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   “Behind every great fortune lies a great crime.”
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   CHAPTER 1
 
   “Where the hell do you think you’re going? Punta, I’m talking to you.”
 
   Athena stumbled and Venus pulled her upright. If they could make it to the street, someone might help them, but they had to get to the street. Rain pounded down between the buildings and steam rolled out of the storm drains.
 
   The alley looked like a long tunnel, cutting between a brick building on their right and a cinderblock building on their left. The asphalt gleamed like ebony and a single streetlight shown down at the opening of the alley like a beacon of safety.
 
   Venus could see cars speeding past on the main street, their tires kicking up sprays of water. A siren sounded in the distance, cutting through the sizzle of the rain on the sidewalk. If they could make the street…
 
   Something heavy slammed into Venus’ back and she fell. Athena went down with her, her scream ricocheting against the buildings and echoing away into the distance. For a moment, Venus couldn’t move. A weight pressed her into the asphalt and she found herself wedged against a dumpster on her right side.
 
   Then the weight rolled away and she pushed herself to her hands and knees, her blond hair plastered in her eyes by the falling rain. She clawed it out with one hand as she steadied herself on the side of the dumpster.
 
   Peering through the darkness and the driving water, she saw Athena struggling with someone. She was on her back, and she was kicking and clawing at her attacker. The hooded, dark figure rose over her, his hands wrapped around her throat, throttling her.
 
   Venus climbed to her feet, using the dumpster to steady herself. Her palms and knees stung from the abrasion of the asphalt, but she ignored it, taking a few stumbling steps toward the struggling pair. Then she launched herself at the dark figure, swinging with her fists.
 
   He reared off Athena and grabbed Venus’ hands, crushing the bones in her wrists together. The pain was excruciating and she found herself forced to her knees, moaning in agony. From the corner of her eyes, she saw Athena reach for something in the man’s belt.
 
   She pointed it at his head, but he didn’t notice. He was too busy crushing Venus’ wrists, but Venus saw it and she frantically tried to pull free, closing her eyes and turning her face away. The roar of the gun slammed into her head, robbing her of hearing.
 
   She collapsed on the ground, blinded by the flash of the muzzle, stunned by the percussion of sound. Rain hammered on her head, but she couldn’t hear it. Gradually, however, she became aware of a sound.
 
   The sound of Athena sobbing.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   The black Charger with tinted windows pulled up behind the squad car and the doors opened. An exceptionally handsome man with shoulder-length black hair and massive shoulders climbed out of the passenger side. He had to be six four or taller.
 
   The driver’s side door opened and a woman climbed out. Short with a mass of curling black hair pulled up in a ponytail, she looked like she was a mix of African American and white. She wore a leather jacket, jeans, and some dyke boots with three inch heels.
 
   Sitting in the back of the ambulance, Venus hiked the blanket up on her shoulders and pushed the lank hair out of her face. Homicide detectives. They reeked of it. They stopped next to the uniformed officer and talked with him for a few moments.
 
   The tall cop looked over at Venus, studying her, then back at the uniformed officer. He was handsome, if you liked pigs, Venus thought. Lifting her hand, she pressed it against her ear. Her fingers came away stained with blood.
 
   The paramedic, a brunette woman with short hair, shook her head. “Hold this to it,” she said.
 
   She sounded like she was speaking underwater. Venus took the gauze and pressed it against her ear, continuing to watch the detectives.
 
   The alley was awash in lights now, the rain cutting through the fluorescent lamps at an angle. Cops milled everywhere. One was taking pictures, while another measured things with a wheel, and still others interviewed people standing on the street.
 
   Beyond a few cursory questions, no one had asked Venus what happened. Not that she gave a damn. She was just as glad El Griego was dead. The bastard deserved worse.
 
   She glanced over as Athena squeezed her hand. The paramedic was starting an IV.
 
   “It’s okay,” Venus said, squeezing back.
 
   Bruises shown vividly around Athena’s neck, even against her dark skin, and the whites of her eyes were red with burst blood vessels. She hadn’t spoken since the shooting. She had screamed for a full ten minutes, until Venus dragged her from the alley, then she had rocked herself and moaned until the cops arrived. Once they moved her to the back of the ambulance, she’d hardly made a sound.
 
   The handsome detective walked toward the blanket covering El Griego’s body. A uniformed cop moved to pull it back from his face. Venus looked away. She hated him, but she didn’t want to see what a bullet at close range did to a man.
 
   The female detective approached the ambulance, reaching into her jacket pocket and pulling out a notebook. Her eyes passed over Venus, then Athena, coming to rest on the paramedic. “Before you transport, the CSI will need to check her hands for residue,” she said, nodding at Athena.
 
   “No problem,” answered the paramedic.
 
   The detective turned her attention to Venus. “I’m Inspector Brooks and you are?”
 
   “Venus.”
 
   Inspector Brooks cocked her head at that. “Venus. Interesting name. What about a last name?”
 
   “Just Venus.”
 
   The detective stared at her wordlessly, then her eyes lowered to Venus’ fishnet stockings showing beneath the blanket. Venus tried to cover her legs. “Why don’t you give me your real name and save me the trouble of calling Vice?”
 
   Venus gave her a snide smile. “Olivia Walker.”
 
   Inspector Brooks wrote it in her pad, then shifted her gaze to Athena. “And you?”
 
   Athena didn’t answer. In fact, she just stared at El Griego’s body. She’d been doing that for the past hour.
 
   If her head didn’t hurt so bad, Venus would have been freaked out. “She ain’t talking,” she said, tightening her grip on Athena’s hand.
 
   Inspector Brooks looked at the paramedic.
 
   The paramedic shrugged. “She’s said nothing since I came on scene. Just keeps staring into the alley.”
 
   “Okay, what’s her name?” said the detective, shifting her attention back to Venus.
 
   “Athena.”
 
   One brow lifted over the detective’s dark eye.
 
   Venus held up the bloody gauze in a gesture of futility. “Hey, that’s all I know. She show up on the street one day and El Griego, he call her Athena. He was all up on them Greeks and such.”
 
   “El Griego? The victim.”
 
   Venus made a face. “El Griego ain’t no victim. El Griego ain’t never been no victim.”
 
   “Sorry, let me rephrase that. The dead guy?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s El Griego.”
 
   “What’s his real name?”
 
   “Alberto something. I don’t know.”
 
   The detective’s attention moved back to Athena. She gave her a critical stare. “How old is she?”
 
   Venus looked into Athena’s battered face. Her upper lip was split and her left eye was swollen. “Couldn’t tell you, but she don’t look more’n fifteen.”
 
   “Did she tell you where she was from?”
 
   Venus shrugged, the blanket slipping. She caught it with her free hand and tried to pull it back up, but not before the detective caught her torn shirt. It hung off one shoulder and only covered her to her midriff. She pushed her lank hair away from her face.
 
   “She said she didn’t want to talk about the past, but she wasn’t like the rest of us. All the time she’s quoting the Bible and such, and you should hear her sing. She knows this gospel crap and all.”
 
   “El Griego your pimp?”
 
   “He ain’t my husband.”
 
   “Same with Athena?”
 
   “What’da you think?”
 
   “You want to tell me what you saw?”
 
   Venus rolled her eyes. “A gun went off in my face. I didn’t see or hear nothing. I was too busy bleeding out my frickin’ ears.”
 
   “How long were you incapacitated?”
 
   “Incawhatatated?”
 
   “Unaware of your surroundings.”
 
   “Oh.” Venus lifted her hand and let it fall against her thighs. “I don’t know. A minute or two.”
 
   “Did you notice any witnesses? Anyone see the shooting?”
 
   “How would I know that? I was bleeding out my frickin’ ears!”
 
   Inspector Brooks held up a hand. “Okay, okay.”
 
   The handsome detective moved toward them and Athena whimpered, her eyes snapping to his face. Venus dropped the gauze and covered her hand with both of her own. “It’s okay,” she whispered, reaching up to brush a strand of hair off Athena’s forehead. “He’s a cop.”
 
   “This is Inspector D’Angelo, my partner,” said Inspector Brooks. She had to look up at him, he was so tall.
 
   Venus studied his high cheekbones and blue eyes surreptitiously. He was one of the most handsome men she’d ever seen.
 
   “It appears El Griego there was their pimp.”
 
   Inspector D’Angelo gave a short nod. “Which one blew out the back of his skull?”
 
   “According to Officer Holmes, it was Athena here, but she’s not speaking. We’re gonna check her hands for powder.”
 
   “Good,” he said, then curled his hand around the detective’s elbow and tugged her away. “You need to see something.”
 
   Venus followed them with her eyes as they walked toward the body again. Beside her, Athena loosened her hold on Venus’ hand, but her eyes were still fixed on the blanketed form lying out in the rain.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   “How old is that kid?” asked Marco as they walked toward the body.
 
   Peyton shook her head. “She won’t talk to me, but the other one said she guessed about fifteen. That’d be my guess, too.”
 
   “Fifteen. Shit. She prostituting?”
 
   Peyton shrugged. “Probably.” They halted by the body and Peyton looked back at the ambulance. “Most likely a runaway who got hooked up with the wrong guy.”
 
   Marco chewed his lip, but didn’t say anything. Then he nodded at the uniformed officer standing guard over the body.
 
   The officer bent and pulled the blanket away from the vic’s feet.
 
   “Check out the bottom.”
 
   Peyton crossed around the body and bent over, staring at the tread on his Converse sneakers. “Hand me your flashlight,” she asked the officer.
 
   He snapped it off his belt and gave it to her.
 
   Pressing the button, she shined the beam on his right shoe, then shifted it to his left. The raindrops cut through the beam of light, pattering on the asphalt. “Blood?” she said, shining the light up his pantlegs. She clicked it off and straightened, looking down the alley. “Any bloody footprints?” she asked, turning back to the officer.
 
   “Didn’t notice anything. Probably nothing left with all this rain.” He covered the vic’s feet again. “There’s plenty of it all around here though.”
 
   Peyton looked at the pool of blood under the victim’s body, but it was mostly centered near his head, except where the back of his skull and brains had splattered against the brick wall of the building to their left. “He didn’t walk in his own blood. Not with half his head missing.” She shuddered involuntarily, just as glad that Marco had viewed the rest of him and spared her. “Anyone canvas the rest of the alley?”
 
   “Yeah, weren’t sure if there were other shooters,” said the officer.
 
   “Let’s take another walk, why don’t we?” She pointed the flashlight at the body. “He ain’t goin’ nowhere.”
 
   The officer shrugged. “What we looking for, exactly?”
 
   “Partial footprints. Blood. Anything that wouldn’t normally be here.”
 
   He gave her a wry look. “Really? In the Tenderloin?”
 
   Peyton held up a hand in acquiescence. “Okay, anything stranger than usual in the Tenderloin.”
 
   The officer gave a grunt and fanned out from them. “Still doesn’t help,” he grumbled under his breath.
 
   Peyton ignored him and methodically worked her way down the alley, shining the flashlight. A few dumpsters lined either side, looming menacingly out of the darkness. She looked between each of them, but it was too dark to see much. They’d have to come back out tomorrow morning and do a more thorough canvas of the area.
 
   “Brooks?” came Marco’s voice.
 
   She angled toward the middle of the alley. He pointed at a higher part of the asphalt. A bloody tread mark was just visible, the outer edges already diluting with the rain.  They continued down the alleyway, finding another tread mark on the edge of a pothole. The alley ended at the backdoor of an abandoned apartment building. The lower windows were covered with plywood and painted with graffiti. Marco reached out and traced the line of one mark.
 
   “The vic has this tattooed on his neck,” he said, turning to Peyton.
 
   She lifted the flashlight and shined it on the graffiti, then slid it across to a poorly boarded up door. A pair of two by fours crisscrossed over it, but there was a gap between the top and the bottom where the bottom one had been pulled down. On the upper edge of the bottom board was a bloody footprint.
 
   The officer stepped closer and peered into the building as Peyton and Marco drew their guns. 
 
   “Call for backup,” said Peyton, stepping toward the opening.
 
   “Aren’t you gonna wait?” asked the officer.
 
   Peyton stepped over the bottom board. “Just call and then wait out here. Send the backup in though.” She slid under the upper board and stood straight, shining the light across the floor. A number of dark footprints sprang up in the flashlight’s beam, leading through a short hallway and across the derelict lobby of the apartment building. Marco forced his larger bulk between the boards and straightened beside her, reaching up to brush dust from his hair.
 
   “In movies, this is where the vampire drops down on the two dumb cops searching the building,” he said, lifting his gun.
 
   “And me without my garlic,” answered Peyton, raising her own gun.
 
   “Garlic doesn’t work. It just pisses them off.”
 
   “Good to know. Pissed off vampire has got to be all bad.”
 
   “So, we follow the footprints.”
 
   “Unless you have a better idea.”
 
   “Yeah, let the uniforms do this.”
 
   “Where’s your adventure, D’Angelo? When was the last time you got to go exploring a spooky building in the pouring rain.” She moved toward the footprints, holding her gun in one hand and the flashlight in the other.
 
   “You know there’s a whole hobby built around doing this.”
 
   “Following bloody footprints?”
 
   “No, exploring abandoned buildings. Idiots go all over the country, finding these places in big cities, then exploring them.”
 
   “Seems like a good way to get your head blown off by a gang banger or a drug dealer.”
 
   “That’s part of the excitement.”
 
   A bank of elevators rose on their left, the doors forced open and the cables showing in the gap. The outer doors of the building were also boarded up with plywood, but a few had been pulled away, allowing a muted light to filter through the dusty panes of glass. They followed the footprints across the lobby to a hallway that ran along the side of the elevators. Peyton could feel the hairs on the nape of her neck rising and her wet clothes stuck to her body. Overhead they could hear the rain drumming on a skylight in the ceiling two stories above them.
 
   Something gave a shriek and ran past their feet. Both she and Marco jumped, whipping their guns up and bracing them with their free hands. After a tense moment, Peyton let out her held breath and shined the flashlight back down the hallway. Beady eyes reflected back the light.
 
   “Rat,” she breathed. “Not vampire.”
 
   Marco let out a tense laugh. He reached over and pulled the beam of the flashlight down to the threadbare carpet. The full imprint of a Converse shoe was visible in dark red blood.  A few feet away loomed a door marked Staircase.
 
   They positioned themselves on either side of the door and Marco nodded at Peyton. She nodded back, then he turned the handle, throwing the door open. Peyton could just make out the shadow of a body lying on the landing as Marco caught the door and pushed it open again, bracing it with his shoulders. She crept to the opening and shined the light across the feet, also wearing Converse, to the legs in dark Dickies, across the torso, the arms outflung to either side, and then…nothing.
 
   Peyton took a step closer and ran the beam over the top of the body where the head should be, but there was nothing. Legs, torso, arms, then nothing. The body had no head. She dropped the flashlight and slumped back against the wall, her breath coming too quick and bile rising in her throat.
 
   She felt light headed and a cold sweat peppered over the surface of her skin. She heard Marco let the door close and then he had a hand on her shoulder, bracing her.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “He has no head,” she heard herself say.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “He has no head, Marco!” She recognized the hysterical quality to her voice, but felt so removed from it.
 
   “Take a deep breath, Brooks. You’re hyperventilating.”
 
   “I’m gonna be sick,” she said, then pushed away from him. She made it only about two feet before she doubled over and heaved her dinner onto the tattered carpeting.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   “You’re late, Magdalena. That’s the third time this week. You’ve left me with no choice. Detention this afternoon.” Mrs. Rosales tore off the slip of paper and handed it to Magdalena as she sank into her seat.
 
   Magdalena took the slip and laid it on the desk, clutching her backpack against her. She’d never been given detention before, but she knew Mrs. Rosales had given her multiple opportunities before this. She’d explained to Magdalena yesterday that she had to follow the school rules. Still, Mama would be furious when she didn’t come home as expected. She would want Magdalena to watch her brothers.
 
   “Take out your books and open to page 123.”
 
   Magdalena unzipped the backpack and fished out the book, settling it on her desk by the pink detention slip. She flipped to the right page, but she couldn’t concentrate on the words. Her eyes strayed back to the detention. She’d never gotten in trouble before. This would go on her record. Papa would be disappointed. He always said she needed to do well in school, so she could be the first Hernandez to go to college.
 
   But lately her grades had been slipping. She tried not to make excuses. Mr. Davis, her math teacher, told her repeatedly that there were no excuses. You either did your work or you didn’t. He was right. She wasn’t doing her work, but it was because she had to watch the twins after school and help them with their homework. Then there was dinner to make.
 
   Her hand strayed to the cross at her neck and she clutched it. Lowering her head, she took slow, deep breaths to still the panic working up inside of her. It was just a detention. People she knew got them all the time and they didn’t panic over it. And it was only half an hour. Mama would hardly miss her in that short a time. She’d just have to race home as soon as it was done.
 
   The edges of the gold cross pressed into her flesh and helped ground her. Running her thumb over the surface of it stilled the panic, let her concentrate. She could get her work done if she spent her lunch hour in the library. It meant forgoing food, but she had to find some way to get things done. No more excuses. Mr. Davis was right. She was in control of her life. She was the one who made it or didn’t. No one else was responsible.
 
   “Magdalena,” came Mrs. Rosales’ voice.
 
   Magdalena blinked in surprise and looked up. The teacher was standing over her desk with a look of disapproval. Magdalena realized she’d been daydreaming again. She clutched the cross tighter and glanced at the girl next to her, Amy Porter.
 
   Amy slid her hand over her own book and tapped a spot on the right page. Magdalena looked down at the book, but she didn’t know what the teacher wanted. “I…uh…”
 
   “Were you listening to me?”
 
   Magdalena looked up. Mrs. Rosales cocked her head and narrowed her eyes. If she was fair, Magdalena had to admit this woman gave her every chance to do well, but Magdalena kept disappointing her. Her last essay was only half a page long, far shorter than the three pages Mrs. Rosales had asked for, but she simply gave Magdalena an incomplete and told her to finish it by the following Friday. Unfortunately, she’d never found the time and the grade still stood incomplete.
 
   “I’m sorry, Mrs. Rosales, I wasn’t paying attention. I promise I’ll do better. Can you tell me again what you want?”
 
   Mrs. Rosales’ expression softened and she placed her finger on the page where Amy had pointed. “Start reading from there, please.”
 
   Magdalena did as she asked and fought hard to keep her attention on the subject for the remainder of class. She didn’t want to disappoint Mrs. Rosales any more, and she didn’t want her fellow classmates’ attention either.
 
   When the bell rang, she gathered her books and shoved them in the backpack, then picked up the pink slip and folded it in half, sliding it into her jeans pocket as she rose to her feet. She moved into the queue and headed for the door, but as she passed the teacher’s desk, Mrs. Rosales called her name.
 
   Magdalena hesitated, wanting to pretend she didn’t hear her and go on to her next class, but she knew she’d been an annoyance enough for one day. She eased out of the line and approached the teacher’s desk, curling her hands into the straps on her backpack.
 
   “Yes, Mrs. Rosales?”
 
   The teacher waited until the last student shuffled out the door, then she gave Magdalena a worried look. “Is everything okay? I mean, at home. You seem extra distracted lately and your work…” Her voice trailed off meaningfully.
 
   “I know it hasn’t been my best.”
 
   “If you need help, you can always come see me.”
 
   “It isn’t that.” Magdalena hesitated. Maybe she should latch onto that angle and play it out. It was better to not understand than to admit she just didn’t have time for the class.
 
   “I want to help you. Are things all right at home? I haven’t heard from your mom lately.” The teacher gave her a wry smile.
 
   Magdalena looked down. She knew Mama made a nuisance of herself with the teachers, asking all of these questions, demanding answers as to why her children weren’t doing well. But not lately. Lately Mama had time for only one thing.
 
   “She’s been working a lot.” Her hand crept up to the cross. “Four kids to feed, you know?”
 
   Mrs. Rosales frowned, but she didn’t press it. Magdalena was glad. Her parents were fiercely private and didn’t believe in taking help from anyone. Papa always said he would rather starve than become a charity case in this country.
 
   That’s what all the gringos think anyway, he would say. Another Mexican family taking handouts. More illegals taking their jobs. As if they wanted the stinking-ass jobs to begin with, aiya!
 
   Most of the time Magdalena didn’t understand what he meant, but she knew he wouldn’t approve of her confiding in this teacher, no matter what color her skin or her racial background. Teachers were akin to cops in his eyes.
 
   “I’ll do better, Mrs. Rosales, I promise.”
 
   The teacher nodded. “Remember, I’m here to help, Magdalena.”
 
   She forced herself to smile. “I know.” She turned to go, then glanced back, “No more tardies, I promise.” With that she hurried from the room.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 2
 
   The rain slipped beneath the umbrella and ran down the back of Peyton’s neck as she pulled open the door to the precinct. She paused in the entrance and shook out the umbrella, then closed it, reaching up to press the back of her shirt to the drip of water running down her spine. Finally, she slipped the keys of her Corolla into her pocket. She’d gotten the little green car last month because she was tired of waiting for Marco to pick her up in the morning. He was worse than a woman about getting ready.
 
   Depositing the umbrella in the bucket by the door, she crossed the lobby and pushed open the swinging half-door, headed toward her desk. Marco was already in his chair, surrounded by Officers Holmes and Bartlet. They were laughing at something.
 
   Peyton took off her coat and slung it across the back of her chair. Holmes lounged against their desks where they pressed nose to nose against each other.
 
   “Brooks, Brooks,” he tsked, shaking his head.
 
   Peyton braced herself for the bullshit ribbing he was going to give her. Bartlet had sense to lower his eyes, but she could see the crooking of his lips upward in a smile.
 
   “There are so few things I can count on seeing each day, Holmes, but two of them are you and dog shit.”
 
   “I guess you can count on seeing your breakfast again too,” he said with a smirk.
 
   Bartlet snorted out a laugh, but lifted his hand as if hiding a cough.
 
   “And yet somehow I manage to keep my lunch down around you every day.”
 
   “Now, don’t get a—head of yourself, Brooks. It’s not your fault. You didn’t know what you were heading into and women just aren’t equipped to handle such heady situations.”
 
   Bartlet sounded like he was having a fit, snorting into his hand. And Marco, Marco was chuckling, staring down at his desktop. Peyton gave him a death glare, but he didn’t see it.
 
   “Go away, Holmes. I have work to do.”
 
   Holmes slid off the desk and stood up. “You’re right, of course. You’ll want to hurl some ideas at each other, throw up a couple of leads, spew out some theories, and toss some perps around.”
 
   Peyton took a swipe at Bartlet, but he danced out of the way and started back toward his desk, snickering. She gave Holmes a sarcastic smile as he brushed past her, grinning like a cat in the cream, then she picked up the pen on her desk and threw it at Marco. He deflected it easily.
 
   Slumping down in her chair, she braced her chin on her hand. “You’re a crappy ass partner, you know that?”
 
   He let his chair drop down and leaned forward. “I know. And you’d just love it if I came to your defense, wouldn’t you?”
 
   “I’d gut you like a fish.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   Maria Sanchez, Captain Defino’s buxom assistant, approached their desks, beaming a smile at Marco. “Hey, Marco baby.”
 
   “Hey, Maria,” he said, smiling up at her.
 
   Maria gave him an air kiss, then dropped a brown envelope on Peyton’s desk.
 
   Peyton reached for it as she looked up at Maria. “You never greet me like that anymore. It’s like we’re growing apart or something.”
 
   Maria wrinkled her nose at Peyton and tossed her hair. “That’s from Bob Anderson. Photos from last night.”
 
   Peyton’s fingers stopped on the metal clasp and she chewed her inner lip. She didn’t want to see that image again. It had haunted her all night.
 
   “Wouldn’t want you to get vomit on my new shoes,” teased Maria, scuttling back a few steps.
 
   Peyton pushed the two halves of the metal clasp together and reached for the flap. She wasn’t going to let Maria of all people rub her nose in her humiliation. In fact, she was sure Maria had never seen pictures like these.
 
   Neither had she, she thought as she pulled them from the envelope. “What the hell is this?”
 
   Maria tilted her head back to look at them. “Blurry pictures.”
 
   Peyton passed one over to Marco. “We can’t use these. They’re horrible. I can’t even make out that’s a body.”
 
   “It was raining,” said Marco with a shrug.
 
   “Not indoors.” Peyton slammed the photos down. “This is ridiculous. He gets worse every time.”
 
   “Who gets worse?” came Captain Defino’s voice. 
 
   Peyton held out the prints. Maria faded into the background as the captain reached for them.
 
   She turned them every which way she could, but finally she handed them back.  “I think it’s a tattoo of some kind.”
 
   Peyton arched a single black brow. “Think?”
 
   “Where are we with this?” the captain asked.
 
   “The two women involved are in the hospital. We need to question them more because the shooter wouldn’t speak to us and we got sidetracked by the search for the other banger.” Peyton tapped the pictures on the desk. “I was hoping to use these to see if either of the women can identify the tattoo. Other than that, we have no leads”
 
    “I don’t want this breaking out into turf warfare, Brooks. We need to figure out who the headless man is and stop whatever is going down before it gets out of control.”
 
   “Got it. We’ll go talk to the hookers today and try to get an ID.”
 
   “What’s your take on the shooter?”
 
   “She’s a kid, probably a runaway. Maybe fifteen at the outside?” Peyton looked to Marco for confirmation and he nodded. “She has bruises on her neck, consistent with strangulation, and the other hooker, Venus, says it was self-defense, but the girl herself ain’t talking, or she wasn’t last night. Maybe she’s come out of her shock today.”
 
   “Okay, let’s keep her in the hospital as long as we can. I hate to stick a kid in lock-up, especially without any evidence to suggest it was anything but self-defense. Still, let’s make sure we don’t lose her.”
 
   Peyton nodded, her eyes straying to the blurry photos again.  “Captain, this is getting ridiculous.”
 
   “Stop by and talk to Bob. See what happened. You’re right. These are a disgrace to the department and no one would accept them into evidence.” Defino sighed. “I think he’s lost his nerve. Happens to the best of us in this job.” She gave Marco and Peyton a firm stare. “I’m not kidding. I don’t want this one getting out of control. Anything to do with bangers makes me nervous as hell.”
 
   Peyton reached for the envelope as the captain walked away. As she was shoving the pictures back into it, she paused with them halfway, remembering other photos she’d seen not six months before, photos with clarity and definition.
 
   “You know who’d be good at this?” she said, holding up the envelope.
 
   “No, you don’t, Brooks,” said Marco, pushing himself to his feet, “Just forget that right now.”
 
   “What? You don’t even know what I was going to say.”
 
   He towered over her. “Yes, I do. I know you too well. You can’t ever leave anything alone. You’ve got a Christ complex a mile long and feel like you have to save everyone. Well, not this time. Stick to this case and leave it alone.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, following him. “What does Christ have to do with photography? It wasn’t even invented when He was around.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton tossed the envelope on the desk. “What the hell is this?”
 
   Bob Anderson was of average height, blond with a prominent widow’s peak, a long, hooked nose, and close-set brown eyes. His clothing always looked like he slept in them and a five-o’clock shadow permanently feathered his jaw. He ran both hands through his hair, making the center stand up and leaned back in his chair. He didn’t reach for the photos.
 
   “Always the lady, eh, Brooks,” he said.
 
   Peyton motioned to the envelope with her chin. “Did you actually look at those or do you stuff them in the envelope the way you take them – with your eyes closed?”
 
   “Lay off, Brooks,” he said, bracing his elbows on his desk and placing his head in his hands. 
 
   Peyton leaned on the desk, tapping the envelope with her fingers. “Lay off?” Her voice was deceptively quiet and Bob looked up. Behind them, Marco let out a sigh. “This is your job, Anderson. You take photos of crime scenes, which are used as evidence to prosecute criminals. Lay off? We had two dead bodies last night, one with his brains splattered in an alley and another without a head, and you tell me to lay off. We can’t use these pictures, Bob. We can’t even make out what you took. What the hell is wrong with you? You lost your nerve or something?”
 
   Bob slammed his hands down on the desk and rose to his feet so quickly his chair slid back and hit the edge of his cubby. Marco moved forward, but Peyton held him off with a hand in the center of his chest.
 
   “Lay off!” Bob shouted, shooting a quick glance at Marco. “You wake me up in the middle of the night and make me drive into the Tenderloin to take pictures of dead meat! Then you want to bitch about what I take? I’m sick of it. Lost my nerve, hell yeah! This job sucks and I quit.”
 
   He grabbed his chair and threw it into the desk, then tore his coat off the back and stormed away, never once looking back. Peyton and Marco didn’t move for a moment, then Peyton lowered her hand and swiveled to gaze up at her partner.
 
   “Smooth, Brooks, real smooth.” 
 
   “What did you want me to do? Ask him how he’s feeling, offer him warm milk and cookies?”
 
   “No, that would be silly. Better to tell him how badly he sucks and question his manhood.” Marco held up a hand, indicating the empty chair. “Your way was clearly the better choice. Now instead of a crappy ass criminal photographer, we have none.”
 
   Peyton sighed and reached for the envelope. “I already hate this case.”
 
   Marco slung an arm across her shoulders and steered her toward the front of the building. “I don’t know why you’re complaining. Now we get to interview an underage hooker and when we’re done, we’re gonna search for a banger’s decapitated head. Then you get to explain to the captain why we no longer have a crime scene photographer. This, Brooks, this is the life.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   The hospital was crowded when they arrived. They waited for the elevators with a half dozen other people. When they opened, Marco and Peyton were pushed to the back as people forced their way in. Two teenage girls huddled together in a corner of the box and stole looks at Marco, giggling and whispering. One took out her phone and held it up, snapping a quick picture.
 
   Peyton rolled her eyes toward the mirrored ceiling. “You ever get tired of that?” she said to him.
 
   He gave her an innocent look. “What?”
 
   Peyton nodded at the giggling girls. “That?”
 
   Marco glanced at them, then down at her, nudging her with his shoulder. “You jealous, Brooks?”
 
   “Yeah, I wish they’d snap pictures of me with their cell phones.”
 
   Marco chuckled. “It’s harmless.”
 
   “You should have gone to Hollywood instead of become a cop. You’d be a millionaire.”
 
   “And miss out on being your partner, not for the world. Your sunny disposition keeps me grounded.”
 
   She stifled a laugh and punched him in the stomach with her elbow. The elevator came to a halt at the fourth floor and the doors opened. “This is us,” she said and threaded her way through the people. No one in an elevator ever wanted to let people in the back out. They gave her disgruntled looks and edged away only marginally. Peyton had a mental picture of drawing her gun and waving it around. She figured she’d get them to move then.
 
   A drab, grey hallway extended down both sides as they exited. A picture of a rose across from the elevator attempted to shed some pleasantness in the dreary place, but it was too generic to force back the oppression. A bit further down was a window which looked out over the grey rooftops with exhaust vents scattered throughout a bed of gravel. The window had chicken wire embedded in the glass, adding to the penitentiary atmosphere.
 
   “This way,” said Marco, motioning to a curving desk at the end of the hall. A few nurses in scrubs bustled back and forth behind the counter.
 
   Peyton shifted the envelope to her left hand and reached into her belt for her badge. Marco did the same, laying it on the counter. A woman with round Asian features and a blue shirt with bright, colorful parrots on it glanced at Marco’s badge, then smiled up at him, showing white, even teeth. Her black hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail, hanging far down her back.
 
   “Hello, Officers, I’ll bet you’re here for our Jane Doe in 415B. I was just on my way to take vitals.”
 
   Marco smiled in return. “There were two…um…women brought here last night. We were told they were on the same floor. One we know is named Olivia Walker.”
 
   “Yes, she’s in 420A, but she’s been spending a lot of time with the Jane Doe in 415B.”
 
   “Obviously, you haven’t ID’d the younger girl?” asked Peyton.
 
   The nurse shook her head. “Won’t talk at all. Completely catatonic. Just stares at the door and rubs a crucifix she had on her. When we tried to take it off, she started crying, so we let her keep it. That’s the only reaction we’ve gotten.”
 
   “Does she respond to Olivia?”
 
   “No, Olivia keeps talking to her, but the Jane Doe never answers.”
 
   “Have any doctors seen her?” asked Marco.
 
   “A couple.” She lifted a chart that she’d been looking at when they arrived. “Neurologist, psychologist, you name it. They all say the same – catatonia due to extreme shock. She’ll come out of it eventually, but for now, she’s not speaking. It would help if we could ID her and get her parents here.”
 
   “We’re working on that,” said Peyton. “Can we see her?”
 
   The nurse picked up the chart. “Follow me,” she said and crossed around the end of the counter, sidestepping another nurse who was entering. She led them to the back of the counter and into a hallway. A number of rooms branched off on either side and Peyton could see patients sitting up in beds, televisions blaring. A few visitors sat in hard blue upholstered chairs beneath the televisions, sitting with that tense, rigid posture of family members who would rather be any other place in the world.
 
   The nurse brought them to the door of room 415. The first bed was empty. Venus sat in the chair in front of the windows. The curtains had been pulled back, but the room was still dark from the rain outside. She looked up when they entered. Peyton stopped, stunned by how young she looked without the makeup, her hair damp and straight, laying about her shoulders. She wore a patterned hospital gown with blue socks on her feet.
 
   Athena lay in the bed, her face turned toward the door, but her expression slack. Her eyes didn’t even move as the nurse entered, but when she saw Marco, she closed her eyes and let out a whimper. Both Peyton and the nurse looked back at him where he loomed in the doorway. He hesitated, marking Athena’s reaction.
 
   “I’ll wait out here,” he said.
 
   “There’s coffee in the waiting room at the end of the hall,” offered the nurse. “Better than the cafeteria.”
 
   Marco gave her a smile and nodded, then disappeared.
 
   Peyton glanced back at Athena. She looked small and frail, lying beneath the white sheets, her black hair spread out on the pillows, dark circles under her eyes. Seeing her without makeup only brought home how very young she was, her features still round and full like a child’s. Her natural coloring was dark, not as dark as Peyton’s, but by the cast of her features, the largeness of her eyes, and the straightness of her hair, Peyton guessed she was Hispanic, probably Mexican. In her bandaged right hand, she clutched something. Peyton assumed it was the crucifix the nurse had mentioned.
 
   As the nurse bustled about, checking her vitals, Peyton moved forward, settling the envelope on the bed and turning her attention to Venus.
 
   “How are you this morning?”
 
   Venus turned her right ear toward Peyton. “Can’t hear out of my left ear, but it’s stopped bleeding, so that’s good, I guess.” She reached out and curled her hand around Athena’s, but Athena didn’t seem to notice. “She still won’t talk. Doctors say it’s shock or something.”
 
   “I know, Nurse…” Peyton realized she didn’t know the nurse’s name. She glanced around the room. “Nurse…”
 
   “Maelee,” offered the nurse, messing with Athena’s IV.
 
   “Nurse Maelee said the doctors believe it should get better with time.”
 
   Venus digested this, then slumped back in the chair, crossing her arms. The IV tubing in her own arm pulled taut across her chest and she adjusted it, causing the bag to swing above her head. The motion drew Peyton’s eyes to her arms. The edge of a tattoo was just visible beneath the sleeve of the hospital gown.
 
   “As soon as they figure out she’s a hooker with no insurance, they gonna throw her back on the street.”
 
   “I don’t think so. We need her to stay put for now,” soothed Peyton. She reached for the envelope. “I was hoping you might help me.” She opened the clasps and pulled out the blurry photos. “Do you recognize this?”
 
   She passed one across to Venus. Venus took it, then looked up at Peyton with a frown. “What the hell is this? This ain’t no photo of nothing.”
 
   Peyton sighed. “It’s not good, but it’s of a tattoo. Do you recognize it?”
 
   Venus gave her a frank look, then tossed the photo onto the bed. “Ain’t no one can recognize that. What you do? Get a junkie looking for a fix to take it?” She made her hands shake uncontrollably, then laughed. “Cop comes in here, asking, ‘Do you recognize this blurry ass, black splotch?’”
 
