco held out his hand and Wegner shook it.
 
   “Good to collaborate with you on this,” Wegner said.
 
   “Same.” He motioned to the living room. “I’ll just walk Dr. Tran out.”
 
   “Sounds good. See you and your detectives tomorrow at 10:00.”
 
   “We’ll be there.” Marco nodded at the lieutenant, then headed into the other room.
 
   Tricia rose at his appearance. “What’s going on?”
 
   “Let me walk you to your car.”
 
   “Marco, please.”
 
   Marco placed a hand in the small of her back. “Wegner agreed to share the case with my detectives. They’re going to be present when Wegner interrogates Kurt tomorrow.”
 
   “Tomorrow? That means he has to spend the night in jail?”
 
   “It’s tomorrow already, Tricia. Besides this is best. He’ll be under surveillance all night, so he can’t hurt himself.”
 
   “Can I see him tomorrow?”
 
   “Let’s see how the interrogation goes. Why don’t you work on getting him a lawyer? Try calling the Veterans Defense Project. They should be able to help him.”
 
   She nodded. “The Veterans Defense Project,” she repeated, allowing him to propel her toward the door. Once they reached the outside landing, she stopped and turned toward him. “Marco, you’ve got to believe me. Kurt would never do something like this, especially not to Lowell. They were like brothers.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “You don’t believe me?”
 
   “I need more information, Tricia. In my business, when someone winds up dead, you always look at those closest to them. I hate to admit it, but 80% to 90% of the time, that’s your man.”
 
   “Not this time, Marco. I’m telling you. Not this time.”
 
   Marco motioned down the stairs. “That’s why we investigate,” he reassured her, but experience told him she was probably going to be disappointed.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   “Can we talk about something else today?” asked Lavender. “Anything else but my career?”
 
   “Sure.” Taylor had wanted to talk about other things for some time now, but Lavender kept steering them back to the superficial. “We’ll talk about anything you want. You name it.”
 
   “I don’t know. You pick. We could talk about politics.”
 
   “You interested in politics?”
 
   She shrugged. She wore a fluffy baby blue sweater, jeans, and another scarf around her neck. She didn’t have the sunglasses on, but her hair was down around her shoulders, and pulled forward, obscuring her features.
 
   “I vote. Or I try to vote. I try to keep up with what’s going on. Do you follow politics?”
 
   “Well, I’m in college, so…”
 
   She smiled. He was so glad to see her smile. “It comes with the territory.”
 
   “Sort of, yeah.” He considered for a moment. He wasn’t much interested in politics. It was too dry, didn’t get to the heart of who Lavender really was. “I’ve got a younger brother. He ran for treasurer at his high school.”
 
   “Did he win?” She braced her head on her hand, looking interested.
 
   “Yeah, but he doesn’t know what a treasurer does. I mean, he doesn’t really have any control over the money.”
 
   “What grade is he in?”
 
   “Junior.”
 
   “Does he plan to go to college?”
 
   “Yeah, he’s looking at USC, but my parents are freaking out about that. Private school, you know?”
 
   She nodded. “Expensive.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “My sister wanted to apply to USC, but I talked her out of it.”
 
   “Lynda?”
 
   “Yeah, you do your research.”
 
   He flushed with pride and made a production out of adjusting the camera. “Thanks.” He shifted in the chair. “Why did you talk her out of it?”
 
   “I don’t want her in L.A. It’s not the place for a girl like her. She’s been raised in a small town in Kansas. What does she know about cities like L.A.? It’ll eat her alive.”
 
   “You came here from Kansas, Lavender. What about you?”
 
   She twirled a lock of hair around her finger. “What?”
 
   “What about you? Is L.A. eating you alive?”
 
   She gave him a disgusted look. “Geez, Taylor, sometimes the things you say. I’m the…”
 
   “…face of René Noir. Yeah, I know.”
 
   “Well, it’s legeneal.”
 
   Now they were back to making up words. “Legeneal? Is that a René word?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And it means?”
 
   “My look is going to transcend time. I’ll be a legend. I’ll be famous for a millennium.”
 
   He nodded, disappointed. He felt like they’d been close to something real, then she shut him down again. “So do you and Kiki ever model together?”
 
   She made a scoffing noise. “Really?”
 
   He shrugged. He didn’t know. He thought Kiki Sommers was every bit as beautiful as Lavender with an exotic look he liked. “Sorry, dumb question.”
 
   She motioned airily at him and the intelligent woman who’d wanted to study biology was gone. “Everyone asks stupid questions. It’s okay.”
 
   Taylor sighed and for the first time, wondered if this project was worth the effort.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Peyton got to her office early the next morning. She hadn’t slept more than a few minutes at a time. Her eyes felt puffy, her head was foggy, and her damn hair just wouldn’t go into a proper manbun no matter what she did. Her thoughts roved in a circle pattern all night – Marco, Mike, Abe, Marco. She had no idea what she was going to do about any of it, so she decided to throw herself into her job.
 
   Mark Turner was coming in to give her information about the Isaac Daws case, information he didn’t feel comfortable sharing over the phone. Why?
 
   Did he fear someone was listening to him? At the FBI field office?
 
   And he insisted on driving. Why wouldn’t he fly or let her fly out to him? The flight couldn’t be more than an hour, tops. She figured they had regular Vegas to SFO flights almost hourly. Who would choose to drive rather than fly?
 
   A few agents were already in the cubicles working when she arrived, but Margaret wasn’t at her desk and she figured the rest of the team probably wasn’t in either. She settled herself at her desk, wishing she had a cup of coffee. Margaret was spoiling her, attending to her needs almost before she knew she had them.
 
   She could get a cup of coffee for herself, damn it. She pushed her chair back and wandered into the empty cubicle jungle, then she started walking around the perimeter, as if it wasn’t obvious she didn’t know where to go. She found the break-room near the elevators and pushed the door open. Two agents were sitting at a table talking, a man and a woman. She’d seen them before, but they never did anything more than give each other nods in passing.
 
   They stopped talking as soon as she entered, looking up at her with that blank look of a seasoned investigator. No one could blank their face of emotion better than a cop, except an FBI agent, Peyton had discovered.
 
   “Hey,” she said, forcing a bright smile. She crossed to the table and held out her hand. “I’m Peyton. I realize we’ve never formally met each other.”
 
   The woman accepted her hand. “Jennifer.” Her grip was tight, almost to the point of painful. She had brown hair, pulled up in a respectable bun, and brown eyes. Her features were pleasant, but Peyton realized she might not remember her name if she saw her again.
 
   Jennifer released her and she offered her hand to the man. “Daryl,” he said. He was about thirty, mixed-race like Peyton herself with dark eyes, dark close-cropped hair, and a chiseled chin. They shook, then he went back to cupping his coffee mug, giving her a tense, no-tooth smile.
 
   “Just came looking for some coffee,” she said, backing away. These two weren’t the friendliest pair around.
 
   They gave a chin nod.
 
   Peyton went to the coffee maker and poured herself a cup, picking a mug off the shelf above her. She glanced around for the sugar, but didn’t immediately see it. Turning back to the pair, she tried to project a relaxed air.
 
   “Sugar?”
 
   Jennifer tilted up her head. “I don’t use it myself. I have no idea where it is.”
 
   Daryl just shrugged.
 
   Peyton felt her smile grow brittle. “Right.” She lifted the coffee to her lips and took a sip. The bitterness of it made her eyes water. “Great.”
 
   She turned toward the door, but Jennifer stopped her. “So, you worked homicide for the SFPD?”
 
   Peyton turned back around, moving toward the table. “Yeah, eight years.”
 
   “The guy making a scene in the lobby yesterday? Was he your partner?”
 
   Peyton’s back went up immediately. How did they know about that?
 
   “Yeah,” she said.
 
   Jennifer shot a smirk at Daryl. Daryl looked down into his coffee.
 
   “You involved romantically?”
 
   She said romantically as if it were a bad word.
 
   Peyton tilted her head. Okay, so Jennifer wasn’t going to be her friend. “We have sex, yeah.”
 
   Jennifer straightened her back even more, if that was possible.
 
   “Isn’t that what you really wanted to know?”
 
   “Look, I didn’t mean anything by it.”
 
   “Of course not, but now you have your information without having to go all FBI on me.”
 
   Daryl sighed, looking uncomfortable.
 
   Jennifer gave her a slow smirk. “Right. Enjoy your coffee.”
 
   “I will.” Peyton turned and left the room without looking back. God, she’d hated cliques in high school and here it was again, but she wasn’t a teenager and they weren’t going to make her feel inferior.
 
   Except, then why were tears burning behind her eyes?
 
   She shook it off and went back to her office, forcing herself to drink her bitter-ass coffee while she read through the file again from cover to cover. Nothing new popped for her. At 8:00AM, Margaret poked her head inside and frowned at her.
 
   “You’re here early.”
 
   “I got here so I could have a delightful chat with Jennifer and Daryl in the break-room.”
 
   “What did that bitch say to you?” asked Margaret, crossing her arms over her pale pink sweater topped with her requisite pearls.
 
   Peyton felt a wash of warmth toward her assistant. “She wanted to know if I was romantically linked to the man making a scene in the lobby yesterday.”
 
   “What a bitch.”
 
   Peyton giggled, but she tried to stop herself. Still, Margaret instantly made her feel better.
 
   Coming into the room, Margaret glanced over her shoulder to make sure no one was listening. “She wanted to work with Radar when she got reassigned here. Had some trouble in D.C. and got sent out here. Radar turned her down and took you. That caused some drama, let me tell you.”
 
   Peyton absorbed that information. Radar had picked her over a seasoned FBI agent? She felt another flush of warmth sweep over her. “I really needed to hear that this morning, Margaret.”
 
   Margaret shrugged. “It’s the truth.” She leaned closer. “Besides, I hate that bitch.”
 
   Peyton laughed again.
 
   Margaret’s face clouded over as she looked at Peyton’s half-drank cup of coffee. “You never drink it black.”
 
   “Jennifer wouldn’t tell me where the sugar was.”
 
   Margaret rolled her eyes, came forward, and took the mug. “I’ll be right back,” she said, then left the room.
 
   Peyton smiled to herself and went back to reading the file. When Margaret returned, she had a new cup of coffee, a saucer, and four packets of sugar. In her other hand, she held a chocolate muffin with real chocolate chips. Peyton pounced on it as soon as she set it on her desk.
 
   “You’re spoiling me, Margaret,” she said around a mouthful of muffin.
 
   “I’m glad,” said Margaret, moving toward the door again. “What time does Agent Turner get here?”
 
   “He said morning. He wasn’t being very specific about it.”
 
   “I’ll bring him in as soon as he arrives.”
 
   “Thank you.” Peyton drank her sugared coffee and ate her muffin. By then it was 8:30 and she decided she needed to check in with Tank. She wanted him with her when she interviewed Turner about the case.
 
   She left her office and went directly to his. He had his door open and he glanced up from his computer when she leaned against the jamb. “Turner’s coming in this morning. Will you sit with me while we talk to him?”
 
   “Of course. I was just doing some research on Turner. He’s been with the Bureau for thirteen years. He’s got a good record. Worked mostly military cases.”
 
   “What are military cases?”
 
   “Cases where a member of the military is involved.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “He has a lot of commendations on his record.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   Tank scrubbed at his crew-cut. “Why isn’t he flying, Peyton?”
 
   “I don’t know. That bothers me too.”
 
   “And why couldn’t he just talk to you on the phone?”
 
   “Again, I don’t know.”
 
   Tank met her eye. “I think we need to tell Radar.”
 
   “Let’s do it now before Turner arrives. Maybe he wants to sit in with us too.”
 
   “Sounds good.” Tank rose to his feet, snagging the suit jacket off his chair and swinging it on, then he followed Peyton out into the hallway.
 
   They went around the cubicle jungle to Radar’s office, but he wasn’t inside. Tank frowned. “That’s not like him. He’s usually the first one here.”
 
   “Well, maybe he’s getting some quality time with Mrs. Radar and the cats.”
 
   Tank shrugged.
 
   “I’ll have Margaret call you when Turner arrives, okay?”
 
   “Sure. While we’re waiting, I’ll go finish up my report on our werewolf.” He waggled his brows at her.
 
   Peyton laughed and touched his arm. She really liked Tank.
 
   Going back to her office, she tried to do the same thing, but she kept looking over at the digital clock on her desk, watching the minutes tick away. By noon, it was pretty evident Agent Mark Turner was a no show.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Marco made it to the precinct by 8:00, even though he was exhausted from the previous night. He’d gotten about three hours of sleep between 4:00 and 7:00, took as cold of a shower as he could stand, dressed in a less than pressed suit, and snuck out of the condo before Abe woke. He just didn’t need another round of What are you going to do now, Angel?.
 
   He needed to touch base with Wegner and assign Kurt Foster’s case to one of his teams. He pulled open the precinct door, pleased to see Lee sitting at his desk, looking bright and happy in another Hawaiian shirt with khaki cargo pants.
 
   “Captain D’Angelo, you looked exhausted. Can I get you a cup of coffee?”
 
   “I’d really appreciate that this morning, Lee, and can you call Inspectors Shotwell and Holmes to my office for me?”
 
   Lee rose to his feet, all massive bulk and good natured cheer. “On it.” He ambled away toward the break-room and Marco angled into his office, exhaling with relief as he sank into his desk chair, taking the pressure off his leg. 
 
   He pulled out his cell phone. The picture of Peyton and Pickles was the first thing he saw, but he forced himself to thumb past it to Wegner’s contact information. The lieutenant picked up on the third ring.
 
   “Wegner.”
 
   “Lieutenant, this is Captain D’Angelo.”
 
   “I’ve been expecting your call. So, I requested Jefferson for the M.E. to dissect our dead soldier boy. He should get the body this morning.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Your CSI, Ryder, took Murphy’s phone for your tech guy. Can I get a copy of all Ryder’s photos of the scene and anything your tech guy gets off the phone?”
 
   “I’ll get Ryder to send the photos over ASAP, and Stan Neumann, my tech guy, will communicate anything he finds to you in your office.”
 
   “Great. I’d like anything else Ryder’s got too.”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Do you think your tech guy can find out what’s on that key card from the Fairmont? Who booked the room?”
 
   “He’ll do his best. Ryder has that too?”
 
   “Yep. So you wouldn’t consider letting me talk to my captain about acquiring Ryder for Taraval, would you?”
 
   Marco sighed. “Some days I’d be happy to pack him up myself, but we need him here. He’s the best I’ve seen.”
 
   “Tell me about it. So are you assigning a team this morning?”
 
   “About to do it right now, then we’ll come over for the interrogation at 10:00 just like we discussed last night.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “The partners I’m sending are Tag Shotwell and Drew Holmes.”
 
   “Hold on. Let me get a pen and write this down.”
 
   While Marco waited, Lee appeared with his coffee. Behind him were Tag and Holmes. “Thank you,” Marco said to Lee, reaching for the mug and taking a sip. He motioned Tag and Holmes into the room.
 
   They sank into the chairs across from him.
 
   “Give me those names again,” said Wegner.
 
   “Inspector Tag Shotwell and Inspector Drew Holmes.”
 
   Tag sat forward in her chair, her eyes widening with interest. “We have a case?” she mouthed.
 
   He nodded and sipped at his coffee some more.
 
   “Got it. I’ll see them with you at 10:00. You want me to debrief them?”
 
   “You can go over anything else you’ve found. I’ll give them the basics on my end.”
 
   “See you soon, Captain.”
 
   “See you, Lieutenant.” Marco disconnected the call and settled the phone on his blotter. “This case is a little complicated.”
 
   Drew gave a slight shake of his head. “Which one isn’t?”
 
   “We’ll be backing up Taraval on this one. You’ll work with a Lieutenant Dan Wegner on it.”
 
   “Why are we backing up Taraval? We do more homicides here in a month than they see in two years,” said Tag, scratching the tattoo on her neck.
 
   “Because I have a connection to the murder suspect.”
 
   Tag and Holmes exchanged a not again look.
 
   Marco bristled a little at it. “Not that way,” he said in a warning tone. “He’s a member of my support group.”
 
   They listened as he filled them in. Holmes even pulled out a small notebook and took notes, something Peyton always did. It almost made Marco smile, but everything to do with Peyton hurt right now.
 
   “We’ll head out to Taraval at 9:00.”
 
   They both nodded and rose to their feet, leaving the office. Marco started to pick up his phone to ask Lee to send in Ryder, but Lee poked his head inside the office doorway.
 
   “Your 8:30 interview is here.”
 
   Marco’s brows lowered. “My what now?”
 
   “Your interview for the replacement uniform for Drew Holmes.”
 
   “I didn’t know we were hiring for that position?”
 
   “Maria set it up before she left. I’m sorry but I only found the note yesterday, tucked in the back of the desk.”
 
   Carly, thought Marco.
 
   “I put it on your calendar.”
 
   Marco looked around his desk. “What calendar?”
 
   Lee pointed at the computer. “On your computer?”
 
   “On my computer? I have a calendar on my computer?”
 
   Lee smiled at him. “I’ll show you how to access it later. It’ll send you updates and alerts. We can even sync it to your cell phone, so when you’re out of the office, you’ll know what you’ve got scheduled.”
 
   Marco shook his head in bewilderment. “I recognize a few of those words, but I trust you’ll explain everything to me in smaller words and a whole lot slower.”
 
   Lee saluted, laughing a little. “What about the interview?”
 
   Marco remembered the reason for this entire conversation. “Oh, yeah, send him in.”
 
   Lee ducked back out and a few seconds later returned with a young man. The young man wore a stylish suit in navy, his black hair buzzed close to his scalp, his features chiseled and angular with a slight cleft in his chin. He had an athletic build, about six foot, with the most remarkable pale brown eyes Marco had ever seen. His skin tone was a deep chocolate brown and when he smiled, his teeth were white and perfectly straightened.
 
   He held out his hand and Marco forced himself to his feet to accept it. The young man’s grip was firm, but professional without trying to overpower him.
 
   “Captain D’Angelo,” he said in a deep, pleasant voice. “Pleased to meet you.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” Marco released him and motioned to the chair across from him. “I’m really unprepared. I didn’t even know I had an interview today. We just had a change in assistants and…”
 
   The young man hesitated before taking a seat. “I could come back tomorrow if that works better.” He motioned toward the door.
 
   “No, sit,” Marco said, easing himself down as well. “Seriously, I don’t even know your name.”
 
   “Danté Price, sir.”
 
   “Danté Price.” Marco opened his desk drawer and grabbed a pad of yellow paper, setting it on the blotter, then he wrote the young man’s name at the top. “I’m sorry, but I have to ask. You seem really young.”
 
   “23, sir.”
 
   “23? Wow.”
 
   “You seem really young to me too, sir.” He held up a hand. “No offense. I mean I’ve heard about your time as a detective. They had us read the newspaper articles at the Academy when you were hunting the Janitor, but…” He shrugged. “…it’s a little different meeting you in person.”
 
   Marco leaned back in the chair. He liked this kid already. “So Danté, how long you been on the force?”
 
   “I did six months at Central, working with Al Campaña. I have an AA from CSM in Administration of Justice, and I’m planning to take classes when I can at State for my bachelors degree.”
 
   “Good. You’ll need that someday. Why police work?”
 
   “I always wanted to do something for the community. My mom’s a social worker and Dad’s a radiology technician. They stressed two things when my brother and I were growing up.”
 
   “What were they?”
 
   “Get an education and do something to serve. Well, here I am.”
 
   “What does your brother do?”
 
   “He’s still in high school, sir, graduates this year, probably the school Salutatorian. I graduated fifth in my class.”
 
   Marco gave a laugh. “You did better than me. What high school?”
 
   “George Washington, sir.”
 
   “That’s where my niece and nephew go. Or went. My nephew graduated last month.”
 
   “Antonio D’Angelo. My brother had a few classes with him. He told me about Antonio’s accident. I’m glad he recovered.”
 
   Marco nodded, drawing a scribble on his pad of paper. “I’ll have to partner you with someone for a while.”
 
   Danté sat forward in his chair. “I’m good with that, sir.”
 
   “His name’s Jim Bartlet. He’s young too, but he’s seen a lot. He was…”
 
   “Shot by the Janitor. Yes, sir, I remember.”
 
   Marco chuckled. “You do your homework, Officer Price.”
 
   Danté nodded. “I’d like to make inspector one day, sir, but I’m willing to work my way up.”
 
   “I like your enthusiasm.”
 
   Danté smiled. “Thank you, sir.”
 
   Marco held out his hand. “Okay, Officer Price. I’m impressed. You have the job.”
 
   Danté vigorously shook Marco’s hand. “Thank you, sir.”
 
   “You have a class schedule yet?”
 
   “Not yet, sir.”
 
   “Well, get to work on that and we’ll find a way to work around it.”
 
   “Thank you, sir.”
 
   “Talk to Lee about the next steps and ask him to introduce you to Jimmy. I’ve got another appointment I have to make.” Marco reached for his cane.
 
   Danté rose with him. “I appreciate the opportunity.”
 
   Marco hesitated. “You know we’re homicide, right? I mean the things we see…”
 
   “I know, sir. I’ve read…”
 
   “…the articles.” Marco wasn’t sure that prepared you for anything, but he was willing to give the kid a chance. “Thanks for coming in.”
 
   Danté gave him a nod, then turned for the door, but once on the other side, he did a fist pump in the air.
 
   It made Marco chuckle.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Peyton had Margaret send down to the cafe for her lunch, a cob salad, which she ate at her desk, hoping to get at least a call from Mark Turner. She could imagine he might show up late, since he was driving in, but she’d figured he’d at least touch base with her and give her an update on his location.
 
   Tank wandered by as she was finishing her salad. “Any word?”
 
   Peyton shook her head. “Nothing.”
 
   “Did you try the office in Vegas?”
 
   “Yeah. His assistant said he left yesterday around 1:00PM. Even if he stopped for the night, he should have been here by now.”
 
   “Has he checked in with the assistant?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Huh. Well, let me know if you hear anything.”
 
   “I will. I still want to run everything by Radar. Do you know if he’s in?”
 
   “Yeah, I think he came in a little while ago.”
 
   “Thanks, Tank.” She finished off the salad and tossed everything into her waste basket, then she wandered to the bathroom and washed her hands. When she came out, she angled around to Radar’s office, stopping just outside his door. The door was shut, but she could see Radar pacing behind his desk, talking on his phone. Gwen sat in the chairs before him, her face in her hands. It looked like she was crying.
 
   Peyton frowned at that, uncertain if she should bother them. Radar shifted around and saw her, but he didn’t acknowledge her in any other way, turning his back and continuing his conversation. Gwen remained slumped over in the chair, unaware of anything else.
 
   “Heya, Peyton,” said Bambi, moving up beside her and throwing her arms around her shoulders.
 
   “Hey, I haven’t seen you in a few days.”
 
   “I went home to see the folks.”
 
   “How are the multiple doctors?”
 
   Bambi laughed. “They’re good.” She motioned to Radar’s door. “What are you doing hanging around out here?”
 
   “I need to talk to Radar, but Mrs. Radar’s in there and she’s crying.”
 
   Bambi peered around the office door. “She sure is. Wonder what’s wrong?”
 
   “I don’t know. He saw me, then turned his back. Clearly he doesn’t want me bothering them.”
 
   “But you’re going to anyway?” asked Bambi, waggling her brows at Peyton.
 
   “No, I’m not going to bother him, Emma.” She gave a frustrated exhalation. “I’m not that pushy.”
 
   “Shoot. I kinda wanna know what happened.”
 
   “Yeah, so do I. Anyway, I haven’t been out of this office all day. You wanna go get a milkshake with me.”
 
   Bambi clapped her hands together. “Do I! Let’s go, and you can tell me all about your weekend.” She tucked her arm through Peyton’s. “Did you spend it with tall, dark and dreamy?”
 
   Peyton allowed Bambi to tug her toward the elevators. “Let’s talk about something else. Did you see your brother, the brain surgeon?”
 
   “Peter, oh, yeah. He’s got this new girlfriend, and lord is she boring. I’ve got to break them up as soon as I can. No way am I having that woman as a sister-in-law.” She danced around in front of Peyton, grabbing both of her hands. “You sure I can’t set you two up. You and I would be the bomb as sisters-in-law.”
 
   Peyton gave an uncomfortable laugh. “Yeah, we would,” she said, patting Bambi’s hand. 
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Marco watched through the two way glass as Tag and Wegner stepped into the interrogation room. Kurt Foster sat at the metal table, his wrists encircled by handcuffs. He looked like hell, his eyes rimmed in red, his hair disheveled. He wore an orange jumper because Wegner had confiscated his clothes. They’d been covered in blood.
 
   Holmes shifted beside Marco, wanting to be in the room too, but Marco had felt that was too much. Tag had earned the right by virtue of her greater experience.
 
   The viewing room door opened and a man in a suit entered. He was Asian, about fifty, with streaks of silver in his black hair.
 
   “Captain D’Angelo?” He held out his hand. “I’m Captain Hideyo Asuhara.”
 
   “Nice to meet you, Captain.”
 
   Asuhara held out his hand to Holmes.
 
   “Drew Holmes, sir,” Holmes said, shaking his hand.
 
   “Dan told me you know the suspect,” Asuhara said to Marco.
 
   “We’re in a support group together.” Marco held up his cane.
 
   “Right. So, do you make him for this?”
 
   “I don’t know. The kid’s got problems, but this seems so…”
 
   “So?”
 
   Marco blew out air. “Clinical. I don’t know. Wegner thought maybe they had an issue because of Murphy’s sexual orientation, but the killing was quick, efficient, and no one heard anything. If it was a crime of passion, where was the argument, the fighting, the more brutal assault?”
 
   Asuhara nodded, then reached out and turned up the volume in the interrogation room.
 
   “So, Kurt,” said Wegner, stretching out his legs. “Can I call you Kurt?”
 
   Kurt shrugged, glancing briefly at the other man. Marco could see the kid was shaking.
 
   “Kurt, tell me what happened last night.”
 
   “I came home and the door was unlocked. Lowell never leaves the door unlocked. Never.”
 
   “So you went in and found him?”
 
   “Not right away. I went and got a soda out of the fridge. I shouted for him, but he didn’t answer.”
 
   “How long do you figure you were in the apartment before you found him?”
 
   “Not even five minutes.” Kurt pushed his hand into his hair, his eyes filling with tears. The cuffs on his wrists jangled.  “I…I had a feeling something was wrong…”
 
   “Right. So you got a soda, then you went into the bathroom?”
 
   “No, I went to his room, but I saw his legs folded all strange and the bathroom door partially open.” Kurt shut his eyes, then scrubbed them with his hands. “I could smell he was dead.”
 
   “You could smell he was dead? How? He couldn’t have been dead that long. When we got there, the blood wasn’t even congealed.”
 
   Kurt shuddered. “I know that smell. I just know that smell.” He scrubbed a fist under his nose. “You never forget it.”
 
   “You mean from the army?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Tag and Wegner exchanged a look and Tag took some notes.
 
   “Where were you before you came home and found Lowell?”
 
   “Where was I?”
 
   “Right. Where were you?”
 
   “Out.”
 
   “Out? Just out?”
 
   “Just out.”
 
   “Can anyone vouch for you? Give you an alibi?”
 
   “I don’t need no alibi. I didn’t do anything.”
 
   “Then why won’t you tell me where you were?”
 
   “I was walking. I like to walk sometimes.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Around.” Kurt ran his hands through his hair. “Look, I went for a walk and then I came home. That’s when I found Lowell’s body.”
 
   “So, what did you do after you found his body? Did you check to see if he was still alive?”
 
   Kurt briefly met Wegner’s gaze. “I don’t know why I checked. I knew he was dead, but I had to be sure.”
 
   “Why did you have to be sure, Kurt?”
 
   “If there was a chance, if there was any way…” He shook his head violently. “I don’t know.”
 
   Wegner waited a moment, drumming his fingers on the table. “Then you called 911?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “You had his blood on your clothes, Kurt. How’d that happen?”
 
   “I don’t know. I think I hugged him. I can’t remember too good.”
 
   “You hugged him? You hugged a dead guy?”
 
   “We were best friends. We’ve been through hell together.”
 
   Wegner leaned forward. “Were you more than friends?”
 
   Kurt’s gaze snapped up. “What?”
 
   “Were you more than friends?” Wegner held out an empty hand. “We know Lowell was a homo.”
 
   “Don’t say it like that!” snapped Kurt. “Don’t talk about him like that.”
 
   “But he was?”
 
   “No, he was gay. That’s what he was. Gay.”
 
   “And you didn’t have a problem with it?”
 
   “No, why would I? It was his life.”
 
   “Were you lovers?”
 
   Kurt exhaled, his breath releasing in a shivery pant. “No. We were best friends.”
 
   “And it didn’t matter to you that he was a homo?”
 
   “Lieutenant,” said Tag, shifting uncomfortably.
 
   Wegner ignored her. “Here’s what I think, Kurt. I think he made a pass at you and you snapped. When he went to the john, you followed him and put a bullet in his head.”
 
   Kurt slammed both fists on the table, the cuffs rattling. “No!”
 
   “No? Come on, Kurt. You were the only other person in the apartment. Maybe he got a little grabby feely and you lost it. Right? Isn’t that what happened? Maybe you even felt something in return, but you were ashamed…”
 
   “Lieutenant!” said Tag.
 
   Wegner leveled a look on Kurt.
 
   A muscle in Kurt’s jaw bulged. “I didn’t kill Lowell. He was my best friend and I didn’t care who he was. He was my best friend and that’s all I’m going to say!”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   “It’s my mother’s birthday today.”
 
   Taylor looked up from adjusting the focus on the camera. “Really?”
 
   Lavender nodded. She’d dispensed with the scarf today and wore a short sleeved jersey dress in pale purple. Her hair was down and curled in loose waves, lying in a mantle over her shoulders. She wore combat boots and fishnet black tights. Taylor felt sure he was in love with her. In his mind, any girl who could pull off combat boots and still look sexy had to be at the top of his list.
 
   “I called her this morning before she went to work.”
 
   “Where does she work?”
 
   Lavender shifted, chewing on her inner lip. “She’s a waitress, Taylor.”
 
   “Okay. That’s honest work, Lavender.”
 
   Lavender slid her hand through her hair and rubbed her neck. “When I was a kid, you know, I hated what she did. I was so embarrassed to tell my friends.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   She shrugged. “It was stupid kid stuff, you know? We were always struggling to make ends meet and I thought she should do something bigger.”
 
   “She supported her family, right?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Where was your dad?”
 
   “He left when I was two. I heard he remarried and had three kids with his new wife. They live in Vermont or something.”
 
   “Do you talk to him?”
 
   She rubbed her neck some more. “He called when I graduated high school. I told him to go to hell. Lynda went and saw him one Christmas, but that was the last time she saw him. I think it hurt my mom when she went.”
 
   Taylor nodded.
 
   “Anyway, it’s my mom’s birthday and I told her I’d pay for her to fly out here, watch a photo shoot, you know?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s cool.”
 
   Lavender scraped her teeth over her bottom lip. “She turned me down.”
 
   Taylor blinked in surprise. “Why?”
 
   “She didn’t want me spending money on that. She said she had to work. I told her she doesn’t have to work anymore. I can support her and Lynda, but she won’t take my money. The only time I can help them is when I send the money to Lynda directly.”
 
   “Well, maybe she doesn’t want to be a burden to you.”
 
   Lavender sat forward and her face grew intense. “I took this job for them, Taylor. I agreed to all of this so I could provide them with a better life. Why won’t she take my help?” Her eyes grew liquid and she blinked rapidly a few times to dispel it. “Why won’t she let me help them?”
 
   Taylor didn’t know what to say. He’d wanted to get to something real with Lavender, but now that he was here, he wasn’t sure what to do with it.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Wednesday morning, Peyton came in a bit later than the day before. She was hoping from some word about Mark Turner, but there were no messages on her phone and a call to the Vegas field office revealed he hadn’t checked in there either.
 
   Last night she’d puttered about her office for as long as she could before going home. She didn’t want to go back to her empty house. She grabbed take-out, then ate only a few bites before shoving it in her refrigerator. Pickles acted subdued as well, picking at his kibble.
 
   Abe had called to see how she was, then Maria. Maria hadn’t known about her throwing Marco out, but she applauded the move, chastising her to keep him away until he could decide what he wanted, but Marco wasn’t the problem. She was.
 
   She wanted him in her life. She wanted everything they had when they were together, but she was so afraid to trust him again. Since he hadn’t called her, he unwittingly fed into her insecurities. Had he met someone else? Gone on a date?
 
   She’d stooped so low as to call Jake, but all Jake would say was to call Marco, not him.
 
   Bracing her chin on her hand, she exhaled, staring at her desk phone.
 
   “You okay?” Bambi asked, poking her head inside Peyton’s office.
 
   “Yeah, just thinking.”
 
   “About Marco?”
 
   Peyton gave her a wane smile. “Yeah.”
 
   “What are you going to do about him?”
 
   “I don’t know. When we’re together, it’s so good, but then…”
 
   “Then?”
 
   “Everything gets in the way. We’d be perfect if we could live on a desert island without anyone else.”
 
   Bambi gave her a sad smile. “That doesn’t sound hopeful.”
 
   “Yeah, I know, and yet, we can’t seem to stay away from each other. What the hell is wrong with us?”
 
   Bambi came around the desk, hugging her. “I don’t know, sweetie, I’m not the right person to ask.”
 
   Tank poked his head inside the office. “Peyton?”
 
   She looked up.
 
   “Can I talk to you for a moment?”
 
   Peyton squeezed Bambi’s hand with her free one and Bambi moved to the door, stepping out. “Call me if you need me,” she told Peyton.
 
   Peyton motioned Tank into the chair across from her desk. “What’s up?”
 
   Tank folded his hands over his knees. “I just got an alert on my computer.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “There was an automobile accident at the Donner Pass, big rig versus a sedan. The sedan driver died at the scene.”
 
   Peyton felt the blood drain from her face. “What?”
 
   “The sedan driver’s been identified as Special Agent Mark Turner of the Las Vegas Field Office.” Tank glanced toward the door. “I don’t like this, Peyton. I think we need to tell Radar.”
 
   “Are you sure it’s Turner, Tank?”
 
   “He had his credentials on him, Peyton. It was his sedan. His brother was called in to identify the body, and he gave a positive ID.”
 
   Peyton swallowed hard. “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Preliminary reports say he was going too fast down the mountain, lost control of the car, and plowed into the back of the rig. He died on impact, blunt force trauma. I requested photos of the accident scene and a report. He’s being autopsied today.”
 
   Peyton covered her mouth.
 
   “Peyton, it may be an accident, but I have a bad feeling about this. Who knew he was coming to talk to you?”
 
   “I don’t know. He gave me so little information.” She rubbed the heel of her hand against her forehead. “I don’t understand any of this. This is just a simple case, Tank. Why is it becoming something so much more?”
 
   “I don’t know, Peyton, but we’ve got to talk to Radar.”
 
   She nodded, her mind in turmoil. She just couldn’t make sense that two people connected with this case had wound up dead. “It’s all about that coin. We need to find that coin.”
 
   “Daws wrote numbers on a napkin, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Let me have those numbers.”
 
   Peyton opened Daws’ file and copied the series of numbers onto a piece of notepaper for Tank.
 
   He studied them. “They seem familiar.”
 
   “I thought they might be combinations?”
 
   “Maybe one set, but the others, I’m just not sure. Let me work on this. In the meantime, we need to brief Radar on this case.”
 
   Peyton nodded. “I agree.” She felt nauseous, thinking about Mark Turner being dead. She’d just spoken to him a little over forty-eight hours ago. “I can’t believe he’s gone. I don’t even know if he was married, had kids.”
 
   “I know. Something’s just not right here, Peyton, and I always try to trust my instincts.”
 
   “I trust them too, Tank, because mine are screaming as well.” 
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   As Marco entered the precinct, Lee looked up from his monitor. “Heya, Captain.”
 
   “Hi, Lee. Did you get the kid, Danté Price, hooked up?”
 
   “Yep, he’s signing his papers today and he’ll start bright and fresh tomorrow. Bartlet spent about 30 minutes with him yesterday, showing him around and introducing him to everyone.”
 
   “Great.” Marco pushed open the half-door. “Are Ryder and Stan Neumann in?”
 
   “Yep. Jake got here a few minutes ago and Stan was here before I got in.”
 
   “Thanks. I’ll be in back if you need me.”
 
   “Got it.” Lee saluted.
 
   As Marco walked toward Jake’s desk, he felt a tug seeing Tag and Holmes sitting in the desks he and Peyton once occupied. Tag gave him a nod and Holmes swiveled around to face him.
 
   “Captain,” said Holmes.
 
   Marco lifted a hand. “What’s going on with Foster?”
 
   “He made bail,” said Tag. “That psychologist got him representation from some military defense league or something.”
 
   “Good. You go out to the crime scene yet?”
 
   Tag rolled her head on her neck as if she were already weary. “We’re meeting that Wegner tool out there today at 9:30.”
 
   Marco could hear the dislike in Tag’s voice and he didn’t blame her. Wegner had a bombastic, aggressive personality. “You know he was trying to provoke Foster yesterday, right, Tag?”
 
   “Sure.” She didn’t sound convinced.
 
   Holmes gave a low chuckle. “I think some of those remarks about gays weren’t just playing bad cop, Captain. I think he’s internalized a little of that dislike.”
 
   Holy shit, look at Holmes being all progressive and open-minded, thought Marco. Maybe partnering them together was moderating both of their behavior. “We need to work with him, so ignore it.” He focused back on Tag. “Unless any of it gets personal. Then I want to know.”
 
   “Got it, Captain,” said Tag, rising to her feet and reaching for her brown leather jacket, a jacket that always caused much consternation in Maria. “The M.E. wants to show us something on the autopsy, so we’re headed out there before we meet Wegner.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   Holmes rose also and moved around Marco to follow his partner.
 
   Nathan Cho and Bill Simons appeared around the corner. Nate Cho was short and slight of build, but there was something in his eyes that made people take notice. Bill Simons was his exact opposite, large and barrel-chested, on the declining side of middle aged. They’d been partners for years and Marco had always admired their abiding respect for each other and their ability to always get along. Maybe that’s why he and Peyton couldn’t stay together – there was too much passion between them.
 
   “Hey, Captain, we got called to give a deposition on the Carol Peterson case,” said Cho.
 
   “Who called you?”
 
   “Jefferson Greene,” answered Simons.
 
   “Carol’s attorney?”
 
   “Yep. She’s pleading insanity,” said Cho.
 
   Marco gave a disgusted laugh. “Of course she is.”
 
   Shoot your husband in the head and plead insanity. Why the hell not!
 
   “Watch yourselves,” said Marco. “Greene’s slick.”
 
   “Got it. We’ll let you know how it goes.”
 
   Simons clapped a beefy hand on Marco’s shoulder. “Maybe we should ask him for a copy of the deposition?”
 
   “Yeah, you can sure try.”
 
   “We’ll do fine. We’re pros at this,” said Simons, moving toward the front of the precinct.
 
   Cho met Marco’s gaze. “Don’t worry. We got this.”
 
   Marco nodded, but he did worry. He wouldn’t put it past Greene to trot out his history with Carol before the jury. They’d gone to high school together for one year, when she was a senior and he was a freshman. She was seeing Brad Peterson even then, but on one particular night, she’d spent time with Marco, teaching him all about men and women. They’d hardly seen each other since then, but a lawyer of Greene’s caliber would let nothing go if it gave him leverage, and Marco hated to be someone else’s leverage.
 
   His phone rang as he started toward Jake’s desk again. He fished it out of his pocket and thumbed it on. “Hey, Abe, what’s up?”
 
   “Is Tag and Holmes coming out? I want to show them this bullet and get their opinion before I send it on to ballistics.”
 
   “Yeah, they just left. What’d you find?”
 
   “Just what you’d think. Shot in the back of the head, made a nice little hole right through the cerebrum, and then the basal ganglia, and lodged in the supraorbital foramen.”
 
   “English, Abe.”
 
   “The bullet pickled his brain and got lodged in the eye socket.”
 
   “Better. And you got the bullet?”
 
   “Or what’s left of it. It looks like a .22.”
 
   “That’s what Wegner thought.”
 
   “Wegner? He’s the homophobe?”
 
   “You’ve been talking to Tag.”
 
   “Is he a homophobe or not, Angel?”
 
   “Probably, but he has the highest respect for you, except for your clothes.”
 
   Abe made a scoffing sound. “That’s just straight man guilt talking.”
 
   “Straight man guilt?”
 
   “Yeah, you straight guys make fun of how fashion forward my people are because you secretly wish you could pull off the clothes I wear.”
 
   Marco chuckled. “Yep, that’s it all right. I’ve always wanted to wear giraffes on my shirt.”
 
   “Psht, Angel, animal prints are so last month. This month it’s stripes.”
 
   That almost seemed normal, but Marco felt sure there was a catch. “As soon as Tag and Holmes look at the bullet, get it over to ballistics, Abe. I need to have a positive ID.”
 
   “I know my job, Angel. Lord, you really need to work things out with the Divine Ms. P. You’re no good to anyone unless you’re getting regular nookie.”
 
   Marco wasn’t touching that. “Abe.”
 
   “Yes, sweets?”
 
   “Can you estimate how close the shooter was?”
 
   “There’s no muzzle burns, so a few feet away.”
 
   “Okay.” How had the neighbors not heard a gunshot? Especially in an apartment building that old. It didn’t have the insulation of a more modern building. “Call me back if you find anything else.”
 
   “You know I will, if only to hear your dulcet tones, AngelD’.”
 
   “Bye.”
 
   “Toddles, darlin’.” And he was gone.
 
   Marco found Jake sitting at his desk, swiveling back and forth in his chair, clicking away with his mouse. He didn’t even bother to look over as Marco stopped beside him.
 
   “Did you pick up any fingerprints at the scene?” Marco asked.
 
   Jake blinked and glanced up at him. “Peyton called me all upset about you again last night. It’s getting old, Adonis.”
 
   Marco glanced away. He hadn’t called Peyton because he really wanted to honor her wish and give her space, but at the same time, he wasn’t sure it was the right thing to do. “Can we focus on work for once?”
 
   Jake blew out air. “Sure, but…”
 
   “Ryder!”
 
   Jake lifted a hand and let it fall. “I found Foster and Murphy’s fingerprints, no one else’s. I keep looking at these photos of the crime scene and I don’t get it.”
 
   Marco glanced at the bloody bathroom, then away. “What don’t you get?”
 
   “I called the building super this morning to see if he had the blueprints for those apartments.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “He didn’t have them, but I called Gladys over at BIC and asked if she’d email me the blueprints.”
 
   “BIC?”
 
   “The Building Inspection Commission.”
 
   “Okay, good thinking. How do you know Gladys?”
 
   “I worked with her a lot when I was doing mortgages for the bank.”
 
   “Got it. Did she send the blueprints?” Marco leaned heavily on his cane.
 
   Jake rolled back to get him a chair and Marco didn’t argue with him, sinking into it when Jake pulled it up behind him. “She did. Like so many buildings, the bathroom in Foster and Murphy’s apartment backs up directly to the bathroom in the apartment next door to them. It’s easier to run the plumbing that way.”
 
   “I’m with you,” said Marco, hooking his cane over the back of his chair.
 
   “The apartment next to them is occupied, according to the super, and Wegner indicated his men had talked to the neighbors after they came on scene.”
 
   “But they didn’t hear anything?”
 
   “No, Adonis, they didn’t.”
 
   “Were they home at the estimated time of the shooting?”
 
   “Yeah, they both got home from work at 6:30, made dinner, and didn’t leave all night. How could they not hear a gunshot that close to them?”
 
   “The killer had to use a silencer.”
 
   Jake nodded. “That’s what I was thinking, and more than that, look at this photo.”
 
   Marco leaned over and looked where Jake pointed. The mirror over the sink stretched across the whole wall until it came up flush against the tile for the bathtub. In fact, standing before the toilet as Murphy had been, he would have been looking into the mirror.
 
   “He must have seen his killer,” said Marco.
 
   “But he didn’t turn. The killer had time to shoot him in the back of the head.”
 
   “Which means…”
 
   “The killer surprised him and was quick enough to get off a shot.”
 
   “Or,” said Marco, feeling his chest tighten, “he wasn’t someone Murphy perceived as a threat because he didn’t react to seeing him appear in the hallway.”
 
   “Like…”
 
   “Foster.”
 
   Jake nodded his agreement.
 
   “Write up your findings and send them, along with your photos to Wegner at the Taraval Station.”
 
   “On it.”
 
   Marco started to rise, but Stan came around the corner. “Hey, Captain.”
 
   “Stan. Were you able to get anything off Murphy’s phone?”
 
   “I’m still working on the warrant, but as soon as I get it, I’ll pull all his messages.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   Stan pushed his glasses up on his nose. He always wore Converse sneakers paired with a t-shirt that never made any sense to Marco. Today his t-shirt said Come to the Nerd Side, We have 3.14.
 
   Jake gave a snort of laughter and held out his fist for Stan to bump. “Great shirt, man.”
 
   Stan smiled and shook his fist with his hand.
 
   Jake shot a look at Marco and shrugged.
 
   Marco bit his inner lip to keep from saying something cutting. “What about the key card from the Fairmont?”
 
   “Now that’s interesting. It’s attached to a credit card.”
 
   “Whose?”
 
   “I have no idea.”
 
   “What do you mean you have no idea?”
 
   “It’s one of those prepaid credit cards.”
 
   Marco stored that bit of information away. “Can you send your findings to Wegner?”
 
   “Already did.”
 
   Marco reached for his cane and levered himself to his feet. “You’re a real asset to our team, Stan,” he said.
 
   Jake gave him a wounded look, but Marco ignored it.
 
   “And you, Jake, you are a credit to the entire human race,” said Jake.
 
   Marco looked down at him. “No one likes needy, Ryder.”
 
   Jake made a face at him.
 
   “Captain?”
 
   Marco glanced over to see Lee approaching.
 
   “ADA Adams is waiting for you in your office, sir.”
 
   “Sir?” Jake waved him off. “You don’t have to call him sir.”
 
   Marco accidentally knocked his cane against Jake’s shin.
 
   “Ow!” Jake grumbled, bending over to rub it. “He prefers Your Majesty.”
 
   “Damn straight,” said Marco, earning a snort of amusement from Stan. “Get the photos and your initial report to Wegner, Ryder, and cc me on it.”
 
   “Certainly, Your Lordship,” said Jake with a mock bow.
 
   Marco ignored him and followed Lee back to the front of the precinct. Lee slowed to allow him to keep up, something Marco wished he wouldn’t do.
 
   “The ADA said to tell you he’s not here for a nap.”
 
   Marco smiled at that. The last few weeks, Devan had taken to camping out in Marco’s office to steal a few minutes of sleep since he spent most of the night attending to his new baby daughter. He wondered what Devan wanted now if he was forgoing his usual routine.
 
   Devan was sitting in his favorite chair before Marco’s desk, dressed in a pale grey suit, pale blue dress shirt, and a silk tie with geometric figures on it. The tie alone probably cost more than Marco’s last paycheck. Devan was pressed and polished, the dark circles gone from beneath his eyes, his short black hair cut close to his scalp, and his strong profile clean shaven.
 
   Marco hesitated in the doorway. “We have pie,” he said under his breath.
 
   Devan looked up at him, frowning. “Okay.” He drew the word out.
 
   “No, I mean…” Marco pointed over his shoulder. “Stan’s shirt. I just got it.”
 
   Devan gave him a slow nod.
 
   “It’s kinda funny,” he said, moving toward his desk.
 
   “Sure, D’Angelo.”
 
   Marco slumped in the chair and hooked the cane over the arm. “What do you want, Adams?”
 
   “Always the gentleman.”
 
   “Lawyers, tax collectors, and the grim reaper, Adams – three things no one wants to see in the morning.”
 
   “Cute.”
 
   “I’m working a case right now and my two best detectives are giving a deposition to Jefferson Greene for Carol Peterson so she can get off on an insanity plea. I’m a little busy. What do you want?”
 
   “Fighting with Peyton again?”
 
   Marco ground his teeth. Why did everyone think they knew him? “I liked you better when you were sleep deprived.”
 
   Devan reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out an envelope, tossing it on Marco’s desk. “The Mayor’s having a fundraiser Friday night and I want you to be my plus one.”
 
   Marco frowned. “What? He’s throwing you a fundraiser?”
 
   “He’s throwing himself a fundraiser, but it’s a chance for me to glad-hand some big donors of my own.”
 
   “Why do you need me? You have a wife.”
 
   “Rani doesn’t feel up for a social event. She’s working through some post-partum depression and she doesn’t want to leave Amira with a sitter yet.”
 
   “Okay, but that still doesn’t explain…”
 
   “You’re a local hero, D’Angelo, and since I can’t have Peyton, you’re the next best thing. Besides, it doesn’t hurt you to do some glad-handing yourself in this town. You have a respectable job now and if you ever want to move up…”
 
   “I don’t.”
 
   “If you ever want to move up, you need to learn how to rub elbows with the bon ton.”
 
   “Bon ton? Like the Mayor?”
 
   “Exactly like the Mayor.”
 
   “What does it get you to force me to come to these things?”
 
   “You’re interesting. People are captivated by your story. We’re making a name for ourselves as a dynamic duo of crime fighters.”
 
   “What?” Marco made a face. “That’s ridiculous.”
 
   “It isn’t. It’s true. I hear it in chambers all the time.”
 
   Marco shook his head no, causing Devan to give a huff of exasperation.
 
   “Come on, D’Angelo, you owe me.”
 
   “I don’t owe you anything.”
 
   “Then consider it like this. You’re buying markers for when you’ll need something from me. Besides, what else do you have to do? Sulk over Peyton? There’ll be beautiful women there, just dying to meet the wounded warrior who took out the Janitor.”
 
   Marco growled in frustration. “You get two hours. That’s it. And there better be food there.”
 
   “There will be.”
 
   “Not that foo foo stuff they serve at these things. I want real food.”
 
   “Prime rib.”
 
   “Vegetarian.”
 
   “Prime tofu.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   Devan smiled, his teeth brilliant against his dark skin. “I’ll pick you up in a Town Car at 8:00. You still at Abe’s?”
 
   Marco nodded, looking down at his desk. No matter how much fishing Devan did, he wasn’t going to discuss Peyton with him. “Do I have to wear a tux?”
 
   “Suit’s fine.” Devan pushed himself to his feet. “See you at 8:00.”
 
   “See you at 8:00,” Marco grumbled in return.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Margaret stepped into Peyton’s office as she and Tank were reviewing the Daws case, preparing to take it to Radar. Peyton glanced up.
 
   “Sarge wants the team assembled in the conference room,” Margaret told them. “Two minutes.”
 
   Peyton shared a frustrated look with Tank. “We have a case?” she asked Margaret.
 
   “Looks that way.”
 
   Peyton shut the Daws file and tucked it into her overhead cabinet. Tank turned and started for the door, Peyton on his heels. On a whim, she backtracked to the desk and grabbed her keys, locking the cabinet, then she hurried to catch up.
 
   Radar and the SAC (Special Agent In-charge), Rosa Alvarez, were already in the conference room when Tank and Peyton arrived. Bambi showed up a moment later. Rosa nodded for Bambi to shut the door behind her as they all moved to their regular seats. Rosa Alvarez, or Sarge as they all called her, wore her long black hair in its customary neat ponytail, her black jacket unbuttoned, showing off a crisp white shirt. She placed her hand on her hip and gave them all a serious once-over.
 
   “Welcome back from London. I’m sorry I haven’t had the chance to properly debrief you.”
 
   “No problem, Sarge,” said Bambi brightly. She scrubbed her hands together. “What do we have now? I’ve been thinking a poltergeist might be nice.”
 
   Radar stared down at the table. Peyton couldn’t deny he didn’t have his usual enthusiasm. In fact, he’d seemed distracted lately. The detective in her wondered if it had something to do with the sudden appearance of his wife. Was there trouble in their marriage?
 
   “We’ve been asked to partner on a case from the LAPD. Detective Oscar Bustamante will be our contact in LA.”
 
   Bambi leaned forward. “What is it?”
 
   Rosa reached for the file in front of her and tossed a picture into the middle of the table. Peyton leaned forward and saw a gorgeous brunette whose eyes looked almost purple.
 
   “That’s Lavender,” she and Bambi said at the same time.
 
   Radar’s head came up. “How do you know her?”
 
   “She’s a famous supermodel,” said Peyton. “She’s our case?”
 
   Rosa held up a hand for Radar to take over. “Radar?”
 
   Radar drew a deep breath. “She works for Gwen. She’s one of Gwen’s girls. She went missing four nights ago and no one has heard from her since.” He reached for another photo and tossed it onto the table.
 
   A beautiful African American girl lay on a hospital bed with tubes running in and out of her. Her pale brown hair lay in ringlets on the white pillow and dark bruises shadowed the area beneath her eyes. Although she was obviously black, her skin had an unnatural grey cast to it. A large bandage swathed the side of her throat.
 
   “This is Kiki…”
 
   “Sommers,” both Peyton and Bambi said.
 
   “How do you know these models?” asked Radar.
 
   “Everyone knows them,” said Bambi. “They’re in every magazine. Lavender’s the face of René Noir.”
 
   “Love his perfume,” remarked Peyton.
 
   “I know, and what about his shoes?” said Bambi.
 
   “I have five pairs of his latest flats,” said Peyton.
 
   Radar let out an exasperated sigh.
 
   “What happened to her?” asked Tank, obviously shifting the subject. “Is she still alive?”
 
   “Barely. She went into cardiac arrest twice. She’s hanging on, but she’s developed an infection and doctors are afraid it may be too much for her weakened heart,” said Radar. “Detective Bustamante has tried talking to her, but she says only a few jumbled words, most prominent of all being Lavender.”
 
   The mood in the room became instantly charged.
 
   “Do they know how this happened to her?” asked Peyton, feeling sick to her stomach looking at the beautiful, young girl.
 
   “Near as we can figure, she and Lavender went to an underground club. Kiki was sexually assaulted, drugged, and attacked. Then she was tossed into an alley where a homeless man found her.”
 
   “Raped?” asked Peyton.
 
   Radar nodded.
 
   “Did the LAPD get DNA from the rape kit?”
 
   Radar shook his head. “Nothing.”
 
   “She’s also managed by Gwendolyn Fontaine,” offered Rosa. “And there’s more. She suffered massive blood loss. That’s what caused the cardiac arrest.”
 
   “From the rape?” asked Bambi with a horrified look.
 
   Rosa shook her head and reached for another photo, tossing it on top of the others. “From this.”
 
   Two angry puncture marks shown on her throat.
 
   Peyton went cold inside. “Are those bite marks?”
 
   Rosa nodded. “They punctured her carotid artery. She would have bled to death if the homeless man hadn’t had foresight to apply pressure to the wound. As it is, the wound became infected.”
 
   Peyton rubbed a hand against her forehead.
 
   “Vampires?” whispered Bambi.
 
   “In Hollywood,” said Tank.
 
   “What the hell!” Peyton felt her anger rise. They’d just finished a case where some sick bastard preyed on young girls and here they were again.
 
   Radar sighed. “Gwen always warns her girls not to go to these shady clubs. When she’s in LA, she keeps a tight leash on them, but when she comes home…”
 
   “It’s not Gwen’s fault, or your own,” said Rosa, putting a hand on Radar’s shoulder. “As you can imagine, Gwen’s devastated. She flew down to be with Kiki, but she’s returning tomorrow morning. At her urging, we contacted Detective Bustamante and he asked for our help. Kiki isn’t the first victim.”
 
   “You think this happened to Lavender too?” asked Tank.
 
   “We don’t have any clue where Lavender is, and Bustamante’s requested the FBI resources to help find her, but it’s bigger than that. There’ve been three other victims –  all found like Kiki, half-dead, raped, bitten, their blood drained. One was a fifteen year old girl from Athens, Georgia, visiting her sister in Hollywood. We could get clearance to work the case on that basis alone, but we’ve been invited by the LAPD to go undercover.” Rosa reached for the photos. “Gwen’s coming back tomorrow morning. You’ll meet with her in Radar’s office at 8:00AM sharp for your new identities.”
 
   Bambi and Tank sat forward in expectation, their eyes gleaming with excitement.
 
   Peyton wasn’t sure what to make of that. Her gaze kept coming back to the young girl in the hospital bed. What the hell was wrong with a world where young women were treated as lambs to the slaughter?
 
   “I can’t stress enough how important it is that we shut this club down and find the perpetrators. We have four young girls sexually assaulted and physically attacked. One more is missing. Whatever’s going on in Hollywood has got to be stopped.”
 
   Peyton only half heard Rosa, her attention focused on the photo.
 
   “Sparky?”
 
   Peyton glanced up at Radar. “Yeah?”
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “Yeah,” she said, forcing her voice to remain steady. So much for briefing Radar on the Daws case, she thought as her eyes went back to Kiki Sommers. Someone was going to pay for attacking this girl, raping her, and discarding her like garbage. Someone was going to pay and Peyton was damn sure going to find him.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
   Lavender held out a scrap of paper to Taylor. He accepted it, glancing over the writing, then he looked up at her.
 
   “These are some really good grades,” he said.
 
   She nodded. “Lynda’s latest grades. With those, she’s bound to get into some good colleges, don’t you think?”
 
   “Yeah. What are her test scores like?”
 
   “High. She’s thinking of applying to Princeton.”
 
   “Wow, that’s fantastic.”
 
   Lavender smiled, her eyes sparkling. “I’m so proud of her.” She pointed to the grades. “That’s what this is all about – the modeling, the late nights, the parties. I’m doing it for Lynda and my mom, so things can be better for them.”
 
   Taylor’s smile sobered. “What about for you, Lavender? Don’t you want something for yourself?”
 
   She glanced down. “I’ll have my time. You know how this business is. As soon as I turn thirty, if I’m lucky to last that long, there’ll be some other young girl everyone’s hot over and I’ll be modeling mom-jeans.”
 
   Taylor laughed. “That bad, huh?”
 
   Lavender shrugged. “It’s the business. Women are only desirable as long as they’re young and skinny.”
 
   “Why do you want to be part of that?”
 
   “Because…” She nodded at the paper in his hand. “Lynda will get to be more.”
 
   “What does your mom feel about it?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Does she like what you do?”
 
   Lavender shifted in the chair, pulling up a long leg and wrapping her arms around it. “She accepts it.”
 
   “Accepts it and likes it are two different things.”
 
   Lavender made an aggravated sigh. “You get so hung up on things, Taylor. Seriously, ask yourself why you picked me to do this documentary.”
 
   “Because you said yes.”
 
   “But why did you come to me in the first place?”
 
   “I thought you were interesting.”
 
   “Bull shit!” she said sharply, jabbing a finger at him. “I call bull shit on that!”
 
   She was right. He’d picked her because she was beautiful. That’s what he’d found interesting about her at first, but he knew now there was more.
 
   “Okay.” He held up his hands. “At first I just wanted to talk to a pretty girl, but now…”
 
   “I know what I am and I know what I’m doing.”
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “Selling myself to sell a product. People like the way I look in René’s clothes, so they go out and buy them, hoping they’ll look just as good.”
 
   “I don’t think people believe they’ll look just as good, but I get you.”
 
   “I want to send my sister to college and allow my mother to not work so much, so I agree to be sold. That’s what reality is, Taylor. You can sit here and judge me all you want, but you want people to watch your documentary, so what do you make it on? Supermodels. We all just go around using each other.”
 
   That made Taylor feel slimy and depressed. “That’s bleak, Lavender.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s life. That’s all it is. Prey or become prey. Take your pick.”
 
   Taylor reached over and turned off the camera. The documentary had just taken a darker turn than he’d anticipated and he probably needed to think it through before they continued.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   “And whatever you do, don’t let the Preacher offer to give you a ride,” said Cho. “If the Daisy even starts.”
 
   “Shit, yeah. You’ll feel like you’re riding on a gay pride float,” said Simons with a laugh.
 
   “It gets worse. He drove me to get my car out of the shop the other day, and I had dog hair all over my new chinos,” said Holmes.
 
   “Did them a favor, if you ask me,” said Tag.
 
   Marco entered the break-room, finding his detectives sitting around the table, sipping coffee and eating bagels. Bartlet and the new kid, Danté Price, were also there. As soon as Marco entered, the kid started to snap to attention. Marco waved him back down.
 
   “At ease, soldier,” he said.
 
   “Heya, Captain,” said Bartlet, “we were just grabbing a cup of coffee.”
 
   “No problem,” said Marco, limping over to the coffee maker and reaching for a mug. The coffee came out looking like tar.
 
   “What’s wrong with my chinos?” asked Holmes.
 
   “They’re yellow. No straight man wears yellow pants.”
 
   “They’re called khaki.”
 
   Cho and Simons laughed. “Those weren’t khaki,” said Cho. “They looked like a school bus.”
 
   Marco took a sip of the coffee, leaning against the counter, then he grimaced. “What the hell happened to this?”
 
   Cho let out a weary sigh. “The Preacher refuses to buy us coffee anymore, says we don’t appreciate him enough.”
 
   “Well, maybe sitting in the break-room talking about him is the problem,” said Marco wryly.
 
   “Naw, that’s not it,” said Simons. “He wants us to start up a collection for the coffee.”
 
   Marco set the mug on the counter. “Start one then. This stuff sucks.”
 
   They all reached for their wallets and threw bills into the middle of the table. Marco added a twenty himself. Once they counted it up, Holmes gave Marco a speculative look. “Who’s gonna take it to him? I hate that smug, superior way he looks at me.”
 
   Marco’s eyes shifted to the kid, causing them all to look at him.
 
   “You’re up, rook,” said Holmes, grabbing the kid’s hand and slapping the bills into it. “Go get religion.”
 
   The kid stared at the money, then looked around the group. Before he could respond, Jake poked his head inside the doorway. “Hey, Adonis…”
 
   “Captain,” snarled Marco.
 
   “Captain Adonis,” amended Jake, “you got someone waiting in the lobby for you. Where’s Lee?”
 
   “He had to sign permanent employment papers this morning,” said Marco, casting a baleful eye on the tar in his mug. He’d die before he’d admit it, but they needed Jake to start buying the coffee again. “The rookie has something for you.”
 
   Holmes shoved Danté in the shoulder and nodded at Jake. The kid rose and carried the money to him, holding it out.
 
   Jake eyed it suspiciously. “They pour battery acid on it?”
 
   Danté frowned. “Battery acid?”
 
   “It’s covered in LSD, isn’t it?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Anthrax.”
 
   “Anthrax?” Danté gave Marco a bewildered, concerned look.
 
   Marco jerked his chin at him in encouragement.
 
   “It’s just money,” said the kid. “They took up a collection and they want you to buy the coffee again.” He thrust the money at Jake. 
 
   Jake’s jaw firmed and he walked around the kid, moving toward the table. “Really? You can’t come to me yourself and act like grown adults? If you wanted coffee, how hard was it to ask me to get it for you? Or here’s an idea. You could buy it yourself. I’ve bought it for months, so you’d think one of you would have enough sense to remember the brand. I shudder to think the safety of this city rests on the lot of you, a bunch of immature, weak-spined…”
 
   Marco shook his head and moved out of the break-room, ignoring the imploring looks from his people. They’d brought this sermon on themselves and Marco didn’t have much sympathy for them.
 