   Peyton couldn’t help but smile. She had a point. “Okay, let’s try something else. Want to tell me what you were doing in an alley last night with a dead gang banger and another one inside an abandoned building?”
 
   Nurse Maelee looked up with an alarmed expression. Oh, it gets better, thought Peyton.
 
   “What you think we was doing, sweetie pie? We wasn’t singing Christmas carols.”
 
   This confused Peyton a bit. “Wait. You were turning tricks in an alley?”
 
   Venus gave a sharp nod of the head. “Johns don’t always got a bed handy. You’d turn bright red to know where I been turning tricks in this city.”
 
   Peyton didn’t blush, but Nurse Maelee did. She busied herself with the blood pressure cuff. Even as she tightened it on Athena’s arm, the girl didn’t seem to notice. Peyton shifted her attention back to Venus. Something didn’t sit right with this story.
 
   “So, let’s see if I’ve got this right. You and Athena went to the alley behind the abandoned building to meet up with a John. You always go in pairs?”
 
   Peyton could see the hard mask flow over Venus’ face. She wasn’t going to give up any information willingly. “Safer that way.”
 
   “What was El Griego doing there?”
 
   “What you think? You ain’t stupid.”
 
   Peyton’s gaze met the nurse’s, then slid away. She didn’t want to get tough with Venus, especially in front of the nurse, but she was losing her temper. “Look, O-li-via,” she said, deliberately drawing out her name. “Don’t bust my chops, okay? I need to know what happened or I’m gonna have to take you both into the precinct, which means Athena here goes into stir. Now I don’t think you want that, do you?”
 
   Venus shook her head.
 
   “Good, so just answer the questions and drop the attitude. I got two dead bodies in the morgue and a captain who wants this put to bed but quick.”
 
   “Two?” said Venus, her brow furrowing. “What you mean two?”
 
   Peyton motioned to the photo with her chin. “The tat was on a second man we found in the building. He was lying in the stairwell.”
 
   Venus considered that for a moment in obvious bewilderment, then glanced at Athena. “You don’t know who it was?”
 
   “No, we haven’t even figured out who El Griego is yet. You gave us Alberto, but that’s all we’ve got so far. So tell me, Olivia, why did El Griego come after you in that alley if you were just turning tricks? What’d you do to piss him off so bad?”
 
   Venus looked back at the photo. “He wanted money, said he couldn’t wait. Him and Athena got into it and he started chasing us. He knocked us both down, then started choking her. I went after him, but he grabbed my wrists. Next thing I know, everything goes white, this roar’s in my head, and I’m sitting there blinkin’ back black spots. Then I feel something hot running down my neck and see it’s blood.  That’s when I realize Athena got him.”
 
   “She and El Griego fight a lot?”
 
   “No, that’s what’s strange. She never stands up to anyone, just takes it. But in that alley, she was really tough. Saved my life.”
 
   Peyton pulled out her notebook and flipped open the cover. She made a few entries, while Nurse Maelee finished checking Athena’s vitals, then she moved back as the nurse squeezed around the bed.
 
   “I’ll be down the hall if you need me,” she told Peyton.
 
   Peyton nodded, then returned her attention to Venus. “Anyone else work with El Griego?”
 
   “Yeah, whole bunch a people.”
 
   “I don’t mean other hookers. I mean pimps.”
 
   Venus gave her an amused look. “You think pimpin’s all he did? That’s real freakin’ cute.”
 
   “What else was he into? Drugs?”
 
   “He was a gang banger, what you think they were into? Pimpin’s just for quick cash.”
 
   “Did you know the rest of the bangers?”
 
   Venus leaned forward and curled her fingers around Athena’s arm. “You try not to know them. You pretend you don’t see things, hear things, and maybe you stay alive. Maybe they don’t know you exist.”
 
   Peyton closed the notebook. “Olivia, there are ways out of this life. There are people who can help you break this cycle.”
 
   Venus’ expression never changed, never softened. “You think I haven’t heard that one too. You think I haven’t been given little slips of paper with a picture of Jesus on it and told if I just believed I’d be saved. Ain’t no one gonna save you. Ain’t no one who cares, so you can keep your help. I don’t need it.”
 
    Beside her, Athena made a strange sobbing noise. Peyton glanced at her and marked that she was staring at the door, her face twisted in terror. Venus’ gaze also shifted to the door and she stood up, releasing Athena.
 
   Peyton whipped around, reaching for her gun. A young man in a janitor’s uniform was just pushing a bucket on wheels into the room by the handle of a mop. When he saw Peyton, he stopped dead. Peyton had just enough time to register the color of his hair and skin, the whites of his eyes as he made eye contact, and the tattoo on his neck, a jagged black block. Then he pushed the bucket against the wall, water sloshing onto the floor, and bolted.
 
   Peyton ran after him. “Stop!” she shouted, skidding into the hallway.
 
   The young man was in a full out run toward the end of the hall where Peyton could see an exit sign. He crashed into a cart and knocked it over, falling on top of it, but he didn’t slow, scrambling back to his feet.
 
   Peyton drew her gun as Marco suddenly appeared beside her. “We need to stop him!” she said, pointing at his back.
 
   “What’s going on?” said Nurse Maelee, hurrying over as Marco sprinted after the young man.
 
   “Your janitor on this floor, what’s his name?” said Peyton.
 
   “Janitor?”
 
   “Yes, the young Hispanic man, what’s his name?”
 
   “Hispanic? What are you talking about? Our janitor is an old, white guy named Bill Johnson.”
 
   Peyton gripped the gun. “Call security and have them guard that room. Don’t let anyone in unless you clear them yourself.”
 
   Thankfully, Maelee nodded without question. Peyton reached for her phone as she raced after Marco. Shoving open the door, she drew a deep breath and grabbed the handrail, jogging down the stairs, while trying to dial the precinct. She could hear other running feet below her, but couldn’t decide if it was one or two pairs of feet.
 
   The phone rang and Maria eventually picked up. Before she could identify the precinct, Peyton interrupted her. “Sanchez, listen to me. I need two uniforms dispatched to the hospital immediately. Tell them they are to guard room 415A and let no one enter unless cleared by the hospital staff.”
 
   “Who is this?”
 
   “Sanchez, look, I’m in pursuit right now and don’t have time for this.” She grabbed the rail and swung around to the top of the next staircase. She was breathing hard now and gasping for enough air to shout into the phone. “Just get the uniforms to the hospital, will you?”
 
   When Maria didn’t immediately answer, Peyton hung up and shoved the phone in her pocket. She swung around another landing and raced down a darker set of stairs, but a glowing exit sign at the bottom beckoned her. She hit the door and it flung open onto a busy street. The sudden blaze of sunlight off the rainwater in the street forced her to squint and she braced her gun with her free hand, frantically searching for either Marco or the suspect. A number of people shied away from her, hurrying in the opposite direction.
 
   Marco appeared around the corner of the building, holstering his gun. He was breathing hard and shaking his head. “Lost him.”
 
   Peyton nodded, easing her own gun under her coat. “Did you get a look at him?”
 
   “Just in passing. Thought I caught a tattoo on his neck like our dead bangers, though.”
 
   “So did I.” She reached for the hospital door and pulled it open. “What the hell is going on?”
 
   “I don’t know, but I think our ladies are more than just common hookers, don’t you?”
 
   “Yeah, so we better get back up there. I called for backup, but Maria wasn’t in a listening mood. You wanna give it a try?”
 
   “You want uniforms to guard both ladies?”
 
   “Athena at least. I’m thinking we take Venus with us and see if we can’t get her to open up about what’s going on.”
 
   Marco motioned for her to precede him up the stairs. “Are you saying our hooker’s not telling you everything she knows?”
 
   “Now why would I say that? I’m not gonna make disparaging comments about the oldest profession in the world. Shit, if we didn’t have sex and drugs, what the hell would the economy run on?”
 
   “You forget greed.”
 
   “Don’t think I did.” Peyton paused on a landing and forced full breaths into her lungs. Her thighs were burning from the rapid climb.
 
   Marco kept climbing. “Come on, Brooks. Don’t make me tell Holmes you couldn’t haul your ass up the stairs.”
 
   Peyton pulled herself up the next step. “You tell Holmes a damn thing again and I’ll shoot you, I swear I will. Besides, my legs are half as long as yours. It takes me twice as many steps.”
 
   They finally reached the top and Nurse Maelee was waiting for them, a worried look on her face. “Did you find him?”
 
   Peyton shook her head, closing her eyes and breathing hard.
 
   “I called the head of security.”
 
   Marco moved toward room 415 and Peyton followed, still fighting for air.
 
   “We’ll get some uniforms here as fast as we can, but make sure no one gets past these guys.” Peyton squeezed past Marco and the two guards, turning into the room. Athena was curled up in a fetal position, staring at them without speaking, but the spot Venus had occupied was empty.
 
   “Where’s the other one?” demanded Peyton, turning on Nurse Maelee.
 
   “She wanted to go back to her room,” said the nurse, giving Peyton a confused look. “You said no one gets in. You didn’t say anything about getting out.”
 
   “Where’s her room?” Peyton demanded.
 
   Maelee hurried out the door and turned to the left, going down the opposite end of the hall. Peyton and Marco were on her heels. The three of them crowded into the room, then came to a halt. Venus’ IV pole was shoved up against the bed, the tubing dangling nearly to the ground. Peyton reached for it, sliding it through her fingers until she came to the catheter, lifting it for both of them to see.
 
   “She took out her own IV.”
 
   Maelee went to the rolling closet and pulled open the door. She reached in and picked up a crumpled hospital gown. “Her clothes are missing.”
 
   Marco stepped back into the hallway and Peyton followed him, letting the tubing drop. They walked a few steps down the hall and came to another door, labeled EXIT. Peyton knew it did no good to look inside, but she pushed it open anyway. The stairway beyond was empty.
 
   She let the door fall closed, then turned to face her partner. “What the hell is going on?”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Magdalena clutched her backpack as she edged to the door. A sign in the window said Detention. She didn’t ever remember seeing this room before, but she closed her hand on the doorknob and pushed it open, peering inside.
 
   A teacher’s desk dominated the front of the room and in front of it were student desks lined up in three even rows. Magdalena let out her held breath and pushed the door open a bit more, stepping inside. Okay, this wasn’t so bad. It looked like any other classroom at school. She wasn’t sure what she expected, but it hadn’t been this.
 
   The teacher, a balding man with a heavy belly, leaned back in his chair and gave her a look over the top of his glasses. “Yes?”
 
   She pulled the pink slip out of the top of her backpack and held it out to him. He leaned forward and snatched it from her hand.
 
   “Take a seat and get your homework out.”
 
   Magdalena stared at him, shocked by the hostility in his voice, then she remembered, she was in detention. She was being punished for doing something wrong. Of course he would be hostile toward her; he assumed she was like all the other students who got detentions – punks who didn’t care about their education.
 
   She slid into the first desk in the middle row, keeping her head down, and quietly opened her backpack. No other students were in the room. She pulled out her math book and set it on the desk, then reached for her binder. The teacher picked up a magazine and leaned back in his chair. He lifted the magazine so he couldn’t see her.
 
   Magdalena dared a look around. The white board behind the teacher’s desk had a number of rules listed in bright red pen. The first rule in capital letters was NO TALKING. Magdalena didn’t know who she was supposed to talk to, seeing as the teacher was completely blocked behind his magazine, but she had no intention of making a sound.
 
   The door swung open just as she got out her pencil. She looked up in surprise as a lean, lanky boy walked through. He was obviously Mexican, his skin a shade darker than her own. He wore a ball cap and his jeans hung low on his hips. Magdalena had seen him around school, hanging with a tough looking group of boys who laughed loudly and talked in Spanish.
 
   His eyes moved to her, ringed with thick lashes, looking lazy and smoky, like black velvet. He gave her a slow smile, his teeth slightly crooked in front, but blazingly white against his dark skin. He pulled a slip of paper out of his pocket and snapped it open, holding it out to the teacher without looking at him. He kept his eyes on Magdalena.
 
   She felt her cheeks heat and lowered her head, reaching up to grasp her crucifix. This was the sort of boy Mama was always warning her about, the sort of boy that was always, always trouble. She knew Mama would want her to keep her distance.
 
   “Take a seat, Felix,” the teacher said, crumpling up the slip and tossing it in the wastebasket. “Get out your work.”
 
   Unexpectedly, the boy slipped into the seat next to Magdalena and shoved it close to the side of her desk. Magdalena turned her head to the side and clutched her backpack tighter, refusing to make eye contact. The teacher looked at them over the back of his magazine.
 
   “Move your desk, Felix. Now!”
 
   The boy slid the desk back into place, still not looking at the teacher. In fact, since the moment he entered the room, he’d been focused on Magdalena only. “What’s your name, chica?” he asked.
 
   Magdalena lifted frightened eyes to the teacher. She could hear Mama’s warning in her head.
 
   “No talking!” snapped the teacher.
 
   The boy braced his head on a hand and stared at her, but he didn’t speak.
 
   Magdalena fished out her pencil and tried to concentrate on her work, but she was so aware of him sitting close beside her, staring at her. She could smell the aftershave he used, similar to Papa’s, sandalwood and musk.
 
   Concentrate, she scolded herself. She began to work out a complicated problem and for a moment, she was only minutely aware of him. Then he pushed a piece of paper against her hand. She didn’t immediately open it, continuing to work on the problem. Actually, she was pretending. Her heart was pounding so, it was difficult to concentrate.
 
   Finally she reached for it and folded it open. It said, “What’s your name?”
 
   Magdalena cast a quick glance at the teacher, but she couldn’t even see his face behind the magazine cover. She hastily wrote, “Magdalena,” then pushed it to the edge of the desk.
 
   He picked it up and opened it. She saw his hand move as he scribbled something on the page. A moment later, he pushed it back at her.
 
   Magdalena pulled it close and opened it. “Felix. Why you here?”
 
   “Tardy,” she wrote and pushed it back, but before he could get it, she took it back and added, “Why are you here?”
 
   “Flippin’ off that cabrón Green.”
 
   “The PE teacher?”
 
   “Sí.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Told me to dress out.”
 
   Magdalena folded the paper and shoved it under her book. She would never be so disrespectful to a teacher, ever. She did what they told her to. It had never occurred to her to rebel. Felix frowned at her and motioned to the paper. Magdalena shook her head, sliding around in the desk so she couldn’t see him. Mama was right. She had no business talking to this boy.
 
   She felt his fingers touch the bottom of her hair, pulling the strands off her shoulder. She shook her head and reached up, pulling her hair away from his touch. He made a chuckling sound beneath his breath and then slouched down in his seat, thrusting his legs out beneath the desk.
 
   Magdalena pretended to do math, but for some reason, even simple addition eluded her while the boy lounged in the chair next to her. Whenever he moved, she ducked her head, afraid he might touch her again, then afraid he wouldn’t. Such conflicting feelings. She wished she’d never gotten that detention. When he was with his gang of friends, she could ignore him, but while he was here, watching her from the corner of his eyes with the smoldering, velvety look, she couldn’t get him off her mind.
 
   Finally the teacher snapped the magazine closed and leaned forward. “Get out of here!” he said, pushing himself to his feet.
 
   Magdalena quickly began shoving her books back in her bag, glancing at the clock on the wall. Just 20 minutes later than usual. Mama probably wouldn’t know.
 
   The boy slid his feet under him and rose, leaning heavily on the desk, angling toward Magdalena. “Adiós, chica,” he said in a drawl. “See you tomorrow.”
 
   Magdalena shot him a quelling look, but he just gave her a slow smile as he straightened. Then most surprising of all, he winked at her. Magdalena caught her breath and looked away.
 
   “Get out of here, Felix,” snarled the teacher, reaching for his keys.
 
   Still smiling, Felix headed toward the door with a loose-limbed walk. He held up two fingers. “Peace, man,” he said, and shoved the door open. It banged into the wall and the boy disappeared.
 
   The teacher didn’t say anything as Magdalena grabbed her backpack and hurried after him. Once in the hallway, Magdalena marked where the boy had gone, his slow, loping gait disappearing around the side of the building, then she went in the opposite direction, nearly running in her haste to get away.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 3
 
   Devan picked up the coffee pot and poured the last of the coffee into both of their travel mugs, settling it back on the burner and turning it off. He slid Peyton’s across the counter to her. Peyton adjusted the strap of her gun across her shoulder and reached for her mug.
 
   Devan leaned his elbows on the counter and gave her a slow, smoldering look out of his dark eyes. His full mouth lifted in a smile, showing a glimpse of white, straight teeth. With his coffee colored skin, short-cropped black hair, and finely tailored charcoal suit, he looked like a GQ model and Peyton felt a flutter in her stomach.
 
   “What?” she said.
 
   “I like my women tough.”
 
   She smiled at the compliment, then reached up to gather the heavy mane of black curls into one hand. His face fell.
 
   “Do you have to do that?” He liked it when she wore her hair loose, but it was a wild mass of spirals that drove her crazy.
 
   “You want something for a perp to grab?”
 
   He shook his head.
 
   Pickles, her Yorkshire terrier, pawed at her pants leg and she scooped him up, cuddling him a moment.
 
   “I heard you got a text earlier. They pick up your hooker?”
 
   Peyton shook her head. “Nope. Can’t find her. We even called in Vice to get a hit, but nothing. She must be keeping low.”
 
   Devan twirled the coffee cup, then gave her his best District Attorney look, no nonsense, business-only. “We’re going to have to arraign the other one in a couple of days. Has she said anything?”
 
   Peyton set Pickles down again and took a seat at the counter, lifting the travel mug to her lips. The warmth and smell of the coffee felt like a blessing this morning. “No, no change when I called last. We’ve got her under guard. Can’t you hold off for a bit?”
 
   “I’ll stall as long as I can, seeing as she can’t exactly help her own defense, but eventually, we’re going to have to get her up before a judge.”
 
   “Yeah, but our only eye witness has bolted.”
 
   “She was positive for powder on her hands. That’s enough to arraign her.”
 
   “Marco and I are going to see Abe today. Maybe he figured something out. Someone did the other banger, Devan, and I don’t think it was her.”
 
   “No, probably not.” He reached over and took Peyton’s hand. “Look, Captain Defino is right. Stuff like this gets out of control really easily. I can’t stand the thought of you getting caught in the middle of a gang war.”
 
   She squeezed his hand and let go. “I understand that better than you do. Don’t you have some poor sap you’ve got to lawyer today?”
 
   He straightened and reached for the cap of the travel mug, screwing it in place. “Yes, I do.” He picked up the mug and crossed around the counter, bending over her. Peyton looked up at him as he touched his lips to hers, lingering there. He smelled of soap, tooth paste, and coffee. She wanted to curl her hands in his lapels and hold him to her, but she didn’t want to wrinkle his suit.
 
   He pulled away, staring into her eyes. “Be careful out there, Peyton.”
 
   She smiled. “I will. I promise.”
 
   He kissed the tip of her nose, then headed toward the door.
 
   As Peyton reached for her own cap, she knocked the manila envelope off onto the floor. Climbing off the stool, she bent and picked it up, holding it as she watched Devan shut the door behind him.
 
   They needed a new photographer. Devan would never be able to use these pictures as evidence in any case he argued. And she knew the photographer she wanted, but he wasn’t likely to talk to her. Well, nothing said she couldn’t ask, and then she could also assure herself that he was doing all right.
 
   Decided, she replaced the envelope on the counter and grabbed the cap, screwing it in place. After she and Marco talked to Abe, she was going to take an early lunch and see about getting the department a new crime scene photographer. No one could fault her for that. He was the best photographer she’d ever seen.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   “So he spent the night again? Sounds like it’s getting serious, Brooks,” said Marco, pulling open the backdoor of the Medical Examiner’s office.
 
   Peyton gave the guard beside the door a nod, then followed Marco through. “It’s not getting serious.”
 
   “How do you figure?” They turned left toward Abe’s office. “He spends the night how many times a week?”
 
   “Two or three at tops.”
 
   They paused before Abe’s hydraulic door and Peyton peered through the window. The tall, lanky medical examiner with the dreadlocks and elegant hands wasn’t inside.
 
   “He’s probably taking a break.”
 
   They continued down the hall toward open double doors marked Staff Lounge.
 
   “Two, three times a week is serious.”
 
   “No, it isn’t. I haven’t even stayed at his place yet.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Pickles.”
 
   “I can take care of the fluff ball for a few nights if you want.”
 
   Peyton shook her head and stepped through the doors of the staff room. “No way, bucko, Pickles and I are a package deal. Love me, love my dog.”
 
   “Oh, so now it’s love.”
 
   Peyton gave an exasperated sigh, but before she could answer, she spotted Abe, lounging in a chair by the window, sipping at a soda. He lowered the can as they stopped at his table.
 
   “If it isn’t the Angel of my life and his spunky little partner.” He waggled his black brows at Marco.
 
   Marco gave a short nod, fighting a smile, and slid into the chair across from him. Peyton had to wait for Abe to drop his feet to the floor before she could pull out the other one.
 
   “How are you, Gorgeous?” He leaned forward and gave Marco a sultry look. Marco was wearing his usual leather jacket that stretched across his shoulders with his long, dark hair pulled back in a ponytail. Even Peyton had to admit he was stunning.
 
   “In the pink. You?”
 
   Abe gave a broad smile. His mouth always seemed to be fighting to constrain his teeth. “I am fabulous.”
 
   Peyton sank into the chair and gave Abe a withering look. “Enough of the flirting, okay?”
 
   Abe folded his beautiful, brown hands together and rested his chin on them. “Enough flirting is an oxymoron. There can never be enough.”
 
   “Abe, did you get our two bangers?”
 
   The only thing that could distract Abe was work. “I did. Nice mess you left me.”
 
   Peyton fought to hide her expression of disgust. “I know. Headless and Faceless.”
 
   “And nameless. You have a hit on that.”
 
   “We know Faceless is Alberto Something, but we don’t have a last name yet. No one has exactly put in a missing person’s report on him. Headless is a mystery and now we’ve misplaced our only eye witness.”
 
   “Did you at least find his head?”
 
   “Nope.” She gave a shiver at the thought.
 
   Abe laughed. “Ever see a cop so squeamish before?” he remarked to Marco.
 
   Marco shrugged. “I could do without the headless ones myself.”
 
   “What did you find out during the autopsy?”
 
   “Dug around Faceless’ skull almost all morning.”
 
   “You get the bullet?” asked Marco.
 
   Abe reached into his left pocket and pulled out a plastic bag labeled John Doe 1 on the outside. Inside was a piece of cylindrical metal.
 
   Marco reached for it and held it up. “This didn’t come from no Saturday Night Special. This baby came from a Sig-Sauer.”
 
   “The one the hooker used, right?”
 
   Marco nodded.
 
   “Well-heeled gangsters you got there,” Abe said to Peyton, nodding at the bag. “I was just sending it over to Ballistics.”
 
   “Well-heeled and well-armed.”
 
   “Or lucky,” said Marco, setting the bag on the table. “Most bangers get their weapons from robberies.”
 
   “What about Headless? Could you get anything from him?” Peyton asked.
 
   “He was dead before the beheading.”
 
   Peyton was surprisingly relieved by this news. Dead was dead, but some ways were worse than others. “How?”
 
   Abe reached into his right pocket and pulled out another plastic bag. This one was labeled John Doe 2 in bold black letters. He set it on the table. Both Marco and Peyton leaned forward to look at the bit of metal.
 
   Peyton’s eyes rose to Abe’s smiling face. “He was shot?”
 
   “Through the heart.”
 
   Peyton fingered John Doe 2’s bullet. “This is also a 9mm.”
 
   Abe gave her a lift of his brows and leaned forward, reaching for both bags. He shook the bullets to the side, where they would have touched except for the plastic. Then he turned each with his fingertips until he was satisfied. “Look at the striations here and here.”
 
   Peyton and Marco leaned over, looking where Abe pointed. “They’re the same.”
 
   “Well, Ballistics will confirm it once they get your Sig, but yeah, I’m fairly certain they are.”
 
   Marco leaned back. “That means the same gun killed both of them.”
 
   Abe touched his fingertip to his nose and winked at Marco.
 
   “Wait. You’re saying Faceless offed Headless, beheaded him, then chased after our two hookers, only to have his brains blown out by the same gun that killed his comrade?”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   Peyton looked toward the windows. The clouds were rolling in again, looming dark and menacing over the city. At school, she’d hated when her English teachers shoved foreshadowing and symbolism down her throat, but she had to admit that sometimes nature did seem premeditated.
 
   “This is the frickin’ mess Defino’s afraid of, isn’t it?” she said to Marco.
 
   “That’s not a mess, Brooks, that’s a war.”
 
   Peyton shook her head and watched Abe pocket the bullets again. “Well, shit,” she said.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   “Anything else I can do for you, Mrs. Barnes,” said Jake, forcing a smile for the small, stoop-shouldered woman.
 
   She put her money in her wallet, fussily arranging the bills, then tapped a broad-knuckled finger on her bank card. “Now move $300 from the savings to the checking, please.”
 
   Jake didn’t bother to tell her she could do it herself on-line. He reached for the card and swiped it across the top of his keypad.
 
   “You can go ahead of me,” came a voice from the line.
 
   Jake stopped in mid-motion and his head lifted, staring at the queue of waiting customers. There, second back behind the red velvet rope, was a woman he’d hoped never to see again. The leather jacket, the kick-ass boots, the rope of black curls bound up in a ponytail, a few wisps escaping to curl around her dark face.
 
   “Is something wrong?” asked Mrs. Barnes.
 
   Jake realized he was staring at the line, holding the card in his hand. He looked down into Mrs. Barnes’ face and tried to slow his breathing. When had he started breathing so fast? He pushed the card across the counter to her and reached for the mouse, forcing himself to focus on the screen.
 
   “I’ll help whoever’s next,” offered Pauline beside him.
 
   The lean, tall young man with the beany moved up to the window, leaving her at the front of the line. Jake scanned the other tellers and marked they all had customers. He turned back to the screen and slowed his movements, taking his time as he clicked on the various windows to move Mrs. Barnes’ money.
 
   “Next,” called Drew, the last teller in line.
 
   Jake watched out of the corner of his eyes as she motioned the person behind her forward and continued waiting, her gaze fixed on Jake. Damn it, she was here for him. And he knew her well enough to know she would keep letting people go in front of her until he was finally open. He couldn’t keep Mrs. Barnes standing here for hours.
 
   As he made the final click to move the money, he realized he was gritting his teeth. He brushed the cold sweat off his upper lip and tore the receipt out of the machine, holding it out to Mrs. Barnes. His hand was shaking.
 
   “Are you all right?” she asked, taking the paper.
 
   “Low blood sugar,” he said. “Anything else I can do for you?”
 
   She tucked the receipt into her wallet beside the bills and snapped it closed, fumbling for her purse. “I think that’s it for today.”
 
   Jake sneaked a look at the line.
 
   “I’ll help the next customer,” said another teller. Jake couldn’t remember her name, she only worked part time.
 
   Again, she motioned another customer in front of her, then she looked pointedly at Jake and gave him a smile.
 
   Mrs. Barnes had finished stuffing her wallet into her purse. “Thank you for your patience.”
 
   Jake gave a curt nod, then watched her turn around. As soon as her back was to him, he grabbed the window and pulled it closed, hurrying toward the break room. He saw Pauline look after him, but he ignored her. He knew it was too early for his lunch break, but he had no other choice.
 
   Slipping into the break room, he grabbed a chair and pulled it out, sliding into it and putting his head in his hands. He didn’t know why he was so upset, but his heart was hammering in his chest. Damn it all, he’d just started putting his life back together. What the hell could she want with him?
 
   He wanted to look outside and see if she’d gone to someone else, but he was afraid he knew the answer to that. She wouldn’t come in here unless she wanted to harass him for something. What did she want? Zoë’s murder trial didn’t even have a date set as far as he knew, so it couldn’t be about that. He hadn’t heard from the San Francisco police department for six months. How did she even know where he was?
 
   He should have gone back to Nebraska like his sister, Faith, wanted. Then she wouldn’t have any jurisdiction over him. He’d be beyond her reach, so far away that she would only be an unpleasant memory.
 
   “Jake?”
 
   Jake looked up through his hands and met his boss’ light brown eyes. Sarah Temple was a short, round woman, who always wore a suit that seemed two sizes too small. Her feet were shoved into pumps that made the flesh ooze out of the top, and her bosom strained the buttons on her blouse so that it gaped, giving him a view of very pale flesh. He always tried to look away, but it was like a traffic accident, he was destined to gape.
 
   “I’m sorry I left my window. I just desperately needed a break.”
 
   She didn’t look happy, her face pinched. “There’s a cop out there who would like to open a checking account. She asked for you specifically.” Tilting her head, she gave him a severe glare. “You aren’t in trouble again, are you? Because you assured me that everything was behind you, you were cleared.”
 
   Jake dropped his hands and shook his head vigorously. “No, I don’t know why she’s here, but it has nothing to do with me. I showed you the paper work. I was exonerated of all wrongdoing.”
 
   Sarah folded her arms under her bosom, forcing the flesh against the gaping fabric. Jake wanted to wince, afraid a button might ping off. “I know, but why are you acting so strange?”
 
   Jake forced himself to draw in a deep breath, then exhaled. “That woman caused me to lose my last job. I never wanted to see her again, but suddenly she appears here? I need this job, Sarah, please.”
 
   Her look softened and she uncrossed her arms. “Okay.”
 
   Jake felt some of the tension leave him. If he just waited here long enough, she’d give up and leave, then he could go back pretending that his life hadn’t been any different until six months before.
 
   “I’ll still need you to take the account application though.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “She requested you specifically.”
 
   Jake wanted to argue, but he was afraid. He wasn’t lying. He needed this job. Since Zoë died, nothing had gone right. He’d had to leave their flat on Potrero Hill because he couldn’t keep up the rent with his unemployment check, then the only apartment he could afford was on Hyde, too close to the Tenderloin for his comfort.
 
   “Please, Sarah, can’t you help her for me?”
 
   “I tried, but she refused. Said it had to be you or nothing.”
 
   Jake braced his hands on the table and stared at them. What the hell could she want with him? Maybe she really did want to open an account. But he knew, he knew there was no way he was that lucky.
 
   “Look, Jake, one cop isn’t worth shit, far as I’m concerned. There’s certainly no money there, but we don’t want to make enemies out of the cops. One robbery and they don’t respond…come on, you know we can’t have that.” She laid a pudgy hand on his shoulder. “Man up and go out there. Make her happy and I’ll be able to write you a good recommendation if anything opens up at the Loan Center.”
 
   Jake resisted the impulse to shake her hand off his shoulder. This was blackmail and he hated it. He hated being a teller and she knew that he was biding his time until he could get out of there. Still, it was better than unemployment. Once in a while he could even afford a little hamburger and beer.
 
   He pushed himself to his feet and straightened his suit jacket. His hands were sweating, so he wiped them on his pants, then he went to the door and peered out. She wasn’t waiting in line, but when he leaned forward to take in the rest of the bank, he found her sitting in a chair at the assistant manager’s desk. The assistant manager was an avid Giants’ fan and had Giants’ paraphernalia all over his cubby. She was leaning forward, looking at a Giants’ desk calendar.
 
   He mentally prepared himself, then shoved away from the break room door and tried to stride as calmly as possible behind the teller line to the half door that opened onto the platform. He pushed it open and crossed the carpeted floor, circling around her chair and dropping into the seat behind the desk as if he hadn’t been having a panic attack two seconds before.
 
   “Inspector Brooks,” he said, but didn’t offer his hand.
 
   She looked him over, a smile on her lips. Damn her, she didn’t look at all flustered. “Hello, Jake, you look good – thinner, but good. No beard.”
 
   He resisted the impulse to run his hand across his jaw. “What do you want?” So much for being polite.
 
   “I want to open an account.”
 
   “No, you don’t.”
 
   She sat up at that. “What’s with the hostility, Jake?”
 
   He leaned forward, lowering his voice, but he kept an eye on Sarah as he spoke. “You’re here to harass me about something. You don’t want to open an account. You could have done that on-line or gone to one of the other tellers. You’re here to see me.” He sat back, gripping the arms of the chair. “How did you find me?”
 
   She gave him a look that made him feel like a small, very stupid boy. “Really, Jake?”
 
   “Okay, but why? I haven’t done anything wrong. I’m trying to put my life back together again…”
 
   “Working as a teller?” She made a face. “With a college degree?”
 
   He felt heat rising into his cheeks. He gripped the chair so hard, his knuckles ached. “You didn’t leave me with much else. I barely got this job.”
 
   “We got your old job back, Jake, why aren’t you there?”
 
   “I couldn’t go back there. Everyone knew what happened. Even though I was exonerated, no one would ever look at me the same.”
 
   “I understand that, and besides your last boss, Anders…”
 
   “Andrews.”
 
   She nodded. “Andrews, right? What a prick.”
 
   Jake couldn’t stop the disbelieving laugh that escaped him. “What do you want, Peyton?”
 
   She crossed one leg over the other, folding her hands on her knee. “We have this case and it’s a nasty one. Gang bangers and hookers, one guy was decapitated.”
 
   Jake realized he was staring at her with his mouth open. “What the hell does this have to do with me?” He looked around the bank. “Where’s your partner, Adonis?”
 
   She uncrossed her legs and leaned forward, reaching out to touch a bobble head on the corner of the desk. She set the head to dancing and smiled at it.
 
   Jake clamped a hand on the head, stopping it, then glared at her. “Peyton, I don’t have time for this. Why the hell are you here?”
 
   “Marco doesn’t know I came. He’d give me hell if he knew I looked you up.”
 
   Jake figured he liked Adonis more than ever.
 
   “Like I was saying, we have this case. This one has the potential to get out of control. It’s really nasty and we really need to have all our t’s crossed and our i’s dotted.”
 
   Jake released the bobble head and slumped in the chair. He couldn’t fathom a reason why he gave a damn about her case, but she didn’t seem concerned.
 
   She picked up a manila envelope that had been leaning against the chair, then she slid it across the desk to him. “Look at those.”
 
   Jake didn’t touch the envelope. He stared up at her as if he thought it contained a poisonous snake. “What’s in there?”
 
   “Photos.”
 
   “Of dead people?”
 
   She made a strange nodding motion. “Sort of. Take a look.”
 
   She’d cost him his job and his home, she’d cost him the only friendship he’d had, and now she wanted him to look at photos of dead people. Good lord, wasn’t enough enough? Still, she didn’t seem inclined to go away. He reached for the envelope and opened it, pulling out the photos inside.
 
   He frowned, then turned them over, looking at them a different way. “What the hell is this supposed to be?”
 
   “A tattoo.”
 
   “On a dead body?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “What’s wrong with your photographer? Is he blind?”
 
   Peyton shrugged. “We think he’s lost his nerve, but it doesn’t matter. He quit.”
 
   “He quit? Why do I think you were involved in that decision?”
 
   “I don’t know, but whatever. You’re not entirely wrong.”
 
   “You made him quit?”
 
   “I pissed him off and he quit. He was probably going to be fired anyway.”
 
   Jake laid the photos on the envelope and pushed it back to her. “Why are you bothering me with this?”
 
   “We need a crime scene photographer. If you’re interested, you could even take some classes at the precinct on crime scene investigation.”
 
   “Why would I do something like that?”
 
   Peyton looked around the bank. “It’s better than this.”
 
   “Taking pictures of dead people is better than this?” he asked incredulously.
 
   “Hell yes. Come on, Jake, what are you making? Minimum wage?”
 
   “And this pays better?”
 
   “Yes, and you’d get medical benefits. Besides, you’d be helping out the public. We need a good photographer, Jake, someone with talent.”
 
   “I’m just an amateur, Peyton, that’s all.”
 
   “You’re a hell of a lot better than Bob Anderson.”
 
   “Who’s Bob Anderson?”
 
   She motioned at the photos with her chin.
 