   He was surprised to see Kurt Foster waiting on the other side of the counter for him. The young man rose to his feet as soon as Marco appeared.
 
   Marco stopped on the other side of the half-door. “You shouldn’t be here, Kurt, especially without your lawyer.”
 
   “I need to talk to you.”
 
   “This is not a good idea.”
 
   “Please, Marco, it’s important.” He looked like hell, his hair standing on end, his clothes wrinkled like he’d slept in them. He had a few days growth of stubble on his jaw.
 
   “Let me get the detectives who’ve been assigned to your case. We need to do this above board,” said Marco, reaching for the phone on Lee’s desk. He pressed the intercom button and spoke into the receiver, hearing his own voice echo back at him. “Inspector Shotwell and Holmes to the conference room,” he said, then hung up. Pulling open the half-door, he motioned Kurt behind the counter as he led the way into the conference room across from Lee’s desk. “Sit,” he said, pointing to a chair at the head of the table.
 
   Kurt took a seat, clasping his hands on the table’s surface. “I’m sorry to bother you like this.”
 
   “Wait for my detectives to arrive. I don’t want anyone questioning this.”
 
   Kurt chewed on his inner lip, smacking his clasped hands against the table. Marco sat in a chair closest to the door, bracing his cane against the chair. Tag and Holmes appeared a moment later, giving him speculative looks, then they recognized Kurt.
 
   “You remember Inspector Shotwell,” said Marco, motioning the two detectives into the room. “This is her partner, Inspector Drew Holmes.”
 
   Holmes shook hands with Kurt, then the kid went back to clasping his hands and fidgeting. Marco wondered if he was on something.
 
   Tag shut the door, then she and Holmes took seats on the opposite side of the table from Marco. “What’s up?” asked Tag.
 
   Kurt’s eyes flickered over to her and back to Marco. “I didn’t kill Lowell.”
 
   “I think we should record this,” said Tag, reaching into her leather jacket after the recording device she carried.
 
   Marco gave her a nod.
 
   She settled the recorder before Kurt, then pressed the record button. “This is Inspector Tag Shotwell. I’m joined by Inspector Drew Holmes, Captain Marco D’Angelo, and murder suspect Kurt Foster.”
 
   “I didn’t kill Lowell!” snapped Foster.
 
   Marco held up a hand. “Protocol, Kurt. We need to establish who’s here.”
 
   Tag continued, giving the date and the time of day. While she did that, Holmes removed his notebook and flipped it open, taking a pen from the breast pocket of his blazer. Kurt watched both of them with anxious eyes.
 
   “Are you on something?” asked Marco when Tag finished the identification.
 
   Kurt shook his head rapidly. “I haven’t slept in 48 hours. I drank so much coffee, it’s given me the jumps.”
 
   “Have you eaten anything?”
 
   He scratched at his head. “I don’t remember. I think they gave me some pig slop in the jail, but…whatever.” He jiggled his leg beneath the table and clasped his hands again. “Marco, I didn’t kill Lowell.”
 
   “Okay. You told Lieutenant Wegner that. I read his report.”
 
   “That douche bag!” He pointed at Tag. “He’s a homophobe.”
 
   Tag shrugged.
 
   “Am I right? I am. I’m right.”
 
   “Kurt!” Marco said firmly.
 
   Kurt’s eyes shot to Marco’s face. “I didn’t kill Lowell. We were like brothers, tighter than brothers. We served together. We saw things.” He shuddered. “We saw things.” He drew out the last word.
 
   Marco nodded.
 
   “I would have died protecting him.”
 
   “Were you lovers?”
 
   Kurt shook his head. Just that, nothing more. No recoil, no flare of temper, no violent denial. “He was seeing someone though.” He tilted his head and stared at the table. “He was seeing someone important.”
 
   “Okay.” Marco exchanged a look with Tag and Holmes. “Who?”
 
   Kurt’s bloodshot eyes snapped to Marco’s face. “I don’t know. That’s the thing. He wouldn’t tell me. He’d get all coy and giggle about it, but when I pressed him, he wouldn’t tell me, but the guy had money.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “He bought Lowell expensive gifts. A watch, clothes, aftershave – stuff Lowell would never have been able to afford himself.”
 
   “But you never met the guy?”
 
   “No. He’d send a car for Lowell, limo or something, and Lowell would go off for the night. He’d come back the next day, hung-over but happy. He always had some new gift.”
 
   “How long had he been seeing this guy?”
 
   “Two months, maybe a little more.”
 
   “How did they meet?”
 
   “I don’t know. Lowell was active in the Veterans’ Affairs, so I figured he’d met him at some function they had. They’re always having some sort of fundraiser.”
 
   Holmes wrote something on his pad. “You said he got a watch from this guy?”
 
   “Right. I don’t know what kind, but Lowell went on about it for days.”
 
   “Murphy didn’t have a watch when he was found,” said Holmes. “Where’s the watch?”
 
   Kurt’s attention fixed on him. “You’re right. Lowell wore that watch everywhere. He even slept in it.”
 
   “Did you tell this to Wegner, Kurt?” asked Marco.
 
   “No, he just kept asking me why I killed Lowell. He wouldn’t listen to anything else. That’s why I had to come to you.” Kurt suddenly leaned forward on the table, piercing Marco with his gaze. “Lowell was seeing someone in power and that guy had him killed. I’m sure of it.”
 
   Marco exhaled and shook his head. “What makes you say that, Kurt?”
 
   “I talked to the neighbors, Marco. I talked to them myself. They didn’t hear any gunshots. Nothing.”
 
   Marco didn’t give anything away. Neither did his detectives. 
 
   “And I saw the entrance wound.” He fidgeted, his leg bouncing beneath the table. “Lowell and me, we had .45’s, service revolvers, but he had to be shot with a .22.”
 
   Marco looked away. Kurt might have that information two ways – he knew guns, so he recognized the size of the hole, or two, he’d been the shooter.
 
   “This was a professional hit, Marco. The guy used a silencer. That’s why the neighbors heard nothing. I’m telling you, Lowell was executed.”
 
   “By who, Kurt? By who?”
 
   Kurt held out his empty hands. “I don’t know, but I do know this guy has power and money, and he’s not afraid to bump off someone he thinks is standing in his way.  I need you to find out who killed Lowell, but you’d better be careful. Whoever it was has connections, Marco, and deep, deep pockets. God knows what they’ll do if you figure it out, but for Lowell’s sake, and mine, I hope you do.”
 
   Marco studied Kurt for a moment. The young man seemed older, more savvy than he had at the group meetings. Was he playing them? Manipulating them to look for a killer that didn’t exist? Playing right into a twisted defense plea?
 
   Marco just didn’t know, but looking into Kurt Foster’s eyes, he was beginning to believe him.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   “We’ve got to get all of our covers straight before we hit the airport,” said Radar, leaning against his desk and eyeing the three of them. They sat in chairs before his desk, while Gwen stood next to him.
 
   “Carlos will coordinate things from my condo. He has to lay low because everyone knows my husband’s an FBI agent. For all intents and purposes, he stayed back in the City.”
 
   “That’s why I take a Red Eye tonight. You’ll all follow Saturday morning.”
 
   They nodded.
 
   “René Noir is our way into the clubs where Kiki and Lavender went. I’ve never been into that scene, but René frequents these hot spots. Since Kiki’s in the hospital and Lavender’s missing…” Gwen’s voice caught and Radar laid a soothing hand on her arm. “René Noir’s going to need a new IT girl.” She smiled at Bambi. “That’ll be you, Emma. You’ll go by your code name, Bambi.”
 
   “Cool,” Bambi said, beaming.
 
   “Thomas, you’ll be her bodyguard. Noir will expect that after the assault on Kiki and with Lavender’s disappearance. Obviously, Tank will work for your alias.”
 
   “And me?” asked Peyton, raising her hand.
 
   Radar gave her a disapproving look.
 
   Gwen smiled. “You’ll be my assistant named Paige. Close enough to Peyton to remember.”
 
   “Awesome. I love one name monikers – Madonna, Gisele, Cher.”
 
   “Actually, you’ll be Paige Sparks.”
 
   Peyton’s shoulders slumped. “Sparks? Really, Radar? Sparks?”
 
   “Own it, Sparky,” he said, picking up three envelopes from his desk. He passed them around the group. “Here are your backstories. Memorize them.”
 
   “We get backstories?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah, you didn’t think you could just go in there with aliases without a past, did you?” said Radar.
 
   “I didn’t think about it at all.”
 
   “And there’s our problem,” he offered.
 
   Bambi and Tank tore open their envelopes, but Peyton tapped hers against her other hand. “Hm, I’ll bet Paige Sparks grew up on the rough side of LA, scrapping for everything she got, learning how to fight, learning how to survive when all odds were stacked against her. Straight outta…”
 
   “Don’t say it!” Radar warned.
 
   “Comp...ton,” she muttered under her breath, then she tore open the envelope, scanning it. “Hold on! Pasadena? I’m straight outta Pasadena?”
 
   Radar shrugged. “Could have been Beverly Hills.”
 
   Gwen leaned over and ran a hand down her arm. “I’m sure there are rough parts of Pasadena too.”
 
   “Oh, yeah,” said Radar, “those rose parades get real stabby sometimes.”
 
   Gwen swatted at him, but they were both smiling.
 
   Peyton gave him a glare. 
 
   “We have a problem though,” said Gwen.
 
   Radar’s brows rose.
 
   “Bambi needs headshots and I can’t have any of my regular photographers take them. It’ll blow our cover.”
 
   Peyton raised her hand again.
 
   Radar gave her an arch look. “Straight out of the school room,” he said with disgust. “Stop raising your hand like a little girl.”
 
   “Fine. Then I won’t tell you what I have to say.”
 
   Radar jerked his chin at her. “See what I have to deal with.”
 
   Gwen gave Peyton an understanding smile. “All bark,” she said for her benefit.
 
   “What?” he grumbled.
 
   She patted his cheek as if he were a boy and his expression softened immediately.
 
   Interesting, thought Peyton. Mrs. Radar had game.
 
   “What were you going to say, dear?” asked Gwen.
 
   “I know a photographer.”
 
   “You know a photographer?” repeated Radar.
 
   “A very talented one. He’s the CSI for my old precinct.”
 
   “A CSI takes pictures of dead meat, Sparky.”
 
   “Before he was a CSI, he took pictures of…other things.” She focused on Gwen. “He’s good, Gwen. Give him a try.”
 
   “Let’s call him,” she said, holding out her hands.
 
   Peyton offered Radar a smug look, then rose to her feet, reaching for her phone. “I’m sure you can get him consultant pay, right, Radar?”
 
   When Gwen also looked at him, he gave a tense smile. “Sure,” he said.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   “Stan Neumann’s here to see you, Captain,” said Lee, poking his head into Marco’s office.
 
   Marco made a motion with his hand, continuing to read Abe’s autopsy report. Lowell Murphy had been shot with a .22. His death had probably been instantaneous, which is why he’d had no time to react to the person standing behind him.
 
   “Captain?” said Stan.
 
   Marco looked up. “What you got?”
 
   Stan held out a stack of papers. “The warrant came through. Murphy was meeting someone on a fairly regular basis.”
 
   Marco indicated the chairs and Stan sat down.
 
   “The person, who Murphy calls Honey Bear, would send a car to pick Murphy up. Most of the time they went to the Fairmont. Once Murphy got there, he would text Honey Bear and let him know he’d gotten a room. Murphy paid for the room with a prepaid credit card that Honey Bear left in the car for him.”
 
   Marco scanned the text messages. “Did you trace back the cell phone number?”
 
   Stan nodded.
 
   “Burner?”
 
   Stan nodded again.
 
   “How long did this go on?”
 
   “Nearly three months.”
 
   Marco considered that. “Foster said he thought it was about two.”
 
   “The first month they were trying to keep it really quiet.”
 
   Marco scrubbed a hand across his chin. “Who is this guy?”
 
   “He must have money. They met at least once a week, sometimes twice. Toward the end Murphy was starting to get a little pushy.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Marco flipped the pages.
 
   “He wanted Honey Bear to come to his place for dinner. He was pressuring him to come out.”
 
   Marco’s head lifted. “Come out?”
 
   Stan nodded.
 
   “Did he say come out?”
 
   Stan stood and took the papers, rifling through them. He pointed to a text somewhere down on a page which he’d marked with a sticky note. “Right here.”
 
   Marco read the message. I hate this. We live in San Francisco. Stop living a lie and just admit who you are. No one will care. People will applaud you for being yourself. “So, Honey Bear’s pretending he’s straight?”
 
   Stan sat back down. “Apparently.”
 
   Marco studied the text again. “That must mean he’s married and has a family.”
 
   “Seems that way.”
 
   “Did you send this to Tag and Holmes?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “What about Wegner?”
 
   “Done.”
 
   “Good job, Stan.”
 
   Stan smiled. “I wish I could tell you who it was, Captain.”
 
   “I do too, Stan, but I think we’ll flush our Honey Bear out eventually.”
 
   “Do you think Foster’s innocent?”
 
   “I think a man who’s gone to this depth to hide his true nature, like Honey Bear has, might be capable of anything to stay hidden.”
 
   Stan rose to his feet. “If there’s anything else I can do, Captain, just ask.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   After Stan left the room, Marco reached for his phone and called Tag.
 
   “Heya, Captain. Holmes and me were just going over these messages Stan pulled.”
 
   “Yeah, interesting reading, isn’t it?”
 
   “Very.”
 
   “So how about the two of you head over to the Fairmont and see if they recognize Lowell Murphy’s photograph?”
 
   “Sounds good. You ‘spose they have any idea who Murphy was meeting?”
 
   “I guess we’ll see, won’t we?”
 
   “You don’t think ol’ Honey Bear would have put a bullet in his plaything just to keep his identity a secret, do you, Captain?” said Tag.
 
   “I think stranger things have happened.”
 
   “Got it. We’ll get back to you if we find anything.”
 
   “Good, talk to you soon.” Marco hung up and reached for the stack of paper, then he leaned back in his chair and started reading. He didn’t think Stan would have missed anything, but Kurt Foster probably would appreciate it if someone gave it a second pass.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Peyton picked up her phone and dialed Jake’s number. He picked up on the second ring.
 
   “Hey, Mighty Mouse, what’s the haps?”
 
   “What’s the haps? Knock it off. You’re from Nebraska.”
 
   “I’ve lived in the Tenderloin, Peyton. I gots street cred now.”
 
   “Right. Hey, how’d you like to consult for the FBI?”
 
   “Excuse me.”
 
   Peyton fiddled with her stapler. “How would you like to earn a little extra money?”
 
   “What do I have to do?”
 
   “Take some pictures.”
 
   “Of more dead bodies? Can’t you get an FBI stooge to do that?”
 
   “Not of dead bodies. We’re going undercover and we need someone to take headshots of Bambi. She’s impersonating a supermodel.”
 
   Jake didn’t immediately answer.
 
   “Jake?”
 
   “You want me to take sexy pictures of a beautiful woman who’s scantily dressed, and get paid for it?”
 
   Peyton depressed the stapler. “I don’t know how scantily dressed she’ll be, but…”
 
   “You do realize we could have avoided a lot of unnecessary conversation if you’d led with that, Mighty Mouse.”
 
   “So I guess you’ll do it?”
 
   “Shit yeah.” He hesitated. “Do I have to get permission from Adonis?”
 
   “Radar’s going to call him, but I think it’ll be okay. We’re only going to borrow you for a few hours.”
 
   “Borrow me for the rest of my life,” he said breathlessly.
 
   “Down, Ryder,” she answered.
 
   Bambi poked her head inside Peyton’s door. “Gwen says to come on. We’re going shopping for clothes, then we’re headed to the salon for our hair and nails. You’ve got to come too, since you’re representing Gwendolyn Fontaine now.”
 
   “Is that Bambi?” purred Jake in her ear. “She sounds like an angel.”
 
   Peyton put her hand over the mouthpiece. “I’ll be right there. I’m just making arrangements for Jake to take your headshots.”
 
   Bambi clapped her hands. “I can’t wait. I’m so excited. Hurry up. We’re going to have so much fun today.”
 
   Peyton nodded. “Jake?”
 
   “Still here, although I think I passed out for a minute.”
 
   “Why?” Peyton frowned at the phone.
 
   “Just hearing her voice, and did she say something about Gwendolyn Fontaine?”
 
   “You know who Gwendolyn Fontaine is?”
 
   “Am I friends with Abe or what?”
 
   “Look, Jake, just come to my building tomorrow at 9:00. I’ll send you the address okay.”
 
   “Done. Can I bring an assistant?”
 
   “By assistant, do you mean Abe?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “No. No Abe. No assistant. Just you and your camera. Check in downstairs and tell them to call me. I’ll come down and escort you up.”
 
   “Whatever you say, Mighty Mouse. You sure this Radar’s going to clear things with Adonis?”
 
   “Yes, he’s calling him right now.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll be there with bells on.”
 
   “You don’t mean that right?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You aren’t coming here with bells on, are you?”
 
   “Why would I wear bells, Peyton?”
 
   “Are you friends with Abe or what?” she repeated.
 
   Jake laughed. “Point taken. No bells. Just me and my camera.”
 
   Peyton hesitated, then she glanced out the door. “Jake?”
 
   “Yeppers.”
 
   “How’s Marco?”
 
   Jake didn’t immediately respond. Peyton clutched the phone tighter against her face, worry curling in her belly.
 
   “Jake?”
 
   “Look, Peyton, Abe and I decided we’re removing ourselves from this mess you’ve both created. If you want to know how Marco is, call him. Abe and I are not playing go-betweens anymore.”
 
   “Fine!” she said, feeling her anger rise. Who the hell did the two of them think they were? She had taken Jake in when he had no one, but he was taking a stand against her now. The hell with him.
 
   Except to be fair, she realized she and Marco had put them in the middle of their problems. “We’re leaving Saturday for Hollywood, Jake. Will you watch Pickles for me?”
 
   “You’re really not going to ask Adonis to go over?”
 
   “I just think it’s best if he doesn’t right now. We just keep going around and around in circles. I think we need to make a clean break, then see where we’re at.”
 
   “You’re probably right, Mighty Mouse.”
 
   Peyton nodded, but her stomach felt like it was in knots. “Yeah, I’m probably right, but it makes me feel sick to say it.”
 
   “Well, I guess you have to ask yourself if life is better with him, accepting all his warts, or without.”
 
   Peyton sighed, but before she could answer, Bambi poked her head inside the office again. “Come on, Peyton. Gwen’s ordered a limo for us to ride in.”
 
   “See you tomorrow, Jake.”
 
   “See you, Mighty Mouse,” Jake answered and hung up.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   The entire support group was waiting for Marco on the steps of the building, except for Kurt Foster. Marco lifted a hand in greeting and tried not to grimace as he climbed the stairs with his bad leg. Before he got there, his cell phone rang. He fished it out and motioned them to go inside.
 
   They slowly turned away, walking to the glass door and pulling it open. Tricia went last, giving him a worried look over her shoulder. Marco leaned on the metal railing and thumbed the phone on.
 
   “D’Angelo,” he said into the receiver.
 
   “Captain, this is Special Agent Carlos Moreno.”
 
   “Agent Moreno, nice to hear from you.”
 
   “Call me Radar, okay?”
 
   “Sounds good. Call me anything but captain, okay?”
 
   Radar chuckled.
 
   “You get anything on that Mike Edwards character?” Marco looked to be sure the group wasn’t hanging around in the lobby.
 
   “He’s been to Iraq.”
 
   “According to the newspaper article I read the other day, so have 2.5 million more of our servicemen.”
 
   “True, but he returned to Iraq…three times, D’Angelo.”
 
   Marco straightened. “What?”
 
   “Yep. Now why would he do that?”
 
   “Did he go with an NGO?”
 
   “If so, I’m having a time locating which one it was.”
 
   “Can we ask him?”
 
   “We can’t do anything, but I can and I will, except I’ve got another case.”
 
   Marco felt his mouth go dry. “Case? So you’re heading out again?”
 
   “Yeah, we seem to be in the cross-hairs lately. Usually there are weeks between cases, sometimes months, but lately, we’ve had one right after another.”
 
   “Am I allowed to ask where this one is?”
 
   “Well, since it sort of involves you, yes. That’s part of the reason I’m calling.”
 
   Traffic sped by on the street, cars honking. For a moment Marco wasn’t sure he heard him correctly. “I’m sorry, I’m outside for privacy. Did you say it involves me?”
 
   “Well, your CSI. Our case is in Los Angeles, Hollywood to be specific. My wife manages supermodels and two of her models were attacked. One wound up in the hospital with serious blood loss, sexually and physically assaulted. The other one’s missing.”
 
   Marco drew a deep breath and released it. “I’m sorry to hear that, Radar.”
 
   “Yeah, Gwen’s pretty shaken up and the young girl, Kiki, may not make it. We’ve been asked by the LAPD to assist on the case, so we’re going undercover. Bambi, my protégé, will be a replacement supermodel. We’re hoping to get information about what happened to these girls by having her go undercover, since Lavender’s missing and Kiki can’t tell us.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “Sparky remarked…”
 
   “Sparky?” He’d heard Radar call her that before.
 
   “Sorry, Agent Brooks.”
 
   Marco laughed despite himself. “Okay, I get Sparky,” he said, then hesitated. “Don’t you tell her I said that though.”
 
   “Definitely won’t.”
 
   “She hates it, doesn’t she?”
 
   “She says she does, yep.”
 
   Marco laughed again, missing her so much his stomach ached, then he reminded himself that she’d let Radar tell him she was leaving again instead of calling him herself. Still, for some reason, he wasn’t angry about that. “Go on. Sparky remarked…”
 
   “That your CSI’s a talented photographer and apparently, our undercover model needs headshots. Is this guy as talented as she said?”
 
   “Every bit. You’re the second person to ask after him in as many days.”
 
   “Will you lend him to me for a few hours?”
 
   “I’d lend him to you for an eternity if I didn’t need him.”
 
   “Should that comment concern me?”
 
   “Do you get annoyed easily?”
 
   “I’m trying to be zen. I meditate everyday. For the last two months, I’ve found I need to meditate more frequently.” For the length of time that Peyton had worked there, Marco thought.
 
   “Then you’ll love Jake Ryder,” said Marco, trying to hide the smile from his voice.
 
   “He’ll be paid a consultant’s wage.”
 
   “He’ll love that.”
 
   “Then I have your permission to make arrangements with him.”
 
   “You do.”
 
   Radar hesitated and Marco watched as two men pulled their cars over, getting out and shouting at each other. They must have had a fender bender a few blocks back. He eased his hand down to his badge and shrugged to loosen his gun holster.
 
   “I’ll talk to this Edwards guy and get back to you on that.”
 
   “Good,” he said, distracted as the argument grew heated.
 
   “Thanks again, D’Angelo.”
 
   “Thank you, Radar.” Then they disconnected.
 
   Marco started to move toward the arguing men, but the door opened and Tricia poked her head outside.
 
   “Everyone wants to know about Kurt, Marco. Are you coming in?”
 
   He looked back at the men, frowning. One of the men wore a baseball cap, so Marco couldn’t see his face, but he sounded like he was speaking with a Russian accent. The other man wore a suit and kept pointing to the bumper on his car.
 
   “Just a minute,” he said, but as he started to go down the stairs, a cop car pulled up, blaring its siren, and two uniforms got out.
 
   Satisfied they could handle it, Marco turned back to Tricia, dismissing the situation from his mind.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   Lavender took a bite of the cheeseburger, reaching for the napkin and wiping her mouth. “I shouldn’t eat this.”
 
   Taylor took a bite of his own cheeseburger, shooting a glance at the camera to make sure it was pointed in the right direction. He’d bought them lunch, but she wouldn’t eat it unless he joined her on camera. She said she wasn’t going to eat alone, even on film. He laughed at that.
 
   She reached for a French Fry and popped it in her mouth, chewing vigorously with her eyes half-closed. “Oh God, but that is so good. I’ll just have to run another two miles to make up for it.”
 
   He smiled. “You know…” He stopped and chewed, then swallowed, clearing his throat. “You know, they say swimming burns more calories than running. Maybe you should try swimming.”
 
   She waved a hand at him and took another bite. For a moment she didn’t answer, just chewed, then she said, “I can’t go swimming. The chlorine’s horrible for my hair.”
 
   “Well, you could swim in the ocean.”
 
   She gave a shudder and reached for another fry. “God no. There are sharks in the ocean and other things that want to eat you. No way. I’m never going in where there are sharks.”
 
   He laughed, taking a bite of his burger. “Sharks here too,” he said with a full mouth.
 
   She hesitated with the burger near her lips. “What?”
 
   He reached for his soda and took a sip, then swallowed. “I said there are sharks here too. Paparazzi, fans, the entire fashion industry.”
 
   Her eyes clouded over and she set down her food, staring at it.
 
   He frowned at that. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “No.” She grabbed a napkin and started wiping her hands. “You’re right. I’m swimming in a sea of sharks and they all want a bite out of me.”
 
   He set his own burger down. “Lavender…”
 
   She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “René says I have esoteritude.”
 
   “Esoteritude?” he asked.
 
   She nodded. “Something indefinable in my attitude.”
 
   God, René Noir was a tool, he thought. “Okay?”
 
   “How long before I don’t have it anymore?”
 
   “Well.” It wasn’t like she really had anything. Seriously, made up words had her going all grim? What she had was true beauty, depth, a personality.
 
   She met his look. “I haven’t had a hamburger with a boy in years and I already feel guilty about it, like I should go out and run ten miles to make up for it. It’s all so…” She held out her hand.
 
   “Pointless?”
 
   “No, fleeting. For such a brief period of time, I get the chance to be someone, then I don’t. That’s it. That’s all. No more Lavender.”
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Marco hesitated by Lee’s desk, lifting his coffee cup to his lips and taking a sip, as he watched Wegner, Tag, and Holmes walk through his precinct doors. Wegner gave him a chin nod and Marco returned it.
 
   The lieutenant held up a paper. “The kid’s gun was clean. Ballistics just came back. It hasn’t been fired in months. It’s a M1911, just like we said.”
 
   Marco nodded. “Did we search to see if he has a .22 registered in his name?”
 
   Wegner looked at Tag and Holmes.
 
   “Not legally,” said Holmes. “Both had registered the .45’s though.”
 
   “Did we check their military records? Was there ever any conflict between them, any warnings or write ups?”
 
   “Squeaky clean records, both of them. Not even a bar fight,” said Wegner. “I’m just not making this kid for the doer.”
 
   “It’s too early to bounce him,” reasoned Marco. “Did we get anything from the Fairmont?”
 
   Tag shifted weight, tucking her hands in the pockets of her jeans. “One of the desk clerks recognized Murphy.”
 
   Holmes took out his notebook and flipped it open. “Emilio Cruz says Murphy checked in with him at least four times over the last two months with a prepaid credit card. Never ordered room service, never called the desk, always left the room the next morning before housekeeping arrived as far as he knew.”
 
   “Anyone else remember him?” asked Marco.
 
   “They were a bit circumspect,” said Tag, “wanting to preserve their clients’ privacy.”
 
   “And no idea who Murphy was meeting?”
 
   “I asked for a subpoena for the lobby security camera, but I haven’t heard back yet,” said Wegner.
 
   “Not sure what that’ll do,” said Tag, “unless we catch Murphy on it meeting up with someone.”
 
   “We can hope. It’s a start,” offered Marco.
 
   “It’ll be hours of tape,” complained Holmes.
 
   “We can match it against the dates on the text messages that Stan recovered and start there. If Murphy’s arranged a date, then odds are you’ll find him on the security tape for that same day, right?”
 
   “Can Ryder and Stan help us with this?” asked Holmes.
 
   Lee appeared from the back, carrying four mugs of coffee. He passed them out to the lieutenant and the two inspectors. “Thought you might like some fortification. If you take cream and sugar, I can fetch it from the break-room,” Lee told Wegner.
 
   “Like it black like battery acid. Thanks much, man.” Wegner took a sip.
 
   So did Tag and Holmes, then Tag closed her eyes in bliss. “Ryder’s buying the coffee again?”
 
   “Yep,” said Lee. “Put a smile on my face to smell it brewing.”
 
   “Ryder? Your CSI?” asked Wegner.
 
   “Same.”
 
   “You really won’t consider letting me steal him?”
 
   “The FBI already beat you to the punch,” said Marco, lifting his own mug. “So to answer your question, Drew, Stan can help, but Ryder’s busy for the next few hours.”
 
   “Shit, Captain. I sure don’t want him to hear this, but we need him here.”
 
   Marco shrugged. “We’ll just have to find a way to survive.”
 
   “At least we have coffee again,” said Tag, nudging Holmes with her shoulder.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   “Think of a warm fire, champagne bubbles on your tongue, the smell of jasmine scented hot oil, and strong hands massaging your shoulders,” said Jake, moving around Bambi as she stood before the green screen, giving a pout to the camera. A wind machine blew her hair artfully around her head and she was gyrating so her prodigious assets were on full display.
 
   Gwen shot Peyton a smile as she watched the proceedings from a desk chair across the room.
 
   They’d commandeered an empty office and somehow Jake had procured a green screen. He planned to Photoshop something dramatic behind Bambi, like the Palace of Fine Arts or the Golden Gate Bridge, but rather than going on location, they’d wanted to keep their activities under wraps.
 
   “Peyton, move that light a little to the left.”
 
   Peyton clenched her jaw in irritation. Since he’d arrived, he’d decided she was his personal assistant. She didn’t like it and she wanted to kick him in the ass, but Gwen was watching the whole thing, so Peyton moved the light where he wanted.
 
   He held out a hand to her. “Light meter?”
 
   Peyton stared hard at his hand, but she went over to his case and found the light meter, bringing it to him. He studied the display, then waved airily. “Move that umbrella two paces to the right.”
 
   Peyton’s hands curled into fists as she adjusted the umbrella.
 
   “No, move it back.”
 
   “Jake!”
 
   He gave her a surprised look. Bambi and Gwen also looked at her. She forced a smile and uncurled her fists, then she moved the umbrella where it had been in the first place. Jake lifted the camera.
 
   “Pretend you’re on the Riviera and a man is feeding you strawberries,” he told Bambi. “That’s it. Taste the strawberries. Taste them.”
 
   Bambi blinked slowly and flirtatiously at him, and gyrated some more.
 
   Peyton moved over to Gwen. “I’m sorry I got frustrated,” she said.
 
   Gwen laughed. “All artists are like that. So demanding.”
 
   Peyton arched a brow at that one. Jake wasn’t an artist. Not really. Jake was Jake.
 
   “That’s it. Feel the sun on your body, now the waves of the ocean as it washes over you, tantalizing, tingling.”
 
   Bambi ate it up, tossing her hair and pouting at the camera, then rolling her body as if she could actually feel the waves, the touch of a man’s hand, the tickle of champagne bubbles. Fighting her annoyance, Peyton pulled out her phone and looked at the display, hoping for a text from Marco.
 
   Radar had told him about their case, so he knew she was leaving, but she hadn’t heard from him yet. She’d been hoping he’d contact her, at least to say goodbye, but he hadn’t. Could he be mad at her? Could he be hurt she hadn’t told him they had a case and had left it to Radar?
 
   “Take a break, Bambi,” Jake said, “while I upload the images.” He snapped his fingers at Peyton. “Get her some water, please.”
 
   Peyton felt her back straighten and she bristled. “What?”
 
   “She needs to stay hydrated, Mighty Mouse.”
 
   Gwen rose and touched Peyton’s shoulder. “Come on. I’ll go with you. I want to stretch my legs a little.”
 
   Peyton nodded and led Gwen out the door, but not before giving Jake a severe scowl. He didn’t notice, he was too busy making doofy eyes at Bambi, and the strange part was, she was returning it. That brought Peyton up short, causing Gwen to almost run into her.
 
   She showed Gwen to the break-room and went to the refrigerator, getting out a couple bottles of water. She passed one to the other woman. Gwen opened it, her long, manicured nails gleaming in the brilliant overhead lights.
 
   Walking to a table, Gwen sat down, crossing her long, shapely legs one over another and patted the seat next to her. “Sit, Peyton, and let’s chat for a bit.”
 
   Peyton carried three waters to the table and unscrewed her own cap. “I’m sorry this is happening to you, Gwen,” she said. “I know you’re worried about Lavender.”
 
   Gwen’s face clouded over. “More than you can know, and seeing Kiki like this, knowing what happened to her makes me sick. I tried to look out for them, protect them, but the moment I leave, this happens.”
 
   “I know.” Peyton took a sip of her water. “But you deserve some time away too.”
 
   “I know that, Peyton. Carlos and I don’t get enough time together as it is, what with both our jobs, but I can’t help but feel responsible.”
 
   Peyton nodded.
 
   Gwen waved it off. “Let’s not talk about that right now. Let’s talk about other things.”
 
   Peyton laughed. “Okay, like what?”
 
   “Tell me about yourself. Carlos thinks the world of you. There were a number of agents wanting to join the Ghost Squad, but he picked you. That means he sees something in you.”
 
   “Yeah, everything that annoys him.”
 
   Gwen gave her a pointed look. “You don’t believe that, do you?”
 
   Peyton shrugged. “He gets plenty annoyed, Gwen, but to be fair, I push his buttons. I push a lot of people’s buttons, I’m afraid.”
 
   Gwen smiled. “Carlos likes a challenge, Peyton. He brought you into the Ghost Squad because he knew you would add to the team. Trust me. He doesn’t take on new people lightly.”
 
   “Because of Arthur?” Arthur Greene had been Radar’s partner before Peyton. He’d taken a bullet for Radar during a raid on a dog fighting ring in Petaluma.
 
   “That’s part of it, yes, but Carlos is a tightly controlled person. He doesn’t trust people easily. When you earn his trust, you’ve really got something.” She patted Peyton’s hand. “But enough about him. Tell me about Peyton Brooks.”
 
   “Not much to tell. I was a detective for eight years.”
 
   “Homicide, right?”
 
   “Right. Then the opportunity came to work here and I took it.”
 
   “What about family?”
 
   Peyton began tearing the label on her water bottle. “My mom lives here in the City. She works for her sister in a tourist trap shop. My father’s dead.” She tore a strip away.
 
   “I’m sorry. Has he been gone long?”
 
   “A while. He was a cop, killed in the line of duty.”
 
   “That’s hard. I’m so very sorry.”
 
   Peyton shrugged. “It was hard, but it was a long time ago. Still, thank you for saying that.”
 
   Gwen gave a nod, then her face brightened. “And you have a young man, right?”
 
   Peyton glanced up at that. “Well, that’s the most complicated sentence in the English language right now. I honestly don’t know what I have.”
 
   Gwen gave her a sympathetic look. “It’s not easy, maintaining a relationship.”
 
   “Not in this business.”
 
   “Not in any business.”
 
   Peyton tore another strip away. “It’s more than that, Gwen. Marco and me, we keep messing this whole thing up. We don’t seem to be at the same place at the same time…ever.” She drew a breath and released it. “I don’t know how to fix it.”
 
   “Do you want to fix it?”
 
   Peyton met Gwen’s look. “More than anything. I mean, logically I tell myself we’re just bad for each other. We were partners for years and I grew to rely on him for everything, then he left me. I mean, I know why he left, or why he says he left, but I can’t seem to forgive him for it.”
 
   “Why did he leave?”
 
   “He was shot in the leg about a year ago and it never healed well. He’s in constant pain. As a result, he developed a drinking problem, which was making him feel possessive of me to the point that it was hurting both of us. ”
 
   “That’s a lot for both of you to overcome.”
 
   “Yeah, but here’s the thing.” Peyton leaned forward. “We would have overcome it, if he hadn’t left, but he did and I can’t…”
 
   “…get over it.”
 
   Peyton lifted a hand and let it fall. “So what’s the answer?”
 
   Gwen shook her head. “I wish I had one to give you, Peyton, but relationships are as varied as the people in them. This time you’re going to have to find your own answer, I’m afraid.”
 
   Peyton nodded, pursing her lips. “I sort of figured that myself.” She gave Gwen a grateful smile. “Thank you for listening.”
 
   “My pleasure.” She rose to her feet. “Now, let’s go give our model and her photographer their water.”
 
   Peyton rose and gathered the water bottles, following Gwen from the room. When they got back to the office, Jake and Bambi were huddled over the laptop, looking at the pictures. Peyton stumbled to a halt, nearly dropping the water bottles when she saw Bambi throw her arms around Jake’s neck, spinning him around and kissing him on the mouth.
 
   They came to a stop, facing Peyton and Gwen, a stupid grin on Jake’s face, his lips smeared with Bambi’s red lipstick.
 
   Bambi hung off his neck, laughing. “He’s so brilliant, Peyton,” she cooed, kissing his cheek this time.
 
   He gave Peyton a shrug and wrapped his arms around Bambi to keep from being pulled off his feet. “You heard her, Mighty Mouse, I’m brilliant.”
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Marco’s phone buzzed on his desk. He reached for it and saw a text message from Peyton. Meet me outside. Reaching for his cane, he shoved the phone in his pocket and headed for the door. Lee glanced up as he stepped outside.
 
   “Can I get you something, Captain?”
 
   “No, I’m good, Lee.”
 
   He went to the half-door and pushed it open. He could see her standing on the stairs, her hair loose on her shoulders. She wore a silk blouse, a pin-striped skirt, and open toed pumps, his locket nestled in the bit of cleavage she showed.
 
   She took his breath away.
 
   “Hey,” he said. He wanted to sweep her up against him, but he wasn’t sure how she would respond to that. “What’s up?”
 
   She fussed with her phone. He noticed her nails were manicured. He didn’t remember her ever doing that before. “I’m going to Hollywood with the Ghost Squad,” she said.
 
   “Yeah, Radar told me.” He stopped at a step below her. He still topped her by a number of inches, but it wasn’t as bad.
 
   “I brought Jake back. He’s your problem again,” she said with a hint of disgust.
 
   He noticed she wore a lot more eye makeup than usual. “That bad?” Her eyes looked enormous and smoky.
 
   She gave a shudder. “He was Jake, of course.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Bambi thinks he adorable. Adorable, D’Angelo.”
 
   Marco laughed. “He thinks he’s pretty adorable himself.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “So do you want me to pick up Pickles?”
 
   “No, Jake’s going to watch him this time.”
 
   Marco flinched in surprise. She might as well have punched him in the gut. “Why?”
 
   “I think it’s easier. He already has all the stuff for Tater, so…” She dropped her eyes, refusing to look at him.
 
   He reached out and put his fingers under her chin, lifting her face. “What’s going on, Peyton?”
 
   She forced a brave face. “Nothing.”
 
   “Something.”
 
   She slapped a hand against her thigh, then she curled her fingers around his hand and pulled it away. Still, she didn’t release him and that eased some of the panic edging up inside of him. “I don’t know, Marco. I just don’t know what I want anymore. I think we need a break from each other, a real break, so we can sort through all of our feelings, then I find myself driving over here.”
 
   He didn’t speak, just searched her face, wishing they could just stop all of this. Why did it have to be this damn hard? Why couldn’t they just get out of their own way?
 
   “When I go away and I know you’re staying at the house, I feel hopeful, then I come home and we’re back in the same place, fighting over the same things. We’re in a vicious cycle. I go away, we miss each other, I come home, we fall into bed, then we fight. It’s the same thing over and over again. It can’t be right, Marco. It can’t be good for either of us.”
 
   “So what’s the solution?”
 
   Now she released him, lifting a hand and letting it fall. “That’s the problem. I don’t know. Sometimes I think we have to end it. Let the other one go.”
 
   He tried to draw a breath, but he couldn’t.
 
   She gave a shiver. “The second I think that, I feel like I’m being gutted.” She searched his face. “I love you. No man will ever match up to you, but how do we make it work when it clearly doesn’t? When we’re such a bad match for each other? What if we’re too different to ever make this work? What if loving someone just isn’t enough, Marco?”
 
   His jaw clenched. “It’s enough. It’s enough for me.”
 
   She looked away, looked up at the precinct, her hair sliding down her back. “I wish I knew if it was enough for me.” She glanced back at him, her eyes swimming in tears. “Until I do, I can’t, I won’t promise you anything and that’s the absolute shit, I know, but it’s where I am. If I try this again, it has to be with everything I have.” She touched the center of her breasts. “I have to give you all of me.”
 
   He nodded.
 
   She bit her lip, fighting the tears. “But I can’t right now. I just can’t. I think we need to take a break, a real break, and see where we are when it’s done. I need to do some real soul searching, Marco.”
 
   He closed his eyes and lowered his head. Damn it, he needed to breathe, but he hurt too bad to draw a breath. She came forward and he felt her hands curl in the lapels on his suit, dragging him down toward her.
 
   She went up on her toes and melded her mouth to his. He kissed her back, he couldn’t do anything less, pouring all of his love into the kiss, but he didn’t reach for her. Something told him if he reached for her, if he wrapped her in his arms, he’d beg her to stay with him, he’d beg her for anything, and that would end it right now. That would be the last thing she needed to walk away from him for good.
 
   She deepened the kiss, her hands fisting in his jacket, her body molding against his. He could taste her tears, the desperation in the kiss, the need to etch herself in his memory, and he let her have what she wanted.
 
   Finally she pulled away, making a pretense out of smoothing his lapels, then she turned without looking at him, and hurried down the stairs, her heels clicking on the cement. He forced himself to breathe, hunching his shoulders, as she went to her Prius and slipped inside. She started it and pulled away without looking back.
 
   He knew he couldn’t go back inside, so he reached for the keys to the Charger and limped down the stairs.
 
   For the first time in a long time, getting a drink was only the second thing he thought of doing.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Peyton drove away from the precinct, fighting tears. She wasn’t going to cry anymore. It was a waste of time. She needed to think this through. Going back to being Marco’s friend was impossible. She loved him. Having casual sex with him wasn’t good either. She didn’t want that, had never wanted that. Being in a relationship was too difficult right now. He was jealous and she had trust issues. They’d never work anything out unless they could solve those two things.
 
   She’d promised Maria she’d help her plan her bachelorette party tonight. Peyton would have given anything to simply go home and pack, spend time with Pickles, and think about this problem with Marco, but Maria would never forgive her, especially since she was leaving again.
 
   She had to put Marco out of her mind for a few hours at least. No answers were likely to present themselves anytime soon. This problem was going to require her to really evaluate what she wanted, what was possible, and what wasn’t. It hurt to be clinical about it, but the emotional rollercoaster the two of them had been on for months now clearly wasn’t the answer either.
 
   She pulled up before Cho’s little rancher and climbed out of the Prius, walking up the red painted walkway to Cho’s door. Maria pulled it open before she could even knock, her eyes sweeping over Peyton’s clothes and hair.
 
   “Holy shit! It is possible.”
 
   Peyton wasn’t in the mood for Maria’s snark, but she plastered a smile on her face. “What’s possible?”
 
   “For you to dress fashionably, and what’s more – the world didn’t stop rotating.”
 
   “Cute. Maybe I should just go,” she started to turn, but Maria grabbed her arm.
 
   “Oh, no you don’t. We’re channeling this new fashion sense while we have it. God knows, it’ll probably be gone by morning.”
 
   Peyton didn’t have the heart to tell her Gwen Fontaine had dressed her. She let Maria pull her into the house, through the living room and into the kitchen. Cho was cooking something on the stove and he wore a gingham pink apron over his slacks and dress shirt.
 
   “Nice apron,” Peyton said with a smirk.
 
   “Shit, Brooks, it’s better than getting stuff on my clothes,” he said, waving the spoon at her.
 
   She went over and hugged him while he stirred, then she peeked into his pot. “Chili?”
 
   “Homemade. I even soaked and cooked the beans myself.”
 
   “Smells good.”
 
   “I’ll give you some if you promise me no strippers at the bachelorette party.”
 
   “Got it,” said Peyton, stealing a piece of celery and popping it in her mouth.
 
   Maria had moved to the family room. The entire floor and every surface was covered with wedding paraphernalia. Maria cleared a spot and patted the couch next to her. “I got Nathan’s computer and my own. You take this list and search the places for cost and size, and I’ll search this one.”
 
   Peyton sat down and accepted the list Maria offered her. “How many people are we talking?”
 
   “I’m thinking we’ll do a joint bachelorette and bachelor party, so we need two rooms.”
 
   “Why are we doing that?”
 
   “So we can keep an eye on each other.”
 
   Peyton frowned. “That doesn’t sound very trusting.”
 
   “I’m not getting divorced,  Brooks, so you bet I’m keeping my thumb on things.”
 
   Peyton sighed and opened the laptop, looking over the list.
 
   “See, that’s your problem.”
 
   Peyton looked over. “My problem?”
 
   “You haven’t given Marco enough boundaries. He doesn’t know who’s boss.”
 
   “And Nathan does?”
 
   Maria lifted her head. “Nate, sugar wuggums?”
 
   “Yes, darlin’.”
 
   “Which one of us is the boss in this relationship?”
 
   “You are,” he called and went back to stirring.
 
   “See. I set the boundaries early on. You let Marco do as he damn pleased and look what it got you.”
 
   “What was I supposed to do, Maria? Stop him from leaving.”
 
   “Hell yeah. And then you were supposed to cut him off, so he didn’t ever try it again.”
 
   “That’s not how I work. I don’t want to control Marco.”
 
   “If you don’t control him, someone will. Men need guidance.”
 
   “They’re not dogs, Maria. I love that Marco’s independent.”
 
   “Nate’s independent too, but he believes in keeping me happy. You think I don’t know his weaknesses and my own.” She leaned close to Peyton and dropped her voice. “You may not know it, but I can be a little difficult to live with sometimes.”
 
   “No!” Peyton said in feigned disbelief.
 
   “Yep, and I can be a little demanding. Nate gets that and he tells me if I’m being too bossy.” Maria turned on the couch and tucked her legs under her. “At the same time, Nate can be a bit old fashioned about gender roles. He thinks he needs to be the man, opening car doors, protecting me from bad guys. It’s cute, but sometimes it’s annoying. Like, I’m not doing all the laundry or the cleaning. We had to have a talk about that.”
 
   “Hence the cooking?” said Peyton, pointing over her shoulder.
 
   “Exactly. Now, with Marco, I’m not saying he isn’t a grade A stallion, but a stallion is always better when he’s got a bit in his mouth. You need to control his head and you control his heart.”
 
   The analogy was ridiculous, but Peyton didn’t feel like arguing. “Do you know how lucky you are, Maria?”
 
   “You bet I do. I got a great guy who gets me and isn’t threatened by a strong woman.”
 
   Peyton smiled and reached over to take her hand. “No, you got a guy who loves you dearly.”
 
   Maria clasped Peyton’s hand with both of her own. “So do you, Brooks, but you’re just a little gun shy right now. Someday you’ll get it. Someday.”
 
   Peyton chewed on her inner lip and considered that. Someday? What if Marco didn’t wait that long?
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Banging on Abe’s front door pulled Marco out of his thoughts. He could hear voices coming toward his room and he winced. It was probably another of Abe’s poker/dance parties, but he wasn’t in the mood for it tonight.
 
   “No, he’s here, sitting in his room, sulking so prettily,” came Abe’s voice.
 
   “We’re going to a fundraiser,” answered Devan.
 
   Shit. Marco had completely forgotten about that.
 
   “You’re taking him on a date to a fundraiser, while I get to clean up his mess with the Divine Miss P.”
 
   “Um,” said Devan. “It’s not a date. And what?”
 
   “Never mind.” Marco’s door burst open and Abe appeared in the doorway. “You have a date with DA Delicious and you didn’t tell me.”
 
   Marco didn’t have the energy to respond.
 
   Devan looked in over his shoulder. “You’re not dressed, D’Angelo. I said I’d be here to pick you up. What gives?”
 
   Abe fluttered a hand at him. “Don’t worry. Don’t worry. I’ve got this.” He went over to Marco’s closet and began pulling out suits. “What sort of date is this?”
 
   “It’s not a date,” Devan and Marco said together.
 
   “Right. What sort of fund raising event?”
 
   “It’s for the Mayor.”
 
   “Ah, then power colors. The navy blue will be divine.” He pulled it out and shoved the suit, a pale blue silk shirt, and a black tie at Marco. “Go change. I’ll pick out some shoes.”
 
   Marco gave Devan a pleading look as he climbed off the bed. “You wouldn’t consider…”
 
   “Nope. You promised.”
 
   “Well, if you promised DA Delicious a date, you have to honor it,” said Abe.
 
   “It’s not a date,” they said again.
 
   “Pshaw,” said Abe, waving them off.
 
   Marco gave up trying to fight this. He walked to the bathroom and shut the door. Five minutes later, Abe was shoving him into the Town Car, waving airily as they drove away from his condo.
 
   “He’s certifiable,” said Devan, watching through the rearview window as Abe disappeared from sight. “So what’s going on?”
 
   “Don’t ask,” Marco growled, staring out the window.
 
   “Fine. I seriously don’t want to know.”
 
   “Well, you’re not gonna.”
 
   Devan gave him that lawyer look, but he kept his mouth shut. In fact, they rode the rest of the way in silence. The Town Car left them off at the City Club on Sansome. The formal entrance on the tenth floor featured a bank of elevators, displaying art by English artist Harry Dixon, each one made from different metals that showed aspects of San Francisco from air, land, and sea. Exiting the elevators, Devan and Marco entered the City Club Café. A private club with very exclusive membership, it offered different venues depending on the needs of its clientele. The City Club Café was a large space with cathedral ceilings inlaid with gold leaf. Cocktail tables were arranged around the perimeter with a bar in at one end. White leather couches and backless benches lay interspersed for guest lounging.
 
   People in cocktail attire or business suits mingled, carrying small plates with appetizers on them and glasses of champagne. Waiters in black tuxedos moved among the guests, removing plates or offering new glasses.
 
   Devan grabbed a glass of champagne off the silver tray of a passing waiter, but Marco waved the young man off when he turned to offer a second one to him. Surveying the crowd, Devan pointed to a man with a bad comb-over standing a short distance away, talking to a small group of well dressed people.
 
   “That’s Victor Masiar.”
 
   Marco shrugged.
 
   “He owns an import company. Imports Russian Vodka. He’s big money.”
 
   “Someone you’re wanting to glad-hand?”
 
   “I’m not opposed to it.” He pointed to a short, round man standing next to Masiar. “See that little potato of a man?”
 
   Marco marked that the guy’s suit didn’t exactly fit him well, the coat hanging almost down past his knees, the arms too short. “Yeah.”
 
   “He’s Norris Barber.”
 
   Marco gave Devan a mildly annoyed look. “You say that like it’s supposed to mean something to me.”
 
   “He’s the king maker.”
 
   “The what?”
 
   “The spin doctor. He takes the skeletons from your closet and makes them dance like it’s Mardi Gras.”
 
   “Why’s he here?”
 
   “You should be asking who he’s here for.” Devan sipped at his champagne, jerking his chin at a large group of people surrounding a tall, stately man with snow white hair, dressed immaculately in a charcoal suit with a paisley tie. Standing next to him was an equally regal woman with white hair and striking features, dressed in a long black skirt, a lace button-up shell over a white camisole.
 
   “The Mayor?” Marco asked.
 
   “And his wife. Come on. I want you to meet him,” said Devan, motioning toward the crowd with his glass.
 
   The Mayor glanced over, his smile widening when he saw Devan approach. Devan held out his hand and the Mayor grasped it, placing his other hand on Devan’s elbow. “ADA Adams, so nice to see you tonight.”
 
   “Devan please, sir.”
 
   The Mayor touched a finger to his nose and beamed at him. “Just so. And this is…” He held out a hand to Marco.
 
   Marco accepted it, surprised when the Mayor also grasped his elbow and held on a bit longer than he expected.
 
   “Captain Marco D’Angelo,” said Devan, touching him in the center of his back.
 
   The Mayor continued to grip his hand. “Captain D’Angelo, one of our rising stars and a very young captain.” He turned to the stately woman. “Irene, Captain D’Angelo received his unfortunate wound by being part of the team that captured the serial killer a little over a year ago.” Finally he released his hand so Irene could shake it.
 
   “Our resident hero,” she said, smiling at him, but her eyes tracked over his suit, then rose to meet his gaze as she gave him a lift of her chin. “So honored to have you at our soiree, Captain.”
 
   “Marco, ma’am,” he said, ducking his head.
 
   “Yes, Marco.”
 
   “You don’t have a drink, Captain?” said the Mayor, snapping his fingers.
 
   Marco made a motion to stop him. “I’m not drinking tonight, sir,” he said.
 
   The Mayor smiled and waved the waiter off. “Good for you. Much healthier. So, Captain, now that I have your ear, I’d like to bend it a bit. I have an idea for a crime task force and I’d love to run it by you sometime. Would you be interested in serving on an advisory board?”
 
   “Yes, sir, what do you have in mind?”
 
   The Mayor started to answer, then he stopped himself and turned to Devan. “Irene hasn’t seen that beautiful daughter of yours, now has she?”
 
   “Oh, right.” Devan reached into his suit pocket after his phone. “I try not to bore people with pictures…”
 
   “I’d love to see some pictures,” Irene said, but her eyes cut to Marco.
 
   The Mayor took Marco’s shoulder and moved him a few paces away. “She hates it when I talk shop at these things,” he said, laughing. “So about this task force, I envision bringing some of our up-and-coming young community leaders, such as yourself to meet with the communities and see about starting a Neighborhood Watch program, maybe increase police presence to deter crime, open a tip line, that sort of thing.”
 
   “That sounds good, sir.”
 
   “Excellent.” The Mayor patted Marco’s shoulder, then he gave him an appreciative look. “You work out, I see.”
 
   Marco frowned at that. “Yes, sir.”
 
   “I just mean after your injury it’s good you keep in shape.”
 
   “I try, sir.”
 
   “Excellent.” He patted him again. “I’m so glad you could make it tonight. When ADA Adams told me you were showing up, I was flattered. The wife’s right. You’re a local hero.”
 
   “Thank you, sir.”
 
   “So I’m friends with Dwight Boyd, the Chief Medical Examiner. Are you familiar with him?”
 
   “I’ve heard of him, sir.”
 
   “Right. He told me you’re living with Abraham Jefferson, one of his most brilliant M.E.’s. Is that right?”
 
   Marco didn’t know what to make of this turn in the conversation. “I’m living there, yes. Temporarily.”
 
   “Right. Excellent. I have the greatest respect for Dr. Jefferson. He’s a brilliant man.”
 
   “He is and he’d be the first to tell you that.”
 
   The Mayor threw back his head and laughed. “You’re a charmer, Captain D’Angelo.”
 
   Marco’s lips parted, but he didn’t know how to respond to that.
 
   “You’ll make a perfect addition to my task force. Naturally, we’ll have to meet to get things going.”
 
   “Right.” Marco forced himself to nod, although this conversation was getting hard to follow.
 
   “Maybe we can meet over lunch sometime.”
 
   “Sure. I’ll have my assistant call your office to arrange something.”
 
   The Mayor gave Marco a closed-mouth smile, tilting his head. “I think it’s best if I call you directly. That way I can work out my own schedule.”
 
   “Call me directly?”
 
   “Yes, I find it’s easier to deal directly with people.”
 
   Marco’s frown deepened. “All right.”
 
   “Tell you what. ADA Adams has your cell number, doesn’t he?”
 
   “He does.”
 
   “I’ll get it from him and we’ll work something out. Do you like steak, Captain?”
 
   “Steak?”
 
   “My favorite steakhouse is Alexander’s on Brannan. We’ll go there.”
 
   Marco started to tell him he was a vegetarian, but Victor Masiar and Irene interrupted them. “Don’t monopolize the Captain, darling,” said Irene, “I’m certain other people are dying to talk to him. He leads such an exciting life. Besides, Victor would like you to say a few words to the guests.”
 
   “Of course, mustn’t neglect the rest of my constituents.” He clasped Marco’s hand in both of his own, holding it tightly. “It’s been a pleasure, Captain D’Angelo, and I look forward to our work to clean up this city we both love.”
 
   Marco nodded and watched him walk away.
 
   Devan moved to his side, sipping his champagne. “Well, what do you think?”
 
   “About?”
 
   “The Mayor. He does an amazing job fundraising for his campaigns.”
 
   “I think he made a pass at me.”
 
   Devan gave Marco a weary look. “Really, D’Angelo. Come on. You’re ego isn’t that fragile, is it? Not everyone wants to go to bed with you.”
 
   Marco faced him. “I’m not kidding, Adams. He got really weird and said some strange stuff.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “He asked me to go to lunch, said he’d get my cell phone number from you so he could call me directly.”
 
   Devan gave a grimace. “That is a little odd.”
 
   “And he asked Dwight Boyd about me.”
 
   “Dwight Boyd, the Chief M.E.?”
 
   “Yeah, he knew I was living with Abe.”
 
   Devan looked after the Mayor. “I think you’re reading too much into it. He’s a family man. That’s been his platform since he became Mayor of San Francisco. I mean, sure, he claims to be open minded, but he’s been married to the same woman for twenty-five years or something, D’Angelo.” He took another sip of champagne. “You just misread him.”
 
   Marco wasn’t sure. He was usually right about things like this and he got a vibe from the Mayor that was anything but subtle. As he and Devan watched, Victor Masiar stepped up on a short platform and tapped a finger against the microphone.
 
   People stopped talking and moved closer. So did Marco and Devan. Victor motioned the Mayor and his wife up beside him and the Mayor beamed out over the people with good natured cheer. His wife smiled as well, but it was a bit more stilted, her hands clasped in a beaded handbag before her.
 
   “Welcome, friends,” Victor said into the microphone. “We’re delighted you could be with us tonight on this auspicious occasion. Our beloved Mayor has an exciting announcement to make and I’m so pleased I get the honor of introducing him. You know he has worked tirelessly for the City of San Francisco, and soon, we hope he’ll be bringing that prosperity to our entire state.” He held out his hands, applauding, “Mayor Harlan Osborn, ladies and gentlemen.”
 
   People applauded as the Mayor stepped up to the microphone. “Thank you, Victor. And thank you for hosting this wonderful event.” The Mayor clapped for Masiar and the entire room did likewise. Marco glanced over and saw dumpy little Norris Barber skulking off to the side, surveying the crowd.
 
   “As many of you are aware, I have been a servant of the people for nearly forty years. I started as a community organizer out of college and held various positions on city council before becoming Mayor. It has been my greatest honor to lead our amazing city these last few years and I can’t imagine a better job.” He smiled out at them, then looked over his shoulder at his wife. “I was just telling my wife the other day that…”
 
   A young woman bumped into Marco. “Excuse me,” she said, giving him a harried look and pushing her way through the crowd to the left of the Mayor’s platform.
 
   Marco smoothed his jacket and went back to listening.
 
   “...and therefore, it only seemed logical that the next progression of my career be to offer my service to this great state of ours.”
 
   A murmur rose in the crowd and Irene gave a smug smile.
 
   “I hereby announce my candidacy for Governor of the State of California.”
 
   Cheers and applause met this pronouncement, but the young woman shoved her way forward in the crowd. “Mayor Osborn, Mayor Osborn,” she said, holding up her hand.
 
   He turned and gave her a bland look. Marco looked her over as well. She was young, maybe early twenties, tall at 5’7” or 5’8”, slender, wearing a classically cut pants suit. She had long brown hair that flowed over her shoulders and down her back in loose waves.
 
   “Yes, miss,” said the Mayor, gazing down at her.
 
   “Harper McLeod from the Emersonian.”
 
   Marco saw Norris Barber make a motion to someone out of his line of sight. Two large men appeared, circling around the outside of the crowd, headed for the young woman. He could tell by the cut of their shoulders why they were here. This girl didn’t realize the danger she was in. 
 
   He moved forward, easing through the crowd himself as best he could with his cane.
 
   “You just announced your candidacy for Governor of the state of California, Mayor. Well, I have a few questions for you.”
 
   “I’ll hold a press conference soon, Miss McLeod, but tonight is for celebration.” He held out his hands and the crowd applauded again.
 
   Harper McLeod didn’t back down, in fact, she moved a few steps closer. “Excuse me. Mayor?” She waved her hand again. “Just one question, please.”
 
   “Miss McLeod,” said the Mayor, giving her a strained smile.
 
   “Why did you shut down the proposed halfway house and counseling center in the Tenderloin that would primarily assist young gays who disproportionately represent our homeless teen population?”
 
   “This isn’t the time or place…”
 
   “It’s exactly the time and place, Mayor Osborn. These people are going to pony up money for your campaign tonight. Shouldn’t they know what they’re getting for it?”
 
   “Miss McLeod…”
 
   “Why did you veto funding for the project in the Tenderloin, Mayor Osborn?” she persisted.
 
   He gave an uncomfortable exhalation. Marco could see the two toughs getting closer to her, so he shoved forward a bit more, trying to head them off. He actually wanted to hear the mayor answer her question.
 
   “I feel that we need to be more inclusive in helping our at-risk teens. I want to see a center that helps all teens find appropriate support.”
 
   “40% of homeless teens identify as LGBT, Mayor Osborn. I think that’s a pretty big crisis. This center would just tip the iceberg in serving our most vulnerable population.”
 
   “Miss McLeod, I would be happy to discuss my decision with you…”
 
   “When?”
 
   “When?”
 
   “Yes, when? I’ve tried to contact your office five times over the last few weeks, but each time, I’ve been told that you aren’t available. When would you like to discuss this with me?”
 
   The Mayor started to answer, but the toughs had reached her. The first one grabbed her arm, trying to pull it behind her back, but she swung at him, trying to tug away. Unfortunately, the other caught her free arm and they pinned her between them.
 
   “Let me go!” she demanded, trying to kick them and writhing.
 
   Marco reached them and used his cane to block the one on her right, giving him a severe look, then he caught her arm, pulling her against him.
 
   “Captain D’Angelo to the rescue,” said the Mayor, starting an applause. The crowd followed.
 
   Marco glanced up in surprise, then he ducked his head. “Come on,” he told her.
 
   She’d stopped fighting once he stepped between her and the guy on her right. He glared at the other guy, who held up his hands and took a step back, then he turned her toward the exit where the elevators stood.
 
   People parted for them, continuing to applaud. The girl stayed quiet the entire way, walking beside him without pitching a fit, but once they got to the area before the elevators and away from the crowd, she yanked her arm free and paced away from him.
 
   He leaned on his cane and watched her.
 
   She paced back to him and held out her hand. “Do you have gum?”
 
   He frowned at that. “What?”
 
   “Gum. I’m trying to quit smoking, so either give me some gum or I’m gonna light up right here.”
 
   He glanced over his shoulder and spotted a waiter. Motioning the young man over, he waved off the offered champagne tray. “Do you have gum?”
 
   The waiter gave a bewildered look, then reached into his pocket and pulled out a pack. The girl took it and dug out a piece, shoving it in her mouth and crumpling the wrapper, then she handed the pack back to the waiter. Before he could walk away, she grabbed a champagne flute and downed the entire glass.
 
   Marco and the waiter raised eyebrows at that, but she just put the glass back on the tray and swiped her lips with her fingers. She was pretty with a flawless complexion and large green eyes, but she was very young.
 
   “Who did you say you were again?” he asked her.
 
   “Harper McLeod of the Emersonian.”
 
   “A newspaper?”
 
   “Yeah, we’re new, but we’re making waves. You know Mother Jones and the Huffington Post?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “We’re like them.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   As the waiter moved off, Harper crossed her arms. “So why did you come to my rescue?”
 
   He shrugged. “It’s sort of my occupation, and I didn’t want to see you get roughed up by those goons. Besides, I wanted to hear what you had to say about the Mayor. You don’t seem to be thrilled he’s running for Governor.”
 
   She made a derisive snort. “Do you know how many sketchy people our Mayor’s in bed with? In case you didn’t notice, Victor Masiar hosted this little fete.”
 
   “What do you know about Victor Masiar?”
 
   “I suspect he’s in organized crime.”
 
   “But you don’t have proof?”
 
   “Not yet, but did you notice the little roly poly, Norris Barber?”
 
   Marco nodded.
 
   “Well, when he’s around, you can bet there’s a scandal brewing.”
 
   “Okay?”
 
   “And I’m gonna be there when it blows.”
 
   “That’s a little dangerous. They didn’t seem too thrilled with you being here. How’d you get in anyway?”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “I got in on my name.”
 
   Marco gave her a confused look.
 
   “McLeod? I’m one of the McLeods.”
 
   “You mean the people who run the fertility clinics all over the Bay Area.”
 
   “Yeah, those McLeods. You know, babies aren’t born in the clouds, they’re born at McLeods.”
 
   Marco grimaced. “Yeah, that’s awful.”
 
   “Tell me about it. So why is the famous Captain D’Angelo interested in what I know about the Mayor?”
 
   “Let’s just say we’ve had our run-ins.”
 
   “Claire Harper, Jedediah O’Shannahan? I do my research too, Captain.”
 
   Marco lifted his brows at that. “Look, let me walk you to your car.”
 
   “Car?” She scoffed, smacking her gum. “I take the bus.”
 
   “Not tonight you don’t.”
 
   “I can handle myself.”
 
   “And there are two goons back there who’re just itching to handle you too.” He reached for his cell phone. “We’ll drive you home.” He pressed Devan’s number and held the phone to his ear.
 
   Devan picked up on the second ring. “What?”
 
   “Your two hours are up. Let’s go.”
 
   “Now? I haven’t even gotten to talk to Masiar.”
 
   “Too bad. We’re giving the reporter a ride home.”
 
   “Wait. What?”
 
   Marco hung up.
 
   Harper gave him a speculative look. “There’s some other reason why you’re interested in the Mayor. What is it?”
 
   Devan appeared, walking quickly. “Seriously, D’Angelo, you couldn’t wait another two seconds.”
 
   Marco pushed the elevator button. “We just had an interesting conversation,” he told the girl.
 
   She frowned at that.
 
   The bell dinged and the elevator doors opened.
 
   “What do you mean you had an interesting conversation?” she asked, stepping inside and turning to face the two men.
 
   Marco glanced at Devan, but he rolled his eyes and looked away. “I mean interesting.”
 
   A smile lifted the corners of Harper’s mouth. “He made a pass at you,” she said, and it wasn’t a question.
 
   Both men’s gaze snapped to hers as the elevator doors closed.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   “Taylor, tell me about you. What do you want to do with all of this?”
 
   “All of what?” Taylor wasn’t sure if she meant this documentary or his school.
 
   She’d asked him if it would be all right if she wore sweats for this session. He’d thought she meant yoga pants and a tank top, something cute that would show off her figure, but she’d shown up in baggy sweats with a baseball cap covering her ombré hair. When he asked her about it, she said she wanted to feel comfortable and she never got to feel comfortable anymore.
 
   She had her legs crossed in the chair and she was picking at the fluff sticking out of her Ugg boots. “I mean when you graduate. What do you want to be?”
 
   He considered that. “Something to do with movies. I don’t know yet. Maybe a key grip.”
 
   “Key grip?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s a supervisor who oversees all the camera support staff.”
 
   She gave him a condescending look. “Right, so you’ll carry the cameras?”
 
   “Carry them, figure out how to move them. It’s pretty important work.”
 
   She clasped her hands. He noticed she had stars and stripes painted on her nails. “What did you want to be when you were a kid?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “You know, how some boys want to be firemen, astronauts. What did you want to be?”
 
   He blushed and looked down. “It’s stupid.”
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   He met her gaze again, shaking his head. “I can’t. It’s so stupid.”
 
   “I’ll tell you mine first, okay?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “I wanted to be a candy maker.”
 
   “A what?”
 
   “Like Willie Wonka. That was my favorite movie growing up and I had all these plans to make a chocolate factory just like his where people could come and experience candy that way.” Her face grew animated. “Do you remember those little teacups from the movie that you could eat? I imagined all the ways you could make those. I even tried it with rock candy.”
 
   He laughed with her. “That’s a pretty great dream, Lavender.”
 
   She gripped the arms of the chair. “Tell me yours.”
 
   He shifted in the chair. “I wanted to be a time traveler.”
 
   “A time traveler? Why?”
 
   “So I could go back in time and see different historical events, you know? The signing of the Declaration of Independence. The landing at Plymouth Rock. The moon walk. Martin Luther King’s I Have a Dream speech.”
 
   Her smile grew gentle. “That’s nice, Taylor. I like that one.”
 
   “Yeah, really? It’s not stupid?”
 
   Her expression shifted to serious. “No, not at all. You want to see those moments when humans become something more, when we’re touched by the divine.”
 
   Taylor would remember her words many years later. He would remember the girl with the violet eyes, staring at him so intently, her hands clasped, her legs crossed, her body tilted forward as if she could draw him into her.
 
   You want to see those moment when humans become something more, when we’re touched by the divine...
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Peyton had never ridden first class on an airplane in her life. Of course, first class on an hour and a half flight wasn’t quite the same as going international. They got more leg room, which suited Tank just fine, nicer headphones, which Bambi quickly donned, along with her sleep mask, and they got a decent breakfast.
 
   Best of all, Radar had flown out the previous day, so he couldn’t give Peyton disapproving looks the entire way. She was seated next to Gwen as the other woman’s “assistant” and Gwen filled her in on what she knew of René Noir.
 
   “He’s an intense man. Of course he has to be. He’s had love affairs with some names you’d be shocked to hear, both male and female, and he’s a genius. He knows how to drape fabric over the human form better than anyone I know. For two years running, he’s been named One-to-Watch by Fashion Forward magazine.”
 
   Most of this didn’t mean much to Peyton. She opened the leather folder on her lap and read the report on Kiki Sommers again. No DNA from the rape kit and just the two bite marks. They’d swabbed the bites, but they hadn’t recovered any DNA from that either. Peyton flipped to the picture of Kiki in the hospital bed.
 
   Gwen glanced over, flinched, and looked away. Peyton closed the folder.
 
   “Gwen, is Kiki’s family in LA?”
 
   She nodded, looking out the window.
 
   “What about Lavender’s?”
 
   “Her mother and sister arrived two nights ago. I spoke with them on the phone.”
 
   “They haven’t heard from Lavender?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Peyton shifted to face her. “Tell me about Kiki.”
 
   Gwen glanced at her and away. “She was so sweet. She couldn’t believe it when I picked her to represent. She kept thanking me, sent me thank you cards in the mail.” Gwen laughed. “Who does that anymore?”
 
   “What’s her family like?”
 
   “She’s from San Diego. Her parents are divorced, but they’re both active in her life. She has an older brother, who’s married and has two kids. Kiki had a boyfriend in San Diego, but they broke up recently.”
 
   “Did anyone look at the boyfriend?”
 
   “He had an alibi. He was at work when she was attacked. They have him on surveillance tape. He works at a tattoo parlor.”
 
   “What about Lavender? Did she have a boyfriend?”
 
   “Not that I know of.” She hesitated and her face grew introspective. “She was doing some sort of project lately.”
 
   “What kind of project?”
 
   “I can’t remember, but she was going to UCLA a lot.”
 
   “Was she taking classes?”
 
   “No, that wasn’t it. Maybe her mother will know.”
 
   Peyton touched her arm. “This isn’t your fault, you know?”
 
   Gwen gave her a sad smile. “I wish I believed that, Peyton, but I still feel responsible for them. They were young girls. I should have had someone watching over them.”
 
   “You don’t suspect René Noir, do you?”
 
   Gwen sighed. “Carlos would tell you everyone’s a suspect until he isn’t.”
 
   Peyton laughed at that. She could hear Radar saying that very thing.
 
   They landed at LAX and disembarked the plane. Peyton was impressed at how fast Gwen could walk in five inch heels. Her shoes were much lower and she was having a hard time keeping up. Bambi also put her to shame.
 
   Peyton had been a little surprised at how easily Bambi had gotten into character. From the moment they met at SFO, Bambi had been a supermodel, flipping her hair and pouting prettily. Peyton was already tired of the gimmick.
 
   Tank also played his part, wearing a crisp Armani suit, dark sunglasses, with a wire hanging out of his ear. He led them through the crowded airport and to the baggage claim, clearing people from their path with smooth efficiency. Peyton had never owned suitcases before. She still didn’t, but Gwen had lent her a beautiful Pullman leather case and a carry-on.
 
   Tank quickly found their bags, enlisted the help of a porter, and guided them toward the doors. Gwen had arranged for a limo to pick them up, but as they neared the exit, she slowed, her hand lifting to her throat. Radar was waiting for them.
 
   Peyton felt her stomach sink. No one was supposed to know he was even in L.A. He was supposed to lay low and meet with them only in the privacy of Gwen’s condo. His presence meant something more had gone wrong.
 
   He came forward and took Gwen’s arm. She sagged against him, fumbling in her handbag for her sunglasses and sliding them on. He hurried them to the doors and the limo waiting at the curb. The chauffeur opened the door and Radar handed Gwen inside, then motioned Bambi to get in as well. While Tank and the porter loaded their bags in the trunk, Radar turned to Peyton and stopped her from climbing in.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   Radar glanced up and down the white zone, his expression unreadable behind his shades. “They found Lavender’s body.”
 
   Peyton drew a breath. “So she’s dead?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Who found her?”
 
   “A hiker. In Griffith Park.” He clenched his jaw. “She was lying in a ditch.”
 
   Peyton closed her eyes to absorb this. “Bite marks?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Raped?”
 
   “We don’t know. Detective Bustamante’s having his M.E. do the autopsy, but I called Igor. I want him down here too.”
 
   Peyton nodded.
 
   The trunk slammed and Tank moved to their side.
 
   “How long has she been dead?” Peyton asked.
 
   “They think she may have been dead all week.”
 
   Tank tilted back his head and exhaled wearily.
 
   “Near as I can figure it, she and Kiki went to the underground club Saturday night and into Sunday morning. Kiki was found Sunday afternoon. Gwen was notified Monday and an BOLO was put out on Lavender at that time. Scavengers have been at the body.” He glanced at the limo. “I’m taking Gwen and Bambi back to Gwen’s condo. Gwen’s gonna fall apart.”
 
   “I think she already guesses. She knew the minute she saw you.”
 
   “Yeah, but she doesn’t know the details. Bustamante’s coming to meet you and Tank here around noon. Then Igor’s coming in, his plane lands at 1:00PM, and I want you to be with him while he does the autopsy.”
 
   Peyton felt her face blanch, but she firmed her chin. “Okay.”
 
   “When Igor’s done, he wants to fly back out again. Get him on the plane by 8:00. Then I’ll send a limo for you and Tank to take you to the condo Gwen rented. She got one in the same building where Kiki and Lavender had their condo.” Radar’s head shifted toward Tank. “You know how Igor is in a foreign lab, Tank.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Keep him focused and keep him calm. Remember the orange soda.”
 
   “I’ll remember.”
 
   “And make sure he gets back on that plane.” He pointed a finger at Peyton. “Don’t let him wander off by himself.”
 
   Peyton frowned. “He’s a grown man, Radar. Really? He’s been in the field before. He came out to Sacramento when we dug up Old Man Harwood.”
 
   “And went right back to the lab again.” He leaned closer to her. “Igor doesn’t leave the lab, Sparky, and when he does, we take extra care with him. Got me.”
 
   “Got you.”
 
   Radar gave a nod, then reached back and opened the limo door. “Don’t screw this up.”
 
   “I won’t, Radar.”
 
   He pointed a finger at her, then ducked inside, slamming the door behind him. The limo pulled away.
 
   Peyton gave Tank an annoyed look. “He has no faith in me at all.”
 
   Tank blew out air. “I don’t think that’s it, but come on.” He nodded back at the airport. “We need to get some supplies.”
 
   “Supplies?”
 
   “Igor’s gonna need them if he’s doing an autopsy in a foreign lab.”
 
   “We’re in L.A., Tank, not Nepal.”
 
   Tank gave her a grim look and started back into the airport.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   “So, the trick is to get them in the mood. She was a natural. You should have seen the things she was willing to do for me.”
 
   Marco slowed as he entered the break-room. Jake had nearly the entire precinct sitting around the tables, listening to him with rapt attention. He frowned at all of them, then he realized, Jake was talking about the photo shoot with Bambi.
 
   “And the equipment they had there is every tech geek’s wet dream. Printers that print with such acuity that they make zits look like a volcano. And the computer purred like a kitten.”
 
   “Sounds like this Bambi did some purring herself,” said Holmes.
 
   The other men laughed, but Tag punched him in the arm with the hand that had happy tattooed on the fingers.
 
   “Ow! What?” he said, rubbing the spot.
 
   “Stop being a skeeve,” she growled.
 
   Marco turned the corner and poured himself a cup of coffee. Leaning his back against the counter, he sipped at it. Lee moved as if he’d get up, but Marco waved him back down.
 
   “Gwen Fontaine said I had the gift,” continued Jake. “I tell you that’s the way to go. No taking pictures of dead meat, just beautiful women and getting paid ridiculous amounts of money to do it. And I got a hug and a kiss.”
 
   “From Gwen Fontaine?” said Simons in his gravelly voice. His expression had gone a little dreamy. “That woman was one of the hottest models in her time, let me tell you.”
 
   “She’s still pretty hot,” said Tag.
 
   “Amen, sister,” said Simons.
 
   “Not from Gwen, although she called me gifted.”
 
   “You said that already,” grumbled Cho. “Saying it twice doesn’t make it true.”
 
   “Bambi gave me a kiss. On the mouth.” Jake shook his head in fond memory, ignoring Cho. “She gets me.”
 
   Marco chuckled under his breath, sipping at his coffee.
 
   “She gets you?” said Cho, incredulously. “You take a few pictures of her and she gets you?”
 
   “I almost asked her out to dinner. We really had a connection.”
 
   Marco looked up at that. Jake hadn’t shown any interest in another woman since his wife died.
 
   “Slow down there, Romeo,” said Tag. “The first time you’re asking out a woman in years and you go for an FBI agent who’s pretty enough to cover for a supermodel? Aren’t you getting ahead of yourself?”
 
   “Way ahead, like you passed yourself yesterday,” added Cho.
 
   Lee shook his head. “Confidence is everything with pretty women. They get hit on all the time by all kinds of guys. You act like a gentleman, treat her like she’s special, and you’d be surprised. Women like men who have confidence and know how to treat them right.”
 
   Jake nodded. “That.”
 
   “That nothing,” said Holmes. “Did you forget she works with Brooks?”
 
   “So?”
 
   “Brooks isn’t going to like you messing in her swimming pool?”
 
   Jake frowned at him. “What the hell does that mean?”
 
   “She has to work with this woman. What happens when you screw it up and we all know you will.”
 
   “How will I screw it up?”
 
   “You’ll start preaching at her about something,” said Cho.
 
   “Or be a doof,” added Tag.
 
   “Or what happens when she sees you dance?” said Holmes.
 
   “Oh, that’s not good,” added Simons.
 
   “What’s wrong with the way I dance?”
 
   They stared at him, then they all started dancing in their seats, even Simons, jerking about as if they were having a seizure. Marco laughed.
 
   Jake waved them off, but he couldn’t help laughing himself.
 
   Setting down his coffee cup, Marco felt his phone buzz in his pocket. He reached for it, glancing at the screen, then his smile faded. Someone had sent him a photo of Peyton kissing him. He thumbed it on and pulled up the photo.
 
   A cold shiver raced down his spine as he recognized this moment – yesterday when she’d kissed him goodbye on the precinct stairs. However, someone had drawn a red X over her picture. He felt his mouth go dry and his heart began pounding.
 
   “Captain? What’s wrong?” asked Lee.
 
   Marco’s eyes snapped up, but he couldn’t speak.
 
   Cho was the first to react and he rose from the table and came over, taking the phone from his hand. “Who took this?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   The others gathered around and Cho held the phone out, so they could all see.
 
   “When was this?” demanded Tag.
 
   “Yesterday, on the precinct stairs.”
 
   Cho reached into his own pocket and pulled out his phone, shoving it at Marco. “Call Brooks right now.”
 
   Marco took it, hesitant, not sure if she’d answer a call from Cho right away.
 
   “They obviously have your number. What if they can trace who you called?” reasoned Cho.
 
   Marco nodded and dialed Peyton’s number.
 
   “Ryder, get Stan,” said Tag.
 
   Jake took off.
 
   Marco listened to the ring tone, feeling his heart hammering.
 
   She finally picked up. “Nathan?”
 
   “Peyton, it’s me. Is everything all right?” He could hear the panic in his own voice.
 
   “Marco, what’s wrong?”
 
   He brushed the back of his hand over his upper lip. “Sweetheart, listen, Cho’s going to send you a picture from my phone. I need you to look at it right now.”
 
   Cho tapped on Marco’s phone, then looked up at him.
 
   Peyton went quiet, then a moment later, he could hear her on the line. In the background, he could also hear an announcement coming across a loudspeaker. “Are you still at the airport?” he asked her.
 
   “Yeah. Marco, this picture’s from yesterday at the precinct.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Who sent it?”
 
   “I don’t recognize the number.”
 
   “Why is there a red X over my side?”
 
   He didn’t know how to answer. He drew a deep breath and held it, trying to still the pounding of his heart.
 
   “Marco?”
 
   “I don’t know, sweetheart. Are you still at the airport?”
 
   “Yeah, we’re meeting Igor here and taking him to do an autopsy. They found Lavender’s body.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said. “Is Radar with you?”
 
   “No, he’s with Gwen. She’s pretty upset.”
 
   “Are you alone?”
 
   “No, Tank’s here with me. Marco, what do you think this means?”
 
   He glanced up as Jake returned with Stan. “I’m not sure, but we’ll figure it out.” He hesitated, not wanting to make things difficult between them again, but he had to know. “Peyton, don’t get mad at me, but you don’t think Mike Edwards could have done this, do you?”
 
   She was silent for a moment. “I don’t know,” she finally said. “No, I don’t think so, but I honestly don’t know. Someone has your cell number, Marco. How would they get that?”
 
   “I don’t know. The only people who I give it to are at the precinct and…” He stopped.
 
   “Carly.”
 
   He and Jake said it together.
 
   “Shit!” muttered Cho.
 
   “Carly could have given it out?” Peyton asked.
 
   “Yeah, she could have. She had it to reach me.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Look, just keep an eye out, okay, and try not to go anywhere alone.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “I’m handing my phone over to Stan to see if he can figure out who sent this message. I’m gonna get a new line and I’ll send you the new number.”
 
   “Good idea. Call me if Stan gets anything off the phone.” She hesitated. “And Marco?”
 
   “Yeah, sweetheart?”
 
   “Be careful.”
 
   “You too.”
 
   “I will. Bye.”
 
   “Bye.” He wanted to say more, but everyone was standing around, watching him. He disconnected the call and gave Cho back his phone, then he held his hand out for his own phone. “Let me see it a moment, Nate.”
 
   Cho handed him the phone and Marco sent the picture and a text message to Radar. Just received this. Mike Edwards? Keep an eye on Brooks. Almost immediately a message returned. I’m on it. Consider both covered. Get back to you.
 
   Marco texted back, Can we keep our communication between us for now? Brooks will be furious if she knows we’re talking.
 
   Roger that. No problem. 
 
   Marco handed the phone to Stan. “I need to know where this message came from, Stan.”
 
   “Got it,” he said, then he hurried back out again.
 
   Cho met his gaze. “Guess Simons and me have our next case?”
 
   Marco nodded.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Sitting in the airport terminal, Peyton hung up the phone and sat staring at the display. What the hell? That picture had been taken just the previous day when she’d gone to the precinct to say goodbye to Marco.
 
   Tank nudged her with his shoulder. “Let me see it.”
 
   She held the phone out to him. He regarded the image, then met her gaze.
 
   “Peyton, what if this is related to the other picture you were sent from that burner cell when we were in London? The one of Isaac Daws and Senator Lange?”
 
   “How can it be related? This was sent to Marco’s phone.”
 
   “Mark Turner died not a week ago, Peyton.”
 
   “In a car accident, Tank.”
 
   “Did he? I’m not so sure. It’s too convenient.”
 
   She took the phone and stared at the picture. “I know. Do you think I should send this to Radar?”
 
   “As soon as we get done with Igor, we need to sit Radar down and talk to him.”
 
   She chewed on her inner lip. “Okay, I agree.”
 
   A handsome, middle-aged, Hispanic man in a dark business suit appeared in front of them. He had straight black hair parted on the side and large eyes ringed with dark lashes. “Special Agents Brooks and Campbell?” he asked. “I’m Detective Oscar Bustamante.”
 
   Peyton and Tank rose. Peyton shook his hand first. “How did you recognize us?”
 
   He gave her a warm smile. “You, not so much, but to be honest, he has fed written all over him.”
 
   Peyton playfully pushed Tank in the arm. “He’s supposed to look like a bodyguard.”
 
   “Right,” said Bustamante, shaking Tank’s hand. “Your Medical Examiner’s plane was just cleared to land.” He motioned to a boarding gate across the waiting area. They fell into step beside him.
 
   “I’m sorry about Lavender,” Peyton said.
 
   He nodded. “So am I. She was so young. Only twenty. I have a daughter who just turned twenty.”
 
   Peyton gave him a commiserate look. “Has your M.E. done the autopsy?”
 
   “We agreed to wait for your guy. I think Radar said his name was Ivan Romanowski.”
 
   “Igor, right?”
 
   “Igor, huh, appropriate.”
 
   They stopped at the gate and Tank moved around to face Bustamante. “Igor’s brilliant, but he’s a little eccentric.”
 
   Bustamante nodded. “Radar warned me.”
 
   Peyton wanted to get back to talking about Lavender. “Someone must have done an initial examination of the body, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Signs of sexual assault?”
 
   “Not clear on initial exam. Her clothes were in place. She had the bite marks on her neck, same spot as Kiki Sommers. Our M.E., Delores Hatcher, believes she bled to death. The bites punctured her carotid artery. This is the fifth victim we’ve had assaulted this way.”
 
   “We know. The other three survived, right?
 
   “Right.”
 
   “How’s Kiki doing?”
 
   “It’s the infection. The doctors say she was found in time to get a blood transfusion, but she has an antibiotic resistant staph infection.” He shrugged. “It’s day to day.”
 
   “God, I’m sorry about that.”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Were the other three girls attacked at the same nightclub?”
 
   “Yeah, but they were so drugged out, they couldn’t tell us much about it. Most of it was nightmarish hallucinations. We have less than nothing and now we have a murder. If it goes public, they’ll shut the club down and move locations. We’ll lose any traction we’ve gained. That’s why I’m glad you’re here.”
 
   As they were talking the plane had taxied to the gate. A few moments later, people started appearing in the corridor, talking or just walking with a purpose. More people streamed out, coming in clusters or a single person hurrying away with carry-on baggage slung over his or her shoulder. Finally, when they were certain most people had left the plane, a bald man with thick glasses appeared, being guided by a stewardess.
 
   Igor beamed when he saw Peyton, hurrying forward to embrace her. Peyton embraced him back, then he turned to hug Tank. “I’m so glad you’re here. I was worried I’d have to rent a car.”
 
   Peyton smiled at him. “We would never make you do that.”
 
   He shifted to face the stewardess. “Thank you for watching out for me.”
 
   “No problem, Dr. Romanowski. It was my pleasure.” She lifted her hand to the rest of them, then went back down the corridor.
 
   Bustamante moved forward. “Detective Oscar Bustamante,” he said, “nice to meet you. My medical examiner, Dr. Delores Hatcher is looking forward to working with you, Dr. Romanowski.”
 
   “Igor, please.” Peyton noticed his hand shook as he held it out to meet Bustamante’s grasp.
 
   Tank lifted the plastic bag he’d gotten from the airport store. “Orange soda and Popular Mechanics, Igor,” he said, passing the bag to the older man.
 
   “You are a true gentleman,” said Igor, taking it and opening the bag to look inside. He removed the orange soda and twisted off the cap. “I get so nervous traveling. I’m so used to my lab.”
 
   Bustamante smiled and motioned toward the exit. “Why don’t we get to the car? Dr. Hatcher’s waiting on us,” he said, leading the way.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Passing by Jake’s desk later that day, Marco found him swinging back and forth, his chin on his hand, staring at his computer screen with the other hand on his mouse. Marco didn’t want to open a dialogue with Jake, but he couldn’t deny it still bothered him that Peyton had left Pickles with Jake instead of him.
 
   “Is that the video footage from the Fairmont?”
 
   “Yep, fascinating viewing. Wanna help me?”
 
   Marco made the mistake of hesitating just a bit too long. Jake reached for a second chair and pulled it up next to his.
 
   “Come on, Adonis, this is sooo boring. Keep me company for just a little bit.”
 
   “Captain.”
 
   “Captain Adonis.”
 
   Marco sank into the chair and they watched in silence for a few minutes. Finally he couldn’t help fidgeting himself. All these people, coming and going, just checking in at the desk of a hotel. Jake was right, sooo boring.
 
   “Why aren’t you just checking the dates when Murphy got his text messages for a rendezvous?”
 
   “I am, but a lot of those dates didn’t give a specific time. And Murphy probably showed up an hour or so before our perp. Besides that, how the hell will I recognize who we’re looking for?”
 
   “If it’s someone famous, like Foster thought, I’m guessing we might know him.”
 
   Jake sighed.
 
   Marco watched with him for a few more minutes. “So, how’s Pickles?”
 
   Jake glanced over. “I knew it. I knew you weren’t just sitting here out of the goodness of your heart.”
 
   “Ryder, don’t be a tool.”
 
   “I’m just saying that if you wanted information, all you had to do was ask, Adonis.”
 
   “Captain.”
 
   “Captain Adonis.”
 
   They watched some more.
 
   Jake drummed his fingers on the desk, then he swiveled to face Marco. “So here’s the thing. I get what you’re going through. I really do. I was married and I loved being married, but now I’m back on the market, and that’s exciting too, but it’s hard. You know, it’s hard looking for that special person that just makes a connection with you. I don’t know, maybe you only get it once, but…” He shook his head, half looking at the screen. “…humans are creatures of hope and no matter how bleak things may seem, no matter how dark the dawn…”
 
   Marco could feel himself pulling away.
 
   “We hold onto our hope. Here’s what I know, Adonis, one very important thing – you’ve got to have faith.” He punctuated it with his finger. “Faith, Adonis, that things will get better, that everything will work out, and I’ve learned a few things about women along the way. Want me to tell you what that is?”
 
   “You’re not going to sing, are you?” Sure, living with Abe he’d seen more than his fair share of musicals now, but if he didn’t know any better…
 
   Jake frowned. “Huh?”
 
   “Sing…a song…and dance.”
 
   Jake’s frown deepened.
 
   “Get on the desk and do a soft shoe or something.”
 
   “Are you all right?”
 
   Marco started to answer, then stopped. His attention shifted to the screen. “There he is,” he said, pointing. “That’s Murphy.”
 
   Jake’s attention whipped back to the monitor and he made a notation of the time and place on the video where Murphy appeared. Murphy checked in at the desk, laughing with the desk clerk, then he pulled out a wallet and laid a credit card on the counter.
 
   “Can you zoom in on that?” asked Marco.
 
   “Not with this equipment. Maybe Stan can.”
 
   The clerk took the card, continuing to talk to Murphy, then he swiped the card on the monitor and clicked on the keypad, removing a few papers from a printer below the counter and putting it in front of Murphy. Murphy signed and passed the papers back, making the clerk laugh again, then he received a small folder, presumably holding his room key. He opened it and checked, then tapped a hand on the counter and turned. As he moved back across the lobby, he paused, lifted a hand, and waved at someone.
 
   “Stop the video!”
 
   Jake clicked with the mouse.
 
   “Back it up to where he waved.”
 
   Jake did.
 
   They watched Murphy pause, then lift his hand.
 
   “Where’s he looking?”
 
   “He’s looking to the left. Sort of.”
 
   “Which direction is the front door of the hotel?”
 
   “I need a map of the lobby.” Jake clicked open another window and typed layout of the Fairmont into the search engine.
 
   Marco’s fingers tightened on his cane as Jake found the layout and pulled it up on his screen, then they both leaned forward, looking at it.
 
   “The desk is here,” said Jake, pointing to a long box on the right side. “That means the entrance is here, and where Murphy’s looking is away from the front doors.”
 
   Marco pointed at a couple of double lines to the left of the counter. “Elevators?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “He wasn’t looking that way either. He was looking here.” He pointed to the spot where Murphy was looking. “What’s there?”
 
   “It looks like a security door.”
 
   Marco frowned. “Like one of those with an alarm?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “So if someone came in there, someone else would have to deactivate the alarm.”
 
   Jake’s head lifted. “Shit. You’re right. And that someone has to work at the Fairmont.”
 
   Marco nodded. “Get a still shot of the clerk who checked Murphy in and then call Tag and Holmes. Tell them to go back out to the Fairmont and get a list of all the desk clerks. We need to bring each of them in for questioning, especially the one we just saw.”
 
   “On it,” said Jake, reaching for his phone. He paused as Marco rose to his feet. “Adonis.”
 
   “Captain.”
 
   He waved him off. “Give Peyton time. She’ll come around. I know it.”
 
   Marco hesitated. “Yeah,” he said, then he forced a smile. “Good work, Ryder.”
 
   Jake smiled back, nodding.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
   “So I have a chance to be in a Jett Carter music video,” said Lavender, her eyes gleaming with excitement. “He wants me to dye part of my hair hot pink for the video. He says it’ll be smokin’.”
 
   Taylor tried to look enthusiastic. “Wow! A music video for Perfect Inertia. That’s amazing.”
 
   She waved that off. “No, silly, it’d be just for Jett. For his solo album. I have to meet with him a bunch of times before we film it. I need to really know the music, you know? I mean know it. Live it. Feel it in my body.”
 
   “What do you mean meet with him?”
 
   “Meet with him. Go to his beach house in Malibu. It is trés exclusive. He hardly lets the band members go there.”
 
   “So who’ll be there then?”
 
   “Duh, Jett and me. Who did you think?”
 
   “His manager, a producer. The videographer. Don’t they have directors and cameramen and sound engineers?”
 
   “Seriously, Taylor, you know nothing about this. This is art. I need to meet with him before we start filming, so I really get him. Get what he’s trying to achieve. This is a big step for him, branching off on his own and he needs me to be in the moment with him.”
 
   “In the moment?” Taylor shook his head. “Lavender, this sounds suspicious. These are all euphemisms for sex.”
 
   “He’s transcended sex, Taylor. He’s reached a spiritual plane with his art where sex is just a physical act. It’s mundane.”
 
   Taylor looked away. She wasn’t this stupid or this naive. And she damn straight knew he wasn’t. Why was she talking to him this way – this vapid, juvenile empty-headed justification? He couldn’t let her do this to herself. He knew her well enough by now that he had to intervene.
 
   “Lavender, you’re being a fool. All this idiot wants is sex. There’s no music video, no solo album, or if there is, he’s not including you for your artistic vision.”
 
   Her expression hardened. He’d seen her do it before. “Knock it off, Taylor. This is my chance to break into something besides modeling.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Jett Carter’s hot right now. He’s the shit. If I get this music video, I might get more acting gigs, and in acting, women last a lot longer. Not as long as men, but I’ll at least have a career into my 40’s.”
 
   Taylor felt his stomach drop. “You’d have sex with this guy just for the chance to be in his stupid music video?” He didn’t know why that bothered him so much. There was nothing between him and Lavender, but he couldn’t stand it. He couldn’t stand the thought of Jett Carter touching the Lavender he’d come to care about so much.
 
   “You do whatever it takes, Taylor. That’s the business. That’s the life. That’s the way it is, so grow up, will you? You can sit here in your cute little dorm room that Mommy and Daddy pay for and go to classes and get an education, but for the rest of us, we survive however we have to survive. That’s reality, pal.”
 
   He felt hurt. He couldn’t deny it. Her words stung. “This career you’re fighting for has made you hard.”
 
   “Yeah, well, it’s better than being soft and hurting all the time. This way people don’t disappoint me, Taylor. At least with men like Jett Carter, I know what he wants. I know what he wants to take from me. So I give him what doesn’t matter, and I take what I need.”
 
   I give him what doesn’t matter. Shit.
 
   “You’re giving him your soul, Lavender. Does that not matter to you?”
 
   “Screw this,” she said, standing suddenly. “I don’t need this shit.” And she walked out of the door, slamming it behind her.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Peyton sat in the chair outside the autopsy room in the LAPD crime lab. Tank had gone in to assist Igor and Delores Hatcher, but Peyton had declined, preferring to sit by herself in the austere hallway, contemplating the white tiled floor. Glancing at her phone, she noticed it was 12:07AM. They’d missed Igor’s 8:00PM flight, but Radar had gotten him a redeye at 2:00.
 
   She looked up as the door at the end of the hallway opened and Radar stepped through, wearing a casual black t-shirt, black jeans, and biker boots. He stopped in front of her, giving her a level stare.
 
   “Why are you out here?”
 
   “Because there’s a dead body in there.”
 
   He made an annoyed noise and took a seat next to her. “How much longer did Igor say he’d be?”
 
   She held out her hands. “They’re not exactly giving me regular reports, Radar. Why are you here? You should be with Gwen.”
 
   “I got her to take a tranquilizer and she’s sleeping. Bambi’s with her.”
 
   “She’s that upset?”
 
   “Devastated. Then she had to go see Lavender’s mother and sister.”
 
   Peyton rubbed her eyes. “That’s horrible. Do you know, I just learned Lavender’s real name tonight?”
 
   “Lynn Fisher,” said Radar.
 
   “Lynn Fisher. Never even heard it before. That’s terrible. All this time I thought her real name was Lavender. What an idiot!”
 
   “Don’t beat yourself up, Sparky. You didn’t kill the girl.”
 
   She stared down at her phone, then she made a decision. Thumbing it on, she pulled up the text message and passed the phone over to Radar. “Marco got this picture today. No idea who sent it.”
 
   Radar took the phone and studied the picture. “This is alarming,” he said.
 
   She eyed him a bit closer. He didn’t seem that surprised by it, however. “Radar, Tank and I have been investigating a cold case.”
 
   That got his attention and he shifted to face her. “What do you mean?”
 
   “We’ve been investigating the death of Lance Corporal Isaac Daws.”
 
   “The one who died in a sleazy hotel room?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “I got this text message when we were in London.” She pulled up the first picture sent to her. “Tank traced it, but it linked back to a burner cell.”
 
   Radar studied the picture. “The man on the left’s familiar.”
 
   “Senator Theodore Lange,” offered Peyton.
 
   “That’s the one. Who’s the other guy?”
 
   “Daws.”
 
   “And this came from a burner cell?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   “Tank had our guys run it.”
 
   “Okay. This is also alarming.”
 
   “There’s more.”
 
   “Of course there is.”
 
   Peyton shifted weight. “I was supposed to meet with Agent Mark Turner from the Las Vegas FBI. He was on his way to our office, but he was killed in a traffic accident. Tank thinks his death’s suspicious.”
 
   “Wait. Why was he driving? Why didn’t he fly?”
 
   “He wouldn’t tell me. I wanted to ask him about the case, but he wouldn’t talk to me from the office in Vegas. He said we had to meet in person.”
 
   Radar flipped to the picture of her and Marco. “Why do you think the two pictures are related? Didn’t you say this was sent to the boytoy’s phone?”
 
   “His name’s Marco, and yes, it went to his phone.”
 
   “But the one of Lange came to your phone?”
 
   “Right, but I don’t think it’s too hard to find a connection between Marco and me. Marco had this incompetent secretary working for him. She could have given his cell number out to anyone who called the precinct.”
 
   “We need his phone, so we can trace back the call.”
 
   “He’s having his tech guy trace it. Stan Neumann’s one of the best I’ve seen.”
 
   “As soon as he gets an answer, I want to know about it.” He shifted to the picture of Lange. “Why haven’t you told me more about this cold case? You should have told me in England when you got this text message.”
 
   “Tank and I felt like you’d tell us to focus on our current case.”
 
   “Not when the cold case suddenly became current. Sparky, you can’t keep stuff like this from me. I want to know everything about it.”
 
   She nodded, a feeling of relief washing over her. “Okay. From now on, I’ll keep you in the loop.”
 
   He pulled out his phone and clicked on his notes. “Tell me the Agent’s name again.”
 
   “From Vegas?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Mark Turner.”
 
   “And he was killed in a traffic accident?”
 
   “Collision with a big rig.”
 
   “Hm. Okay, I’ll look into it.” He typed into the phone, then replaced it as the lab door opened and Igor, followed by Tank and a middle aged woman with a short grey bob, walked out. Igor’s eyes brightened behind his thick lenses when he saw Radar.
 
   “Radar, so good to see you.”
 
   Radar rose to his feet and accepted Igor’s hand. “How are you, Igor?”
 
   “Ready to get home, but I can say this is a state of the art facility, and working with Dr. Hatcher has been a distinct pleasure.”
 
   The other woman beamed a smile and came forward, offering Radar her hand. “Delores Hatcher.”
 
   “Carlos Moreno. Thanks for letting us participate in the autopsy. Do you have any initial findings?”
 
   Delores and Igor exchanged a look. “There’s a little more I want to research, Radar, but I should have a report for you tomorrow afternoon,” said Igor.
 
   Radar frowned. “Can you tell if she was sexually assaulted?”
 
   “Oh, definitely,” said Delores, “but we weren’t able to get any DNA.”
 
   “What did she die of?”
 
   “Well, that’s the part of it that has me a bit baffled. I’m fairly certain it was blood loss, but there’s something abnormal about it. I need to look a few things up and run a few more tests,” said Igor.
 
   Radar sighed. “Your flight leaves at 2:00.”
 
   “I’m ready whenever my escorts are.”
 
   “Sparky and Tank will take you back to the airport, and Sarge will meet you at SFO to take you home.”
 
   “Excellent,” said Igor, smiling. “I so appreciate all the care I’ve received.” He turned to Delores and offered his hand. “It’s been a pleasure, Dr. Hatcher, a true pleasure.”
 
   “Same for me,” she said, then released him. “Please send me the final report when you finish it.”
 
   “Certainly. I’ll do that first thing.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   Radar gave Peyton a serious look. “Make sure he gets on the plane, Sparky.”
 
   “Done and done, Radar. Don’t worry. You get back to Gwen and get some sleep yourself.”
 
   He nodded. “Safe flying, Igor. Pleasure to meet you, Dr. Hatcher.” As he turned to go, Igor saluted and Delores said goodbye.
 
   “Radar?”
 
   He hesitated and looked back at Peyton.
 
   “Do you want me to send you the picture?”
 
   He frowned, then his eyes widened. “Right. The picture of you and the boytoy.”
 
   “Marco.”
 
   “Right. Yeah, send it to me.”
 
   Peyton found his reaction suspicious. Had he forgotten that quickly or was he just distracted by worry for his wife? “Get some sleep, okay?”
 
   “Yeah, you too. Tank has the address to the condo. Your suitcases are already there. I’ll see you sometime tomorrow, but send me the picture now.”
 
   “Sure,” said Peyton.
 
   Radar gave Tank and Igor a final nod, then he walked down the hall and disappeared out the door. Peyton sent him the text message, then thanked Delores for her help and motioned for Igor to follow them.
 
   They arrived back at the airport around 1:00AM. Peyton was surprised to see LAX filled with people hurrying back and forth, dragging luggage and tired children. It wasn’t as crowded as the daytime, but the energy was certainly tense.
 
   “I’ll go check the board,” said Tank, nodding at the electronic display that showed the flights, gates, and times. “You wait here.”
 
   Igor fidgeted, watching the people rushing past with a worried expression.
 
   Peyton smiled at him. “It’s a little intense, isn’t it?”
 
   He twisted his Popular Mechanics magazine in his hands. “I don’t like leaving the lab. Mostly, I go from the lab to my apartment and back again. One of the agents drives me each day.”
 
   “Okay.” Peyton hadn’t known that little tidbit. “Well, Radar said Sarge’ll meet you at SFO and take you to your apartment.”
 
   “Right. SFO. Not my favorite place, but you know, it’s necessary. Sometimes it’s necessary.”
 
   Peyton laid a hand on his arm. She could feel his muscles bunched beneath her touch. “Igor, are you all right?”
 
   “I’ve been gone a long time, don’t you think? It’s been a long time.” He opened the magazine and looked at it, then rolled it back up again.
 
   A man jostled him, not paying attention to where he was going, and Igor ducked his head, grimacing in distress. Sure, Igor was eccentric, but she’d never seen him this worked up before.
 
   “Can I get you something?”
 
   “I’d like an orange soda. You know, orange soda’s calming. The bubbles or something. The color. Yes, it’s probably the color.”
 
   Peyton glanced around, trying to find an open store. She didn’t want to leave him to go look and she didn’t think he’d be too excited about wandering about with her. “Wait here. I’m going to get Tank.”
 
   He nodded, but he was staring around at the people, twisting the magazine in his hands.
 
   “Wait here, Igor,” she said, backing away from him.
 
   He nodded again.
 
   Peyton turned and hurried through the crowd to the board where Tank stood, surveying the listings. She touched his arm. “He wants orange soda. He’s getting worked up, Tank.”
 
   Tank nodded, his brow creased in concentration. “What was his flight number again?”
 
   “United 1638.”
 
   “They’ve moved the gate.” He glanced around, then pointed. “It’s over there. We can get him some orange soda on the way.”
 
   “Good.” Peyton started back toward where she’d left Igor, but stumbled to a stop.
 
   The Medical Examiner was gone.
 
   “Shit!” she swore, hurrying forward. “I told him to stay right here.”
 
   Tank gave her a disbelieving look. “Radar told you to watch him, Peyton.”
 
   “Well, it was taking you a damn year to find the flight update, and he started getting all agitated.”
 
   Tank threw up his hands. “This is bad, Peyton, really bad.”
 
   “Okay, look, we’ve just got to find him.”
 
   “What if he leaves the building?”
 
   “Why would he leave the building, Tank? He’s a grown man. He knows he has to catch a flight.”
 
   “Which leaves in less than an hour.”
 
   “Okay, look, maybe he went to get the orange soda himself.”
 
   Tank scratched anxiously at his crew-cut. “This is bad. This is so bad.”
 
   Peyton grabbed his arm and pulled it away from his head. “Do you have his cell number?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Call it.”
 
   Tank took out his phone and pressed the icon for Igor, holding the phone to his ear. While he listened, they both looked around for their missing M.E. After a few minutes, Tank lowered the phone again. “I saw him turn it off when we went into the autopsy. He probably forgot to turn it back on. We’re running out of time, Peyton.”
 
   “Okay, you go that way and I’ll go this way.” She pointed over her shoulder. “He couldn’t have gotten very far. All we have to do is find him.”
 
   “Fine.” Tank moved off in the direction she indicated.
 
   Peyton hurried the opposite way, looking for a store that might sell orange soda. Shit, why had she left him for even a moment? Except, it wasn’t her fault. Damn it, Igor was a grown-ass man, a doctor no less. There was no reason for her to expect he’d wander off like a toddler.
 
   Glancing at her phone display, she circled the terminal, beginning to fear he really might have left the building. She wasn’t sure how she was going to tell Radar Igor was loose in LA. That was probably something that got you fired, and she was just beginning to get the hang of this job. Maybe someone should have warned her about this, been more explicit that Igor, while brilliant, couldn’t be left unattended in a strange place.
 
   Shit. Shit. Shit. What if they didn’t find him in time? She was so damn exhausted and she just wanted to sleep, but she was going to wander in a sort of purgatory for the rest of her  life, searching airports for a little bald man with coke-bottle glasses.
 
   Just when she was pulling out her cell phone, she found him. He was sitting on a bench at the end of the terminal, staring at a sculpture, his Popular Mechanics open on his lap. She released her held breath and approached him, relief washing over her when he looked up with a clear gaze.
 
   “Hey, Peyton.”
 
   “Hey, Igor. You wandered off.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I was getting worked up and I needed to find some place quiet to calm down.” He moved over on the bench to make room for her.
 
   She glanced at her phone again, 1:15, then slid onto the bench next to him. They had a few minutes to spare. Studying the sculpture, she glanced at him. “Paper airplanes?”
 
   “Yeah, ingenious, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yeah, it is.”
 
   “It makes me feel happy.”
 
   “It makes me feel happy too, Igor. Sometimes that’s what we need, isn’t it? To look at something that makes us happy.”
 
   He smiled at the magazine. “Like this.” He held it up. “I like reading Popular Mechanics, you know, because it’s so similar to what I do and yet so far removed from it. Does that make any sense?”
 
   She nodded, clasping her hands in her lap. “Yeah, it sort of does.”
 
   “I must seem like an old weirdo to you, don’t I, Peyton? Getting all discombobulated in an airport. It’s sort of ridiculous, isn’t it? But I just had to have a moment, you know? Just a moment to calm down. I know it doesn’t make sense.”
 
   Peyton drew a deep breath and released it, her shoulders lowering. She hadn’t even realized she’d been holding them so tightly until that moment. “No, I get it. You have a hard job, Igor.”
 
   “So do you.”
 
   “Yeah, but yours is harder.”
 
   “A lot of people think it’s gruesome and by association, so am I.”
 
   Peyton glanced over at him. “I don’t think that. I mean, I can’t exactly watch what you do, but I respect it.”
 
   He smiled at that. “It’s still gruesome.”
 
   “No, what’s gruesome is what people do to other people. Take Lavender for example. The gruesome part has already been done to her and you had no part in that. What you do…” She hesitated, thinking. “What you do is magic.”
 
   He gave her an odd look. “Magic?”
 
   “Yeah.” She laughed. “Think about it. You’re sort of like a wizard, Igor.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   She looked back at the sculpture. “You take a body that someone else has savaged and you get it to talk, to reveal all of the things that have been done to it. You find the smallest thread and with that, we catch the bad guys. We stop them from hurting anyone else.” She nudged him with her shoulder. “Without you, Igor, we can’t fight our battles. So who cares if you get discombobulated in a stupid airport? Every good wizard does from time to time.”
 
   His smile was beatific. “I like that.”
 
   “Yeah, so do I.” She glanced at her phone again. “What’s say we get you on that plane?”
 
   He rolled up his magazine. “Sounds good.”
 
   They rose to their feet and turned. Tank was standing behind them, holding an orange soda. He handed it to Igor.
 
   “Thank you, Tank,” said Igor, twisting off the cap. “Which way to the gate?”
 
   “This way,” said Tank, pointing over his shoulder.
 
   Igor began making his way in that direction, lifting his soda to his lips. Peyton followed him, Tank falling into step beside her. Without warning, he wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her against his side, hugging her.
 
   “What’s that for?” she said with a laugh.
 
   “You’re one of us now,” he answered, and Peyton felt her tiredness fall away.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Tag and Holmes appeared in his office door early the next morning. “The manager of the Fairmont’s blocking our request for a list of their employees. They’re citing client confidentiality,” said Tag.
 
   Marco wasn’t surprised. You didn’t get to be one of the most sought after hotels in a famous city without fiercely protecting your clients. “Call ADA Adams and tell him we need a court order.”
 
   “Are we on shaky ground here, Captain?” asked Holmes.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, Murphy didn’t exactly die in the Fairmont. We’ve only got a loose connection to the hotel.”
 
   “We have a key card, we have him on surveillance video, and we suspect he was meeting someone with power. It’s a lead, Drew. We track them down. We’re not asking them to out their clients. We’re asking to talk to their employees.”
 
   “To out a client.”
 
   “What’s bothering you?”
 
   “We’ve completely stopped looking at Foster. We don’t have an alibi for where he was that night, Captain. I just think we shouldn’t stop looking at him until we’re sure he wasn’t it. Why won’t he tell us where he was?”
 
   “Good point. So let’s get on that too.”
 
   Tag rolled her eyes. “You know he doesn’t feel like the doer, Captain. Why are we wasting our time on him?”
 
   “How can you be sure?” asked Holmes.
 
   “Because I’ve been a detective long enough to get a gut-instinct for these things.”
 
   Holmes gave him a wild look.
 
   Marco held up a hand to stop this brewing argument. “Drew’s right, Tag. I’ve never said we should bounce Foster. We need a provable alibi, but Tag’s also right, Drew. We need to look at the lover angle as well. Have Adams get the court order?”
 
   “What’s Adams getting a court order for?” came Devan’s voice from the lobby. A moment later, he stepped into the office, wearing an immaculate suite that looked like it was custom designed for him. Marco figured it probably was.
 
   “We need a court order to get a list of employees from the Fairmont.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “The Murphy murder,” said Tag. “His roommate thinks he was seeing someone with power and influence. They were meeting for an affair at the Fairmont.”
 
   “Ah, well, that should be interesting. Get me the info I need and I’ll work on getting you the court order.”
 
   “Call Wegner and see if he’s got anything new on his end. He’s been working Foster for an alibi,” said Marco.
 
   They both nodded and filed out as Devan threw himself into an armchair. “So, that was pretty crappy of you to pull me out of that fundraiser before I’d gotten to talk to Masiar.”
 
   “Go play golf with him. Isn’t that what you politicians do?”
 
   Devan made a face. “I hate golf. My dad was always trying to get me to learn to play, but I hate it.”
 
   “Sorry. That about stretches the limit of what I know about politicians.”
 
   “So, what’s the deal with the reporter girl? Why were you so all fired hot to protect her? Isn’t she a little young, even for you, D’Angelo?”
 
   “I’m not interested in her like that. I wanted to hear what she had to say about the mayor.”
 
   “You’ve never liked him, you know that?”
 
   “I don’t have a problem with him. I have a problem with his associates.”
 
   “The Harpers and the O’Shannahans.”
 
   “And the Masiars. Are you sure you want to get in bed with that guy, Adams?”
 
   “Because the girl reporter said he was in organized crime?”
 
   “It’s something to consider.”
 
   Devan waved him off. “Victor Masiar’s a businessman. He’s a high end importer. He’s got too much skin in the game to be doing anything illicit.”
 
   “You sure of that? He wouldn’t be the first businessman to have a legitimate business hiding his illegitimate pursuits.”
 
   “We all get our hands dirty in this life, D’Angelo. Stop being such a damn boy scout.”
 
   Marco leaned back in his chair. “That’s pretty damn cynical, Adams. I’m a little shocked.”
 
   “Why? I know how the game’s played. I’m not doing anything wrong by taking a contribution from Masiar, even if some of his pursuits bother your delicate sensibilities.”
 
   Marco gave him a careless shrug. “You’re right. I mean as long as you get what you want, who the hell cares who gets hurt?”
 
   “That’s not what I mean and you know it. Maybe he’s playing fast and loose with immigration laws, but I don’t think it’s any more than that.”
 
   Marco shook his head.
 
   “Come on, D’Angelo. I hate it when you get all righteous on me. Shit, I thought you’d given up the Catholic church. Don’t paint me with your Catholic guilt.”
 
   Marco leaned forward. “You’re right. Who needs false morality? It’s bad for business. Maybe you should have that motto printed on your daughter’s bib?”
 
   Devan rolled his eyes. “Shit. You just don’t want me to advance, do you?”
 
   “Do whatever you want, Adams. It’s none of my business.”
 
   “Shit!” he swore and pushed himself to his feet. Then he stopped and pointed a finger at him. “You should have been a priest, D’Angelo. You got the guilt down pat.”
 
   Marco smiled to himself as Devan walked out the door, shaking his head in disgust.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Peyton stumbled to the door, pulling it open. Gwen and Bambi stood on the other side, looking like they’d just stepped out of the beauty salon. When Tank and Peyton had finally made it back to the condo the previous night, Bambi hadn’t been there. She’d decided to stay with Gwen and Radar.
 
   Peyton rubbed at her eyes. “What’s going on?”
 
   “Good lord, you’re not ready?” said Gwen, turning her around and pushing her back toward her bedroom. “We’re meeting René in two hours. We’ve got a lot of work to do.” She gave Peyton’s football jersey a critical look. “What in the world are you wearing?”
 
   “She always wears it,” said Bambi, gliding past them in six inch heels. “Is there orange juice in the fridge?”
 
   Peyton blinked at the two of them in bewilderment. “What time is it?”
 
   “Almost 9:00. Is this what time you usually get up?” scolded Gwen.
 
   “When I’m at the airport until 2:00AM, yes.”
 
   “Come on. Into the shower.” Gwen shooed her toward her room again. “Where’s Tank?”
 
   “I have no idea.”
 
   “Probably working out in the gym. Did you know this complex has a state of the art gym?” offered Bambi.
 
   “No. Look, I need coffee before I can even think.”
 
   “Coffee isn’t good for your skin,” said Gwen.
 
   “Don’t care. It’s good for my brain and right now, my brain’s more important.” She stumbled, bleary eyed, into the kitchen and found one of those nifty machines that made single cups. With a surge of happiness, she saw it made mochas. She punched in the code and grabbed a white mug from the coffee tree next to the coffee maker.
 
   Bambi wandered in and opened the fridge, pulling out a glass carafe filled with orange juice. “Want a glass?”
 
   “Nope. Just the coffee.” Once it finished brewing, she lifted the mug to her lips and sipped. The condo was adequately equipped, but the decor was more like what you’d expect from a hotel – utilitarian furniture, paintings of random houses and flowers, and higher end fixtures that somehow seemed cold and impersonal.
 
   However, it had three bedrooms, which pleased Peyton immensely, and the bed had been comfortable, not that she would have noticed as tired as she’d been the previous night. Still, having her own room was something she cherished. She hated waking Bambi in the middle of the night with her nightmares, but whenever she had to sleep without Marco, they came rearing back.
 
   She wandered into the living room, but it was empty. Frowning, she walked to her room and found Gwen going through the clothes she’d failed to unpack and laying things out on the bed for her as if she were five years old again.
 
   Clapping her hands together, Gwen urged her to the bathroom door. “We only have two hours.”
 
   This comment baffled Peyton as she’d never spent more than a half-hour getting ready, but she soon discovered what Gwen meant. By the time she’d applied all the various ointments and lotions, creams and hair gels, an hour had gone by. Gwen even had a special ointment to reduce the scar from her knife wound. Then there was the hair and makeup and trying on different outfits. It surprised her how much time could be spent just trying on different scarves to see which one looked the best with the outfit she was wearing, before abandoning that outfit altogether and starting over fresh. By the time they left the condo, they had only half an hour to make their 11:00AM appointment with René Noir.
 
   René Noir’s studio was in a gentrified part of Hollywood where warehouses had been made over into trendy lofts. The exposed steel beams, the original brick walls, and the track lighting created a cavernous space, but he’d softened it with room dividers in pale chiffon fabrics that blew airily in the breeze from the open warehouse windows. The doors to the loft were two stories tall, made from burnished steel with massive rivets running up both the inside and outside of the frame.
 
   A young man met them at the door, dressed in a royal blue silk shirt, pinstriped slacks, and a vest in a subtle paisley with a matching tie. He had blond hair combed into short, artful little spikes and converse sneakers in black and white. He gave Gwen a sad smile and came forward, air-kissing her cheek.
 
   “I’m so sorry for what you’ve been through, Ms. Fontaine.”
 
   Gwen touched a manicured hand to his smoothly shaved cheek. “Thank you, Chad. René’s expecting us, isn’t he?”
 
   “Of course, but he’s devastated about the news. Such a shock.”
 
   “It is.” Gwen clearly didn’t want to talk about Lavender and for the first time, Peyton noticed her eyes were a bit puffy. “Let me introduce you to our new femme fatale, Bambi.”
 
   Bambi placed just the tips of her fingers in his hand. He forced a smile. “Pleasure to meet you,” he said.
 
   “Same,” she said, tossing her hair.
 
   Gwen started to introduce Peyton, but a loud voice carried across the warehouse and a tall man in a fabulously tailored suit appeared. He had a full head of brown hair, swept off to the side, a neatly trimmed mustache and beard, and laughing brown eyes. He caught Gwen by the shoulders and placed a kiss on each cheek.
 
   “Gwen, darlin’, you look fabulous.” Before she could answer, he turned to Bambi, “and you must be the new star.”
 
   “Charmed to meet you,” said Bambi, offering him a simper and the tips of her fingers again.
 
   Peyton caught Chad’s rolling of the eyes behind the newcomer’s back.
 
   “Carson, this is Bambi, and I’d like you to meet my new assistant, Paige Sparks.”
 
   Carson bent over Bambi’s hand and kissed it, then he offered Peyton a dismissive nod, but a moment later, he gave a dramatic start as his gaze took in Tank, looming behind them. “Did you hire a bodyguard, Gwen?”
 
   “I did,” she said, “I felt it was best.” Then she laid a hand on Carson’s arm. “Is this a D’Orsi?”
 
   He preened for her. “You know your fashions, Gwen darlin’.”
 
   “It’s magnificent.”
 
   “So was the price tag,” and he gave a false laugh.
 
   Gwen humored him with one of her own.
 
   Peyton felt completely out of her depth, until Chad urged them to step all the way inside. “You said you had an appointment with René, Ms. Fontaine.”
 
   “We do, Chad.”
 
   “Can I get you anything to drink?”
 
   “We’d all love some sparkling water.”
 
   “I’ll get right on that,” said Chad with a little bow, then he turned and walked off to the left.
 
   Carson leaned close to Gwen. “René’s in a mood.” He dragged the word mood out. “He’s devastated over Lavender’s death and Kiki’s illness.”
 
   “So are we all,” answered Gwen.
 
   “I just want you to be prepared. Never let it be said I didn’t give you fair warning.”
 
   “Taken.” Gwen glanced around. “Where is he?”
 
   “On the balcony.” Carson offered Bambi his arm and beamed at her. His teeth were too straight and too white to be natural. “Let’s me show you the way.” As he started off with Bambi on his arm, Gwen reached out and pulled Peyton up beside her.
 
   “That’s Carson Beckett, René’s lawyer and publicist. He’s a wolf, so watch yourself.” She gave Peyton a pointed look.
 
   “I think he’s more interested in Bambi.”
 
   “That’s all appearances. He avoids the supermodels, and goes for what he calls the cute side dish. I’m serious, Peyton.”
 
   “I hear you. Do you think he’s a suspect, Gwen?”
 
   “Radar would say…”
 
   “…everyone’s a suspect, I know, but do you think we need to look into his background?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   Peyton glanced back at Tank.
 
   “On it,” he said softly.
 
   The fabric partitions marked off elaborate sets – some with Roman colonnades, others with fainting couches, and many that were simply empty squares bathed in silks of varying hues, which billowed across the floor in artfully draped piles of fabric.
 
   “What about the kid?”
 
   “Chad Gilbert?” asked Gwen.
 
   Peyton nodded.
 
   “He’s been René’s assistant for the last two years. He’s harmless. A bit snarky, but he keeps things running.”
 
   They reached the floor to ceiling doors that led onto a concrete balcony covered in woven grass mats and porcelain planter boxes choked with manicured bushes and miniature trees. Peyton saw tiny oranges on one and pomegranates on another. Interspersed among the foliage were chocolate colored wicker lounge chairs with snowy white cushions, and low-slung wicker tables topped by fishbowls filled with candles.
 
   A cadaverously thin man lounged in one of the chaises, wearing a purple silk robe over silk pajamas with silk slippers covering his feet. His black hair was combed away from a severe widow’s peak and slicked back over his head, and his skin was taut and shiny. Peyton immediately suspected René Noir had had some work done.
 
   “Gwendolyn, Gwendolyn,” he cried, his eyes closed as he waved his hand in the air. “I just can’t do it anymore.”
 
   Gwen hurried over and took a seat on the chaise next to him, taking his hand and pulling it onto her lap. “What can’t you do, René?”
 
   “It’s too verisimulascious.”
 
   “It’s what, René?”
 
   “Verismulascious. Too realitude.” He tightened his hold on Gwen’s hand and opened his eyes. “Lavender’s dead, Gwen.”
 
   “I know, René.”
 
   “She was my muse. She was going to be my Effigy.”
 
   “I know, but I brought you a new muse.” Motioning Bambi forward, she pulled the portfolio off her shoulder and laid it across her lap, unbuckling it and pulling it open. Jake’s pictures stared up from inside. Peyton caught her breath. She had to admit they were stunning. Bambi looked beautiful and sexy, every man’s dream, and the photos themselves were so crisp and clear.
 
   René made a sound in his throat and sat up quickly, grabbing the portfolio out of Gwen’s hand. He flipped through the pages, then went back through them slower. “These are magnificent.”
 
   “Thank you. Bambi has that je ne sais quoi, doesn’t she?”
 
   Bambi tilted up her head regally.
 
   René waved that off. “I meant the photographer. He or she’s a genius. Who is it?”
 
   “Who is it?” asked Gwen in surprise.
 
   “Yes, I must have his name. He has to shoot more work for me.”
 
   “I found him in San Francisco when I was there. I’ll have to find out if he’s available.” Gwen gave Peyton a panicked look.
 
   “You do that. He has visionativitism.” He grabbed Gwen’s hand. “I must have him. I can’t do another shoot without him. Only he can film René Noir’s genius.”
 
   “Right. Now, about Bambi…”
 
   “I can’t do it anymore.”
 
   “What?” Gwen’s confused eyes tracked over to Peyton again.
 
   Peyton felt equally bewildered.
 
   René waved airily at Bambi. “No more women, Gwen. I’m through with women. I won’t clothe them anymore.”
 
   Gwen’s back went stiff. “What?”
 
   “I can’t do it. The young women you bring me, they’re like flowers, crushed beneath the weight of their own staritude.”
 
   “René, I don’t understand. You and I have a contract.”
 
   “You do have a contract,” said Carson.
 
   René poofed that. “I’m done with women. I won’t dress them. From this day forward, René Noir is all about the male form. I will make gods out of men!” He shook his fist in the air.
 
   “There aren’t that many male supermodels, René,” Gwen tried to reason.
 
   “Bah,” said René collapsing back in the chair and reaching for a sleep mask sitting on the table beside him. “It’s a brave new world, Gwen, and we’re about to conquer it. Men are hard, they’re tough, and they won’t get assaulted in some sleazy nightclub that isn’t even on the map. Honestly.” He pointed a finger at her. “Get me men or take me to court. I won’t work with women anymore. René Noir has spoken.”
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Marco found himself Sunday afternoon in the maelstrom that was his parents’ house. Nieces and nephews raced in and out, his sisters-in-law demanded to know what was happening with Peyton, while Abe and Marco’s mother made a mess in the kitchen preparing something called Lomo Saltado, because Abe was going through a Peruvian stage.
 