   Jake considered a moment. He was better than Bob Anderson, that he knew, but still, this whole visit was outlandish, insane. “I’m not a cop.”
 
   “You don’t have to be. Not for this. You just have to be able to take clear pictures that we can use as evidence.”
 
   “And how are you going to propose this, Peyton? Oh, by the way, remember that guy whose life I ruined because I thought he killed his wife, yeah, well, I hired him to take pictures for us. You must be freakin’ crazy.”’
 
   “How is this crazy? Look around you, Jake. This is bull shit. You can’t possibly want this job. I’m giving you a way out. I’m giving you a chance to get paid for doing something you love.”
 
   “Taking pictures of dead people is what I love?”
 
   She exhaled. “I want to do this for you. I owe you this, Jake. I can’t stand the thought of you working at a place like this.”
 
   Jake barked out a laugh again. “So you offer me a job taking gory pictures?” He pushed himself to his feet and pointed at the door. “Please leave, Peyton, this is charity that I definitely don’t need.”
 
   She stared at him a moment more, then she grabbed her blurry photos and shoved them in the envelope. Rising to her feet, she reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out a card, placing it on the desk in front of him. “If you change your mind, call me.”
 
   Jake deliberately picked up the card and tore it in half, throwing both pieces into the Giants’ wastebasket by the desk. “Just leave.”
 
   She shook her head, then reached out and flicked the bobble head, sending it bouncing madly. With that, she turned her back and headed toward the door. She just reached the tiled lobby when she looked over her shoulder. “You know where to find me,” she said, before grasping the handle.
 
   Jake watched her stroll to the outside door, then he glared down at the bobble head. Bringing back his hand, he punched it off the desk and into the trash can.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   “Mama?” called Magdalena, pushing open the front door.
 
   As she settled the backpack by the door, she heard pounding coming down the stairs. Her twin brothers, Jesus and Juan, skidded on the linoleum, both of them grabbing the banister to stop themselves.
 
   “We’re hungry.”
 
   “Call Mama.”
 
   Magdalena took off her jacket and hung it on the hook Papa had nailed to the wall by the door. “Where’s Papa?”
 
   “He’s working a double shift.”
 
   “He won’t be home until midnight.”
 
   Magdalena angled around her brothers and headed toward the back of the house. Both boys followed her. They had just turned ten last month and they reached her shoulder already. With their mops of black hair, gap-toothed smiles, and identical black eyes that twinkled with mischief, Magdalena knew they would break women’s hearts someday.
 
   “Mama’s at the hospital, sí?”
 
   “She said to call her.”
 
   “She couldn’t wait.”
 
   “Why were you late?”
 
   “She wasn’t happy.”
 
   Magdalena leaned on the counter and looked down at them. They gamboled about like puppies. “Take out the garbage, while I call Mama, then I’ll make dinner.”
 
   They started shoving each other, arguing over whose turn it was. Magdalena ignored them and reached for the house phone. She dialed Mama’s cell. It rang three times before Mama picked up.
 
   “Magdalena,” Mama whispered into the phone. “You home?”
 
   “Sí, Mama.”
 
   “I had to leave the boys alone. Why were you late?”
 
   Magdalena gripped the phone, watching her brothers struggle to remove the overflowing garbage. One held down the can, while the other tugged on the bag. She didn’t want to tell her the truth. She knew it worried Mama if her children got in trouble at school. She didn’t like them to draw attention to themselves in a negative way.
 
   “Mrs. Rosales asked me to meet with her after school.”
 
   “Are you in trouble?” hissed Mama.
 
   Magdalena closed her eyes and tried to summon all of her patience. “No, Mama, I’m not in trouble. She wanted to go over my essay with me.”
 
   “No necesitamos problemas, mi’ja.”
 
   “I know, Mama. How is Esperanza?” She wanted to change the subject.
 
   “She is sleeping now. It was not a good day.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” She didn’t like to think of Esperanza. Her sister had just turned twelve when they got the diagnosis.
 
   The boys were still tugging on the garbage bag. Mama was saying something, but Magdalena could see the plastic was about to rip.
 
   “Hold on, Mama. Juan, the bag.”
 
   Before she could slide around the counter, the bag ripped and garbage spilled out onto the floor. Magdalena stopped and just stared at it. Her brothers looked up from the mess and met her eye. She didn’t know what to say. It wasn’t really their fault.
 
   “What is wrong? Magdalena? What’s happening there?”
 
   Magdalena drew a deep breath and exhaled. “Nothing, Mama. We just had a little spill. I’ll clean it up.”
 
   “Please don’t leave me a mess, Lena. I have too much to do.”
 
   Magdalena watched as her brothers hunkered down over the mess, using a can to push paper out of the way so they could inspect the brown fluid that was oozing across the floor. “I know, Mama. Look, I’ve got to go. I’ve still got to make dinner.”
 
   “There’s some rice in the refrigerator. Mix it with the soup from the weekend.”
 
   “Okay, Mama.”
 
   “And make sure the boys do their homework.”
 
   “Sí, Mama.”
 
   “And can you run a load of clothes? They won’t have anything to wear if you don’t.”
 
   “Sí.”
 
   “All right, I’ve got to go. The nurse is here. Adiós, mi’ja.”
 
   “Goodbye, Mama.” The phone went dead in her hand. Magdalena replaced the receiver, then crossed to the garbage and shooed her brothers away. “Go get your homework and start it at the kitchen table. I’ll clean this up and get dinner.”
 
   They reluctantly backed away and Magdalena stepped over the mess, pulling another bag out of the dispenser under the sink. As she began cleaning up the spilled garbage, she thought of the boy, Felix, she’d met in detention. Thoughts of him made her cheeks heat, so she forced them down. Glancing at the clock on the stove, she realized it was getting late. Here was another night when she wouldn’t be able to complete her homework.
 
   That thought depressed her so, she decided she’d let herself think about Felix instead. Mama might not like it, but she didn’t have control over Magdalena’s mind. At least there, she could do what she wanted.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 4
 
   Peyton returned to the precinct after the frustrating meeting with Jake. She couldn’t understand why he hadn’t been more receptive to her idea. Certainly, she had made his life difficult, and the investigation had cost him his job, but she hadn’t treated him any differently than any other suspect. It wasn’t personal. Why did he take it that way?
 
   Placing the manila envelope between her teeth, she tugged off her coat as she headed to her desk. It was beginning to rain again and the leather on her jacket was wet. Removing the envelope, she vowed that she wasn’t going to give up on Jake, not now. Once the shock of seeing her wore off, he’d realize she was right. She was offering him more than what he had as a teller.
 
   Marco was waiting at their desks with a cop she vaguely recognized. She’d seen him a couple of times before at crime scenes, but she couldn’t remember his name. He was about five ten, well-muscled with tattoos covering his arms. His Hispanic heritage was evident in his round face, dark eyes, olive skin, and black hair, which he kept in a crew-cut.
 
   Marco leaned on the edge of their joined desks, his arms folded across his chest, his blue sweater straining against the muscles of his upper body. “Where have you been?” he asked, frowning at her.
 
   Dropping the manila envelope on the desk, she arranged the coat on the back of her chair and smoothed out the shoulders. “Lunch, why?”
 
   “Two hours?”
 
   “I had some errands to run.”
 
   He gave her a skeptical look, but she turned away from him, holding out her hand to the other cop. “Peyton Brooks,” she offered.
 
   “Javier Vargas.” His grip was firm, but he didn’t seem intent on crushing her fingers.
 
   “Javier is with the Gang Taskforce, Brooks. He might have something for us.”
 
   Peyton fixed her hands in her back pockets. “Great. We aren’t making much progress ourselves.”              
 
   “I heard. Vice locate your witness yet?”
 
   “Nope. We think she’s gone underground, afraid to show herself.”
 
   “She’ll have to come out eventually.”
 
   “Exactly. So what do you have for us?”
 
   “I went to see the bodies at the M.E.’s office. Captain Defino called and said you had some tattoos you needed identifying.” He pointed at the envelope. “She told us your photographer has lost it or something.”
 
   “You could say that. He quit on us yesterday. I guess you don’t want to see his pictures if you saw the bodies, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “You recognized either of them?”
 
   “Wasn’t much left to recognize. You still haven’t found the head?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   Javier nodded.
 
   Peyton slapped Marco in the stomach with the back of her hand. “Get him a chair, will you?” She pulled out her own chair and sank into it as Marco hooked his and swung it around. Javier settled into it, but Marco went back to leaning on the desks.
 
   “So you were telling us about the tattoos?”
 
   “Yeah, Marco said you saw the same tattoo on both of them, and on the building where one of the bodies was found?”
 
   “Graffiti next to the entrance. Looked like a bunch of crooked black lines.”
 
   “They’re not lines. They’re letters.”
 
   Peyton lifted her chin.
 
   “ŁĦȺ.”
 
   “ŁĦȺ?” Peyton glanced at Marco in question, but he simply shrugged.
 
   “Stands for Los Hermanos Aztecas, local gang ‘round the Tenderloin. Mostly go by Aztecas.”
 
   “I’ve heard of them,” said Peyton, tapping her fingers on the envelope. “I took a workshop by one of your guys about two years ago. I thought the Aztecas were small, mostly petty theft, home invasion. These guys were dealing in drugs and prostitutes. Pretty sophisticated gang activity, isn’t it?”
 
   Javier scratched at his wrist and gave one short nod. “They were small, but lately, they’ve been branching out.”
 
   “How?” asked Marco.
 
   “Some gangsters are infiltrating from Mexico. These Mexican gangsters aren’t your local hoods and drop-outs, these gangsters are businessmen and know how to run things.”
 
   Peyton closed her eyes. Defino was right. This was way out of their control.
 
   “There’s something more,” said Javier.
 
   Peyton opened her eyes again. He was staring at her.
 
   “Something that directly affects you.”
 
   Her? What the hell did she have to do with Mexican gangsters? Suddenly she went still inside and her hands curled around the arms of her chair. She wasn’t sure she wanted to hear what he was going to tell her.
 
   “Luis Garza used to be a member of the Aztecas.”
 
   Luis Garza? The man who killed her father. Gunned him down in a routine traffic stop because he was carting drugs and her father had become suspicious. Ben had died in the ambulance on the way to the hospital, leaving Peyton with no time to say goodbye.
 
   “Brooks?” said Marco.
 
   Peyton blinked. “So he was a member,” she commented, turning to her desk and pretending she was looking for something. She grabbed a pen and tapped it on the envelope.
 
   “He was pretty high up in the operation. We’re pretty sure he handled the drug deals for the whole of the City.”
 
   Peyton swiveled in her chair and studied him. “He was making the deliveries himself when he shot my father.”
 
   “That was something special. We don’t think he did much of that. He was a general.”
 
   “General?” said Marco in an incredulous tone.
 
   “A lot of the larger gangs structure leadership with military rankings. Aztecas have been moving in that direction for the last couple of years. I suspect the two dead gangsters were also high ranking. I’d really like to get them identified because someone is going to be moving in to take their places.”
 
   Marco glanced at Peyton, but she didn’t know what he expected her to say. She couldn’t seem to corral her thoughts at the moment. “The M.E. thinks one of them killed the other and beheaded him, but if they were both Aztecas, why would that happen?”
 
   Javier shrugged, watching Peyton from the corners of his eyes. “Who knows? They get into a territorial dispute, one is moving in on the other, trying to elevate himself. The beheading is a message, intimidation. I’ll bet there were other gang members there when it happened. We really need to figure out who they are. I’d be able to give you better information then.”
 
   Peyton realized she was holding the pen in a death grip. She forced her fingers to relax and released it. “Our witness, one of the hookers, called him El Griego. Does that help?”
 
   “The Greek?” Javier shook his head. “Doesn’t ring a bell, but I’ll ask around. The Aztecas are evolving rapidly and we can’t seem to keep up.”
 
   “She said his real name was Alberto something.”
 
   Javier reached into his pants pocket and pulled out a notebook, much like Peyton’s. She liked him more for it. He motioned to the pen she’d been holding. “Do you mind?”
 
   Peyton handed it to him and he wrote something down. “I’ll get back to you on this,” he said, handing her the pen. He pushed himself to his feet and replaced the notebook. “Thanks for filling me in.” He shook hands with Marco first.
 
   Peyton rose and accepted his hand in turn. “We’ll keep you updated from here too.”
 
   He covered her hand with his free one. “I’m sorry about the news,” he said.
 
   She forced a smile. “It’s okay. I guess I’ll never get away from that bastard.”
 
   He patted her hand, then released her. “Nice to meet both of you.”
 
   “Same,” said Marco.
 
   Peyton nodded at him and he walked away. Avoiding eye contact with her partner, Peyton sat back down and grabbed her mouse, clicking on the address program Dispatch used when they received a call. She typed in her password and waited.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “I will be if we don’t talk about it.”
 
   “Okay,” he answered, holding out his hands. “But you know if you want to…”
 
   She stopped and glanced up at him. He looked genuinely concerned. “I know, Marco.” She half-rose and kissed his cheek. “I know.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Jake tossed the frozen dinner in the microwave and punched in the minutes, then he bent over and pulled open the tiny refrigerator, taking a beer out of the door. He popped the tab and swilled back a huge mouthful. Once he had been able to buy imported beer. Zoë liked her fancy coffees, he liked imported beer. His friend, Sam, had joked that he couldn’t be from Nebraska and not drink domestic.
 
   He walked the two steps to the couch and picked up the remote off the arm, clicking it on. A Giants game filled the wide-screen. It was one of the few luxuries he’d allowed himself to take from the flat on Potrero Hill. He took another drink of his beer and sighed. The sound of a baseball game almost made him feel like things were returning to normal. Almost.
 
   The third baseman took his stance at the plate, the bat waving in the air behind him, and the Cubs’ pitcher threw a fast ball right down the pike. Jake caught his breath as the third baseman swung and connected. The ball rose in the air and angled deep into the outfield. The right fielder ran back, back, tracking it. The camera caught a slice of the bay in the background, the white of kayaks bobbing in the water. A knock sounded at the door as the right fielder jumped for the ball. The ball bounced off the top of the wall and splashed into the bay. The crowd erupted in cheers.
 
   “Yes!”
 
   Jake set his beer on the microwave table and backed toward the door, watching the third baseman round the bases. He didn’t bother to look through the peephole as he unlocked it and pulled it open.
 
   The entire dugout emptied as the Giants spilled out to welcome their third baseman into home plate. Jake turned away from the television, still gripping the doorknob, and looked at his visitor. Peyton flashed him a smile.
 
   Jake’s expression fell and he simply stared at her unblinking as she strolled into his apartment without invitation. She circled around the one room studio and peered into the microwave to see what he was eating. Jake shook himself and shut the door, feeling anger rise inside of him. This was going too far.
 
   “Now wait just one damn minute!” he said. “This is harassment and I’m going to report you.”
 
   “And how exactly will that go, Jake? What exactly are you going to say? She came to my apartment and offered me a job.” The look she gave him plainly said she thought he was insane. When you put it that way, it really didn’t sound reasonable.
 
   She tilted her head and inspected his miniature refrigerator, then the hotplate sitting on the only counter by the sink. The kitchen, if you could call it that, had shelves for plates and glasses rather than cabinets.
 
   “I’ll be damned. You’re right, Jake. If this is what you can get off a teller’s salary, you certainly don’t need me.”
 
   “Why are you doing this to me, Mighty Mouse? I already told you I’m not interested. I’m working my way back into finance and soon I’ll be able to afford something better.”
 
   “Really? ‘Cause the winos I stepped over to get up here seemed to think differently. You’re two blocks from the Tenderloin, Jake.” She looked around the studio, then held out her arms. “But of course, the frat boy refrigerator and bohemian hotplate really add to the ambience.”
 
   Jake pointed at the door. “Get out, Inspector Brooks. I’ve lost my patience with this and I don’t have to take it. Get out!”
 
   “Just let me make one last proposal.” She walked over and pushed up a section of peeling wallpaper, then dusted her hands on her jeans. “Look, I have a house on 19th Avenue. It’s a two bedroom with a real kitchen and a man sized refrigerator.  I’ve been thinking about taking on a roommate.”
 
   Jake couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “What?”
 
   “I’d rent you a room for what you’re paying here. What are you paying here?”
 
   “Are you insane?”
 
   “It makes sense. If you won’t take the job, at least take the room. That would go a long way toward assuaging my guilt.”
 
   “Assuaging your guilt?”
 
   “I used that right, didn’t I? Assuaging? It means lessening, right?”
 
   Jake stared at her in disbelief. “You are certifiable. Why me, Mighty Mouse, why me? I just want you to leave me alone. At least tell me why you’re picking on me.”
 
   She tilted her head and gave him a frown. “Flair for the dramatic, honestly.” Then she tucked her hands in the back pockets of her jeans, her leather jacket gaping open. He could see the handle of her gun in the holster under her arm. “Look, Jake, you were one of the good ones. We don’t see many of those in this job. You loved your wife. We see even less of that. Usually I feel good about taking someone apart, tearing up their life, but with you, I don’t. I feel terrible.”
 
   “You told me that at Zoë’s funeral and I accepted your apology. That’s enough, Peyton.”
 
   Peyton studied the hot plate and the twin bed shoved into a corner of the room. He didn’t even have enough space for a nightstand, so he’d rigged a shelf there too. “It’s not enough. Then this thing came up with our photographer and I had a brainstorm. It’s the perfect job for you, Jake. When you turned me down, I looked up your current address. When I saw where you were living, I just couldn’t let it go. You’d be better off in Nebraska.”
 
   It occurred to Jake that she was right if only so he could get away from her. He was distracted by cheering on the television and he squinted to see what was happening. The left fielder had hit a double. The Giants were up by two, and in that moment, he knew he didn’t want to go back to Nebraska. This was where he belonged, in the City where he and Zoë had made their life together.
 
   Peyton suddenly stamped her foot, drawing his attention. He frowned at her as she held up a hand, then rubbed the bottom of her boot along his worn, hard-wood floor.
 
   “It’s okay, just a cockroach.” She gave him an uncomfortable smile. “He did go after my gun, but I think he planned to use it on the rat in the corner.”
 
   Jake involuntarily leaned forward, peering at the corner where she pointed, but he didn’t see anything. He glared at her. “Really?”
 
   “I have a nice place, Jake. Hot water, flushing toilets, and you don’t have to go down to the gas station on the corner to use one.”
 
   Jake didn’t have to go to a gas station, but he didn’t tell her that he had to straddle his toilet in order to get a shower in the morning. “Think what you’re saying. I was a murder suspect for you not six months before. How is Adonis or your captain going to react to you having a suspect living in your house?” 
 
   “First of all, I told you I was thinking of taking a roommate. It’s none of Marco’s business what I do outside of work, and the same goes for my captain.”
 
   “And you don’t think this is all ridiculous, Peyton?”
 
   “This is ridiculous. What the hell, Jake. This is a dive. I’m gonna get called out here next time to identify your rotting corpse. Or what’s left of it after the cockroaches finish.”
 
   Jake shook his head. “I don’t want your charity. I don’t want your job and I especially don’t want your room. I’m doing just fine on my own. Now, please, Peyton, leave. Just leave me alone. I don’t want you feeling responsible for me, I don’t even want you thinking of me. Just forget I exist.”
 
   She looked so disappointed, he felt a bit guilty for being so harsh, but she had to understand, she had to stop this. She reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out another damn business card. “If you change your mind about either…” She came forward and laid it on the cinderblock he was using as a coffee table. “…call me.”
 
   He shook his head and took a step back, opening the door.
 
   The microwave dinged as she crossed the room and stood looking up at him. “I have a bat you can use to fight off the rat when he tries to take your dinner from you.”
 
   “Goodbye, Mighty Mouse,” he said, fighting a smile.
 
   “Goodbye, Jake.” She stepped out the door.
 
   He didn’t wait to see her walk down the hall before he shut it at her back and then leaned against it. The big screen TV was awash in bright green and tan, but all around it was dingy grey. Oh, well, sometimes you had to go down in order to go back up. Right?
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton saw Devan approaching across the precinct. She rose to her feet and gave him a quick hug, feeling Marco’s speculative look. Devan kissed the top of her head. “Missed you last night,” he said.
 
   “Same here,” she answered. “Can I get you some coffee?” She wanted to get him away from all the prying eyes.
 
   “Maybe later. I’m actually here on official business.” He released her and nodded at Marco. “D’Angelo.”
 
   “D.A.” Marco flashed Peyton a smirk.
 
   Captain Defino left her office and crossed over to them. Her short stylish bob looked a little disheveled and her pants suit could have used a pass with an iron. “I got a call from your boss this morning, Adams.”
 
   “That’s why I’m here. He doesn’t want to drag this out any more than necessary, considering the circumstances. He wants to arraign the girl as soon as possible. He sent me down here to get a statement from her.”
 
   “She’s catatonic. She can’t give you a statement,” said Peyton.
 
   “I know, but he wants me to check it out myself.”
 
   Defino shifted weight, squinting up at them. She always squinted because she refused to wear glasses. She thought glasses made her weak. Peyton thought going around without seeing put one in a position of weakness, but who was she to say anything.
 
   “Okay, Brooks, head down to the hospital and question the girl.”
 
   “We were going to meet with a sketch artist and Abe. Abe thinks he’ll be able to recreate enough of El Griego’s facial structure, so that we can check around the streets and see if anyone knows him, or maybe Javier from the Gang Taskforce will recognize him.”
 
   “Marco can do that. You go with Adams.”
 
   Marco let out an exasperated sigh. “Why don’t I go with Adams?”
 
   “Because you’re male. Our hooker is terrified of males,” answered Defino.
 
   “Fine,” said Marco, slumping in his seat.
 
   “What’s wrong with you?” the captain asked.
 
   “Abe’s gonna flirt with him,” offered Peyton.
 
   Defino gave Marco an arch look. “So, enjoy it while it lasts. Someday you won’t remember the last time someone flirted with you.”
 
   “Captain, this is Abe,” he said reasonably. “One day he had the entire Coroner’s lab do a flash mob to You’re the One that I Want.”
 
   Peyton burst into laughter. That was a classic.
 
   Defino seemed to be fighting a smile. “See if the Gang Taskforce guy, Javier, will meet you there. Abe’ll be on his best behavior if someone he doesn’t know is around.”
 
   Marco’s expression was unconvinced, but he reached for his phone. “Fine. But if he does something in skywriting, I get a week off.”
 
   Defino patted Marco’s shoulder. “You’ve got it, Danny Zuko.”
 
    
 
   *   *  *
 
    
 
   Peyton was relieved to see Nurse Maelee when they arrived on Athena’s hospital floor. She smiled at Peyton, then gave Devan a quick once over.
 
   “Officer Brooks,” she said brightly.
 
   Peyton didn’t bother to correct her on the job title. “Nurse Maelee, this is Assistant District Attorney Devan Adams. He needs to see our patient, if possible.”
 
   “Certainly.” She turned around and searched the wall for a chart, then lifted it off the metal peg.  She glanced at the writing. “She still isn’t talking. We can’t even get her to fill out her meal card, so she can pick what she wants to eat.”
 
   “Are the two officers still guarding the door?”
 
   Nurse Maelee closed the chart. “Yes, but we had to move them a few feet away from the door so she can’t see them. Even having them in her line of sight agitates her. The first day we had to give her a sedative until we caught on to what was upsetting her.”
 
   “I was hoping she’d be better,” said Peyton.
 
   “You and me both. Come on.” She circled the counter and led them down the corridor.
 
   “Everything else quiet since my last visit.”
 
   “You mean extra janitorial staff?”
 
   Peyton nodded.
 
   “I haven’t heard of anything,” offered Maelee. She entered Athena’s room and Peyton followed. The girl was lying in the bed, staring out the window, her eyes fixed on nothing. Her hair lay about her shoulders, looking tangled and greasy.
 
   “She hasn’t taken a shower or anything?” asked Peyton.
 
   Maelee settled the chart on the dinner cart and shook her head. “We can hardly get her to sit up in the chair while we change the bed. I’m trying to figure out a way to wash her hair…” The nurse was cut off by a moan from the bed.
 
   Athena had closed her eyes and as they watched, she pulled her knees into her chest, hugging them. A sound, like a wounded animal, escaped her throat and Peyton turned around to see what caused her distress. Devan had taken a few steps into the room.
 
   Maelee looked up at the same time. “I don’t think this will work.”
 
   Peyton agreed with her. Athena was beginning to rock herself and give whimpering noises. “I’ll try to talk to her, Devan, see if I can get anything, but you should wait outside. You can see what a state she’s in, let’s not make it worse.”
 
   Devan backed toward the door. “I think you’re right. See if you can get her to talk to you once I’m gone.”
 
   Peyton waited until he disappeared before she moved up to the bed. She covered Athena’s hands with her own. “He’s gone now. He won’t hurt you.”
 
   Athena gradually calmed, but she didn’t open her eyes.
 
   “Listen, Athena, I know that’s not your real name, but it’s all I’ve got. I’m trying to help you, but I need you to help me. I need you to talk to me, tell me what happened. If you don’t, I can’t help you.”
 
   Athena released her knees and reached up with her right hand to clasp the crucifix around her neck. Maelee nodded at Peyton to continue. She was obviously making some sort of progress.
 
   “If you tell me your name, I can contact your family, let them know where you are. I’m sure you’d like to see them, wouldn’t you?”
 
   Slowly Athena opened her eyes, but she didn’t look at Peyton. She fixed her eyes on the door and didn’t blink.
 
   Peyton sat down on the edge of the bed and tightened her grip on Athena’s hand. “Please, help me. Help me understand what happened. If someone hurt you, I can stop them. I can find them and make sure they don’t hurt anyone else. But I need your help, Athena. I need you to tell me what happened that night. Why were you at that building? Did you go inside? Did you see El Griego murder the first man?”
 
   She waited, studying Athena’s face, willing her to respond, but she got nothing. She sighed, drawing her hand away from the girl’s. Beside her, Maelee clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said.
 
   “Thanks,” answered Peyton and got up to leave. This was a waste of time.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Marco met Javier at the entrance to the conference room. The two men shook hands. “Did you find out anything about El Griego?”
 
   Javier shook his head. “Nothing. None of my regulars heard of him, but that means nothing. Sometimes when a gangster buys it, his name becomes forbidden and no one will admit to having known him, especially if he was off’d because of something he did against the gang.”
 
   “I’m beginning to hate this case.”
 
   “Welcome to my world, man.”
 
   Marco turned the handle on the door and pushed it open. Abe was already sitting at the table with the precinct’s sketch artist, a man named Steve Eldridge. Steve looked a lot older than he was with a full beard and shoulder length brown hair. Marco never remembered him without sandals and a ratty tie-dye t-shirt. He wore a round pair of glasses like John Lennon once sported and his fingernails were always stained with paint. However, he was a brilliant sketch artist and Marco liked him.
 
   “Steve, how are you?” He held out his hand and Steve took it.
 
   “Good, you?” He scratched at a spot of paint on his stomach. “Where’s your partner?”
 
   “Running down a call with the D.A.” At that Abe’s brows rose into his hairline, forcing Marco to acknowledge him. “Abe?”
 
   “My own Angel’D, you’re looking especially angelic today.” He was playing with a piece of paper, folding it into tiny pieces.
 
   Marco glared at him. “Behave yourself.”
 
   Abe splayed a hand across his chest and gave Marco his most innocent look. “I always behave myself, except when I don’t.”
 
   Marco motioned Javier up beside him. Javier had a half-bewildered smile on his face. “This is Javier Vargas from the Gang Taskforce. We were hoping he might recognize the John Doe once we get the drawing done.” He indicated the chair next to him and took the one directly across from Abe.
 
   Abe continued to fold his paper. “We already started.”
 
   Marco studied the drawing in front of Steve. A Hispanic man in his late twenties was materializing there. “How close do you think you’ll be able to get, Abe?”
 
   Abe leaned over and looked at the drawing , his dreads swinging forward. “Not very. I can give you a general racial mix based on the bone structure, but that’s about it, and really I can only give you an approximation of the right side. The left was merely bone fragment and brain.” He made a face for Javier’s benefit.
 
   The other cop gave a short nod and continued watching Steve sketch.
 
   “Make the cheekbones just a smidge higher,” said Abe, watching his paper instead of the drawing. “The forehead should be a bit broader.”
 
   They all watched Steve sketch for a few more moments. Finally, Abe held his folded paper out to Marco with a wicked smile. Marco frowned at it, but he wasn’t sure what he was looking at anyway.
 
   “For you?”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Origami.”
 
   “Origami?”
 
   “Yes, origami is an ancient Japanese art of paper folding.”
 
   “I know what origami is. What is this?” He took the object and held it up for Abe.
 
   “An angel for my Angel.”
 
   Marco briefly closed his eyes and settled the paper on the table. He felt Javier’s eyes on him in confusion. This might not be worth a week off, but it sure ought to buy him a day at least. “Just concentrate on the drawing.”
 
   Abe returned to the drawing and gave a few more suggestions. Steve fleshed them out, then picked up the drawing and gave it to Marco. Both Marco and Javier looked at it.
 
   “Do you recognize him?”
 
   Javier shook his head, never taking his eyes off the drawing. “I wish I did. I’m sorry.”
 
   “It was a long shot at best,” said Marco. “We’ll make a copy and you can pass it around your division, see if anyone recognizes him. That’s the best we can do.”
 
   Javier shifted in the seat and faced Marco. “Actually, it’s not. You might try talking to Luis Garza. After all, he ran with the Aztecas for a while. He might recognize this one. He might be a holdover from when Garza was in charge.”
 
   Marco didn’t immediately respond. He could already see trying to present this to Peyton. Oh, lord, that wouldn’t go well. “I thought the Aztecas are different now, more organized than when Garza ran them.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean the players are completely different. It takes a while to move up in the ranks. You’ve got to earn it, you know?”
 
   Marco chewed his inner lip. “My partner is never going to agree to talk with Garza without being sure he’s got something to offer.”
 
   “She will if you ask her,” said Abe, playing with a new piece of paper.
 
   “Me? You’d have better luck than me? And I don’t like your odds, to be honest.”
 
   “Come on,” said Abe, giving him a smug look. “We’re her girlfriends. Me she goes to for the fun things, like sex and stuff. You handle the serious stuff.”
 
   “I’m not her girlfriend.” He glanced at both Steve and Javier. The two men were fighting smiles, avoiding eye contact with him.
 
   “You know she’d do it if you asked her. You just don’t want to ask her because you know it would hurt her to do it.”
 
   Marco studied the sketch some more. Abe was right, but he hated to admit it. If he asked Peyton to talk with Garza, she’d agree, but it would kill her to even see the bastard, let alone breathe the same air. There had to be another way around it. He just couldn’t ask her to revisit the most devastating experience of her life.
 
   “I’m not her girlfriend,” he muttered.
 
    
 
   *  *   *
 
    
 
   Magdalena leaned on the bus stop pole and waited for the bus to arrive. Mama had promised to pick her up after school, but she’d never shown up. Magdalena knew she shouldn’t get angry about it, or feel neglected. Her sister, Esperanza, was more important right now. In her head, Magdalena knew this, but in her heart she felt alone.
 
   Once she got home, her brothers would want dinner, and there would be dishes to clean from breakfast. Then the laundry had to be folded. If Mama got back late, she wouldn’t want to see the clothes still sitting in the dryer.
 
   Someone needed to go shopping. The cabinets were looking bare and Papa was the only one with a vehicle, a rusty, noisy pickup that they’d inherited from their grandfather. Papa hated driving that truck, said he was sure la migra was going to pick him up every time he left the house. If Mama was there, she would scold him into doing it, but Magdalena knew better than to scold Papa. He never raised a hand to his children, but a look from his eyes was enough to reduce them all to tears.
 
   She saw the boy from the corner of her eyes, but she stared straight forward, praying the bus would come. He sauntered over to her, all loose-limbs. He wore a jeans jacket and a bandana held back his hair. A white tank top peaked through the opening of the jacket and the top of his boxers showed over his low-slung jeans.
 
   “Hey, there, Lena,” he said, moving so close to her, she shrank against the pole.
 
   She wanted to correct him. Only her family called her Lena, but she liked the way he drew out the syllables, like it was honey on his tongue. “Felix.” She kept her head turned to the side, holding her books as a barrier before her. “Where are your friends?”
 
   He gave a careless shrug. “I ditched them when I saw you waiting here. I got a car, chica, I’ll take you home.”
 
   She blinked up at him, startled by his offer. They’d only said a few words to one another, most of it written in a note. She was definitely not getting in a car with him. “I’m taking the bus. It’ll be here soon.”
 
   “Suit yourself.” He reached above her, making her flinch, but he only curled his long fingers around the pole, leaning until the edges of his jacket brushed against her. “We don’t have to go to your house. I’ll take you anywhere you want to go.”
 
   Anywhere she wanted to go? Magdalena briefly closed her eyes. Unfortunately, that was impossible. She wanted to go back in time to before Esperanza got sick, when Mama and Papa had time for everyone.
 
   “Come on, chica, name it. I’ll take you there.”
 
   Magdalena shook her head. “You can’t. It’s not possible.”
 
   “’Course it is. I got a full tank of gas. Just name it and we’ll go. Los Vegas? New York? Abilene?”
 
   A laugh escaped her and she smiled up at him. “Abilene?”
 
   He smiled in return and Magdalena liked his crooked teeth. “I ran out of big cities.”
 
   She shook her head, shifting a little so she could see him better. “There’s Chicago, St. Louis, Detroit…San Francisco.”
 
   He snapped his fingers. “Yep, ‘Frisco. Got a cousin out there. He’s always telling me I should come.”
 
   “I’d like to see San Francisco,” she said.
 
   “Done. I told you I’d take you anywhere you want. ‘Frisco it is.”
 
   “And just what would we do for money once we got there?”
 
   He moved his hand from the poll and ran a strand of her black hair through his fingers. Magdalena knew she should pull away, but she couldn’t. It was so nice to spend a moment just talking to someone her age, flirting. Papa would hate it, but Papa wasn’t here. He was either at work or at the hospital with Mama.
 
   “I’ll get a job,” he said, his voice dropping into a lower register. It sent a shiver through Magdalena.
 
   “Doing what? You don’t even have a high school diploma.”
 
   “It’s easy to get money out there. My cousin says he’s always got more than he knows what to do with.”
 
   Magdalena gave a laugh. “How?”
 
   Felix tilted his head, giving her a pointed look as he continued playing with her hair. “How do you think, chica? What’s the easiest way to get money in the world? Drugs, chica.”
 
   Magdalena’s smile dried and she pulled her hair out of his fingers. “Leave me alone.”
 
   “Whoa!” he said, holding out his hands and taking a step back. “Don’t go all virgin on me, chica. I didn’t say I did those things, I just said it’s a way to get quick money.”
 
   Magdalena’s hand closed automatically on the crucifix. “It’s a horrible way to get money. It’s evil and wrong and illegal.”
 
   “How’s it wrong when people want the stuff? When they beg for it? I’m not telling them to do it. And as for the law, since when has the gringos’ law ever done right by us.” He made a scoffing sound. “Don’t tell me about that shit.”
 
   The bus pulled up to the stop, the brakes hissing. Magdalena glared at him and then moved off the sidewalk to avoid him. The doors opened with a hydraulic sound and Magdalena hurried up the steps and into the bus, dropping the coins into the machine.
 
   She sank into the first seat she found, clutching her books as tightly as she could. She wanted to look out the window and see if Felix was still there, but she was afraid any contact would encourage him and she had to put as much distance between them as she could. Dealing drugs? Lord, she had initially hoped he was kidding, but he wasn’t.
 
   No matter how attractive she thought him, Magdalena knew she had to end their friendship…association…whatever. Mama would have a fit if she knew and Papa would probably have a heart attack, then kill Felix as soon as he felt better.
 
   When the doors closed and Felix didn’t appear, Magdalena breathed a sigh of relief and rested her head on the back of the seat. Now it was time to forget about him. Never let him enter her mind again. Despite her resolve, she rose slightly and looked back at the bus stop, wondering if she could see him, but he was gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 5
 
   Jake climbed the stairs in the dark. The light at the top was out again. No matter how often he complained to the manager, someone took the bulb out of the light and he suspected, used it in their own apartment. The narrow staircase and the dark, wood paneling didn’t help and made him feel a little claustrophobic until he reached the top.
 
   The carpet in the hall was faded and threadbare, the walls papered with a peeling, yellow pattern that had once been white, the entire building looking neglected and dim, but at least a skylight in the ceiling allowed a little light to filter through. He shifted his briefcase to his left hand and reached into his pocket for his keys; however, as he came to his door, he noticed it was ajar.
 
   Pushing it open slowly, Jake peered around the door and surveyed the one room studio. The spot on the wall that his television had occupied was empty, the couch tossed on its face and all the drawers in the dresser he used as a television stand were open, the clothes hanging out or strewn on the floor.
 
   Jake pushed the door the rest of the way open and set his briefcase down. Edging to the bathroom, he shoved that door open and peered inside. His medicine cabinet had been rifled, the toothpaste, mouthwash and over the counter drugs thrown on the ground. For a moment, he sank down on the toilet and simply stared at the pill bottles. All of the memories of Zoë’s death came back in a rush, leaving him feeling as he did then, helpless and lost. He remembered the bathroom in Potrero Hill, the way he had thrown everything out of the cabinets, hoping to discover what had killed his wife, and finding nothing.
 
   Footsteps sounded in the main room, snapping Jake out of his memories.
 
   “Oh, shit!” came a voice.
 
   Jake sprang to the opening, startling the young teenager who lived next door.
 
   The boy had dark skin, his hair braided in cornrows, his trousers and t-shirt looking three sizes too big for him. He was the only neighbor who ever talked to Jake, ever acknowledged him in the least.
 
   He lifted big, brown eyes to the man. “Dude, you got robbed.”
 
   Jake forced his shoulders to relax. “Looks that way.”
 
   The boy looked around. Mikey, that was his name. “Dude, they took your TV.”
 
   Jake nodded, shifting to look at the spot too. It was the last nice thing he’d owned. “Yeah, they did.” He let his eyes sweep the rest of the room. Not only had they taken the television, but they’d taken his microwave, the dorm fridge, and his sorry-ass hot plate.
 
   “That sucks,” said Mikey.
 
   Jake nodded, wandering over to the wardrobe he’d bought to compensate for the lack of a closet. He opened a door. His suits were all there, but someone had gone through the pockets. Then a sick feeling settled in the pit of his stomach and he whirled around, dropping to his knees and feeling under the bed. His fingers felt the rough fabric of the camera case and he pulled it out, unhooking the latch. The camera was inside, the lenses neatly arranged in their protective holders.
 
   He closed his eyes and released his held breath. The last pictures he had of Zoë were on that camera, but he’d never had the strength to take them off, download them onto his tablet. He was grateful that they’d left him this one thing.
 
   “At least they didn’t find that, huh?” said Mikey, peering over his shoulder. He looked up and marked the mess that was the bathroom. “Why’d they throw your toothbrush on the floor like that?”
 
   Jake looked up and saw his toothbrush lying by the toilet. “I think they were looking for drugs. You know, prescription painkillers.”
 
   Mikey nodded. “This sucks. You called the cops?”
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “Won’t do no good. Cops don’t come out here.”
 
   Jake suspected he was right. He set the camera on his bed, then climbed to his feet. “Help me pick up the couch?”
 
   Mikey walked to the end and they righted it, then Jake sank onto the cushion, bracing his elbows on his knees. Mikey sat down next to him. “Man, this sucks ass, dude.”
 
   “Sucks ass,” repeated Jake. “A lot of things suck ass, my friend.”
 
   “You got any idea who did it?”
 
   Jake shook his head. “Do you?”
 
   “Nope. I’ve been at school all day, dude. Just got home.” He looked around some more. “They even took that ghetto stove you had.”
 
   Jake looked over his shoulder at the spot where the hotplate last sat. “They sure did.”
 
   “What you gonna do?”
 
   Jake turned back around and stared at his clasped hands. “Good question. I can’t afford to replace my stuff and I didn’t have insurance.”
 
   “Insurance?”
 
   “Yeah, for things like this.”
 
   “Wouldn’t do no good. You’d just get robbed again.”
 
   Jake figured the boy was right.
 
   “We were robbed three times last year. They even took my sister’s dolls. What the hell they want with dolls?”
 
   “Sell them.”
 
   “Man, I wish we could get out of here.”
 
   Jake offered a sympathetic smile to the boy. “You and me both.” He hesitated. Shit. This was priceless. Peyton would love this if she knew. Hell, he wouldn’t put it past her to set someone up to rob him.
 
   Now that wasn’t being very charitable, but still, this played right into her hand. He reached over and picked up the card on the coffee table. Flipping it over, he studied her name, then blew out the air he was holding.
 
   “You win,” he said and reached for his phone.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Marco rolled his head, stretching his neck. Looking out the precinct windows, he could see the street lamps were on, chasing back the dark. At least the rain had stopped. He was sitting in a chair in front of the white board with their latest case scribbled in multi-colored dry erase marker. Peyton was listing everything they knew, which wasn’t much by the looks of it. Captain Defino sat on the desk beside him, her short legs swinging back and forth.
 
   “So Javier couldn’t help with the identification of John Doe 1?” Defino asked Marco.
 
   “Nope, but he said he’d pass the drawing Abe and Steve made around his division. Maybe someone there will recognize something.”
 
   “And you couldn’t get Jane Doe to speak?”
 
   Peyton turned around, snapping the cap on the pen. “Not a word. She panicked when she saw Devan.”
 
   “And no one has seen our gangster turned janitor again?”
 
   “According to Nurse Maelee, everything has been quiet since we stationed the uniforms there.”
 
   “And Vice has nothing on Olivia, our happy hooker?”
 
   Marco drummed his fingers on the desk. “She’s still lying low.” He shot a look up at the captain. “If she’s still alive.”
 
   Defino nodded, then ran her hand over her face. “God, I hate this case. We have nothing, and I have a particularly bad feeling about it. I don’t even know what our next move should be.”
 
   Peyton started to say something, then she frowned and reached into her pocket, pulling out her phone. She glanced at the screen, then began moving toward the front of the precinct. “Excuse me for a moment.”
 
   Marco and the captain exchanged puzzled looks, then Marco shrugged. Must be Devan, he thought, watching her as she began speaking into the receiver. He shifted his attention to Defino.
 
   “Captain, Javier did have an idea of where we might try for some answers.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   He shifted in his seat until he was facing her. He braced his arms on his thighs. “He suggested we show the sketch to Luis Garza.”
 
   Defino automatically looked over at Peyton, but Peyton was absorbed in her phone call. When she looked back, Marco knew her expression mirrored his own. “He’s been locked up for six years now, Marco. How would he know anything?”
 
   “He ran the Aztecas. Javier says it takes a long time for these bangers to move up in the ranks. Our John Doe 1 might have been operating under Garza before he got caught.”
 
   Defino studied his face. “I’d hate to put her through that before we know if he has any information.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Put it in your back pocket for now. We might be forced to go there if something doesn’t break, but let’s hold off for a while. And if we do go that route, you’d better be the one to question him.”
 
   Marco rubbed the back of his neck. It was getting stiff from sitting for so long. “She’s just so much better at it than I am.”
 
   “I understand, but you can’t ask that of her.”
 
   “I know.” He stopped talking as Peyton moved back toward them.
 
   She snatched her coat off her chair and swung it around her shoulders. “If you guys don’t mind, something came up. I’ll see you both tomorrow.”
 
   Marco frowned at her. What the hell came up that she didn’t share with him? They shared everything, in fact, sometimes Marco felt like they shared a little too much, but he couldn’t think of anything she had to do that he couldn’t know. Without a backward glance, she hurried from the precinct.
 
   “What the hell was that about?”
 
   Marco shrugged. “I have no idea.”
 
   They sat in silence for a few moments, studying the white board, but finding no connections. Devan appeared out of the back entrance.
 
   Marco frowned at him as he came to a stop at their desks.
 
   “I bought us another 72 hours from my boss. Hopefully, we’ll come up with something by then.” He looked around the empty precinct. “Where’s my girl?”
 
   “I thought she left with you,” said Marco.
 
   “No, she told me she was working late with you two on the case. Where’d she say she was going?”
 
   “She didn’t. She got a phone call, then took off out of here like something was on fire,” said Defino.
 
   Suddenly everything fell into place in Marco’s head. “Shit.”
 
   They both looked at him for an explanation. He didn’t immediately answer. He didn’t want to betray Peyton’s confidences, even though she obviously didn’t feel the same about him.
 
   “What?” asked Defino. “Do you know where she went?”
 
   Marco had never lied very well. He felt certain he knew where Peyton had gone, but he wasn’t sure how the captain or her boyfriend would respond to it.
 
   “Where did she go?” demanded Devan.
 
   “It’s nothing important.”
 
   Defino wasn’t persuaded. “Let me decide that, D’Angelo. I have a potential gang war going on and one of my officers takes off in a suspicious manner. If you know where she’s going, I want to know. Consider it an order.”
 
   “It’s not a big deal, Captain.”
 
   “Then it’s no big deal to tell me.”
 
   Marco wished he’d never said anything. He didn’t want to betray Peyton, but he couldn’t ignore a direct order. “I think she went to see Jake Ryder.”
 
   Devan gave him a severe frown. Defino simply looked shocked.
 
   “Jake Ryder? The guy we suspected for killing his wife?” asked Defino.
 
   “Same one, yes.”
 
   “Why would she see him?” questioned Devan.
 
   Damn, Peyton was going to be pissed when she found out he’d told them about this. He felt a twist in his gut. He should never have opened his big, stupid mouth. “It’s really nothing.”
 
   “Why is one of my cops going to see a suspect from a previous case?”
 
   “She thinks she owes him something because we ruined his life. She wants to help him.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “She thinks he’d make a good crime scene photographer to replace Bob Anderson.”
 
   “What?” both Devan and Defino asked.
 
   Marco shrugged. “She felt horrible about what we did to him, and we do need a new photographer.”
 
   “What the hell made her think he’d be it? Has he ever shot crime scenes before?”
 
   “I don’t think so, but he is good. You should see his work, Captain. Everything’s in focus.”
 
   “We can’t go around offering jobs to every suspect we question. That would be ridiculous.”
 
   “I understand that,” said Marco, then he felt obliged to continue, “And so does Brooks? Jake just got under her skin. He really loved his wife and it isn’t often we get to see something like that in this job.”
 
   “I get that, but still, this is highly irregular.”
 
   “But she hasn’t done anything wrong, technically.”
 
   Defino pushed herself off the desk. “I didn’t say it was wrong, but I also don’t think it’s a good precedence to set. And that I need to make perfectly clear to her. I’ll try to leave you out of it, but I’m going to have to talk to her about it. Go home and get some rest, D’Angelo. We need to get back on this case first thing in the morning.” With that, she headed toward her office.
 
   Marco rose and stretched. Devan was tall, but Marco had him by an inch or so. “Don’t be mad at her, okay? She’s trying to be charitable.”
 
   “I get it, and I’m not going to yell at her, but we do need to have a serious discussion. She should have told me what she planned. That’s how relationships work.”
 
   “Well, if you really want a relationship with her, I suggest you be a little careful about making broad generalizations. Peyton doesn’t exactly like to be put in a mold.”
 
   Devan clapped Marco on the shoulder. “Well, that’s exactly what I find most attractive about her. She’s unique. I need a little unpredictability in my life.” He squeezed Marco’s shoulder briefly, then released him, headed toward the back of the precinct again.
 
   Marco chuckled under his breath as he watched him walk away. “Good luck,” he muttered to himself.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton unlocked the door and pushed it open, stepping through. Pickles scrambled across the floor to meet her and she scooped him up, pressing a kiss on the top of his head. She tossed her keys onto the sofa table and watched as Jake lugged his suitcase through the entrance.
 
   He set it down and looked around. He seemed so bewildered and quiet. The entire ride over, he’d said very little. She knew he wasn’t thrilled with taking her up on her offer, but he’d get used to it.
 
   “So here’s the living room, and there’s the kitchen.” She moved toward it, pointing at the stove. “Look, Jake, a real grown-up stove, not an Easy Bake oven.”
 
   “Okay, okay,” he said, removing the camera bag from his shoulder. “That’s enough of that.”
 
   “It’s never enough,” she said, setting Pickles on the floor. She couldn’t resist teasing him just a little. He came to the counter and took a seat. He looked weary and still a little shell-shocked.
 
   She opened the refrigerator and pulled out two beers, twisting the cap off his and sliding it across the counter to him. He lifted it to his mouth immediately. She twisted her own cap off, but didn’t take a sip. She couldn’t believe how happy it made her to have him here. She didn’t realize how much guilt she’d been carrying around about him all these months.
 
   Turning away from him, she hid her emotions by grabbing Pickles’ dish and then pulling his dog food from the cabinet. He danced around her feet as she retrieved the can opener. Jake pointed his beer bottle at him.
 
   “Who’s that?”
 
   “This is Pickles, my better half.”
 
   Jake’s brow quirked upward. “Pickles? Where the hell did you come up with a name like that?”
 
   Peyton mixed the food in his bowl and set it in his spot by the refrigerator. “I have this friend named Abe who likes to make these crazy drinks. The night I brought this little guy home, Abe came over to help me name him and made drinks. After two of his concoctions, you’d be surprised what sounds good.”
 
   Jake gave her a skeptical look. “You could have renamed him the next day when you were sober.”
 
   “You don’t know Abe.” She put the remainder of Pickles’ food away, then motioned to the hall. “Come on, let me show you your room.”
 
   Jake climbed off the stool and followed her. She pointed to the first door on the right. “That’s my room.” She opened the next door and flipped on the light. “This can be your bathroom, but guests will also use it.” She continued on and pushed open a door on the left. “Here’s your room.” She turned on the overhead light. Jake stepped in behind her and looked around. A double bed took up the center of the room, but there was enough room for a desk in the corner, a nightstand, and a dresser. He also had access to a large closet that she never used. “We can replace that bed with yours whenever you want.”
 
   “I gave all of my furniture to the kid next door, so I appreciate that it’s already furnished.” He studied it all a moment more, then turned to her. “Thank you for doing this, Mighty Mouse. I don’t even begin to know how to thank you.”
 
   “It’s nothing. I told you I was thinking of getting a roommate anyway.”
 
   Her phone buzzed in her pocket and she reached for it, pulling it out. She thumbed on the display and a text message appeared in the upper left corner. She touched it and the message opened.
 
   See me in my office first thing tomorrow morning. Oh, and bring Ryder. Captain Defino.
 
   Shit. How did she know that fast? She thumbed off the phone and looked up at him.
 
   He frowned. “What?”
 
   “Captain wants to see us first thing tomorrow.”
 
   “Us? As in you and me?”
 
   Peyton nodded. Pickles padded into the room, so she picked him up. Shit. She didn’t want to discuss this with Defino yet. She hadn’t even worked out what she was going to say. How did the captain know about Jake anyway?
 
   Marco. Shit. Marco must have said something.
 
   “What does she want with us?”
 
   “I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?” said Peyton, moving toward the door. “Look, I’ll let you get settled. I have to take Pickles for a walk, but I’ll be back in a little while.”
 
   “Peyton, who told your captain that I’m here?”
 
   “I suspect Marco did. He’s the only one that knew I contacted you.”
 
   “And what did he say about it?”
 
   Peyton turned in the doorway. “He told me I was insane for going to see you and that I needed to let you find your own way.”
 
   “I suspect your captain’s going to say the same thing.”
 
   “You’re probably right, but just in case, bring your camera. She might just decide to give you a job.”
 
   “Or she might decide to arrest me again.”
 
   “Or she might do that,” agreed Peyton, leaving him standing alone in the room.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton and Jake entered the precinct the next morning. As she suggested, Jake carried his camera case over his shoulder. He halted in the entrance and looked around, his mouth tightening. Peyton backtracked to him and put a hand on his elbow.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   He gave a strange, jerky nod. “I hate this place.”
 
   She squeezed his elbow. “You’re with the good guys now.”
 
   He gave her a narrowed eyed look. “I was always with the good guys, Mighty Mouse. You just wouldn’t believe me. And let me tell you, you can be one scary bit...”
 
   She tightened her hold a little more. “I wouldn’t finish that sentence. I’m still carrying a gun, Ryder, and I will use it.”
 
   “Tell me about it,” he said, but a smile touched the corners of his mouth.
 
   She pushed open the half-door and held it for him. As they crossed toward her desk, she spotted Marco sitting on top of Maria’s desk, his arms crossed over his chest.
 
   Maria was leaning back in her chair, smirking. “You are in some deep shit again, Brooks,” she said with obvious delight.
 
   Peyton gave her a lazy smile. “Maria, Maria, I just met a girl named Maria.”
 
   “What the hell are you babbling about now?”
 
   “West Side Story,” muttered Jake.
 
   Peyton smiled back at him. When she turned around, Marco wasn’t smiling.
 
   “Ryder,” he said, all menacing male in his black leather jacket and Doc Martin boots. She could see his gun grip peeking out beneath his arm. He had his black hair pulled back in a ponytail.
 
   “Adonis,” said Jake, obviously not as intimidated as Marco wanted him to be.
 
   Maria giggled at that, but Marco shot her a glare, then the glare climbed up to Peyton. “You are a shitty-assed partner.”
 
   “I’ve told you that before,” said Maria, swiveling her chair back and forth.
 
   “You aren’t much better. What are you, my big brother, tattling on me?”
 
   “When you go and do stupid things, yes. What the hell were you thinking? You don’t go and rescue every stray perp we happen to question.”
 
   “Well, hold on a minute,” began Jake.
 
   Marco pointed a finger at him. “You don’t speak!”
 
   Peyton blinked in surprise. He was clearly angrier than she’d expected. She moved toward him, but he rose and towered over her. “I may not want the intimate details of what goes on between you and your boyfriend, but this is the sort of stuff you tell a partner, Brooks. You don’t go offering a job to someone who was a suspect a few months ago without talking to people!”
 
   “Marco…”
 
   “I’m not finished. You tell me everything, but this, this is what you keep a secret? What the hell else are you hiding?”
 
   Peyton bit her lip.
 
   “Did she tell you I’m renting a room from her?” offered Jake.
 
   Peyton swung around and glared at him.
 
   “What?”
 
   Maria’s mouth hung open and Marco’s eyes were a little too wide.
 
   “Are you trying to make it worse?” Peyton asked Jake.
 
   “Consider it revenge,” he said coolly.
 
   “Peyton.”
 
   Peyton closed her eyes. Marco only used her first name when he was very, very mad at her. She felt his fingers curl around her arm and turn her.
 
   “Look at me,” he said, his voice vibrating in the lower register. He was definitely mad.
 
   She opened her eyes. “Can’t we talk about this later? I have to be chewed out by the captain right now.”
 
   “Why would you keep this from me?”
 
   “Probably to avoid you behaving like a Neanderthal,” said Jake.
 
   Maria whistled and Marco took a step toward him. Peyton threw herself in between them and braced her hands on Marco’s chest. Damn he was well built, she thought, then shook her head to focus.
 
   “Ryder, I can snap you!” he threatened.
 
   “Like a Neanderthal.”
 
   Peyton whirled on him. “Do you have a death wish?”
 
   “Brooks!” The captain’s voice echoed across the squad room. “My office, now!”
 
   Peyton drew a deep breath, then pointed at Jake. “Behave yourself.”
 
   He gave her a smirk as she eased out between them.
 
   “What the hell do you mean you’re renting a room from her?” said Marco.
 
   Peyton quickened her pace toward the captain.
 
   “I give her money every month and in exchange I get to sleep in a place that isn’t crawling with cockroaches or bums.”
 
   Peyton ducked inside the captain’s office, resisting the impulse to hear Marco’s response. Captain Defino was just taking a seat behind her desk. Peyton slid into the chair across from her and gripped the arms.
 
   “Nothing like getting two men to act like teenage boys, eh, Brooks?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Captain.”
 
   “What the hell is going on? Did I hear right? You’re now renting Ryder a room?”
 
   “Yeah.” She reached for the photo on the captain’s desk and turned it, looking at a smiling man. He was pleasant looking, middle aged with a thick head of wavy red hair. “Your husband sure seems happy.”
 
   Defino reached for the photo and turned it back around. “Stop stalling. I want you to tell me everything and I want it now.”
 
   Peyton clasped her hands. “I went to see Ryder at the bank where he works now. He’s a teller, not a loan officer anymore.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “He has a college education, Captain. He’s barely making minimum wage.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “He didn’t want to see me, so I looked up his address on our system…”
 
   “You did what?”
 
   Peyton paused. It did sound barking mad now that she heard it herself.
 
   “Keep talking.”
 
   “I went to his apartment. He was living in this rat-trap near the Tenderloin, so I offered him a room in my house. I’ve been thinking of renting it out anyway, so this worked on both ends.”
 
   “You offered a suspect in a murder case a room in your house?”
 
   “He was exonerated of all charges, Captain.”
 
   “Why did you go looking for him?”
 
   “He was living near the Tenderloin…”
 
   “A lot of people live near the Tenderloin, Brooks. Are you going to rent every one of them a room?”
 
   Peyton smoothed her hands on her pants. “No, just Jake.”
 
   “Why?” The captain was clearly confused.
 
   “We put him there. We blazed through his life and burned it to the ground. Then we left him to pick up the pieces.”
 
   “That’s our job, Brooks. We have to use whatever means necessary to bring in the perp.”
 
   Peyton stared at the glass desk between her and the captain. It seemed like a larger barrier than it was. “Do we? Do we really have to use a scorched earth policy?”
 
   “What?”
 
   Peyton lifted her eyes and fixed them on Defino. “I’m not trying to be disrespectful, but is it really necessary to destroy people when we investigate a case? Do we have to trash their lives and then, when we’re wrong, simply say sorry?”
 
   “Collateral damage.”
 
   “Does there have to be so much of it? He had a good life, Captain, he was happy. We took that away.”
 
   “No, his mother-in-law took that away.”
 
   “And we finished the job.” She looked out the single window. For once Defino had the shade drawn up. She could see the City lying in wait beyond the glass, cars rushing past. “My father used to say our job was to serve and protect.” She looked back at the captain. “We didn’t serve and we didn’t protect Jake. I’m just trying to make up for it.”
 
   The captain leaned forward on the desk. “You can’t take in everyone who needs help, Peyton. This job will eat you alive. You’ve got to harden yourself to people like Jake or you’ll never be able to help anyone.”
 
   Peyton blew out her held breath. “In my head, I know you’re right, but in my heart, I feel differently. I can help Jake and what’s more, I want to. I can understand your concern. I know your job is to put the best cops on the street, but this is who I am, Captain.”
 
   “I am putting the best cop on the street,” said Defino. “But I don’t want to lose her.”
 
   “It’s been seven years, going on eight, and I’m still here. I think that’s pretty good odds.”
 
   Defino didn’t answer. She splayed her hand on the glass desk and stared at it for a moment. “What’s this about offering him a job?”
 
   Peyton slid forward in her chair. She felt the change in the atmosphere. “He’s a hell of a photographer, Captain, and we need someone now that Bob Anderson quit.”
 
   “How do you know he’s a photographer?”
 
   “I saw his pictures during the case. He had these great scenes of the City and his wife. They were so clear they seemed three-D.”
 
   “Peyton, taking pictures of a bridge or your wife isn’t what we do. We take pictures of dead bodies.”
 
   “I’m aware of that, but a body’s a body dead or alive, Captain. All we need is a clear shot for evidence.”
 
   “It takes a special person to work homicide, Brooks. It takes someone…” The phone suddenly rang. She grabbed the receiver. “Defino?” She squinted as she listened, then reached for a pen. “Give me that again.” She scribbled something on a notepad. “Got it. Yeah, we’ll get on it. Thanks for the head’s up.”
 
   She settled the receiver on the cradle and stared at Peyton, then she slowly shook her head. “It’s your lucky day, Brooks.”
 
   Peyton frowned.
 
   “They found the rest of John Doe 2 on Hyde Street. Take Ryder and his camera out there and get pictures. If he’s as good as you say, I’ll think about giving him a probationary trial.” She tore the paper off the pad and handed it to Peyton.
 
   Peyton glanced at the address, then folded it in half, tucking it into her jeans pocket as she rose.
 
   “Brooks?”
 
   Peyton paused.
 
   “I wouldn’t prepare Ryder if I were you. I want to see how he handles this job in all its gruesome glory.”
 
   Peyton wasn’t sure that was exactly fair.
 
   “I’m not playing, Brooks. If he can’t handle this call, he’ll never be a crime scene photographer. You understand me?”
 
   “I’ve got you, Captain.” Peyton headed toward the door.
 
   “And, Brooks, I’m not pleased with what you’ve done.”
 
   Peyton hesitated, then she nodded.
 
   “But I understand it,” Defino finished.
 
   Peyton smiled and pulled open the door.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   “Hola, chica!” said Felix.
 
   Magdalena looked up from her spot at the picnic table. She was eating lunch alone. Well, she wasn’t eating. She was pushing the food around her tray without taking a bite.
 
   Felix slid onto the bench across from her. He wore a baseball cap, but the bill was pointing to the back, and a white, ribbed tank top. Magdalena stared at his smooth brown arms and defined shoulder muscles. “You don’t like the food?”
 
   “I’m not hungry.”
 
   “I can see why. Come on. I’ll take you to get some real food. There’s a taquería just down the street that’s good. I’ll drive.”
 
   Magdalena shook her head. “I’m not cutting school, Felix. I don’t have much time left as it is.”
 
   He gave her a frown. “What? You dying or something?”
 
   She stared at him, feeling her stomach drop. Her thoughts went to Esperanza. “No. My parents are sending my brothers and me to live with my aunt and uncle in Odessa.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “My sister, Esperanza, is sick. She has leukemia. They’re taking her to the Shriner’s Hospital in Austin, so we can’t stay here.” She lowered her eyes and poked at the baked potato on her tray. “I just got used to being here. We’ve only been here three months. I’ve been to two different high schools in the last nine months and now I’m moving again.”
 
   Felix folded his arms on the table. Magdalena noticed the tattoo on his bicep – the letter Ł in black ink. She didn’t know any other teenagers who had tattoos and openly showed them off. Anyone who got one at their age was trying to hide it from their parents.
 
   “That sucks.” He leaned over and put his hand beneath her chin. “I don’t want you to go. I just got to know you.”
 
   Tears filled Magdalena’s eyes. She was so torn. She hated that her sister was sick, but it was ruining all of their lives and the thought of going to another school made her stomach ache. She hadn’t even made friends here. What was the point? They’d just be moved again in a few months and have to start over. She couldn’t imagine what a college would think if they saw her transcript and noted the number of schools she’d attended in her first two years of high school.
 
   Suddenly, Felix leaned closer to her and then he touched her lips with his. Magdalena had never kissed a boy before, but his lips were warm and sweet. She found herself returning the kiss without really understanding what she was doing. When he pulled away, she realized she had grasped the straps of his tank top, holding him to her.
 
   He gave her his smile, crooked teeth and all. “Tell you what, chica. You don’t have to go to your aunt’s. Go with me. I’m getting out of this hole and heading toward ‘Frisco. You can come. My cousin said there’s so much to do there. He’s even got a place where we can crash.”
 
   “What about school?”
 
   “What about it? You ain’t gonna finish at this rate. A few months in Odessa and then where? Back to Mexico? Screw that. Come with me. I won’t leave you. I promise you that. We’ll go on an adventure together.”
 
   Magdalena’s dark eyes searched his face. “How can I leave my family?”
 
   He made a disparaging snort. “They left you, shipping you off to an aunt. What the hell is that? I’ll bet you your tía has kids, don’t she?”
 
   “Three.”
 
   “Yeah, and where you think you’re gonna sleep? You think they gonna give you your own room?”
 
   “No, Mama says we’ll have to stay in the living room in sleeping bags.”
 
   “Yeah, well, that’s bullshit. Come to ‘Frisco, chica. My cousin will give us a room and after we save up, we can get our own place. Then if you want, you can go back to school.”
 
   Magdalena stared at him and felt herself tremble. He was suggesting such bad things, she couldn’t even imagine what he’d expect her to do. Mama would disown her, Papa would never look at her again, and she’d be excommunicated from the church. God would take His blessings from her.
 
   “I can’t run away with you. It’s a sin.”
 
   He leaned forward and kissed her again. This time the kiss was more demanding and Magdalena felt a strange flutter in her belly. She found herself matching him and when he pulled back, she wanted to drag him to her once more.
 
   “It’s not a sin if we get married,” he said.
 
   “We’re too young.”
 
   He reached for her hair and ran it through his fingers. “I can find a priest who will marry us. My cousin knows of someone in ‘Frisco. He’ll do it because he won’t want us to sin.”
 
   She could almost hear her mother scolding her for even listening to this, but Mama was sending her away. Mama was choosing Esperanza over her other three children. For the last year, it had been like this. Every time they moved it was because of Esperanza, because Mama found a new doctor who said he could fix her, but it never worked. Still, Mama didn’t care. She’d move again and again no matter how much it tore her other children apart.
 
   The school bell rang, causing Magdalena to jump. Felix gave her his slow smile that promised adventure and sex and so much more. And Magdalena wanted to take him up on the offer, she wanted to jump without looking.
 
   “Well?” he said.
 
   Swallowing hard, she pushed away from him and rose to her feet, grabbing her books. “I can’t,” she said and hurried toward the school.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 6
 
   Marco pulled the Charger to the side of the road and set the emergency brake. Jake could see the crime scene tape marking off the area. Two officers were guarding both edges of it. Opening the door, Peyton stepped out and waited for them. The ride over had been tense and quiet. 
 
   Gathering his camera bag, Jake climbed from the backseat. He’d chosen to sit behind Peyton, out of direct view of Marco. As far as Jake could tell, Marco wasn’t speaking to either of them. That was fine with him. He didn’t need another pissing match with that hard-ass.
 
   They walked down the sidewalk to where a young cop waited. 
 
   “Bartlet,” said Peyton. “You okay?”
 
   Bartlet was pale and clammy, his hat pushed to the back of his head. “Yeah,” he answered, but his voice had a strange quality to it. Jake wondered what the hell he was getting himself into now.
 
   “Where is it?” asked Peyton.
 
   It? Oh, shit, that didn’t sound right.
 
   Bartlet didn’t turn, but pointed over his shoulder. “Where Holmes is.”
 
   Peyton nodded, then faced Jake. “Go over to Officer Holmes and he’ll tell you what to do.”
 
   “You’re not coming.” Jake felt more and more perplexed.
 
   “Best not to mess up the crime scene until you get the pictures,” she lied. He knew she was lying. Why? What the hell was over there with Holmes?
 
   His eyes lifted to Marco, but Marco wasn’t about to give him any help. “All right. Want to tell me what I’m taking pictures of?”
 
   “Officer Holmes will tell you.”
 
   Jake gave a frustrated huff. Peyton wasn’t backing down. All right then. Well, this was as good a test as any. Either he was cut out for this job, or he’d go back to counting other people’s money. Swallowing down his anxiety, he turned and ducked under the tape as Bartlet held it up.
 
   “It’s nasty,” said Bartlet at his back.
 
   Jake took a few more steps toward the older officer. 
 
   “Jake?” Peyton called behind him.
 
   He turned. “What?”
 
   “It’s just ahead.”
 
   He scowled at her. “Yeah, I got that.” What the hell? Where did she think he thought it was? He stopped before the officer. “Holmes?”
 
   Holmes gave him a scathing once over. He’d taken off his hat. His hair was close-cropped, but thinning on top, a pale blond that allowed pink scalp to show through. He had sharp features and a hooked nose. “So now we’re hiring the cons to take pictures for us? Why the hell not!”
 
   “I’m not a con.”
 
   “So you say.”
 
   “Look, do I know you?”
 
   “Yeah, I followed your ass for days a few months back. You made me look bad.”
 
   Jake remembered the officers he’d lost when he slipped out of his flat on Potrero Hill. “I’ve got no hard feelings, so why don’t we put it behind us?”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   “What am I supposed to take pictures of?”
 
   Holmes gave him a wry look. “The crime scene.”
 
   “Yeah, I got that, but what?” He saw some dumpsters, nondescript doorways, and debris.
 
   Holmes pointed to a box sitting in front of a dumpster. “That.”
 
   Jake studied the box. It was a packing box, brown cardboard, about the size of a small appliance. He unslung his camera case and set it by his feet, pulling out the camera. Shooting a last look at Holmes, he caught the lifting of his brows and the smirk on his lips. What the hell was so damn amusing? This whole thing was freakin’ annoying. Why did cops have to be such assholes?
 
   Taking off the lens cap, he edged toward the box, then peered over the side of it. A man’s head stared back at him – the eyes wide and glassy, the neck a ragged tatter of mutilated flesh, and the mouth open in a twisted grimace.
 
   It’s just ahead. No! It’s just A HEAD.
 
   “What the hell!” he said, backing quickly away, holding the camera as if it offered a barrier.
 
   Holmes chuckled behind him.
 
   Jake turned on his heel and marched back to Peyton. She gave him a sheepish look as he stormed up to her. “It’s just a head!” he shouted at her.
 
   Beside him, Bartlet made a gagging noise, but Marco was smiling like a cat in the cream.
 
   “Calm down, Jake!”
 
   “Calm down? It’s just a head! In a box! What the hell!”
 
   He could hear Holmes and Marco both chuckling now.
 
   “You’re getting worked up,” said Peyton calmly.
 
   “Worked up! You didn’t think to warn me! What the hell game are you playing?”
 
   “Captain Defino asked me not to warn you. She wanted to see if you can handle this job. This is the sort of stuff we see daily, Jake.”
 
   “Not me! I was fine being a teller, Peyton. I didn’t need to see heads in boxes. This is sick. This job is sick.”
 
   Peyton’s face hardened and she took a step forward, poking him in the chest with her finger. “It’s this job that puts criminals behind bars, that keeps these streets safe, that makes it all right for you to be a teller, Jake. Those pictures I want you to take put animals like this where they belong, those pictures allow us to prevent more heads in boxes, Jake. So you want to sit here and tell me how noble being a teller is, Jake. You want to sit here and tell me how sick my job is. Well, when you go back to counting other people’s money, just remember I’m out here stopping someone from putting your head in a box, bucko!”
 
   Jake became aware of how quiet the street was. All four men were standing, staring at this tiny woman with the wild black curls. As her words sank in, Jake felt a flush of shame rise inside of him.
 
   His fingers tightened on the camera and he deliberately calmed his breathing. He could do this. He could give her the pictures she needed so she could arrest whoever had done this. He could help contribute something to this lop-sided battle against chaos and insanity. He could be a force of justice…if he could just make himself turn around and face the head in the box again.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Jake printed out the last of the photos and handed them to Captain Defino. She had allowed him to use Bob Anderson’s desk for now and Peyton was surprised by how comfortable he seemed after his initial shock.
 
   Marco had phoned Javier from the Gang Taskforce to view the photos and he was on his way over, while the head was being transported to Abe in the lab. All in all, it had been a successful day, but Peyton felt tired and drained. It was also emotionally exhausting, and she just wanted to go home to her dog.
 
   Devan had been calling for the last few hours, asking her to go to dinner that night. She’d brushed him off the past two nights, so she knew she had to agree to a date or he’d be upset. Still she really just wanted to get a pizza and sit in front of the television.
 
   The captain glanced up at Peyton, then shook her head. “You win this one, Brooks,” she said, rifling through the photos again. Peyton was a little curious about the quality, but she really didn’t want to see a decapitated head. “You’re good, Ryder. Probably the best we’ve had.”
 
   Jake gave a half-smile. “Thanks.”
 