   Marco had to admit the dish looked appetizing – stir fried potatoes, peppers, onions and tomatoes flavored with soy sauce, which would be served over steamed rice. Usually, it would also have beef in it, but they’d made an exception for Marco’s vegetarianism, which prompted Mona to make the sign of the cross.
 
   While they danced about the kitchen to Peruvian pan flute music and drank red wine, Marco tried to join his brothers watching the game, but they were downing beers again in rapid succession. He was glad they’d gone back to acting normal around him, but he missed having a beer with them.
 
   Eventually, he retreated to the backyard, taking a seat on the picnic table and resting his cane against the bench. His father found him there, climbing down the back steps, gripping the handrail with both hands. He held out an arm for Marco to steady him as he climbed up on the bench and sat down on the table next to his son.
 
   They sat in silence for a few minutes. Marco found it wasn’t unpleasant after the chaos inside, but finally he looked over at his father and gave him a smile. “The game over already?”
 
   “Nope,” said Leo, clasping his hands before him. “Just thought I’d see what you’re doing.”
 
   “The backyard looks nice, Papa.”
 
   “Tonio comes over and pulls the weeds and stuff for a little spending cash before he heads to college.”
 
   Marco nodded.
 
   “You always did get overwhelmed with the noise,” Leo said, “even when you were a kid. Be some big church shindig and I’d find you out here, shooting the hoops or something.”
 
   Marco shrugged. “Sometimes I just need a moment.”
 
   Leo nudged him with his shoulder. “You always were the deep thinker.”
 
   That got a bark of laughter. “Seriously? My brothers have college degrees.”
 
   “So do you.”
 
   “Not the same way. Mine’s piecemeal.”
 
   “It’s still a degree, but having a degree doesn’t make a man smart or the deep thinker.” He wagged a finger in Marco’s face. “Just means he can stick with something, jump through the hoops. That’s all it is.”
 
   “Yeah, well, they’re all doing a hell of a lot better than I am, so…”
 
   “Don’t do that!”
 
   Marco gave his father a surprised look. The number of times Leo had been sharp with him were less than fingers he had on one hand. “Do what?”
 
   “Knock yourself down.”
 
   “I’m not knocking myself down, Papa, but let’s be honest. They’re all successful. They have good careers, wives, families, and they’re not sitting outside, fighting themselves to not drink.”
 
   Leo laid his hand on Marco’s knee. “You aren’t your brothers.”
 
   “I know that.”
 
   “That’s not what I mean. You put your life at risk for other people. You make captain at 31. You have a good woman. So, things are not exactly where you want them to be. Not everyone does things at the same time, but you are a good man, Marco. I know I don’t tell you this enough, but I’m proud of you, son.”
 
   And despite being 31 years old, Marco couldn’t deny it felt good to have his father say that. He blinked rapidly a few times, then put his arm around his father’s shoulders and hugged him. Leo leaned into him for just a moment, but then the back door flew open and Abe jumped out onto the top stair, wearing an apron Vinnie had given their mother last Christmas. Unfortunately, she hadn’t gotten the double entendre, but Marco knew Abe damn straight did. The apron read It’s not a party until my Italian meatballs come out.
 
   “Mangia, mangia, mangia!” Abe sang and the kitchen erupted in female laughter.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
   “Can I tell you something, Taylor?”
 
   Taylor looked up from the viewfinder. “You can tell me anything.”
 
   “Sometimes I don’t think René Noir knows what he’s doing. He put me in yellow. I look terrible in yellow…” She stopped abruptly. “Wait. Are you recording right now?”
 
   “Yeah, do you want me to stop?”
 
   She considered that for a moment, then she tilted her head. “No, keep recording. I’m tired of pretending.”
 
   Taylor frowned. “Did something happen? You seem annoyed today.”
 
   She shook her head. She wore a silk tank top in coral with a floral print skirt and her combat boots again. She had her hair in something she called a fishtail braid. It was pretty as it lay over her shoulder.
 
   “Everyone in this business is a user.”
 
   “Okay? But something specific must have happened, Lavender. Did someone do something to you?”
 
   “I told you about Carson Beckett before, remember?”
 
   “Remind me.”
 
   “He’s René Noir’s publicist or lawyer or something.”
 
   “Oh, right, he took you to Jett Carter’s club one night.”
 
   “No, Taylor. I went to Jett’s club with René. Carson took me to that new club, the underground club.”
 
   He remembered how confused she’d been the next day, disoriented and strange. He’d suspected something had happened at that club. “Okay, I remember now.”
 
   “Well, Carson Beckett has money. I mean, he has more money than God.”
 
   “I don’t think God has money, Lavender.” He was trying to be light, but she glared at him. “Sorry. René Noir has money too.”
 
   “But he squanders it. He blows it on cars and that mansion of his in Beverly Hills. Carson Beckett knows how to invest his. He told me he’d help me invest some of mine, then he asked me to dinner.”
 
   “Did you go?”
 
   “No, he broke it off. He took Kiki’s friend, Lulu, instead.”
 
   “Kiki has a friend named Lulu?”
 
   “Concentrate, Taylor.”
 
   “Sorry. Okay, so he took her to dinner, instead of you. Why would he do that?”
 
   “He said it was best that we not be seen together, that people would talk and that wasn’t good for either of our careers.”
 
   “Then why did he ask you to dinner in the first place?”
 
   “He was drunk.” She gave a disgusted shake of the head. “When he sobered up, he called it off.”
 
   “It was probably for the best, Lavender.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Were you really interested in him?”
 
   “He’s got a regular income, he’s a lawyer, Taylor. He’s got a nice house in Sherman Oaks and a BMW that he owns.”
 
   “So he offers stability.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “And that’s what you want more than anything, isn’t it?”
 
   She nodded. “God, how come you know me so well?”
 
   He smiled at that, but it made him a little sad. He could give her stability too, but she didn’t want his sort of stability. It was too middle class. “What happened with the Jett Carter music video?”
 
   “I ran it past Gwen and she blew a coronary. God, that woman doesn’t want me to have any fun at all.”
 
   “She’s looking out for you, Lavender.”
 
   Lavender’s look softened. “I know she is, and I appreciate it. Gwen Fontaine always has my back, no matter what.”
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Peyton, Tank and Bambi showed up at Gwen’s condo the next morning by 9:00AM. The previous day, Gwen had dropped them off at their condo, then said she had a headache and wanted to go home. When they called later, Radar told them he was too busy to talk. They interpreted that to mean he was dealing with his wife’s emotional defeat.
 
   Without using René Noir as a front, getting into the clubs and parties that Lavender had attended would be so much more difficult. Sure, Gwen had her own connections, but those were a bit more upscale than René Noir’s contacts. René sank himself into the seedy underside of Hollywood, places that Gwen wouldn’t go and frankly, didn’t know. Lavender had obviously followed René into this underbelly and gotten herself killed.
 
   Peyton wondered if they shouldn’t just haul René into Bustamante’s precinct and grill him, but Tank and Bambi reasoned he had enough money to buy a team of lawyers and stonewall them for the rest of their lives. The five young women hurt in this underground club deserved better than that. Therefore, they needed René Noir.
 
   Radar opened the door to them. “Hey.”
 
   “Hey, Radar, how’s Gwen?” asked Bambi.
 
   He motioned them inside. “We think we’ve come up with a plan.”
 
   “Awesome. Let’s hear it,” said Tank, stepping into a lushly decorated living room with white couches, white accent chairs, and white carpet.
 
   Gwen sat at a shimmering white table, laid with a scrumptious breakfast, wearing a white robe with feathers around the collar and sleeves. Her hair was pulled up in jeweled clasp, spilling over her head in an artfully sloppy up-do.
 
   “Please come and join us,” she said, reaching for a white coffee carafe.
 
   “How are you feeling?” asked Peyton as Tank and Bambi moved to take seats around the table.
 
   “Better.” She poured the coffee into a white cup with a white saucer and picked it up, holding it out to Peyton. “Have some coffee.”
 
   “I thought it was bad for your skin,” Peyton said, accepting it.
 
   “But it’s good for your brain,” said Gwen, smiling.
 
   Peyton laughed at that. A picture on a white marble fireplace mantle caught her eye and she went over to it, picking up the crystal frame. In the photo, Radar and Gwen sat on a red leather sofa, holding two fluffy Persian cats.
 
   “Oh my God, is this Satin and Lacey?”
 
   Radar moved to her side and took the frame. “Don’t break it.”
 
   “I wasn’t going to break it,” she grumbled.
 
   “You always break something.”
 
   Peyton stuck her tongue out at him, which made Gwen laugh.
 
   “She’s welcome to touch whatever she wants, Carlos,” she scolded.
 
   “You have no idea what you just said,” he murmured as he turned away from the fireplace.
 
   “Is Lacey the one Radar’s holding, Gwen?”
 
   “She is.”
 
   “Oh my God, she’s the fluffiest!” She almost danced, but her coffee swished a little too close to the lip of the cup.
 
   Radar glared at her.
 
   Glancing at the white carpet, she carefully walked over to the breakfast table.
 
   “Sit and get something to eat,” said Gwen.
 
   “In a minute,” said Radar. “Sparky, we need to talk.”
 
   Peyton set her coffee cup in the spot where Gwen had told her to sit and turned to face him.
 
   He narrowed his eyes on her. “So you lost Igor at the airport?”
 
   Peyton felt her heart sink. She knew a dressing down was coming, but she hated it just the same. “Radar, I’m sorry, I didn’t know he’d wander off like that. He’s a grown man. What grown man just wanders away like that?”
 
   “Igor.”
 
   “Well, I know that now and it won’t happen again. Besides Tank and I found him in time and got him on the plane and…”
 
   “Good job.”
 
   Peyton stopped speaking, not sure she’d heard him correctly. “Come again?”
 
   “Good job.” Then he awkwardly bumped her healing shoulder with his fist.
 
   Oh hell no, she thought, moving forward and throwing her arms around him. He wasn’t getting off that easy.
 
   “Thank you for saying that,” she said against his chest.
 
   He patted her back even more awkwardly. “Enough, Sparky. Don’t get my shirt dirty.”
 
   She backed up and smoothed his shirt. “I’m sorry, it’s just so good to hear praise from you.”
 
   Radar gave everyone around the table an uncomfortable look, then he nodded at the glass doors behind the table. “Remember that after we’ve had our talk. Come out on the balcony with me.”
 
   She frowned and turned to watch him cross over to the door and open it.
 
   “Bring your coffee and hustle, Sparky, we don’t have all day.”
 
   Tank and Bambi gave her bewildered looks as she picked up her coffee and carried it to the door, following Radar onto the balcony. The view wasn’t the best, the balcony looked out over other high-rise condos, but the sun was shining and it felt good.
 
   A couple of chaise lounges were arranged on the balcony with a small table between them. The cushions were white too. Damn if Gwen didn’t have an obsession with white. “Gwen likes things…um…monochromatic.”
 
   “You mean white.” Radar motioned for Peyton to take a seat on one of the loungers.
 
   Peyton shrugged, sipping her coffee as she sat down. “Well, yeah.”
 
   “We can’t have white at home because of the cats, so she went a little wild here.”
 
   “I see. Lacey and Satin must shed a ton.”
 
   Radar’s features softened as he took a seat across from her. “It’s worth it.” Then before she could respond, he reached into the breast pocket of his shirt and pulled out his shades, slipping them on. “Look, Sparky, you’re not gonna like what I’m gonna say, but we gotta get back in with René Noir, right?”
 
   “Right.” She settled the saucer on her knee and balanced the cup.
 
   “He refuses to work with women.”
 
   “I was there.”
 
   “Says he’ll only work with men.”
 
   “Yep. Heard it.”
 
   Radar clasped his hands. “I need you to call the boytoy.”
 
   Peyton had just turned to set her coffee on the table, but it teetered. Radar steadied it with a hand, shoving it back so it couldn’t fall.
 
   “What?” she said, her voice coming out higher than she meant it to.
 
   “Look, it makes sense. We need a male model, who’s also able to handle himself and carries a gun and a badge. I’ll get him on the payroll for the department while we’re on the case, so he’ll make a little bonus, and Sarge will clear it with the Chief of Police, but you’ve got to admit, he’s our best choice.”
 
   “How? How is he our best choice? There’s got to be thousands of male models out here.”
 
   “Not with a gun.”
 
   “Then other agents.”
 
   “Who? I sure as hell can’t do it, I’m a little old, and Tank is Tank. Your guy’s pretty enough and he can handle himself, Sparky. We need that. Plus no one will recognize him out here.”
 
   “And he’s got a bum leg, Radar.”
 
   “René Noir isn’t going to be interested in his leg. Besides, Gwen already came up with a story for that. He’s recovering from a motorcycle accident.”
 
   “He will NEVER do this, Radar. NEVER.”
 
   “If you ask him…”
 
   “No! I’m not asking him something like this. I don’t even know where we are and you’re wanting me to bring him in on this case. NO!”
 
   “Call him, Sparky. We need this. Gwen needs this.” He gave her a sideways look. “Lavender deserves justice.”
 
   “That’s shitty, Radar. Even for you. You don’t understand!”
 
   “Then explain it to me.”
 
   Peyton took a breath and released it. “I’m trying to get some perspective, so I can figure out what I want.”
 
   “So you can figure out what you want?”
 
   “Yeah, what I want. I’m trying to figure out if I want him in my life or not, Radar, and if I call him to help us on this case, it’s gonna confuse everything again. We’ll be right back where we were before and nothing will ever get solved.”
 
   “What needs to be solved? What is so monumental that it requires all this hand-wringing and thinking? God, young people annoy the shit out of me with all this deep introspection all the time. Nothing is this complicated.”
 
   “But it is.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “We keep trying this relationship and it doesn’t work. It hurts too much.”
 
   “What doesn’t work? What hurts?”
 
   “Us.”
 
   “Then why do you keep going back to him?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “If it doesn’t work, if it hurts, why do you keep letting him into your life?”
 
   “Because I love him.”
 
   Radar gave her a disgusted look. “Then that’s enough. Call him.”
 
   “No! You don’t understand. I might love him, but that doesn’t mean he’s good for me.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “He’s possessive, Radar.”
 
   Radar’s expression grew introspective. “Really? So, he won’t let you work?”
 
   “What? No, he’s never stopped me from working.”
 
   “Oh, then he won’t let you travel?”
 
   “Clearly that’s not the problem.” She gave him an annoyed shake of her head.
 
   “So he won’t let you have your own friends?”
 
   “No…well, he doesn’t want me to be friends with Mike Edwards.”
 
   “Right. Mike Edwards. That’s clearly being too possessive. What is it that he doesn’t like about Mike Edwards again?”
 
   “Radar.”
 
   “I’m just curious.”
 
   “He thinks he’s after more than he is, but the relationship’s harmless.”
 
   “Right. Harmless. He’s never come uninvited to your home, has he?”
 
   “Radar…”
 
   “Or filled your office with flowers inappropriately?”
 
   “Radar…”
 
   “Or gotten a job where you worked.”
 
   Peyton exhaled. “Okay, point taken.”
 
   Radar took her hand, surprising her. “Here’s the reality, Sparky. I’m gonna tell you what’s wrong and you’re gonna be pissed at me for it, but I’m still gonna do it. For too long people have been putting a bandage over this, but it’s time for some air to get to this wound.”
 
   “What are you talking about, old man?”
 
   He held up a finger in front of her. “You’re listening and Radar is talking.”
 
   “Radar’s talking in the third person,” she remarked.
 
   He shook his finger at her. “You’re listening, Sparky, and that’s that.”
 
   Peyton held up a hand and leaned back on the chaise. “Fine.”
 
   He drew a deep breath, then released it.
 
   “Your father was murdered and you never got to say goodbye.”
 
   “What the hell, Radar!” She rose to her feet, but he caught her hand and urged her back down.
 
   “Your father was murdered and you never got over it. Then you watched Marco get shot and he nearly died in your arms, right?”
 
   She clenched her jaw, but she nodded.
 
   “The two men you relied on most in the world almost left you. You’ve had PTSD for years now, Sparky. You had it before the Janitor ever came into your life. A few months ago, Marco made a huge mistake. He left. Now, whatever his reasons for doing it aside, he left you. That’s the fact. That’s the only fact you can see right now. No matter how bad he wants to take it back, no matter how wrong he knows he was, he did it and that’s set you up. It’s triggered that abandonment you felt when your father died.”
 
   She looked away, shaking her head. “You make me sound irrational, Radar.”
 
   He caught her chin and forced her to look at him. “No, it’s rational, Sparky. Maybe it’s not fair to everyone involved, you most of all, but it’s rational. Even when people die, no fault of their own, we feel anger toward them. You’ve been angry at your father for a long time. Marco’s just the embodiment of it. He’s the one you can take it out on. And you keep punishing him, Sparky, because you know he’ll keep taking it. You know he’ll never really leave you.”
 
   She went still, listening to him. God, if he was right, she was the worst person in the world. She was angry at her father for getting killed, then she was punishing Marco for what happened to her father. What sort of a person did those things? She had to be a sociopath.
 
   “That makes me sound psychotic, Radar. That makes me the most horrible person in the world.”
 
   He laughed at her – she couldn’t believe he laughed at her.
 
   “No, Sparky, geez, you are so damn complicated. That doesn’t make you a horrible person. That makes you human.” He pulled out his cell phone and held it out to her. “Now, call the boytoy damn it, so we can get this case solved and go home. I hate Hollywood and I hate white.”
 
   Peyton stared at the phone, but he just shook it at her. “You’re insane, old man,” she said angrily, grabbing the phone from his hand.
 
   “Yeah, well, at least I’m not the most horrible person in the world,” he said.
 
   Peyton swatted at him, but he rolled backward over the seat like a ninja and sprang to his feet, and she found herself laughing in spite of the war of emotions churning inside of her.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Marco was surprised when his new cell phone rang and Radar’s name flashed across the screen. Grabbing it up, he leaned back in his desk chair and thumbed it on. “D’Angelo?”
 
   “Marco,” came Peyton’s voice. “Hear me out before you hang up on me.”
 
   “Peyton? Where’s your phone?”
 
   “I have it, but Radar made me call on his.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Well, let me explain, then you can hang up on him. We want to hire you as a consultant for this case.”
 
   “Wait. What?”
 
   He could hear her draw a deep breath. “Marco, René Noir won’t work with women anymore.” She told him the whole story of their meeting with the temperamental fashion designer, and of how defeated they’d all felt when he refused Bambi, but how Radar and Gwen had come up with a new plan. “René’s cooperation is instrumental to getting into the places that Lavender frequented, but we can’t yet rule him out as a suspect, so we can’t just ask him to take us there. We need to stay undercover.”
 
   “Peyton, I’m sorry. I’m not getting where I come into all this.”
 
   “We need a male model.”
 
   Marco went still.
 
   “Radar’s willing to pay you a consultant fee and Rosa Alvarez will clear it with the Chief. Defino might even be willing to come back and supervise your cases until you return. We need you down here, Marco, but I know this is outside your wheelhouse. Gwen thinks she can teach you enough to get a pass and she’s going to take you shopping to buy a whole new wardrobe. I would never ask this of you because I know how much you hate this sort of stuff, but we’re really in a bind. We haven’t even begun to get a lead on this case and one girl is already dead, Marco, and…”
 
   “I’ll do it.”
 
   Peyton fell silent.
 
   Marco smiled to himself. He knew he’d shocked her, but he didn’t have much choice. The picture he’d received on his phone spooked him and he wanted to be close to her where he could watch her back as he had in the old days. If he had to prance around in stupid tight clothes, he’d do it just to be near her.
 
   “Peyton?”
 
   “I’m sorry, I thought I heard you say you’d do it.”
 
   “If you can get Defino to cover for me, I’ll come down. The flight’s only an hour and a half, so if we get a break on this Murphy case, I’ll just fly back up. That said, I’ll do it, Peyton.”
 
   “Well, okay.” She sounded hesitant and that bothered him, but he wasn’t missing this opportunity to keep his eye on things. “Um, I’ll just have Radar give you the information and I guess I’ll see you here tomorrow.”
 
   “See you then.”
 
   She was silent for another moment, then she said, “Marco?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “No problem.”
 
   A moment later, Radar’s voice came on the line. “Okay, look, we’ll get this cleared with the Chief of Police, but you’re going to have to leave the badge there. I’m going to temporarily deputize you as an FBI consultant, so I’ll give you a temporary badge.” His voice trailed off and then he was speaking directly into the mouthpiece. “I know why you agreed to do this, and I appreciate it.”
 
   “Not a problem, Radar. Have you found out anything about the other issue?”
 
   “Not yet. I’ve got my guys working on the photo as we speak.”
 
   “Good, so do I.”
 
   “I’ll text you your flight information and Tank will meet you at the airport. D’Angelo, I’m gonna get to the bottom of that picture, I promise you.”
 
   “I appreciate that, Radar. Look, I’ll see you tomorrow as soon as I get the all clear.”
 
   “Done and done,” said Radar, disconnecting the call.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Peyton and Bambi stopped at the door to Lavender and Kiki’s condo. It was in the same building as the one they were using, but it had a Do Not Disturb sign on the door. Radar had told them to question the mother and sister. Oscar Bustamante wanted to be with them when they did, but this was going to be hard. No doubt about it.
 
   Oscar hadn’t arrived, so they stood outside the door, reluctant to knock. Peyton knew the devastation these two women were feeling, the soul-deep loss that would never heal. It was a loss you never fully recovered from, one that ambushed you from time to time, even many years later. Whenever she had to talk to a grieving family member, she had flashbacks to her own father’s death and the weeks afterwards where both she and her mother felt raw and fragile.
 
   “How do you feel about Marco coming down here?” Bambi asked her, rocking on her five inch heels. It made her top six feet, forcing Peyton to look way up at her.
 
   “I’m fine with it.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   Peyton drew a deep breath. Was she sure? Actually, it scared her how much she wanted him down here. It would be like old times, the two of them working a case together. Maybe it was what they needed to get their relationship back on track.
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure,” she said.
 
   The elevator doors opened and Bustamante appeared, walking with that slow swagger of a seasoned police officer, his dark gaze sweeping over everything, taking it in. “Agent Brooks, Agent Redford.”
 
   “Detective,” said Peyton, reaching out to shake his hand.
 
   Bambi did the same, giving him that effortless sex-appeal that just oozed out of her. Peyton would have hated her for it, but she didn’t even think Bambi realized what she was doing.
 
   Bustamante scrubbed his hands together. “I hate doing this. It was bad enough coming out here yesterday to tell them we’d found Lavender, but now to have to ask them questions about her lifestyle, God almighty, I’d give anything not to have to do it.”
 
   “Peyton’s a pro at this,” said Bambi, beaming. “It’s one of the reasons we brought her on our team.”
 
   Peyton gave her a sharp shake of her head, but Bustamante immediately focused on her.
 
   “A pro, huh?”
 
   “I wouldn’t say that.”
 
   “Let’s go, sister. My lunch is backing up on me,” he said, pushing Peyton toward the door and placing the other hand in the middle of his stomach.
 
   Bambi gave Peyton an encouraging nod and stepped back. Peyton wanted to slap her silly, but Bambi was always so damn sweet about everything. She knocked on the door and winced when it echoed back down the silent corridor.
 
   A moment later, a high school aged girl opened it, peering out, her eyes rimmed in red. She had light brown hair, large features, and eyes that were very wide set. Model’s features, Gwen would say. Too large to be pretty in person, but stunning when made-up and placed before a camera. She was at least 5’10” wearing a baggy sweatshirt and a pair of Daisy Duke shorts.
 
   “Yes?” she said, blinking at them and lifting a hand to scrub at her cheek. Her long brown hair was pulled up in a messy ponytail.
 
   “Lynda Fisher?”
 
   “Yes?” she repeated.
 
   Removing her badge, Peyton showed it to her. “I’m Special Agent Peyton Brooks. I’m assisting in the investigation of your sister’s…assault.”
 
   “You mean murder.” A hard edge crept into her features, her eyes narrowing, her mouth going taut.
 
   “Yes, murder,” said Peyton. “I need to ask you and your mother some questions.” She motioned to Bambi. “This is my partner Special Agent Emma Redford, and you know Detective Bustamante.”
 
   Her hard eyes lifted to him and for a moment, Peyton thought she wasn’t going to let them inside. From experience, Peyton knew she had about 30 seconds to convince her otherwise. “Lynda, I know what you’re going through. I know that right now the last thing you want to see is more law enforcement, but these first few hours are critical in our investigation.”
 
   Her gaze shifted back to Peyton and she backed up, opening the door wide. “Come in.”
 
   Peyton and her companions walked into an apartment that looked like it had been ransacked. Dirty dishes were on the small dining room table, cast off clothing lay on every surface, pizza boxes and wine bottles were shoved under the coffee table and piled in a corner by the door.
 
   Lynda gave Peyton a sheepish look. “My sister was a slob. So was her roommate, Kiki. I started to clean up, but Mom told me to stop. The police might want to go through some of this mess.”
 
   After getting a tetanus shot, thought Peyton.
 
   “I sure hope you don’t have to use the bathroom because it looks like a makeup counter exploded.”
 
   Peyton gave a half-laugh.
 
   The bedroom door opened and a middle aged woman stepped out. She also had brown hair, clipped up on top of her head, wearing hot pink sweatpants and a pale pink tank top, her feet bare. Mascara had smeared beneath her eyes, but she hadn’t bothered to clean it off.
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   “This is Agent Brooks and her partner, Mom. You remember Detective Bustamante.”
 
   The mother motioned them into the room. “Clear a spot on the couch, Lynda,” she said, climbing into an armchair and wrapping her arms around her knees. “Forgive the mess.”
 
   Lynda gathered an armful of clothes and walked to the end of the couch, dumping it on the floor. After picking up two more armloads, there was enough space for the three of them to sit if they sat really close.
 
   Peyton took a seat on the edge, turned so she could see Lavender’s mother. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”
 
   Lynda moved behind her mother’s chair and her mother reached up, taking her hand, then she nodded. “Thank you. Lynn was a good girl.” Her face crumpled and she burst into tears. “I just can’t call her Lavender. I hated that name.”
 
   Bustamante shifted uncomfortably, but Bambi reached for the tissue sitting in the middle of the coffee table and handed it to Lynda. Lynda gave some to her mother, who wiped her eyes and blew her nose.
 
   The smell of stale pizza and sickly sweet wine made Peyton’s stomach roil. “Would it be all right if we open the slider?” Peyton pointed to the door that lead to a balcony.
 
   “Sure,” said Lynda.
 
   “I’ll get it,” said Bustamante, scrambling to get out of the couch.
 
   “I’m sorry, Ms. Fisher, I don’t know your first name.”
 
   “Lyla.”
 
   “Lyla, do you mind if I take some notes?”
 
   “No.” She waved the hand that held the tissue. With the other, she still held onto her daughter.
 
   “Was Lynn seeing anyone while she was out here?”
 
   Lyla rubbed a hand on her forehead. “She mentioned that rock star. What’s his name?” She looked up at her daughter.
 
   “Jett Carter.”
 
   “Right, Jett Carter.”
 
   “Of Perfect Inertia?” asked Bambi.
 
   “That’s the one,” said Lynda.
 
   Peyton vaguely knew the name. “Perfect Inertia?”
 
   “You know that punk song Fracture My Soul?” prompted Bambi.
 
   Peyton shook her head.
 
   “You know, you left me and it fractured my soul, you screwed me and it fractured my soul, now I’m gonna fracture your skull?” said Lynda in a half-singing voice.
 
   Bustamante turned from the doorway and gave Peyton a disbelieving look.
 
   Peyton cleared her throat. “Right. So, Laven…Lynn was seeing him socially?”
 
   Lyla looked up at her daughter.
 
   “She went to a couple of parties at his club with René, but he was too creepy for her. He had bats in a cage and these vicious Doberman Pinscher dogs. Everything was Goth”
 
   Peyton wrote down Jett Carter. He sounded like a good candidate for sucking people’s blood. “His club?”
 
   “The Aquarius Station.”
 
   “She went there with René Noir?”
 
   “Yeah, she said René was fascinated by him. Loved all the eyeliner and the whips and chains.”
 
   “Did Gwen Fontaine know she was going there?”
 
   “No, she always went when Gwen was out of town.”
 
   Lyla shook her head. “I warned her to be careful. Gwen watches out for her girls, but these others, they’re just predators.”
 
   “Like René Noir and Jett Carter?” prompted Peyton.
 
   “Exactly like them. Lynn was a good girl. She wouldn’t have gone to parties where they did those things.”
 
   Peyton’s gaze lifted to Lynda. “What things?”
 
   “Jett has a playroom, a sex room, you know with toys and stuff? He showed it to Lynn.”
 
   Peyton circled Carter’s name. He’d just jumped to the top of their list. Her eyes tracked to Bustamante. He tucked his hands into the back pockets of his suit and shrugged.
 
   “Carter has an alibi for the night that Lynn was…” When Lyla looked at him, he blanched. “Attacked,” he amended.
 
   “Did Kiki go to these parties with Lynn?”
 
   “All the time. They went everywhere together. Gwen preached safety in numbers.”
 
   Peyton nodded. “Okay, so was there anyone else Lynn saw?”
 
   Lynda exchanged a look with her mother. “Lynn was doing this project with a kid from UCLA.”
 
   “A project? What sort of project?”
 
   “He’s a film student or something. She told me about it a few times. She’d go to his dorm and he’d film her.”
 
   Bambi and Peyton exchanged a look. “Film her?”
 
   “Talking. She said it was innocent, but it made me nervous. I didn’t get it. She went every single week.”
 
   “Do you remember his name?”
 
   “Tyler Something. I keep trying to remember. I was going through some stuff on her computer, but I haven’t found anything.”
 
   “Can we take her computer, Ms. Fisher?” asked Bustamante.
 
   “Of course. Lynda will get it for you.”
 
   “Thank you,” said Peyton. “Anything else you can think of?”
 
   “Why did she die?” asked Lyla in a broken voice. “Why did my daughter die when the others didn’t?”
 
   Bustamante looked down. “Kiki may not make it, Ms. Fisher.”
 
   “Because of the infection, but she didn’t die from the assault. Why did Lynn die?”
 
   Peyton closed her notebook and slipped it back in her pocket. Then she clasped her hands before her. “I don’t know, Lyla, but I’m going to find out. Our ME assisted on the autopsy and he’s one of the best in the nation. He won’t stop until he figures out what happened, and I promise you this. We won’t stop until we get whoever’s responsible.”
 
   Lyla stared at her, her eyes swimming in tears.
 
   “You said you know what we’re going through, Agent Brooks,” said Lynda. “How?”
 
   “My father was murdered. I know what you’re feeling and I know you can’t think of a time when this will ever get better, but it does. It never totally goes away, but it gets better, and finding out who did it helps. I promise you that. It helps.”
 
   “I’ll get the computer,” said Lynda, turning to go.
 
   “Just one thing more,” said Peyton, stopping her. “We’ll leave our cards, so if you think of anything at all, you call us. Agent Redford and myself are staying in the building. However, we’re undercover right now, so we’d appreciate it if you acted like you didn’t know us, but you can call at any time or any hour. Understood.”
 
   “Understood,” they both said.
 
   Peyton reached into her pocket for her card and rose, handing it to Lyla. When she reached for it, Peyton closed her hands over the other woman’s. “You call me for anything, you hear?”
 
   Lyla gave her a watery smile. “Thank you, Agent Brooks, I appreciate that.”


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
   “Tell me about your father, Taylor. What’s he like?”
 
   “He works a lot. He manages a grocery store.”
 
   “But he’s been married to your mother all this time?”
 
   “Yeah, twenty years. They’re kinda dorky.”
 
   “How?”
 
   Taylor scrunched up his mouth. “They still kiss and hold hands.”
 
   Lavender braced her chin on her fist and smiled at him. She wore cutoff shorts and a football jersey with a baseball cap turned around backwards on her head. “I think that’s sweet. I hope I do that with my husband after we’ve been married for twenty years.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “My dad left when I was two. He has a new family now.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Lavender.”
 
   “It’s not like I care, but I wonder sometimes…”
 
   “Wonder? About what?”
 
   “I don’t know. It’s stupid. You’re gonna think it’s stupid. I mean your parents are still married and all.”
 
   “Just tell me.”
 
   “Why does anyone get married?” She pulled her legs up on the edge of the chair and wrapped her arms around them. “Almost 50% of marriages end in divorce, so what’s the point? You have better odds of being struck by lightning than staying with the guy you marry.”
 
   Taylor smiled. “I think the lightning’s a little less than 50%, but I could be wrong.”
 
   She swatted at him. “You know what I mean. Why do they do it?”
 
   “I don’t know. I guess everyone’s hoping they’ll be in the 50% that’s successful.”
 
   She considered that. “Yeah, you might have something. I mean look what happened to my parents, but I still hope I get married someday.”
 
   Taylor liked this side of her, when she got all introspective and serious. This girl was definitely not stupid.
 
   She shook herself. “Who am I kidding? Any guys that are interested in me want one of two things – sex or my money. I’m never gonna find anyone who sees me for who I really am.”
 
   “That’s just not true, Lavender.”
 
   “It is true. Everyone wants something from you. That’s human nature.”
 
   “No, that’s what you’ve seen in Hollywood. That isn’t the way it is for everyone. I know there are guys out there who would love to spend time with you just because of who you are inside.”
 
   “And who is that, Taylor?”
 
   He knew he was getting into a dangerous area with her now, but her face was so expectant, so urgent. “You are warm and funny and smart and just really, really cool, Lavender, and I really enjoy spending time with you.”
 
   She studied him a moment in silence. “You’re a good guy, Taylor. I’ll bet your father’s really proud of you.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess he is.”
 
   “Yeah,” she said with a laugh. “You know he is.”
 
   “Yeah,” he said, feeling a blush rise in his cheeks. “But you’re really great too. I’m serious. You are special, Lavender, and not just because of your looks or your money, but because of who you are. I like you.”
 
   She beamed at that, ducking her head. “I like you too, Taylor,” she said.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   The next morning, Marco’s old captain, Katherine Defino, arrived in his office. The first thing she did was close the curtains. “How can you stand all this light?”
 
   He laughed at that. “Tell Tag and Holmes to keep me in the loop on the Murphy case,” he said.
 
   She nodded. She still wore her hair in a smart bob, but her pantsuit had undergone an upgrade. Working in the Chief of Police’s office seemed to agree with her. “You’ll do good as a male model, D’Angelo.”
 
   He gave her a wry look. “Yeah, the things I get myself into.”
 
   “This has nothing to do with you,” she said, taking a seat in his chair and running her hands over the arms. “This is nice by the way.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “A bit too comfy and masculine, but it’ll do.”
 
   “Thanks,” he said again, feeling like he was already being pushed out of his office. “What do you mean it has nothing to do with me?”
 
   “Everything you do is still about protecting Brooks.” She squinted up at him and he had a flashback to earlier days when she’d do the same thing. “Let’s be real. That’s always been the motivation.”
 
   He couldn’t help but smile at her. “I’ve missed you.”
 
   “Don’t get mushy on me. You gotta go get waxed.”
 
   As Jake drove him to the airport, he worried over that. What did she mean he had to go get waxed? Deciding to put it out of his mind, he shifted uncomfortably on the Daisy’s passenger seat. He could swear a spring was poking him in the ass.
 
   “Did Stan get anything off my phone yet?” he asked Jake. Yesterday had been a shitstorm of rushing back and forth, preparing for this trip to L.A., briefing Defino on their cases, checking in with his detectives, and letting both Kurt Foster and Tricia Tran know where he was going to be.
 
   “He told me he’s pretty sure it’s a burner cell. He may have located the store where it was bought. Cho and Simons were on their way out there to talk to the store manager and see if they have surveillance tape.”
 
   “Good. Text me any news you have as soon as Cho or Simons get anything.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   Marco squirmed again. “What the hell is wrong with this seat?”
 
   “A spring’s pushed through the cushion.”
 
   “Awesome,” he grumbled.
 
   “We could have taken the Charger, but you wouldn’t let me drive her.”
 
   “No one drives her but me. She needs a special hand now. She’s getting older.”
 
   “Bullshit,” Jake said, giving him an arch look. “You’d let Peyton drive her.”
 
   Yeah, he would. “Look, Ryder, there are two things in the world that mean everything to me. The Charger’s one of them.”
 
   Jake pulled into the drop-off lane. “I should be going with you.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Who’s gonna take your headshots?”
 
   “Headshots? What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “René Noir’s gonna wanna know how you look on film before he hires you.”
 
   “I look great on film.”
 
   “You would if I took the headshots.”
 
   “Radar’s wife will figure it out.”
 
   “Tell Bambi I said hi.” Jake shifted in the seat and his eyes lit up. “I can’t believe that idiot Noir passed her up. She’s so sexy and hot and…”
 
   “Knock it off.” Marco started to open the door, but he hesitated. “What do you think it means when Defino said…” He stopped himself and decided he was probably better off not knowing.
 
   “What? What did Defino say?”
 
   “That I had to get waxed.”
 
   Jake pealed off into laughter. “Oh, shit, yeah, you’re gonna have to get waxed, D’Angelo. Oh shit! That’s awesome.”
 
   Marco glared at him, then climbed out of the Daisy, coming up short. A whole group of people were standing on the sidewalk, staring at the purple car with the bright yellow daisies painted on the side. He went around to the trunk and pulled out his overnight bag, slamming the lid again. He could still hear Jake snickering as he went back to the passenger door and poked his head inside.
 
   “Keep me updated on both cases, Ryder,” he growled at him.
 
   Jake laughed and nodded.
 
   “And get a new damn car!” Then he slammed the Daisy’s door.
 
   Three hours later he knew exactly what Defino had meant. Tank and Gwen met him at the airport, then Gwen whisked him off to some snooty salon where they gave him a new haircut and did other things to him that he would rather have not known could be done to a man. At least Tank gave him a commiserate look when it was over.
 
   And he’d learned something new. He’d never known cucumber could be used in so many ways – they’d made him sit with cucumber on his eyes and they put it in his mineral water, then they’d blended it up with avocado and smeared it all over his face.
 
   Finally, Gwen took him clothes shopping. He’d have blushed furiously in embarrassment if he could have, but he wasn’t sure his skin was his own anymore. It had been tightened and moisturized and scrubbed so much it felt raw.
 
   She insisted on dressing him from the skivvies out, and she had few boundaries. She came into the dressing room with him, tugging on the various articles she made him put on in alarming ways. At one point, she stopped and looked up at him. He wore only a skimpy pair of boxer briefs, holding a shirt before him.
 
   “I want to thank you for your service to humanity,” she said, touching his bare shoulder.
 
   He looked down, trying to cover up the horrible scarring on his leg.
 
   She tightened her grip. “You have nothing to hide, Captain D’Angelo. The scars we earn in life are a roadmap of how we’ve lived.” She looked directly at his scars. “You’ve lived a hero, sir.”
 
   He blushed again for an entirely different reason. “How’s this going to work, Gwen? I can’t walk without a limp.”
 
   “When I talk to René, I’m going to tell him you were recently in a motorcycle accident. He’ll think it’s tragic and cool.”
 
   “Cool?”
 
   She sighed. “You don’t know these people. Besides, René does magazine shoots mostly. You won’t have to walk a runway. He has other models for that. He just needs someone to be the face of Noir across the world in print and on billboards.”
 
   “Billboards?” He felt a little sick to his stomach.
 
   She patted his cheek. “You’ll be perfect. You have that indefinable something. The dark hair, the blue eyes, the Patrician features, but it’s something more. People will be drawn to that existential pain in your gaze.”
 
   The pain wasn’t existential. It was real and he felt like his thigh was on fire.
 
   After buying more clothing than he’d ever owned in his entire life, Gwen and Tank took him back to the condo where Peyton and the others were staying. Peyton answered the door, her eyes widening when she saw his new haircut. It was shorter than he’d ever worn it, but it suited his features well. The hairstylist had called it the James Bond. Whatever. It would probably be easier to take care of now.
 
   “Wow!” she said breathlessly.
 
   Tank pushed past her with Gwen and they headed to a room on the left. “You’ll bunk with Tank,” Gwen called over her shoulder as they carted in his new wardrobe. “I’m going to hang these properly, then I’ll be right back.”
 
   He fought down his disappointment at the sleeping arrangements, but he wasn’t sure what he’d expected – that he’d get to share a bed with Peyton when they were on a case?
 
   Peyton reached out and took his wrist, pulling him into the condo. He was limping worse than he had in a long time. Trying on clothes was hell with only one good leg.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   She urged him to take a seat on an armchair that seemed to wrap around him like an egg. It looked like an egg too.
 
   “Yeah,” he said, rubbing his thigh and glancing about the condo. Across from him was a turquoise couch with no arms and metal legs, another egg chair, and an oval glass coffee table with a nude statue in the middle of it. Marco thought it was a nude, but the statue was made out of stainless steel and had very little definition.
 
   Peyton stared down at him with a bewildered smile. “You sure?”
 
   His eyes snapped to her face and he felt a wash of relief. He hadn’t realized how tense he’d been since she’d called and asked him to come to LA. “Yeah, but Peyton…” His voice trailed off and he leaned closer to her. “They waxed things that should never have been waxed.”
 
   Her laugh made the rest of the tension slide away.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Peyton couldn’t believe how happy she felt when she opened the door and Marco stood on the other side. She still wasn’t sure what to do about their relationship, but her talk with Radar had put a few things in perspective. Gwen had been clear he was to bunk with Tank. She was going to leave that alone. It was best. It would give them time to just be near each other without the physical part getting in the way, but damn that was going to be hard.
 
   He looked good.
 
   No, he looked gorgeous. The haircut and the new clothes had taken a beautiful man and made him stunning. There was something to be said for having money and using it. And she couldn’t deny a part of her was curious about what they’d waxed.
 
   When Bambi walked into the room, she stopped and whistled. “How do you do, handsome!” she said, hurrying over to him and offering her hand. “Emma Redford or Bambi…whatever you want to call me.”
 
   Peyton bristled a little at the way she clutched his hand with both of her own. He struggled to stand, but Peyton pushed on his shoulder. “Relax. The flirting’s automatic. You don’t have to stand to receive it.”
 
   Marco smirked and looked away, but Bambi gave him a slow perusal.
 
   “René Noir is going to love you – all six foot what?”
 
   “Four.” Peyton pulled Bambi’s hand away and turned her toward the door. “Weren’t you going to work out?” She wore a skimpy sports bra and yoga pants.
 
   “Don’t worry. I’m not horning in on your man,” she said, turning and hugging Peyton. “But he is gorgeous.”
 
   Peyton saw her wink at him, so she pushed her away. “Bad Bambi!”
 
   Bambi laughed and danced away as Peyton swatted at her.
 
   “We have a problem,” said Gwen, coming out of the bedroom with Tank in tow. She had her phone pressed to her ear. “I tried to call my most discrete photographer to do Marco’s headshots. We’re calling you Mario Devine, by the way. And she’s out of the country shooting the humanitarian crisis in the Middle East.”
 
   Peyton wasn’t sure how to respond to either of those things. Marco mouthed Mario Devine, looking confused. “It’s an alias,” she told him, then focused on Gwen. “Who are you talking to?”
 
   “Carlos.” She slapped a hand against her thigh. “Celeste didn’t even tell me she was going out of the country.”
 
   “Well, I guess a humanitarian situation takes precedence…” began Peyton.
 
   “No, Carlos, there’s no one else I trust. Celeste’s the epitome of discretion. The others will be selling us out to the paparazzi before the last click of the camera. I know it’s a carnivorous industry. I know you don’t know why I want to keep associating with these people.” She made a talking motion with her hand and rolled her eyes. “But we need someone to take Marco’s headshots or I won’t even get in the door of René’s studio tomorrow.” She stopped talking and listened, nodding her head.
 
   Marco touched Peyton’s hand. “Mario Devine?”
 
   Peyton wasn’t sure how to make that one more palatable. “It’s just for a few days.”
 
   He gave her a skeptical look.
 
   “You’re right. It’s ridiculous.”
 
   He slumped back in the egg chair.
 
   Gwen’s attention focused on Peyton. “Carlos says to call your friend, the Ryder guy.”
 
   Bambi jumped up and down and clapped her hands. “Oh my God, that’s perfect. He’s so wonderful, so professional, and such an artist.”
 
   “Call Jake?”
 
   “Right,” said Gwen.
 
   “Call Jake to come down here?”
 
   Gwen listened on the phone. “Okay, okay,” she said into the receiver, then she lowered it. “He says he’ll pay him as a consultant too.”
 
   Peyton met Marco’s gaze and Marco sighed. “Well, sweetheart,” he said in a slow, sexy drawl, “things just got a whole lot more ridiculous.”
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Standing on the balcony of the condo in L.A., Marco watched a couple of kids playing in the swimming pool. White hanging lights glistened from the palm trees and the lounge chairs were under lit by low voltage pathway lights. The pool itself had a light, and the kids’ shadows as they swam created a pleasant, vacation atmosphere.
 
   Peyton had gone down to work out with Bambi, leaving him alone. Tank was video chatting with his wife, the Professor as he called her. That suited Marco just fine. He wasn’t in the mood to make small talk with a man he suspected was smarter than Stan Neumann.
 
   His phone rang and he fished it out of his pocket, limping to the bistro set and sinking into a chair. Tag’s name flashed on the screen.
 
   “D’Angelo,” he said.
 
   “Captain, how’s Hollywood?”
 
   “Sunny.”
 
   “Yeah, I think it’s famous for that, and some other things.”
 
   “Does Ryder have his flight worked out?”
 
   “Far as I know. He leaves tomorrow morning. Let me tell you, we’re all looking forward to a break.”
 
   “How’s Defino doing?”
 
   “Like she never left. That woman never asks for anything in a normal tone of voice. It always sounds like a command. She should have been a military trainer.”
 
   Marco laughed. “She used to make Peyton damn near piss herself.”
 
   Tag laughed with him. “How’s Fluffy doing?”
 
   “She’s fine so far.”
 
   “No more weird text messages?”
 
   “Not yet. What’s happening with Foster?”
 
   Tag blew out air. “That’s actually why I called you. Wegner’s getting frustrated with Foster not giving us an alibi for where he was the night Murphy bought the farm. He wants to put him on a 48 hour hold and see if that breaks him.”
 
   Marco looked out at the pool again, feeling a tightening in his chest. “That might break him, all right, in all the wrong ways.”
 
   “That’s what I said, but the only other way is for Foster to give us an alibi. Holmes and me, we were wondering if you’d talk to Foster, see if you can get him to budge.”
 
   “I did talk to him and he stonewalled me too. Look, can you get Wegner to hold off a little? Do you want me to call him?”
 
   “No, I’ll talk to him.”
 
   “Anything from Adams on the court order to release the employee names from the Fairmont?”
 
   “Not yet. I’ll bug him about it tomorrow.”
 
   “Okay. Let me know what shakes out.”
 
   “Will do.”
 
   “Hey, Tag?”
 
   “Yep?”
 
   “How’s the kid working out?”
 
   “The Price kid?”
 
   “That’s the one.”
 
   “Seems good to me. He’s already got more sense than Bartlet.”
 
   “That ain’t saying much.”
 
   Tag laughed.
 
   “Keep an eye on him while I’m gone.”
 
   “You got it, boss.”
 
   “Take care, all right?”
 
   “You too. Hey, Ryder said they’re probably going to make you get a wax.”
 
   Marco didn’t immediately respond.
 
   “Captain?”
 
   “They did.”
 
   “That bad?”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   Tag burst into laughter again. “Talk to you later.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Returning from the gym, Peyton found Marco sitting on the balcony, rubbing his leg. She lifted the end of the towel she’d draped around her neck and wiped the sweat from her forehead, sliding open the screen door and stepping out.
 
   He looked up and gave her a weary smile. “Hey, how was the workout?”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Shoulder all healed?”
 
   “It’s pretty good.” She nodded at his leg. “You have any pain pills?”
 
   “In my bag.”
 
   “You should probably take one – what with the flight and the walking and everything else, you’ll never be able to sleep unless you do. Want me to get it for you?”
 
   “No, I’ll get it in a minute.”
 
   She sensed something in his mood and came over, taking a seat across from him. Glancing over the edge of the balcony, she saw the kids swimming in the pool. Their laughter drifted up on the early summer breeze. Turning back around, she saw his phone lying on the table before him.
 
   “Did you get another text message?” She felt her mouth go dry.
 
   “No, no text message.”
 
   She released her breath. “That’s good. How’s Defino like being back in her old office?”
 
   “Fine. Tag just called.”
 
   Peyton’s smile broadened. “How is she?”
 
   “Good. She says Jake will be flying out tomorrow.”
 
   “Is Abe going to take the dogs?”
 
   “That’s what I figure.”
 
   Peyton nodded. Still, she sensed a tension in Marco. “What else did Tag say?”
 
   “Wegner, the lieutenant from Taraval, wants to put a 48 hour hold on Foster to force him to give up his alibi. He’s getting frustrated with the delay.”
 
   “Well, you can understand that, Marco. It’s always good to cross a suspect off the list.”
 
   “Yeah, but that might break this kid, Peyton. He’s fragile. He doesn’t need anymore trauma in his life.”
 
   Peyton reached over and covered Marco’s hand with her own. “Call him right now. Tell him what you just told me. Get him to give you his alibi.”
 
   “I’m not good at getting people to open up the way you can.”
 
   “That’s bullshit. You care about this kid. Get him to tell you, Marco. You can convince him. Get him on video chat, so he has to look you in the face when he tells you no.”
 
   Marco was silent for a moment, then he picked up the phone and dialed a number, pushing the video chat button. Foster connected on the third ring.
 
   “Marco?”
 
   “Hey, Kurt.” Marco glanced at Peyton and she gave him an encouraging nod. “I need to talk to you.”
 
   “Do you have anything on Lowell’s murder?”
 
   Marco scrubbed a hand across his clean-shaven chin. “No, Kurt, I don’t have anything on Lowell’s murder, but I need you to tell me where you were the night Lowell was murdered.”
 
   Peyton chewed her lip, hoping this kid would realize how serious this was. He didn’t answer for a moment.
 
   “I can’t do that, Marco,” he finally said.
 
   Marco briefly closed his eyes. Peyton touched his hand, urging him to continue. “Kurt, Wegner’s gonna lock you up if you don’t tell me. You swear you weren’t there when Lowell was killed, then tell me where you were.”
 
   “It’s not just me, Marco. Someone else’s involved.”
 
   “Okay, let’s start there. Don’t tell me the name yet, just tell me what you were doing.”
 
   Kurt made a frustrated noise, but Marco’s gaze was steady on the video feed. “Okay, look, I’ll tell you what I was doing, but I can’t get this guy in trouble. It’s not right, Marco.”
 
   “Tell me what you were doing, Kurt.” A muscle bulged in Marco’s jaw as he fought his frustration. Peyton stroked the back of his hand to soothe him.
 
   “There’s an old Vietnam War vet. We met at the VA when I got back to the states.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “He’s homeless. He lives with some other vets around the docks.”
 
   “And you what? Take him food?”
 
   Peyton could hear Kurt’s exhalation. Whatever he took him, it wasn’t just food.
 
   “I get him pot. There’s a dealer I know and I go buy a few joints off him and take it to the docks.” His voice trailed away, but when he spoke again, he’d lowered his tone. “They call him Ol’ Scotch ‘cause he used to drink Scotch all the time. He has PTSD, Marco, and he can’t sleep. It’s the only way he can get rid of the nightmares.”
 
   Marco’s eyes lifted and pinned Peyton. She wanted to look away, but she didn’t.
 
   “Why doesn’t he go to the VA for help, Kurt?”
 
   “He did. They gave him a medical marijuana card, but he got kicked out of his apartment. He couldn’t make the rent anymore. Because he’s homeless, they took away his card.”
 
   Marco looked out at the kids swimming for a moment, then he turned back to the phone. “I don’t care about the pot. I mean, I don’t love you going to a dealer, but that’s not my concern right now.”
 
   “What about Wegner?”
 
   “He’d rather catch a murderer than bust an old guy with PTSD.”
 
   “You sure about that?”
 
   “Yeah. We’re not narcotics.”
 
   “But he might turn him over to them.”
 
   “Not likely, but you are going to jail if you don’t tell me his name, Kurt. Then what’ll he do? Who’ll take care of him if you’re in stir? I’m just guessing, but you bring him other stuff, don’t you – food, clothes, blankets?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Tell me his name, Kurt, and let’s get you cleared. Keeping you as a suspect is distracting us from finding Lowell’s murderer. You can’t want that, can you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “What’s his name?”
 
   “Otis Robinson.”
 
   Peyton released her held breath and sank back in the chair.
 
   Marco gave a nod. “Thank you, Kurt. You did the right thing.”
 
   “I hope so, Marco, ‘cause if anything happens to Scotch, I’ll never forgive myself.”
 
   “Look, call Tricia and ask her if she can help. I’ll bet she knows of some resources for a vet who needs psychiatric help.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s a good idea.” His voice trailed away, then he came back. “Marco?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Find out who killed Lowell. Please. I wanna be able to sleep again myself.”
 
   Marco nodded. “I’m working on it, kid. I’m working on it.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Sure thing.” He disconnected the call, then sent a text message to Tag, telling her the name of Foster’s alibi. Finally, he looked up and met Peyton’s gaze. “Thanks for pushing me.”
 
   She shrugged, wanting to wrap him in her arms, kiss away the lines of pain around his mouth, but she stayed where she was.
 
   He slipped the phone in his pocket and rubbed his thigh. “Think I’m gonna take that pill and get some sleep.” He patted her hand where it lay on the table and pushed himself to his feet with a grimace, reaching for his cane. “Night, sweetheart,” he said, turning for the slider.
 
   “Night,” she forced out around the lump in her throat. This is what she wanted, she told herself. She’d demanded it, and yet as she watched him walk away, she felt like her heart was breaking.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
   “Oh, that little shit of René’s pisses me off so much,” said Lavender, throwing herself into her regular chair.
 
   Taylor almost didn’t turn on the camera, but it was a habit now. “What do you mean? Who’s a shit?”
 
   “His assistant, Chad Gilbert. He’s so snarky and just a prick.”
 
   “What did he do?”
 
   “I went to René’s loft to suggest some changes to a few of the items he designed and the little prick wouldn’t let me in. He said that changing René’s designs wasn’t my job, all I was supposed to do is wear the clothes and keep my mouth shut. Can you believe that? Keep my mouth shut.”
 
   “That’s crap, Lavender. I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s ridiculous. Why can’t I make some suggestions? I’m the one who has to wear the damn stuff. I mean, isn’t the purpose to sell it to the general public?”
 
   Taylor wasn’t sure, but he nodded.
 
   “Well, who would be better to tell René if the fashion’s too scratchy or doesn’t lay right, or maybe it’s too damn heavy and no one will wear it.”
 
   “You’re right,” he said, trying to placate her, but she was too furious. She jumped to her feet and paced the room.
 
   Taylor shifted the camera to follow her, but he felt guilty about it.
 
   “That’s not the first time that prick has insulted me. I found out he asked Carson Beckett for some suggestions on investing. Carson gave him all these tips, even agreed to help him open his account. So I thought maybe I’d ask Chad about it. Carson won’t hardly talk to me, but I thought Chad might be willing to share, you know?”
 
   “Why did you think that?”
 
   “We come from the same place. We both came out here to make our fortune, but we didn’t have money before this. I mean, René comes from old money, and Carson’s dad was a CEO or something, so they’ve always had dough, but Chad’s not like that. So I thought maybe he’d share some tips with me.”
 
   “But he refused.”
 
   “He didn’t refuse. He told me it was too complicated for my brain. I’d be better off getting married and letting my husband handle it.”
 
   Taylor frowned at that. What a prick! She was right. “That’s wrong. Did you tell René what he said?”
 
   “No, René loves him, thinks he’s the best. Besides, I’ll tell Gwen about the clothes. Gwen will listen to me.”
 
   “Maybe Gwen can give you some help with investing too, Lavender.”
 
   She considered that and he could see her slowly regain control of her emotions. “That’s not a bad idea, Taylor. I mean, it’s not like I have a fortune yet, but I’ve got something and it would sure help my family out. I might even be able to pay for Lynda’s college if I’m careful.” She walked over to him and bent down, kissing his cheek. “Thank you, Taylor.”
 
   “For what, Lavender? I didn’t really do anything.”
 
   She hunkered down beside his chair and looked him directly in the eye. “You took me seriously,” she said, “and that is everything.”
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Marco almost turned around and went back into the condo when Gwen dragged him down to the pool for his photo shoot. The area had been prepped with beach balls and brightly colored towels, the palm trees strung with festive banners…and in the middle of it stood Jake and Abe.
 
   Marco pulled the ends of his shirt closed over his bare chest and turned to Gwen. “What’s Abe doing here?”
 
   “Abe?”
 
   “The man in the crazy Bermuda shorts and the shirt with flamingos parading across it.”
 
   “Oh,” said Gwen, clasping her hands together. “That’s Jake’s assistant.”
 
   “No, he’s not.”
 
   “That’s what Jake said.”
 
   “Over here, Adonis!” Jake called, waving.
 
   Closing his eyes for composure, he let the ends of the shirt go. He’d balked when Gwen had wanted him to appear in jeans and no shirt at all. They’d compromised with the open shirt look, but he felt like a slab of meat. Limping over to the set-up, he could feel his blood pressure rising.
 
   Of course, Abe’s waggling brows didn’t help. “Ooo laa laa, Angel, you are a sight.” He pranced around him, trailing his fingers across Marco’s shoulders. “Love the hair.” He stopped in front of him and gave him a wink. “So sexy.”
 
   “Knock it off,” Marco growled.
 
   “Brooding hunk is so in right now,” Abe purred.
 
   “Why are you here?”
 
   “Jake-o my man needed an assistant, so I took a few days off to come help.”
 
   Marco squinted at him. “Are those flamingos in your dreads?”
 
   Abe puffed up his hair and gave Marco a toothy grin. “Adorable, aren’t they?”
 
   Jake snapped his fingers at Marco. “We’re burning daylight, Adonis. Let’s go. Lose the cane, will you? Brooding hunk may be in, but Grandpa with a cane is definitely out.”
 
   Marco’s gaze tracked over to Gwen, but she wasn’t going to be any help. She was fighting hard to hide a smile. Marco was just glad that Peyton wasn’t here to see this humiliation.
 
   “Come on, Adonis,” said Jake, scratching at his eyebrow, “we’re on the clock, man. I’ve only got so many hours of good light out here.”
 
   Marco handed Abe his cane and stalked over to Jake, looming over him. “I can break you, Ryder, don’t forget it.”
 
   Jake feigned fear. “But you might mess up your eye shadow, Princess.”
 
   Marco started after him, but Abe jumped between them. “Okay, okay, save some smolder for the camera, Angel.”
 
   The next hour could only be described as hell. Jake made him twist and turn and pout at the camera. At first, Marco had been so self-conscious he couldn’t relax, then he was so irritated, he couldn’t relax, and finally, the pain in his leg obscured everything, making it absolutely certain he couldn’t relax.
 
   With a sigh of disgust, Jake let him go. He limped back to the condo and took a pain pill, then tried to nap. He’d just fallen asleep when Jake and Abe returned with Gwen, talking loudly and laughing.
 
   He rolled out of bed and found them at the dining room table, sorting a stack of photos that Jake had printed at a studio Gwen had procured. He limped over to them, wondering what had them so damn excited.
 
   Abe beamed up at him. “Will you look at these, Angel? You’re a natural.”
 
   Marco blinked away the last of his nap, trying to clear his head, and stared down at Jake’s assortment of pictures – some in black and white, some in color. He frowned and reached for one, picking it up. He hardly recognized himself. What the hell!
 
   Gwen was busy sorting them, putting some aside on a leather portfolio she planned to take to René Noir. “These are stunning, Marco. You could make a fortune in the modeling world.”
 
   Marco dropped the picture he was holding and picked up another one.
 
   “Who’da thunk it? All that hostility translates into brooding sexuality on film,” said Jake.
 
   “Oh, I knew that already,” offered Abe, setting a picture aside.
 
   “What are you doing with that one?” asked Jake.
 
   “Oh, it’s mine.”
 
   Marco rolled his eyes. “This doesn’t even look like me.”
 
   “It’s definitely you, Angel. This is the way the rest of us see you.”
 
   Marco arched a brow at that.
 
   “You are a genius, Jake,” said Gwen, patting his hand. “I can’t believe how talented you are. You just know how to bring out the best in people.”
 
   Jake almost glowed with pride. “Thank you, ma’am. I do my best. It’s what I love, so I infuse all my projects with that love.”
 
   Marco had had enough, so he tossed the picture on the pile and moved toward the kitchen. “Make sure you don’t miss your flight back to the City, Ryder.”
 
   “Oh, Abe and I are staying for a few days, call it a mini-vacation. Radar got us a condo just one floor down for the rest of the week.”
 
   That brought Marco around. “What? What about your job? The dogs?”
 
   “Wegner’s CSI agreed to fill in for me while I’m gone, but I don’t think we’ll get anything anyway, and the dogs are staying with Maria and Cho.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
 
   “Why?” asked Jake, swiveling in his chair to look back at him.
 
   “I mean, Tater will miss you.”
 
   “Tater will be fine, but when will I ever get a chance to party with the celebrities in Hollywood, Adonis? Besides, I think Bambi misses me.”
 
   “No, no she doesn’t.”
 
   “Oh, lighten up, Angel, just think how much fun we’ll have down here,” said Abe, waving him off. He placed a hand in the middle of his chest. “You know, Hollywood was just made for me.”
 
   Once again, Gwen was no help. She snickered and went back to selecting pictures, avoiding Marco’s pleading look with practiced nonchalance. 
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Peyton and Tank went to meet Taylor Kline in front of famed Royce Hall on the UCLA campus. Peyton felt awed by the beautiful old brick building with its twin towers and massive arched windows, but besides knowing it was the most famous building associated with the campus, she knew little else about it. Of course, whatever she didn’t know, Tank was able to fill in.
 
   “Royce Hall is one of four original buildings, built in 1929. The two towers are an abstract reference to the famous Abbey Church of Sant’Ambrogio in Milan. You can see it’s Romanesque style in the window and the tops of the towers,” said Tank.
 
   “And here I thought it looked Greek,” said Peyton, giving him an innocent look.
 
   He frowned at her, then his face burst into a smile. “You’re joshing me.”
 
   Peyton laughed, then spotted their mark, a skinny kid with curly brown hair and a purple backpack. He’d agreed to meet them, promising to wear the purple backpack so they’d be able to find him.
 
   “There he is,” she said, nudging Tank with her arm.
 
   Taylor Kline went still when he saw them approaching and for a moment, Peyton was afraid he might bolt, but he drew a deep breath and held out his hand. “Agent Brooks?” he said.
 
   She nodded and shook his hand, reaching for her badge to show it to him. “This is my partner, Agent Thomas Campbell.”
 
   He nodded at Tank. He had wide spaced, brown eyes that tilted down and made him look sad. He had a cleft in his chin and a full mouth that also turned down at the corners. His was a pleasant, wholesome face and Peyton didn’t sense any artifice in him.
 
   “Do you want to sit down?” He motioned to a bench to the right of the hall.
 
   “Sure,” said Peyton and they walked to it, taking a seat.
 
   Taylor bent over and braced his forearms on his thighs, clasping his hands and hunching his shoulders. “I just can’t believe she’s dead.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, Taylor,” she said, glancing around. A number of students hurried by, going to class, but none of them seemed interested in the trio on the bench. “By the way, what are you studying?”
 
   He glanced up. “Film. That’s how I met Lavender.”
 
   Peyton reached for her notebook. “You met her in film class.”
 
   “No.” He gave a little laugh. “It was for a project. I was filming a biography about her.”
 
   “I see. Do you mind if I take notes while we talk?”
 
   He shook his head and looked away. “I just can’t believe this is happening.”
 
   “When was the last time you saw her?”
 
   “A few weeks ago.”
 
   “How often did you meet?”
 
   “Once a week.”
 
   “And you filmed all those meetings?”
 
   “Yeah. At first, it was for the project, but then, we just used it as an excuse to get together and talk.”
 
   “Just talk?” asked Peyton.
 
   Taylor’s sad eyes rose to Peyton’s face. “At first, yeah. Then it started to be more, but that isn’t on the film. When we filmed, we just talked.”
 
   Peyton nodded.
 
   “You’re sure it’s her?”
 
   “Yeah, her mother made a positive ID.”
 
   Taylor’s eyes filled with tears. “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice breaking. He looked away and scrubbed his face on his shoulder.
 
   Peyton exchanged a look with Tank. “Taylor, I know this is hard.”
 
   “She was so full of life.” He looked back at them. “She was smart too. Really smart. It surprised me sometimes. She was so not what I expected.”
 
   “I’m so sorry for your loss, Taylor,” Peyton said again. “But I have to ask. Where were you the night Lavender went missing?”
 
   “I had a midterm that night.”
 
   “Can you give us the name of the professor who proctored the test?” asked Tank.
 
   “Of course. Can I use your notebook?”
 
   Peyton handed it over and he wrote the name of the professor, then he sighed. “How are her mother and sister?”
 
   “Devastated, which is why we need any information you might have about Lavender’s life. Did she ever tell you about people she saw or places she went?”
 
   “Yeah. She went to a lot of sketchy clubs, especially when her manager was out of town.”
 
   “Gwen Fontaine?”
 
   “Right. Whenever Gwen left, Lavender and Kiki went places they probably shouldn’t have.”
 
   “Did she mention any place in particular? Any clubs that were maybe not strictly legal?”
 
   Taylor thought for a moment. “You mean underground clubs?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “She went one time. Carson Beckett…um, René Noir’s publicist or lawyer or whatever, took her. Something happened there.”
 
   “What do you mean something happened there?” asked Tank.
 
   “She was disoriented the next day, confused. She couldn’t remember anything about it, or I mean, very little. I was worried she’d been roofied. I wanted to take her to the hospital, but she refused.”
 
   “Did she tell you where this club was?” pressed Tank.
 
   “No, she couldn’t remember.”
 
   “Did she tell you who ran it?”
 
   “No, she couldn’t remember much of anything, but she was acting real strange about it.”
 
   Peyton touched his arm. “You’re doing really good, Taylor. This helps us a lot.”
 
   “I wish I knew more.”
 
   Peyton glanced at the passing students again, the sun filled quad, and the general atmosphere of well-being she associated with college campuses. “Taylor, did Lavender mention anyone who concerned her, anyone she was afraid of, uncomfortable around?”
 
   “Carson Beckett came up a few times, but she was mostly frustrated by him. He wasn’t interested in her like she thought he should be.”
 
   “She was interested in Beckett?”
 
   “She was interested in the security he could provide her.”
 
   “Anyone else?”
 
   “No, no one she was suspicious of, but I got concerned.”
 
   “Okay. Who concerned you?”
 
   “Jett Carter.”
 
   “Jett Carter, the punk rockstar?”
 
   “That’s the one. She went to his club one night with René. She said René wouldn’t let her leave the main floor, but he told her there were some real sketchy rooms in the back.”
 
   “What sort of rooms?” asked Tank.
 
   “She wasn’t sure, but she thought they were sex rooms. Then Jett asked her to be in a music video with him for his solo album.”
 
   “And that worried you?”
 
   “He wanted her to meet him a bunch of times at his house in Malibu, by herself. I told her it sounded fishy to me, but she was adamant that he could launch her music career.”
 
   “Did she go to his house?” asked Peyton.
 
   “Nope. Gwen put a stop to it, but he sounds real skeevy to me.”
 
   “Okay.” Jett Carter had jumped to the top of Peyton’s list once again. “I’m gonna need any film you have of her, Taylor.”
 
   “No problem. I’ll get you copies of everything I have. I’ll do anything to help. She was such a great girl.”
 
   “You really cared about her, didn’t you?”
 
   He gave a fond shake of his head. “She was so unique, so smart and funny and just so real. I miss her so much already.”
 
   “Did she talk about her career, working for René?”
 
   “A lot. She was so afraid of getting older, not being in demand as a model. She kept coming up with these different schemes to stay in the business after she turned 30, but sometimes…sometimes, she was just Lavender, you know? Just a girl trying to make it, and I liked her. I really liked her.”
 
   Peyton squeezed his arm. “I know you did.”
 
   Taylor shook his head, giving her a pained smile. “Why’d it have to be her? After all she’d done, all she’d fought for, why’d she have to pay the price?”
 
   “I wish I had an answer for you, but I don’t. It does seem as if the good always die young.”
 
   “Please find out who did this, Agent Brooks. Please find out who killed her, because Lavender was my friend.”
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   René Noir could give Abe a run for his money in the fashion department. After his assistant, Chad Gilbert, opened the loft door for Marco, Gwen and Bambi, René appeared, draped in ethereal scarves, a military jacket, and skinny jeans that looked like they’d been painted on. He air-kissed Gwen on both cheeks and then struck a pose as he gave Marco a slow perusal.
 
   “René, you remember Bambi.”
 
   “Of course. Where’s the bodyguard?”
 
   “He has the afternoon off.” She placed a hand on Marco’s shoulder. “This is Mario Devine, my latest acquisition.”
 
   Marco had rarely seen a man as thin as René, but as for judging his age, that was nearly impossible. His skin was so taut, it shined. He tsked, tilting his head to the side as he continued to stare.
 
   “He’s a little butch, don’t you think, Gwen dear?”
 
   “You said you wanted a man.”
 
   René twisted up his mouth. “What do you think, Chad?”
 
   “Good features, tall, built.”
 
   “Mmmhmm,” said René, placing the tips of his fingers against his lower lip. “What’s with the cane?”
 
   “He was in a motorcycle accident. Doctor said he had to use it for the next month.”
 
   One black brow lifted over René’s deep set eyes. “That’s pretty hot. Plus he knows how to keep his mouth shut.”
 
   Marco wanted to scoff at that idiocy, but he resisted the impulse. Bambi came up beside him and placed her hands on his shoulder, draping herself over him.
 
   “Let me tell you, every woman will be wanting to dress their man like him,” she said.
 
   René glanced at Gwen. “How’s he look on film?”
 
   “Even hotter,” she said, passing the portfolio over to him.
 
   He carried it to a drafting table in the corner and unbuckled it, pulling it open. Marco and Gwen exchanged a look. If René didn’t take this bait, they were out of options. He waved a hand over his shoulder.
 
   “Chad, four Chardonnays, please.”
 
   “Coming right up,” said Chad with just the slightest hint of annoyance in his voice as he moved off to obey.
 
   “René, you know I don’t let my models suck down empty carbs,” said Gwen, starting toward the drafting table, but René was no longer paying attention.
 
   He was transfixed by Jake’s photos. Marco had to admit that as ridiculous as he’d felt taking them, Jake had worked a miracle. René continued to look at the pictures as Chad returned with a silver tray and four wine glasses. Marco and Bambi waved him off, but Gwen took two of them, placing one within René’s reach. He lifted it without looking and took a sip. Finally, he glanced up.
 
   “He’s gorgeous on film. He’ll do my clothes justice.”
 
   “Then we have a deal?”
 
   “Not exactly.” He sipped his wine and studied Marco and Bambi over the top of it. “Are you two sleeping together? If not, you should start. People love it when beautiful people are hitting the sheets.”
 
   Okay, that was weird.
 
   Bambi gave a simpering laugh and pressed her forehead to Marco’s shoulder.
 
   “What do you mean not exactly, René? I did what you asked. I got a male model. What’s the problem? I mean, Versace and Armani might be interested in a man who looks like this, but I came to you first.”
 
   “And I appreciate it, but I want the photographer too.”
 
   Gwen tilted up her head, her neck long and elegant. “Seriously, René, he’s his own man. He doesn’t work for anyone. He was doing me a favor the last two times he took the headshots.”
 
   René set down his glass. “I just lost the face of my Effigy line, Gwen. My backers are demanding something explosive, something huge to launch it without Lavender. I had a supermodel, and you bring me a no name with a pretty face and a surly attitude. That’s not the same at all.”
 
   Gwen looked away.
 
   “The only way I’m going to calm the backers fears, according to Carson, is to show them something exceptional. Your no name with that photographer gets me to exceptional.”
 
   Gwen met his gaze. “He’s not going to do it, René. He’s an artist. He’s temperamental.”
 
   “Of course he is, which is why we pay you to control him.”
 
   “I handle models, not artists.”
 
   René steepled his hands. “I’ll tell you what. I’m throwing a small soiree here tomorrow night to show some of the backers my new studio. I’ll send some clothes over for your boy, and you get the photographer here. You can bring your entire entourage. Then I’ll make the pitch to him myself. He won’t refuse me. He won’t refuse René Noir.”
 
   Gwen pretended to consider it. Marco knew that Jake would do whatever they ask and he suspected Gwen knew that as well, but she wanted to make Noir sweat a little, work a little harder to get her to agree.
 
   She tossed up a hand. “I can’t guarantee anything, but I’ll do my best to get him here.”
 
   René picked up his glass and extended it to clink against Gwen’s. “See that you do. Both of our reputations are on the line.” He started to turn away, but shifted back around, pointing the wine glass at Marco. “Oh, and work on your boy a little. He should at least be able to carry on a conversation, or nod semi-intelligently.”
 
   Marco clenched his jaw to keep from socking the man.
 
   René gave him a sneer. “I mean, seriously, Gwen, was he not wearing a helmet when he had his accident?”
 
   Marco didn’t realize he had his fists clenched until Bambi pressed a hand in the middle of his chest in warning.
 
   “Don’t be a bitch,” said Gwen, turning for the door and nodding for Marco and Bambi to go before her. As they passed Chad, she held out her full wine glass. He took it with a look of amusement or disgust, Marco wasn’t sure.
 
   As soon as they were on the other side, Gwen exhaled and closed her eyes. “I thought the cadaverous prick was going to say no again.”
 
   Bambi and Marco laughed as she reached for her phone to dial Radar.
 
   “We’re in, sort of,” she told him as they walked down the warehouse hallway to the elevator. “Noir wants Ryder, though. I’ll tell you everything when I get home, so order some take-out. I think I want sushi.” She listened, then smiled. “Fine, it’s your turn to pick, but not pizza, please. I can’t eat another pizza this week.” She made a kissing sound. “See you soon.” Placing the phone in her bag, she punched the button on the elevator, giving Bambi a serious look. “That party’s our chance to find out who knows about the club where Lavender and Kiki went. Carson Beckett will definitely be there and you’re going to have to flirt with the sleaze to get him to tell you where he took them.”
 
   “No problem, boss. I’m on it,” Bambi said brightly.
 
   The elevator opened and Gwen started to step inside, but she turned back. “Just don’t go anywhere alone with him, whatever you do.”
 
   Bambi nodded, but she exchanged a look with Marco that seemed to say, why the hell does anyone associate with these people.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Peyton came out of the kitchen, carrying two glasses of ice tea, passing one to Marco. He was sitting in the egg chair. Peyton had found an ottoman in the closet and dragged it out, so he could take some pressure off his leg. Tank and Bambi were in their respective rooms, Tank reporting their interview with Taylor to Radar, and Bambi doing who knew what. Peyton didn’t care. She wanted a few minutes with Marco before everyone was out here again.
 
   “Thank you,” he said, taking a sip. “It’s good.”
 
   She smiled and moved to take a seat on the ottoman, but Bambi’s door opened and she spun out into the room, wearing a halter dress in silver sequins with a hemline that struck just below her ass. She had a pair of silver stilettos strapped to her feet and her hair was swept off her head in a messy ponytail.
 
   Peyton frowned as the wave of perfume swept over them. “Where are you going?”
 
   “Jake’s taking me to dinner,” she said with a girlish giggle. “Gwen got us reservations at The Ivy.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Oh, The Ivy’s this exclusive restaurant where all the Hollywood A-listers go. Gwen warned there’s bound to be loads of paparazzi, so we have to stay in character. Doesn’t it sound like a blast?”
 
   Peyton still couldn’t get past the first sentence. “You’re going on a date with Jake?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Jake Ryder?”
 
   “Yeah.” She waggled her brows at Peyton, then lifted her little silver handbag and popped it open, looking inside. “Oops, forgot something,” she said and hurried back to her room.
 
   Peyton turned and looked at Marco, but he seemed as bewildered as she felt. A moment later, Bambi was back, bubbling across the room and kissing Peyton on the cheek before she moved toward the front door.
 
   “Emma,” Peyton heard herself say before she knew what she was doing.
 
   Bambi stopped and turned around. “Am I forgetting something else?”
 
   Peyton clasped her hands together, wringing them. She wasn’t sure how to approach this. “No, it’s just…”
 
   “What, Peyton? What’s wrong?”
 
   Peyton moved closer to her. “Emma, Jake lost his wife about two years ago. She was murdered.”
 
   “I know. He mentioned it.”
 
   “It devastated him.”
 
   “But he asked me out, Peyton. Maybe he’s ready to move on.”
 
   Peyton drew a deep breath and tried to think her way through this. “Maybe he is, but…”
 
   “But what? You don’t want me to see Jake? Why?”
 
   Peyton didn’t want to hurt her, but Jake meant the world to her and she couldn’t let him be crushed. “Jake’s a family man, Emma. Moving on for him means getting into another serious relationship…another committed relationship. Now, if you’re ready for that yourself…” She held out her hands. “…by all means, go for it, but I just want you to be aware of what’s at stake.”
 
   Bambi thought for a moment. “I’m not interested in a family, Peyton.”
 
   Peyton gave her an understanding look.
 
   “I’m not even interested in a serious relationship.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “But I promised him I’d go to dinner with him.”
 
   “Then you should go, but…”
 
   Bambi’s eyes widened. “But don’t sleep with him.”
 
   Peyton held out her hand.
 
   Bambi kissed her cheek again. “You’re such a good friend, Peyton, looking out for both of us this way.” Then she was gone in a cloud of perfume.
 
   Peyton felt a weight lift from her shoulders, until she realized Marco had heard the entire thing. She turned to face him.
 
   He was looking at her speculatively.
 
   “I know what you’re going to say,” she began.
 
   “No, you don’t.”
 
   “Yes, I do. I shouldn’t meddle with other people’s lives.”
 
   He set his glass on the table and reached for his cane. “That’s not what I was going to say at all. I was going to ask you if you wanted to go to dinner,” he said, levering himself out of his chair.
 
   Peyton went still. “Go to dinner. Just the two of us.”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Like a date?”
 
   “Like a date.” 
 
   “Yes, I want to go to dinner. Just let me change.”
 
   He inclined his head and she hurried off before something happened to interfere with this moment.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Marco wasn’t sure he remembered what they ate. What he remembered was sitting across from the woman he loved, listening to her talk about the case in London, watching the animation in her eyes, the effusive way she spoke. Then she asked him about his last case and he found himself telling her everything, spilling his guts, talking about the frustration of not being able to stop Brad Peterson’s death, of the guilt he harbored over Carol, of how he should have seen it was going to end that way. It was more than he’d ever told Dr. Ferguson or the people in the support group.
 
   She reached over and took his hand. “You couldn’t do anything about it, Marco. My dad used to say we can’t control what other people do, we can only control our response.”
 
   He smiled and wished he could tell her how much he loved her, but he didn’t want to spoil the moment. Leaving the restaurant, they took a taxi back to the condo, sitting side by side, not speaking, just enjoying each other’s company. He realized they didn’t spend enough time doing this, just being together without other people in the way.
 
   When they climbed out of the cab and walked through the grounds toward the condo’s main doors, he realized he didn’t want the night to end. The full moon glimmered on the still pool water and the lights in the palm trees sparkled like fireflies.
 
   “It’s cooled off a lot,” he said, slowing his pace.
 
   She nodded, pulling her wrap around her shoulders. “It’s kinda nice to be out of the fog for a change.”
 
   He motioned to the chaise lounges. “How ‘bout we sit for a little bit before we go up?”
 
   She smiled at him and veered off toward the pool.
 
   They sank onto the lounges, Marco stretching out his bad leg. She tucked her legs under her and sat sideways, facing him. A curl had fallen forward over her cheek and he wanted to brush it away, trailing his fingers down her throat toward the hint of cleavage showing in her summer dress, but he curled his fingers into his palm and resisted the impulse. He didn’t want to shatter the mood. He sensed it was fragile and that he could mess it up if he wasn’t careful.
 
   “You enjoy the job, don’t you?” he asked her.
 
   “I’ve never enjoyed the murder, or coming out here to investigate the death of a young girl, but I like the puzzles and I like feeling like I’m doing something bigger than me.” She propped her chin on her hand. “What about being captain? Is it getting easier?”
 
   He thought about that for a moment. “Yeah, it is. I’m starting to understand what my purpose is, and I think I’m doing okay at it.”
 
   “From what I hear, you’re doing better than…”
 
   “Peyton!” came a shout, then suddenly a furious Jake was looming over them. “What the hell did you tell Bambi?”
 
   “What?” Peyton asked in bewilderment.
 
   “You told her I’m a family guy and I want to marry her!”
 
   “No, I didn’t…”
 
   “Then what did you tell her?”
 
   “I told her that you lost your wife two years ago…”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I thought it was relevant.”
 
   “Relevant! How is it relevant?”
 
   “Jake, Bambi isn’t the sort of woman you usually date.”
 
   “How do you know who I date? I haven’t dated anyone for two years and the first time I see a woman I like, you go and ruin it for me!”
 
   “Jake, she doesn’t believe in relationships.”
 
   “Did I say I wanted a relationship with her, Peyton!”
 
   “She’d only be using you for sex.”
 
   Jake’s eyes bulged. “NO, not for sex! Holy shit, what man wants sex!” He turned to Marco.  “Will you explain to her that sometimes a man just wants sex, Adonis!”
 
   Marco started to speak, but Jake turned back to Peyton.
 
   “Why do you hate me!”
 
   “I don’t hate you, Jake!” she snapped, jumping to her feet. “I was trying to protect you, you horny idiot! Bambi uses men and throws them aside. She’d never consider having a relationship with you.”
 
   Jake took a step closer to Peyton. “Yeah, well, what if that’s all I wanted too, Mighty Mouse.”
 
   “Fine! Then I won’t try to protect you anymore! I won’t care who uses you!”
 
   “Please don’t! You’re not my damn mother!” he shouted, holding out his arms. “The next time a woman wants to use me for sex, whatever you do, Mighty Mouse, let her! Let her!” With a furious snort, he turned and stormed away.
 
   Peyton sank onto the lounge chair, her shoulders slumping. Marco wasn’t sure what to do. Damn Jake, he’d just ruined the perfect night. She looked over at him and shook her head.
 
   Marco shrugged. “Looks like our boy’s all grown up.”
 
   “And wanting sex.”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   Peyton shivered. “I so did not need to hear that sermon, I can tell you.”
 
   “No one did, sweetheart, no one did,” he said, pointing to the lobby doorway where a few people had gathered to hear Jake’s diatribe.
 
   To his surprise, Peyton burst out laughing.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Peyton found herself in a cave with little light. She realized she was lying on her back, her legs tangled in something. She kicked to get them free, straining in the dark to see something, anything. A noise next to her made her go still.
 
   “It’s no use. You can’t get away,” said a feminine voice.
 
   Peyton strained in the dark to see who spoke and gradually a pale face with lank brown hair appeared. The eyes were an odd color – not blue, but a pale purple. “Lavender?”
 
   “You can’t get away.” The eyes filled with tears. “I tried. I tried so hard to escape, but they caught me.”
 
   “Who caught you? Where are we?”
 
   Her head jerked away. “Shh, they’re coming!” she said in a panicked, high pitched voice. “They’re coming!”
 
   Peyton struggled to get free, kicking and writhing, panic rising inside of her. She could hear Lavender’s rapid breathing, a hitching sob escaping her, and then she screamed, but the scream was cut off as a shadow swooped down on them, blocking all light.
 
   Peyton felt her own scream rising inside of her, but before it escaped, she felt a hand brush against her forehead, smoothing back her hair. “It’s okay, sweetheart,” came Marco’s voice and she gasped, her eyes flashing open.
 
   Light filtered through the curtains from the moon outside. Marco sat on the edge of her bed, stroking her hair, speaking softly to her, pulling her back from the brink. She wiped a hand across her face and realized tears were sliding across her cheeks into her temples.
 
   “I’m awake,” she told him. “I’m awake. I’m sorry I got you up. How did you hear me?”
 
   “I’m not sure. Something woke me up and then I realized you were crying out.”
 
   She eased up against the headboard and scrubbed beneath her eyes with her index fingers. “God, it was so real. I felt like I was tied up.”
 
   “It was probably the bedcovers.” He untangled them and smoothed them out over her legs.
 
   She could see his profile in the moonlight. “Thank you, Marco,” she said.
 
   He glanced up at her, his blue eyes shining in the darkness. “Always, Brooks.” Then he started to get up, but she caught his hand.
 
   “Will you just stay here for a while? Please?”
 
   She scooted over to make room for him and he lay down beside her, using a pillow to brace his upper back. She curled into his side, still feeling shaky from the dream, and laid her head on his shoulder. He reached over with his free hand and ran it down her back and side, soothing her, and Peyton soon found herself drifting back toward sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   Lavender looked beautiful as usual today in her pencil skirt, white button up shirt with the eggplant purple camisole underneath it. She kicked off the high heeled pumps and tucked her legs sideways into the chair. Her hair was twisted up on her head, wisps curling around her chin.
 
   “Taylor, why are men such pigs?”
 
   Taylor paused in the midst of sitting down. “What now?”
 
   “Why are men pigs? Why do they all think only about sex? All of the time, every single day.”
 
   “Well, I don’t know if that’s entirely true,” he said, sinking into his chair and rubbing his hands on the chair arms.
 
   “I read that men think about sex every seven seconds. Is that true? Do you think about sex every seven seconds?”
 
   Taylor tried not to laugh. “I don’t know. I don’t think so, but…”
 
   “But, you probably do. Men are pigs.”
 
   “Is there a specific man that brought up these feelings?”
 
   “Jett Carter.”
 
   “Jett Carter? You ran into him again?”
 
   “I went to his house to film the music video.”
 
   “Wait, I thought you said you weren’t going to do that, that Gwen put a stop to it.”
 
   “I just wanted to see what it was about. Gwen doesn’t own me. I had a right to know if it was a legitimate project or not.”
 
   “And it wasn’t?”
 
   “No, he brought me into his playground. That’s what he calls it.” She gave a shiver of disgust. “He expected me to sleep with him because he’s Jett Carter. What a pig!”
 
   “How did you get away?”
 
   Her look softened. “Wait. You didn’t ask me if I slept with him. Why?”
 
   “Well, I figured you were too smart to fall for his crap, and because I didn’t think you’d be calling him a pig if you’d slept with him.”
 
   “Well, I didn’t. I wouldn’t, but…” She leaned closer. “The creeper has this playground with sex toys in it. Disgusting.”
 
   “You won’t go back there again, will you, Lavender?”
 
   She smiled at him. “Are you trying to protect me, Taylor?”
 
   He blushed and looked down.
 
   “Don’t be embarrassed. I think it’s sweet. No one’s ever looked out for me before, except my mom and Gwen. Certainly, no guys. They all want something from me.”
 
   He glanced up. “That’s why I don’t want you to go back there. Jett Carter sounds like a freak, Lavender, and I don’t want you taking any chances with your safety.”
 
   She nodded, smoothing her skirt. “I just thought he might help me advance my career.”
 
   Taylor could feel how anxious she was about that. “Tell you what. If you decide to go back there and if you believe he has a legitimate offer, tell me and I’ll go with you. That way you’ll be safe.”
 
   She smiled and reached over, touching his knee. “Taylor Kline, my knight in shining armor.”
 
   And Taylor felt himself flush with pride.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Peyton found Bambi sipping coffee at the pub table in the little kitchen of the condo the next morning. Peyton made herself a cup of mocha, she was going to have to get one of these machines for her house, and brought it to the table, taking a seat.
 
   “Sooo,” said Bambi, winking at her. “Tank said Marco wasn’t in his bed this morning when he got up to go work out.”
 
   Peyton didn’t feel like dealing with this today. “He was with me.”
 
   “Sooo, everything’s back on?”
 
   “No, I had a nightmare and he heard me.”
 
   Bambi set down her cup. “I’m sorry, Peyton. I should have been there for you.”
 
   “That’s not your job, Emma, but thank you. How was dinner at The Ivy?”
 
   “Fun. Jake’s such a card. He had me laughing most of the night.”
 
   Peyton raised an eyebrow at that. “You had a good time?”
 
   “A real good time.”
 
   “Are you going out again?”
 
   “No, I told him I couldn’t see him anymore.” She reached across the table and touched Peyton’s free hand. “I would never do anything that made you feel uncomfortable, Peyton.”
 
   “It doesn’t make me feel uncomfortable…” she began, but she wasn’t being honest. It did. Nothing good could come out of Bambi and Jake sleeping together.
 
   Thankfully Tank saved her. “Gwen’s sending a car to pick all of us up and take us to her place for breakfast. You’ve got half an hour to get ready.”
 
   That made Bambi bolt.
 
   Peyton figured she herself should probably make some effort if she was going to pass as Gwen’s assistant.
 
   A half hour later, they all piled into the elevator. Marco gave Peyton a smile, but they hadn’t said much since they woke in the same bed this morning, curled around each other. He’d gotten up and left the room without a word.
 
   The elevator stopped on the floor below them, opening to admit Jake and Abe.
 
   “Good morning, all,” Abe sang.
 
   “Good morning, Abe,” said Bambi in perpetual good cheer.
 
   “And a good morning to you too, darlin’. Now that’s the way it’s done,” said Abe, taking a spot in the middle of the elevator.
 
   “Hi, Bambi,” Jake said.
 
   “Hi, Jake.”
 
   “Hi, Tank.”
 
   “Hi, Jake.”
 
   “Hi, Adonis.”
 
   “Just shut up, Ryder,” Marco grumbled.
 
   Jake glared at Peyton, then promptly turned his back on her. Peyton tried not to feel hurt, but she did. Instead she gave Abe and his zoot suit a perusal.
 
   “Nice threads,” she said.
 
   “They are, aren’t they? I just don’t get enough opportunity to wear them.”
 
   “What did you do last night?”
 
   “I went clubbing, baby,” he trilled. “When in Greece and all that.”
 
   “Which clubs?” asked Bambi. “Maybe they were some of the ones Lavender went to.”
 
   “These were not the same clubs Lavender went to,” said Abe.
 
   “Oh,” she answered as realization dawned.
 
   They piled into the limo Gwen had sent them and Abe chattered on and on about his celebrity sightings. Peyton watched out the window, thinking about the previous night and how much she’d enjoyed being with Marco. It was like the old times when all they needed to do was spend time with each other and everything else was out of the way. She missed it. She missed him.
 
   Gwen greeted them at the door, kissing each of their cheeks and urging them to help themselves to the scrumptious buffet she’d laid out for them. As Peyton dished up her plate, Radar appeared at her shoulder.
 
   “Get your food and come out on the balcony. We need to have a Ghost Squad meeting.”
 
   She sighed. So much for enjoying a morning off. Carrying her plate, she moved to the balcony and stepped outside. Bambi had already taken one of the loungers, but Tank and Radar were sitting at the table. She grabbed the third chair, setting her plate down. Gwen had provided her favorite food groups – French toast, muffins, and sliced berries with powdered sugar sprinkled on top.
 
   “When are we getting those videos from Taylor Kline?” demanded Radar before she’d even gotten to take a bite.
 
   “Today,” she said.
 
   “And Gwen said we’re in with Noir?”
 
   “Sort of,” said Bambi. “As long as she gets Jake to the party at his loft tonight.”
 
   “That won’t be a problem, will it?” Radar asked, his sunglasses pointed at Peyton.
 
   “Why are you asking me?”
 
   “Because Bambi mentioned there’s some tension between the two of you.”
 
   “He’ll be there.”
 
   “What about other suspects?”
 
   “I think we need to look at Jett Carter. He has a club in town where there are apparently secret sex rooms. I say we haul him into interrogation,” said Peyton, spearing a piece of French toast.
 
   “We don’t have probable cause to haul him in and if we interrogate him, we blow our cover. We need to get into his club.”
 
   “Gwen told me to flirt with Carson Beckett tonight,” said Bambi. “That might be our way in.”
 
   “Carson Beckett?” asked Radar.
 
   “René Noir’s publicist slash lawyer,” offered Tank.
 
   “Or René might get us in. Lavender went to Carter’s club with René, not Beckett. Beckett took her to this underground place, according to what Taylor said,” offered Peyton.
 
   “Is that on the videos?”
 
   “Taylor said all of their interaction was on the videos.”
 
   “Okay, other suspects?” said Radar, drumming his fingers on the table. Peyton noticed he hadn’t touched his food.
 
   “I think René Noir has to be a suspect,” said Peyton, “just by virtue of his access to Lavender and Kiki when Gwen was in San Francisco.”
 
   “Okay, Noir. Who else?”
 
   “Carson Beckett,” said Bambi. “He took them to one underground club. Who’s to say he didn’t take them to another one where they got into trouble?”
 
   “What about this UCLA kid?”
 
   Peyton and Tank exchanged a look. “I don’t think he’s a suspect, Radar. I mean we should watch the videos, but I just don’t see him hurting Lavender. He’s really broken up about her death.”
 
   Radar looked over at Tank. “You feel the same?”
 
   “Yeah, I do. He cared about her, was concerned for her. I don’t peg him for this.”
 
   “Well, our job got a little harder today,” said Radar, flattening his hand on the table.
 
   “How?” asked Peyton.
 
   “Igor’s autopsy came back. Lavender had von Willebrand’s disease.”
 
   “von Whatinbrand disease?” asked Peyton.
 
   Tank made a nodding motion as if it suddenly made sense. “von Willebrand’s disease is a genetic disorder where the person’s missing a clotting protein. People with von Willebrand’s can suffer excessive bleeding because their blood doesn’t form clots. In fact, Lavender may not have known she had it.”
 
   “That’s what Igor thinks,” agreed Radar.
 
   “Okay, how does this complicate things?” asked Peyton.
 
   “Whoever killed her wouldn’t have known that either. Her death was probably accidental.”
 
   “Bull shit! Someone bit her in the neck, raped her, and sucked out her blood. Her death’s on his hands. He brutalized and killed her!” said Peyton angrily.
 
   “Peyton’s right,” answered Bambi.
 
   “I’m not saying we shouldn’t find the bastard, Sparky,” said Radar, reasonably, “but we’re going to have a hard time proving murder with this information.”
 
   “As long as he’s behind bars and we shut down his club, I don’t care what you call it. Lavender died because of this bastard’s actions and someone has to pay for that.”
 
   “Then the first step is to get either Noir or Beckett to take you to Carter’s club,” said Radar, “but before that, you and I are making a detour to the hospital to talk to Kiki’s family and see if they have a lead. Bambi and Tank, you go pick up the videos from the UCLA kid.”
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Marco dragged himself out of the pool, perching on the edge, and reached for his ringing phone on the lounger. Tag’s number flashed on the screen, asking for a video chat. He thumbed it on as he grabbed a towel and wiped his face.
 
   “D’Angelo,” he said, scrubbing his hair with the towel. His leg always felt looser after he swam, but he knew the muscles would start knotting up again in a few minutes.
 
   “Whoa, Captain, you going all Hollywood on us?” said Tag with a laugh.
 
   Marco draped the towel around his neck and braced the phone on his good knee. “Just trying to use the gorgeous weather and this incredible pool.” He turned the phone around so she could see.
 
   She whistled. “You’re getting spoiled.”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   “How many stars have you seen?”
 
   “Just the ones that twinkle at night and not many of those.”
 
   “Too many lights in L.A.,” she reasoned.
 
   “Something like that. So, what’s up?”
 
   “Hey, Captain,” said Holmes, sticking his face next to Tag. She shoved him away.
 
   “Hey, Drew.”
 
   “Wegner’s here too,” said Tag, turning the phone so he could look into the screen.
 
   “Lieutenant,” Marco said with a nod.
 
   “Captain, nice haircut.”
 
   Marco scrubbed a hand over his head. “Yeah, cost more than my last paycheck, but the feds were buying, so…”
 
   They all laughed.
 
   “How’s Defino?”
 
   “I think she likes being back in her old office. You may not have a job when you return,” said Tag.
 
   “Just don’t let her bring back those hard-ass chairs of hers,” Marco warned.
 
   “True dat,” said Holmes, poking his face next to Tag’s again.
 
   She elbowed him in the stomach.
 
   “What’s up?”
 
   “Foster’s alibi checked out. We located the drug dealer and he ID’d him, said Foster’s been buying dope from him for months,” said Tag. “Then we found the homeless vet. His name’s Otis Robinson. He says Foster was there that night, even produced a receipt for burgers that Foster bought. He’s a bit of a hoarder.”
 
   “Worked out for Foster though,” said Wegner, leaning in. “Your guy Stan traced the card number on the receipt back to Foster’s account. He was with Robinson at the time of Murphy’s death.”
 
   Marco blew out a breath of relief. “Good work, all of you. So we’ve cleared Foster. Now what?”
 
   Wegner shook his head. “This one’s a bitch, Captain. We ain’t got any other leads.”
 
   “What about the employees of the Fairmont? Did Adams get you the warrant for the employee list?”
 
   “He did,” said Tag, “and we started interviewing them yesterday. They’ve gone monk on us.”
 
   Marco frowned. “Come again?”
 
   “They’ve taken a vow of silence,” translated Wegner. “They all pleaded the fifth. I think they’re afraid they’re going to lose their jobs.”
 
   “Who the hell are they protecting? The president?”
 
   Tag and Wegner shrugged.
 
   “What about the text messages to Murphy’s phone? Has Stan been able to trace those back yet?”
 
   “He’s still working on it, but he says that’s a lot harder, since he doesn’t have anything to hook onto,” said Tag. “He’s also trying to go through the rest of the video feed.”
 
   “Okay, put the new kid with Stan.”
 
   “Price?”
 
   “Yeah, have Stan give him the videos or something. Since Ryder’s down here, we need someone else helping Stan figure this out. Keep me posted, okay?”
 
   “You got it. And Captain?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “If you run into Ellen DeGeneres, get her autograph for me,” said Tag.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “I’ll take one of those too,” said Wegner.
 
   Tag’s gaze shot to him and Marco frowned. “I’ll do my best,” he said, bewildered.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   “Tell me what happened with the photographer, Sparky,” said Radar as they walked into the hospital.
 
   Peyton wondered if hospitals everywhere were the same, boxy white buildings with pristine tile, neutral colors, and a smell of antiseptic.
 
   Radar produced his badge and the woman behind the counter produced a clipboard. “Sign in here,” she told him. She also looked a lot like all the other receptionists Peyton had seen over the years.
 
   “I’d rather not talk about it,” Peyton said, leaning on the white laminate counter. “It’s personal.”
 
   “When it disrupts my case, it’s no longer personal. You sleeping with the photographer too?”
 
   Peyton gave Radar a furious scowl. “Really, Radar? That’s how little you think of me.”
 
   The receptionist pulled the clipboard back, also giving Radar a scowl. “Men,” she muttered under her breath.
 
   “Tell me about it, sister,” said Peyton, accepting the nametag she passed to her.
 
   Radar turned to face her, removing his sunglasses. “You’re right, that was out of line. You can file a complaint with Sarge if you want.”
 
   Peyton frowned at that, pulling off the back of the pass. “Why would I file a complaint because you’re being an ass?”
 
   “That was way out of line.”
 
   “Then why’d you say it?”
 
   “Because I’m stressed about this case. Gwen’s all torn up about it.”
 
   “We’re going to find out who killed Lavender, Radar. I promise you.”
 
   “It’s not that.”
 
   “Then tell me what it is.”
 
   Radar glanced at the listening receptionist. Peyton glanced at her as well. Taking her arm, Radar pulled Peyton over to the chairs and they took a seat. “Gwen’s my rock, Sparky. When all of this madness happens, Gwen’s who I go to for support, to be there for me.” He tucked his sunglasses in his jacket pocket. “I know this sounds really selfish, but I’m not used to being there for her like this and it scares me.”
 
   Peyton smiled at him, then she laid her hand on his arm. “Radar, that’s what a good marriage is. It’s being there for each other. Now it’s your turn, so as Marco would say, man up, dude.”
 
   Radar nodded. “Look, I don’t say this often, but I’m sorry for what I said. I really didn’t mean it.”
 
   “It was amazingly insensitive and stupid, but I forgive you.”
 
   “Thanks, I’m so relieved. Anyway, I still want to know what happened.”
 
   “Bambi happened. She went out with Jake last night.”
 
   Radar leaned back on the seat. “I see. Did she sleep with him?”
 
   “I asked her not to, but she went and told Jake that I didn’t want her to sleep with him, which set Jake off.”
 
   “We need him to charm Noir tonight, Sparky. Is he going to do it?”
 
   “He’ll do it. Jake’s a good guy. He might be pissed at me, but he’ll do whatever he can to help us catch Lavender’s murderer.”
 
   Radar nodded. “Let’s go talk to Kiki’s parents.”
 
   Peyton blew out air. “My favorite thing.”
 
   “Tell me about it.”
 
   They found Kiki’s mother and father in a waiting room on her floor. Kiki had been put in an drug-induced coma to combat the staph infection, so she couldn’t talk to them. Kiki’s mother was a tall, thin woman with Kiki’s brown ringlets, her eyes large and dark, her skin flawlessly smooth and quite a bit darker than her daughter. She was beautiful, dressed immaculately in a pale pink skirt and silk tank, a necklace of silver links around her neck. Kiki’s father had to be nearly seven feet, broad shouldered, barrel chested, his skin a mocha color. He wore a ball cap and baseball jersey, coupled with a pair of worn jeans.
 
   “Mr. Sommers, Ms. Jamieson,” said Radar, shaking their hands.
 
   “Detective Bustamante was just here, Agent Moreno, seeing how Kiki’s doing,” said Ms. Jamieson.
 
   “He told me he was coming out.”
 
   “He didn’t have any news for us.”
 
   “Well, we’ve narrowed down a suspect list and we’ll be working that angle tonight,” said Radar, motioning Peyton forward. “This is my associate, Agent Peyton Brooks. Agent Brooks, this is Kiki’s mother and father.”
 
   Peyton shook hands with both of them. “I’m sorry for what happened to Kiki,” she said.
 
   Ms. Jamieson nodded. “Thank you.”
 
   Mr. Sommers motioned to the chairs. “Will you sit down?” he asked in a deep baritone.
 
   Peyton and Radar took seats across from them.
 
   “How is Kiki today?” asked Radar.
 
   “The doctors think they’ve finally turned a corner on the infection. They’re talking about bringing her out of the coma at any time,” said Ms. Jamieson.
 
   “When they do and she’s stable, will you contact Detective Bustamante or myself? We need to speak with Kiki as soon as she’s able.”
 
   “We will,” said Ms. Jamieson. “How are Lavender’s mother and sister?”
 
   “Devastated,” said Peyton.
 
   “Could they tell you anything?” asked Mr. Sommers.
 
   “They gave us some leads, yes. Those are the ones we’re following tonight,” Peyton continued. “Have you had a chance to go through Kiki’s personal effects, look at her computer, her phone for any information about where she and Lavender might have gone?”
 
   “Her phone wasn’t recovered,” said Ms. Jamieson. “And we turned her computer over to Detective Bustamante. Unfortunately, he thinks going to this club may have been a spur of the moment decision.”
 
   Radar nodded. “He shared that with me as well.”
 
   Ms. Jamieson closed her eyes. “I know this isn’t anyone’s fault, but I thought Ms. Fontaine was looking out for our daughter.”
 
   Mr. Sommers put a hand on her back to soothe her and Radar lowered his head. Peyton glanced at him.
 
   “Ms. Jamieson, I can’t even imagine what you’re feeling, how devastated you are, and you need to know we’re doing everything in our power to find out who hurt your daughter,” said Peyton, leaning forward and bracing her forearms on her thighs. “Is there anything you remember? Any people she mentioned? Any clubs she talked about going to?”
 
   Kiki’s parents looked at each other for a moment, then Mr. Sommers scratched his ball cap. “She mentioned some rock star, Jeb Somethingorother?”
 
   “Jett, Jett Carter,” said Ms. Jamieson. “She and Lavender went to his club with René Noir and she said he was a creeper. Those were her words.” She gave a helpless shrug. “He tried to get Lavender to go into a backroom with him. Noir warned both girls to stay on the main floor.”
 
   Peyton gave her a gentle smile. “Thank you. That helps.”
 
   Radar nodded. “We need to get going, but please call if anything changes.”
 
   “We will,” said Ms. Jamieson, and they all rose. Ms. Jamieson clasped Radar’s hand. “I’m sorry about what I said about Ms. Fontaine. I know she tried to protect Kiki, it’s just…”
 
   Radar nodded, squeezing her hand. “I understand. So does Gwen. Please take care.”
 
   She nodded and leaned against Mr. Sommers, who put an arm around his ex-wife’s shoulders.
 
   “Thank you, Agents,” Mr. Sommers said in his movie star’s voice.
 
   “Goodbye,” said Peyton as she and Radar walked out to the elevator. “We need to check out this Jett character, Radar.”
 
   “We will.”
 
   Peyton turned to face him as he pressed the button for the elevator. “Why aren’t we going right now?”
 
   Radar glanced back to make sure Kiki’s parents couldn’t hear. “I’m not saying this guy doesn’t merit a look, Sparky, but it bothers me that his club’s so visible, so recognizable. Could they rape two girls, suck out their blood, then dump them in an alleyway without someone seeing it?”
 
   Peyton glanced over his shoulder as well and she could see Mr. Sommers trying to comfort Ms. Jamieson. “You think the club they went to is exclusive, unknown by the general public?”
 
   Radar nodded.
 
   “And if we go after Carter before we’re sure he was involved, we’ll blow our cover and possibly not find this underground club?”
 
   “You got it.”
 
   “Okay, old man, we play it your way.”
 
   The elevator doors opened and Radar stepped inside. “We were going to do that anyway, I just wanted you to feel like you were involved.”
 
   Peyton couldn’t help but smile. It was good to have the old Radar back again.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Radar handed Marco a soda and took a seat across from him at the table on the balcony outside Gwen’s condo. “Gwen’ll be coming for you in a moment,” said Radar ominously.
 
   “Tell me she doesn’t have anymore hot wax.”
 
   “Not that I saw.”
 
   Marco released his held breath.
 
   “I appreciate you doing this for us. I know this isn’t exactly your sort of thing.”
 
   Marco gave him a wry look, not bothering to answer.
 
   “This photographer’s going to come through for us, isn’t he?”
 
   “He’ll come through. No worries there.”
 
   “Can he pull off his role? I mean, does he have acting chops?”
 
   “I think he’ll do fine. He loves this sort of crap and if not him, his assistant will make up for it.”
 
   “The flamboyant M.E.?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “I haven’t gotten the chance to meet him yet, but I’ve heard things.”
 
   “Oh, trust me. Whatever you’ve heard pales in comparison to what you’ll see.”
 
   Radar laughed.
 
   Marco turned the soda can around. “Radar, I have to ask. Have you found out anything about that text message I sent you?”
 
   “The picture of you and Sparky?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “My guys are working on it. We know it was sent from a burner cell, but we need to figure out who sent it. I briefed Sarge on it.”
 
   “Rosa Alvarez?”
 
   “Right. I forgot you’ve worked with her before.”
 
   Worked? Sure, that was true. Marco wasn’t going to tell Radar what else he’d done with Rosa.
 
   “Do you think Peyton’s in danger?”
 
   Radar shrugged. “I don’t like the red X. That worries me.”
 
   “Could this Mike Edwards be connected in anyway?”
 
   “I know you’re not going to like this, but I don’t think so, Marco. He’s definitely interested in her, but I think it’s just a personal obsession.”
 
   “That doesn’t make me feel any better. Why couldn’t he be behind the picture?”
 
   Radar gave Marco a searching look. “I’m keeping an eye on this Mike Edwards bozo, but I’m gonna be honest with you. Both Sarge and I feel like that picture had a lot more to do with you, than Sparky. We’re wondering if it’s about a case you’re working, not her.”
 
   Marco went still. His mind immediately went to Murphy’s murder and the text messages Murphy had received from a burner cell. Was the “powerful” lover trying to get Marco to back off by threatening Peyton?
 
   He swallowed hard. “What does that mean? If it’s one of my cases, will the FBI back off or will you still keep looking into it?”
 
   “The threat was made against one of our own. I intend to keep working it, Marco. I can promise you that.”
 
   Marco released his breath. “Thanks, Radar.”
 
   “Sure thing.”
 
   Gwen poked her head outside the balcony door. “Your turn, Mr. Devine,” she said, smiling broadly, and Marco felt like he was going to his own execution.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   René Noir’s loft had been cleared of the different filming sets, showing an expansive space with vintage exposed bricks and open ductwork, the warehouse windows twinkling with outdoor lights. Peyton found herself at the back of the crowd who entered the loft. Gwen went first with Marco and Bambi at her side. Bambi had her arm draped through Marco’s and Peyton had to admit they made a stunning couple.
 
   Gwen wore a simple navy blue sheath dress, but she’d draped a gorgeous pashmina in blue and green jewel tones around her arms. Her red hair draped over one shoulder in a French twist. René had sent over a suit for Marco, proving that the man knew how to dress others. The suit accentuated Marco’s broad shoulders and narrow waist, coupled with a white shirt open at the neck and the white cuffs showing beyond the sleeves of the jacket. His new haircut drew attention to his blue eyes and cultured good looks. Bambi wore a white halter dress, her blond hair curling around her bare shoulders. The only jewelry she wore was a pair of diamond earrings. Gwen had chosen a gold sheath dress for Peyton. Peyton hadn’t been sure about the shimmering material, but coupled with her skin tones, it suited her. Gwen had also tamed her curls into a French twist and put gold teardrop earrings in her ears. A pair of strappy stiletto heels completed her ensemble, except for the transmitter in her ear.
 
   Tank loomed behind them, wearing a black suit with a black shirt and a red tie. His earpiece was visible and he immediately positioned himself in the corner, clasping his hands before him. René’s finely dressed guests shot him a glance, then forgot he was there. Looking around, Peyton marked a few other security guards blending into the background.
 
   Jake and Abe swooped in after Tank, Abe just a step behind Jake to appear his assistant. Peyton rolled her eyes, but she had to admit Jake looked the part of the temperamental artist, fully aware of his genius. He had his suit jacket draped over his shoulders, the arms waving emptily beside him, his pin-striped shirt open to mid-chest, a wide belt with a silver belt buckle holding up the expensive trousers. His shoes were blue suede and according to Abe, magnificent. A pair of large white rimmed sunglasses covered his eyes and his brown hair had been moussed into a slick do. Abe had toned down his usual majesty, but he wore a white suit with a silk shirt sporting hydrangeas all over it. His shoes were white patent leather with silver tassels and he’d pulled his dreads into a thick ponytail, tying the end with a silver ribbon.
 
   René immediately extricated himself from the people he was speaking with, coming over to air-kiss Gwen’s cheeks, then he gave Marco a critical once-over. “Perfectimont!” he declared, kissing his fingertips, “I am a genius.”
 
   Marco arched a brow at that, but René had already forgotten him, looking beyond him to Jake, who was busy taking in the loft with a bored expression on his face.
 
   “Is this the photographer?” said René, laying a hand on Gwen’s arm.
 
   “Yes, René, this is Jacob Ryder.”
 
   “Jacob Ryder, what a Hollywood name. It’s Hollywoodlicious.”
 
   “That’s what my father John always said,” Jake commented, then they both gave forced, false laughs.
 
   Marco’s gaze cut to Peyton and she hid a smile.
 
   “It’s a pleasure to meet a man of equal genius to my own,” said René, offering the tips of his fingers.
 
   “The pleasure is mine,” said Jake, briefly shaking René’s fingers. “Abraham, my coat.”
 
   Abe moved immediately and took Jake’s coat, folding it over his arm.
 
   René snapped his fingers and a waiter appeared, holding a tray. “Wine?”
 
   “I only drink red,” said Jake.
 
   René waved the waiter away, then snapped his fingers again. “Chad, red wine for Mr. Ryder.”
 
   “At your service,” said Chad, his voice carrying a hint of disgust.
 
   “Gwen,” said René, turning to her, “I’d like to introduce Mr. Ryder and Mario, the new face of Noir, to my guests. Carson, in particular, is anxious to meet them.”
 
   Gwen inclined her head, accepting a glass of white wine from another waiter. “We’re at your command, René.” She gave Peyton a brief nod as she and her entourage moved in the direction René indicated.
 
   “You’re the only one free, Sparky,” came Radar’s voice in her ear. “While they’re occupied, circulate and eavesdrop on the other conversations.”
 
   Peyton looked over her shoulder at Tank. He gave her a nod. Lifting her hand to smooth her hair, she spoke into the blocky gold bracelet Gwen had lent her. Tank had cleverly located a microphone in the inner curve of metal.
 
   “These people are too hoity toity for underground clubs, Radar.”
 
   “Still circulate. You don’t know what you might find.”
 
   Peyton worked her way around the outer edge of the party, picking up snatches of conversation. Most of it was business talk – investments, projects they were working on, home renovations, while a few were intrigued by René’s departure from his usual business model. A lot of the guests remarked that Marco was a refreshing take on an old trope. Occasionally, she watched Gwen’s entourage as René shuffled them about the loft. She couldn’t deny Jake was brilliant, making people laugh, acting like an entitled ass, and charming the hell out of René himself. Of course, Abe playing the humble assistant was comic gold. Whenever Jake snapped his fingers, Abe raced around trying to figure out what he wanted.
 
   As the evening progressed, Peyton marked that Bambi was able to get Carson Beckett alone on the balcony. She laughed with him and flirted outrageously, talking about all the famous places she wanted to see. She did well pretending to be an empty-headed, naive, small town girl.
 
   Glancing around, Peyton found Marco backed against the bar, talking to a pair of business women in sharp suits, who were asking him questions about motorcycles. Whatever he was telling them, they didn’t seem to care. They were laughing and taking every opportunity they could to stroke his arm or his chest. He handled it with his usual Marco charm. He was on firm footing when women flirted with him, Peyton thought in mild irritation.
 
   “These people aren’t what we want, Radar,” she said into her bracelet. “There may be drinking and hooking up, but it’s all for a purpose – to get ahead financially. Wherever Lavender and Kiki went, it was a whole lot grittier and outside of polite society.”
 
   “She’s right, Radar,” came Tank’s voice. “We’re wasting our time.”
 
   “Not entirely. Bambi’s got Beckett’s attention, right?” Radar said.
 
   Peyton wasn’t sure. Beckett kept looking into the loft, searching it for someone or something. She moved closer to get a better look, but suddenly his eyes met hers. He touched Bambi’s arm and walked away, moving back toward the door.
 
   “Lost him,” said Bambi in frustration. “I must have dropped a million hints that I wanted to get out of here, but he’s just not interested.”
 
   To Peyton’s surprise, he was coming her way. Whisking two glasses of champagne off the tray of a passing waiter, he smiled at Peyton.
 
   “Hold on,” came Bambi’s voice.
 
   “What? What’s going on?” asked Radar.
 
   Peyton touched the bud in her ear to make sure it was hidden as Beckett stopped before her.
 
   “Sorry, I could stand a minute more of vapid conversation,” he said, smiling. “You’re Gwen’s assistant, right?”
 
   “Easy, Sparky, try to be charming,” warned Radar.
 
   Peyton forced a smile. “Paige Sparks,” she said, offering him her hand.
 
   “Carson Beckett,” he replied, then bent over and kissed the back of it. His moustache tickled. “Pleasure to meet you, Miss Sparks.”
 
   “Paige.”
 
   “Right. So are you enjoying yourself?” He looked around.
 
   “It’s a lovely loft.”
 
   His brown eyes snapped back to her. “Be honest. This is boring, isn’t it?”
 
   “It’s extra pay is what it is,” she said.
 
   He laughed. “Right. That helps. Plus it can be entertaining if you have the inside scoop.” He pointed to a very tall, very thin woman leaning against Marco’s arm. “See that woman.”
 
   Peyton nodded, trying not to feel a stab of jealousy.
 
   “Her husband left her with nearly a billion dollars. He was seventy when she married him.”
 
   “How old was she?”
 
   “Twenty-five.”
 
   Peyton smiled.
 
   “She’ll sleep with anything that has a penis, let me tell you.”
 
   Peyton tamped down on her alarm. “You?”
 
   He gave Peyton a wicked look. “No, I don’t want to die in my sleep if you know what I mean.”
 
   Peyton’s eyes widened. “Seriously?”
 
   He nodded, licking his lip. “You want to hear something else?”
 
   “Sure. It’s better than standing here, trying to look like anyone else knows I’m alive.”
 
   He tilted his head, giving her a slow perusal. “I noticed you’re alive.”
 
   “Good,” said Radar in her ear.
 
   Peyton pretended to blush and lowered her head. “This is all new to me. I’ve never been to something like this.” She looked up at him, giving him the full effect of her eyes. “I’d love any pointers you have, Mr. Beckett.”
 
   “Carson,” he said, then he touched the bottom of her glass. “Drink up.”
 
   She took a sip.
 
   “What do you mean this is new to you? You look like you’ve been to a millions things like this.”
 
   “No.” She laughed. “Don’t make fun of me.”
 
   “I wasn’t.”
 
   “Well, to be honest, I’ve never been with so many fine people.”
 
   “Fine people. Let me tell you, every single one of these fine people has skeletons in their closets.” He pointed at a man with obvious hair plugs. “He likes to dress in women’s lingerie. She…” He pointed to a woman with massive breasts. “…used to be a man. And he…” He motioned at a very professionally dressed man, talking into his cell phone. “…got arrested last year for snorting blow off his mistress’s naked belly.”
 
   Peyton gasped and covered her mouth.
 
   Carson’s eyes twinkled in mischief. “I can tell you so much more.”
 
   “But they all look so normal.”
 
   “No one’s normal, baby. Everyone’s got a secret to hide.”
 
   “Easy,” whispered Radar in her ear.
 
   “What’s yours?” she asked, giving him a sideways look.
 
   His smile turned predatory. “You wanna know?”
 
   “Of course I do.”
 
   “I’ll tell you,” and he leaned closer to her, bringing his lips to her ear, “I like…”
 
   “Mr. Beckett, René asked me to find you,” came a voice. “He’d like a word.”
 
   Peyton glanced up to see Chad Gilbert standing at Beckett’s back. Beckett gave Peyton an apologetic smile. “Excuse me, will you?”
 
   “Of course,” she said, feeling defeated.
 
   “Shit,” muttered Radar.
 
   Beckett touched her elbow and then turned, hurrying off toward the other end of the loft where René stood with Jake, Gwen, and Abe. René appeared to be showing Jake a photo album of some kind.
 
   For some reason, Chad didn’t leave Peyton’s side. He glanced around, then gave Peyton a quick glance. “You need to be careful around Beckett,” he warned.
 
   “Gwen said the same thing. Why?”
 
   “Don’t take this the wrong way, but he always goes after girls like you.”
 
   “What do you mean, girls like me?”
 
   “The assistants, not the models.”
 
   Peyton sipped her champagne. “Why’s that bad?”
 
   Chad gave her a disbelieving look. “Really? You don’t get what I mean?”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I don’t completely understand. Why wouldn’t he want to be with a beautiful model?”
 
   Chad clasped his hands behind his back. He wore a collared shirt, a vest, a tie, slacks, and Converse sneakers. “He doesn’t think they’re a challenge. Well, most of them. He likes girls with a little more sense.” He nodded at Bambi as she stepped back into the room and headed for Marco, scattering the women around him. “Not bobble-headed playthings.” 
 
   “I see.”
 
   “It sucks being the assistant, doesn’t it?” he said, glancing down at her.
 
   “Well, it’s not what I want to do for the rest of my life, but I get to see beautiful people, go to exciting parties.”
 
   “You call this exciting?” he asked incredulously.
 
   “I guess not so much, but I’ve been to others that are pretty cool.” She toyed with the stem of her champagne glass. “So if you don’t like being an assistant, why do you do it?”
 
   “René Noir’s a stepping stone.”
 
   “You want to be a designer too?”
 
   “God, yeah. I’ve always wanted that. When the opportunity came to study with René, I snapped it up.”
 
   “But you don’t like it?”
 
   Chad shrugged. “He’s not really my style.”
 
   “What do you mean? Most people think he’s brilliant.”
 
   “I guess, but I like a little more leather and a lot less…”
 
   “Chiffon.”
 
   “You got it.”
 
   They laughed.
 
   “It must be fun working with the models though?”
 
   “Not as much fun as you think. They’re throwaways.”
 
   “Throwaways?”
 
   He gave her a serious look. “You haven’t noticed how expendable the models are. I mean Lavender was the Face of Noir, but he replaced her with a pretty bobble-head the next week and no one noticed he’s not even the same gender.”
 
   “I think they noticed.” She watched Marco and Bambi talking together and she wondered what they were saying.
 
   “Don’t tell me you have a thing for him.”
 
   Peyton blinked and looked up at Chad. “What?”
 
   “René’s new face? You have a thing for him?”
 
   “He’s pretty.”
 
   “And dumb as dirt. He’s a throwaway. The minute he’s not making René any money, there’ll be a new bobble-head in here to take his place.”
 
   “That’s a grim outlook on life and people.”
 
   “It’s reality. It’s the truth. There are people like you and me who make people like that Ken doll and his Malibu Barbie look good. It makes me tired.”
 
   Suddenly René turned away from Gwen and Jake, snapping his fingers in their direction. “Chad, come here. I need you to get something for me,” he called.
 
   Chad gave Peyton an apologetic smile. “Sorry, duty calls.”
 
   “Sure. Nice talking to you.”
 
   “Nice talking to you. If you ever want to commiserate, give me a call.”
 
   “I will,” she said, keeping a smile in place as he jogged over to René.
 
   “Well, this has been a monumental waste of time,” grumbled Radar in her ear.
 
   She sighed and drained the rest of her champagne. No point in arguing the obvious.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
   Taylor turned on the camera, although he knew he probably had enough footage for his documentary now. Lavender tucked a strand of ombré hair behind her ear and smiled at him. She had on shorts and a LA Lakers’ jersey.
 
   “I’m gonna miss coming out here to see you all the time, Taylor,” she said. “It’s nice to get away for a while.”
 
   “I’m gonna miss you too, Lavender. I was wondering…” He stopped, lowering his head. He wanted to ask her to do something with him, something normal people would do, but he didn’t want to be rejected.
 
   “What? What were you wondering?”
 
   He looked up, met her gaze. “It’s stupid. I’m embarrassed to say it. You’ll think I’m an idiot.”
 
   “I’d never think that, Taylor. You’re my friend.”
 
   He felt a rush of heat rise inside of him and he knew he was blushing. “Really? You think that?”
 
   “Of course I do. I’ve told you things I’ve never told anyone else. And you look at me, really look at me. I mean, not as Lavender, but as a real person.”
 
   Taylor swallowed hard. His palms were sweating, so he rubbed them on his thighs.
 
   “What did you want to ask me?” she prompted.
 
   “I wondered if you wanted to go to the movies sometime.”
 
   Her eyes widened.
 
   Taylor looked away, feeling his face heat even more. Stupid, he’d just ruined everything with her. Had he really just asked a supermodel to go to the movies with him? What the hell had he been thinking? She was going to think he was on drugs.
 
   “Are you asking me on a date?”
 
   “I know, I’m sorry. That was so stupid…” He held up a hand.
 
   She leaned forward in her chair. “Stop it,” she said. “Answer me. Did you just ask me on a date?”
 
   He bounced his leg up and down in agitation, but he forced himself to look at her. “Yeah.”
 
   “Wow.” She gave a little laugh. “No one’s ever asked me on a date before.”
 
   “What? That’s ridiculous. What about in high school?”
 
   She shook her head. “Never. I was always busy, modeling and taking acting classes.” She gave a shrug. “Anyway, it wasn’t like guys were lining up to take me places. They would have done other things with me, but not go on actual dates.”
 
   “Well, I want to go on an actual date. Dinner and a movie where I pick you up from your million dollar condo in my Ford Fiesta.”
 
   She laughed. “I would love that, Taylor. Yes, I’ll go on a date with you.”
 
   Taylor felt like his heart would burst with happiness.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   As Marco toweled off from the shower, he heard his phone ringing on the nightstand in the room he shared with Tank. He tugged on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt, then reached for his cane and limped out of the bathroom, snaking a hand through his wet hair. The phone had stopped ringing.
 
   He sank down on the bed and picked it up. He could hear Tank talking to Bambi and Peyton in the living room as he pressed the button to pull up the display. Cho’s number flashed on the screen.
 
   He dialed him back on the video chat, glancing over his shoulder again. He should probably shut the door, but he didn’t feel like walking over there. Cho appeared, sitting in the conference room with Simons and Stan. For some reason, a chill raced up Marco’s spine.
 
   “Hey, this seems ominous.”
 
   “Hey, Captain,” said Cho, exchanging a look with Simons. “Sorry to bother you this early.”
 
   “No problem. What’s up?”
 
   “Stan was able to trace the photo of you and Peyton back to a burner cell.”
 
   Marco knew that already from Radar’s tech guys. “Okay?”
 
   Cho nodded at Stan to continue. Stan leaned forward, his glasses reflecting the light overhead, making his eyes appear vacant.
 
   “I got the number off the cell phone. From there I traced it back to the department store where it was bought.”
 
   Marco’s brows rose and a feeling of pride swept through him. Radar’s guys hadn’t done that. “That’s fantastic, Stan. Now if we can get the video feed from the store, we can see…”
 
   “I went one step further, Captain,” interrupted Stan.
 
   Marco waited for him to speak.
 
   He pushed his glasses up on his nose, then scrubbed a hand across his cheek. “I got the credit card number that paid for the phone.”
 
   “We got a warrant for this, right?”
 