   Defino tapped the photos against her hand. “If you want the job, I’ll give it to you on a probationary basis, but that’s it, probationary. It’ll give us both time to see if you’re cut out for this business. You’ll have to take some classes from the academy on crime scene investigation, but I’m willing to give you a try if you’re interested.”
 
   “I have to become a cop for this?”
 
   “No, it’s not essential. Some of the best crime scene investigators are not cops. I just want you to take some classes so you don’t mess up our evidence.”
 
   “I can do that.”
 
   “I don’t know what the starting salary is, but Payroll can tell you that, but I do know you’ll have medical and dental benefits. You can use Bob Anderson’s desk here and we’ll get you a secure log-in for the computer. What do you say?”
 
   Jake rose to his feet, his gaze shifting to Peyton. She tried not to give anything away, but she couldn’t help the smile that tugged at her mouth. “I’ll have to give two weeks’ notice at my other job, but yeah, I’ll take it.”
 
   “I’ll talk to your boss at the bank and see if we can get around the two weeks. We really need you here.” She held out her hand. “Welcome aboard, Mr. Ryder.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Defino pointed a finger at him. “Thank me after the probation is over.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Javier arrived, striding toward them. He was about Jake’s height, but he walked with that alert motion of a street cop. He shook hands first with the captain, then Marco. He squeezed Peyton’s elbow in a friendly gesture as he took her hand.
 
   “Thank you for coming, Javier,” she said, releasing him. “This is Jake Ryder. He’s our new crime scene photographer.”
 
   Javier shook hands with Jake. “Nice to meet you.”
 
   “Same,” said Jake.
 
   Defino held the photos out to him and Javier took them, rapidly flipping through the various shots. “Do you recognize him?” she asked.
 
   He nodded, then went through them again. “That’s El Miedo, Eduardo Jiménez. We’ve been trying to catch this vato for two years.”
 
   “Is he with the Aztecas?” asked Marco.
 
   “Yeah, we think he runs their drug operations…or ran, that is. At least since Luis Garza got pinched.”
 
   Peyton ignored the mention of Garza. “El Miedo, the Fear?”
 
   Javier handed the photos back to the captain. “Yeah, he was a nasty piece of work, this one. We’d get a lead on him, then our informer would disappear.”
 
   “So what happens now that he’s dead?” asked Defino.
 
   “Someone moves into his place. It might have been our John Doe 1, if Athena hadn’t blown his face off, but it won’t take long before there’s a new one.”
 
   “What would he have done to get his head taken off?” asked Jake.
 
   Javier shrugged. “Who knows, but it must have been big. It must have been something to cost the Aztecas a lot.”
 
   “Money?” asked Peyton.
 
   “Money, prestige, territory. All of those are equal to these gangs. You don’t want to make them lose anything or you wind up like that.” He motioned to the photos. “So, you took those, eh?” he said to Jake.
 
   Jake simply nodded.
 
   “You got a steady hand. That’s good. You won’t get rattled easily.”
 
   Jake gave a snort of derision. “I don’t know about that. ‘Bout pissed my pants when I looked in that box.”
 
   Javier laughed and clapped him on the back. “We all feel that way. Hell of a way to go, no?”
 
   “Hell of a way to go, yes.”
 
   Defino handed the photos to Marco. “See these get in the file, then everyone go home. We need to go at this fresh tomorrow now that we have a name. Thanks for the help, Javier.”
 
   “Not a problem. See you all later.” He walked away as Marco took the photos from the captain.
 
   Defino nodded at Jake. “See you tomorrow no later than 8:00AM. Before you leave, give your boss’s name and number to Maria, so I can place a call.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   She turned toward her office.
 
   Marco held the photos out to Peyton. “You wanna put them in the file.”
 
   Peyton took an involuntary step back and looked away. “She told you to put them away.”
 
   Jake frowned. “Why won’t you look at them?”
 
   “She hates seeing dead bodies,” answered Marco.
 
   “She hates dead bodies?” echoed Jake. “Good thing she’s a homicide detective then, innit?”
 
   Marco frowned at him. “You always were a snarky shit, weren’t you?”
 
   “Knock it off,” said Peyton, moving away from them. “You’ve got to drive him home. I’m headed out with Devan.”
 
   “Who?” asked Jake.
 
   “Her boyfriend.”
 
   “Will you feed Pickles and walk him for me?” she called over her shoulder.
 
   “That wasn’t part of the bargain,” said Jake. “Neither was riding with Adonis here.”
 
   “At the rent I’m charging, it is or we could discuss a rent increase, since you’ll be making more money now.”
 
   Jake shifted and looked up at Marco. “I call shotgun.”
 
   “You’ll be the only one in the car, idiot, of course you’ll ride shotgun. I’m not chauffeuring you around, Miss Daisy.”
 
   Peyton smiled as she grabbed her coat off her chair and reached for her phone. At least that was one situation that sorted itself out. Now to tackle the next one.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   “How do you like your beef bolognaise?” said Devan.
 
   Peyton pushed the pasta around her plate and smiled at him. “It’s delicious.” She felt underdressed for this restaurant and longed for something simple to eat. Why couldn’t they just get a taco or a hamburger? Why did it always have to be gourmet? Although the restaurant was charming with its candle-lit tables, red and white checked table clothes, and Old World china.
 
   “You haven’t touched your wine.”
 
   She set her fork down and rested her arm on the table. “I’m really tired tonight, Devan. I’m sorry I haven’t been very good company.”
 
   “Is it the case?”
 
   She knew she had to tell him about Jake, but she just wasn’t sure how he’d react. Their relationship was so new and fragile. “Partially. We figured out who the headless John Doe was. His name is Eduardo Jiménez. Apparently, he ran the drug operation for the Aztecas at least the last few years.”
 
   “How’d you figure that out?”
 
   “We found his head. Javier identified him from the photos.”
 
   Devan pushed aside his plate and crossed his arms on the table. “Photos Jake Ryder took?”
 
   Peyton sat back, surprised. “How did you know?”
 
   Devan didn’t immediately answer.
 
   “Marco, that rat-bastard. What? Did he call my mother too?”
 
   “I was there when he figured it out. He tried to protect you, but Defino forced it out of him. He didn’t want to tell her, but she gave him a direct order.”
 
   Peyton felt a little mollified, which was immediately followed by guilt. She’d left Marco to go to dinner when she was still angry at him. She wanted to call him and apologize, but she figured that might not look good to Devan.
 
   Devan’s expression was unyielding. “Did you ever plan to share this scheme with me?”
 
   “It wasn’t a scheme. I didn’t even intend to offer him a room in my house until I saw…” She stumbled to a halt when she noticed Devan’s reaction. He fell back against the chair and his eyes were wide.
 
   “What did you say?”
 
   Peyton realized this might be where she lost him. “I offered him the spare room in my house. I’m not using it and I’d planned to rent it out anyway.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Why would I rent it?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “For the extra money.”
 
   “What do you need extra money for?”
 
   Peyton blinked at him. Was he serious? “Living, Devan. I don’t exactly make a lawyer’s salary.”
 
   “And you didn’t think this was something I might want to know? You have a murder suspect living in your house and you don’t tell your boyfriend?”
 
   “He’s not a murder suspect and it’s just temporary, until he gets on his feet again.” She reached for his hand. “Is this really a problem for us, Devan?”
 
   His expression softened as he looked at her. “Peyton, when two people are in a relationship, they share these things, they don’t hide them. If we ever hope to have a future, you’ve got to be more forthcoming with me. I can’t find out these things through your partner.”
 
   “You’re right,” she said, tightening her grip. “I’m sorry. I should have told you. I’m learning how to share my life, so give me time. Okay?”
 
   He brought her hand to his lips and kissed it. “You have me wrapped around your finger, you know that?”
 
   “If it makes you feel any better, Marco’s not talking to me either.”
 
   Devan considered that a moment, then shook his head. “No, no that doesn’t make me feel a damn bit better.” His expression grew serious. “We need to build trust with each other, Peyton, otherwise this doesn’t stand a chance. You can’t keep these major things from me anymore, all right?”
 
   “All right.”
 
   He released her and reached for his napkin, tossing it on his plate. “Let’s get you home. You look like you’re about to fall asleep right here.” He motioned to the waiter for the check.
 
   “Will you stay the night?”
 
   He gave her a regretful look. “It’s a little awkward right now. Let me get used to the idea of Ryder being there, okay?”
 
   “You’re right.” She dabbed her mouth with her napkin, then settled it beside her plate. “I understand.” Actually, she was relieved. She really just wanted to go to sleep when she got home.
 
   He reached for his wallet and opened it, pulling out his credit card. He didn’t even look at the bill as the waiter placed it on the table, he simply stuffed the card inside and held it out for the man to take. Peyton had never in her life paid without checking the exact balance.
 
   “Maybe next time you’ll stay with me,” he offered.
 
   Peyton flashed him a smile. “Now see. Here’s why having a roommate is such a good idea. I now have someone to watch Pickles for me.”
 
   “Damn, why didn’t I think of that? It makes opening your house to a past suspect sound completely sane.”
 
   “All right. I’ve taken enough ribbing for one day, thank you very much. I get the message from all of you, loud and clear. Don’t bring home any more felons.”
 
   His eyes went wide in mock amazement. “Who’da thunk it was such a good motto to live by.”
 
   And they both laughed.
 
    
 
   *   *  *
 
    
 
   At 8:00AM sharp, Peyton deposited Jake at Payroll and left him to wend his way through the confusing bureaucracy of the police business. She found Marco getting himself a cup of coffee in the break-room. Leaning against the counter by him, she watched him pour a dash of milk into the coffee, turning it a pale brown. He never touched the sugar, something she just couldn’t understand.
 
   He watched her from the corner of his eyes as he stirred.
 
   Peyton picked a piece of lint off his grey ribbed sweater. It pulled tight across his chest and shoulders, defining his muscles, allowing him easy access to his gun and allowing every woman to fanaticize about undressing him.
 
   “I owe you an apology,” she began.
 
   He quirked one brow. He wore his hair loose today.
 
   Peyton tucked one of her curls behind her own ear. She hadn’t yet put it up in her regular ponytail. “How long are you going to ignore me?”
 
   He set the spoon down, then turned to face her, leaning his hip against the counter. “I’m waiting for your apology.”
 
   “I just gave you one.”
 
   “No,” he said, lifting the mug and taking a sip. “An apology begins with I’m sorry and ends with a declaration of what the offender did that was wrong.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “All right. I’m sorry I thought you’d betrayed me and tattled to Defino. Devan told me she gave you a direct order. However, I wish you had told me that you already knew about Jake before I walked in here yesterday.”
 
   He crossed his arms over his chest, holding his mug against his elbow. “Are you freakin’ kidding me, Brooks? That’s a crap ass apology. You don’t end it with how I’m actually responsible for you treating me like shit.”
 
   She smiled, knowing she had him. “We good.”
 
   He uncrossed his arms and used his free hand to capture hers. Her hand disappeared inside his larger one and she could feel the callouses along his palm. “We’re good. We’re always good. You know that.”
 
   She tightened her grip. “I do.”
 
   “Brooks! D’Angelo! My office, now.”
 
   Peyton glanced over her shoulder to see Captain Defino leaning in from the doorway. Then she disappeared. “I don’t even cringe anymore when I hear that.”
 
   Marco released her. “Probably because you hear it so often.”
 
   “Probably,” she said, leading him from the break-room.
 
   Maria swiveled in her chair as they headed for Defino’s office, but Peyton didn’t feel like baiting her today. Maria wasn’t one to let an opportunity go however and she gave Peyton a once over.
 
   “I have a hairdresser who could do something with that rat’s nest you call hair.”
 
   Peyton wished she were a better person and could let these things go, but she couldn’t. “And I know a plastic surgeon who could do something about those…” She motioned to her own bust-line. “Must give you a terrible back-ache, and really, big boobs are so last year. I myself prefer a woman who is understated, but I’ve always tried to ignore that little flaw in you, Maria.”
 
   Maria’s mouth worked into a word that Peyton suspected began with a B, but she restrained it. “Marco doesn’t mind my assets,” she said, arching her back to put them on display for him.
 
   Marco gave her his lazy smile. “Don’t mind one little bit,” he purred.
 
   Peyton punched him in the gut with her elbow, then reached for the handle on Defino’s door. “Don’t mind one little bit,” she mimicked as she entered the captain’s office.
 
   “Don’t mind what?” said Defino, squinting up at them.
 
   “Big boobs.”
 
   Defino knew better than to ask further. She motioned to the chairs before her desk. “Sit.”
 
   Peyton slid into the first one, forcing Marco to go around her. He sat down, then gave her a scowl. Peyton batted her eyelashes at him. Yep, they were back on even-footing again.
 
   “What’s up, Captain?” she said, focusing her attention on Defino.
 
   “What do you know about the Reverend Jedediah O’Shannahan?”
 
   Peyton hadn’t expected this. “Isn’t he that Evangelical preacher who has a Sunday Prayer Meeting on Channel 2?”
 
   “He’s also in syndication and has a meeting house on Judah in the Sunset,” she added.
 
   “Okay? So does this somehow relate to us?” asked Peyton.
 
   Defino slid a piece of paper across the desk. “Here’s his address. Our preacher does pretty well for himself. Currently, he lives in one of the Painted Ladies on Nob Hill.”
 
   “Nothing like doing God’s work,” said Peyton, turning the paper so she could see the address.
 
   “Why do we need his address?” asked Marco.
 
   “Yesterday he called in to the station to file a complaint against his neighbor.”
 
   “We’re homicide,” said Peyton.
 
   Defino gave Peyton an annoyed squint. “Really, Brooks?” She drummed her fingers on the desk. “He thinks his neighbor is trying to kill him.”
 
   “And when he does, then we’ll investigate,” Peyton offered brightly.
 
   Defino fought her smile. “Not this time. I got a call from the mayor.”
 
   Both Peyton and Marco groaned.
 
   Defino held up a hand, her huge diamond sparkling in the sunlight from the window. “I know, but he’s licking his wounds over the whole Claire Harper fiasco. It really left a stain on his reputation.”
 
   “A stain he deserved,” muttered Marco, slumping in the chair.
 
   “Granted; however, I suspect he’s trying to solidify his backing for the next election and having the deep pockets of O’Shannahan in his corner would go a long way toward smoothing things over.”
 
   “His political sway with the conservative vote doesn’t hurt either,” said Peyton. “Especially in San Francisco. Look, Captain, we’ve already got a case. Can’t Cho and Simons take it?”
 
   “The mayor specifically asked for you two.”
 
   Peyton sat forward in her chair. “He’s trying to punish us for making him look bad.”
 
   “Or he’s trying to prove he isn’t completely blinded by his campaign contributors.”
 
   Peyton and Marco both gave her skeptical looks.
 
   She acquiesced the point with a nod. “You’re right. It’s punishment. Just go check it out and hurry back here. We’ve got to put our energies on this other case.”
 
   Peyton grabbed the slip of paper and folded it as she rose to her feet. “We’re on it, Captain,” she said, stuffing it in her pocket.
 
   Marco reluctantly rose with her and they turned toward the door.
 
   “Listen, you two, don’t let O’Shannahan get under your skin. The little bit I’ve seen of him tells me he’s a manipulator.”
 
   “Maybe we should carry crosses and wear garlic,” Peyton said to Marco.
 
   “That’s for vampires, Brooks.”
 
   “Exactly my point.”
 
   As they exited the office, Defino braced her head with her hand. “I just know I’m going to get another call from the mayor.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Magdalena crept to the door of Mama and Papa’s room, peering around the jam. Mama had the suitcase open on the bed and she was folding clothes and placing them inside. Magdalena knew she was running out of time. Her parents were supposed to meet the ambulance at the hospital, so Mama could ride with Esperanza to the Shriners.
 
   “Mama?”
 
   Mama didn’t turn, just kept folding. “What, Lena? Don’t hover about the door. Vete aquí, mi’ja.”
 
   Magdalena crept around the bed, then climbed onto it, so she faced her mother. She reached for a blouse and began folding it. Mama looked tired. She had her hair wound up in a bun, but wisps had escaped and were flying about her head. Her clothing was wrinkled. Since Mama was always so particular about her appearance, Magdalena wondered if Esperanza was worse than her parents let on.
 
   “Mama, will they be able to help Esperanza at the Shriners?”
 
   Mama paused and looked up. Her face grew sharp. “Of course they will. Why would you say such things, Magdalena?”
 
   Magdalena looked down, leaning forward to place the blouse in the suitcase. She knew better than to ask about Esperanza’s prognosis. It always brought the fear to the surface in Mama, made her sharp, cold, angry.
 
   “I wanted to talk to you about something else.”
 
   “Make it quick, mi’ja. I have a lot to do. Now remember, you need to watch your brothers for tonight. Papa will be back tomorrow to drive you to Aunt Silvia’s, but tonight you will be on your own. Don’t open the door to anyone. Don’t even go near it after dark, and make sure the boys are in bed at a reasonable time.”
 
   Magdalena nodded, her fingers picking at a loose thread on the suitcase. “Mama, I was thinking that maybe since I’m old enough to stay by myself tonight, that maybe…” Her voice faltered when Mama suddenly looked up, narrowing her eyes on her.
 
   “I don’t have time for nonsense, Lena. Don’t even finish that thought. Now, please go. I’ve got so much to do and I’m running out of time.”
 
   Magdalena felt a surprising rush of anger. She never got angry at Mama and Papa. “I just don’t understand, though. How come I’m old enough to stay tonight, but I’m not old enough to do it for a few weeks?”
 
   “Don’t bother me with this nonsense, mi’ja.”
 
   “It’s not nonsense, Mama.” She leaned forward, hoping to enter her mother’s sight, but she was too busy trying to arrange things in the suitcase. “Do you know that I’ve been to three different schools this year? Three different schools, Mama? Do you have any idea how hard that is?”
 
   Mama’s hands stilled and slowly she lifted her head. “Are you really going to complain about this right now?”
 
   “When will be better? In a few hours, you’re going to run out of here and leave us, and I won’t have a chance to talk to you. I’m tired of moving all over. I’m tired of moving schools. I can’t make any friends because I’m probably going to move again as soon as you find a new hospital.”
 
   “I can’t believe how selfish you’re being. Your sister is sick.”
 
   “I know that, Mama, but you have other children. Esperanza isn’t the only one. We’re hurting too, and yet, you don’t seem to care.”
 
   “I’m doing the best I can for this family, Lena. Do you have any idea what we’re going through? How hard it is? Your papa is working so hard to put food on the table and I can’t get a job. I’m sorry you had to move schools a few times, but think about what everyone else is going through for once. This isn’t just about you, Lena.”
 
   “Me?” Magdalena touched the center of her chest. “When have I ever complained about anything? I cook, I clean, I take care of the twins, for nothing. You don’t even tell me thank you.”
 
   “And I should? Isn’t that your job as part of this family?”
 
   “I’m sixteen, Mama. They aren’t my children. Why should I take care of them?”
 
   Mama waved her hands in the air. “I don’t have time for this nonsense. I can’t believe you’re doing this to me now. I’ve got to get to the hospital, so she doesn’t have to ride alone.”
 
   “But we can be alone, right, Mama? That’s okay. We can get along without our parents, just so you can spend every second with Esperanza.”
 
   “What do you want from me?” cried Mama.
 
   “I want a mother. I want you to care about us too, Mama. I want you to remember you didn’t just have one child.”
 
   Mama threw the sweater she was folding into the suitcase. “Your sister is sick. That’s all I can handle right now. I’ve got to be there for her. I can’t believe you’re this selfish. Surely to God, you know how bad she is. You’ve got to understand how serious her illness is. You must know that she could die.”
 
   Magdalena felt such rage and hurt inside of her. Mama hadn’t heard a word she’d said. All she kept saying was how selfish Magdalena was for wanting a home, a mother, and a stable school. She wouldn’t even acknowledge that it was hard for her daughter.
 
   “I wish she would die. I’m sick of this.” The moment the words left her mouth, Magdalena gasped and tried to draw them back, but it was too late.
 
   Mama’s face grew terrible, the color draining from it. Before Magdalena could get out of the way, Mama slapped her, hard on the cheek. Mama had never slapped her before and Magdalena couldn’t believe she’d done so now. She stared at her mother, both of them in shock, and tears welled in her eyes. Then without a word, she jumped to her feet and dashed from the room.
 
   “Lena!” called her mother at her back, but Magdalena didn’t respond. She raced for the front door and tore it open, then bolted down the walk, turning the corner and running , running as far as she could.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 7
 
   Marco rang the doorbell, then looked around the neighborhood. “These houses have to be worth millions.”
 
   The Painted Ladies were Victorian mansions all throughout the City. They stood shoulder to shoulder in bright paint and gingerbread shingles, sporting their famous beauty with an unabashed charm. On Nob Hill, they also came with a million dollar view. Many of the Nob Hill mansions had been destroyed during the 1906 earthquake, but this area had been restored and the Painted Ladies returned to their original glory.
 
   Peyton rocked on her heels, watching through the leaded glass panel on the door. She could see someone coming down the stairs. “So much for the lifestyle of a humble preacher, eh?”
 
   The door opened and a woman in a button up sweater, a pencil skirt, and mousy brown hair looked out. She had a string of pearls around her neck and her hair was held back with a chocolate colored headband. “Yes?”
 
    Peyton showed her badge. “Inspectors D’Angelo and Brooks.”
 
   She took a step back and opened the door. A brown pair of penny loafers and brown tights completed her outfit. “Come in.”
 
   They stepped into the foyer. The dark wood floor disappeared down the hallway to the right and an ornate carved balustrade curved around the stairs, rising to the upper levels. Overhead hung a crystal chandelier with teardrop bobs glimmering in the sunlight pouring through the open doorway.
 
   The woman crossed around behind them and shut the door. As she did so, a tall, blond man appeared from the hallway in the back of the house. He wore a business suit, obviously cut just for him. He wasn’t as muscular as Marco, but he was well built and had a handsome face with a straight nose and heavily lashed brown eyes. His hair was parted on the side and feathered back with a carelessness that looked just a little too static. Peyton recognized him from the few times she’d happened across his Sunday Prayer Meeting on television.
 
   “Can I help you?” he said.
 
   “They’re police officers,” said the woman at their back.
 
   Peyton glanced over her shoulder at her. She didn’t like people hovering out of sight. “Actually detectives. I’m Inspector Brooks and this is Inspector D’Angelo. You issued a complaint with our department about your neighbor?”
 
   “Yes,” he said, giving them a smile. His teeth gleamed in the light from the doorway. “Kristen, will you get the inspectors something to drink? Coffee, tea?”
 
   “Nothing, thank you.”
 
   He gave a nod. “Right. To business, then. Thank you, Kristin.”
 
   The woman stepped around Peyton and headed for the stairs. The reverend pointed to a carved wooden door at the right of the entry. “Please, let’s talk in my office.”
 
   Peyton watched the woman climb the stairs. “Maybe your housekeeper should stay. She might be able to add something that she saw or heard.”
 
   The woman hesitated and looked down. The reverend glanced up at her, then chuckled. “She’s not my housekeeper, Inspector Brooks. Kristin is my wife.”
 
   Peyton and Marco exchanged a look. “Maybe your wife should stay.”
 
   “She hasn’t had any interaction with our neighbors. She spends most of her time helping the less fortunate. She runs a charity organization with women from the church.” He gave Peyton a practiced smile. “You might be interested in this. They donate clothing and vaccinations to children in Africa. It’s a wonderful organization.”
 
   Peyton realized her mouth had fallen open. She might be interested? She blinked a few times, telling herself to let it go, but it was one of the hardest things she’d ever done. The reverend continued to smile at her.
 
   “We really don’t have much time, Mr. O’Shannahan,” she said, “so if we could get to your complaint.”
 
   “Of course,” he answered, turning toward the door, then he hesitated and smiled back at her. “Please do call me Reverend though. I’d appreciate it.”
 
   Peyton bit her lip as he opened the door and led the way. Kristin remained on the stairs as they followed him inside.
 
   The Reverend’s office was covered in bookshelves with a large mahogany desk dominating the area before the floor to ceiling bay windows. Peyton could see over the City from this angle. Two leather armchairs and a small reading table rounded out the furnishings.
 
   The reverend reached the center of the room and turned. He gave them both a once over, the smile never leaving his face. “Two of our City’s finest.” He curled his fingers around his sculpted chin. Peyton noted he was clean shaven and had a cleft. “What an interesting pair you make? An African American woman as a detective – equal opportunity at its absolute best. Isn’t this a wonderful country?” His attention focused then on Marco. “D’Angelo? Must be Italian. I’ll wager you were raised Catholic.”
 
   Marco gave him the practiced Marco scowl, but didn’t answer, so he shifted his focus to Peyton again. “And you, you must have been raised Baptist.”
 
   “Wow,” said Peyton, “how did you manage to make that sound so offensive?”
 
   “Offensive? Oh I certainly didn’t mean that. I like to guess people’s religious affiliations. It allows me to connect with them on a spiritual level.”
 
   Peyton could feel her teeth grind together. If she made it through this interview, she deserved a medal of honor.
 
   He wandered to the right side of the office and retrieved a ladder-backed chair that had been sitting against the wall. He moved it in front of the arm chairs and motioned them to sit. He took the ladder-back chair, unbuttoning his suit jacket as he sat, and crossed one leg over the other. He clasped his hands on his knee. As she and Marco moved to the chairs, she noted that his shoes had to be Italian leather and by the lining of the suit, it was obviously custom-made.
 
   She reached into her pocket and pulled out her notepad, flipping open a page. “You issued a complaint against a neighbor. Which one?”
 
   He pointed to the right. “Just moved in two months ago. Nob Hill is a beautiful neighborhood, but it’s hard to escape your neighbors, living pressed against one another the way we do. Our balconies in back almost touch. I can reach over and place my hand on his railing. If I wanted, I could jump between the two.”
 
   “That must be so difficult for you,” Peyton said.
 
   If he picked up her tone, he didn’t notice. The smile was back in place as if pasted on. “Well, it makes it impossible not to get involved in their lives.”
 
   Peyton didn’t think the reverend would be able to resist that impulse if there were acres separating them.
 
   Marco shifted his bulk in the unforgiving chair. “Your complaint said he threatened your life?” She could hear the impatience in Marco’s voice.
 
   “Yes, I’ll get to that in a moment.”
 
   Marco leaned forward, bracing his arms on his thighs. “You do understand we’re homicide detectives? We investigate murders, not threats of murder.”
 
   The reverend sat for a moment, simply smiling. Then he lifted his chin. “Perhaps if you investigated the threats, you’d have more success at preventing the murders. As the Bible says, ‘An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.’”
 
   Peyton opened her mouth to tell him she suspected Benjamin Franklin said that quote, not God, but she decided it probably wasn’t worth it. “I think what my partner is trying to say is that we have another case we are currently working and we really need to get back to it. That one has dead bodies and all.”
 
   “The mayor assured me you two were the best the City had to offer, but I don’t want to take you away from something that is more important.”
 
   Peyton exhaled. The mention of the mayor was calculated and damned if it didn’t work. “Okay, Reverend O’Shannahan, why don’t you tell us about this murder threat?”
 
   “As I was saying, three months ago the house next door goes up for sale. It gets bought in the first week. Trucks start pulling up, contractors, gardeners, you name it. They begin work on the house. A month later, this guy moves in, but he brings with him a couple of women and a number of young men in their late teens, early twenties.”
 
   “And someone over there threatened you?” prompted Peyton.
 
   The reverend sat still for a moment, just smiling. Peyton and Marco exchanged a look, but he didn’t seem inclined to continue. Peyton pretended to write something in her notebook. Finally, his foot began swinging again.
 
   “I am the most open minded person you will ever meet. I allow anyone at all into my congregation, but I have to admit I was a little skeptical when I saw who bought the house next door. I mean, it’s a two to three million dollar mansion.”
 
   “Who bought the house next door?”
 
   The reverend leaned forward. Peyton and Marco leaned forward with him. “Mexicans,” he said in a whisper that might carry to half the neighborhood.
 
   Peyton snapped her notebook shut and leaned back. “Do I have this right? You called us out here to investigate your neighbors because they happen to be Mexican?”
 
   “In a million dollar house, Inspector, and according to the real estate agent, they came directly from Mexico.”
 
   “Where does the death threat come in?” demanded Marco.
 
   “I was getting to that, but I can already see what you’re thinking.”
 
   “Oh, I’m certain you can’t, Reverend,” said Peyton.
 
   “You think I’m some bigot who doesn’t want his neighborhood integrated.”
 
   Perhaps he did know what they were thinking.
 
   “The Bible says, ‘Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.’ Matthew.”
 
   “Leviticus,” corrected Marco.
 
   The reverend smiled and touched his nose with his index finger. “I knew you were a practicing Catholic. I can smell the holy water on you.” His eyes crinkled up, he smiled so wide. “At any rate, I try very hard to practice what I preach.”
 
   “The death threat?” prompted Peyton.
 
   “Yes, well, yesterday I was having breakfast on the balcony when I heard arguing coming from next door. Of course, I was concerned. It sounded loud and violent.”
 
   “What were they saying?”
 
   He gave her a condescending smile. “I have no idea, Inspector Brooks, I don’t know Spanish. Good old American English for me.”
 
   Peyton’s fingers curled around her notebook. “Please continue.”
 
   “I got up and wandered over to where our balconies nearly touch. I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop, mind you?”
 
   “Of course not,” said Marco with a hint of snarl.
 
   The reverend didn’t miss a beat. “As I said, I was concerned. I could see the man of the house, a handsome chap in his early thirties, through the kitchen windows. He was yelling at a younger chap, pointing his finger at him.” The reverend made poking motions with his index finger. “All of a sudden, he saw me. He stopped yelling and walked over to the doors, opening them. I wasn’t sure what to do, so I just smiled.”
 
   “He came to the side of the balcony and smiled back. ‘Is something wrong?’ he said. He had a thick accent, you know, but I understood him.” The reverend nodded his head vigorously as if he’d accomplished an amazing feat. “I said I was simply concerned as I had heard arguing. I introduced myself, but he didn’t know who I was.”
 
   “That must have been terrible,” said Peyton.
 
   The smile bloomed again. “I just don’t often find people who don’t know who I am. At any rate, that’s when he said it. It was so strange I wasn’t sure what he meant at first.”
 
   “What did he say?” asked Marco.
 
   “He said that our houses were so close together that you couldn’t even murder someone without the neighborhood knowing about it.”
 
   Marco tilted his head to look at Peyton. Peyton met the look, then turned back to the reverend. “Did he specifically say he couldn’t murder you or someone else?”
 
   “He said someone, but later when I thought about, I realized it was a threat toward me because I was listening…” He paused, then added, “…out of concern.”
 
   Peyton stuffed the notebook back in her pocket and curled her fingers around the arms of her chair, pushing herself to her feet. “Thank you for your time, Reverend. I think we have enough.”
 
   Marco rose with her.
 
   “What’s the next step?” 
 
   Peyton glanced at her partner, then back. “We’ll have to do some more investigation.”
 
   “I can give you the name of the realtor. She can probably tell you their names.”
 
   “That won’t be necessary.”
 
   The reverend rose also. “Will you keep me informed on the progress of the investigation?”
 
   “As soon as we have anything, you’ll be the first to know.” She crossed between the chairs and moved toward the door. Marco was fast on her heels.
 
   “Maybe I didn’t convey the tone of his voice when he said it.”
 
   “We got it.”
 
   “Should I keep an eye on him, or what do you want me to do? I could set up surveillance cameras out back?”
 
   Peyton paused at the door. “Please, let us handle it from here. We don’t want you in any danger. You’re too important to this community.”
 
   He halted in front of her, beaming. “I appreciate you saying that, Inspector. I would love to see you in my flock on Sunday. We have a lovely African American family that attends quite regularly.” He smiled over at Marco. “Not too many Italians, but I’d be delighted to share the blessings with you.”
 
   Marco pulled the door open and stepped into the hallway.
 
   Peyton followed on his heels. “We’ll definitely give it some thought,” she said, nearly racing Marco for the outer door.
 
   “Thank you, Inspectors. I’ll check with the mayor in a day or two to see how you’re progressing.”
 
   Peyton shut her eyes briefly at that. She just bet he would check with the mayor. He wasn’t going to let this go. “Good bye,” she said over her shoulder as they stepped out into the sunlight.
 
   Shutting the door at their backs, Marco looked over at her. “We aren’t going next door, are we, Brooks?”
 
   “Hell no.” She jogged down the steps toward their Charger. “I’m not bothering those people.”
 
   She waited as Marco circled the front of the car, pressing the button to unlock it.
 
   “Is something wrong, Officers?” came a voice.
 
   Peyton turned and watched a handsome Hispanic man in his early thirties approach them. His black hair was parted to the side and combed away from his face, his cheekbones were high, and his dark eyes large and thickly lashed. He wore a fine, tailored suit with cufflinks on the shirt sleeves. He could be the dark to the reverend’s light as if they were opposite halves of the same coin.
 
   “No, nothing’s wrong. The Reverend O’Shannahan is a friend of the mayor and he asked us to pay a visit.”
 
   “Oh,” said the man, “I live next door. I was worried that something might be wrong.” He had an accent, but he spoke perfect English. “It is good of you to come out here.”
 
   Peyton moved away from the Charger and held out her hand. “Inspector Brooks and D’Angelo,” she said.
 
   He took her hand in his and gave her a firm shake. “The pleasure is mine. I am Raphael Peña. I am opening an import business here. It is good to know that we have the attention of the San Francisco police department. I feel much safer for it.”
 
   Peyton thought it a strange thing to say, but she figured it might be the language difference. “Have you had any trouble with your neighbor, Mr. Peña?”
 
   “The Reverend O’Shannahan? No. Did he say we quarreled?”
 
   “Not exactly.”
 
   “He is a man of the cloth, as you say. A man of faith. I have no quarrel with him.”
 
   Peyton reached into her pocket and pulled out her business card, passing it to Raphael. “If you need anything, please feel free to call me,” she said.
 
   He took it, pressing it to his lips. “It is good to know such a beautiful woman will watch out for me.”
 
   Oh, this one was a charmer, Peyton thought, feeling a blush steal over her cheeks.
 
   Marco cleared his throat. He was leaning on the driver’s door, waiting.
 
   “Have a good day, Mr. Peña. It was a pleasure meeting you.”
 
   “You have a good day, la belleza, and thank you for your card.”
 
   Peyton backed to the Charger and pulled open the door, sinking into the seat.
 
   Marco threw himself into the driver’s seat and started the car. “La belleza. Give me a frickin’ break,” he snarled, pulling away from the curb.
 
   Peyton laughed. “You’re just pissed because you didn’t get all the attention for the first time.”
 
   Marco looked over at her. “Yeah, that’s it.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Defino stood by Maria’s desk when they arrived at the precinct. Her arms were crossed and the expression on her face didn’t look welcoming. Peyton and Marco came to a halt in front of her.
 
   “Let me guess, the mayor called?” asked Peyton.
 
   “No, why?”
 
   Peyton blew out her held breath. “Because you look pissed, Captain.”
 
   “I’m not pissed.”
 
   Realization dawned on her. “You need to give in and get some glasses, Captain. When you squint at people, you look pissed.”
 
   “I don’t need glasses, Brooks, and I’m thinking it isn’t a bad thing if people believe I’m pissed all of the time, then they won’t pull crap on me. Now tell me what happened. What was behind this complaint?”
 
   “The neighbors are too brown,” said Marco, tugging off his leather jacket as he moved toward his desk.
 
   Defino followed him with her eyes, then turned back to Peyton. “Really?”
 
   “I’m afraid so. Although he gave us Bible verses about loving one’s neighbor, our reverend is a piece of work.”
 
   “He’s a racist?” asked Maria. “He seems so genuine on his show.”
 
   Peyton gave her a skeptical look. “He told me that I’d be interested to know his wife helps children in Africa and then called me a Baptist.”
 