   “Yeah,” said Cho. “Judge Easton doesn’t like his cops being watched.”
 
   “Okay,” said Marco, glancing over his shoulder. He could still hear voices. Not that he wouldn’t tell Peyton what they found out, but if it turned out to be Mike Edwards, that conversation was going to take place in public with Abe and Jake around.
 
   “Captain,” said Cho, drawing his attention again. “The credit card belonged to Eduard Zonov.”
 
   Marco frowned. “Wait. What?” He’d been so sure it was Mike Edwards that his brain wasn’t processing what Cho said. “It was who?”
 
   “Eduard Zonov,” said Simons in his gravelly voice. “Uncle Eddy.”
 
   “Brad Peterson’s bookie,” added Cho.
 
   Marco absorbed that.
 
   “What do you want us to do? You want us to bring him into interrogation?” he asked.
 
   Marco tried to think hard. Why would Eduard Zonov be following him, taking pictures of him with Peyton? Brad Peterson was dead, Carol Peterson was behind bars. He’d gotten his revenge for the death of his nephew.
 
   “Captain?”
 
   Marco blinked. “No, no, don’t bring him in. It’s not illegal to snap a picture.”
 
   “But the red X over Brooks?” prompted Cho.
 
   The red X. Marco’s spine crawled. “Let me talk to Radar first.”
 
   “Brooks’ boss?”
 
   “Yeah. He was looking into the picture for me too.”
 
   “Okay.” Cho and Simons exchanged uneasy looks. “You let us know how you want us to proceed.”
 
   “I will.” He snaked his fingers through his hair again. “Stan?”
 
   “Yeah, Captain?”
 
   “What about the text messages from Lowell Murphy’s phone? Could you do the same thing with those?”
 
   “That phone must have been paid for with cash, Captain.”
 
   “Can you locate the store where it was sold?”
 
   “I’m working on it.”
 
   “Okay. Good work, all of you. I’ll get back to you as soon as I talk to Radar.”
 
   “Take care, Captain,” said Cho. “Any idea when the case down there’s going to be finished?”
 
   “Not really. They don’t have many leads.”
 
   Cho gave him a stiff nod.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing. Nothing.”
 
   Cho said it a little too fast.
 
   Simons looked skeptical.
 
   “Nate?” Marco growled in warning.
 
   “I forgot how intimidating Captain Defino is. She shouts my name and I get a belly cramp.”
 
   Marco laughed. “Man up, Cho,” he said.
 
   “Yes, sir,” Cho answered with a salute. “Tell Brooks to hurry up. Maria really wants help planning this bachelorette party.”
 
   “I’ll tell her, but hey, Bill, that reminds me…”
 
   “Don’t even bother,” said Simons. “Maria’s planning the bachelor party as well. No strippers.”
 
   Marco laughed. “What about an abnormally large cake?”
 
   “No abnormally large cakes either. She’s onto that one,” said Cho.
 
   “Why can’t we have an abnormally large cake?” asked Stan. “What’s wrong with cake?”
 
   Marco laughed again. “I’ll let you two explain that. I’ve gotta go.”
 
   “Talk to you soon, Captain,” said Cho, then he disconnected.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Gwen arrived with Jake and Abe about 9:00AM. She set a laptop down on the table and pressed a button. Radar’s unsmiling face filled the screen.
 
   Peyton waved at him. “Hey there, old man,” she said brightly. “You getting tired of being locked up in paradise?”
 
   “Laugh it up, Sparky. You get to review the Lavender tapes today.”
 
   That sobered her. She hated going through video. It was boring.
 
   “Lavender tapes, that sounds like soft-core porn,” said Abe, setting a box of fresh donuts in the middle of the table. Today he wore a shirt with orange poppies all over it, a pair of orange shiny pants, and orange loafers.
 
   Radar’s expression never changed. “You must be the M.E.,” he said dryly.
 
   Abe placed a hand in the middle of his chest. “Doctor Abraham Jefferson at your service, my good man. Pleasure to meet you.”
 
   “Same,” said Radar.
 
   Peyton glanced up, catching Jake’s eye, but he looked away.
 
   “Hey, Jake,” said Bambi.
 
   “Hey, Bambi.”
 
   “Hey, Jake,” said Tank.
 
   “Hey, Tank.”
 
   Marco appeared out of the bedroom, limping toward the gathering.
 
   “Hey, Adonis.”
 
   “Captain,” growled Marco.
 
   “Captain Adonis,” Jake amended.
 
   “Can we get down to business?” asked Gwen, clasping her hands together.
 
   Peyton gave Radar a raised brow. Gwen’s voice vibrated with stress. Radar offered Peyton a subtle nod as if to say See what I mean.
 
   “Of course,” said Peyton, closing the box on the donuts. She guessed they weren’t having donuts after all.
 
   “We have a problem,” Gwen said, pacing before the windows. “How are you getting into Jett Carter’s club tonight?”
 
   “What do you mean?” asked Peyton.
 
   “It’s very exclusive. You have to know someone who can get you on the list. I don’t frequent those places and René won’t go. He’s going into seclusion for the next few days to design a new line for Mario Devine. When René goes into seclusion, no one can get through to him.”
 
   “There’s no other way in?” asked Peyton.
 
   “None. I might be able to call Carson Beckett, but he’s gonna think that’s weird,” said Gwen, lifting her hands and letting them fall. “Besides, Lavender and Kiki went to the Aquarius Station with René, not Carson.”
 
   “You said going into seclusion, right?” asked Jake. “Meaning he’s not in it yet?”
 
   “He doesn’t go in until after brunch. That’s his tradition,” she said, giving them a shrug that said she knew it was ridiculous.
 
   “Okay, so assuming brunch is at 10:00, we’ve got time to have him put us on the list.”
 
   “I can’t call and ask him, Jake,” said Gwen. “That’ll look suspicious. It’ll blow our cover. I never go to…” She shuddered. “…those sorts of clubs.”
 
   “But Hollywood Jake would,” he said. “You heard René tell me to call him if there was anything he could do for me.”
 
   Gwen’s head lifted. “That’s true.”
 
   “Actually, Hollywood Jake, you wouldn’t make the call yourself. Your assistant would,” said Abe with a broad smile. “And if anyone can talk someone into buying a bridge, it’s moi.”
 
   Marco blew out air and lowered his head. Peyton couldn’t help but smile at the bewildered look on Radar’s face.
 
   “You’re so smart, Jake,” gushed Bambi.
 
   Jake blushed and pretended to be humble.
 
   “Do it already!” growled Radar. “If you wait much longer, brunch will be over.” He paused and shook his head. “God, I hate Hollywood.”
 
   “Breathe, Carlos,” cooed Gwen, stroking a hand over the top of the laptop as if he could feel it. “Go to your safe place.”
 
   Radar drew in a deep breath and held it.
 
   “Let’s make the call on the balcony,” said Abe. He and Jake hurried off to do it.
 
   “Someone should go watch them,” said Radar as they disappeared through the door. Bambi started to get up, but Radar pointed a finger at her. “Not you. Tank.”
 
   “I’m on it,” said Tank as he rose and went after them.
 
   “Anyone want coffee?” Marco asked, pushing himself to his feet.
 
   “I’ll take a mocha,” said Peyton, watching him limp into the kitchen.
 
   “I’ll help,” said Bambi, bouncing to her feet and hurrying after him.
 
   “Sparky,” said Radar.
 
   She looked back at the screen. “What’s up?”
 
   “If they get the invite for this Jett Carter’s place, Gwen and I can’t go with you. You’re going to be on your own in there.”
 
   “We’ll have our wires, right?”
 
   “Right, and Bustamante will be standing by with men if anything goes hinky, but you’re gonna have to be in charge of this parade.”
 
   “Wait. What? Why me? Tank and Bambi have more experience.”
 
   “If I want someone at my back with a gun, Bambi’s my woman. If I want someone to give me the straight dope on a situation, Tank’s my man. But, you know that saying, these are not my monkeys, this is not my circus.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “This is your circus.”
 
   “Well, shit,” she said, bracing her chin on her hand.
 
   Suddenly Abe appeared in the doorway, holding both arms in the air. “We’re in like Flynn,” he shouted.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Marco accepted the glass of lemonade Radar gave him. Radar took a seat in an armchair across from him, bracing his forearms on his thighs. “So, your guy traced the phone back to the store, then back through the credit card to the buyer?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “We could sure use your guy.”
 
   “He’s not negotiable,” Marco said, forcing a tense smile. Why was everyone trying to poach his people?
 
   “Okay, so who’s the buyer?”
 
   “Eduard Zonov, a small time bookie and…”
 
   “Organized gangster. I’m familiar with Zonov. Sarge has been trying to get something to stick on Teflon Eddy for years.” Radar looked out the balcony door. “I don’t like this. Why’s he got a thing for you?”
 
   “I hauled him in on our last case. Questioned him about an explosion at the Peterson mansion.”
 
   “I see. Teflon Eddy likes his explosions. Wasn’t Sarge in on that?”
 
   “She was.”
 
   “You tell Sparky yet?”
 
   Marco shook his head. “I was so sure it had to be Mike Edwards. Then Jake and Abe showed up, and she went off to watch videos.”
 
   “You’re going to have to warn her.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I’ll do some digging on Zonov from my end. Maybe Sarge can up the heat on him and he’ll be too busy to harass you.”
 
   “You think this is just harassment?”
 
   Radar shrugged. “I wish I knew. We haven’t been able to make him for anything. This phone thing seems a little sloppy to me. Maybe he’s ready to crack and we’ll get lucky.”
 
   “I appreciate the help.”
 
   “No problem.”
 
   Marco’s phone rang. He fished it out of his pocket and glanced at the display. Kurt Foster’s number showed on the screen. “I have to take this,” he said.
 
   Radar pushed himself to his feet. “I’ll just go throw some sandwiches together for lunch. You like ham?”
 
   “Vegetarian,” said Marco with a shrug.
 
   “I’ll figure it out,” said Radar, heading toward the kitchen.
 
   Marco thumbed on the phone. “Kurt, how’d you get my new number?”
 
   “Tricia had it. Look, Marco, someone broke into the apartment. I went out on a job interview and when I came back, I found the place torn apart.”
 
   “Wait. Slow down, Kurt. What happened?”
 
   “I had a job interview today at 11:00. I just came back and found the lock jimmied. Actually, they broke the door jamb. The whole apartment’s been ransacked. They went through everything – our clothes, smashed our dishes, and tore Lowell’s room to pieces.”
 
   “Okay, calm down. Are you in the apartment right now?”
 
   “Yeah, I think I startled them. Someone raced past me in the hallway, knocking me into the wall.”
 
   “Are you all right?”
 
   “Yeah, but Marco, you should see this place. It’s tossed.”
 
   “Okay, I’m going to call my detectives and get them out there. Is anything missing?”
 
   “No, but last week your guys were looking for Lowell’s laptop. I couldn’t find it.”
 
   “Okay?”
 
   “Whoever tossed this place found it. Lowell must have had it hidden in the closet or something. Marco, they smashed it all to hell.”
 
   “Calm down, Kurt. Listen to me. I need you to go down to the manager’s office right now. Take the laptop with you, but move nothing else.”
 
   “I can’t leave it like this. The door jamb’s busted.”
 
   Marco rose to his feet and went to the kitchen doorway, motioning to Radar. “Kurt, I don’t want them coming back. If you startled them, they may not have found what they wanted to find. You need to get out of there until my detectives arrive.” Radar moved to Marco’s side. “I’m gonna give you to a friend of mine and he’s gonna talk you through this.”
 
   Radar took the phone. “Kurt, is it? Tell me what’s going on.”
 
   “I need your phone,” Marco told Radar.
 
   He handed it over as he listened to Kurt. “Okay, look, Captain D’Angelo’s right. You need to get out of there. Take the laptop like he said and walk to the door. I’ll stay on the line.”
 
   Marco dialed Tag’s phone from memory. He was worried she wouldn’t answer the strange number, but she picked up on the third ring. “Hello?”
 
   “Tag, it’s D’Angelo.”
 
   “Hey, Captain, you get another phone?”
 
   “No, look, I need you and Holmes to get out to Foster’s place. Have Wegner’s CSI meet you there. Foster’s apartment’s been tossed and he surprised the burglar in the hallway. I’m having him go to the manager’s office and wait there. The burglar found Murphy’s laptop and smashed it. Foster’s taking that with him. We need to get it to Stan and have him see if he can get anything off it.”
 
   “We’re on our way.”
 
   “Get back to me as soon as you secure Foster.”
 
   “Will do.” Then she was gone.
 
   Marco disconnected the call and laid the phone on the counter by Radar’s elbow. Radar glanced up at him, the phone still pressed to his ear. “Good. The detectives are on their way,” Radar told Kurt. “Stay in the manager’s apartment until they arrive. Right. If you need us, you just call back. And while you’re there, think about what the guy in the hallway looked like. Write down a description if you can. Good. Right. Call if anything happens before the detectives get there.”
 
   Radar disconnected the call and handed the phone back to Marco. “What the hell have you gotten yourself into, D’Angelo?”
 
   Marco blew out air and leaned on the counter. “Damned if I know,” he said, staring at the phone display.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Peyton pursed her lips and applied the lipstick Gwen insisted she wear, then she adjusted the V-neck, lace mini-dress. She’d never thought to wear yellow, but it went well with her dark hair. The yellow platform pumps made her legs look long and sexy, but they were a bitch to walk in. She sure hoped she wasn’t going to have to chase down a perp tonight, especially with the little Derringer service revolver strapped to her inner thigh.
 
   A knock sounded at the bedroom door. She took another swipe of the lipstick and stuck it in her clutch, then walked to the door and pulled it open. Jake stood on the other side in a purple collared shirt, black jacket without lapels, and a pair of slacks with dress shoes. His eyes widened as he took in her get-up.
 
   “Wow, Mighty Mouse, you are a stunner.”
 
   “So you’re talking to me again?”
 
   He stepped forward and hugged her. “I came to tell you I’m sorry,” he said in her ear.
 
   She hugged him in return. “I’m sorry too, Jake. I didn’t mean to interfere.”
 
   He held her off and smiled at her. “Damn woman, you are hot.” Then he made a production out of looking over his shoulder into the outer room. “Whew! Adonis is still primping.”
 
   Peyton laughed at that. “Come on. We need to get going. Is Abe ready?”
 
   “No one’s ready but you, me, and Tank. Gwen’s still messing with Adonis’ hair and Abe’s having trouble picking out what flowers to wear.”
 
   Peyton frowned. “What flowers?”
 
   “He’s in his floral phase, if you hadn’t noticed.”
 
   She had, but she tried to ignore Abe’s phases.
 
   Jake released her. “Do you think I could come in? I need to talk to you.”
 
   “Of course.” She stepped back and let him into the room, closing the door behind him as he took a seat on her bed, then she stood in front of him because she wasn’t sure she could sit in the tight mini-dress without flashing someone. “What’s up?” She felt a sinking feeling. “This isn’t about Bambi, is it?”
 
   “No.” He gave a laugh, then clasped his hands before him. A gold bracelet slid beneath the cuff of his shirt.
 
   “I’ve never seen you wear jewelry before.”
 
   “Abe gave it to me. He said it was metrosexual.”
 
   “Sure.” She leaned against the dresser. “What’s up, Jake?”
 
   He bit his lip, glancing up at her. Had he moussed his hair again? Shit, what was Hollywood doing to her Nebraska boy? “René Noir offered me a job.”
 
   Peyton blinked at that. That hadn’t been what she’d expected him to say. “Come again?”
 
   “He offered me a job, Peyton, shooting his magazine spreads.”
 
   “Doesn’t the magazine provide the photographers?”
 
   “Not when you get to René’s level. He calls his own shots. Literally,” he added.
 
   Peyton set the clutch on her dresser. “Wow, that’s…um…”
 
   “Yeah.” Jake scrubbed his hands together. “He offered me an obscene amount of money.”
 
   “What’s obscene, Jake?”
 
   “Obscene, Peyton. I’m embarrassed to say the number.”
 
   “Okay.” A hollow feeling opened in her gut. Jake in Hollywood had to be an all-bad, didn’t it? Sweet, Midwestern Jake with his goofy sense of humor, his genuine good natured effervescence. “Did Abe hear this offer?”
 
   Jake shook his head. “I haven’t said anything to anybody but you.”
 
   Peyton frowned. “Are you considering it?”
 
   Jake’s shoulders rose. “I’d be a fool not to. The money and the prestige and the taking pictures of beautiful women instead of dead bodies. How can I not consider it?”
 
   Peyton rubbed the back of her neck, but the motion drew Jake’s eyes to her cleavage. He looked away quickly, but she caught him.
 
   “The beautiful women,” he repeated.
 
   “You already said that.”
 
   “Well, it’s true.”
 
   “God, I should have let you sleep with Bambi.”
 
   “It’s been a long time, Mighty Mouse,” he said with a weary sigh.
 
   She stepped forward and placed her hand on his shoulder. “You have to do what’s best for you, Jake. No one else can make this decision, and whatever you decide, I support you.”
 
   He picked up her hand and kissed the back of it. “I know you do. I’ve just gotta think it through.” He held her hand as he rose to his feet. “But I knew I could count on you to support me.”
 
   She smiled, but inside she felt like someone had twisted her guts into a knot. The thought of Jake leaving left her feeling empty.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   They arrived at the Aquarius Station around 11:00PM. A line snaked around the black, boxy building and two burly security guards manned the door, glaring at everyone. Jake led the way with Abe on his heels. Abe wore a military style jacket with a huge Dahlia blooming across his back. Then came Bambi hanging on Marco’s arm. Her silver sequined dress hugged her curves as if it had been painted on. Marco wore a silver suit designed by René Noir. It would have looked feminine on another man, but Marco exuded all sorts of masculine sex appeal. Peyton and Tank brought up the rear, Tank wearing dark sunglasses, the wire hanging visibly from his ear. He definitely looked like a man you didn’t want to mess with. Even from outside, Peyton could hear the bass thump of the music. 
 
   Jake moved confidently up to the guards and produced a silver invitation, their ticket to talk with Jett Carter in private. The first guard took it, then talked into a radio clipped to his shoulder. He listened for a moment, then reached to unsnap the red rope blocking the door.
 
   “Go on in. Roach will meet you.”
 
   Jake didn’t bother to look back, just sashayed beyond the rope with his entourage in tow. Sliding around the open door, they found themselves in a foyer with red velvet walls, carpet, and mirrored ceilings. Abe gave a gasp of delight, but Peyton felt like she’d just entered a whore house. A coat check closet stood on the opposite wall where a bored girl wearing massive amounts of black eyeliner gave them a dismissive look. Her hair was a brilliant shade of cotton candy blue.
 
   To the left of the coat check closet was a red velvet curtain. Suddenly the curtain parted and a huge, bald man appeared. He had to be in his late thirties, early forties, wearing a black suit, black dress shirt, and black tie. A single hoop earring shown from his left earlobe.
 
   “Good evening. Welcome to the Aquarius Station. Mr. Noir mentioned you’d be visiting us tonight, Mr. Ryder.”
 
   Jake offered the tips of his fingers. “You must be Roach.”
 
   “I am. If you’d like to check anything, please do so,” he said, releasing Jake and motioning to the girl. His eyes passed over the group. “Mr. Carter has asked for you to join him at his private table.”
 
   “Excellent.”
 
   Roach inclined his head, then motioned beyond the red curtain. Peyton was a little surprised they hadn’t been frisked for weapons at some point along the way, but she figured, René’s credentials were just that good.
 
   Peyton followed Bambi and Marco into the club. The noise was the first thing to assault her, the pulsating rhythms, the pounding bass. For a moment she couldn’t see in the sudden darkness and she stumbled to a halt, forcing Tank to bump into her. He steadied her with a hand on her elbow.
 
   The dance floor was directly in front of them – a perfect square filled with smaller squares of flashing light in rainbow colors. People gyrated on the dance floor, grinding against one another, shoved shoulder to hip. The smell of perfume and sweat hung over everything.
 
   Around the periphery of the room were red velvet booths and tables. People crowded into these, sometimes sitting on each other’s lap. To the left was a bar, three deep with patrons trying to buy something to drink, elbowing each other to get closer to the counter.
 
   Peyton felt her heart begin to pound. Just when she thought she was going to have to leave, Marco disengaged from Bambi and stepped back beside her, sliding his arm around her waist and grounding her.
 
   “Slow your breathing,” he said, leaning down to her. She could smell his sandalwood cologne and she turned into him, breathing it in, her face almost pressed to his throat.
 
   “This way, please,” shouted Roach over the music.
 
   Marco urged her forward and she found herself trembling against him. “Close your eyes for a moment. Pretend you’re back at your house.” The rumble of his voice against her temple soothed her and she did what he told her.
 
   When she opened her eyes again, they’d crossed around the dance floor and climbed a short flight of carpeted steps. They stood before a huge booth. A single man occupied the booth, his arms stretched out to either side.
 
   He had long, wavy brown hair, large dark eyes ringed in heavy eyeliner, and high cheekbones. His shirt was open to his navel, showing an array of colorful tattoos – dragons, naked women, and crows. Interesting.
 
   “Mr. Carter, these are René’s special guests,” said Roach.
 
   “Ah yes.” His eyes narrowed and raked over all of them, stopping at Bambi. “René’s new playthings.” He dropped his arms and patted the cushion on either side of him. “Come sit with me. I’m delighted to meet you.”
 
   Jake slid into the booth on his left, but Jett pointed at Bambi. “You sit here,” he said, pointing to his right side.
 
   Without hesitation, Bambi slid in next to him. Abe dropped beside Jake and Tank took up a protective posture beside the booth, staring out into the room, his arms clasped before him, looking like a CIA agent. To Peyton’s surprised, Marco slid in next to Bambi, giving Peyton the outside so she wouldn’t feel like she was being boxed in.
 
   “This is quite the club, Mr. Carter,” gushed Jake. “Thanks for welcoming us in.”
 
   Jett gave him a slow, cool look. “It’s a place where the young and beautiful come to forget that they’re going to get old and die.”
 
   Peyton resisted the impulse to roll her eyes as she leaned against Marco, feeling his solid muscle, the warmth of his body. He slid his hand over and clasped hers, twining their fingers together.
 
   Bambi pointed to something hanging over the dance floor. “Stroke of genius,” she said.
 
   Peyton squinted and just made out the astrological signs suspended from the ceiling.
 
   “I’ll bet I can guess your sign,” Jett told Bambi, giving her a sultry look.
 
   “I’ll bet you can’t.”
 
   He smiled, showing two rows of sharp, white teeth. Peyton wondered if they were veneers. “Scorpio. The sexiest of the zodiac signs.”
 
   Bambi swatted at him, giggling. “How’d you guess?”
 
   “It’s a gift.” He snapped his fingers and a skimpily clad waitress appeared. “Bring us a round of Fireball Whiskey.”
 
   The waitress nodded and went off.
 
   “I loved your last album with Perfect Inertia,” said Abe, leaning over Jake so Jett could hear. “Especially Sex You Like a Lava Tube.”
 
   Marco frowned, but that got Jett’s attention. “That was one of my bests.” He looked back at Bambi. “I think the muses were with me when I wrote that.”
 
   “I’m sure they were. You don’t just make up lyrics like my bod is like molten magma, my flesh melts into yours like…” sang Abe.
 
   “Cragma,” purred Jett to Bambi.
 
   Marco gave Peyton a bewildered look. Peyton glanced down to hide her smile.
 
   Jake shifted in the booth and glared at Abe. “Do you have to do this right now?”
 
   “What? It’s true. The man’s a modern day poet, Jakey.”
 
   “I hate it when you’re needy. Can’t you just act like you’ve been out of the barn before?”
 
   “Well, you don’t have to get bitchy with me. You’re always so critical.”
 
   “Calm down, boys,” said Jett, holding up a hand. His fingernails were painted black. Bits of twine and colored threads were wound around his wrist. “It’s nice to be appreciated. So many people just don’t get me.”
 
   “I get you,” said Bambi breathlessly.
 
   He ran a finger down her cheek. “I bet you do, but it’s beyond a lot of people.”
 
   “That’s for sure,” muttered Marco.
 
   “Oh, it’s transcendent,” said Abe. “You really speak to people who have it.”
 
   “I know. It’s what I tell my producer, but he’s so basic.” Jett sighed heavily.
 
   “Well, not everyone’s sophisticated enough to see the lyricism in Let’s Do It Corpse Style,” gushed Abe.
 
   “You’re doing it again,” said Jake.
 
   “What am I doing? I’m talking. I can’t talk now.”
 
   “Do you have to be so saccharine?”
 
   “Saccharine? How is it saccharine to appreciate a genius at work?”
 
   “You never compliment me like that and I’m a genius.”
 
   “Genius? You press a button on a box.”
 
   “That’s what you think of me. That’s what you think I do.”
 
   The waitress returned with the Fireball and settled it in the middle of the table. Jake reached for a shot glass and tossed it back.
 
   “You drive me to drink, that’s all I’m saying. You drive me to drink.”
 
   “I’ll drive you to hell,” muttered Abe, reaching for his own glass.
 
   “What did you say?”
 
   Jett took a shot glass himself and held it up before Bambi. “To fellow adventurers on this green ball of slime and vomit. And to beautiful women.” Then he tossed back the shot and grimaced, shaking his head.
 
   “So, Jett,” said Bambi, laying a hand on his chest. “How do you come up with all those sexy lyrics?”
 
   Jett smiled and reached for another shot. “I don’t know. It’s like I’m possessed by the archangel of music. He whispers in my ear.”
 
   “I’ll bet he does,” Peyton said to Marco. “Most people call it schizophrenia.”
 
   Marco ducked his head, smiling.
 
   “You’re so bad,” said Bambi, swatting at him again.
 
   “You’ll never know until you try me,” Jett purred.
 
   “Oh, Mr. Carter,” giggled Bambi. “Don’t get me started. I’ve heard rumors about you.”
 
   He touched the tip of her nose. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to believe everything you hear?”
 
   “My mama did. Does that mean I shouldn’t believe what I hear about you?”
 
   “Well, with me, you’d be better off if you did.”
 
   She giggled again and briefly placed her forehead against his chest. On his other side, Abe and Jake continued to argue. Finally, Jett seemed to have enough. “What if you and me go dance?” he said to Bambi, then he winked at Peyton. “What do you say, let us out, little sex kitten.”
 
   Peyton felt bile rise in her throat, but she choked it down. “Sure,” she said, climbing out of the booth to let Marco get up.
 
   Bambi and Jett slid out behind them, then hurried off to the dance floor, Bambi giggling like an airheaded bimbo. Jake and Abe stopped arguing, causing Tank to look over at them.
 
   “Wait. Was that an act?” he asked.
 
   “It got him to make a move on Bambi, didn’t it?” said Jake, reaching for another Fireball. He clinked his glass against Abe’s. “Brilliant performance, sir.”
 
   “Thank you, sir,” said Abe, lifting his own shot.
 
   They tossed it back together.
 
   “Stay here and don’t get in trouble,” said Peyton. “We’re going to circulate and see if we can get any information.”
 
   “Don’t worry about us. We’re just gonna guard the whiskey,” said Jake.
 
   “I’ll watch them,” offered Tank.
 
   Peyton smiled at him, then caught Marco’s hand, pulling him with her. “Let’s stick together for a bit. I don’t know how long I can take this crowd.”
 
   He nodded and stayed close beside her as they worked their way around the periphery of the dance floor. Peyton tried to keep Bambi and Jett in her sights, but they were lost in the crowd. Once she caught a flash of silver, but she wasn’t sure if it was Bambi’s dress or someone else’s jewelry. The number of people, the relative tightness of the space, and the heat made sweat bead on Peyton’s skin. She wanted out of here, but they hadn’t found anything to lead them to Jett’s secret sex room.
 
   The building was single story, so there was no private floor above them and she couldn’t see any halls leading off the main floor. As long as she and Marco stuck together, no one approached them, which was a problem. They probably needed to circulate and talk to some of the regulars.
 
   She turned to Marco, rising on her tiptoes to speak into his ear. “I think we need to split up.”
 
   He nodded, adjusting his earbud. “Let me know if you need me.”
 
   “Got it,” she said, adjusting her own.
 
   They separated, Marco working his way back the way they’d come, and Peyton continuing on the other way. A few men gave her suggestive looks, and a couple motioned for her to join them on the floor, but Peyton knew she’d be pulling out the derringer if she even tried it for a moment. She shook her head and moved on.
 
   “How you doing, Sparky?” came Radar’s voice in her ear.
 
   “I’m holding it together.”
 
   “Bambi, you still have eyes on Carter,” came Tank’s voice.
 
   Peyton surveyed the bumping and grinding crowd. She still couldn’t see Bambi or the taller, lankier Jett Carter. She figured Jett would probably draw a big crowd, but no one seemed to be congregating in any one part of the dance floor.
 
   A young man appeared in front of Peyton. He had long, golden hair and an open shirt, his muscles bulging. “Hey.”
 
   “Hey,” she said.
 
   “This place is off the hook.”
 
   “Sure is.”
 
   “You wanna dance?”
 
   Peyton drew a deep breath and released it, moving to the edge of the dance floor. When he grabbed her hand and tried to drag her further into the middle, she pulled back. “Claustrophobic,” she said.
 
   “Got it.” He put a hand on her hip and moved in close, grinding his lower body toward her. Peyton’s face came to the middle of his chest and she turned her head away, trying not to bathe in his sweat.
 
   “So, you come here often,” he asked.
 
   “First time. I heard Jett Carter owns the place.”
 
   “Yeah. When he’s in town, he’s usually here. Has his own booth and everything.”
 
   “Huh. You come here a lot?”
 
   “Every Friday night, baby.” He turned his back on her and began bumping his ass in her direction.
 
   Peyton looked away, searching the crowd again.
 
   “Bambi, state your location,” came Tank’s voice once more.
 
   Peyton almost lost her balance as she was jostled by another couple dancing beside them. A frisson of concern went through her. Why wasn’t Bambi responding?
 
   Not that it was easy to hear over this noise.
 
   “D’Angelo, you got a visual?” said Radar.
 
   “No. Working back toward Carter’s booth now.”
 
   “Sparky?”
 
   Peyton lifted her arm, pretending it was a dance move, and brought the transmitter close to her mouth. “No visual,” she said.
 
   Gold Hair turned at that moment and yanked her against him. “What’d you say?”
 
   “This is so casual,” she sputtered lamely.
 
   He frowned at that.
 
   “So, I heard things about this club.”
 
   “What things?”
 
   “Things. Secret things. Exciting things. Illegal things.”
 
   “You wanna do blow?”
 
   “Blow?”
 
   “Coke.”
 
   “No,” she answered quickly. “Other things?”
 
   He gave her a crooked smile, starting to lower his head toward hers. “I got a SUV in the parking lot.”
 
   She shoved him away. Clearly he didn’t know anything that went on here. “I’ll pass.” She moved off the dance floor, lifting the bracelet toward her mouth. “Bambi, state your location,” she said into the transmitter, hoping her higher voice might break through the heavy bass of the music.
 
   There was no response. A wash of panic edged up inside of her as she moved around the dance floor, circling the opposite way Marco had taken. She searched both the dance floor and the seating area for signs of her partner, but it was hard to make out anything in the dim, hazy interior of the club.
 
   “Okay, that’s it. I’m sending Bustamante and his men in,” said Radar.
 
   “No, not yet. Give us a little more time,” said Peyton. She worked her way around to where she could see Jake and Abe sitting in Jett’s booth, both scanning the crowd for Bambi. Tank had disappeared, but she caught sight of Marco searching diagonal to her.
 
   She looked to her right and marked a light indicating bathrooms. She shoved her way through the people, heading for the dark opening in the wall that led to a hallway. Right in front of her were the signs for men’s and women’s. Peyton looked down both ends of the dark hallway, but these were the only doors she saw.
 
   “Someone give me an update,” said Radar, the tension in his voice palpable.
 
   Peyton started to turn back into the club, but she thought she heard something at the far end of the corridor. Hurrying in that direction, she realized there was a door, painted black like the walls, the handle a dull ebony. She tried the doorknob, but found it locked. She balled up her fist and pounded in the middle of the door.
 
   “Emma!”
 
   Nothing.
 
   “Talk to me, Sparky!” said Radar.
 
   “I found a door, but it’s locked. Marco…”
 
   Before she could say anything more, he appeared in the corridor entrance.
 
   She jangled the handle again. “It’s locked.”
 
   He looked around, then spotted a fire extinguisher hanging from the wall. He yanked it off and came over to her. “Step back!” he said before he smashed the extinguisher down on the doorknob.
 
   Out in the club, Peyton heard a few people scream and then the music suddenly shut off. A bullhorn sounded, announcing the LAPD. Bustamante had arrived. Peyton looked back at the door, watching Marco slam the fire extinguisher down on the knob again.
 
   She reached under her skirt and yanked out the derringer as the knob gave way and Marco thrust his shoulder against the door, busting it open. Peyton was a step behind, raising the gun as she came through the opening.
 
   She caught sight of two people struggling on the other side of the room, then Bambi kneed Jett in the groin, dropping him. Her own gun appeared a moment later, pointed at his head as he writhed in pain before her.
 
   “Don’t move, dirt bag!” she ordered.
 
   “Are you all right?” Peyton asked, realizing her heart was pounding.
 
   “I’m fine, but look what he did to my neck!”
 
   Peyton went to Bambi’s side and looked at the spot. She had a huge hickey right over the spot where her carotid artery would be. “You’re not bleeding, are you?”
 
   “No, but that bastard marked me. I ought to shoot him for it. And he knocked my earbud out when he was manhandling me.”
 
   Peyton breathed a sigh of relief and lowered the Derringer, glancing over at Marco.
 
   He stood in the middle of the room, looking around in bewilderment. “What the hell,” he said.
 
   Suddenly Tank burst through the doorway, stumbling to a halt. He took in Jett Carter moaning with his hands plastered between his legs, then the racks with an assortment of whips, chains, and sundry other torture-looking devices. Finally, hanging from the middle of the room was some sort of contraption with straps and buckles.
 
   “What in the world?” Tank asked, slowly walking around it.
 
   “It’s a sex swing,” said Bambi dryly.
 
   All three of them turned and stared at her.
 
   “What?” she said with a shrug. “I’ve been to Amsterdam.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
   Taylor was nervous to see Lavender today. She’d agreed to go on a date with him, so yesterday, he’d picked her up in his beaten-up kelly green Ford Fiesta at her fancy condo just outside of Hollywood and drove her to the movies. Her roommate had been nice to him, Kiki Sommers, a supermodel in her own right, and that encouraged him. He’d picked an action adventure, just to keep things casual, now he was worried maybe that had been a stupid choice. Did supermodels watch action adventures?
 
   Lavender arrived at his dorm room, wearing a pair of jeans with holes torn in them and a peasant’s blouse in a summery yellow. She had her hair in a ponytail. This time she kissed him on the cheek. He was a little stunned and didn’t react.
 
   She spun around and sat down in her usual chair, tucking her legs to the side. “How are you, Taylor? Did you see how pretty it is outside?”
 
   He sank into his seat, still bewildered. “You’re in a good mood.”
 
   She clasped her hands and leaned forward. “I had so much fun last night, Taylor. I keep thinking about the movie, how they had to shoot their way out through the mob at the end.”
 
   Taylor laughed in bewilderment. “You really enjoyed it? I wasn’t sure it was a good choice.”
 
   “It was perfect. Everything was perfect. You were perfect. I haven’t had that much fun in a long time.”
 
   Taylor felt as if he’d grown ten feet. “They’re having a concert here tomorrow night. It’s just a tribute band, but maybe you’d like to go.”
 
   “I’d love to go. Can we do a picnic? I haven’t had a picnic in years.”
 
   “Yeah, we can do a picnic. I’ll go pick some stuff up from the store.”
 
   “No.” She clapped her hands. “Let me. I want to go shopping for it. It’ll be fun. I haven’t shopped for groceries in so long. And you know what?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m getting us a cake. A real chocolate cake. NO!” She waved her hand at him. “Cupcakes. Big fluffy cupcakes with frosting on the top and maybe a ring or something.”
 
   “A ring?”
 
   “You know how they sometimes put a ring or a little sign in the cupcakes. I used to love those when I was a kid. St. Patrick’s Day there’d be a four leaf clover you could wear, or for Valentine’s Day a heart. I remember at Christmas, you could get a reindeer ring or a Santa or sometimes a snowman. Do you remember that?”
 
   “I think I do.”
 
   “Yep, I’m getting cupcakes and whatever’s on them, we’re gonna wear it. Okay? No matter how goofy or cheap, we’re gonna wear it.”
 
   He laughed. “I’ll wear anything you want me to wear, Lavender.”
 
   She paused, then her eyes twinkled. “Oh, you shouldn’t have told me that, Taylor, you definitely shouldn’t have told me that.”
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Peyton stood in the LAPD viewing room, watching Jett Carter and his lawyer/bouncer, Roach, talking in a quiet whisper. Did anyone in Hollywood do just one job? Finding out Roach, or rather, Roger Rupinski, was Jett’s lawyer had set them all back a bit, but not as surprising as finding out no one in the club had been underage. Everything hung on Jake and Bustamante’s CSI’s to find clear evidence of blood in his playroom as he called it.
 
   Radar leaned on the table behind them, watching Jett, and Marco sat in a chair beside him, absently rubbing his bad leg. Tank had taken Bambi to the doctor, just to make sure she wasn’t hurt and to get a DNA swab off her neck. It was pushing 3:00AM and Peyton felt a headache hammering in her temples.
 
   The door opened and Oscar Bustamante, followed by Jake and Abe entered the viewing room. Bustamante gave Radar a weary look and moved to the window, staring in at Carter.
 
   Peyton turned to Jake. “Well? Did you find any evidence?”
 
   He glanced at her, then set down his case. “Oh, we found evidence. The black light lit that room up like a Christmas tree.”
 
   “A really disgusting, unsanitary Christmas Tree,” said Abe with a shudder, moving to Marco’s side.
 
   “Bodily fluids?” asked Radar hesitantly.
 
   Jake nodded. “Detective Bustamante’s people are still out there going over every surface. It may take days to get all the DNA contributions we found.”
 
   “What about blood, Jake?” Peyton urged. “Did you find evidence of blood?”
 
   He gave her a grim look. “No, Mighty Mouse, no blood. Not a drop.”
 
   She turned to Radar. “How can that be? If he assaulted Kiki and Lavender in there, there had to be copious amounts of blood.”
 
   Radar’s gaze shifted to Jake. “Did you find evidence of bleach?”
 
   Jake shook his head. “Wish I had.”
 
   Peyton threw up her hands in frustration. Bustamante slumped against the wall, pressing his forehead to the two-way glass. “Now what?”
 
   Radar pushed himself off the table and placed his hands on Peyton’s shoulders. “Get him to confess. This is your wheelhouse, Sparky. Get him to tell you what he did to those girls.”
 
   Her eyes cut to Marco and he gave her a brief nod of encouragement, then he reached for the file on the table and held it out to her. 
 
   Peyton touched Bustamante’s arm. “Wanna sit in with me?”
 
   He nodded and pushed away from the wall, following her to the door. A uniformed officer opened the interrogation room door and both Roach and Jett glanced up. Some of Jett’s eyeliner had smudged beneath his eyes and he looked tired. Roach still looked pressed and polished, his bald head gleaming.
 
   Peyton set the folder on the table before them, then sank into the seat, trying to keep her mini-skirt from riding up. Bustamante sat down next to her.
 
   Jett lounged in his chair, his arm draped over the back of Roach’s chair. “Okay, this has been fun and all, and you’ve definitely increased my street cred,” said Jett, “but I’m tired. I’ll take some selfies with your officers, then I’ll be on my way like always.”
 
   Peyton and Bustamante exchanged a glance, then Bustamante leaned back in his chair, unbuttoning his suit jacket. “I’m Detective Oscar Bustamante from the LAPD and this is Special Agent Peyton Brooks from the FBI.”
 
   Jett’s expression fell and he looked at Roach in concern. Roach sat forward.
 
   “Why is the FBI here?” he asked.
 
   “We’re assisting in the murder investigation of Lynn Fisher, aka Lavender,” said Peyton, splaying her hand on the folder. “We’re also investigating the rape and assault of Kiki Sommers, Susan Ellis, Vera Dupres, and Dara Santos.”
 
   “What?” said Jett, dropping his arm and sitting forward. “You think I raped someone, killed someone!” His voice rose.
 
   Peyton gave him a cool look. “I think you have a secret room in your club with a number of interesting torture devices.”
 
   “Those are sex toys you can buy on any street corner,” said Jett, shaking his shaggy brown head.
 
   “We can give you receipts for those items, Agent Brooks. They were all bought legally,” said Roach.
 
   “I’m not worried about the toys. I’m worried about the fact that your client lures young women into his sex room and rapes them, sucks their blood, and discards them in an alley when he’s done.”
 
   “Or Griffith Park,” said Bustamante.
 
   “Or Griffith Park,” echoed Peyton.
 
   “Griffith Park? What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   Peyton could see small lines on Jett’s face. A hard life had aged him prematurely.
 
   “You don’t remember Griffith Park, Jett? Maybe your lawyer does. Do you do his dirty work for him, Roach? Of course you do, you’re his lawyer.”
 
   Roach wasn’t easily rattled. “You’re fishing, Agent Brooks. I read the tabloids too. Ms. Fisher and Ms. Sommers went to an underground club where they were attacked. Mr. Carter’s club is legitimate and we have all the licenses and inspections necessary to run a legitimate business.”
 
   Peyton’s gaze shifted to Jett. His mouth hung open in real fear now. “Nice teeth,” she said. “You get them sharpened so you can mark up your victims more efficiently.”
 
   “What? It’s part of my act. I’m a punk rock god.” He turned to Roach. “Do I have to answer any more questions?”
 
   “No, unless they can charge you with something, we can leave. Can you charge us with anything, Agent Brooks?”
 
   Peyton opened the file and pulled out a picture of Kiki, lying in the hospital bed, the two bite marks visible in her throat. “Do you remember this girl, Jett? She’s in a medically induced coma because those bite marks are infected with staph. She might not make it. Or this girl?” She pulled out the picture of Lavender’s ravaged body and slapped it down in front of him.
 
   Jett made a gagging sound and bent over.
 
   “Sickening, isn’t it?”
 
   “That’s enough, Agent Brooks!” said Roach in warning.
 
   “Enough? Really? What about this one?” She grabbed the picture of Vera Dupres and pointed to the puddle of blood forming beneath her head, her eyes wide and frightened. “She’s fifteen. Fifteen years old, Carter!”
 
   Jett wheeled to his feet and put the chair between him and the table. “God, what the hell!” he said in a panicked voice. “Why are you showing me this?”
 
   Peyton and Bustamante rose to their feet as well. “Sit down, Mr. Carter,” said Bustamante.
 
   “Jett, come and sit down.”
 
   “My God, is that all her blood?” He pointed at the picture, shrinking away from it.
 
   “Sit down, Mr. Carter!” shouted Bustamante. “Sit down, now!”
 
   “Jett, you’ve got to get control!” pleaded Roach.
 
   “All that blood! Shit, shit, shit! So much blood!”
 
   “Mr. Carter…”
 
   “I can’t…that’s…all that…oh God…” Then his eyes rolled up in his head and he dropped.
 
   Peyton and Bustamante exchanged a look.
 
   “Did he faint?” came Radar’s voice over the intercom.
 
   “He fainted,” said Peyton.
 
   Roach hurried to his side as she walked around the table and knelt beside him. “Can you send Abe in please?”
 
   Abe appeared in the doorway a moment later, moving to Jett’s side and grabbing his wrist to feel a pulse, but the idiot was already coming around. “Detective, could someone try to locate some orange juice, please?” asked Abe.
 
   Bustamante walked out of the room to get the orange juice, his shoulders slumping.
 
   “Easy now,” said Abe, helping Jett sit up. “Put your head down until the dizziness passes. What we have here is called vasovagal syncope and it’s nothing to be worried about.”
 
   “Vasovagal symphony what?” said Roach.
 
   “It means fainting, and specifically for Mr. Carter, fainting at the sight of blood. About 15% of the population does it. It’s believed to be an evolutionary mechanism. If you faint at the sight of blood, other marauders might pass over you, thinking you’re dead. Besides that, the drop in blood pressure may slow bleeding if you’ve been injured, thereby saving your life.” He placed a hand on the back of Jett’s neck, forcing his head forward toward his knees. “Just breathe normally.”
 
   “Have you got this?” asked Peyton.
 
   “Got it,” Abe said, then continued to prattle about the primitive benefit of fainting.
 
   Peyton rose to her feet, picked up the scary pictures, and put them back in the folder where Jett couldn’t see them, then she left the room and entered the viewing room, passing Bustamante as he returned with a box of apple juice.
 
   Radar rubbed his eyes with both hands.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she told him, handing him the folder. “He’s clearly not our guy. He couldn’t even look at the pictures without passing out. He couldn’t have sucked the blood out of those girls. He’s not our vampire.”
 
   “I know,” said Radar, putting his hands on his hips. “But damn it, we blew our covers for nothing.”
 
   Peyton didn’t know what to say. She looked into the interrogation room. Abe had gotten Jett into the chair again, sipping apple juice from a juice box and a straw. Yep, definitely not their vampire despite the tattoos and the eyeliner. How the hell had he gotten all of those tattoos?
 
   “Shit!” cursed Radar. “We blew our cover on a guy who faints at the sight of blood!”
 
   “Maybe not,” said Marco, pushing himself to his feet. “Do you mind if I have a go at him, Radar?”
 
   “Be my guest. We’re probably getting sued, so what’s the harm.”
 
   Marco winked at Peyton, then he walked out of the room. He appeared a moment later, taking the seat Peyton had vacated. Abe stood beside Jett, rubbing his back as he sipped juice, and Roach had retaken his own seat. Bustamante sank into the seat across from Jett again, bowing his head.
 
   “What now!” snarled Roach. “Wanna yank out one of his teeth to get a bite impression?”
 
   “Naw, we’re gonna let you go. Sorry about the misunderstanding,” said Marco.
 
   “Yeah, you’ll be sorry when you get a copy of our lawsuit,” said Jett, then he went back to sipping his juice.
 
   “Like I said, I’m real sorry.”
 
   “So we’re free to go?” said Roach.
 
   “Yeah, whenever he’s feeling up to it. I mean, we can call an ambulance if you want to get him checked out at the hospital, but I’m just not sure how you want me to handle the paparazzi outside the precinct.”
 
   Jett’s head lifted and the straw fell out of his mouth. “There are paparazzi around the precinct?”
 
   Marco gave a laugh, rubbing the back of his neck. “A shitload. They’re all over every single entrance, demanding an explanation about why you’ve been brought in here. It’s madness.”
 
   Roach leaned back, considering, but Jett’s face drained of color again.
 
   Marco braced his arms on the table, clasping his hands. “Here’s the thing. I could really use your suggestions on how I should handle it. I mean what sort of language would you prefer?”
 
   “What are you talking about?” asked Jett.
 
   “When they ask me how you’re doing, do I tell them you passed out or fainted? Which sounds better?”
 
   Jett’s gaze cut to Roach. “Hold on a minute,” he said.
 
   A slow smile spread across Abe’s face.
 
   Marco turned to Bustamante. “I mean I personally think passed out sounds better, but most people know that’s just a euphemism for fainted.”
 
   “Still I wouldn’t want anyone to think I fainted,” commented the detective with a wicked laugh.
 
   Marco laughed with him. “Might make it kinda hard for me to listen to Ode to Massacres and Mayhem knowing that.”
 
   “Is that one of yours?” asked Bustamante, pointing at Jett. “My six year old loves it. You should see her dancing around in her tutu, singing, I’ll rip my heart out with my fists, it’s my wedding gift to you, you whore, you bitch…”
 
   “…you three-legged witch…” finished Marco. Peyton hadn’t even known he knew any of Jett’s songs.
 
   “I’ve always wondered what that means. Why is she three-legged?” asked Bustamante.
 
   “Maybe she’s a dude,” offered Abe.
 
   “Ah,” said Marco and Bustamante together.
 
   “What do you want?” snarled Jett.
 
   Marco’s face grew serious and he leaned forward. “You say nothing about who we are, you tell no one we’re working with the police department, and we don’t tell anyone you…”
 
   “Fainted,” finished Bustamante.
 
   Jett and Roach considered. “What’ll I tell them about being brought in here?”
 
   “The police raided your club, but they found nothing. After roughing you up a bit, they decided they couldn’t hold you and let you go.”
 
   He nodded. “Okay, I like it, but after this case is over, you tell them you had to lock me in a cell overnight because I resisted arrest, but you decided not to charge me since it was my first offense.”
 
   “Fine,” said Bustamante.
 
   “And I get the number of that hot blond.”
 
   “Nope,” said Marco, shaking his head.
 
   “Okay, then…” He looked up at Abe. “…I get another juice box.”
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   The ringing of the phone woke Marco. He rolled over and grabbed it off the nightstand, thumbing it on. It was noon according to the display. Across the room, Tank grumbled and rolled over, putting the pillow over his head.
 
   “Sorry,” Marco mumbled as he put the phone to his ear. Tank waved a hand in the air. “D’Angelo?” His voice came out rough.
 
   “Captain, you okay? Did I wake you?” asked Stan Neumann.
 
   “No, sorry. We got in about 5:00AM and I was just trying to grab a few hours of sleep. What’s up?”
 
   “Murphy’s laptop?” Stan prompted. “I’ve got it.”
 
   Marco sat up, throwing back the covers and swinging his legs to the floor. “Can you start it? Foster said it was all smashed up.”
 
   “It was. They did a number on it. Tag thinks they were planning to steal it, but when they heard Foster coming they panicked and tried to smash it instead.”
 
   “Are Tag and Holmes with you now?”
 
   “No, they’re working with Wegner, but they told me to touch base with you. They think the break-in was either an amateur or someone getting pretty desperate to stop the investigation.”
 
   “Did Wegner’s CSI get any evidence? Fingerprints? DNA?”
 
   “No, but the laptop was a stupid mistake. He would have been better just taking it.”
 
   “Why, Stan?” Marco felt his hopes rise. “Tell me you’re able to get something off it.”
 
   “I’m able to get something off it, Captain. I recovered the hard drive and now I just need to figure out Murphy’s passwords. Once I do that, I’ll have access to his email and his search engine history.”
 
   Marco released his breath. “That’s really good news, Stan. Let me know whatever you get.”
 
   “I will, Captain.”
 
   Marco hesitated. He wasn’t very good at giving people compliments, but Radar’s comment about needing someone like Stan had hit him. “Stan?”
 
   “Yep, Captain.”
 
   “You know you’re an asset to our team, right?”
 
   “I know that, Captain.”
 
   “I really appreciate what you do, Stan. You make a huge difference for us.”
 
   “You okay, Captain?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine.”
 
   “Okay…” He drew the word out.
 
   Marco chuckled and ran a hand through his hair. So much for praising people. He just didn’t seem to do it right. “Well, anyway, I’m gonna go, but call me the moment you get anything new, okay?”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “And have you been able to reverse the text messages on Murphy?”
 
   “I thought maybe I’d concentrate on the laptop now. It might give us better results.”
 
   “You’re probably right. Good thinking. Okay, talk to you soon.”
 
   “Bye, Captain.”
 
   “Bye, Stan.” Marco hung up and sat staring at the display. Just when he thought he had a handle on this captain thing, he got the message that he didn’t. Not really.
 
   Tank started snoring again, but Marco knew he’d never be able to go back to sleep. Time for a swim to loosen the damn leg.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Peyton found Marco sitting on the balcony when she came out of her room. It was nearly 2:00PM. She fluffed her damp hair and went into the kitchen to get a glass of water. She could still see him from the windows in the kitchen.
 
   Things between them were so strange. Working with him again made her see how smart he was, how well he did his job, how much she relied on him. It was like the old times and she missed it so very much, but things were different between them now. They were no longer partners, could never go back to being partners. They were more. Part of the problems between them was she couldn’t let go of their partnership, of the camaraderie they’d had for so long. They’d been close, but it hadn’t been intimate. Then they became intimate, but she hadn’t adjusted. She hadn’t made him her priority.
 
   He’d changed for her. He’d stopped drinking, he’d tried to curb his protectiveness, but she hadn’t changed. She hadn’t listened when he told her the things that made him crazy about her – her need to take in strays, her insistence that her job was the most important thing in her life, her denial of any concerns he had. To move from a partnership to a relationship, they’d both had to give. He’d tried. Maybe he hadn’t always been successful, but he’d tried.
 
   When she examined her own self, she realized she hadn’t. She’d wanted him to make all of the adjustments. She hadn’t even listened to him when he talked about wanting a family. She’d expected him to table it until she was ready to talk about it. But this case had made her see all the things in him that she loved, that she treasured, that made no other man compare to him.
 
   Her phone rang, interrupting her self-discovery, and she fished it out of her pocket. Radar.
 
   “Hey?”
 
   “Sparky, I want you and D’Angelo to go talk to Jett Carter again. He’s agreed to meet with you at the club.”
 
   “D’Angelo? He gets D’Angelo and I get Sparky.”
 
   “Do you want me to go back to calling him Boytoy?”
 
   “No, but just saying…”
 
   “Can we get focused, please?”
 
   “Sure. What more does Jett know?”
 
   “Carter made an offhand comment to Bustamante when he was leaving that he should be more worried about closing down underground clubs than legitimate ones. Bustamante thinks he might know more than he’s letting on.”
 
   “And you want Marco to talk to him?”
 
   “He connected with Carter. I think he can get him to cough up what information he has.”
 
   “Okay, we’ll head out.”
 
   “Gwen arranged to have a rental car delivered to the condo parking garage. The keys are at the front desk.”
 
   “Awesome. Is it a BMW?”
 
   “No, it’s a Kia.”
 
   “Fun,” she said with less enthusiasm.
 
   “Just get any information you can from Carter and call me as soon as you’re done.”
 
   “On it.”
 
   Walking out to the balcony, she felt her heart flutter when Marco looked up and gave her his patented sexy-smile. “Radar wants you to talk to Jett Carter again. Bustamante thinks Jett might know something about the underground clubs. He made a comment about them when he was leaving the precinct yesterday. Gwen got us a car. It’s waiting in the garage.”
 
   “Then let’s go,” he said, pushing himself to his feet. “Think you can drive around this crazy town?”
 
   “Like a boss,” she said, laughing.
 
   They found the little Kia Sportage in the garage and Peyton climbed behind the wheel. Radar had sent her the address of Carter’s club, so she pulled up the map on the GPS display in the SUV. 
 
   The traffic was relatively light for early afternoon on a Saturday, but they still found themselves ensnarled at times. Peyton glanced over at Marco and smiled. “I get frustrated when there aren’t any clear leads in a case and this one has no clear leads.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   She reached over and slid her fingers through his. “I know you’ve got your own cases at home, but I’m glad you’re here.”
 
   He smiled back at her. “I’m glad I’m here too.”
 
   They rode in silence for a few blocks, but suddenly Marco’s fingers tightened on hers. “Peyton, I need to talk to you about something.”
 
   She felt her heart sink. She was just figuring out things about their relationship, but she wasn’t ready to talk about it with him, or to have him give her an ultimatum, although he’d be well within his rights to do so. Still, she wasn’t going to shut him down either.
 
   “Sure,” she said, trying not to sound hesitant.
 
   “Stan figured out who sent me the photo of us on the precinct steps.”
 
   She glanced over at him. That hadn’t been what she’d expected him to say and oddly enough, some part of her was disappointed. If he gave her an ultimatum, she’d have to come to a decision. It would force her to figure out what she was feeling.
 
   “Wait. Stan figured out who sent the photo?”
 
   “He traced the phone back to the store, and once he found the store, he found the credit card that paid for it.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “It was Eduard Zonov.”
 
   “Eduard Zonov?” She racked her brain trying to remember who he was. “Wait, he was the guy who Carol Peterson shot?”
 
   “That was his nephew. Eduard Zonov firebombed Brad Peterson’s truck. He’s a small time thug, probably into organized crime. Rosa Alvarez told me the FBI’s been trying to get something on him for years.”
 
   “I don’t like this, Marco. Why’s he targeting you?”
 
   “I’m not sure, but when I told Radar…”
 
   “You talked to Radar about this?”
 
   “The FBI has information on him, Peyton.”
 
   “Right,” she said, but it bothered her that he’d gone to Radar before telling her about it.
 
   “When I talked to Radar, he said the text seemed sloppy.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “I’m not sure, but I just want you to be aware. This man now has knowledge that you and I are involved in some way.”
 
   In some way? What an odd choice of words. Peyton kept her face neutral, so he couldn’t read how much that hurt her. “Okay, I’ll keep an eye out. Can you send me any information you have on Zonov?”
 
   “Sure. I’ll get Cho on it right now.” He unlinked their hands so he could get his phone and text Cho. A moment later, he lowered the phone again. “He’s gonna pull it together and get it to you by the end of the day.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   They remained silent for the rest of the trip, each lost in their own thoughts. Finally Peyton pulled up in front of Carter’s boxy black building, putting the car in gear. “Back into the dragon’s maw,” she said, pushing open her door.
 
   A security guard stood at the entrance, blocking it with his body. Peyton showed her badge. “We have an appointment to talk to Mr. Carter.”
 
   He pressed a button on his shoulder receiver. “Two cops here to see Mr. Carter.”
 
   “I’ll be right out,” came the response.
 
   A moment later, Roach appeared. “So, Special Agent Brooks, you’ve come to harass my client some more.”
 
   Peyton took in his crisp black suit, shaved head, and gold hoop earring. Running interference for Jett Carter had its advantages. “We need to talk to Jett, Roach. We can make this easy and just have a conversation, or we can haul him back down to Bustamante’s precinct. It’s up to you.”
 
   “He has no more to say. He’s a very busy man.”
 
   “I have a dead supermodel, another in the hospital, and three other women raped and assaulted. I’m thinking he can spare me a few minutes in light of that.”
 
   Roach sighed, then motioned to the door of the club. They followed him inside. It was still relatively dark, but the crowds were gone and workers meandered around, cleaning booths and tables, polishing the dance floor. Roach pointed to the sign for the bathrooms.
 
   “This way.”
 
   “I’m not going in that sex room,” said Peyton, balking.
 
   “His office is back here too. You missed that when you were snooping around.”
 
   Peyton ignored the jab, but followed Roach across the unlit dance floor and into the opening for the bathroom. Rather than go right once he was in the hallway, he turned left where another well-concealed door stood at the end of the corridor. He knocked on it, pressing his ear to the ebony surface, then opened the door for both of them.
 
   Jett Carter lay on a puke yellow leather couch, a damp washcloth over his eyes. A large desk and bar stood at the other end and Carter’s pictures were plastered all over everything. Peyton couldn’t help comparing the punk rock star to Joshua Ravensong. Ravensong had infinitely more talent, but he didn’t need to call attention to himself. Two matching yellow accent chairs flanked the couch and a coffee table with inlaid pictures of Perfect Inertia’s album covers sat between them.
 
   “Mr. Carter, Special Agent Brooks is here to see you.”
 
   He didn’t bother to lift the washcloth. “Did you tell them I don’t feel well?”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “Actually he told us you’re a busy man. Definitely can see how busy you are.”
 
   “Get me a bourbon, kitten, will you?” Jett said, waving toward the bar in the corner.
 
   “Excuse me!” said Peyton, feeling her anger rise. She walked over to the end of the couch and kicked his legs off, nearly knocking him onto the floor.
 
   “Hey!” shouted Roach.
 
   “What the hell!” grumbled the punk star, righting himself.
 
   Peyton leaned down until they were nose to nose. “I have a dead girl in the morgue and four others who’ve been assaulted and raped. One may still die. I don’t care if you’re busy, don’t feel well, or hung-over, but you’re going to talk to us.”
 
   “Now just a damn minute…” began Roach, but Jett held up a hand, giving Peyton a cool look.
 
   “I really liked the blond last night, but you’ve got fire.”
 
   Peyton balled up her fist to punch the bastard, but Marco hooked her arm and drew her backward. “Not smart, Jett,” he said. “She packs a mean right hook.”
 
   Peyton shook him off and glared down at the punk star. Limping over to the bar, Marco poured him a bourbon and brought it back, holding it out.
 
   “See, that’s how it’s done,” said Jett, giving Peyton a challenging look.
 
   Her hands curled into fists, but she resisted the impulse to let him have it.
 
   Marco eased into one of the chairs and stretched his leg out, rubbing the thigh.
 
   “She do that to you?”
 
   “Sure, I got a little mouthy about not taking the dead seriously and bang.” He made a gun motion with his fingers.
 
   Jett braced his forearms on his thighs. “Look, I told you everything I know. You had me in that damn precinct for hours and I gotta open at 8:00, so if you don’t mind…”
 
   “You mentioned something to Bustamante about us focusing on the illegal clubs instead of the legal ones,” Peyton said, taking a seat on the coffee table. “What did you mean?”
 
   “Seriously? I told you everything.”
 
   Marco drummed his fingers on the arms of the chair. “I’m gonna pretend you have some human decency in you, Jett,” he said. “One of the girls attacked by this vampire pervert was fifteen. Fifteen. Now for all your misogynistic lyrics, I gotta believe even you have more concern about a fifteen year old kid than that.”
 
   Roach let out his breath. “Look, we’ve had some trouble with these exclusive clubs opening up lately. They sell booze to underage kids, dope, you name it. The cops get a couple of OD’s and they start hassling us, the legitimate businesses.”
 
   Peyton never took her eyes off Jett.
 
   “Roach!” he grumbled.
 
   “I got a thirteen year old, Jett.” Peyton glanced over her shoulder and saw him shaking his head. “I ain’t looking to have something like that happen to her.”
 
   Jett blew out air and held out his hands. “Most of these clubs open up in the Wholesale District.”
 
   “The Wholesale District?” she questioned.
 
   “The Warehouse District,” amended Roach, “Southeast of the city, on the border of Vernon.”
 
   “It’s all warehouses now, some abandoned since the economic downturn,” added Jett. “Used to be a black neighborhood, but they moved out and the warehouses took over. Businesses go under and these places get boarded up.”
 
   “Then some yahoo comes in with a little dough and snaps it up cheap, opens an illegal club, invitation only. They keep the boards up on the windows, so no one sees what’s going down and the only way they get found out is because some poor kid gets jumped, or OD’s, or gets raped,” said Roach.
 
   “Or killed,” said Peyton.
 
   “How long do these places stay open?” asked Marco.
 
   “Couple months. Enough time to turn a big profit. Since it’s by invite, they can ask pretty much whatever they want for cover. Half of Hollywood would give their Aunt Sally to get into one,” said Jett.
 
   “You go?” asked Peyton.
 
   He curled his lip in a sneer. “I need to be seen, kitten. I don’t need to be sneaking down no alley at night. That’s why I opened the Aquarius Station.”
 
   “So who goes to these underground clubs?” asked Peyton.
 
   “People looking for an alternate lifestyle. People who want to play with the dark side – drugs, sex, kink,” answered Roach.
 