   Maria frowned in confusion, but Defino’s mouth dropped open.
 
   “And he damn near patted me on the head for being a poster child for Affirmative Action.”
 
   “What did he say to D’Angelo?”
 
   “That he’s a Catholic.”
 
   Defino tsked, but Maria seemed more confused.
 
   “That’s a bad thing?” she asked.
 
   “Not at all, baby,” answered Peyton, “but he’d probably ask you if you were born in Tijuana.”
 
   “I was born in Daly City.”
 
   “My point exactly.”
 
   “Forget it,” said Defino. Peyton wasn’t sure whether she was talking to Maria or her. “We looked into it. It’s nothing. Now let’s get back to our case.”
 
   “Got it. Were you able to talk to Jake’s boss at the bank?”
 
   “Yeah, he’s cleared. Got him started reading a basic crime scene manual and he’s scheduled for classes in a few weeks. Why don’t you see how he’s doing on his first day?”
 
   “Sure thing, boss.” Tapping Marco on the shoulder as she passed their desks, she wended her way through the squad room to where Jake’s desk now stood. The squad room was almost deserted this time of the afternoon since most cops were out on calls.
 
   Jake glanced up as they approached. He pressed his fingers against his eyes and closed the manual he’d been reading. “I think I’d rather take pictures of decapitated heads.”
 
   Peyton smiled. “Bored already?”
 
   “It’s a lot to take in at once. It was easier counting money.”
 
   “You need the basics, so you don’t screw up the evidence.”
 
   “I got that about 100 pages back.” He shifted his attention to Marco. “So, why do you look so damn happy?”
 
   “Seeing you here just sours my mood,” Marco shot back.
 
   Peyton pushed him in the chest. “We had an annoying call to run and not a single person flirted with him. It’s been an off day.”
 
   Jake chuckled, drawing a glare.
 
   Peyton’s phone suddenly vibrated in her pocket. She pulled it out and thumbed on the screen. The icon for a text message blinked at her, but she didn’t recognize the number.
 
   “I’m gonna get a soda,” said Marco.
 
   “Hold on.” Peyton touched the icon and the message scrolled across her screen. Need help. Meet me at Betsy’s Diner on O’Farrell. Venus. She showed it to Marco.
 
   “I’ll tell the captain,” he said, headed for the front of the squad room.
 
   Peyton reached into her pocket and pulled out the keys for her Corolla, passing them across the desk to Jake. “You need to get your own car.”
 
   “I’ll take the Charger.”
 
   “You can’t drive that, it’s police issue. I don’t know how long we’ll be, but if you make it home before I do, will you walk Pickles?”
 
   Jake took the keys. “Do you mind if I swing by the old place and pick up the last of my things?”
 
   “No, just don’t get her stolen.”
 
   “I’ve ridden in your little green heap, Peyton. No one wants her.”
 
   “I wouldn’t talk bad about her. She just might strand you.”
 
   “I’ll take my chances.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Betsy’s Diner was a typical greasy spoon. A few tables crowded the front of the store, looking out over the street. The back wall was occupied by the grill, which spat black, foul smelling smoke into the room. A tired-looking woman in a stained apron manned the cash register and a couple of teenage girls took orders in jeans and skimpy t-shirts that read Betsy’s across the bust. Behind the grill was an older man, Asian-looking with a white beany on his head.
 
   Marco opened the door and motioned Peyton through. She spotted Venus instantly. She was sitting with her back to the wall, watching the door with an anxious, nearly manic expression. Her fingers drummed on the table and she held an unlit cigarette in her other hand. Her clothing was filthy, her fish-net stockings torn and the shoulder of her shirt hanging down around her elbow. She tried to push it back into place when she saw them, using the hand with the cigarette to smooth down her mussed hair.
 
   Peyton slid into the booth beside her, fighting the odor of sweat and sickness coming off her. Marco sat on the other side, boxing her in. He placed his hand flat on the table and stared out at the restaurant, a position of defense. She knew he could grab his gun in a second if necessary.
 
   Peyton marked that Venus only had a water glass in front of her. “Did you order?”
 
   Venus made a disparaging sound. “With what money?” Her fingers drummed again and again.
 
   Peyton reached over and covered her hand with her own. “We’re here now. You’re okay.”
 
   Venus’ eyes were bloodshot and watery. “How’s Athena? She talkin’ yet?”
 
   Peyton shook her head. “Can I get you something? A burger maybe?”
 
   Venus gave a laugh and twisted a lock of hair with the hand that held the cigarette. “I can’t remember the last meal I had.”
 
   “Where have you been, Olivia?”
 
   “Hiding. Tried to turn some tricks, but I couldn’t go home and get cleaned up. They’re watching for me. Searching the streets for me.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   Venus’ eyes flitted away.
 
   A waitress approached the table. “What can I get you?” she asked.
 
   “A cheeseburger with fries,” Peyton said. “You want something to drink, Olivia?”
 
   “Milkshake, chocolate.”
 
   Good choice, thought Peyton.
 
   “Anything else?”
 
   Peyton shook her head.
 
   The waitress wrote the order and walked away.
 
   Shifting in the booth, Peyton leaned as close to Venus as she could stand to get. “If you want our help, you’ve got to tell us everything, Olivia. You can’t lie anymore, or there’s nothing we can do for you.”
 
   Venus put the cigarette in her mouth, then remembered it wasn’t lit and took it out again. Peyton could feel her kicking her leg beneath the table. She glanced at Marco, then away, but Marco’s eyes roved the diner.
 
   “I lied about El Griego.”
 
   “What do you mean you lied?”
 
   “I know his name.”
 
   Peyton reached for her notebook and pulled it out. “Tell me.”
 
   “Alberto Flores. He ran with a gang called the Aztecas – Los Hermanos Aztecas. That’s what the tattoo is. The letters ŁĦȺ. They deal in drugs and prostitutes. Their territory is most of the Tenderloin now. They’ve been pushing the other gangs out.”
 
   “How?” Peyton wrote the name in her notes.
 
   Venus shook her head. “I don’t know. They suddenly got new guns, I mean real nice pieces. Not those…what do you call them?”
 
   “Saturday Night Specials?” offered Marco.
 
   “Yeah, not those. But Sigs, glocks. Real fire power.”
 
   “Who’s supplying them?” asked Peyton.
 
   “I don’t know. No one does. They don’t let you know anything and if you figure it out, they kill you. If I stay on the street, I’m dead. They’ll find me and kill me.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I tried to get away. Because I was there when Athena killed El Griego. Just because they can.”
 
   The waitress placed the burger and milkshake in front of Venus. Venus didn’t touch it for a moment, just stared out at the diner as if she was afraid someone would suddenly materialize. “They’ll kill me,” she said, shifting to look at Peyton.
 
   “Okay, look, give me their usual hang-outs and I’ll get you help. I’ll take you to a shelter I know for women who are escaping bad situations. They’ll help you.”
 
   “You mean like for women who are getting beat up?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Venus shook her head. “They won’t take no prostitute. I tried it before and they told me to go. If I go in there looking like this, they ain’t gonna let me stay. I need some decent clothes and a shower or something.”
 
   “Olivia, this is your chance to change things. To start a new life. If we take you there, you’ve got to promise me you’ll stay. We need you to testify for Athena, we need you to tell the judge that she killed El Griego out of self-defense.”
 
   “I don’t like judges.”
 
   “I understand that, but you care about Athena, right? You want to help her, right?”
 
   “Are you going to arrest me if I don’t testify?”
 
   “No, but if you don’t testify, Athena may be charged with murder and she will go to prison then.”
 
   Venus broke the cigarette in half, then stared down at it as if she hadn’t meant to do that. She laid it on the table and pushed it away from her with the heel of her hand. “I don’t want Athena going to prison.”
 
   Peyton covered her hand with her own. “I know. I promise you they’ll take you at the shelter and you’ll be safe.”
 
   “They won’t take me like this. They ain’t gonna take no dirty prostitute. If I can’t get a shower and some decent clothes, we can both forget about it. There’s down-and-out and then there’s prostitute.”
 
   “Do you have any clothes we can get that are less provocative?”
 
   “What?”
 
   Peyton drew a patient breath. “Less slutty.”
 
   She gave Peyton the look that made her feel simple. “Yeah, I got me a business suit back at my condo.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “On Nob freakin’ Hill.”
 
   “Okay.” Peyton patted her hand. “I can probably…” Her voice trailed away.
 
   Marco’s eyes rose to pin her. As if they communicated by telepathy, she knew he knew what she was thinking. He shook his head at her, but Peyton held up her hands in a gesture of futility.
 
   “God damn it,” muttered Marco under his breath.
 
   “Look, Olivia,” Peyton said, “I’ll take you to get a shower and a change of clothes, but you’ve got to give me something in return. I need their hangouts, where you went when they sent you to a John.”
 
   Venus reached for the milkshake and took a sip. “I’ll give you whatever you want, just don’t send me back out there.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Magdalena’s eyes were wide as they crossed over the Bay Bridge and the skyline of San Francisco rose in the distance. She’d seen pictures of the City in books, but she never dreamed it would feel like this. Panic fluttered in her belly. She needed to find a phone and call Mama, tell her she was all right, but the entire ride out here, she’d never gotten away from Felix for a moment. He watched her like a hawk.
 
   She wasn’t sure she could call Mama now anyway. She had done things with Felix, things in the car and the cheap motel rooms that she knew would make Mama cry. Touching the crucifix at her throat, she tried to say her novenas, but couldn’t finish. Would God turn away from her now? She wasn’t married like Felix promised. He’d never taken her to the priest he said he knew.
 
   His cousin had sent him money to get to San Francisco, but by the time they hit Arizona, they couldn’t get motel rooms anymore because they had to save all of their money for gas and food. She wanted to take a shower, she felt dirty in more ways than one. And she was so sick of driving.
 
   Worry for her family made her stomach hurt. She hadn’t eaten much during the entire trip. Did Mama take Esperanza to the Shriners? Were they looking for her? She hadn’t even left them a note. After the fight with Mama, she’d run to the school. She hadn’t expected to see Felix, but he and his friends were hanging out there. When he suggested again that they go to San Francisco, she’d agreed. She’d regretted it every moment after, but it was too late now. Too many things had happened.
 
   “Felix,” she said, shifting in the seat to face him. He had the window down and his arm braced on the sill. He needed a shower as bad as she did. For the last few days, he’d tied his hair up in a bandana. “When we get to your cousin’s, can I use the phone?”
 
   He didn’t answer. He reached over and turned up the radio, tapping his hand on the steering wheel. In fact, since their first night in the motel, he hadn’t really spoken to her very much at all.
 
   “Felix?”
 
   “Don’t nag me, chica. We’ll see. It’s long distance now and costs a lot of money.”
 
   “I just want to tell my family that I’m all right.”
 
   “I’m your family now.”
 
   Magdalena curled her arms around her stomach. She closed her eyes and tried to pray.
 
   He reached over and wound a lank strand of hair around his fingers, tugging on it. “Come on, chica. We gonna have so much fun now we’re in ‘Frisco. You won’t even think about home anymore.”
 
   Magdalena’s eyes stung with tears, but she turned toward the window and looked out at the bay spreading beneath the bridge. Oh, God, please don’t forsake her now.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 8
 
   Jake tossed the car keys onto the sofa table where Peyton always left them, then deposited the crime scene manual and his camera case beside it. Pickles didn’t come prancing out to see him, which he found strange.
 
   He headed toward the back of the house. Peyton’s door was closed, but his bathroom was open. A young woman with bleach blond hair was shaving her leg, her foot braced on the toilet. She had a towel wrapped around her and her hair was damp, hanging over a bare shoulder.
 
   She looked up at him when he appeared in the doorway and a wicked smile spread across her face. “Well, hello, baby,” she purred.
 
   Jake backed quickly away. “Peyton!” he shouted.
 
   The door to her room flew open and she appeared in the doorway. Behind her, Jake could see Pickles lying on the bed. He pricked his ears at Jake’s voice.
 
   “Jake, I didn’t hear you come in.”
 
   “There’s a woman in my bathroom, naked.”
 
   Peyton smiled. “That’s Olivia. She’s just getting cleaned up.” She held up a pair of shorts and a tank top. “I’m trying to find her something to wear, but she’s a lot taller than I am.”
 
   “Why is she here?”
 
   Olivia wandered to the door and peeked out at Jake, giving him a practiced pout. Peyton only briefly glanced at her.
 
   “I’m taking her to a shelter, but she didn’t feel she could go looking like a…” She stopped and motioned toward Olivia with her chin.
 
   “Like a what?” demanded Jake.
 
   “Like a hooker,” offered Olivia, disappearing into the bathroom again.
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   The outer door opened and he heard Marco bellow, “Brooks!”
 
   Peyton pushed past Jake and went out to meet him. Jake edged to the entrance of the living room and peered out. “What did you get?” she asked, taking the bag from him and opening it.
 
   “Panties, bra, and a sweat suit. I also picked her up a toothbrush, toothpaste and deodorant.”
 
   “Wow! You did good with her size.” She gave him a critical look. “Must be all that experience with undressing women.”
 
   “Cute,” he answered. “Is she ready? Let’s get this done, all right? I promised Vinnie I’d come over for dinner.”
 
   “Give me a minute.” She stuffed everything back into the bag and carried it past Jake again, knocking on the bathroom door.
 
   Jake watched her disappear inside, then he wandered into the living room. Marco had just taken a seat on the couch, sprawling out his long legs and clasping his hands on his belly.
 
   “Ryder.”
 
   “Adonis.” He pointed over his shoulder at the hallway. “Is she really a hooker?”
 
   “She ain’t Mother Teresa.”
 
   “And she’s here why?”
 
   Marco let out a long suffering sigh. “Because she wanted a shower before she goes to a woman’s shelter and my partner, your new roommate, is a sap.”
 
   “Is it a good idea to bring hookers here?”
 
   “I don’t know. With the murder suspect living here now, seems to me she’s got a matched set.”
 
   Jake gave him a tight smile. “I get you have a problem with me, but we both know I didn’t do anything. If one of us should be pissed at the other, it really should be me, so why don’t you stop riding my ass?”
 
   Marco held up a hand. “You’re right. It’s been a bitch of a day.”
 
   Jake took the armchair across from him. “This just doesn’t seem like a good idea.”
 
   “It’s a rotten idea, but what the hell do you want me to do? If I didn’t agree to bring her here, Peyton would have done it behind my back. This way, I’m here to shoot someone if it goes horribly wrong.”
 
   “She’s a handful. Is this what I get to look forward to everyday? Hookers here in the morning, drug dealers in the afternoon, and maybe a pirate after supper?”
 
   “Lately she’s had this thing for vampires, so you might want to get you a cross and some holy water.”
 
   “Thanks for the head’s up.”
 
   Peyton and Olivia emerged. In the light blue velour track suit and her hair in a ponytail, Jake would never have suspected her to be what she was. She looked young and innocent, the seductive expressions replaced by a look of panic.
 
   Peyton motioned her to the other armchair, then picked up a pad of paper and a pen that had been sitting on the coffee table. “I did my part, now you do yours. Give me the locations of where the Aztecas usually crash.”
 
   Olivia took the paper and the pen Peyton held out to her. “If they find out I told you, I’m dead.”
 
   “If you stay at the shelter, they can’t find you. Come on, Olivia, you promised.”
 
   The young woman looked around, hoping for a sympathetic face, but when she didn’t find it, she lowered her head and began writing. Jake looked up at Peyton. She seemed pleased with this turn of events.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton typed in the rest of the update on her report to Defino. Picking up the pen, she chewed on the end of it as she read it back over. Marco wandered out of the break room and placed something on the corner of her desk.
 
   Peyton glanced down and saw a chocolate covered donut bathed in multi-colored sprinkles. Instantly, she felt happiness wash over her and she smiled up at him.
 
   “That might taste better than the pen,” he said.
 
   She dropped the pen and tore into the donut, placing a bite in her mouth. Closing her eyes in bliss, she chewed slowly to savor it. She tried to avoid donuts, but they called to her whenever someone brought them into the squad room.
 
   “I think I prove the stereotype about cops and donuts.”
 
   Marco smiled.
 
   She paused in placing another piece in her mouth, glad to see him do something besides scowl at her all the time. “Abe’s right. You’re so much handsomer when you smile.”
 
   He shook his head in amusement, then went to his desk.
 
   From the front of the squad room, Holmes and Bartlet appeared. Holmes stopped at their desks, taking off his hat and scratching his head. “Not a damn thing. They must have cleared out when they heard we were coming.”
 
   Peyton swiveled in her chair and looked up at them. “You didn’t find anything?”
 
   “We checked two of the places on the list. Cho and Simons are checking the third. We found a couple of bums crashing in the first and a bunch of those ŁĦȺ things painted all over, but nothing else.”
 
   “Were both of the addresses abandoned buildings?” asked Marco.
 
   Bartlet moved forward. “The second one wasn’t abandoned. It was a flop house, bad.”
 
   “One of the residents told us which room they rented, but when we got up there, it was cleaned out,” finished Holmes.
 
   “Do you think she led us wrong deliberately?” asked Peyton, turning to Marco.
 
   Marco shrugged.
 
   “They were there. At the second place, a lot of the residents talked about them, how there were people in and out, but they said they cleared out about a week ago.”
 
   “The residents weren’t afraid of them?”
 
   Holmes scratched at the crown of his head. “I think they avoided them, but the bangers were pretty free with the money from time to time.”
 
   “Thanks,” said Peyton.
 
   Holmes walked away, but Bartlet stopped. “Sorry,” he said.
 
   Peyton nodded. She swiveled back to Marco. “Every time I think we’ve got a lead on this case, it slips away from us. Maybe those two deaths were isolated incidents.”
 
   Marco studied her a minute, but he didn’t respond. Finally, he pushed himself to his feet. “Want some coffee?”
 
   Peyton frowned at him, but he walked away from her before she could answer. She started to go after him, but Cho and Simon came through the outer door, pushing a Hispanic teen in front of them.
 
   Peyton redirected herself and followed them as they shoved the boy toward an interrogation room. They had to pass Jake’s desk as they went and he swiveled to watch them.
 
   “Bring your camera,” said Peyton.
 
   He closed his manual and grabbed the camera bag, following her.
 
   While Simons took the boy into the interrogation room, Cho, Peyton and Jake entered the viewing room, watching through the one-way glass. Bill Simons might not be as tall as Marco, but he was huge. He always reminded Peyton of a bear. He shoved the boy into a chair and then looked up at the glass.
 
   Nathan Cho was small, but he moved with a quick, fluid grace that Peyton wished she could master. He watched the exchange between the boy and Simons, then turned when Marco and Captain Defino entered. Jake moved to the back of the room, clearly confused as to why he was there.
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   Cho rocked on his heels. “We got to the location Brooks gave us. It was abandoned. A warehouse, but there was nothing inside. We caught the boy hanging around outside, watching us. Had to chase the little shit down.”
 
   The boy was thin, wiry, a bandana tied around his forehead, his clothing baggy and hanging off his frame. He wore a white tank-top, but a heavy jacket was pulled up around his neck and ears.
 
   “He’s probably a look-out for the gang,” said Peyton.
 
   Cho nodded.
 
   “What are we going to hold him on? He wasn’t doing anything illegal,” said Defino.
 
   Cho reached into his pocket and pulled out an evidence bag. Inside were a few white rocks. Peyton took it and held it up to the light.
 
   “He’s just a kid,” she said, setting the bag on the table before the windows. “Jake, take some pictures of these, please.”
 
   While Jake opened his camera case, they watched the boy.
 
   “Does he have a tattoo?” asked Marco.
 
   “I’ll find out,” said Cho, going into the room. He ordered the boy to take off his jacket. With Simons hulking over him, he complied, keeping his head down. Peyton could see his hands trembling. Either he was on the stuff or he was afraid, but he clearly didn’t know what they were going to do to him.
 
   His arms were stick thin, his chest concave. As the jacket came off, Cho took it away as evidence and Simons grabbed the boy’s left arm, turning it so they could see his bicep. He didn’t put up any resistance.
 
   An angry red covered the area around his shoulder muscle and the letter Ł was scrawled in black ink. Peyton frowned, uncertain what that meant. Cho reentered the viewing room with the jacket.
 
   “Now what?”
 
   Defino took over. “Leave Simons there. Brooks, you go in. Marco, let’s see if we can get him some food and a soda. Maria can call out for a burger or something.”
 
   Marco left the room.
 
   Defino turned to Peyton. “Try to get him talking. He’s obviously scared to death.”
 
   “Got it.” Peyton motioned to Jake. “Come with me and get some pictures of that tattoo.”
 
   She didn’t wait to see if he would follow, just walked into the interrogation room. Simons moved back to take up a position of intimidation at the boy’s back, out of his line of sight, as Peyton took a seat at the table near him. Jake edged into the room, looking completely out of place, but Peyton nodded at the boy.
 
   “Take a couple of his arm, okay?”
 
   Jake began snapping pictures. The boy glared at him from the corner of his eyes, but he didn’t make any other move.
 
   “I’m Inspector Brooks,” she said. “We’re trying to get you something to eat. You look hungry.”
 
   He stared at the table, but didn’t say anything. Being this close to him, Peyton suspected he was only twelve or thirteen at best. Possibly a mule for the Aztecas, carting drugs, spying.
 
   “Can you tell me your name?”
 
   “They said to tell the cops nothing, especially not my name.”
 
   “Who said?”
 
   The boy gave her an arch look.
 
   Peyton decided to go a different direction. “Does the tattoo hurt? It looks new.”
 
   “Got it last week,” he mumbled.
 
   “Why is there only an L? The others I’ve seen have been three letters.” She leaned forward on the table as Jake continued to snap pictures. He wasn’t just taking the tattoo anymore, but Peyton didn’t stop him. “The ones I’ve seen on others have been L…H…A...” She let the letters hang between them.
 
   Slowly the boy raised his head and met her gaze. She couldn’t even see a mark of stubble on his jaw and his face had that roundness of youth. Jake snapped one last picture, then backed away.
 
   “Thank you,” she said, nodding toward the window.
 
   Jake hurried from the room, leaving only Simons and her with the boy.
 
   “You gots to earn the letters,” said the boy.
 
   Peyton gave him a kind smile. “How do you do that?”
 
   “The first one’s easy. You just deliver stuff for them. Once you done it enough, you get the Ł.”
 
   “Stuff like the rocks we found?”
 
   He looked down. “Yeah, like that.”
 
   “How do you get the second?”
 
   He shrugged his narrow shoulders.
 
   “I want to help you, but I can’t if you don’t help me. You’re in a lot of trouble. Underage, carrying crack. Those aren’t good things. They could get you sent away for a long time.”
 
   “To jail?”
 
   Peyton nodded sadly.
 
   “They said I couldn’t go to jail. I was too young.”
 
   “They were wrong. We can try you as an adult. Drug possession is a serious offense, but if you help me, I can help you.”
 
   “I can’t go to jail. I gotta help my mom and sisters. They need me.”
 
   “I understand that, but you’ve got to give me something before I can help you.”
 
   “What you want to know?” His shoulders slumped. He was hungry, scared and so very young. He still wanted to trust someone in authority.
 
   “Tell me your name.”
 
   “Carlos.”
 
   “Carlos what?”
 
   “Oroso.”
 
   “How do you earn the next letter, Carlos?”
 
   “Couple’a ways.”
 
   “Okay. Tell me them.”
 
   “You gotta make a deal yourself, not just carry it.”
 
   “All right. How else?”
 
   “You gotta give them some information they want – you know, like about cops, or other gangs.”
 
   “Spy?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Anything else?”
 
   Carlos looked down, raising his hand to rub the tattoo. “Bring them girls.”
 
   Peyton’s eyes lifted to Simons. He gave a shudder.
 
   She reached out and stopped the boy from rubbing the tattoo. The contact made him look at her. “How do you earn the third letter, Carlos?”
 
   His mouth worked, but no sound came out. Then he pulled his lower lip between his teeth and chewed at it.
 
   Peyton drew her chair closer to him. “Tell me this, Carlos, and I promise we’ll get some help to your mother and sisters. I know some people who get other people out of gang situations.”
 
   He searched her face with eyes far too old for his years, but he didn’t answer.
 
   “Carlos, please help me out. How do you earn the third letter?”
 
   He leaned forward slightly, dropping his voice, but Peyton heard him clearly. “You gotta kill someone.” 
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   “Thanks, Javier.” Marco clicked off the phone and turned back to the gathering around his desk. “He’ll take over from here. He’s got a counselor who can make contact with the mother, get her some help, and there’s a juvenile program for first offenders that the DA can recommend to the judge.”
 
   “That’s all we can do,” said Defino.
 
   Jake sat at the back of the circle, watching them. He honestly hadn’t given much thought to what the police did. Arrest people, rough them up, force them to admit to things they did or didn’t do, then walk away from them, but the group gathered here seemed genuinely concerned about the skinny kid with the half-finished tattoo.
 
   Peyton had been unusually quiet since they questioned the boy. Jake could imagine it was hard to realize that no matter what anyone did, there probably was no way to stop the boy from continuing down his current path.
 
   Her phone rang, a bluesy song that seemed to match the mood in the room. She reached into her pocket for it and thumbed it on. “Brooks?” She listened for a few moments, then sat forward in her chair. “When did this happen? Okay, hold on.” She grabbed her pen and a pad of paper. “Give it to me again.” She scribbled an address on the pad, then tapped the pen against it. “Okay, thank you. I appreciate it.”
 
   She lowered the phone and met the captain’s gaze. “They’re moving Athena to a small psych hospital out in the Sunset. They couldn’t keep her in the hospital because of the costs. The two officers are accompanying her there, but they’ve already been told they can’t stay. The psych hospital has its own security.”
 
   “Well, who would know she’s been moved, except for us? She should be safe enough for now,” said Defino.
 
   “I’m sure we can fight it, Captain, if I talk to them.”
 
   Defino shook her head. “Leave it for now. If anything happens, we’ll be all over that hospital in a heartbeat.”
 
   The captain’s assistant, Maria strolled over, handing her a slip of paper. “Smith just called,” she said. “They got a drive-by about an hour ago down on Eddy. Two cars hit. A passenger in one of the cars says the shooter was a Hispanic male, riding in a late model Benz. Smith figured Brooks and D’Angelo might want to check it out.”
 
   Peyton and Marco were already moving, grabbing their coats and looking for car keys.
 
   “Get your camera, Jake,” Peyton said, taking the slip of paper the captain held out to her and heading for the door.
 
   Jake looked around in confusion. “Me?”
 
   “We got us a crime scene…” she shot over her shoulder.
 
   “And you’re the crime scene photographer,” finished Marco.
 
   Jake nearly tumbled out of his chair, hurrying to his desk after his camera bag. When he’d worked at the bank, he hadn’t even been in a bank robbery. What the hell was he doing, rushing off to take pictures of a shooting? But his heart pounded in his chest and he didn’t remember when he’d ever felt so exhilarated. It was just like in the movies.
 
    
 
   *   *  *
 
    
 
   Eddy ran through the Tenderloin, going from the west to the east. It crossed most of the major streets running north and south into Market.
 
   Marco pulled the Charger to the side of the street behind the crime scene tape and they climbed out. Clouds were rolling in and Peyton glanced upward, wondering if they weren’t in for more rain. To their right was a motel and across the street was a bistro. A number of patrons from both were standing on the sidewalks watching. Smith walked down the middle of the street toward them.
 
   Two cars were lined up one behind the other at a street light, steam rising from the engine of the first one. The one on the right had a flat tire on the passenger side and Peyton thought she could see a bullet hole in the windshield.
 
   An older couple was giving their information to another uniformed officer and a young woman was sitting on a planter box that lined the front of the motel, talking to a paramedic. The older couple was white, but the young woman was Hispanic, dressed in a uniform of some kind.
 
   “Hey,” said Smith, coming up to them.
 
   “Hey,” said Peyton and Marco.
 
   Smith’s gaze shifted to Jake.
 
   “Jake Ryder,” Peyton said. “He’s our crime scene photographer.”
 
   Smith raised an eyebrow, but said nothing else. Although he sometimes ribbed Peyton, he was a solid cop that could be relied on in a pinch. He had a thick dark moustache and a head of hair most men envied. He was a little shorter than Jake, stocky, but not really overweight.
 
   “What we got here?” Peyton asked.
 
   Smith pointed back over his shoulder. “The blue Taurus is a rental, driven by the older couple. They’re on vacation from Washington State. The silver Civic behind the Taurus belongs to the girl.” He pointed to the Hispanic woman. He shifted around and pointed to a liquor store on the corner of Larkin and Eddy. “They think the gunshots came from there, maybe down the street a little.”
 
   “Anyone hurt?” asked Marco.
 
   “No one was hit, but the girl, uh…”  He pulled out his notebook and flipped it open. “Daniela Ortega, she was shaken up pretty badly. Far as I can tell without Forensics out here, one bullet went into the passenger side tire, the other through the windshield. I think it’s imbedded in the backseat. She said her son usually rides back there.”
 
   “Where is her son now?”
 
   “With her mother. She just got off work and was on her way home.”
 
   “You get names on the older couple?”
 
   “Richard and Nancy Miller from Olympia.”
 
   “Great way to attract the tourists.” She hit Marco in the arm. “Let’s go talk to them.” Then she remembered Jake, hovering behind them, looking like a lost little boy. She kept forgetting he was new to this. “Jake, take pictures of the cars, the bullet holes, the entire scene –anything that catches your eye, but especially things that have a plastic marker by them.”
 
   “I know about the plastic markers, Mighty Mouse. I read the manual.”
 
   Peyton and Marco exchanged a smile.
 
   “He read the manual.”
 
   “Freakin’ brilliant,” answered Marco.
 
   Jake muttered something as he pushed past them. Peyton thought she caught the words hard and ass, but she wasn’t sure.
 
   They approached the older couple first, since the paramedic was checking the younger woman’s vitals. Peyton reached for her badge as the uniformed officer stepped back a pace. “Inspector Brooks and this is my partner, Inspector D’Angelo. Officer Smith told us you were visiting from Olympia?”
 
   “Yes,” said the woman, “I’m Nancy Miller, this is my husband Richard. We’re on vacation.” She looked over at the younger woman. “Is she all right? We couldn’t get her out of the car at first. All she kept saying was her son was usually in the backseat.”
 
   “She’s being looked after right now, but I think she’s just a little shaken up. Are you both all right?”
 
   “We’re fine. Scared us to death, but we’re fine.”
 
   “We’re fine,” repeated the husband.
 
   “Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?”
 
   “Not at all.”
 
   Peyton removed her notebook. As she did so, Marco wandered across Larkin, headed toward the liquor store. She could see Jake taking pictures of the cars from the corner of her eyes.
 
   “You were driving down Eddy…” she prompted.
 
   “We were coming back from Japan Town. We got a little turned around and were trying to find Market. We don’t know our way around San Francisco very well, and the GPS wasn’t really helping.”
 
   “It wasn’t helping,” echoed her husband.
 
   “And you came to the light?”
 
   “Yes, we stopped at the light. All of a sudden we heard this strange pop and steam started rising out of the engine.”
 
   “Right out of the engine.”
 
   Peyton nodded to get them to continue.
 
   “Then pop, pop, pop!” said Nancy.
 
   “So many pops,” said her husband.
 
   “Gunshots?”
 
   “Yes, gunshots. We weren’t sure at first, but then the young lady started screaming.”
 
   “Screaming like she was dying.”
 
   “We were terrified.”
 
   “I understand,” said Peyton. She looked to where Marco was standing. He was on the side of the liquor store, near a sandwich shop. From his angle, they had a clear view of each other. Fairly easy shooting. “Jake,” she called over her shoulder. “Can you take some shots of the cars from where Marco is standing?”
 
   He immediately shifted in that direction.
 
   Peyton focused her attention back on the couple. “Did you see anyone?”
 
   “You mean the shooter?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “We saw a man in a hoody start running that way.” Nancy pointed up Eddy. “He jumped into a car that was parked in front of the liquor store and the car sped away.”
 
   “Did you see what he looked like?”
 
   “He looked Hispanic.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “I got a quick glimpse of his face as he ran.”
 
   “Just a quick glimpse,” said Richard.
 
   Peyton made some notes. “What kind of a car did he get into?”
 
   “I think it was a Mercedes Benz.”
 
   “Definitely a Benz.”
 
   “When the car sped off, where did it go?”
 
   “Turned down that street up there. Made a right turn.”
 
   Hyde. And Hyde led directly into Market. From there, take your pick. He could be all the way up the peninsula by now or across the bay.
 
   She took out a card and gave it to them. “Would you be willing to talk with a sketch artist at my precinct?”
 
   “Certainly,” said Nancy, “we’re happy to do anything we can to help.”
 
   “Happy to do it.”
 
   Peyton reached out and squeezed Nancy’s arm. “Thank you. It would be best to do it sooner rather than later. We want to keep the memory fresh in your minds. The tow truck should be here to take the car away and then, Officer Smith will bring you to the station, all right?”
 
   “That’ll be fine. I guess our rental car is now evidence.”
 
   “I’m afraid so.”
 
   “I suppose it can’t be helped,” said Nancy.
 
   “Can’t be helped,” said Richard.
 
   Peyton smiled at them and moved toward the young woman. She hunkered down beside her. “How’s she doing?” she asked the paramedic.
 
   He began rolling up his blood pressure cuff. “Shaken up, but her vitals are fine.”
 
   “Thank you.” 
 
   He gave a nod and rose, moving toward the ambulance parked on Larkin.
 
   Peyton reached for her card and held it out to the young woman. She was definitely Hispanic, around twenty-five or so, her black hair tied up in a ponytail. She was wearing a white uniform dress. “I’m Inspector Brooks.”
 
   “I heard,” she said, but she took the card. “Look, can I go? I’ve got to get home to my boy. He’s waiting on me.” She curled her arms around her middle, gripping her elbows.
 
   “Soon. I need to ask you some questions.”
 
   “I didn’t see anything. I just want to go home.”
 
   “How old is your son?”
 
   Peyton decided to change track.
 
   “Seven.”
 
   “Officer Smith said your name was Daniela Ortega. Is that right?”
 
   She gave Peyton a hostile look. “Yeah, can I go?”
 
   “We’re waiting on a tow truck.”
 
   “I need that car for work.”
 
   “Where do you work?”
 
   “The Marina Inn. I’m a maid there.”
 
   “And you were coming home from work when you heard the shots?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Where did they come from?”
 
   “Where the old people told you. About where the photographer is standing now.”
 
   “Did you see the shooter?”
 
   She met Peyton’s eyes and her expression closed down. “Yeah, he was about six feet tall and black.”
 
   Peyton studied her a moment, but didn’t correct her.
 
   “Where do you live, Daniela?”
 
   “I gave my address to the officer.”
 
   Peyton nodded. “I can get it from him, but just tell me the street.”
 
   “Utah.”
 
   South of Market. “Do you always drive this way going home?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Peyton shrugged. “I just have to ask these questions.”
 
   “I just want to go home to my son, please.” She gripped her elbows so hard, her knuckles turned white.
 
   Peyton took a seat next to her on the planter box. Something wasn’t adding up. “It’s funny because both Nancy and Richard said the shooter was Hispanic.”
 
   “I told you I didn’t see anything.”
 
   “Did you see the Benz drive away?”
 
   “No, after the first shot, I ducked behind the steering wheel.”
 
   “But yet you saw enough of the shooter to identify him as a black man, six feet tall. Why do I get the feeling that you aren’t being completely honest?”
 
   She gave Peyton a frantic look. “They shot at me. Why are you making me feel like I’m the criminal?”
 
   “I’m not. I just want to figure this out.”
 
   “Well, I don’t know anything. I can’t help you. I heard the shot and I ducked. That’s all. I don’t remember anything else until the old man pulled me out of the car to see if I was hurt.” Tears filled her eyes and she shivered. “I don’t have a cell phone. I don’t have any way of calling my mother and telling her what happened. And now I don’t have a car or a way home. I just want to see my son, that’s all. I just want to go home.”
 