   “Hollywood Vampires, kitten,” purred Jett seductively.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   After leaving the Aquarius Station, Peyton gave Radar the information they’d learned. He promised to send Tank and Bambi out to have a look at the Wholesale District, so Marco suggested they stop and have dinner before returning to the condo. Night had fallen and a breeze blew the smoggy air away, chasing back the heat of the day. They ate outside, enjoying the pleasant weather, watching the people.
 
   LA proved to be endlessly entertaining – such diversity – from the wanna-be actors struggling to be seen, to the flamboyant entertainers who’d already been discovered but were working hard to stay in the public’s eye, to the people just trying to make a living in a city that never seemed to take a breath.
 
   Peyton had been unusually quiet, contemplative, content to watch the bustle go by around them. Marco left it alone, enjoying the peace of just being with her, of sitting in the midst of so much, and yet not feeling the need to add to it. It was a moment they’d carved out for themselves and he didn’t want to ruin it.
 
   That’s where they always got into trouble, when they tried to make something more out of what they had. It had been easier when they were partners. They hadn’t been trying to impress each other. Now Marco always felt the need to remind her why they belonged together, why he was the right one for her. It was exhausting and only made her want to run away from him.
 
   He found himself stealing looks at her, marveling at her presence. Peyton always seemed to vibrate with life and energy, always something going on behind those dark, exotic eyes of hers. He loved the curve of her cheek, the way she folded her hand under her chin, her confidence, tempered with that wariness of a cop. She watched and catalogued and missed nothing.
 
   Most of all, he loved that little twinkle of mischief in her eyes. The way they shifted to him in amusement at something they’d both caught – the burble of the drunken casting director behind them who kept saying “it’s nouveau, trés nouveau” in a phony French accent, or the waitress who read the daily specials as if it were a Latin telenovela. They both watched a gorgeous drag queen, dressed as Marilyn Monroe from The Seven Year Itch, who stopped in the middle of the street and sang a certain birthday song to a certain president with stunning authenticity.
 
   He didn’t want the night to end, but when they brought the bill, he paid, refusing her contribution, and they walked out to the Kia. Halfway there, she curled her arm through his and laid her head on his shoulder. Once at the car, he kissed her on the temple and release her. She started to go around the car to the driver’s side, but she came back and slid into his arms, laying her head in the center of his chest. He wrapped his arms around her and held her, not asking for any more. After a moment, she pulled away and went to her side.
 
   The drive back was silent as well, but when they neared the condo, she reached over and linked their hands together. Parking the Kia, they walked out of the garage and turned into the courtyard of the condo complex.
 
   The pool lay just before them and Marco realized he recognized the two figures sitting in the lounge chairs – Abe and Jake. Abe was recognizable by the mane of dreadlocks and the Hawaiian shirt with tropical flowers all over it in neon colors.
 
   Jake was a little harder to see, but Marco wished they’d taken the elevator up from the parking garage, instead of coming this way. He didn’t want Jake or Abe ruining this night for him, but suddenly Peyton stopped walking and turned to face him.
 
   “René Noir offered Jake a job taking photos for his magazine shoots.”
 
   Instantly, he felt their beautiful night slipping away. “Okay.”
 
   “Okay? That’s all you have to say about it?”
 
   “What do you want me to say, sweetheart?”
 
   “He’s going to leave, Marco. He’s going to take the job with René.”
 
   Marco shrugged. “I can’t help that. He’s a grown man, Peyton. He has to make his own decisions. Besides, I’m sure it’s a lot of money and he has a chance to take pictures of supermodels, not dead people.”
 
   “Do you want to lose him?”
 
   “No, but what do you want me to do about it?”
 
   “Tell him. Tell him you don’t want him to go. Tell him what he means to you and the precinct.”
 
   “Peyton…”
 
   “People need to hear that sometimes, Marco. People need to know they’re wanted, needed. They need to know other people value them.”
 
   He exhaled in frustration, then walked around her. Damn it, this was so not his thing. He hated this sort of shit. Why did everyone need to hear things all the time? Why couldn’t they just be in charge of their own emotional well-being?
 
   Jake sipped a beer and stared at the still water of the pool. Abe sat next to him, drinking some floral concoction, leaning on the arm of the lounger as if Jake were giving him the secrets of the universe. Lights twinkled from the palm trees and laughter could be heard coming from the restaurant next door to the condo complex. Marco walked across the pool deck and stopped before them. God, he wanted to be anywhere else at this moment.
 
   They both looked up, giving him questioning looks.
 
   Marco shifted weight, leaning heavily on his cane. “You know, money isn’t everything.”
 
   Jake narrowed his eyes and gave a slow nod.
 
   “I mean, it’s nice and all, but…” He gripped his cane tighter. “…but it’s not everything.”
 
   They stared at him without speaking as if he’d said the sky was peanut butter.
 
   Then Jake smirked. “Thanks. Good talk, Adonis.”
 
   Marco chewed on his bottom lip and nodded, then he turned back toward Peyton, but something stopped him. Damn it. Why did people always need to hear things? Why couldn’t they just know?
 
   He drew a deep breath and closed his eyes, clenching his fist in frustration. Then he turned around again.
 
   “Don’t take the job.”
 
   “What?” asked Jake, frowning.
 
   Marco held up a hand and let it fall against his thigh. “I’m sure it’s a lot of money and I know it’s taking pictures of supermodels.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “But…” He forced himself to look Jake in the eyes. “You make a difference in San Francisco. You give people closure and put criminals behind bars. You help us solve cases. You do more good in the City, than you’d do down here. And…we need you more than Noir does.”
 
   Abe’s mouth dropped open.
 
   Marco drew a deep breath, then forced it out. “I need you.”
 
   Jake blinked a few times, staring out over the water. His fingers flexed on the beer, then he looked up again. “Okay, Adonis. I won’t take the job.”
 
   Abe gave a laugh and clapped him on the back, while Marco released his held breath. He realized, damn him, that he did care about Jake’s decision.
 
   He felt Peyton’s hand slid into his and he looked down at her.
 
   “Come on,” she said, smiling at him and tugging him toward the building.
 
   “Wait!” said Jake. “I give up supermodels and a fortune, and he gets sex?”
 
   Marco let Peyton pull him after her. “I’m getting sex?”
 
   She laughed and tugged his hand some more. “Yes, you’re getting sex.”
 
   He shot a look over his shoulder at Jake and shrugged, then he followed Peyton back toward the condo. Shit, who’da thunk it?
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
   Taylor automatically turned the video camera on when they came into the dorm room, carrying all of the bags from their shopping trip. Lavender was dancing around, singing, spinning the bags around with her. She dumped them on his bed, laughing.
 
   “We have to hang them up now or they’ll get wrinkled and I’ll bet you don’t have an iron, do you, Taylor?”
 
   He shook his head, laughing with her. “No iron.”
 
   She threw her arms around his neck and spun him around. “No iron, what kind of a man are you? I don’t know if I can date a guy without an iron.” She pushed him into the chair where she usually sat and climbed in his lap, turning to look at the camera. “Can you believe it, girls? Not only do I have to dress him, but I have to make sure he isn’t a wrinkled mess, and which one of us do you think is going to college?” She ruffled his hair, then she bent down and kissed him.
 
   He felt a flush of embarrassment, but he was too happy right now to care. Besides, this wasn’t going on the documentary. This was just for fun and habit. He didn’t even know why he kept recording this.
 
   “What should we do for dinner?” she said, looking at him.
 
   “We could go for Chinese.”
 
   “What is it with you and Chinese? I want Mexican.”
 
   “Mexican. We’ve never gone for Mexican. You say it isn’t healthy.”
 
   “Who cares?” She kissed him again. “We’re going for Mexican, but you have to wear the new scarf I got you.” She scrambled off his lap and began searching through the bags for the scarf. “Where is that scarf?”
 
   “I don’t know, Lavender. Do you really think I’m a scarf sort of guy?”
 
   “All the famous actors wear them. Look at Brad Pitt and Johnny Depp. They wear loads of scarfs.” She pointed at him. “Bradley Cooper.”
 
   “I think it’s scarves.”
 
   “Scarves?”
 
   “Not scarfs.”
 
   She waved him off. “Any man who knows it’s scarves instead of scarfs can pull off wearing one.” She found it and held it up, turning to face him. “You’ll look adorable in this.”
 
   He sighed. “Just what every guy wants. To look adorable.”
 
   “When it attracts women he does.” She pounced on him, sweeping the scarf around his neck and using it to pull him to her for a kiss.
 
   And Taylor knew he was wearing a scarf just like Bradley Cooper would…or so he hoped.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Radar called a meeting of the Ghost Squad at Gwen’s condo the next morning. Peyton, Tank, and Bambi arrived promptly at 8:00AM as he ordered. He ushered them into the living room where Gwen waited with a coffee service. As she poured, Radar paced around the room.
 
   “After your meeting with Carter, Bambi and Tank went out to the Wholesale District.”
 
   “Okay.” Peyton hadn’t learned what they found because she’d been a bit preoccupied with Marco. “And?”
 
   “They found a number of boarded up warehouses within a short distance of where Kiki Sommers was found in the alley.”
 
   “One in particular looked promising,” said Tank. “We found some homeless men who said they’ve seen fancy cars pull up in front of it and let people off.”
 
   “The cars drive away, but return in the early morning hours to pick the people up again,” finished Bambi. She’d tried to hide Jett’s hickey with makeup, but it still showed.
 
   “So, they don’t leave the cars there because someone would get suspicious?” asked Peyton.
 
   “Exactly,” answered Radar.
 
   Gwen handed her a cup of coffee.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “We also found booze bottles stashed in a recycling bin alongside the building,” said Bambi.
 
   “Could you see into any of the windows?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “They were boarded up solid,” said Tank. “The only way to see inside would be to pry the boards loose.”
 
   “How do they get in there?”
 
   “We found a delivery door on the side of the warehouse. It has a sliding panel in it about eye level.”
 
   “We figure that’s so they can see who’s coming and decide whether to let them in or not,” added Bambi.
 
   “Heavy security. Cameras on the outside, cameras on the inside. We knew we were being watched the entire time,” said Tank.
 
   “Okay, so we find out who owns it and we get a warrant to search the place,” said Peyton, setting her coffee cup on the table.
 
   Radar shook his head. “It’s owned by a shell company.”
 
   “A shell company? A fake company?”
 
   “Well, it’s not exactly fake, but it’s used to hide certain financial transactions, business that the owners don’t want made public,” said Radar.
 
   “So how do we get a warrant for a shell company?” Peyton asked.
 
   “We find out who manages it.”
 
   Peyton’s head lifted. “And who manages this one, Radar?”
 
   “Glad you asked. You and Gwen are going to have to do some fancy talking in a bit and I want you to be fully prepared.”
 
   “Who manages the shell company, Radar?”
 
   “Carson Beckett.”
 
   “René Noir’s publicist slash lawyer?”
 
   “The one and the same.”
 
   “He owns the warehouse?”
 
   “He manages the shell company.”
 
   “So have Bustamante haul him in for interrogation?”
 
   “And blow our cover?”
 
   “Bambi and Tank’s cover is blown. They were probably picked up on the security cameras.”
 
   “As two wannabes wanting into the club. They didn’t flash their badges or anything.”
 
   “If Beckett’s behind this, then it doesn’t matter if we keep our cover. We just need to get him to confess.”
 
   “I don’t think Beckett’s the culprit. He’s a lecher, but this is a little too kinky even for him,” said Gwen, sipping elegantly at her coffee.
 
   “Gwen’s right. He’s the face of the company, he’s not the guy pulling the puppet strings. He sets up the shell company, runs the business end of things, but someone else is behind this club.”
 
   “Then we need a warrant to force Beckett to cough up his board of directors or whatever. The owners of the shell company.”
 
   “At best that takes weeks, Sparky, at worse, months to years.”
 
   “We’d have to have very compelling evidence to get a judge to agree to that sort of privacy invasion,” said Tank, “and all we’ve got is the word of a punk rock star and a hunch.”
 
   “And I’m not liking the idea of telling Kiki’s parents or Lavender’s mother and sister they’ll have to wait years for justice,” said Radar.
 
   Peyton slumped back in the chair. “So how do we get the information out of Beckett if we can’t use a warrant or haul him into interrogation?”
 
   “You and Gwen have to convince René Noir to help us.”
 
   “Wait, what?” She frowned at Radar.
 
   “You’re going to come clean with him and tell him who you are and enlist his help. He needs to throw a party with all of his sketchy friends, guys who would be interested in this secret club. He’s cultivated associates like that for years.”
 
   “And you’ve eliminated him as a suspect someway?”
 
   “I think we have,” said Radar, stopping behind Gwen’s chair and laying a hand on her shoulder. “Gwen thinks he’s clean, and based on the Lavender videos, he tried to keep the girls from the back rooms at the Aquarius Station. Besides that, he’s suffered financially since Lavender’s death and Kiki’s hospitalization. He wouldn’t have wanted to jeopardize his business this way.”
 
   “What makes you think he won’t immediately tell Beckett?”
 
   “For the same reasons. If Beckett’s involved, he’s cost Noir a lot of money and inconvenience by setting Lavender and Kiki up that way. Lavender was the face of René Noir.”
 
   “Yeah, I got that from the videos.”
 
   “Learn anything else from them?”
 
   “Not yet. There’s hours and I mean hours of the two of them talking. I’ve only gone through about the first two hours or so, but Lavender frequently talks about what it means to be the face of Noir,” said Peyton. She didn’t add that it made her feel weird watching a video of a dead girl – how sad and lost and empty a life could seem sometimes. Such a waste.
 
   She hadn’t seen the most flattering sides of Lavender yet. She’d seen a lot of a girl who was obsessed with herself and her station in life, but Taylor clearly thought the world of her, so there had to be something more. She just hadn’t found it yet. Not that the videos made her any less focused on finding Lavender’s killer. Whoever had taken Lavender’s life had destroyed her before she’d really had a chance to learn who she was.
 
   “Sparky?”
 
   Peyton glanced up. “Yeah?”
 
   “It all rests with you and Gwen. Get Noir to throw another party, get Beckett there, and maybe we get lucky and he’ll let something slip. If we can get even a shred of evidence against him and his shell company, we stand a better chance of getting a warrant.”
 
   “Okay, so we get Beckett there. What does that do? He isn’t going to confess to any of us that he’s part of a vampire club.”
 
   “He might.”
 
   “Why would he do that?” she scoffed.
 
   “Because you’ll persuade him.”
 
   “Me? What have I got to do with him?”
 
   “He was very taken with you at René’s last party,” said Gwen.
 
   “What?” Peyton gave Gwen a what-the-hell look.
 
   “He asked René about you, wanted your phone number,” said Gwen, “then he called me directly and asked for it.”
 
   Peyton frowned at that. “That’s weird.”
 
   “What’s weird? That he could be attracted to you or that he called Gwen to get your number?” said Radar, wryly.
 
   “Both,” she said, glaring at him.
 
   “Crazy, I know, but stranger things have happened.”
 
   Peyton gave him an annoyed smile.
 
   “But this is our opportunity to get this guy. He’s our way into the vampire club, so Sparky…” He sighed. “I know this is gonna be hard, but you’re gonna have to be charming.”
 
   “F-you, Radar,” she said.
 
   “Just like that,” he answered with a smirk.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Marco pulled up the video chat on his phone and dialed Defino. She answered on the second ring. He could see she was in his office, but the curtains were drawn, of course. She squinted at him.
 
   “What’s with the hair?”
 
   He ran a hand through it. “Don’t ask.”
 
   “You gone all Hollywood on me, D’Angelo?”
 
   “Not me, but Jake has and Abe was already there.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s true.”
 
   “Any word from Stan about Murphy’s laptop?”
 
   “He’s still trying to get it up and working.”
 
   “What about Cho and Simons?”
 
   “They’re going over the information Rosa Alvarez sent about Zonov.”
 
   “And Tag and Holmes?”
 
   “The employees from the Fairmont all copped the fifth, so that was a dead end. Foster’s trying to help them track down some of Murphy’s friends, see if any of them know anything about who Murphy was seeing. Wegner’s having his CSI go over the apartment another time to find anything else we missed. Can’t believe we didn’t find the laptop.”
 
   “Yeah, that was a huge screw up.”
 
   “What’s happening down there?”
 
   Marco released his breath in frustration. “The one lead they had went cold. They’re pursuing another lead, but everyone has lawyers on retainer, so…”
 
   “…getting warrants is a bitch.”
 
   “You got it.”
 
   “How are you?”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   “Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?”
 
   “How’re things with Brooks?”
 
   Marco held up a hand and let it fall. He was more confused than ever by that. “No idea. Do men ever have the inside track on relationships?”
 
   “Well, considering women are the smarter sex, no.”
 
   He laughed. “I’ll bet you want to get back to your own office, don’t you?”
 
   “I’m good. Your new assistant, Lee, is pretty damn efficient.”
 
   “You should have seen the last one I had.”
 
   “Carly? I’ve heard stories, D’Angelo.”
 
   “I’ll bet you have.”
 
   “New kid’s pretty sharp.”
 
   “Price?”
 
   “Yeah. You can thank me for that one when you get back.”
 
   “You sent him my way?”
 
   “I figured you needed someone a tad bit more reliable than Bartlet. Funny to see the rookie giving the veteran pointers.”
 
   “Ah, Bartlet, I miss that crazy kid.”
 
   Defino smiled. “Hurry up and get back here, okay?”
 
   “Sure thing, boss.”
 
   “Talk to you soon.”
 
   “Will do. Bye.”
 
   “Adios,” she said and disconnected.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   René Noir answered the door himself. He wore a colorful kimono with birds of paradise winding up his sides, across his back, and down his sleeves. A pair of loose silk trousers and white tabi socks (traditional Japanese socks with a separation between the big toe and the other toes) completed his outfit. His dark hair was slicked back as usual, accentuating his widows peak, his cheekbones jutting painfully over the hollows in his cheeks. He air-kissed Gwen, then gave Peyton a polite smile.
 
   “Gwen, darling, and her adorable little assistant…” He snapped his fingers. “Your name escapes me.”
 
   “Paige,” said Gwen with a forced smile. “Why did you answer the door yourself, René?”
 
   “Oh, I’ve sent Chad on an errand.”
 
   “So you’re alone?”
 
   “In solitudinum, Gwendolyn. I do my best work when there are no distractions. Come.” He motioned into the loft. “I’ll show you some of the designs I’ve created for our latest project. We really must get a photo shoot scheduled before Hollywood Jake disappears on me. I offered him a job, but he hasn’t accepted yet.”
 
   “He’s very much in demand,” said Gwen, glancing around. “You’re sure you’re alone?”
 
   “Yes, but why do you think he hasn’t called? Maybe you can…you know…put some pressure on him. I mean it helps your model too. No one quite captures the hostriality of that large hunk of brooding male the way Hollywood Jake can, and I have to tell you, that assistant of his has amazing fashion sense.”
 
   Peyton and Gwen exchanged amused looks.
 
   “Come, see the designs he inspired.”
 
   “Who inspired?”
 
   “Hollywood Jake’s assistant.” And suddenly Peyton understood why René was wearing a kimono with birds of paradise all over it. He was taking his fashion inspiration from Abe. If this wasn’t so serious, she’d burst out laughing.
 
   The drawings that René showed them all had Marco wearing some floral patterned something – cowboy shirt and jeans with cactus flowers on the shoulders of the shirt and trailing down the thighs of the jeans, a formal suit with roses embroidered from the wrist to the elbow, and even a collection of underwear with a strategically placed carnation. Peyton covered her mouth, fighting to keep the laugh at bay. She could just imagine Marco’s expression when he saw what René expected him to wear.
 
   Gwen set down the drawings, giving René a serious look. “We have to talk.”
 
   “Okay?” Peyton figured René might be frowning, but his skin was too tight.
 
   “Can we please sit down for a moment?”
 
   “Certainly. Would you like to go on the balcony?”
 
   “That would be best.”
 
   Peyton followed them out to René’s balcony and they all took seats around the wrought iron table.
 
   “Something’s obviously wrong…” he began. “Did Devine back out on the deal?”
 
   “Well, that’s part of it. Mario Devine is really Captain Marco D’Angelo of the San Francisco police force.”
 
   “Hold on.” He held up an abnormally large hand with a skeletally thin wrist. “My model’s a cop.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why did you bring me a cop, Gwen?”
 
   And Gwen told him, starting with Radar and ending with Peyton herself. René listened with a hand covering his mouth.
 
   “So Hollywood Jake has no intention of taking my job, does he?”
 
   “He thought about it a lot,” said Peyton. “But I’m afraid he isn’t going to take it. Marco…um, Mario talked him out of it.”
 
   René held out a hand. “I’m ruined. I’ve lost the face of Noir twice in a couple of weeks. How am I going to recover from this?”
 
   “Because I’ll help you recover. Because we’ll come up with a new campaign. Kiki’s starting to improve and she’s gonna need someone who believes in her, who’s willing to work with her limitations. We’ll create a new René Noir –  one that has models for everyone, models women recognize when they look in their own mirrors, models with imperfections that make them even more beautiful.”
 
   René considered that, tapping his fingers against his chin. “I like that. I think I could make something out of that.”
 
   “If anyone can, it’s you, René,” said Gwen.
 
   René gave her a skeptical look. “Why are you telling me this?”
 
   “We need your help. We need to catch the person who caused Lavender’s death and raped those other girls.”
 
   “But why me?”
 
   “We’ve discovered that the club where Kiki and Lavender went was run by a shell company.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And, that shell company is run by…” Gwen glanced at Peyton. Once it was out, there was no way to pull it back. “…Carson Beckett, René.”
 
   René gave a strangled little moan, his eyes widening. At the same time, they heard a voice, calling from the doorway.
 
   “Do you want that prune juice now, René?”
 
   “Chad,” said René in warning.
 
   Peyton rose to her feet. “I’ll keep him busy while Gwen tells you what we need you to do for us.”
 
   Gwen gave her an encouraging nod and Peyton walked to the balcony door, stepping back into the loft. She couldn’t see Chad, so she moved in the direction where she thought she’d heard his voice. She found him behind a swinging door in a stainless steel kitchen with modern appliances of every variety. In fact, Peyton was pretty sure she was staring at a cotton candy machine.
 
   Chad stood at a butcher block island, emptying his grocery bags.
 
   “Hey?” she said brightly.
 
   He glanced over his shoulder. Today he wore heavy black glasses, a button-up shirt in pale pink with a navy tie tucked beneath a solid navy vest and dress slacks. “Hey. Paige, right?”
 
   “Right,” she said, watching him pile different juices, kale, and cabbage on the butcher block. “How are you?”
 
   “Good,” he answered, turning back to his work. “What brings you by my humble abode?”
 
   “Gwen’s talking to René about the schedule for their next photo shoot.” She walked around the butcher block island.
 
   Chad’s eyes were blue, a strikingly pale blue. He gave her a slow perusal, then smiled. “And let me guess, you’re bored to death with all the back and forth, the wrangling.”
 
   She shrugged. “You got me.”
 
   “Want some tea?”
 
   “I’d love some.”
 
   “Take a seat,” he said, motioning at the stool on the other side of the island. Gathering up his groceries, he carried them to the fridge and arranged them inside, then he went to the stove, grabbed a kettle, and filled it with water, settling it on the fire. “Being the assistant is awesome, isn’t it?”
 
   Peyton laughed. “It’s better than being hungry and homeless.”
 
   He came back to the butcher block and leaned on it, bringing his face close to hers. She could smell his spicy aftershave. “Only marginally.” He gave her another slow perusal. “So, what’s your real plan after all the glory of being an assistant is over?”
 
   She forced herself not to pull away, but he was awfully close all of a sudden. “I haven’t really thought about it much. I don’t want to work with models the rest of my life.”
 
   “Really?” he scoffed playfully. “Not even the pretty bobble-head that so entranced you the other night, Mario Devine.”
 
   She knew he was contemptuous of the throwaways as he’d called them, but how far did that contempt go? Maybe it was time to find out. “So he took me out to dinner the other night, and there we are, sitting in this really nice restaurant, when all of a sudden he starts looking out the windows. I thought he was looking at other women.”
 
   Chad’s blond brows rose.
 
   “Nope. He was looking at himself.”
 
   Chad laughed. “Ouch.”
 
   “Yep.” She braced her chin on her hand. “So tell me, what do you want to do? You said you wanted to be a designer.”
 
   He nodded. “It’s kinda a niche thing. I don’t want to design for everyday people – no Barbies or Kens. I wanna design for people who aren’t afraid to be different, who like to walk at the edge of society.”
 
   “Are there enough edge of society people to make a living?”
 
   He shrugged, reaching up to brush a curl off Peyton’s cheek. “Who knows? That’s only part of the plan. I have other things in the works.”
 
   “Like what? I figured you were pretty busy answering René’s demands.” Peyton didn’t want to push too hard, but she couldn’t deny she was curious. He wasn’t overtly handsome, but he definitely had charm.
 
   “René pays me well. I’m not complaining and once in a while he takes my suggestions, but he also takes suggestions off anyone who comes in wearing flowers on their clothes.” He was talking about Abe.
 
   She laughed.
 
   “I don’t need much. I have a room here in the loft rent free and we get invited to so many parties that I hardly have to buy food. René lets me wear any of the prototypes that don’t quite make it,” he said, using air quotes. “So, I’ve saved up a little nest egg.”
 
   Peyton’s brows rose at that. “Really?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   The kettle went off and he held up a finger. “Hold that thought.” Going to the stove, he removed the kettle, then carried it to a counter in the corner where he settled it on a cast iron trivet. Reaching into the cabinet over his head, he pulled down two mugs and a plastic box filled with tea bags. He fussed with the tea for a moment, then carried the mugs over to the butcher block and passed her one.
 
   “Careful, it’s hot.”
 
   She blew on it, then took a sip. She didn’t recognize the flavor. “What is it?”
 
   “Earl Grey, my favorite,” he said, sipping at his own mug.
 
   Taking another sip, Peyton lowered it to the butcher block. “Go on. You saved up a little nest egg?”
 
   “Yeah, enough to start my own private business venture.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah, Carson Beckett helped me.”
 
   Peyton straightened, narrowing her eyes on him. “Carson Beckett? I thought you didn’t trust him.”
 
   “Oh, I trust him with my money. I wouldn’t trust him with my sister.” He laughed.
 
   Peyton forced an uneasy laugh herself.
 
   He took another sip, then lowered the mug. Peyton followed him.
 
   Leaning on the butcher block, he reached out and brushed the curl away, his finger trailing down Peyton’s cheek. “You have the most remarkable eyes. Has anyone ever told you that?”
 
   “A few people,” she said, lifting the mug and taking another sip, hoping to force him to remove his hand. “So tell me more about this business venture.”
 
   “Why? It’s boring. I want to know more about Paige Sparks.”
 
   “There’s not much to tell.”
 
   “Mixed race, right?” He caught the curl and wound it around his finger.
 
   She ducked her head, using the mug as a barrier. “Yeah.”
 
   He smiled. He had a seductive smile. In fact, Peyton was feeling a sudden flush of heat, probably from the warmth of the tea. She set the mug down and pushed it away.
 
   “Tell me what you like to do in your spare time, Paige Sparks.”
 
   She looked up at him and blinked. He seemed a little blurry all of a sudden. “What spare time? I love Gwen, but she’s so demanding.”
 
   He nodded. “But you must get some time to yourself. Do you like to go to parties?”
 
   “Of course.” Peyton licked her lips. They tingled, but she ignored it. Chad’s gaze seemed strangely alluring all of a sudden. “Who doesn’t like to go to parties?”
 
   His eyes followed her mouth. “Everyone likes parties. You said you enjoyed René’s party the other night, but do you ever go to anything that’s a bit less tame?”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   His finger had returned to her cheek, tracing down it. Then he moved around the butcher block to her side. Peyton felt her cheeks flush as he leaned on the counter next to her, his scent filling her nostrils. A strange ringing was in her ears.
 
   “Your tea’s getting cold,” he purred.
 
   Peyton ducked her head, blinking, trying to drive the strange heat away. She felt suddenly fuzzy headed. He slid his hand along her chin, turning her face up toward him. “I think you like things spicy. A woman like you wouldn’t be content with playing it safe. That’s why you came to Hollywood, why you went to work in the fashion industry. You like risks and adventure and sex.” He leaned toward her as he said the words, his mouth a breath from her own.
 
   Peyton wanted to pull away or she thought she wanted to pull away, but she was so confused, the heaviness in her head increasing. She felt as if there were weights forcing her eyelids down and…
 
   “Paige!” she heard someone calling her.
 
   Peyton pulled away from Chad and shook her head, then she scrambled off the stool and went to the sink, pouring herself a cold glass of water. Draining it, she turned on the faucet again and splashed water directly into her face.
 
   “Are you okay?” asked Chad, appearing beside her.
 
   She resisted the impulse to jerk away from the hand he laid on her shoulder. “Yeah, I just got dizzy all of a sudden.”
 
   “It’s hot in here. I should have opened a window.” He grabbed a dishtowel hanging on the oven handle. “Here, it’s clean.”
 
   She used it to blot the water from her face.
 
   “Paige?”
 
   “In here, Gwen,” she called back, eyeing Chad. What the hell just happened? Her head was starting to clear, but she still felt unnaturally hot and her ears were ringing.
 
   “I hope you’re not coming down with something,” Chad said, giving her a concerned smile.
 
   “No, I’m okay now. Sorry. I didn’t mean to get all weird on you.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. I enjoyed our talk, Paige.”
 
   Peyton nodded, still studying him. “I did too.”
 
   “If you ever want to go to dinner, I’d love to take you. And I promise I won’t look at myself in the windows.”
 
   She forced a laugh, but she wanted nothing more than to be out of that kitchen. “Sounds good. Text me. René has my number.” She handed him the dishtowel and backed toward the door.
 
   “I will,” he said, continuing to smile at her. “Take care, Paige, and we’ll see each other real soon.”
 
   “Sure,” she said and pushed the kitchen door open, backing through it. Gwen was waiting for her with René and gave her a thumbs up. Peyton didn’t care what they’d decided, she just wanted out of this loft right now.
 
   “Good bye, Paige,” called Chad from the kitchen doorway.
 
   Peyton waved over her shoulder and pulled open the door, hurrying Gwen into the hallway beyond.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   “I’m telling you there was something strange there,” Peyton told Radar.
 
   He’d met the two of them at Peyton’s condo after they left René’s loft. Tank and Marco sat at the table and Bambi had one of the egg chairs. Abe and Jake sat on either ends of the couch. Peyton couldn’t sit, she paced before the windows, while Radar leaned on the credenza by the door.
 
   “What do you mean there was something strange there, Sparky? Can you stop pacing, damn it?”
 
   She turned to face him. “Chad Gilbert’s in business with Carson Beckett. He saved up money from René Noir and he gave it to Beckett for some business venture.”
 
   “What business venture?”
 
   Gwen came out of the kitchen, carrying a glass of water, which she gave to Peyton. “Drink this,” she urged.
 
   Peyton took it and downed half the glass. A headache hammered in her temples and she still felt a little foggy. She was beginning to wonder if she was coming down with something. Great. Awesome time to get sick. She handed the glass back to Gwen and went over to the couch, taking a seat on the arm closest to Abe.
 
   He ran a hand down her back to comfort her, but that only made her want to get up and pace again.
 
   “I don’t know what sort of business venture. He wouldn’t tell me. He just kept saying he wanted to know more about me.”
 
   “And why do you think there’s something strange going on?”
 
   Peyton glanced over at Marco, wishing he wasn’t listening to this. Not now. Not with their relationship so confused. “He started touching my face and…”
 
   “And?”
 
   “I don’t know, Radar. It got weird.”
 
   “How? How did it get weird? What did he do exactly, Sparky?” Radar’s frustration was palpable, but she just didn’t know how to describe what had happened.
 
   “He’s alluring, hypnotic.”
 
   “So you were attracted to him?”
 
   Marco looked down.
 
   “No,” she said, and she meant it. She hadn’t been attracted to Chad Gilbert, but there was something. “He’s hypnotizing.”
 
   “Hypnotizing?” The sarcasm dripped off Radar’s tongue.
 
   “In ancient lore, vampires are said to have the ability to entrance their victims, thereby making them easy targets,” interjected Tank. “In Dracula, by Bram Stoker, Dracula has hypnotic powers and is able to telepathically link with his victims.”
 
   “Are you suggesting Chad Gilbert’s Dracula, Tank?”
 
   Tank started to answer, but Bambi interrupted him. “I think you need to listen to Peyton, Radar. She’s been right before.”
 
   “And do what, Bambi? Haul Gilbert in because he got a little handsy. I have five women who were raped, one half-dead, the other dead. We need solid evidence. We need a solid lead. Noir has agreed to throw his party and we’re going to try getting some information out of Carson Beckett. He’s our target. He’s the focus right now. We know he manages the shell company that fronts the illegal club. Now, you get me some real proof that Chad Gilbert’s the undead, and I’ll be the first on the scene with a damn wooden stake.” He shoved away from the credenza and paced across the room.
 
   Gwen rose and went to him, rubbing his shoulders.
 
   Peyton scrubbed the heel of her hand against her temple. Right now she didn’t give a damn about any of it. Her head was hammering so.
 
   Abe rose and peered down at her. “Hey, little soul sista, your pupils are dilated.”
 
   “Because I have a raging headache.”
 
   “Let me take your blood pressure.”
 
   She rose, moving him backward. “I’m fine. I just have the start of a damn migraine.”
 
   “You’ve never had migraines before, sweets.”
 
   “Well, there’s a first time for everything. I’m going to bed.” She turned without a word and walked to her room, shutting the door behind her.
 
   In the muted dark, she slipped out of the fine garments Gwen had provided for her and pulled on Marco’s old jersey, then she popped three aspirin and yanked back the covers on the bed. Just as she was going to crawl inside, a knock sounded at the door.
 
   She opened it, finding Marco on the other side.
 
   “Hey,” he said.
 
   “Hey.” As she motioned him inside, she could hear the murmur of the others’ voices coming from the living room. Without warning, she stepped forward and threw her arms around his waist, laying her head in the center of his chest. The familiar smell of his sandalwood aftershave chased off the smell of Chad Gilbert.
 
   To her relief, he banded her with his arms and held her tightly. “You okay, sweetheart?”
 
   “I wasn’t attracted to Chad Gilbert, Marco. That’s not at all what I meant.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “You do?” She looked up at him.
 
   “Yeah, I know how you are when you’re on a case. I’m a little worried about this headache though. Maybe you should let Abe look at you.”
 
   “It’s stress. I feel it as much as Radar does. We’ve got to catch this bastard, but we have so little evidence right now.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I just need sleep.”
 
   “Okay.” He unhooked her arms from around his waist. “Get in bed and get some sleep.”
 
   She slid her hands down his arms and tugged on his wrists. “Will you stay with me? Just until I fall asleep.”
 
   He nodded, letting her pull him toward the bed. “You know I will,” he said.
 
   She moved over on the bed to give him room and he stretched out beside her. Laying her head on his shoulder, she pressed her hand against her temple and closed her eyes. If she could just sleep for an hour or two, she’d get rid of the headache, then get back up and work the case.
 
   Actually, she didn’t wake until the next morning, and she had no dreams that she could remember, which was probably a good thing.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
   Lavender sat in her chair and gave him a serious look, her chin braced on her hand. He smiled at her, adjusting the camera so it would capture the sensuality in her gaze, the mischievous glint in her eyes.
 
   “I want you to come home with me at Christmas to meet my mother and sister.”
 
   “Come home with you? To Kansas?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “I can’t afford that, Lavender.”
 
   “You don’t need to afford it. I’m buying our tickets.”
 
   “I can’t let you do that.”
 
   “Yes, you can. Why can’t you? You can’t take money from a woman?”
 
   “No, that’s not it, but…” He sighed. “What about my family? My mother’ll be devastated if I don’t come home, and my father and brother.”
 
   “Let’s fly them all out to Kansas. We’ll have a white Christmas.”
 
   Taylor made an uncomfortable face.
 
   “They won’t take tickets from me either, will they?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Lavender. It’s too extravagant.”
 
   She went silent, staring at him. He worried he’d hurt her feelings. The last thing in the world he wanted to do was hurt her feelings. She meant the world to him.
 
   “Lavender, please don’t be mad at me…”
 
   “Mad at you? Are you kidding? No one’s ever hesitated to take anything I’ve offered them – clothes, money, trips, but you. You’re the only one who hasn’t wanted anything from me.”
 
   Taylor scratched the back of his curly head. “That’s not completely true.”
 
   “What? What have you ever asked from me, Taylor?”
 
   “I asked you to be in this documentary.”
 
   She waved that off.
 
   “And I asked you to be my friend. More than my friend.”
 
   She smiled and reached into the collar of her t-shirt, pulling out the plastic flower ring she’d gotten out of the cupcakes they’d bought that time. He’d pretended he was giving her a diamond, and she’d worn it around her neck on a simple chain ever since.
 
   “I’m your flower buddy.”
 
   “My cupcake princess.”
 
   That made her giggle.
 
   He sobered, staring at her and he realized he’d find a way to make it up to his mother. This Christmas he was spending it in Kansas. “I’d love to meet your mother and sister, Lavender,” he said.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Coming out of the bathroom after his shower, Marco found Abe and Gwen huddled over the table in the dining room, planning their wardrobes for that night. He could see Tank and Radar sitting on the balcony, inspecting wires and microphones, and as he stepped through the arch into the kitchen, he found Jake making pancakes, assisted by Bambi, both of them bopping around to salsa music.
 
   “Hey, Adonis, you hungry?” Jake shouted over the music.
 
   Marco didn’t bother to answer, just walked to the coffee maker and pushed the button for Peyton’s favorite mocha. A moment later, she appeared in the entrance, her hair damp from her own shower. She took everything in and crossed the room, turning down the music.
 
   Coming to Marco’s side, she leaned against him. He gave her a hug and handed her the mug of coffee. She rose on her tiptoes and kissed him on the jaw, then she carried the coffee to the kitchen table and took a seat, holding it between her hands.
 
   “Hey, Mighty Mouse, you feeling better?”
 
   “I did until the mariachis showed up.”
 
   Bambi and Jake both laughed.
 
   “Are you making pancakes?” Peyton asked, sipping at her coffee.
 
   Marco carried his own black coffee over to the table and sat down next to her.
 
   “Yep!” said Jake, flourishing a spatula.
 
   “Jake makes the best pancakes,” gushed Bambi.
 
   “And Bambi chopped up fresh fruit to go on top.”
 
   She gave him a seductive look and he winked at her.
 
   “Oh, God, just have sex already,” grumbled Peyton into her mug.
 
   Bambi danced over to her and kissed her on the top of the head. “Good morning, sunshine,” she said, dancing away again.
 
   Peyton gave Marco a bewildered look, but he couldn’t hide his smile. It was hard to be grumpy around people as upbeat as Jake Ryder and Emma Redford. Abe and Gwen walked into the kitchen.
 
   “Hey, little bits,” said Abe, coming over to Peyton and taking her wrist. “Just wait until you see the outfit Gwen and I have planned for you.” Today, he wore off-white linen pants, closed-toed sandals, and a long-sleeved white shirt with ferns all over it. It actually seemed tame…well, for Abe.
 
   Peyton tugged her wrist away. “Are you feeling my pulse?”
 
   “No,” he said, grinning, then he plopped down in the chair on Peyton’s other side, while Gwen sat across from her. “We figure that you’re our best bet to attract Carson Beckett. He made a pass at you during René’s last party.”
 
   “That’s awesome,” she said. “You warned me to stay away from him, Gwen, now you’re gonna throw me at him.”
 
   “For a good cause,” said Gwen uncomfortably. “We’ll all be there too, watching your back.”
 
   “So…” continued Abe, drawing the word out. “We figured a bustier with a long black skirt and an Angelina Jolie slit, black lace tights, and black stiletto pumps would do the trick. You’ll be drop-dead sexy, toots.”
 
   “A bustier?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Me, in a bustier?”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “When have you ever seen me wear something like that?”
 
   Abe touched her nose. “You never, but the sexy vixen Paige Sparks would. If you want to catch a vampire, you gotta bait the trap, sweets.”
 
   Peyton closed her eyes and Marco couldn’t help it. He found this amusing since he was usually on the receiving end.
 
   “Enough talk about work now,” said Jake, holding up a huge plate of pancakes. “It’s soup.”
 
   Bambi pealed off into giggles. “It’s soup. Oh, Jakey, you are so funny!” she said, swatting him, and Peyton dropped her head to the table, covering it with her arms.
 
    
 
   *  *  *
 
    
 
   René reserved the Tropicana Hollywood Suite on Hollywood Boulevard for his party. Located inside the Hollywood Roosevelt Hotel, the famous club and adjacent pool had played host to Hollywood royalty such as Marilyn Monroe, Charlie Chaplin, and Clark Gable. Right outside the 1920’s hotel was the world renowned Walk of Fame, honoring actors and singers from both film and television.
 
   As they climbed into Gwen’s rented limo, Peyton felt uncomfortable in her revealing attire, but Gwen had found a lace pashmina that she could drape over her shoulders to tone down the overt sexuality of the peacock colored bustier Abe had picked out for her. She fussed with the thigh-high slit in the skirt until Abe slapped her hands. Walking in the stilettos was nearly impossible. Thank God they’d let her have the lace tights. They’d spent a lot of time discussing whether she should wear them or not, because damn girl, you got you some legs, Abe had remarked to Peyton’s eternal embarrassment.
 
   Bambi was gorgeous in a red lace dress that hugged every curve, her blond hair swept over one shoulder like Veronica Lake or so Abe declared. Gwen donned a classic black sheath dress, but the diamonds around her neck and ears made her look like she was worth a million dollars. Tank wore his usual CIA suit with shades and the wire hanging out of his ear, but René had sent Marco a light grey tuxedo with pinstripes, matching vest, and a red and gold tie. Added to a crisp white shirt, he looked like a GQ model. Jake wore a tux as well, but his was a deep navy blue with black lapels. Abe had paired it with a pale blue shirt and a black bow tie.
 
   For his part, Abe wore white. White tux, white cummerbund, and white shirt with a bowtie that sported carnations all over it. His wingtips were also white with a magnificent pink carnation on the toe. Once again, Peyton had no idea where he got his clothes.
 
   The limo pulled up in front of the Hollywood Roosevelt and a doorman came forward and opened the door, handing the women out onto the most famous sidewalk in the world. Peyton only half-glanced at the stars, her heart pounding. She looked for Marco, but Bambi had already threaded her arm through his.
 
   Peyton tamped down on her disappointment. She knew it needed to look like she was alone, but she wanted to walk into this party on Marco’s arm. Instead, Abe placed a hand in the small of her back and urged her to follow Gwen into the grand lobby of the hotel.
 
   “Notice the Spanish Colonial Revival style,” said Tank in her ear, pointing at the arched doorways, the stucco walls and the heavy wood accents. Peyton stared up at the ornate paintings on the beams overhead, but Tank nodded that Gwen was moving off.
 
   They hurried after her and found themselves in the Tropicana Hollywood Suite, a smaller room with metal tables, leather banquettes, and retractable doors which opened onto a patio adjacent to the pool.
 
   Many people had arrived. They milled about, drinking cocktails and eating hors d’oeuvres from waiters dressed in crisp white suits. Peyton felt fairly sure she recognized a few of these fine people from television or maybe national news broadcasts. A few models wandered about, drinking, but definitely not accepting anything from any of the food trays.
 
   Gwen spotted René and made her way over to him, exchanging their usual air kiss, then René turned to Marco, gushing over the cut of the tuxedo as if he hadn’t designed it himself. Peyton accepted a glass of champagne from a passing waiter and looked around for Chad Gilbert, but she couldn’t see him.
 
   The room was small, so it couldn’t hold more than about sixty people, but the patio had also attracted some of the guests where they sat in white cushioned loungers, talking and laughing too loudly, too desperately, trying to draw attention. Peyton figured there had to be producers and directors here that they were trying to impress.
 
   “You’re up, Sparky,” said Radar in her ear. “Go find Carson Beckett.”
 
   “I can’t just go up to him,” she said into the crystal bracelet on her left wrist. “That would look suspicious.”
 
   “Not if you told him you talked to Gilbert and he told you Beckett helped him with investments.”
 
   “Exactly how does that morph into a conversation about an illegal vampire club, Radar,” she hissed, then covered it by sipping her champagne.
 
   “Don’t be difficult.”
 
   “Let me handle it,” she told him and continued wandering around the room. She accepted a bacon wrapped ball of cheese and popped it in her mouth, then wished she hadn’t. The cheese had jalapenos in it or something. Her eyes watered as she took another sip of the champagne, but that just made it worse.
 
   Looking around for something else she could eat to ease the burn, she spotted another waiter carrying a tray of asparagus wrapped in prosciutto. She hurried over to him and reached for one of the pieces, shoving it in her mouth, but it was too big and she had a hard time chewing it.
 
   Walking over to one of the tables, she settled the champagne glass on it, trying to push the rest of the asparagus into her mouth without looking like a pig, but the champagne glass missed the edge of the table and fell, shattering on the floor.
 
   All talking ceased and every eye in the room turned to look at her. Peyton closed her eyes and tried to swallow.
 
   “What was that?” came Radar’s voice.
 
   She couldn’t answer, her mouth was too full. Waiters appeared from all around and descended on her, while the guests sidled away, giving her rank looks. Bending down, she started to help gather the broken glass, but a waiter caught her hand.
 
   “Let us do it,” he told her politely. “You’ll cut yourself.”
 
   She bristled at that, but she couldn’t respond, her mouth still full of the damn prosciutto.
 
   “Sparky, what’s going on?”
 
   Backing up, she wanted to disappear. To make matters worse, her heel came down onto something soft. She heard a grunt of pain and whirled. Carson Beckett stood behind her. He steadied her with one hand on her elbow, while he rubbed his toes with the other.
 
   Peyton swallowed the last of the hors d’oeuvre. “Oh God, I’m so sorry,” she said, holding out her hands. “Did I hurt you?”
 
   “Not at all.”
 
   “That’s Beckett. Good, you found him,” whispered Radar.
 
   “I must have hurt you. I’m so sorry.” She wrung her hands.
 
   He gave her a laugh, his eyes never leaving her cleavage. “No, who needs toes on both feet anyway?”
 
   “Mr. Beckett, please, is there anything I can do?”
 
   “You can call me Carson,” he said, smiling, his teeth almost blinding in the dim light of the room. He straightened and pulled her toward him, away from the mess behind her. “And you can have a drink with me.” He glanced over her shoulder at the broken glass. “What was that?”
 
   “Champagne.”
 
   He scoffed. “Champagne’s too pedestrian for a woman like you.” Keeping hold of her elbow, he led her to the bar and motioned the bartender over. “Two Manhattans,” he said.
 
   She gave him a shy smile. “I’ve never had a Manhattan before. What’s in it?”
 
   “Bourbon, vermouth, and bitters. You’ll love it. A sophisticated drink for a sophisticated lady.”
 
   “Right,” she said, glancing over his shoulder at the waiters cleaning up her mess.
 
   He waved that off. “That’s what they get paid to do.”
 
   Peyton fought her frown. “I’m so embarrassed.”
 
   “You shouldn’t be.”
 
   “Well, with all these fine people, I go and toss my drink on the floor.”
 
   “That just makes you the most interesting woman in the room.” He smiled that too bright smile and touched her arm above the pashmina. Then he gave her a slow look. “You are quite fetching tonight, my dear.”
 
   She ducked her head. “Thank you.”
 
   The bartender brought their drinks, but when Peyton went to reach for hers, Beckett took it away from her. “Let me carry them.”
 
   “Carry them?”
 
   “I thought you might like to see the famous pool where Marilyn Monroe sunbathed.”
 
   “Sure,” she said, although Gwen and Chad Gilbert’s warning about Beckett went through her mind, but she had the little Derringer strapped to her thigh.
 
   He turned away from the bar, holding the drinks, and offered Peyton his arm. She slid her hand through his elbow as he wound his way back into the crowd and across the room to the retractable doors. Stepping outside, Peyton marked that the patio was sheltered with palm trees. Decorative lighting shown from the branches.
 
   Beckett didn’t stop. He moved through the patio and out onto the pool deck. The lights twinkled on the water and a few people swam laps back and forth in the glittering darkness. Private bungalows circled the area behind the white loungers and Peyton caught glimpses of couples entwined in them, oblivious to the world around them.
 
   Beckett led Peyton to a bungalow and motioned for her to take a seat. She almost balked, but this was the plan all along – for her to attract this man’s attention. Somehow she’d done it, despite not knowing how.
 
   He eased in next to her, very close beside her, and handed her the drink. She took it and sipped, looking out at the pool.
 
   “Marilyn Monroe, you say.”
 
   He nodded and drank half of his, settling it on a shelf affixed to the side of the bungalow. Then he reached for Peyton’s pashmina and pulled it away. “You’re not cold, are you?”
 
   Peyton shivered in revulsion, but she tried not to draw away from him. “I’m okay right now.”
 
   He smoothed his hands on her shoulders, his breath hot and stale with cigarette smoke against her bare skin. “Has anyone told you what an amazing woman you are?”
 
   “Me?” She gave a false laugh. “With all these beautiful models and actresses around, you can’t be serious.”
 
   “But I am. I’m always more interested in the women behind the scenes.”
 
   She shifted on the lounger and faced him, forcing his hands to fall away from her. He reached for his drink and lay back on an elbow, watching her in the muted light. “Why would you be interested in the women behind the scenes? Don’t all men want models?”
 
   “That’s where you’re wrong. A model doesn’t have any passion. She’s worried about her weight, her hair, her makeup, doesn’t want to break a nail. I want a woman with fire.” He trailed the back of his fingers down her arm. “The minute I saw you, I knew you were a woman of fire.”
 
   Peyton lifted her own drink, sipping. It was a little strong for her. She was much more used to beer and wine.
 
   “Come on, be honest. This outfit says it all.” His fingers trailed up and across the top of her bodice.
 
   Peyton forced herself not to pull away, but she shivered with disgust. “It’s just something I threw together.”
 
   “And it suits you perfectly. You know how I know you’re a woman of passion?”
 
   “How?”
 
   “The minute you could, you got away from Gwen.” He started to lean toward her, but she stood up, setting her drink on the shelf.
 
   “I don’t want you to have the wrong idea about me, Mr. Beckett,” she said, turning her back on him and looking out over the pool. “I take my job with Gwen very seriously.”
 
   “Please call me Carson, Paige.”
 
   “Carson,” she said, inclining her head.
 
   “And I don’t doubt you do take your job seriously, but you also feel stifled by it. The uptight suits, the being at her beck and call all the time. You, Paige, are a woman who likes to enjoy herself.”
 
   God, what was she doing here? This was so not in her wheelhouse. She didn’t know how to seduce men.
 
   “Gwen told me you asked for my number.” She glanced over her shoulder at him. He was sitting up again. “Why?”
 
   “I wanted to see you. You captivated me. I thought there was a spark between us. Was there, Paige? Did we have a spark?”
 
   She turned to face him and he held up her drink, twirling the liquid around in the glass.
 
   “Come sit back down.”
 
   She went and took a seat, accepting the drink from him.
 
   “Did we have a spark?”
 
   “Yes,” she said, surprised her voice came out as husky as it did.
 
   He smiled, leaning forward and brushing his face against her hair. “I knew it.”
 
   She placed a hand in the center of his chest to hold him off. “What do you mean I feel stifled by Gwen and the job?”
 
   “Isn’t that why you agreed to come out here with me? You were hoping for more.”
 
   She shrugged, taking another sip. “I suppose. Sometimes these parties get so boring. They’re all the same.” She pretended to catch herself and giggled. “Not that I don’t enjoy working for Gwen, because I do.”
 
   “Of course you do, but you need more. Something a little more stimulating, right?”
 
   She leaned toward him. “What do you mean? Stimulating?”
 
   “Exciting, tantalizing.”
 
   She looked away, taking another drink. “I did E once. That was exciting.”
 
   He smiled at that. “I knew you were a risk taker.”
 
   “Have you done it?”
 
   He shrugged. “Once or twice. Not my thing, really.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “It just wasn’t my thing. I like other stimulation.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   He tilted her glass toward her mouth, bringing his lips close to her ear. “Drink up and I’ll tell you.”
 
   Peyton wanted to get this guy, and she wanted to get him tonight before he had a chance to prey on another young girl. She drained her drink and settled the glass on the shelf. “Tell me,” she whispered.
 
   “Easy,” came Radar’s warning in her ear. For some reason, it sounded distant and tinny.
 
   “You tell me the wildest thing you’ve ever done first?” he purred.
 
   Shit. Well, there was the one time she and Marco had almost gotten blown up by a junior terrorist, or the time they went to war with the drug cartel, or what about when they faced down a serial killer, but she didn’t think that was what he meant. So she spun a tale of drug use and sex that was sure to make Tank blush and possibly give Radar a heart attack.
 
   “That better be fiction,” came Radar’s response, but Carson Beckett ate it up.
 
   If Peyton didn’t know better, she’d swear he was drooling. His hand had started making distracted little circles on her shoulders. She leaned closer to him, but almost fell over. Bracing herself on his chest, she blinked. His predatory smile blurred.
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be,” he answered breathlessly. “Holy hell, woman, that was wild.”
 
   She shrugged. “You only live once.” Had she slurred that? She blinked rapidly a few times and bit her bottom lip to steady herself. Oddly enough, the pain in her lip was dull. What the hell? She’d had a few sips of champagne and one Manhattan. She knew she didn’t have Abe’s tolerance, but she wasn’t a light weight. “Your turn. Tell me your secret,” she said.
 
   He pulled her forward, until she almost toppled over on him. She tried to right herself, but for some reason, she was confused by which way was up. “Well, if you like things wild, and I guess you do, I know places that are known by only a few.”
 
   “What sort of places?” For some reason, her eyes felt heavy and she wanted to close them. She forced them open and rubbed a hand hard across her forehead to clear her brain.
 
   “Places where people go to explore alternate lifestyles.”
 
   “Like swinging?”
 
   “Not exactly.”
 
   “What exactly?”
 
   He made a biting motion at her nose. “If tonight goes well, maybe I’ll take you there.”
 
   “Where?” Her head dipped forward and she realized she’d closed her eyes. She forced her head up, blinking rapidly again. What the hell was wrong with her? Suddenly, she felt too hot and a strange lethargy seemed to be flowing through her.
 
   “There are places where you can experience pleasures you only dream about. Dark and secret pleasures, Paige. There are places I can take you where you’ll experience things you’ve never thought possible, things you’ve never experienced before. Pleasures normal people would be afraid to feel.” Carson shifted and rose to his feet. “How ‘bout we blow this joint?” he said, pulling on her hand.
 
   Peyton looked up at him and realized she wasn’t sure what he said. His body blurred and her eyes drifted shut again.
 
   “Paige, come on, let’s go.” He slid a hand around her waist and lifted her.
 
   Peyton’s legs buckled and she clung to him to keep from falling. “What’s going on?” she said, but it didn’t sound like her.
 
   “Brooks!” came Radar’s voice in her ear. “Brooks, what’s happening!”
 
   Carson hauled her up against him. “You’ll feel better if you walk. My car’s in the parking garage. We’ll just go around the pool to get it.”
 
   “Wait.” She thought she said the word, but she didn’t seem able to hold up her head. “What’z…” She couldn’t remember what she was going to say.
 
   “Come on, Paige,” said Beckett and he started moving, hauling her along beside him. She knew she was barely staying up, but she couldn’t seem to corral her legs, and her eyes felt so damn heavy.
 
   “She okay?” came a voice.
 
   “She’s just drunk,” said Beckett.
 
   Peyton tried to peer around him and see who was talking, but she couldn’t seem to form a coherent thought. Someone was calling her name, but she didn’t remember who that was or where it was coming from.
 
   The water in the pool distorted, undulating in front of them. It almost made her sick, but she closed her eyes against it as Carson walked her around the pool toward the open doorway of the hotel.
 
   “Hey!” came a shout behind them.
 
   Carson stopped and turned. Peyton braced herself against his arm and forced her eyes open. Marco stood a short distance away, his hand curled around his cane. Peyton had an overwhelming urge to go to him, but her legs wouldn’t move and her damn eyes were closing again.
 
   “Let her go.”
 
   “Stay out of it. This has nothing to do with you,” rumbled Beckett’s voice beneath her ear.
 
   “What did you do to her?”
 
   “Nothing. She’s had too much to drink and we’re going for a walk to sober her up.”
 
   “Gwen wants to see her.”
 
   “Well, now, she’s clearly in no shape to talk to Gwen. I’ll just take her home and you can tell Gwen she went with me.”
 
   Peyton wanted to plead with Marco not to leave her with Beckett, but the words wouldn’t form.
 
   “You’re not taking her home,” Marco said, moving forward a few steps.
 
   “Look, precious, you don’t want to tangle with me. You got a bum leg and I don’t want to hurt you.”
 
   “Let her go,” Marco said forcefully.
 
   A sudden rush of fear for Marco drove back some of the confusion. She straightened away from Carson. “I can’t lose my job,” she told him, surprised when it came out slurred. “Please don’t fight him. I’ll go back with Gwen. Please.”
 
   Beckett’s jaw clenched, but he held up his hands, releasing Peyton. She staggered and almost fell, but Marco moved in and supported her. Beckett leaned down and kissed Peyton on the cheek.
 
   “Don’t forget I did what you asked,” he said. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”
 
   Peyton tried to hold herself up until he turned and walked away, his stride quick and angry, but as soon as he was out of range, she sagged against Marco.
 
   “Something’s wrong,” she said, feeling her head loll forward.
 
   “Radar, I’ve got her,” said Marco into his wrist piece. “We’re going out the back.”
 
   “I’ll be there with the car. Tank’s following Beckett. Gilbert’s nowhere to be found.”
 
   Marco slipped his arm around Peyton’s waist. “Come on, sweetheart, let’s get you to the hospital.”
 
   “Hospital?” she said, but that was the last thing she remembered for a number of hours.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Peyton had a vague memory of people prodding her, sticking needles in her, and forcing her to drink things. At one point, she got violently ill, rolling to her side to empty the little she had in her stomach, but everything else was a blur. Drifting in and out of sleep, she had strange, disturbing dreams of men with too bright smiles chasing her, of Lavender tied up in a dank cave, of Kiki lying in her hospital bed, her skin ashen, her cheeks hollow.
 
   “They’re coming,” Kiki whispered, but the voice was Lavender’s. “Oh, God, they’re coming!”
 
   She woke with a start, her eyes flashing open. They blurred, then cleared, showing her a row of track lighting. Wires ran from her body to machines near her head and an IV stuck out of her arm, ticking fluids into her.
 
   “Marco,” she said, her voice breaking.
 
   Movement to her right drew her attention and he sat up, blinking away sleep, his grey tuxedo jacket dropping from his shoulders. He pushed it aside and rose to his feet, grimacing in pain as he sat on the bed next to her, placing his hand on her forehead.
 
   “Hey, sweetheart, your eyes look clear again.”
 
   Movement on her other side drew her attention. Radar unfolded from a second chair and stood up. “Hey, Sparky, how you feeling?”
 
   “What the hell happened?” she said, clearing her throat and reaching for Marco’s free hand.
 
   “Beckett roofied you,” said Radar.
 
   “Roofied?”
 
   “The emergency room doctors took blood tests. You had a fairly large dose of Ketamine in your system.”
 
   She closed her eyes and sighed in disgust. “I knew better than to let him handle my drink.”
 
   “Well, according to the doctors, it wasn’t the first time. You had traces of Rohypnol in your system as well. That’s why you weren’t feeling well.”
 
   “Gilbert?”
 
   Radar gave her a pained look. “I’m sorry, Sparky. I should have listened to you.”
 
   “No, it’s my fault. I screwed up, Radar. I had a chance to get them and now I’ve blown it.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. We’re gonna haul them in for drugging a federal agent. That’ll buy them some prison time, and maybe we get lucky and they confess to the vampire club too.”
 
   Peyton tried to sit up, but her head was still a little fuzzy. “No, Radar, that’s not enough. They raped those girls, they brutalized them. They murdered Lavender. We have to get them for that, not drugging a cop.”
 
   Radar pressed her back on the pillows. “Calm down, okay?” He poured her a glass of water and held it out to her. “Drink this.”
 
   She took it. Her hand shook, but Marco steadied her as she sipped at it. Something occurred to her as she drank. By the light from the small window, she knew it was morning.
 
   “Wait. What time is it?”
 
   “Eight,” said Radar.
 
   “Eight? What time did you bring me here?”
 
   “Around midnight.”
 
   She handed Marco the glass and he set it on the bedside table next to her cell phone. “Did you stay here all night, Radar?”
 
   He gave her a confused look. “Of course.”
 
   “All night?”
 
   “What’s your point, Sparky?”
 
   “Why?” Then a thought occurred to her. “Oh God, the others aren’t here too, trying to sleep in hospital chairs, are they?”
 
   “No, I made them go home. They were here until we were sure you were out of danger.”
 
   “But you stayed?”
 
   “Look, Sparky, this was my fault. Gwen kept warning me about Beckett. She didn’t like sending you in there after him, but I told her you could handle yourself. I just didn’t know what I was asking you to handle. I’m sorry this happened to you.”
 
   “Stop beating yourself up, Radar. You didn’t do this. It was my fault. I screwed up. I knew better than to let anyone else handle my drinks. And I made that mistake twice, apparently.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter, I…”
 
   Peyton’s phone buzzed on the table. Marco reached for it and glanced at the screen, then he handed it to Peyton with a frown. A text message from Carson Beckett winked at her.
 
   How R U feeling? Worried ‘bout U. Pleze text.
 
   “Don’t respond,” said Radar, reaching for the phone.
 
   “Radar, calm down. I’m fine. Let me just see what he wants.”
 
   “No, this ends now. Tank and I are gonna arrest both Gilbert and Beckett as soon as I get the final toxicology report from the doctors.”
 
   “Radar, please. Just let me just see what he wants.”
 
   Radar held up a hand in frustration and let it fall. “Fine.”
 
   I’m OK, she texted back. Bit of a headache. 
 
   Sorry. Try some hair of the dog. Mimosa, Bloody Mary.
 
   Peyton found the thumbs up emoji and sent it.
 
   So, wondering if U up 4 fun 2-nite?
 
   Peyton squinted to concentrate as she texted back. What do U have in mind?
 
   Radar covered the phone with his hand. “Stop, Sparky. No more.”
 
   Peyton pulled his hand away. “Relax, old man. It’s just a text. Maybe he’ll reveal something.”
 
   Remember R talk last nite.
 
   Yes.
 
   Remember we talked about X-citement.
 
   Yes.
 
   Want 2 show U something.
 
   What?
 
   Just something. U up 4 it.
 
   Radar blocked the phone again. “No. Tell him no.”
 
   “Radar, this might be our only chance to get him. I’m sure he’s talking about the club.”
 
   “And you’re gonna get out of the hospital and go to a vampire club with him tonight? No, we’re done with this. You could have been hurt or worse, Sparky. What if he found your gun or the badge tucked into the back of your…” He made a waving motion toward Peyton’s chest.
 