   Peyton studied her a moment more, then pushed herself to her feet. “Okay, Daniela. I’ll have Officer Smith take you home, but if you remember anything, will you give me a call?”
 
   She gave a quick nod, then looked down, rocking herself back and forth. Peyton motioned Smith over and asked him to take Daniela home after the tow truck arrived.
 
   She then wandered over to where Marco and Jake were standing. “Any shell casings?” 
 
   Marco shook his head. “Nothing.”
 
   “Anyone see anything?”
 
   “Heard the shots, but by the time they got out here, they only caught a fleeting glimpse of the Benz turning onto Hyde. She tell you anything?”
 
   “No, and what’s really strange is she said it was a black male, about six feet, then she told me she saw nothing because she was hiding behind the steering wheel. When I questioned her, she got angry with me. She’s definitely hiding something.”
 
   “Maybe the shooter was a pissed off boyfriend,” offered Jake.
 
   “Well, I don’t think he was shooting at the tourists.”
 
   Jake rubbed a hand over his chin. “Of course, you know, that means that he knew which way she came home and what time.”
 
   Peyton nodded. “That is some freakin’ amazing manual,” she teased, “because that’s exactly what’s bothering me about this whole thing.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Felix’s cousin scared her. He sat in the small apartment, lounging back on the couch, the television blaring a telenovela that he hadn’t looked at once. He had a tattoo on his neck. Magdalena had seen tattoos on arms and legs, but never on anyone’s neck. She didn’t want to make eye contact with him, but it was hard not to stare.
 
   She sat on a folding lawn chair next to Felix. Once in a while Felix would stroke her hair, but mostly he ignored her, talking to his cousin, asking him questions that Magdalena didn’t understand about deliveries and other things. She suspected it had to do with drugs, but she didn’t really want to know.
 
   She desperately wanted to call her family. She needed to know if they were all right and if maybe, maybe she could come home. She had forsaken her religion, she had taken a man as husband without being married, but maybe Mama and Papa would forgive her. The priest forgave people much worse things with a few rosaries and Hail Marys, and of course, a promise never to stray again. If she could go home, she would never, ever stray.
 
   But Felix wouldn’t let her near a phone. He said she had to give up that past life and understand that he was her family now. He would provide for her. She glanced around the apartment and thought he wasn’t doing much providing.
 
   In the day they’d been there, people came in and out of this apartment all of the time. Sometimes Felix’s cousin would take them into one of the rooms. Sometimes they’d sit down and drink a cerveza with him, but often he went outside to talk with them in the hallway.
 
   A lot of the people who visited were women. In fact, last night, two of the women had come in very late and had fallen asleep on the floor. In the morning, they handed Felix’s cousin some money. Magdalena wasn’t stupid – she knew what the money was for and it made her even more ashamed.
 
   She felt the cousin’s eyes on her. He kept watching her ever since she’d gotten out of the shower the previous day. She clasped her crucifix and tried to ignore him, but she could feel the weight of his gaze boring into her. He’d been drinking for a few hours and a line of cervezas was beginning to ring the crate he used as a coffee table.
 
   “Felix,” he finally said.
 
   Felix looked over quickly. Magdalena noticed that whenever his cousin spoke, Felix was right there, panting like a puppy. The cousin was maybe ten years older than he was, or maybe it was less, but life in San Francisco had aged him.
 
   The cousin leaned forward and braced his arms on his thighs. “You want your next letter, primo.”
 
   Felix nodded. “Yeah. How?”
 
   His eyes shifted to Magdalena and she felt a drop in her stomach. “How bad you want it?”
 
   “Bad, Berto. I want to be one of you. I came all the way out here, didn’t I?”
 
   “Yeah, you did.” His eyes traveled over Magdalena. “Give me your girl.”
 
   Felix went still. Magdalena turned to him, using her eyes to plead. “My girl?”
 
   The cousin nodded, his gaze never leaving Magdalena.
 
   Felix barked out laughter. “You crazy, man. Got me good.”
 
   Magdalena chanced a look at the cousin. He slumped back on the couch, but by the tight lines of his jaw, she knew he wasn’t happy. “Whatever.”
 
   Felix fidgeted for a few minutes, pretending to watch the TV. Magdalena wanted to run. She gripped the crucifix so hard, the points dug into her hands. She began reciting the 23rd Psalm to herself.
 
   “You were joking, right?”
 
   The cousin shook his head.
 
   Felix shifted anxiously in the chair. “I want the next letter. What else can I do?”
 
   The cousin shook his head again.
 
   Felix’s hand tightened into a fist on the chair. “She’s my girl, man.”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   Felix glanced into Magdalena’s terrified face, then away. “She’s my girl…” he said weakly.
 
   Magdalena thought to jump up and run, but she didn’t know where she was or where to go and they would probably catch her before she got to the door. Then what would they do to her? Oh, God, why? Why had she left home? Why had she come to this God forsaken place? She wanted her Mama and Papa, she wanted to go home.
 
   Felix slammed his fist down on the chair arm. “Take her,” he said without looking at her.
 
   Those two simple words echoed in her head, drowning out all other sound.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 9
 
   Peyton stretched, trying to work out the kinks from a difficult night sleeping. Her desk lay before her and beyond that was the white board that led to many different conclusions, but none of them reasonable.
 
   She heard the tap of Devan’s dress shoes and turned to greet him. He stopped in front of her and curled his hands around her shoulders, bending down to kiss her. She wrapped her arms around him and held him tight.
 
   “I missed you the last two nights.”
 
   He kissed her forehead. “I missed you. I think I’ve come to peace with you having a roommate.”
 
   She smiled, especially when he lowered his head toward hers again, but he stopped before their lips touched and stepped away from her. “D’Angelo,” he said.
 
   “DA,” came the response at her back.
 
   She turned and saw Marco settling his coffee on his desk. He gave her a side-long look before pulling out his chair and dropping into it. She could feel a strange current between the two men, although if she were honest, most of it was coming from Devan. They were so different. Both tall and lean, but Devan was the consummate professional – stylish and sexy in a pressed suit and perfectly cut hair, a man of power. Marco was devastatingly handsome of course, but he had a raw, edgy look to him.
 
   “I have bad news for both of you,” said Devan, no longer her lover, but the polished district attorney. “My boss wants Athena arraigned this week, whenever the court has an opening.”
 
   “You told us you’d buy us 72 hours, Devan?”
 
   “I did, Peyton. The 72 hours are up.”
 
   “She still can’t speak. You said it yourself, she can’t help in her own defense.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Peyton. I’ll stipulate to that before the judge, but our job is to prosecute people and we’ve given her as much time as we can.”
 
   Peyton looked at Marco, but he didn’t offer her any solution. Maria approached them at the moment. She gave Marco a sultry smile, but she didn’t seem her usual antagonistic self toward Peyton.
 
   “You got a message this morning, Brooks,” she said, handing it to her.
 
   Peyton took the message. It was from the director of the shelter where they’d dropped Venus. Sorry. Olivia snuck away in the middle of the night sometime. We just discovered her missing this morning at breakfast. Peyton crumbled the message in her fist.
 
   “Venus ran away from the shelter,” she told Marco.
 
   He started to say something, but Devan interrupted him. “Wait. Isn’t that the hooker who witnessed the shooting?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “She’s the only eye witness, Peyton. This is bad.”
 
   “You think?”
 
   He gave her a surprised look. She realized she’d never been short with him before.
 
   “Peyton, she’s the only chance Athena has of getting off. Without her testimony, that girl is going to prison. How could you let her get away?”
 
   Marco blew out air and swiveled his chair around to watch as Peyton squared up with Devan. “What did you say? How could I let her get away? She wasn’t a criminal, Devan, she was a witness. What exactly are you suggesting I could have done to keep her?”
 
   “You could have arrested her on some charges. Kept her locked up here. She was a prostitute, Peyton.”
 
   “For how long? How long were we supposed to legally hold her? Months, the year or so it takes you to give someone their right to a speedy trial? And what exactly were we going to hold her on again? We’re homicide, Devan, not Vice.”
 
   He drew himself up, making himself taller, the trial lawyer with all of his super powers at his fingertips – intelligence, intimidation, language. “If I can venture a criticism, it seems to me that your entire case has been botched. You can’t identify half the players, your witnesses disappear, and every lead you track down leads you to a hundred other places.” He pointed at the white board. “No one can figure out anything in all this chaos.”
 
   From the corner of her eye, she could see Marco close his eyes and lower his head.
 
   Peyton took a step closer to him. “Good thing you’re here to offer a criticism. How the hell would cops ever be able to work anything out without uptight, arrogant piss-ass lawyers telling them where they’ve gone wrong. By all means, District Attorney, why don’t you solve the case, arrest the perps, and then put them in prison. Superman obviously doesn’t need us lowly grunts following him around.”
 
   She turned and headed for the break room.
 
   “Peyton,” he called after her.
 
   “I’m getting a donut because that’s about all us cops are good for, isn’t it?” she shouted over her shoulder.
 
   “Wow,” she heard him say. “I don’t think I handled that well.”
 
   Marco gave a short laugh. “You know the saying you brought a knife to a gun fight.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “You brought a grenade and she took it, shoved it down your pants, then detonated it.”
 
   “Blew my balls off,” agreed Devan.
 
   Peyton turned the corner of the break room and gripped the counter hard. Freakin’ idiots! She could feel the anger simmering inside of her. She hated it when men tried to tell her how to do her job.
 
   She hadn’t realized Captain Defino was in the room until she felt her hand on her shoulder. “Now you know why I refuse to wear glasses. A woman in this business is always having to kick some ass.”
 
   Peyton just nodded, then she spied the coffee cake from the corner of her eye and pounced on it.
 
    
 
   *   *  *
 
    
 
   Marco sipped at his coffee as the captain left the break room and went back to her office. He wasn’t sure what to do. Should he go after his partner or let her calm down on her own? Usually he voted for letting women calm down on their own, and he didn’t feel on firm ground where Peyton and her boyfriend were involved.
 
   He opened the file and looked at the pictures Jake had taken of the teenager they arrested yesterday, the head in a box, and the drive-by on Eddy. The randomness of everything made this one particularly difficult. He slammed the file closed and braced his head on his hand.
 
   And then there was the suggestion that Javier had made. He didn’t know what to do with it. He didn’t know how to approach it, but it was getting harder and harder to ignore. He knew Peyton sensed he was keeping something from her. He knew it and he didn’t know how to broach the subject without hurting her.
 
   She came out of the break room and stood looking at the white board. Marco kept his back to her, trying to summon up the courage to say what needed to be said. He wished she just hadn’t had a fight with Devan.
 
   “Devan’s right,” she offered with a sigh, giving him the opening he needed. “We really don’t have anything. The minute we identify one of the players, we get side tracked by something else.”
 
   “It’s the gang connection. We don’t know enough about the Aztecas.”
 
   “You’re right, but if Javier can’t give us the information we need, I don’t know what else we can do.”
 
   Marco pushed his coffee mug away and swiveled toward her. “There is something else we can do.”
 
   She turned from the board and studied him. “What?”
 
   Marco made a fist and tapped it against his desk a few times, trying to force the words out. “Javier suggested we talk to Luis Garza.”
 
   She went still, no flicker of emotion on her face. Then, carefully, her chin tilted upward. “What?” she repeated.
 
   “He ran the Aztecas for a few years, Brooks. He should be able to give us their internal structure, maybe names, something more than we have now.”
 
   Her eyes roved over his face. “When did Javier suggest this?”
 
   “A few days ago.”
 
   “And you’re just telling me now.”
 
   “I didn’t want to hurt you.”
 
   “And keeping this from me protects me how, Marco? I can forgive Devan for his mistakes, he doesn’t know me that well, but you? I thought we were partners. I thought I could trust you with everything.”
 
   “You know that you can, Peyton, but this…I didn’t know how to tell you this. And then Captain Defino said…”
 
   “The captain knows? You told her you wanted to question Luis Garza, but you didn’t think you should tell me?” Her voice rose so loudly that everyone in the squad room looked over.
 
   Marco caught Jake’s concerned look before turning back to her. “All right. Tell me what you would do in my place, Brooks? Tell me how you would handle something like this if I was on the receiving end?”
 
   She shook her head at him, then walked to her desk and grabbed her coat. She paused and leaned on the corner of his desk, bringing herself close to him. “I would have told you, Marco, because I trust you with my life.”
 
   She spun around and headed toward the outer doors. “Tell Defino I’m going to see Athena,” she barked at Maria, then threw open the half-door. It slammed into the counter behind it and sprang back. A moment later, Peyton disappeared through the glass doors of the precinct.
 
   Marco watched her go, then he covered his eyes with his hand. She was right. He should have told her that day, but it was too late to fix that now.
 
   “Who is Luis Garza?”
 
   Marco lowered his hand and looked up at Jake. He was standing by her chair, his hands curled around the top of it. Marco supposed he had a right to know.
 
   “The man who murdered her father.”
 
   Jake looked confused. “How?”
 
   “Routine traffic stop, but Garza was hauling dope. He freaked out and shot him cold. Ben died on the way to the hospital.”
 
   Jake looked up at the white board, but didn’t say anything for a few moments. “It’s not easy to stare into the eyes of someone who killed the person you love. It’s one of those hurts that never goes away.”
 
   Marco met his gaze and saw bleakness there.
 
   “You think you’re over it. You think you’ve compartmentalized it, but then it ambushes you. You shouldn’t have let her be ambushed, Adonis.”
 
   Marco lowered his gaze to her chair and stared at the empty seat. “You’re right,” he said.
 
    
 
   *   *  *
 
    
 
   Peyton took a seat beside Athena. A nurse or someone had dressed her in a bright yellow sundress, combed her hair, and placed her in a wheelchair. Then they’d wheeled her into the common room and parked her in a corner where the feeble sunlight filtered through the window and caressed her.
 
   Around her were other residents of the hospital. Most were quiet, but a few whispered to themselves or rocked themselves distractedly. A handful played a nearly silent game of cards at a white resin table.
 
   The hospital was clean and people weren’t screaming or cursing. It was almost normal, except the young girl in the yellow sundress looked like a made-up doll for all her animation. Peyton wondered how you could be as still as she was, how you could sit for hours without showing signs of life. She’d seen her whimper and cringe, but now she just seemed plastic, empty, a shell.
 
   Athena’s hands were folded around the arms of the wheelchair. Peyton reached over and covered the left one with her own. “I wish you’d help me out, Athena. I wish you’d talk to me, so I can get your story. The D.A. is going to arraign you this week and I really want to testify on your behalf, but we need to know what happened to you.”
 
   She waited, but Athena simply blinked and continued to stare straight ahead.
 
   Peyton’s eyes lowered to the crucifix around the girl’s neck. She decided this might be a better way in. She remembered Venus telling her Athena could sing gospel music. “When my father was alive, we went to church every Sunday. He never missed a sermon. He always said he needed something to break up the sinning.” She smiled in memory. “He wasn’t much of a sinner, but he sure liked to pretend his soul was in mortal danger and the only thing standing between him and hell was the Reverend Theodore C. Brown.”
 
   “I liked the Reverend Brown. He’d get so excited, he’d be covered in sweat by the end of the sermon. I loved the way his big voice would thunder and quiver like he was his own force of nature.” She laughed. “At home, my daddy would pretend he was Reverend Brown. He’d have my mama and me laughing so hard, we couldn’t even speak.”
 
   She looked out at the room. A few of the nurses were listening to her and one or two of the patients, but there was no change in Athena. Still, it comforted Peyton to think of her father and remember all of the silly things he did.
 
   “Hands down, though, my favorite part was singing the gospel. Lord, it was so joyful. All those voices raised in song, the dancing, the music. I would sing right along with them. I didn’t have a very good voice. Never could carry a tune, but what I lacked in talent, I made up for in enthusiasm.”
 
   “It embarrassed my mother, but my father would wave her off and pick me up. Together we would sing our hearts out, drowning out everyone around us. Mama would glare at us, but eventually she’d start laughing, then we’d know we got her.”
 
   Peyton patted Athena’s hand on the back, then released her. “Come on, girl. Help me out here. I want to send you home. I want to send you back to your mama and papa.”
 
   Suddenly Athena’s eyes shifted to Peyton and seemed to bore into her. Peyton didn’t move, hoping, praying for a word, but after a moment of staring, she simply turned and looked away.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton pulled into the precinct parking lot. Marco was just unlocking the Charger, prepared to go home. The clouds had rolled in and the lights outside the precinct looked like fog beacons at sea. After leaving Athena, she’d just driven around. She wound up at Stow Lake in Golden Gate Park and sat, tossing the bun of a hotdog at the ducks. She was usually so good at corralling her emotions, but not here, not in this situation.
 
   She parked next to him and climbed out. He paused and turned, leaning against the car as she came up to him. She put her hands in her back pockets and rocked on her heels. They didn’t say anything for a moment.
 
   Finally, she looked up at him. “Jake still here?”
 
   “Yeah, he’s waiting for you to return. He’s been wandering around the office, grumbling. Don’t think he likes the hours we keep.”
 
   “Then he should get a car.”
 
   “What I told him.”
 
   She rocked back on her heels again. “I owe you another apology.”
 
   His dark brows rose, but he didn’t respond.
 
   Peyton had to smile. “For snapping at you earlier.”
 
   “I’m sorry too, Brooks. I should have told you as soon as Javier suggested it. I just didn’t know how.”
 
   “I know that.” She felt tears start in her eyes and was determined to hold them back.  “It’s just…the thought of seeing him again, of looking into that soul-less face, makes me feel physically sick inside, Marco.”
 
   “I know, Brooks.”
 
   “But I’ve got to do my job and we need to question him. Javier is right.” She blinked hard, trying to keep the tears from spilling. Marco looked down and cuffed his boot against the asphalt, giving her the time. She pressed her fingers over her heart. “I just don’t think I can do it.”
 
   He lifted his head, his hair sliding back from his face. “I’ll do it, Peyton.”
 
   She drew a deep breath, then forced a smile. Coming forward, she placed her hand on his arm and rose on tiptoes, kissing his cheek. “You’re always watching my back, partner,” she whispered in his ear.
 
   He met her look, then tucked a curl behind her ear. “Always, partner.” Then he glanced toward the precinct. “Devan is watching from inside.”
 
   Peyton gave him a confused look and backed up. “So?”
 
   “So, you should go smooth things over with him. He was upset earlier and he’s been back twice now.”
 
   She squeezed Marco’s arm, then released him. “Did you put in a call to San Quentin?”
 
   “Yeah, we can see him at 10:00AM tomorrow. Defino wants to go with us.”
 
   Peyton swallowed hard. “Okay. Tomorrow.”
 
   He pushed himself off the car and lightly punched her shoulder. “Come on, Brooks, man up.”
 
   She smiled as he pulled open the car door. “Thank you for understanding.”
 
   Marco paused and looked back at her. “You got to give some of the credit for that to Jake.”
 
   She nodded in understanding. “Have a good night.”
 
   “You too, Brooks,” he said, giving her a wink. “You too.”
 
   Peyton waited while he started the car and drove away. When she looked up, she could see Devan watching through the windows of the squad room. Biting her lip, she headed for her next apology.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton woke and lay listening to the sounds of the house. Pickles was snoring on his bed in the corner and Devan’s even breathing beside her told her he was asleep. She looked over her shoulder at the clock on her nightstand. 2:00AM. Shit.
 
   She forced herself to lie back down and tried to think of other things, but her thoughts kept coming back to the day her father died. She and Marco were chasing down a wife who had shot her husband after years of abuse. She’d just completed her first year and Marco was a rookie. They didn’t usually pair two green cops together like that, but both of them had graduated at the top of the academy. They were considered the “dream team”.
 
   They were just going to make the arrest when her phone rang.
 
   Captain Defino told her she was sending Cho and Simons to arrest the wife, that she and Marco needed to get to the hospital. Then she said the words every cop dreads. “Your father’s been shot.”
 
   Arriving at the hospital, they found the emergency room in turmoil. Cops were all over the building, converging here to pay honor to one of their own. The moment she walked in the door, they all turned and stared at her. She felt like she was walking a gantlet, walking through them all to where her mother stood, sobbing.
 
   Alice fell into her arms and Peyton would never forget the first thing she said. “He’s gone.”
 
   Blood rushed to her head and she reeled, the weight of her mother pushing her down. Then she felt Marco’s hands on her elbows and the next thing she knew, she and her mother were on the ground, holding each other. Peyton hadn’t cried, had focused all of her attention on keeping her mother together and praying that she’d heard wrong.
 
   Later, when she was alone, the suffocating panic had set in and she woke to find herself sobbing in her sleep.
 
   Even now, Peyton could feel the edges of that panic if she tried. She rolled over so she wouldn’t wake Devan and threw back the covers, climbing from the bed. In her shorts and tank top, she walked to the door and pulled it open, pushing back her hair. The light was on in the kitchen and when she rounded the corner, she found Jake there, searching through her cupboards.
 
   He paused as she took a seat on the barstool at the counter. “Can’t sleep?”
 
   She shook her head. “We go to San Quentin tomorrow to question the man who killed my father.”
 
   “I know. Adonis told me.”
 
   “How come you can’t sleep?”
 
   He paused in searching the cabinets and rested his hands flat on the counter. “I’m good during the day when I’m busy, but at night, the memories just come flooding back. I miss her most at night.”
 
   “I know what you mean.”
 
   “Yeah, you do.” He exhaled and then crossed his arms on the counter, leaning on it. “How long has your father been gone?”
 
   “Going on seven years.”
 
   “My parents died when I was in college. My mother died of cancer, then my father two years later.”
 
   “Of what?”
 
   “Heart attack.”
 
   “I think I remember that from the case. I’m sorry, Jake.”
 
   “I didn’t know about your dad. I’m sorry too.”
 
   “He was a good man, my dad, a good cop. I always wanted to be like him. It drove my mom crazy.”
 
   Jake smiled. He had a nice smile and he didn’t smile very often. “Where’s your mom now?”
 
   “Here. She works in a tourist trap of a store. She’s living with my aunt, but lately she’s been talking about moving in with her boyfriend.” Peyton made a face.
 
   Jake laughed. “Not a fan.”
 
   “It’s the other way around. Let’s say he doesn’t think certain bloods should mix.”
 
   “Oh, so he’s a racist.”
 
   Peyton laughed too. “Your words, not mine.”
 
   “Your mother doesn’t see that.”
 
   “She’s lonely. She truly loved my father. This guy is just a body beside her at night.”
 
   “Gotcha.” He leaned back and began searching the cabinet again.
 
   “What are you looking for?”
 
   “Tea. It’s good to help you get back to sleep.”
 
   “Can’t put sugar in tea, so I won’t have it in my house.”
 
   Jake gave her a wry look. “You can put sugar in it. I think the Brits do it all the time. Haven’t you ever heard of iced tea?”
 
   “Heard of it, can live without.” She climbed off the stool and crossed around the counter. Pulling open the lower cabinet next to him, she grabbed a bottle of Jack Daniels and two shot glasses. “This is the stuff to help you sleep.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a very healthy practice. I think that sleep aid leads to problems.”
 
   She poured two shots and slid one over to him. “Two shots is medicinal. More than two is a problem.”
 
   He picked his up and stared at her skeptically over the top. “You sure about this?”
 
   “Definitely. Bottoms up.” She tossed hers back.
 
   Jake did the same, then pounded on the counter with his fist, screwing his eyes shut tight. “Dear God,” he panted.
 
   She smiled and poured the second shot. “Gets easier.”
 
   “The hell you say.” But he picked it up and they tossed it back together.
 
   Peyton spun the shot glass around on the counter. “I’m usually so detached when I question someone.”
 
   “I know,” he said, blinking back the watering in his eyes. “I’ve been there.”
 
   She pushed him lightly in the shoulder. “Why can’t I do this? Why can’t I just call all of that experience to the foreground and question Luis Garza the same way? If I’m a professional, I should be able to do it.”
 
   Jake shook his head. “This is different. This is too close. Let Adonis do it. You might miss something important if you try. Just this once let someone else take care of you, Mighty Mouse. You don’t always have to be so kick-ass hard.”
 
   She studied him a moment, then screwed the top back on the Jack Daniels bottle. “You know, you’re pretty wise for a teller.”
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with being a teller. No one ever tried to deposit a head at the bank.”
 
   Peyton replaced the bottle and carried the shot glasses to the sink. “I don’t know. You ever wonder what’s in those safe deposit boxes.” When she turned around, he was giving her a disturbed look. So, he had wondered. “I’m just betting there are all sorts of souvenirs in those. Can you imagine what you might find?”
 
   “Now I can. Thanks for helping me get back to sleep.”
 
   She patted his shoulder as she headed back to her room. “My pleasure, Mr. Ryder. Sweet dreams.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Magdalena sat on the bed in the back of the flat, huddled in the corner, reading the small Bible she’d shoplifted from the store the other day. She was hoping they’d all forget she was there in whatever drug-induced hell they inhabited. Outside the room she could hear the thump of the bass and people shrieking.
 
   She didn’t really understand these parties, but they told her it was necessary and she needed to shut up and cooperate. It hadn’t taken more than once for Magdalena to understand what they meant by cooperate. Pushing her tongue into the gap where her tooth used to be was all the reminder she needed. At least she’d lost one that wasn’t easily visible and she didn’t really need it to eat, but what became crystal clear from that experience was you didn’t cry, you didn’t struggle, and you didn’t hope to be treated like a human being. You especially didn’t try to get away. Felix’s cousin had given her that lesson with the barrel end of his gun pressed to her temple. You didn’t try to get away.
 
   The door opened and Magdalena quickly shoved the Bible between the wall and the bed, letting her hair fall forward to obscure her face. Looking up through the lank, tangled strands, she could see it was a blond woman that had been living here long before she and Felix arrived.
 
   They didn’t talk to each other. The blond woman was usually stoned out of her mind, but Magdalena knew Felix’s cousin sent her out to “entertain” men. She now knew what that entertainment entailed and she’d watched the woman hand over her earnings every morning for the past three weeks. Felix’s cousin kept threatening to send Magdalena out too, but since she tried to escape, he brought the johns here instead. She shuddered and hugged her knees to her chest.
 
   “Hiding, huh?” said the blond.
 
   Magdalena didn’t answer.
 
   The blond came to the bed and climbed on it, leaning back against the wall next to Magdalena. She pulled a cigarette box from beneath her bra strap and opened it. She offered one to Magdalena, but she shook her head no. The blond shrugged and took out a cigarette, digging a small lighter from the box as well. She lit it, then replaced the lighter in the box and the box in her bra as she took a few deep draws on the filter.
 
   “Best to not start. We got enough bad habits as it is.”
 
   Magdalena still didn’t answer.
 
   She shifted on the bed and studied her in the half-gloom. “What you hide under the bed?”
 
   Magdalena felt her heart sink. She didn’t want to give up the Bible, even though she knew she’d gotten it through an act of sin itself, but she also knew that nothing belonged to her anymore. They let her keep her crucifix because Felix’s cousin said some guys liked that. It almost made her take it off just to keep the memory of it from being defiled.
 
   She fished the Bible out and held it up. The blond didn’t snatch it from her as she expected her to. “Wow, I ain’t seen one a’them for years. You reading it?”
 
   Magdalena nodded.
 
   “Wow,” she said again, drawing on the cigarette. “You best keep it hid good. I’ll show you where I hide my stuff.”
 
   Magdalena hugged the Bible against her chest.
 
   “I hear you singing sometimes. Them church songs you sing?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   The blond nudged her with her shoulder. “See, you can talk.” She held out her hand. “My name’s Venus.”
 
   Magdalena took the hand and clasped it, then released her, but she didn’t give her her name. She didn’t want her to know her real name and she wasn’t going to use the name Felix’s cousin had given her.
 
   “You don’t belong here, do you?”
 
   Magdalena rested her chin on her knees. “I don’t know where I belong anymore.”
 
   “Guess you won’t tell me where you from, right?”
 
   Magdalena shook her head no.
 
   “You came out with that kid, that shit-faced Felix, right?”
 
   Magdalena nodded. “He said it would be better out here. It would be easy to earn money. I was so stupid. I didn’t know what he meant.”
 
   The blond gave her a skeptical look.
 
   Magdalena capitulated. “I pretended I didn’t know what he meant. I just wanted to get away.”
 
   “Why? Daddy touch you? Beat you?”
 
   Magdalena reared back. “No, he never laid a hand on us.”
 
   “Then what you running from, baby doll? What could be so bad that you had to get away?”
 
   Magdalena watched the end of the cigarette, the ash growing long and threatening to fall. “At the time it seemed bad, but compared to here…” Her voice trailed off.
 
   Venus shifted and grabbed a soda can off the nightstand. She flicked the ashes into it. “Yeah, it always looks better somewhere else, but it never is. So tell me what made you leave?”
 
   “My sister, Esperanza, was sick and in the hospital. Mama and Papa moved us all over the state, so they could get her help. They were going to send us someplace else again, my tía and tío’s house, but I couldn’t stand the thought of moving schools again. Four times in one year.”
 
   Venus drew on the cigarette. “What your sister have?” She blew out smoke, but Magdalena didn’t flinch away. She was grateful to have someone talk to her.
 
   “Leukemia.”
 
   “Man, that’s rough.”
 
   “My mama was always at the hospital. I had to take care of my brothers, clean the house and cook. I hardly had time for homework and I was so behind already because of all the moves. Felix said it would be real easy out here.”
 
   “Felix is a douche.  I bet you’d like to go back, huh?”
 
   “The minute we got here I wanted to go back. I kept asking Felix to use the phone, so I could call my parents, but he wouldn’t let me. That’s why I tried to run away. I just want to talk to my parents again.”
 
   Venus leaned back and reached into the pocket of her shorts. She pulled out one of those prepaid cell phones. “Look, they gave me this so I can contact johns. El Griego monitors who I call so I have to be careful, but you can use it. Call home. Tell them where you are.”
 
   Magdalena stared at the phone. “Won’t you get in trouble?”
 
   “Not if you make it quick. Just tell them where you are and get off.”
 
   Despite herself, Magdalena reached for the phone. “Quick and off.”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   She dialed Mama’s cell phone number. It was the only one they had, so the hospital could get ahold of her if Esperanza needed her. It rang three times, then Mama picked up. Her voice echoed in the phone.
 
   “Lena? Is that you, mi’ja? Lena?”
 
   Magdalena gripped the phone in both hands and simply listened to her mother’s voice. She couldn’t remember how to speak herself. It was so good to hear her mother, to know that she was just a short phone call away.
 
   “Lena? Mi’ja? Please answer me.”
 
   Magdalena opened her mouth to tell her mother where she was, but then she remembered, everything, every single experience since coming to San Francisco. She was tainted goods now. Not the sweet, innocent girl she’d been just a few short weeks ago. Everything she’d done came flooding back and she gripped the phone tighter.
 
   Then before she could stop herself, she hung up.
 
   “Why’d you do that?” asked Venus, accepting the phone as she handed it to her.
 
   “I can’t go back. Too many things have happened. I’m not the same girl. I couldn’t pretend to be something I’m not, it would be a lie and a sin. I can’t bear to think of what my parents would think of me now. I just can’t.”
 
   Venus put her arm around her shoulders and hugged her close. “I got you. I understand,” she said.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 10
 
   San Quentin sat on a point overlooking the San Francisco bay. The water came right up to the rocks upon which the prison was built. It was a massive tan structure that housed some of the most notorious criminals in American history. Black Bart and Charles Manson both walked those halls.
 
   Peyton, Marco and Captain Defino were processed through and taken to the high security area where they would be allowed to interview Luis Garza. While the guards went to get Garza, they waited in a room much like their own interrogation room with a one way glass covering the wall.
 
   Javier arrived, shaking hands with all of them. He’d asked to be present, so he could find out what Garza knew about the Aztecas. As usual, he gripped Peyton’s elbow as he shook her hand.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   She nodded. She didn’t trust herself to speak. On the ride over here, she’d almost asked Marco to stop the Charger twice so she could throw up, but she’d rolled down the window and let the feeling pass.
 
   “You aren’t going to question him, are you?”
 
   Was she? She’d been going over and over this in her mind all night. She was better at interrogation. She could be either cold-blooded or sensitive depending on what the situation needed, but this was different. This was Luis Garza.
 
   Marco gave her a pointed look when she didn’t immediately answer. She drew a deep breath and exhaled.
 
   “I need to do this, Marco. I need to face him or he will own me for the rest of my life.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” said Javier.
 
   “Neither do I,” said Marco.
 
   She looked at her captain. Katherine Defino met her gaze and gave her a slight nod. She understood.
 
   “Let’s give it a try. If it goes badly, then we can regroup,” Defino said. 
 
   Before Peyton could second-guess her decision, the guards arrived, leading a man with both arm and leg shackles into the interrogation room. They forced him into a seat and chained him to the floor, then they moved into the waiting area. Peyton wouldn’t allow herself to look at Garza. She picked up the file and gripped it tightly, then turned to face the prison guards.
 
   “He’s all yours. If he tries anything, we’ll be here.”
 
   Peyton nodded and moved toward the door before she could chicken out.
 
   Marco stopped her in the hallway. “You don’t have to do this, Brooks. I can handle it. I promise.”
 
   She forced a smile for him. “I know. I need to do this. I need to look into his eyes and walk away from it. I have to conquer this.”
 
   “Okay,” he said. He motioned to the door and Peyton stepped in front of him and into the room. It was a cinderblock room with no windows, save the one way glass, a metal table very similar to theirs and two metal chairs. The floor was grey linoleum, probably over cinderblock reinforced with rebar. Lounging in the chair was the man who haunted her sleep.
 
   She stared at Luis Garza – El Guerrero they called him on the streets, the warrior. The last time she’d seen him had been at the trial when they’d sentenced him to two consecutive life sentences for killing a cop, her father.
 
   He was short, not much taller than she was, his face covered in deep acne scars. His nose had been broken a number of times and never set right. It looked like a formless mash of brown flesh in the middle of his face. His hair was thick and black, lying lank on his shoulders. He eyed her from watery brown eyes, his hands with their silver handcuffs folded on the thighs of his orange jumpsuit.
 
   Peyton didn’t know what to feel. She’d never been this close to him before or met his gaze – his empty, soul-less gaze. It was like looking in the eyes of the crocodile at the Academy of Sciences, dead, empty, a beast designed to kill and nothing more.
 
   Marco curled his hand around her shoulder. He didn’t say anything, but the feel of his familiar touch grounded her, forced her to remember why she was here. She sucked in a quivering breath and moved toward the table, pulling out the chair and settling into it. Placing the file on the table in front of her, she flattened her palm on it and looked up at him.
 
   “Hello, Luis,” she said, narrowing her eyes.
 
   His gaze roved over her and lifted to take in Marco, standing at her back. “What you want, little jefe? You come to ask El Guerrero about something?”
 
   Peyton clenched her jaw, then forced it to relax. Oh, there was a lot she wanted to ask him, but it didn’t pertain to her case. “I want to know about El Griego.”
 
   His face twisted up as if he smelled something rank. “El Griego?” He gave a derisive laugh. “We call him El Gusano. You know what el gusano means, jefe?”
 
   “The worm,” she supplied.
 
   “That’s right. El Griego is a worm. He ain’t worth your time.”
 
   Peyton opened the file and pulled out a picture, passing it over to Luis. It was the grainy one Bob Anderson had taken. “El Griego is dead.”
 
   Luis lifted his chin to look at it, but he didn’t lean forward. “Yeah, that’s dead, all right. So what you asking me about, eh?”
 
   “What was he into? Drugs, prostitution?”
 
   “Yeah, both.”
 
   “What sort of drugs?”
 
   Luis pursed his lips, thinking. “What’s in it for me? Why I wanna help you, jefe?”
 
   “Because we’re askin’ real nice right now,” said Peyton, letting the implied threat settle on him.
 