   A flood of emotion swamped Peyton and she sat up, throwing her arms around him. He went stiff, his back straightening, then he awkwardly patted her shoulders.
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   “You care about me.”
 
   “You’re part of our team.”
 
   “Bull shit. You care about me.” She released him and lay back. Marco smiled.
 
   “I don’t want you hurt. This is over.”
 
   “Lavender died a horrible death, Radar. Kiki was brutalized and dumped in an alley. What about Vera Dupres, Radar? Fifteen year old Vera Dupres who will never be able to go anywhere without looking over her shoulder, afraid she’s going to be attacked again.”
 
   Radar leaned close to her. “I think about them everyday. I listen to Gwen crying at night for them, but last night, Sparky, they almost got one of our own, and I’m sorry, but I can’t chance it.”
 
   “She can do it, Radar,” said Marco.
 
   They both looked at him. He met Peyton’s eye, then looked at Radar.
 
   “Getting them on a drug charge, even of a federal agent, isn’t going to do a damn thing and you know it,” said Marco. “They go down for rape and assault and murder, or nothing. They have to be stopped and that’s the only way.”
 
   Peyton felt a wash of love sweep over her.
 
   “D’Angelo…”
 
   “She’s a good cop, Radar, and you know it. She can do this. Besides, you and the rest of the team will be there. So will Bustamante and his men. And so will I.”
 
   Peyton squeezed his hand, tears blinding her.
 
   “But most of all, I know she can do this.”
 
   U still there, came Beckett’s text. Paige?
 
   Peyton looked up at Radar hopefully. If he didn’t agree, she wasn’t sure what she’d do. She didn’t want to defy him, but she couldn’t settle for a drug conviction. That wasn’t enough. Marco was right.
 
   Radar walked away, rubbing the back of his neck. Peyton looked up at Marco and gave him a thankful smile. He lifted her hand and kissed the back of it. Finally, Radar turned around again.
 
   “We do this my way and my way only!” he commanded.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Fine. Text him back.”
 
   Peyton picked up the phone again. I’m here. What do you have in mind?
 
   Text me UR address.
 
   Peyton looked up at Radar. He shifted uncomfortably.
 
   “Fine,” he said with force. “Give it to him – the horny, arrogant bastard!”
 
   Peyton did.
 
   Thanks. How ‘bout I pick U up at 9:00PM? 
 
   Got it. Dress code?
 
   A pause…then…
 
   Like sex, came the reply.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
   “So then Kiki tore her dress on her heel, damn near exposing herself on the catwalk. I could see she was holding up the bodice of the dress and trying to unhook the bottom of it from her heel. I went over and posed with her – she’s looking over my shoulder, I’m looking over hers, then I reached down and gave the dress a yank, tearing the fabric. Once she was free, we linked our arms and walked off the stage, our heads up.” Lavender laughed, her hair sliding forward to cover her face.
 
   “I want you to meet my parents and my brother, Lavender.”
 
   She went still, then slowly lifted her head. “What?”
 
   He nodded. “I want you to meet my family. I’m going to meet yours at Christmas. I want you to meet mine.”
 
   She opened her mouth to respond, but nothing came out.
 
   “It’ll just be casual. Dinner and dessert. I told my mom how much you love cupcakes. She said she’d make them homemade.”
 
   Lavender looked down. “I can’t do that, Taylor.”
 
   “Why not? You asked me to go with you.”
 
   “Yeah, because that doesn’t matter.”
 
   “How doesn’t it matter?”
 
   “My mother and sister will accept you, but even if they didn’t, I don’t care. You…you’re different.”
 
   “How am I different, Lavender? What does that mean?”
 
   “It means I couldn’t stand it if they didn’t like me.” She curled up in the chair, wrapping her arms around herself. “I couldn’t stand it if they told you I was trash or something.”
 
   He got up and went over to her, kneeling by her chair and taking her hands. “No one would ever think you’re trash. They might question your sanity if they found out you’re with me.”
 
   She smiled.
 
   “But there isn’t anyone in the world who thinks you are anything but the most special, most beautiful supermodel in the world and my parents are going to love you. My brother’s jealous, but that’s just fun for me.”
 
   She touched his cheek. “Why are you so good to me, Taylor?”
 
   He pressed her hand with his own and kissed her palm. “Because I love you, Lavender,” he said, and he didn’t even panic and want to take it back. For the first time, he meant exactly what he said and he wasn’t afraid of what it might mean.
 
   She cupped his face in her hands and scooted forward, kissing him sweetly. “I’ll meet your family, Taylor,” she said. “Even if they tell me I’m not worthy of their son.”
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Peyton wasn’t sure what dress like sex meant, but Abe and Gwen felt certain they could pull something together. However, in the middle of it, René appeared. Jake showed him in. He came bearing garment bags and make-up kits and a host of beauty products which he dumped on Peyton’s bed.
 
   Peyton stared at it all in bewilderment. “Why are you here?” She’d never really exchanged more than a few words with René Noir, so this seemed a little out of character.
 
   “Gwen told me what Carson did to you last night. This has gone on long enough. We all know what a lecher he is, but we’ve done nothing to stop him. I owe it to Kiki and Lavender. I should have done more to protect them.”
 
   “Thank you, René.”
 
   “She also told me that you suspect Chad’s involved.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but I do.”
 
   “I’ve been suspicious about his dealings for months now. It’s why I try to always keep him in my sights. Today I sent him on an errand and I searched the loft.”
 
   He had Peyton and Radar’s full attention now.
 
   “What did you find, René?”
 
   “White pills.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a baggie with a few pills inside.
 
   “Did you confiscate all of them?” asked Radar.
 
   “No, only a few.” He handed the bag to Radar. “I didn’t want him getting suspicious.”
 
   Radar passed it to Tank. “Have Bustamante get a warrant to search Gilbert’s room in Noir’s loft and get a warrant for everything that Beckett owns. Tell Bustamante that we don’t want to execute the warrants until a later time.”
 
   “On it.”
 
   Peyton pointed at the stuff on her bed. “What’s all of this?”
 
   “I’m gonna help you lure Beckett and Gilbert to their doomsecution.”
 
   Peyton raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Doom and execution,” he said, waving a hand airily. “I have a secret weapon.”
 
   “A push-up bra?” asked Abe. When Peyton glowered at him, he shrugged innocently.
 
   Noir opened the messenger bag hanging off his shoulder, pulling out a sketch pad. “Chad’s idea of sexy.”
 
   Chad’s idea of sexy was a lot of leather – a lot of leather. Peyton cringed thinking of how much cow she was going to be wearing. Marco’s vegetarian guilt coupled with his Catholic upbringing probably had him saying Hail Mary’s all afternoon.
 
   After they saturated her hair with product, plucked and waxed every part of her that was going to see daylight, and then placed cucumbers on her eyes to leach out the “hospital” pallor, she felt as if her skin was tingling.
 
   “Cucumber,” grumbled Marco. “Been there done that.”
 
   That earned him a tilted head from Jake, but a don’t go there, Ryder, stopped the words in Jake’s mouth. Of course, Bambi giggled and slapped Jake’s arm playfully. Peyton was really beginning to regret not letting them sleep together. They were making her sick to her stomach.
 
   Jake wasn’t his usual cheerful self, however. He meandered around the condo, watching the fussing with an anxious expression. When Bustamante and his team showed up, Jake sidestepped all the equipment they brought and followed Peyton into the kitchen where she was getting some water before the final primping began.
 
   “I don’t want you to do this.”
 
   She turned, tucking her free hand in the fluffy pocket of the white robe. “I’ll be fine. Did you see all the stuff they brought in? They’ll be monitoring everything.”
 
   “What if he doesn’t take you to this club? What if he takes you somewhere else?”
 
   “Then I’ll have my gun.”
 
   “That little pop gun? What’s that gonna do?”
 
   She smoothed a hand down Jake’s arm. “I’ll be fine, Jake. I promise you. I’m not going to drink or eat anything they give me. Why are you worried now? I’ve done stuff like this before.”
 
   “It’s easier not knowing what you’re doing, Peyton. Now, I’m back in the thick of it and I hate it. Sitting in that hospital last night brought it all back up again.”
 
   “I know, Jake.” She slid her hand down and took his. “I know it does, but I promise you, I’ll be all right. Marco won’t let anything happen to me.”
 
   That seemed to visibly relax him. Peyton finished off her water. “I gotta get ready.” She rose on tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “It’ll be okay.”
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   The doorman buzzed the condo. Peyton pressed the intercom. “Yes?”
 
   “Mr. Carson Beckett to see Ms. Paige Sparks,” came the voice.
 
   “Send him up,” she said and released it.
 
   Everyone went into motion, moving the last of the equipment out of the living room and into the bedrooms. Bambi threw herself on the couch in a fluffy bathrobe as they’d planned and Peyton smoothed the lines of the short leather halter dress.
 
   Marco gave her a smile, but he didn’t touch her. He was afraid if he touched her now, he’d change his mind. She smiled in return, weakly. She was afraid. That was good. Fear would keep her wits sharp.
 
   “Get these bastards,” he said.
 
   She nodded.
 
   He started to turn away, but she caught his hand. “Thank you for believing in me, Marco.”
 
   He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed the back of it. “I always have.” Then he forced himself to release her and walk away. His guts felt like they were in knots, but he kept going.
 
   Radar moved in front of her. “Don’t take anything from Beckett. Not a drink, not a speck of food, not a piece of gum.”
 
   “I know, Radar.”
 
   “You can’t wear your earpiece in case Beckett should find it, but those earrings will let us hear the conversation. We won’t be able to communicate with you though.”
 
   “I know, Radar.”
 
   “Don’t let him get too handsy with you. If he dislodges the earrings or finds the gun, we’re coming in.”
 
   “I know, Radar.”
 
   “Don’t turn your back on this guy for a moment. Remember your training.”
 
   Peyton stepped forward and kissed his cheek. “I know, Radar,” she said.
 
   A knock sounded at the door. Marco moved into the doorway of the bedroom and took one last look at her. Radar backed away from her, shaking his finger in warning, then he turned and hurried into the room, shutting the door behind him.
 
   Marco moved over to the table set up in the corner and watched the video feed with the rest of the crew. Peyton opened the door and stepped back to let Beckett inside. He came in smiling, but his smile faded when he saw Bambi lounging on the couch, pretending to read a gossip magazine.
 
   “Oh, I thought you’d be alone.” Then he took a good look at Peyton and whistled. “Holy hell, woman, you did it. You look exactly like sex.”
 
   Peyton gave a pleasant laugh. “You say such things, Mr. Beckett.”
 
   “Carson.”
 
   “Carson, right.” She leaned on his arm. “So where are we going?”
 
   He produced a bottle of champagne from behind his back. “I thought we’d have a drink first, but…” He jerked his head toward Bambi.
 
   “Sorry. She has to be up early for a photo shoot, so she’s staying in.”
 
   “Good,” said Radar beside Marco.
 
   “Oh well, we’ll share it another time.” He handed the bottle to Peyton.
 
   She placed it on a mirrored sofa table.
 
   “Are you ready?”
 
   “I sure am.”
 
   “Nervous?”
 
   “A little. I wish you’d tell me where we’re going.”
 
   He took another long look at her, which made Marco want to punch him, then touched her nose. “I’ll tell you when we get there.”
 
   “Fine,” she said.
 
   He curled his hand around her elbow and led her to the door. Once they were through it, everyone sprang into action. Bambi was off the couch, removing the robe to reveal an FBI jacket, black jeans, and a t-shirt underneath. She slapped an FBI ball cap on her head. Tank did the same.
 
   Radar strode out into the condo. “Get that bottle to the lab,” he ordered, pointing at it. “I wanna know exactly what’s inside of it.” He turned and looked back at Marco. “Ready to roll, D’Angelo.”
 
   Marco reached up and adjusted his gun strap, then nodded.
 
   Radar pulled a ball cap out of his jacket pocket and tossed it to Marco. “Put that on and the jacket.” He pointed to a jacket on Peyton’s bed.
 
   Marco slid into it, then looked over at Jake and Abe. They were unusually quiet. He’d half expected them to ask for ball caps themselves.
 
   “Protect our girl,” said Abe.
 
   Jake gave a nod of agreement, but didn’t speak.
 
   “You know I will,” Marco said and followed Radar to the door.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Beckett smiled at Peyton as he drove, then he reached over and ran a hand down her leg, squeezing her knee. “Nervous?”
 
   “A little. I wish you’d tell me where we’re going.”
 
   “It’s gonna be fun. I promise you. Just keep an open mind.”
 
   “Open mind? I have an open mind. Why can’t you tell me though?”
 
   “Because it’ll spoil the surprise.”
 
   She tilted her head. “Does it involve drugs?”
 
   “What if it does?” He cut a look at her.
 
   She shrugged. “Doesn’t bother me. I’ve tried most of all the designer drugs anyway.”
 
   He stroked her knee and laughed. “I’ll bet you have.”
 
   “Is it like the sex room at the Aquarius Station?”
 
   That drew his attention. “You been in the sex room at the Aquarius Station?”
 
   “Does that bother you?”
 
   He gave another ground rumbling laugh and stroke a hand over his beard. “Shit no. That’s hot.”
 
   Peyton suppressed a shiver of revulsion. Way to be all Hollywood villainy. Time to press her advantage. “Have you taken anyone else here?” She looked down, pretending that bothered her.
 
   “What if I have? I thought you like adventure.”
 
   “I do, but it’d be nice to be the first.”
 
   “Sure.” He squeezed her knee again. “You’re the first.”
 
   She wasn’t sure what to do with that. Was he bullshitting her? She tried to keep the direction they were going in her mind, but his hand on her leg was beginning to get a little too handsy. She had the Derringer strapped to her inner thigh and she couldn’t chance him finding it.
 
   She shifted on the seat and looked out the window.
 
   “Are you mad at me?” he asked, stroking a hand down the skin exposed by the halter.
 
   “Why would I be?”
 
   “Look, Paige, if you don’t want to play, I can take you home, but I thought you were bored. I thought you wanted something different, something exciting.”
 
   “I do.” She looked over at him. “I’m just not sure how different this is. It doesn’t seem so different from here.”
 
   He chuckled. “Playing hard to get, huh? Cute.”
 
   “You promised me something exciting, Carson, but you started off with a bottle of champagne. I can get any man to bring me champagne. Hell, I could have gone downstairs to sleep with Mario Devine if I wanted vanilla. You promised me something different, something unique, something like I’ve never experienced before.”
 
   His hand closed on her arm, hard, and he yanked her around in the seat. She was surprised by how strong he was and a little afraid. “I always keep my promises. You’re going to feel things tonight that you’ve never dreamed of, and when you leave, you’ll want more. Regular sex will have no meaning for you after tonight. I’m going to show you things that will make you a different person.”
 
   His hand came up and caught her chin, then he kissed her hard, bruising her lips. She was terrified he was going to crash the car and she wanted to beam him senseless, but she didn’t fight. He released her again, throwing her back in the seat.
 
   “Now be a good girl and shut up.”
 
   She shivered in fury, but she wrapped her arms around herself and sat silently, keeping her eyes on him as he drove, a smile on his lips. They pulled up before a row of warehouses about twenty minutes later. Everything was dark, no people meandered about, and Peyton wondered if the tracking device taped to her abdomen was still giving a signal.
 
   A shadow detached itself from the warehouse and came toward the driver’s side of the car. Beckett opened the door and climbed out, passing the keys to the figure.
 
   “Good evening, Mr. Beckett,” said the young man and he dropped into the seat. His gaze passed over Peyton and he smiled, gold caps showing on his teeth. He couldn’t have been more than twenty, Hispanic, with acne covering his face.
 
   Before she could say anything to him, Beckett pulled open her door and reached in, yanking her out. She stumbled into him, surprised by this more aggressive side. In the moonlight, she thought his pupils looked dilated and his heart was pounding fast beneath her palm.
 
   “Have fun,” called the kid as Beckett shut the car door. He wheeled off, disappearing around the corner.
 
   “Where’s he going with your car?” asked Peyton.
 
   Beckett stroked his hand down her back and squeezed her ass. “Don’t worry about it. Cars can’t be seen around the club.”
 
   Peyton prayed that Radar and Marco knew where she was, but she couldn’t exactly talk into the wrist microphone with Beckett holding her so tight, nor could she reach the Derringer. He started walking and turned into an alleyway between two warehouses, moving rapidly. Peyton’s heels made a sharp tattoo on the cement sidewalk.
 
   He turned into a dark doorway and knocked on the door. A part of the door slid back at eye level, revealing a window. Beckett stared into the window without speaking for a moment, then the slide closed again and a moment later the door opened.
 
   The interior was dark, but Beckett shoved Peyton through the doorway into a hall. Only a candle burned on a stool in the corner.
 
   “Mr. Beckett,” said a male voice from behind the door.
 
   “Ralph.”
 
   “Nice,” he said and Peyton wasn’t sure if he meant her or something else.
 
   “Tell me about it.” He curled his arm around Peyton’s elbow and propelled her forward into the dark hallway.
 
   They made a few turns and came to a service area. Peyton could see a rolling door before them. A couple of other men stood there and one girl, about twenty. She had long blond hair and big blue eyes. Here the lights had been turned on, industrial bulbs glowing overhead. Beckett shoved Peyton toward the girl.
 
   They clasped each other, huddling in the middle of the men. She could feel all of the men’s eyes rake over them. The girl was trembling, but when she looked at Peyton, her pupils were enormous.
 
   “This is fun, isn’t it?” she squeaked out.
 
   “I’m not sure.”
 
   The men just nodded at each other and didn’t speak. In fact, they bowed their heads when Beckett appeared. Beckett strode up to Peyton and ran a hand down her arm. “Are you ready to start the fun?”
 
   She nodded stiffly. She was starting to be a little afraid now. What the hell was going on in this place? What did these men intend to do to them?
 
   “What’s your name, sugar?” he asked the blond.
 
   “Brandy.”
 
   Shit. Didn’t any women in this town have big girl names?
 
   “Brandy, you and Paige are going to go through that door. You’ll find white robes, they look like robes you’d wear in church. Take everything off and put on the robes.”
 
   “Everythin…” began Brandy.
 
   “Everything.” His eyes shifted to Peyton. “Do you understand?”
 
   Peyton nodded. Damn it, Radar had better be hearing this.
 
   “Then you come back out here. We’ll be waiting for you.” He leaned closer to them and Peyton could smell the cigarette smoke on his breath. “When you see us again, you aren’t to speak. Do you understand? You’re not to speak to any of us. Got it.”
 
   “Got it,” said Brandy. She leaned forward a little more. “But where’s this club we’re going to?”
 
   “Don’t worry about that. We’re going to take you there.” He backed up and opened the door before them. “Now, Brandy, you’re in here.”
 
   She gave Peyton one last look and stepped forward. She seemed unstable on her feet. Peyton craned her neck, trying to see into the little room. It looked like a service closet, but the walls were draped in black fabric. Once she stepped inside, Beckett shut the door. Taking a step to the right, he opened a second door and motioned for Peyton to go inside.
 
   Peyton swallowed hard, but she did what he commanded. When he shut the door behind her, she whirled. The black fabric muted the sound and made her feel closed in, but a light burned above the door. Hanging on the back of the door was a pure white robe like one might use to sing in a choir.
 
   He’d told them to take everything off, but damned if Peyton was going to do that. This might be the end of the road for her undercover operation, especially if they checked when she stepped back out, but then the FBI could get a warrant to search this place and she just bet they’d find plenty of DNA evidence. Still, it would be nice to get a confession out of them and she still hadn’t found Gilbert.
 
   She took off the halter dress, leaving on her underclothes and the Derringer, making sure the tracking device was still taped to her stomach, then she slipped on the robe and zipped it closed. Discarding the halter dress in a corner, she wasn’t sure what to do, so she stood in the middle of the room and wished she could contact Radar.
 
   Suddenly the door opened and she started back. A man loomed in the entrance, dressed in a similar robe of red, wearing a gold mask over his eyes. She breathed a sigh of relief when she recognized his beard.
 
   His gaze raked over her and she was afraid he was going to make her prove she was naked beneath the robe. “No jewelry,” he commanded.
 
   Peyton almost panicked, but she collected herself. In for a penny, in for a pound. She wanted this bastard and she was going to own him one way or another. Removing her bracelet, she tossed it on top of the halter dress.
 
   “Earrings.”
 
   Radar had been afraid he’d discover her wire, so he’d switched her to the one way listening devices in the earrings. Her hands trembled as she took them off and tossed them on the dress with the bracelet. She was on her own now.
 
   Beckett stepped back and motioned for her to follow. Brandy was already standing before them and she reached for Peyton, but Beckett shook his head. A second man in a gold mask and red robe stepped forward and offered them both ornate silver goblets.
 
   Brandy accepted hers, but Peyton hesitated. Beckett took it and thrust it at her. “Drink this as we enter the chamber.”
 
   “What…” Peyton began, but Beckett put a finger to his lips.
 
   “You mustn’t speak, initiate. Not anymore. Drink and be purified.”
 
   Right, she thought, taking the goblet. Purified and roofied.
 
   Beckett didn’t touch her, didn’t try to see if she was naked beneath the robe, which was good, but she wasn’t going to drink his damn concoction. She had to find a way out of this. He motioned for her to go before them and she stepped up beside Brandy, shoulder to shoulder as they made their way around the loading dock of the warehouse toward the interior.
 
   Brandy sipped at her goblet. Peyton pretended to do the same, but she didn’t let any of the liquid touch her lips. The men surrounded them as they walked, and finally, they came to a door with ornate scrollwork across the front of it. What the hell?
 
   The men moved beyond the women and faced the door in a straight line, then Beckett started chanting some weird words and they all dropped to their knees, bowing their heads. The other men began to chant, their voices raised and echoing off the vaulted ceiling of the warehouse.
 
   Now was her chance. Peyton glanced around and spotted a garbage bin a few feet behind them. She reached over and grabbed Brandy’s goblet. The girl was swaying with her eyes closed to the sound of the chant and didn’t seem to notice, but Peyton stepped back on her tiptoes to the bin and poured the drinks into it, then she quickly joined Brandy again.
 
   The men stopped chanting and rose to their feet. Beckett turned to face the women. “Leave your shoes here. Once we open the door, you must not speak, you must not utter a sound. This is a sanctified, holy environment.”
 
   Brandy nodded vacantly and they both kicked off their shoes. Peyton realized Beckett and the other men towered over her, then Beckett moved forward and looked into their goblets. “Good. Now, we begin.”
 
   He took the goblets and set them on the floor, then he turned the handle on the door and pushed it inward, revealing a room draped in red fabric. Candles lined the space, flickering against the darkness. Three other men in red robes were inside, all wearing gold masks as well. Beckett stepped back and motioned the women to walk into the room.
 
   Peyton could hear Brandy’s frightened breathing as they walked inside. Strange harp music had been piped into the space and behind the three men was an altar with leather straps. Peyton’s jaw firmed. She was sure this was where Lavender had lost her life.
 
   The man in the middle stepped forward. He wasn’t as tall as the others. Peyton thought she recognized him, but she wasn’t sure. There was something distorted about his mouth. Still, it was hard to see in the muted candlelight.
 
   Beside her, Brandy gave a little panicky giggle, swaying. Peyton reached out a hand and steadied her as the man stopped in front of them.
 
   “We bring offerings, my lord,” said Beckett.
 
   Offerings? Oh, hell no.
 
   His lordship turned and surveyed Brandy. She giggled again, leaning against Peyton’s side. Peyton could feel her trembling. She was close to being hysterical. His lordship turned and walked around her, leaning forward to sniff her hair. Brandy stopped giggling and closed her eyes, her trembling growing into shudders. As he moved around behind them, Brandy pressed her face into Peyton’s shoulder.
 
   “Who bringz thiz offering?”
 
   Peyton frowned. There was something wrong with his words. He was slurring, but it wasn’t the way a drunk might.
 
   “I do, my lord,” came an alto voice behind them. “Brother Benjamin.”
 
   “Brother Benjamin.”
 
   The men all muttered some strange chant beneath their breaths. Peyton felt the hairs on the nape of her neck stand on end as his lordship moved behind her. Instead of sniffing her hair, he pressed his face into the wild curls, then tilted his head and sniffed up her neck.
 
   She shivered in revulsion and fought not to slam her head into his face. She felt something sharp close on her earlobe, then his tongue came out and licked her. Peyton closed her eyes, shaking uncontrollably. Her PTSD was screaming at her to kick back between his legs.
 
   “Who bringz thiz offering?”
 
   “I do, my lord,” came Beckett’s voice. “Brother Carson.”
 
   “Brother Carzon.”
 
   Again the muttered chant as his lordship began walking around them, stopping in front of them again. He had his hands clasped before him, the arms of the robe sliding back, revealing pale thin arms. Peyton was sure she knew him, but the voice wasn’t registering.
 
   Beside her Brandy was whimpering, her face still pressed to Peyton’s shoulder. His eyes tracked to Brandy briefly. Blue eyes, pale, pale blue. Gilbert. She was sure of it. When he looked back at her, she knew he recognized her as well.
 
   “I chooze Brother Carzon’z offering.” As he spoke, Peyton caught the sight of the sharp fangs he had in his mouth. What the freakin’ hell! No wonder his voice was distorted. “Brother Carzon will zzhare the offering tonight. Brotherz Benjamin and Orzon will remove to the zecondary chamber with the cazzt-off.”
 
   One of the men laid a hand on Brandy’s shoulder. She made a mewl of protest and clung to Peyton, but he tightened his hold and they led her off, parting the red curtains on the left side of the room and disappearing through a door. Carson moved up behind Peyton and clapped his arms on her shoulders. He pulled her back against him and laid his cheek on the top of her head.
 
   Peyton wanted to stop them from taking Brandy, but she realized she was in a bit of trouble herself. What did it mean to be the chosen in this sick game? Where was Radar? Where was Marco? Why weren’t they storming in to end this? She felt a trickle of sweat race down between her breasts and worried it would interfere with the tracking device. Where the hell were they?
 
   “Now the fun beginz,” said his lordship. “Place her on the altar.”
 
   Peyton couldn’t wait for her knights to ride in to her rescue. Without warning, she threw her head back and caught Beckett in the throat. He made a gurgling sound and released her, rearing away as he grabbed for his throat. Peyton didn’t wait. She leaped forward and grabbed the mask on his lordship’s face, ripping it aside. He ducked his head at the same time that she threw open the robe and grabbed the Derringer from the holster. Raising it with both hands, she pointed it at Chad Gilbert’s head.
 
   “Don’t move! FBI!” she shouted.
 
   Chad smiled at her, but the other men bolted. Suddenly the door burst open and police streamed into the room, guns drawn. “FBI!” Radar announced, “Nobody move!”
 
   Peyton shot a glance at him. “Radar, they took another girl through a door behind that curtain.”
 
   Radar walked over to it and kicked over the candles, stamping them out with his feet, then he reached for the curtain and yanked it down, revealing the door. “Detective Bustamante, you’re up,” he said as he shouldered open the door and disappeared beyond it, followed by Bustamante’s police.
 
   Bustamante moved past Peyton, giving her a nod, then he grabbed Chad Gilbert and spun him around, slapping cuffs on his wrists. “You have the right to remain silent,” he began.
 
   Peyton lowered the gun, looking over to see that Tank had Beckett in cuffs as well. He winked at her. She blew out air and then staggered as Bambi launched herself into Peyton’s arms, hugging her.
 
   “Are you all right?”
 
   Peyton hugged her back. “I am now that the cavalry has arrived.” Over Bambi’s shoulder, she saw Marco duck around the cops exiting with the other red robes, his eyes sweeping the room, then landing on her.
 
   He gave a visible exhalation when he saw she was okay. She smiled at him, wanting to go to him, but Bambi had her in a stranglehold.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
   “What’s wrong, Lavender?” said Taylor, feeling a wash of fear. He moved to turn off the camera, but she held up a hand, stopping him.
 
   “Leave it running. Let people see who I really am, what I am.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   Her eyes were bloodshot, and a bruise showed on her cheekbone. “I’m not worthy of you, Taylor. I’m damaged goods. You deserve better.”
 
   “What happened, Lavender? Did someone hurt you?”
 
   “Just stop, Taylor. Okay, just stop. I’m fine. I’m always fine. I’ll always be fine. People like me always wind up on top. We walk all over people like you, we use you to keep us out of the dirt, but it doesn’t help. We always wind up fallen, wallowing in it.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Taylor said, bewildered.
 
   Tears filled her eyes and she covered her face with her hands. “You don’t understand, Taylor. You’ve never understood. You live here in this little insulated bubble or you go home to Mommy and Daddy, but you don’t really understand. This world is filled with users and used. You either be a user or you get used, until you get used up. I’m a user. You, Taylor – you’re used.”
 
   “Lavender, tell me what happened.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. Don’t you see. This was going to happen all along. We weren’t going to get a happy ending, Taylor, a fairytale where I live in the castle raising your lovely children while you fight off dragons in your spare time.”
 
   “You’re not making sense!”
 
   “I am making sense!” she screamed back at him. “I’m making the only sense there is.” She reached for the chain around her neck and yanked it off, breaking it, then she rose to her feet and held out her fist.
 
   He lifted his own hand to accept it, feeling as if she’d tore his guts open and showed him his entrails. She dumped the plastic flower into it and wiped her hand on her pants, then she walked past him for the door.
 
   “By the way, it’s over,” she said and left without looking back.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Peyton ran into Jake and Abe as she left the bathroom in the LAPD precinct. She’d changed into black jeans, a black FBI t-shirt, and an FBI windbreaker. Abe grabbed her and pulled her into a hug. She hugged him back. When he released her, Jake stepped up and hugged her as well.
 
   “What’s up?” she asked, bewildered.
 
   “Gwen got us a redeye out of L.A.X. into SFO,” said Jake.
 
   “You’re going home? Why don’t you wait until tomorrow?”
 
   “I need to get back to work, toots,” said Abe. “Apparently, the bodies are piling up.”
 
   Peyton made a face at that imagery. “Ew.”
 
   “And I miss my dog and my bed,” said Jake. “Now that the excitement’s over here, I figure I might as well go home.”
 
   She nodded, then kissed them both. “Thank you for everything you did.”
 
   “Pshaw, it was a blast. Me and Hollywood Jake had ourselves a good time. I got to feel what it’s like to be with the beautiful people and now I can go home to my safe, sane little morgue.”
 
   “Again, ew.”
 
   “I’ll rescue Pickles from Maria and Cho. I’m getting a little worried he’ll start taking on her mannerisms,” said Jake.
 
   “You mean like commenting on the size of my ass?”
 
   “Can you imagine what she would have said if she’d seen you in the getup tonight?”
 
   Peyton paled at that. “That never leaves this room.”
 
   “What happens in Hollywood…” began Jake.
 
   “…stays in Hollywood,” said Abe, and they all laughed.
 
   “I miss working with you guys,” she said and hugged them both again.
 
   “The limo’s waiting for us,” said Gwen, walking down the hallway in her high heels. Peyton didn’t know how she did it. She smiled at Peyton and rubbed her arm, then kept going.
 
   Jake gave Peyton a last hug and Abe kissed her temple. “See you at home, Mighty Mouse,” Jake said.
 
   “Go get ‘em,” said Abe, pointing to the interrogation room. “Make that vampire sicko your bitch.”
 
   Peyton laughed and watched after them as they hurried to catch up to Gwen. Drawing a deep breath, she walked down to the viewing room and opened the door. Radar, Bustamante and Marco were inside, watching Chad Gilbert and his lawyer through the two-way glass.
 
   Marco gave her a smile, but Radar hardly acknowledged her. She’d never believe he spent the night sitting by her bed in the hospital if she hadn’t seen it herself. “You ready to break this sonuvabitch,” he asked her.
 
   She looked in at Gilbert. Someone had taken his fake fangs from him, but he still wore the red robe, his hands chained to the table. He was staring at the glass, his head tilted downward.
 
   A shiver raced up her spine.
 
   “Yeah, let’s do this.”
 
   Bustamante laid a hand on her shoulder and held the door open for her. She exchanged a last look with Marco and he gave her his old Marco nod of encouragement. God, she wanted to hug him and never stop. Smoothing down the jacket, she followed Bustamante to the interrogation room door and a uniform opened it for them. Bustamante took a seat across from the lawyer, forcing Peyton to take the seat directly across from Gilbert.
 
   He smiled a slow smile at her. “Hello, Paige, shame we didn’t get to play.”
 
   “This is Special Agent Peyton Brooks from the FBI,” said Bustamante, “and I’m Detective Oscar Bustamante of the LAPD.” He raised his bushy eyebrows to the lawyer.
 
   “Frederick Gilbert, Esq.,” he said.
 
   “Gilbert?” questioned Bustamante.
 
   “We’re cousins.”
 
   “Ah.”
 
   Chad was still smiling. “I was really looking forward to playing with you, Paige.”
 
   “Agent Brooks!” said Bustamante, slamming a hand down on the table.
 
   Peyton laid her own hand on his arm to calm him. “It’s okay, Detective. Chad and I are old friends. Aren’t we, Chad? So many memories. Like the time you slipped me a roofie in René Noir’s kitchen.”
 
   “Just trying to loosen you up.” He leaned forward, his chains rattling. “You know, you can pretend it was all an act, but you were curious. Some part of you was attracted to me and wanted me to do the ritual.”
 
   Peyton smiled. “Is that what you tell yourself to justify rape?”
 
   “They were willing. They came there on their own.”
 
   “Then why the roofies? I mean if they were willing, why give them a date rape drug?”
 
   “Don’t answer that, Chad,” said his cousin.
 
   Chad didn’t even spare him a glance. His attention was completely focused on Peyton.
 
   “Admit it. You’re still curious. You wonder what it would be like to share our bodies, to share our blood.”
 
   “Right. Rape isn’t enough. You have some sick fetish for human blood.”
 
   “Have you ever tried it? You know, when you cut yourself? Have you ever tasted your own blood, pumping hot and sweet from your veins?”
 
   Peyton refused to look away, but he made her sick inside. “So it’s not just about the sex, is it? It’s about dominating a woman. It’s about taking everything from her, including her blood.”
 
   “They want it. They asked for it.”
 
   “Did Vera Dupres ask for it?”
 
   A chink in his facade showed. “I don’t learn their names.”
 
   “Really? She was the fifteen year old you and the brothers brutalized, raped and dumped in the alley when you were done with her.”
 
   He leaned back, folding his hands in his lap. “Now, you’re boring me.”
 
   “Am I? What about Kiki Sommers? She’s still lying in a coma in the hospital, Chad, but good news. They’re bringing her out of it tomorrow, and I’ll just bet you she remembers enough to point the finger at you.”
 
   “Not possible.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   He made a face. “What?”
 
   “Why isn’t it possible for Kiki to recognize you? Because you wore a mask, or because you had those stupid fangs in to distort your voice.” She tapped Bustamante’s arm with the back of her hand. “You should have seen it. It was so pathetic. They chanted and paraded around in red robes, and you couldn’t hardly understand a thing he said with those stupid, stupid fangs in his mouth. Honestly, I felt sorry for him.”
 
   “Well, it’s kinda pitiful that the only way he can get a girl is to drug her and dress like a little boy at Halloween.”
 
   Peyton and Bustamante laughed.
 
   Chad slammed his hand down on the table and surged to his feet. Peyton stopped laughing and looked up at him. “Don’t laugh at me!” he snarled.
 
   “Or what?” She held out her arms. “You don’t have your bag of tricks, pal. No roofies, no leather straps, no candles, and no one backing up your sorry ass.”
 
   “That’s enough,” said the cousin. “Ask your questions.”
 
   She pointed at the cousin. “So he speaks for you to?”
 
   “No one speaks for me!” said Chad. “I do the talking.”
 
   Peyton looked over at Bustamante. “That was it too. We weren’t allowed to speak.”
 
   Bustamante shook his head. “Pathetic.”
 
   “We found blood all over the altar.” She made air quotes. “I’ll bet we get DNA matches for each of the girls you raped, Chad.”
 
   “It wasn’t rape!”
 
   “What was it?”
 
   “Sit down, Chad, and don’t say anything else,” warned his cousin.
 
   He did take a seat, his eyes fixed on Peyton. “It’s an alternate sexuality.”
 
   “A what?”
 
   “Exactly. Like homosexuality, bisexuality, transgender, I am part of an alternate sexuality.”
 
   “Really? What is it?”
 
   “I get turned on by blood. Vampirism has been around for millennia, but we’ve always been persecuted – stakes driven through our hearts, decapitated. People fear what they don’t understand.”
 
   “So you’re saying you raped those girls because you’re a sexual deviant?”
 
   “Is homosexuality sexual deviance, Agent Brooks?” he said, holding out his hands.
 
   “No, but then homosexuals don’t drug and tie up unwilling women, rape them, bite them and suck out their blood, then leave them to die. That’s what you did, Chad.”
 
   “Alternate sexuality. I’m sure the ACLU would be interested in helping me defend my lifestyle.”
 
   “You sonuva…” began Bustamante.
 
   Peyton touched his arm. “Okay. You’re right. I’m curious. Enlighten me, Chad. How exactly does it work?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “How do you practice your alternate sexuality?”
 
   “Don’t answer her, for God’s sakes,” said Frederick.
 
   Peyton gave Chad a challenging look. “If it’s a legitimate claim, tell me how it works. Tell me everything, Chad.”
 
   “I’m not sure what you want.”
 
   “Let’s start with Lavender.”
 
   Chad rolled his eyes. “Lavender, simple, simple Lavender. She might have been the face of René Noir, but she was really a scared little girl inside, always afraid she wasn’t good enough, she wasn’t pretty enough. I made her feel pretty.”
 
   “Don’t do this,” warned his cousin.
 
   “How did you make her feel pretty, Chad?”
 
   “It didn’t take much. God, she was so starved for attention. We went out a few times, had too much to drink. Went to the same boring clubs as always, but I focused on her. I listened to her.”
 
   “Did Carson take her out too?”
 
   “Carson, no, he’s not interested in the models. He doesn’t like competing for attention with the paparazzi. He goes for the girls behind the scenes, the quiet little mice that no one else notices.” He meant it as an insult to Peyton, but she wasn’t biting.
 
   “Go on,” she said.
 
   Frederick turned and faced him. “I’m telling you to stop talking now. She’s playing you and you’re saying too much.”
 
   He waved Frederick off. “I’m fine.”
 
   “Chad…”
 
   Chad turned on him, his face twisting with rage. “Don’t interrupt me again!” he shouted.
 
   Frederick reared back, then he held up his hand and let it fall. “Fine,” and he slumped back in his seat.
 
   Chad swiveled his attention back to Peyton. “Where was I?”
 
   “You were telling me about how you got Lavender to the vampire club.”
 
   “Right. I wouldn’t sleep with her. She wanted to sleep with me after the first night, but I refused.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I had bigger plans for her.”
 
   “The altar?”
 
   “The altar.”
 
   “So you invited her to the club?”
 
   “I brought her as an offering.”
 
   “And you gave her the goblet?”
 
   “I gave her the potion to make her understand her true desires.”
 
   “Her true desires to be with you?”
 
   “No.” He laughed. “To sacrifice herself for our mutual pleasure.”
 
   “I see. Did she know what that sacrifice would entail?”
 
   Chad shook his head, smiling beatifically. “That wasn’t important.”
 
   “No?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “So she didn’t need to consent?”
 
   “She consented just by coming there with me. Why can’t you understand? She wanted to experience it as much as I did.”
 
   “Did she actually say that to you?”
 
   “She didn’t have to. I knew it.”
 
   “So then you put her on the altar?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “And you had sex with her?”
 
   “We honored the purest purpose of human beings.”
 
   “You had sex?”
 
   Chad rolled his eyes again. “If you must attach a word to it, yes.”
 
   Frederick started to sit forward, but Chad ignored him.
 
   “And then you bit her?”
 
   “I shared all of her, her body, her blood.”
 
   “Her blood?” She exchanged a look with Bustamante. “Where was Kiki while this went on?”
 
   “She was the lesser offering. She was the sacrifice for the other men.”
 
   “When did you realize Lavender was in trouble?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “When did you realize that Lavender was in trouble, physically?”
 
   “Oh, she started gasping for air.”
 
   “She started gasping for air? Did you call an ambulance?”
 
   “Call an ambulance? Why would I do that?”
 
   “To save Lavender’s life?”
 
   Chad gave a laugh. “She didn’t need saving.”
 
   “She didn’t need saving? She was gasping for air and yet, you didn’t think she needed saving?”
 
   “It didn’t matter, Paige. Can’t you understand?”
 
   “No, explain it to me.”
 
   “She didn’t need saving because she’d made the ultimate sacrifice. She gave her life for our ritual.”
 
   The lawyer threw up his hands in disbelief.
 
   Peyton leaned back in the chair and just stared at him.
 
   “She would have been proud to know she advanced our alternate lifestyle. She consecrated it with her life.”
 
   Peyton rubbed her forehead. She felt dirty, she felt like she wanted to soak for a million years in a hot bath. What the hell!
 
   “Don’t you see, Paige, don’t you understand?”
 
   Peyton rose so swiftly to her feet, he reared back from her. “I understand this. You aren’t an alternate form of sexuality, Chad. You’re a filthy rapist who preys on women and needs to be locked up forever.”
 
   He started to speak, but she interrupted him.
 
   “And what I also understand, Chad Gilbert, is that you just confessed to murder, so spend a moment and reflect on that little sacrifice.”
 
   Chad blinked and looked over at his cousin, but Frederick had put his head in his hands.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Marco waited for her in the front of the precinct, leaning against a planter. She looked weary, dark circles under her eyes, but there was always a bounce in her step when she closed a case. She lived for these moments, the moment when she could bring justice to those who had been victimized so brutally.
 
   “Hey,” she said, stopping before him.
 
   “Hey, that was some fine work in there, Agent Brooks.”
 
   She beamed. “God, it feels good to get these bastards.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   She gave him a searching look. “What’s up?”
 
   “I got called back to San Francisco. Radar’s driving me to the airport in a few minutes.”
 
   Her face fell. “I thought we’d have a few more days in LA before you go.”
 
   “I know, but Defino wants to go back to her cushy job.”
 
   She smiled at that. “I’ll bet.” She came forward and wrapped her arms around his waist. “Thank you for everything.”
 
   He kissed the top of her head. “Of course.”
 
   “I don’t think we would have solved this case without you.”
 
   “Sure you would have, and probably with a lot less silliness.”
 
   She laughed. “I’ll be home soon. We just have to process the evidence from the warehouse.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   She eased back from him. “Marco, we need to sit down and talk.”
 
   He nodded, but he wasn’t going to say anything. He didn’t want to have that talk here, now. Not when so much was in the air. “You know where to find me when you get home.”
 
   “I do.”
 
   Radar pulled the car up to the curb and rolled down the passenger window. “Come on, D’Angelo, lord knows what the traffic’s gonna be like.”
 
   “Be right there,” he said, then he gave Peyton a wistful smile. “See you soon.”
 
   “See you soon.”
 
   He forced himself to turn and start down the stairs.
 
   “Marco!” she called.
 
   Before he could face her again, she launched herself into his arms, making him stagger, and she kissed him. He and Peyton had shared many kisses, but this one promised so much and yet so little. He didn’t know what to make of it. Then she broke it off and released him, touching her fingers to her lips.
 
   He smiled at her, then continued down the stairs to the car, sliding into the passenger’s seat. Holding up a hand out the window, he watched her until Radar turned the corner and she was lost from sight.
 
   Marco and Radar rode in silence for a while. Finally Radar cleared his throat. “You okay?”
 
   “Yeah,” Marco said.
 
   They were silent some more.
 
   Finally Marco shifted on the seat, rubbing his bad leg. “You didn’t have to do this. I could have gotten a taxi.”
 
   Radar shrugged, his eyes invisible behind the mirrored sunglasses. “Not a problem. You helped us out.”
 
   Marco faced forward again, bracing his elbow on the armrest and resting his chin on his fist.
 
   “Besides, I wanted to talk to you about that Mike character.”
 
   His attention snapped to Radar. “You found something?”
 
   “Mike Edwards has a savings account with $500,000 in it.”
 
   Marco’s brows rose. “$500,000? On a military pension and a security guard’s salary? He must be the craftiest damn investor I’ve ever seen.”
 
   “That’s what I thought.”
 
   “Where’d the money come from?”
 
   “Well, I can’t find that out without a warrant, but something’s hinky about this guy.”
 
   Marco slumped in the chair. “So I’m not just being a jealous ass.”
 
   “No, you’re a jealous ass all right, but you’re also right about this dude.”
 
   Marco gave Radar a wry look. “So what do we do?”
 
   “You don’t do anything. I keep digging and then when I get deep enough, I pull some warrants and go deeper, but I don’t want to tip him off just yet.”
 
   “What about Peyton?”
 
   “Let me handle Peyton.”
 
   Marco shot a smirk Radar’s way. “Good luck with that.”
 
   “Yeah, tell me about it.”
 
   Marco thought for a moment, then he shifted toward Radar. “Thank you for believing me, for taking me seriously.”
 
   Radar shrugged. “You got good instincts. You’d make a good fed, you know?”
 
   Marco chuckled. “I don’t know about that. The going undercover crap really isn’t my thing.”
 
   “Suit yourself, but just think what a pretty woman you’d make if you ever had to dress in drag.”
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Peyton and Gwen took a seat by Kiki Sommers’ bed. Her parents had given them permission to be here. Kiki was sleeping, but when she heard them come in, she blinked open her eyes.
 
   “Who’s there?” she said in a ragged voice.
 
   Gwen leaned over the bed, taking her hand. “It’s Gwen, Kiki. It’s so good to see you awake again.”
 
   Kiki tightened her hold, her eyes shifting to Peyton.
 
   “I’m Special Agent Peyton Brooks, Kiki. I’ve been working your case.”
 
   “My case?” She swallowed hard. “I don’t remember anything.”
 
   “I know. They gave you a drug called Rohypnol, which makes you forget things.”
 
   “Rohypnol?”
 
   “A roofie.”
 
   Kiki’s eyes focused on Peyton. “They told me Lavender’s dead.”
 
   “She is. I’m so sorry, Kiki.”
 
   Kiki’s eyes filled with tears. “Everyone warned us to stay away from Carson Beckett.”
 
   “Well, he can’t hurt anyone anymore,” said Gwen, smoothing the girl’s hair.
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes,” said Peyton. “I promise you Carson Beckett and Chad Gilbert will never harm another woman as long as they live. They’ll be going away for a very long time.”
 
   Kiki started to cry in earnest then. Without hesitation, Gwen gathered the girl into her arms and held her, rocking her back and forth. Peyton eased away from the bed, leaving them alone, and walked from the room. Her job was done, it was time for others to help Kiki heal.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Marco found Tag, Holmes, Stan and Devan Adams in the break-room at the precinct when he arrived the next morning. He frowned as he moved to the coffee pot and poured himself a mug.
 
   “Hey, everyone.”
 
   “Hey, Captain, welcome home,” said Stan.
 
   “Hey,” grunted Tag.
 
   “Welcome home, Captain,” said Holmes.
 
   “D’Angelo,” said Adams.
 
   Marco turned, leaning against the counter. “What’s going on? Why are you all acting so strange?”
 
   Tag nodded at Stan. Stan chewed on his bottom lip, but he didn’t speak. Holmes shifted uncomfortably.
 
   “What?” Marco barked.
 
   Adams shook his head. “Seriously, guys. Okay, here it is. Stan was able to pull Lowell Murphy’s search history from his laptop.”
 
   “Okay, that’s good, right?”
 
   “Well…”
 
   “What?”
 
   “He went to a lot of gay forum sites. He was pretty active in the gay community,” offered Stan.
 
   “All right?”
 
   “He met someone on one of those forums. It’s a site for straight men who are exploring the homosexual lifestyle,” said Tag.
 
   Marco set his coffee on the counter. “Did we find out who he met?”
 
   They all nodded.
 
   “Well? Why the hell are you all dragging this out like this? Who is it? It not the pope, is it?”
 
   “Close,” said Holmes, holding up a finger.
 
   Marco frowned at him.
 
   Adams blew out air. “He was dating the mayor, D’Angelo. Lowell Murphy was in a homosexual relationship with the family values guy himself, Harlan Osborn.”
 
   Marco blinked. He opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Closing his mouth again, he reached for his coffee and took a sip. “Good work, everyone. Thanks. I’d like to see a report by tomorrow, if possible.”
 
   They all exchanged looks. “That’s all?”
 
   “Yep. Report on my desk by tomorrow.”
 
   “You don’t want us to bring Osborn in for questioning?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   Tag and Holmes gave each other confused glances.
 
   Marco turned and added some milk to his coffee, ignoring their bewildered expressions. Eventually they got up and wandered out, all except Devan.
 
   “What the hell was that?” he said, rising to his feet.
 
   “What?” Marco turned back to face him, taking another sip.
 
   “You’ll take their report, but you don’t want them to question Osborn?”
 
   “To what end, Adams? He’ll deny it, his lawyers will slap a gag order on us, and everything will get swept under the rug.”
 
   “He might have had Murphy killed.”
 
   “He might have, but I have an obligation to protect my people and that comes first.”
 
   “What the hell are you saying? This isn’t like you. All this time you’ve been balls to the walls about these cases, then you uncover the biggest scandal of your career and you walk away from it.”
 
   “You walk away from some things, Adams. That’s called survival.”
 
   “The hell it is. I’ve probably given up a political career because of this. I’ve probably given up any chance I have of running for office because of you – because I thought we were going to do bigger things, better things. I thought we were going to change the world.”
 
   “Change the world?”
 
   “Well, this corner of it.”
 
   “Nope, I’m done with changing the world. It can take care of itself.” He started to turn away, but Devan grabbed his arm and pulled him back around.
 
   “Be Batman.”
 
   “What? What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “Be Batman. Fight for justice.”
 
   “Seriously? And what are you? Robin?”
 
   Devan made a face. “No, I’m Harvey Dent.” 
 
   Marco shook his head. “I’m not Batman and you’re not Harvey Dent. We’re two schmucks working in a system that grinds guys like us up and spits us out. I don’t want to risk it anymore.”
 
   “Bull shit!”
 
   “I’m serious, Adams.”
 
   “No, you’re spooked. You know how powerful the mayor is and you know that he has friends in very influential places. You’re scared, D’Angelo, that’s all, but I know you. I know how you are.” He punctuated his words by stabbing Marco in the chest. “You’re not going to be able to let this go. Murphy’s death is gonna weigh on you, eat at you, until you have to have answers. You are Batman, damn it, and you’re gonna come around.”
 
   Marco started to answer, but his phone buzzed in his pocket. He reached for it and thumbed it on, staring at the screen.
 
   “What? What is it?”
 
   Marco looked up, then blinked, rubbing his hand across his face. “Doctor Chamberlain had a cancellation in his surgery schedule.”
 
   “Who’s Dr. Chamberlain?”
 
   “The orthopedic surgeon who told me he could take away the pain in my leg.”
 
   “And?”
 
   Marco swallowed, rubbing his chin again. “He wants me to go to the hospital now, so he can operate.”
 
   Adams gave a bark of laughter and slapped him on the shoulders. “What the hell are you waiting for, D’Angelo? Go. Go, right now.”
 
   “We’ll talk about this Murphy case when I get out.”
 
   “Yep. Now, go.”
 
   And Marco went.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Peyton turned off the last video Taylor had recorded of Lavender and bowed her head, fighting the tears. A knock sounded at the door and Radar poked his head inside. Peyton brushed a hand beneath her nose and fought for composure.
 
   “You okay, Sparky?”
 
   She nodded, then popped the disc out of the computer. “I promised Lavender’s mom and sister I’d bring this to them.”
 
   He took a seat on the edge of the desk, crossing his arms. “I’m sure they’ll appreciate it.”
 
   “Yeah, but it’ll be hard for them to watch. She wasn’t the bobblehead Beckett thought she was. She had dreams and ambitions and plans for the future.”
 
   “Most people do, Sparky, if you take the time to get to know them.”
 
   Peyton rubbed her fingers under her eyes. “Gwen’s really taking Kiki under her wing.”
 
   Radar grunted. “She plans to move her in with us for a while, until she recovers enough to be on her own. We’re also paying for her counseling.”
 
   “You don’t really mind that, do you, Radar?”
 
   Radar gave another grunt. “I think you’ve seen enough of Gwen and my relationship to know that pretty much whatever Gwen wants, she gets.”
 
   “Including two cats named Satin and Lace.”
 
   “Including that.”
 
   Peyton laughed and rubbed the tears away again. “So, did you want something?”
 
   Radar’s expression shifted. “I got the report on Agent Mark Turner’s death, the agent investigating your cold case.”
 
   Peyton sat forward. “And?”
 
   “He fell asleep behind the wheel, Sparky, and crashed into the back of that big rig because of a faulty exhaust system that pumped carbon monoxide into the interior of the car.”
 
   Peyton felt the blood drain from her face. “What?”
 
   Radar’s eyes narrowed on her. “You okay?”
 
   She blinked rapidly and ducked her head to chase the black spots away. She remembered what it felt like to inhale carbon monoxide. It would never leave her. “Yeah, I’m okay,” she said.
 
   Radar placed a hand on her shoulder. “When we get back to San Francisco, I need to see everything you have on the Daws case.”
 
   “You’ve got it.”
 
   He leaned toward her. “We’ll get to the bottom of this like every other case we’ve solved, Sparky. That I promise you.”
 
   She gave him a nod of agreement, but her phone rang. She looked over at it, surprised to see Devan’s name flash on the screen. Snatching it up, she placed it to her ear. “Devan, what’s up?”
 
   “Has D’Angelo called you?”
 
   “No, why? Is something wrong?”
 
   “He hasn’t called you, really?”
 
   “Devan, what’s going on?”
 
   “He’s going in for surgery, Peyton, in just about three hours. That doctor Chamberlain suddenly got an opening and he had him come right down.”
 
   “I’ve got to go,” Peyton said, hanging up on him, then she was on her feet, grabbing the windbreaker off the back of the desk chair. “Can Gwen get me a flight into SFO right now?”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   Peyton didn’t hear whatever else he said because she was on her way out the door without even bothering to pack her bags.
 
   


 
   
  
 

EPILOGUE
 
    
 
   Peyton walked into the hospital room. Marco was propped up in the bed, an IV in his arm. His eyes were closed. She couldn’t believe how angry she was at him. Why hadn’t he told her he was going into the surgery?
 
   She felt just as angry at Marco’s family, all gathered in the waiting room, and Abe and Jake. Everyone knew but her. He’d kept her out of the most important thing happening to him and it hurt.
 
   She leaned on the bed and studied his handsome features. He blinked open his eyes and stared at her in confusion for a moment.
 
   “You bastard?”
 
   “Peyton, what are you doing here?”
 
   “I got a call from Devan that you’re having major surgery. Funny that no one else bothered to call me, not even you.”
 
   He sighed. “You were busy wrapping up the case and I didn’t want to bother you.”
 
   She hit him in the shoulder.
 
   “Ow,” he said, rubbing it. “I’m a little defenseless right now.”
 
   “Good. You deserve it.”
 
   He reached for her hand. “Look, sweetheart, I’m sorry. Honestly, I just wasn’t sure where we were and I didn’t want to make you think I was manipulating you with this.”
 
   He had a point and her expression softened. She tightened her hold on his hand and then sat down on the edge of the bed. “You look groggy. Did they give you something?”
 
   “Valium to relax me before surgery. They’ll be coming in pretty soon to wheel me out.”
 
   She settled his hand in her lap. “You’re not wrong about us.”
 
   “Huh?” He frowned.
 
   “Being confused about where we are.”
 
   “Yeah, go figure.”
 
   “I’ve been thinking about it and you know what’s wrong with us?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “We’re co-dependent.”
 
   He rolled his head on the pillows. “Valium, sweetheart. Use small words.”
 
   She smiled, then she folded her other hand over his. “We hurt each other because we need each other too much. Honestly, we probably have no business being together.”
 
   “I hope that’s the drugs talking.”
 
   “You took the drugs.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “I’m serious, Marco. We just keep missing each other, hurting each other, walking on eggshells around each other. We’re best when we’re in bed together, with nobody or nothing to distract us from each other.”
 
   “So you’re saying we just need to never leave bed?”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “So like a man.”
 
   He shrugged.
 
   “No, I’m saying, we’re terrible for each other.”
 
   “Great talking with you, sweetheart. I feel so much better.”
 
   She laughed. “I love you.”
 
   “I love you too.”
 
   “So that’s it.”
 
   He frowned. “I’m really lost. I mean, I’m usually lost where we’re concerned, but you left me in the dust somewhere.”
 
   “We shouldn’t be together and we’re a hot mess, Marco, but we love each other. No man’s ever gonna measure up to you and any other woman’s going to bore you to death.”
 
   “That’s true.”
 
   “We probably shouldn’t be together, but here we are and I say, let’s just get out of each other’s way and accept that we’re gonna fight and we’re gonna hurt each other, but then we’ll have amazing sex and make up again. Let’s stop trying to figure it out. Let’s just live our lives, ‘cause let’s be honest – every time we try to stay away from each other, we just wind up back where we were in the first place.”
 
   Marco exhaled. “That was the least romantic declaration I’ve ever heard.”
 
   She leaned over him, bringing her lips a breath from his. “Maybe you didn’t hear me mention the amazing sex.”
 
   He closed his eyes and nodded. “I did. I made an effort to remember that part of your speech in particular.”
 
   She laughed and then she kissed him.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Marco came awake gradually. His throat ached and he moaned when he tried to swallow.
 
   “Here,” came a familiar voice and he felt something cold pass his lips and slide into his parched mouth. “Ice chips. Be careful. Let them melt before you swallow. Your throat is sore from the intubation tube.”
 
   “Peyton?” he croaked.
 
   “Yeah, right here.” Her cool hand pressed against his cheek.
 
   “Do I still have two legs?” He opened his blurry eyes and focused on her.
 
   She smiled and pressed a kiss against his forehead. “Two legs, two arms, and two beautiful blue eyes.”
 
   He smiled back at her. “I can’t feel my leg.”
 
   “Dr. Chamberlain did a nerve block. It’s gonna take some rehabilitation to get used to using the leg, but you shouldn’t have any more pain. He also did a bone graft and he thinks he gave you more stability.”
 
   “Is that why my groin aches?” he said, shifting, then sucking in pain.
 
   “Yeah, he took the bone from your pelvis.”
 
   “Awesome.”
 
   She placed a long tube in his hand with a button on the end. “Here. You control the morphine.”
 
   He pressed the button, feeling a flush of warmth rush through him. The pain almost immediately dulled. “Oh, that’s good.”
 
   She laughed. “Your mother’s going to bang down the door if I don’t let her come in, but I wanted to talk to you before she does.”
 
   He rolled his head on the pillow and blinked at her. With Peyton, talking didn’t always have a happy outcome and he really needed some good news right now. “Sweetheart…”
 
   “Look, Abe told me he planned to have a hospital bed delivered to his condo for you, but I thought I could use it at my place instead.”
 
   “Your place?” For some reason, he wasn’t following this. “I don’t understand.”
 
   “I get a few weeks off, D’Angelo. We’ve solved four cases in a matter of weeks. Rosa Alvarez has decided to give us a vacation.”
 
   “That’s good, but…” The morphine was making everything fuzzy and distant. He wanted to be present, but it was getting harder to keep his eyes open.
 
   “Stay with me just a minute more, Marco,” she pleaded.
 
   He blinked open his eyes again. “I’m here.”
 
   “I want you to come home.”
 
   “What?” He wasn’t sure he heard her correctly. Damn the morphine. He should have waited to press the button. “What did you say?”
 
   She pressed a long kiss to the side of his face, then she looked him in the eyes. “I want you to come home, Marco. I want us to go back to living together. I love you.”
 
   His vision blurred. He blinked again and again to clear it. Damn the morphine, he told himself, but he knew it wasn’t that. The wash of relief he felt almost stopped his breath, almost made his heart stop beating.
 
   “I love you, Marco, and you belong with me, not anyone else. We need to get through this together, as a family. Do you hear me?”
 
   He reached up and touched her cheek with the backs of his fingers. “I hear you, sweetheart, and I agree. I want to be a family with you too.” His eyes closed and he fought to open them again. “I love you, Peyton. More than anything else in this world, I love you.”
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   “I remember when I was a kid. Lynda and I, we’d go out in the field in the summertime. It’d still be hot and the lightning bugs would be out.” Lavender tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and smiled that wistful smile Taylor had come to love. “We’d lay on our backs in the field and look up at the stars. Mama always said we were going to get creepy crawlies in our hair, but we didn’t care.”
 
   They both laughed.
 
   She pulled her legs up and wrapped her arms around them. “We’d watch for falling stars. Every summer we’d see a couple of them and we’d both make wishes. You ever do that, Taylor? You ever make a wish on a falling star?”
 
   “Hard to see them out here with all the lights, Lavender.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess so.” She drew a breath, held it, then let it go. “I always wished for the same thing. Every time. I wished to be famous. That’s all I wanted. Fame and fortune and a way out of Kansas.” She rubbed her cheek on her shoulder. “Lynda wished for a puppy. To her that was everything.” Her eyes filled with tears and she bit her lower lip. “I got my wish. I got to be famous. The face of René Noir. I have my own clothing line now, and they’re talking about a perfume. The other day I saw a girl, about thirteen, wearing one of my labels.” She pointed beyond the dorm room. “When I come here, there’s a billboard with my face on it.” She shook her head. “I got my wish. I really did. I got everything I dreamed of, everything I prayed for.” She laughed and ducked her head, her hair sliding forward to hide her face.
 
   Taylor was silent for a long while, then finally he said, “Lavender?”
 
   She looked up, smiling, her eyes brimming with tears. “I shoulda wished for the puppy, Taylor.” Then she laughed and tossed back her head. “I shoulda wished for the puppy.”
 
   In the editing room at UCLA’s School of Cinematography, Taylor reached over and stopped the video, then he folded his arms on the table, laid his forehead against them…
 
   … and wept.
 
    
 
   THE END
 
   


 
   
  
 



Author’s Note
 
    
 
   From the National Studies of College Women, 87% of women who are raped know their assailant. Fifty-seven percent of rapes occur on a date. Most drug-facilitated sexual assaults do not get reported to the police; therefore, the number of drug-related sexual assaults is far higher than people know. Despite media attention, the most common sex-assault drug is not Rohypnol, but rather alcohol.
 
   According to the New York State Police crime prevention website, there are a number of things you can do to protect yourself when you go out for an evening:
 
    
    	Do not let alcohol or other drugs decrease or interfere with your ability to take care of yourself.
 
    	Do not accept beverages from someone you don’t know and trust. Always watch your drink and never leave it unattended at any time.
 
    	Follow your instincts. If a place or the way your date acts makes you nervous or uneasy, get out. If you need to call a friend to escort you home, don’t hesitate to do so.
 
    	Check out a first date or a blind date with friends. Meet in a public place. Do not leave a social event with someone you have just met or don’t know well.
 
    	Carry money for a phone call or taxi, or, better, yet, take your own car.
 
   
 
    
 
   https://troopers.ny.gov/Crime_Prevention/Violence/Date_Rape/
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