   His eyes narrowed and he leaned closer so he could get a good look at her. “I remember you now. Your papa was the cabrón I off’d. Got me stuck in here.”
 
   Peyton rose to her feet before she knew what she was doing. She leaned on the table. “Listen, you sick mother…”
 
   “Brooks,” came Marco’s warning.
 
   Peyton drew a deep breath and exhaled. “You’re gonna tell me what El Griego was into and you’re not gonna say another God damned word.”
 
   He folded his arms on his chest, the chains clanking. “Or what? What you gonna do, cochina? You can’t touch me. You can’t do a damn thing to me.” He smiled and gold crowns glittered on his front teeth. “Don’t worry, little jefe. Your papa, he didn’t feel nothing. I popped him right between the eyes.” He made a shooting motion with his thumb and index finger.
 
   Peyton launched herself over the table and grabbed him by the throat. Their combined weight threw his chair over and he landed on his back, his head smacking the linoleum. She felt his flesh beneath her fingers, the ridge of his esophagus beneath her hands.
 
   Then Marco hauled her up and stepped between her and the man on the floor. “Get a hold of yourself, Brooks!” he shouted at her.
 
   “That’s police brutality, cochina. I’m gonna have your badge for that.”
 
   Marco whirled on him. “Shut your mouth, Garza!” Then he turned back to Peyton. “Let me handle this one, please. This is just too hard.”
 
   She pressed a hand against her forehead and paced in front of him.
 
   “Brooks?”
 
   Her chest rose rapidly in a pant and she paced some more.
 
   “Peyton?” He curled his fingers around her shoulders and turned her to face him. “Let me handle this one, okay?”
 
   She gave him a short nod and stalked to the door, kicking it open. It careened back and slammed into the wall. She walked into the viewing room and stared at Luis Garza as he scrambled awkwardly out of the fallen chair. Captain Defino moved close to Peyton and put her arm around her shoulders, but she didn’t say anything. Peyton was grateful for both gestures. 
 
   Marco grabbed Garza’s chair and slammed it upright, then he reached for his arm and shoved him into it.
 
   “That’s more police brutality, vato. I want my lawyer.”
 
   Marco leaned over him. “I suggest you shut your mouth before I cut out your tongue. You want police brutality, you’ll get it, dumb ass.”
 
   Garza ducked his head, the whites of his eyes rolling as he tried to keep Marco in sight. Marco edged around his chair and took a seat on the table, close enough to touch him, or slam his head against the metal surface. Peyton voted for the latter.
 
   “Let’s get something straight, El Guererro. You’re gonna tell me what I want to know because if you don’t, I’m gonna remind every single guard at San Quentin exactly why you’re here.”
 
   Garza’s lip twitched and he stared at Marco’s fist where it rested on the table.
 
   “Now I’m thinking that you’re bound to have pissed someone off, made some enemies. Maybe you pissed off the Black gangs…or, the Asians…” Marco leaned closer to him. “How about the skinheads? If I remind the guards exactly why you’re here, I figure you’ve got about a week before you take a shiv. A lot of the guards here like my partner, Garza, they like her a lot and you…you’re a cop killer.”
 
   Garza briefly closed his eyes. “What you wanna know?”
 
   “El Griego, what’s his real name and what was he into?”
 
   “Alberto Flores. He was into coca, smack, you name it.”
 
   “Prostitution?”
 
   “Yeah, El Gusano, he liked them young, real young. Girls.” He gave Marco a once-over. “Pretty boys. Fourteen, fifteen, younger.”
 
   “He have powerful connections?”
 
   “El Gusano?” Garza gave a bark of laughter and slumped in his chair. “He was a two-bit hood. He ain’t got no connections.”
 
   “What about El Miedo?”
 
   Garza finally met Marco’s eyes. “El Miedo, he’s a nasty piece of work.”
 
   “How is he connected to El Griego?”
 
   Garza shrugged. “I’m in here, vato. What makes you think I know?”
 
   “How is he connected, Garza?”
 
   Garza blew out air. “El Gusano had a prime bit of turf in the Tenderloin. Maybe El Miedo wanted it.”
 
   “How would he move on him?”
 
   Garza motioned at the photo with his chin. “Blowing out his brains is a way.”
 
   Marco reached for the envelope and pulled out another photo. This one had such sharp acuity, it almost looked three-dimensional. Jake’s pictures.
 
   He placed it on the table in front of Garza and Garza reared away, his eyes widening.
 
   “Is this El Miedo?”
 
   Garza’s gaze flickered up to Marco’s. “That’s a head, vato!”
 
   Marco pointed at the tattoo on the man’s neck. “Do you recognize the ink?”
 
   Garza looked at the picture from the corner of his eyes. “Yeah. Los Hermanos Aztecas. That’s El Miedo.” He gave Marco a scowl. “But, man, that’s not right. He’s just a head.”
 
   “Tell me about the Aztecas.”
 
   “What I know? I’m in here, vato.”
 
   “You ran the Aztecas.”
 
   “Yeah, but the Aztecas ain’t like when I ran it. The Aztecas, they try to move some big shit. They ain’t no piss-ass street thugs no more. The Aztecas, they serious shit now. You don’t wanna mess with the Aztecas, vato.”
 
   “Who runs them now?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’m in here. You gotta talk to someone in the ranks now.”
 
   “Who would do this? Who would chop off his head if he was Azteca? Another banger fighting over turf?”
 
   Garza shook his head. His lip twitched. “No, vato, that…” He motioned at the photo with his chin again. “That’s cartel.”
 
    
 
   *   *  *
 
    
 
   Peyton opened the door to her house. Pickles’ nails scrabbled on the wooden floor as he raced to her and she scooped him up. Jake was standing in the middle of the living room, watching her with a worried expression on his face.
 
   Peyton cuddled Pickles close and tossed her keys and cell phone on the sofa table, then moved toward her room. “I’m gonna take a shower,” she said and didn’t wait for him to respond. She crossed the room and shut the door at her back, leaning against it. Pickles laid his head on her shoulder as if he sensed her upset. Peyton pressed a kiss between his ears and settled him on the bed, then took off her jacket and the shoulder harness. She hung the gun on a hook behind the bathroom door and began stripping off the rest of her clothes.
 
   Turning on the hot water, she untangled her hair from its band and shook it out, scratching her nails against her scalp. Then she stepped into the hot water, wincing as it stung her naked flesh.
 
   She grabbed the soap and scrubbed across her body over and over again, wishing she could wash away the anger and helplessness she’d felt facing down Garza across that table. She wanted him dead. She wanted to crush his esophagus and feel his life sputter out beneath her fingertips.
 
   Bracing her hands on the shower wall, she let the water beat against her shoulders, then she forced herself to turn it off and climbed out. Grabbing a clean towel, she dried off and then walked barefoot into the bedroom, pulling out a pair of sweats and a baggy sweatshirt from her dresser.
 
   She dressed, then ran a comb through her hair, letting the wet curls lay against her shoulders. Picking up the dog, she carried him to the door and opened it. She needed to feed him and take him for a walk.
 
   The living room was empty, but as she turned the corner, she saw Jake standing at the kitchen counter, the bottle of Jack Daniel’s in front of him. She came to a halt and bent, setting Pickles on the ground.
 
   “Marco called you.” It wasn’t a question.
 
   He slid a shot glass across the counter to her. “He did. He said he had some anniversary dinner for his parents that he was going to cancel and then come over, but I talked him out of it. He told me about your ritual and I told him I thought I could handle it.”
 
   She sighed and stared at the shot glass. “I’ve got to walk and feed Pickles.”
 
   “Done.”
 
   Peyton moved to the counter and climbed onto one of the barstools. “Thank you. You didn’t have to do that.”
 
   “Pickles thought I did.”
 
   Peyton gave him a ghost of a smile and fingered the shot glass.
 
   “So how does this ritual work?”
 
   She curled her fingers around the glass and drew it to her. “We recite the 23rd Psalm, one line at a time, and after each line, we drink a shot.”
 
   “Sounds sacrilegious, but I’m game.” He picked up his own glass. “I’ll start.”
 
   Peyton nodded.
 
   “The Lord is my Shepherd; I shall not want.” He upended the glass and shuddered violently. “You sure this helps?”
 
   “Give it time.” She lifted her own glass. “He maketh me to lie down in green pastures.” She drained the glass, closing her eyes as it blazed through her body.
 
   Jake filled their glasses again. “He leadth me beside the still waters.” He banged his fist against the counter as he drank.
 
   “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death…” Her voice caught and tears filled her eyes. “I will fear no evil, for thou art with me.”
 
   Jake closed his fingers over her free hand as she took her shot. She set the glass on the counter and motioned for him to fill their glasses again. He did so without releasing her hand. “He can’t hurt anyone again, Peyton.”
 
   She felt a tear slip down her cheek and she wiped it away with the back of her hand, while still holding her shot glass. “He did, today. I let him get to me. I wanted to kill him.”
 
   “Thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me,” said Jake pointedly. “Go on. Finish the ritual.” He sipped at his glass as she drew a shuddering breath.
 
   “Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies.” She tossed back the shot and shivered. Warmth was spreading through all of her limbs and she could feel her shoulders relaxing.
 
   Jake filled their glasses halfway. “Thou annointest my head with oil.” He released her hand and leaned on the counter. “Did Adonis find out anything?”
 
   “Garza thinks El Miedo was executed by a Mexican cartel.”
 
   Jake’s mouth opened. “Do you think that?”
 
   “I suspected it when I saw the body.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   Peyton picked up her drink and pointed it at him. “Nothing good.” She closed her eyes and filled her lungs, a calming warmth spreading through her. “My cup runneth over,” she whispered and they both tossed their shots back.
 
   Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the House of the Lord forever, she finished silently and reached for the bottle.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton followed Pickles into the kitchen the next morning, tugging the belt on her robe tighter. Jake was moving around the stove, cooking pancakes. He glanced over and motioned to the pot of coffee. A mug had already been laid out and next to it was a bottle of aspirin.
 
   Peyton reached for the handle and filled the mug, then began the fight with the child proof cap on the aspirin. “You keep this up and I’m never gonna let you leave.”
 
   He chuckled and kept flipping pancakes.
 
   She popped two pills in her mouth and downed them with a swallow of coffee. She’d never made coffee this good before. He was spoiling her and she found she enjoyed it. She picked up Pickles’ bowl and opened the pantry for his food. The little dog danced around her feet in excitement as she filled it. She settled the bowl beside his water dish and returned the dog food to the pantry. Then she climbed onto a barstool and watched Jake cook.
 
   He finished the last of the pancakes, then grabbed two plates and handed her one. He had already fished butter and syrup from the refrigerator. He sidestepped Pickles and took a seat beside her at the counter.
 
   “When I was in college, I always made pancakes after a bender. I think it helps absorb the alcohol.”
 
   She reached for the butter. “Thank you.” She spread a thin film over her pancakes, then slid the dish to him. Bracing her head with her hand, she studied him as he prepared his own pancakes. “Thank you for everything last night. It meant a lot to me.”
 
   He shrugged and nudged the syrup in her direction. “I’m glad I could be here. Nice to see you as something other than an ass-kicking cop.”
 
   She smiled at him and poured a line of syrup around her plate. She could hear Pickles crunching his food in the background.
 
   “So how did you come up with that ritual?” he asked.
 
   She set the syrup down and picked up her fork. “When I was a kid, my parents took me to church every single Sunday. You know, I can’t remember ever missing a week.”
 
   “Oh, believe me, I know. Going to church on Sunday in Nebraska is a law.”
 
   She took a bite and closed her eyes in pleasure. The sweetness of the syrup flowed over her tongue. Blessed, blessed sweetness. If she could eat sugar for every meal, she would. “There’s something about the 23rd Psalm that resonates with me. Whenever I was upset or had to face something I feared, I recited it. I can’t tell you how many times I whispered that Psalm over the years.”
 
   Jake shifted on the stool, so he could see her. “I get that. I think that’s why so many people cling to religion. The routine, the ritual, they are comforting.”
 
   She placed the tines of the fork in a puddle of syrup and swirled it around. “Three years ago, Marco and I were on this horrible case – little girl, only six years old, goes missing. She was found two days later in a dumpster, strangled.”
 
   “Oh God,” said Jake.
 
   “It really got to both of us. We couldn’t get a break on the murderer, we didn’t have much evidence. No DNA. We were arguing and sniping at each other. Neither one of us could sleep. Nightmares like you wouldn’t believe.”
 
   Jake stopped eating, watching her intently. She couldn’t meet his eyes.
 
   “One night we were at Marco’s apartment, trying to figure it out. I was sitting on the couch, my eyes closed, mouthing the 23rd Psalm. He recognized it and he started saying it out loud. In the middle of it, he brought out a bottle of Jack Daniels. We started drinking. Somehow we started taking a shot after every line. Now whenever one of us is really upset, we perform the ritual.”
 
   He looked down at his plate. “I don’t know how you do this job. How can you ever look at people without wondering what they’re capable of doing?”
 
   “I try to think about the people I know who are good. There are more people who don’t prey on others than who do. You just have to keep that in mind, but sometimes it’s hard.” She dropped the fork and leaned back on the bar stool. “I really messed up yesterday. I was so unprofessional and I let him get under my skin. He had no remorse, no regret. It’s hard to see a monster like that and not think all of mankind is the same way.”
 
   “That was a pretty hard thing to do, Mighty Mouse, confront the man who killed your father? You shouldn’t have been put in that situation.”
 
   “That’s my job, Jake.”
 
   He pushed his plate away and twisted on the stool, so he could face her. “No, that isn’t your job. That’s someone else’s job. Just like doctors don’t operate on their family members, cops shouldn’t confront the criminals who commit crimes against them.”
 
   She shook her head. “Maybe you’re right.” She lifted her coffee cup and took a sip. “What makes someone become so dead inside? What could have happened to him as a child? He enjoyed telling me how my father died. He even made a gun out of his fingers.” She showed Jake.
 
   “He’s a sociopath, Peyton. He’s subhuman.” Pickles stood on his hind legs and pawed Jake’s pants. He bent over and picked him up, settling the little dog on his lap. Peyton reached over and scratched behind his ears. “I don’t know. Maybe humans are defective. No other animal preys on each other the way we do. It seems like humans are guided by two things: greed and revenge. We want what someone else has and we will do anything to take it from them, then when something is taken from us, we try to get revenge for what was taken.”
 
   Peyton went still. Slowly she turned and studied him. “Say that again.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “We try to get revenge for what was taken. That’s what’s wrong.”
 
   She jumped to her feet and hurried over to the sofa table, grabbing her phone. When she thumbed it on, she saw that Devan had tried to call her five times the previous night. She felt a pang of regret, then dialed Marco’s number.
 
   He picked up on the third ring.
 
   “You okay, Brooks?”
 
   She paused when she heard the worry in his voice. It helped ease some of the ache inside of her. She needed to spend some time thinking about the good things in her life, not dwell on the bad, but that would have to wait until after this case was solved.
 
   “I’m fine. Thanks for sharing the ritual with Jake. I appreciate that.”
 
   “I should have been there, but he said he could handle it.”
 
   “He did. You’ve been here so many times before and I know you’ll be here again.”
 
   “So, I know you didn’t call me for that.”
 
   She smiled. “You know me so well. I think I’ve figured something out. Can you meet me at the precinct?”
 
   “It’s Saturday, Brooks,” he said with a heavy sigh.
 
   “I’ll only take up an hour or so. Please?”
 
   “Tell me what you’ve got first.”
 
   “El Griego wasn’t after turf, he was after something else. El Miedo must have had something that El Griego wanted, and when he didn’t produce it, he was executed.”
 
   “What something? Not the girl?”
 
   “No, I think she’s collateral damage. Something more important to a member of a gang.”
 
   Marco was silent for a moment, then he gave a low growl. “All those somethings are way too confusing for me to follow. All right, I’ll meet you at the precinct.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton got to the precinct first. She powered on her desktop and pulled up the San Francisco Police Department Database. She typed in Alberto Flores and waited while the machine performed a search.
 
   His name came up and she clicked on it. A list of priors scrolled across the screen, but on another screen she found personal information. He wasn’t married, he had no children, and he’d held a few retail jobs when he’d been in high school. Then her eyes fixed on one entry that was more recent.
 
   “Hey,” came Marco’s voice and he loomed over her, setting down a hot fudge sundae by her elbow.
 
   Her eyes fixed on it and she couldn’t suppress a shiver of happiness. She’d have to remember to tell Jake about hot fudge sundaes and how they made things seem less bleak. She grabbed it and pulled the plastic top off, picking up the spoon. The fudge was still warm and melted in her mouth.
 
   She tilted her head up and looked at Marco. “I’m okay, you know? Really.”
 
   He gave her a critical stare, then looked away, hooking his chair with a foot. He sank into it and leaned over to see the computer screen. Peyton’s cell phone buzzed on the desk by his hand.
 
   “What you got?” he said, pointing with his chin at the computer.
 
   She tilted the screen with the back of her hand, keeping a firm grip on the sundae. “Alberto owned a moving company. They had two trucks and operated out of a warehouse on 16th Street.”
 
   “I’ll bet they weren’t moving furniture.”
 
   She licked her spoon. “Guess who his partner of record was?”
 
   Marco’s head tilted down. “Eduardo Jiménez.”
 
   She touched her nose with the tip of her index finger. “Him without the head.”
 
   “You got an address on the warehouse?”
 
   Peyton reached for the mouse and clicked a few times. “Write this down,” she said, pointing at it with her spoon.
 
   He gave her a scowl, then grabbed a pen and paper, scribbling down the address. “I can see my beautiful Saturday of football and barbecue disappearing.”
 
   Peyton’s cell phone buzzed again. She tilted it and glanced at the screen, then put it down. “It shouldn’t take more than an hour to check it out.”
 
   “That’s what you said before.” He tapped the cell phone with his finger. “Who keeps calling, Brooks?”
 
   She rolled her shoulders. “Devan.” She picked up the phone and typed in a text, then set it down again.
 
   “You avoiding him?”
 
   “Not precisely.”
 
   “What precisely?”
 
   “I just don’t want to talk about what happened yesterday with him.”
 
   Marco frowned. “I’m no expert, but I think you’re supposed to tell your boyfriend these things.”
 
   Peyton chewed her inner lip. “I’m not sure he’d understand.”
 
   “What’s to understand?”
 
   “That I lost control. What I did yesterday was unprofessional?”
 
   Marco leaned an arm on the desk and edged closer to her. “Defino never said a word about it. She didn’t fault you. If your boss didn’t have a problem with it, why would Devan?”
 
   “Because he never loses control. He never even raises his voice. He’s always polished and professional. I wasn’t.”
 
   “Devan’s never had to face the man who killed his father. Who the hell could do that without wanting to take the bastard’s head off?”
 
   Peyton smiled. “That’s what Jake said.”
 
   Marco lifted a brow. “I’m beginning to like him better and better.” Then he pointed a finger at her. “I still don’t think he should be living in your house, but…”
 
   She rose out of the chair and kissed his cheek. “Always watching out for me, Marco Baby.”
 
   He flashed his million dollar smile and unfolded his long body from the chair. “Let’s go check out your warehouse.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   El Griego gripped her arm with one hand as he entered the restaurant, the other hand was tucked out of sight, under his jacket. She knew he griped the handle of his gun. His fingers dug into the sensitive flesh at her elbow and she wanted to pull away, but she knew better.
 
   Some of the patrons watched them cross the room, and El Griego swept them with his eyes, but kept on moving, headed to the back. A few booths lined the edges of the restaurant, but all were empty, the diners all crowded in tables in the center of the room.
 
   But one booth wasn’t empty. A man sat in the very back of it, his arms stretched out across the top of the red leather chair. He had ŁĦȺ tattooed on his neck and he was chewing on a toothpick.
 
   El Griego shoved Magdalena into the booth, then grabbed a chair from a nearby table, turned it around backwards, and straddled it. The man smiled at Magdalena and reached out to run his fingertips across her arm. Magdalena shivered and resisted the impulse to pull away.
 
   “The girl, she for me?” asked the man.
 
   El Griego made a face. “She not for you, vato. She’s for El Viento.”
 
   He removed his hand.
 
   “What you got for me? El Viento is going to want something more.”
 
   The man produced a small, white package and slid it across the table with two fingers. El Griego picked it up and pulled the zipper open. He dipped a finger in and touched his gums. After a moment, he glared at the man.
 
   “El Viento’s gonna want to know who all you got pushing his stuff. You gotta get them to stop with this local crap. He’ll be bringing it ‘cross the border now.”
 
   The man nodded. “He get the warehouse yet?”
 
   “Almost. He’s just getting things set up for us, like we got a business or something together. Then I’ll be able to drive the truck to the warehouse and leave it for you. I’ve got the contract drawn up to make the business legit.”
 
   The man gave an ironic shake to his head. “Legit. We regular Wall Street guys now. This is gonna go big, man.”
 
   El Griego scanned the restaurant once more. “Don’t get smart, cabrón. One slip and we sitting in San Quentin too.”
 
   Magdalena kept her head down, but she stared at the small, white packet. She knew what was in it. It was bad enough what they made her do for money, but this…this was something worse. This would go to young kids, ruin families. Her priest had talked about the drugs killing this country. Her health teacher had told her it was an epidemic. And to the south, in Mexico, it was destroying an entire nation.
 
   The man’s attention suddenly focused on her. “If you so worried about getting caught, why you bring a puta to our meeting?”
 
   El Griego curled his hand in Magdalena’s hair and gave it a tug. “Told you, she’s a present for El Viento. He likes them young. Catholic schoolgirl young.” He pulled on Magdalena’s hair until tears started in her eyes, but she didn’t make a sound. She knew better. He had his hand on that gun. “Besides, I own her. Don’t I, puta?”
 
   Magdalena closed her eyes and gave a short nod.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 11
 
   Peyton and Marco parked the Charger on Florida and walked down to 16th, turning the corner. Peyton scanned the front of the buildings for addresses. The facades of all the buildings were industrial, steel and concrete with rolling doors, no windows. She pointed to the other side.
 
   “Over there.”
 
   They crossed. On a Saturday there didn’t seem to be too much traffic in this part of the City. They came to the warehouse address listed on the scrap of paper Marco had, but a chain link fence had been erected across the front to keep people out and scorch marks around the rolled door indicated a fire had occurred recently.
 
   Peyton stepped back and scanned the buildings on either side. They were two story warehouses, while the one before them was single story. Neither building on either side showed fire damage.
 
   “Is this the place?” asked Marco.
 
   Peyton shrugged. “I saw you write the address.” She reached for her phone and turned it on, then pulled up her contact list.
 
   “Who you calling?”
 
   “Stan Neumann. I have his private cell phone number.” Stan was the precinct’s tech god. If anyone could find out information, Stan could. There wasn’t a system he couldn’t hack into, he said. He was around thirty with curly brown hair, glasses, and Peyton had never, never seen him without his sneakers on.
 
   Marco leaned on the chain link fence. “You’re just hot to ruin everyone’s weekend. Why do you have Stan’s private number?”
 
   “He asked me on a date awhile back.”
 
   Marco smirked. “You never told me that.”
 
   She shrugged and then pressed the button to call.
 
   “You go?”
 
   “Yeah, beer and pizza. Some idiot at the bar made a comment about my ass and Stan felt he had to defend me. I begged him to let it go, but he wouldn’t. When the guy threatened to throw him through the plate glass windows, I had to flash my badge.”
 
   Marco chuckled. “And?”
 
   Peyton pointed a finger at him. “We agreed never to talk about it again, so you keep your mouth shut and especially, you keep your mouth shut around Holmes.”
 
   “I’m guessing he never asked you out again.”
 
   “He did, but he wanted me to pull my gun the next time. It was all a little too kinky for me.”
 
   Marco laughed outright.
 
   The phone stopped ringing and Stan’s voice came on. “Hello?”
 
   “Stan, this is Peyton.”
 
   “Hey, Peyton. Pretty cool you calling on a Saturday.”
 
   “Yeah, well, let me tell you why and then you can cuss me out for ruining your weekend, just like Marco’s been doing for an hour now.”
 
   “What you need?”
 
   “I’ve got an address for you. I need you to find out anything you can about it. It’s a warehouse and looks like it had a recent fire.”
 
   “Hm, give me the address. You know I love a puzzle.”
 
   Peyton read it to him, then waited. She could hear his fingers clicking on the keyboard. She wondered if he carried his laptop everywhere he went and had a sudden mental picture of him taking it into the bathroom.
 
   “I found a report from the Fire Department. The fire happened about a month ago, possible arson. They suspect an accelerant was used, but everything was so fire damaged that they are still investigating. Apparently there was a truck inside, some packing crates, and a large number of tires. The tires made the fire particularly difficult to put out.”
 
   “Insurance fraud?”
 
   “Mmm,” said Stan, his fingers clicking some more. “I don’t think so. They think it may have been racially motivated.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Yeah. This is strange, Peyton. Hold on a minute.”
 
   Peyton waited while Stan typed away. Marco gave her a questioning look. “He’s tracking something down. The fire department suspects arson. What would it take to get a search warrant?”
 
   “Not much, since our two bodies were tied to this place. You want me to work on it?”
 
   “Yeah, let’s get one.”
 
   Marco took out his phone and stepped down the block a way to make his call.
 
   “Hey, Peyton, the warehouse was apparently the headquarters of some small scale moving company.”
 
   “Yeah, I got that off our vic’s records. The owners were Eduardo Jiménez and Alberto Flores, right?”
 
   “Yeah, but they aren’t the ones on the rental agreement.”
 
   “Who is?”
 
   Stan typed some more. “An outfit named Los Hermanos.”
 
   Peyton’s fingers tightened on the phone. “You sure about that, Stan?”
 
   “Am I sure? You know who you’re talking to, girl?”
 
   Peyton smiled. He was a lot bolder talking over technology than in person.
 
   “Hey, Peyton.”
 
   “Yeah, Stan.”
 
   “Los Hermanos is based out of Mexico.”
 
   Peyton went still. No, vato, that…that’s cartel. She had seen the look in Garza’s eyes. The contempt and arrogance had been replaced by fear.
 
   Marco came back to her, a puzzled look on his face. “The judge won’t consider our warrant until Monday.”
 
   “Monday?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Peyton looked back at the warehouse. They needed to get inside, but she didn’t see how without a warrant. She wanted to do this by the book. If they were dealing with something as big as a cartel, they needed to cross all their T’s.
 
    
 
   *   *  *
 
    
 
   When she got home, the living room was empty and Pickles wasn’t around. She took off her shoulder harness and hung it on the peg by the door, then walked across the room to the hallway. She could hear Jake’s music behind his closed bedroom door. He spent a lot of time by himself or with Pickles, listening to music and uploading his photos onto his computer.
 
   She left him alone. She knew he was still grieving his wife and liked his moments of solitude. Kicking off her shoes, she curled up on the couch and reached for the remote. She didn’t watch much television, but sometimes she liked the noise. She clicked it on and surfed channels until she found one about animals. Settling back on the couch, she rested her head on her arm and let her thoughts go blank for a blessed few minutes. Before the first commercial, she fell asleep.
 
   A knock woke her. Peyton switched off the television and uncurled herself from the couch, padding across the hardwood floor to peer through the peephole in the door. Devan’s handsome face stared back at her.
 
   She pressed her forehead to the door and then unlocked it, pulling it open. “Hey,” she said, forcing a smile.
 
   He didn’t return it.
 
   “Come in.” She stepped back, allowing him room to pass. In her stocking feet, she came to the middle of his chest and she had to look up at him to talk.
 
   “Are you avoiding me?”
 
   So direct, so much a lawyer in everything he did.
 
   She looked down. “No, I just…”
 
   He placed two fingers under her chin and lifted her face until her eyes met his. “Peyton?”
 
   She curled her hand around his and pulled it away, but she didn’t release his fingers. “I am avoiding you, but it’s not for the reasons you think.”
 
   He frowned and crossed his arms over his chest, the lines of his coat pulling against his broad shoulders. “Then why?”
 
   “Marco and I had to question Luis Garza yesterday about the case we’re on.”
 
   “The man who shot your father?”
 
   Peyton chewed on her lower lip. “That’s the one. I didn’t handle it well. I wasn’t very professional.”
 
   “Does he have a bullet in his brain?”
 
   “No,” she said in surprise.
 
   “Then I think you handled it well. If it was my father and I had to question the bastard who killed him, I’m not sure he wouldn’t be dead by the time it was over.”
 
   Peyton let out a breath in relief. She hadn’t even realized she was holding it. “I thought…” Her voice trailed off.
 
   “You thought what?”
 
   Peyton looked down again, pressing her toe into a knot on the wooden floor. “You’re always so together, the consummate professional. I wasn’t sure how you’d react if you knew what I did.”
 
   He stepped closer to her and curved his hands around her hips. “Peyton, I would never judge you. Our jobs are so different. I deal in the manufactured part of it, the made up laws and the man-made penalties. You deal in the reality, the blood and the gore and the broken lives. Don’t for a minute think that I don’t know how much professionalism your job takes. I could never do it. I would snap.”
 
   Peyton slid her hands up the lines of his chest. He was staring at her with such intensity, so much devotion. She didn’t remember ever having anyone treat her like that before. “Okay, I promise I won’t keep you out anymore.”
 
   “That’s all I ask,” he said before lowering his head and kissing her.
 
   She lifted on tiptoes to meet him, sliding her arms around his neck. It felt so nice to be held this way, protected and safe in his embrace. She hated weak women, but she didn’t think it made her weak needing another human being. He broke the kiss and pressed his forehead to hers.
 
   “Devan, why would Judge Bogert put off a hearing for a search warrant until Monday?”
 
   “He probably wanted a weekend and didn’t feel anyone was in immediate danger. Did you petition for a warrant?”
 
   “Yeah, to search a burned out warehouse, but he put it off until Monday.”
 
   Devan shrugged. “I’m thinking it’s just standard routine, Peyton. I wouldn’t worry about it. The warehouse was empty right?”
 
   “I’m guessing. It was fenced off.”
 
   “Then he’ll grant it to you on Monday.” He curved his hand around her cheek. “Come on. I’ll take you to dinner and then we’ll go back to my place. You can stay the night, right?”
 
   “Yeah, I can stay the night.” She pulled out of his hold. “Just let me tell Jake and ask him to watch Pickles.”
 
   Devan’s brow furrowed, but Peyton didn’t stop to question why. She turned on her heel and hurried into the hall. She knocked on Jake’s door.
 
   “It’s open,” he called.
 
   She turned the knob and leaned in. Pickles lay stretched out on the bed, but he rolled over when he heard the door open. Jake was sitting at his desk, working on his computer. He swiveled around and watched her cross to the bed and pick up the little dog, cuddling him.
 
   “I’m going to dinner with Devan and then back to his place. Can you watch Pickles for me?”
 
   Jake gave her a narrow-eyed stare.
 
   She stared back at him. “Well?”
 
   “Sure,” he said after a moment. “I thought you weren’t seeing him anymore.”
 
   “Why would you think that?”
 
   “Because you ignored his calls all day.”
 
   Peyton frowned. Why were the men in her life acting like idiots? “We’re fine,” she said. “Are you okay with Pickles?”
 
   “Are you kidding? Pickles and I have some wild ass plans tonight. We’re gonna go for a walk, then eat some kibble…well, Pickles will, not me so much. Then we’re gonna take a nap.”
 
   Peyton laughed and settled the dog on the bed again. “Don’t get too crazy, okay?”
 
   “You got it, Mighty Mouse,” he said as she left the room.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Jake realized he hadn’t done anything on the computer in a minute or so. He shook himself and rubbed a hand across the back of his neck. Why the hell did he care if Peyton spent the night at Devan’s house?
 
   He didn’t.
 
   He swiveled in the chair and looked at Pickles, lying there with his head between his paws. “We don’t care, do we, boy?” he said.
 
   Pickles cocked his head at Jake, then his attention shifted to the door. Jake heard the outer door open and close again. The floor creaked as someone moved toward the kitchen. “Heya, soul sista’, Marco and I thought we’d come by to cheer you up,” came a loud, male voice.
 
   Jake pushed himself to his feet and cautiously walked into the hallway, peering around the opening into the kitchen. A tall, dread-locked black man was puttering around the kitchen, grabbing glasses and a blender.
 
   “Peyton?” he shouted, then reared back in surprise when Jake appeared in the opening. He gave Jake a once over, then a smile burst across his face. “You must be Jake Ryder.”
 
   Jake studied him in awe. A plate of chopped tomatoes sat on the counter next to the blender. “And you are?”
 
   “Peyton’s best friend, Abe Jefferson. I know she’s told you all about me.”
 
   At that moment, Pickles bounded into the kitchen. Abe swooped down on him and picked him up, holding him over his head. Pickles’ tail was whirling like a propeller and Abe began kissing him on the nose with smacking, enthusiastic affection.
 
   “And here’s my big boy!”
 
   Jake blinked his eyes in bewilderment. “Um, how did you get in?”
 
   Abe lowered the dog and gave Jake an equally astonished look. “My keys, of course.”
 
   Jake turned and looked toward the door as Abe put Pickles down and picked up the tray of tomatoes. “Would you like some bruschetta? It’s absolutely delightful. I used fresh basil from my garden. It’s to die for.” He ended the last in a high falsetto. 
 
   Jake reached for a piece, watching Abe go through Peyton’s cabinets and piling things on the counter. “What are you doing?”
 
   Abe looked up over the rim of the counter. “I’m making Sex on the Beach. You’ll love it. Now where did Peyton put those precious umbrellas we bought last time? Peyton?”
 
   “She’s not here.”
 
   “Where is she?”
 
   Jake blinked again. What the hell was going on? “She went out with Devan.”
 
   “Oh, the delicious DA. Isn’t he gorgeous?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “What do you mean you don’t know? You’ve seen him, right? He’s absolutely delicious.”
 
   “I don’t really look at men like that.”
 
   Abe made a scoffing noise. “You’re so straight you can’t tell a handsome man when you see one?”
 
   Jake opened his mouth to respond, but decided against it. He put the bruschetta in his mouth instead. It really was good, the tomatoes succulent and the basil a pungent splash of flavor on his tongue.
 
   “To die for, isn’t it?” said Abe, wrinkling his nose.
 
   At that moment, the door opened and Marco stepped through. He carried a six pack of beer in one hand and a pizza box in the other. Pickles scrambled across the floor to him and began bouncing up and down.
 
   “Ryder,” Marco said, setting the pizza on the counter.
 
   “Adonis.”
 
   Abe’s head popped up again. “Adonis? And you can’t tell a pretty man when you see one?” he scolded Jake.
 
   “What the hell is this?” asked Marco, pointing at the bruschetta.
 
   Abe gave him an arch look. “Are you really going to tell me you don’t recognize bruschetta, my Italian Stallion?”
 
   “I thought we were doing pizza.” Marco lifted the lid on the box.
 
   Jake rose on his tiptoes and looked at it. Then he frowned.
 
   Marco caught the look. “What?”
 
   “I just never expected you to pick vegetarian.” When Marco and Abe both gave him questioning looks, he shrugged. “You know, bad-ass cop routine…”
 
   “What? Because I don’t like eating dead animals, I’m not manly.”
 
   “Uh…”
 
   Marco scowled, then bent down and picked up Pickles. The little dog immediately melted into his arms.
 
   Jake realized he was staring.
 
   Marco sat down on the bar stool. “What? You hate dogs too, Ryder.”
 
   Jake ventured a step closer, so he could see what Abe was doing. “No, Pickles and I have a great fondness for one another.”
 
   Abe started pouring liquids into a cocktail shaker. “Where did Peyton put those umbrellas?”
 
   “What umbrellas?” asked Marco.
 
   “For the drinks.”
 
   “What the hell are you making?”
 
   “Sex on the Beach,” said Abe, continuing to pour.
 
   Jake climbed on a barstool, feeling tentative and confused. He really wasn’t sure what the hell was happening.
 
   “Where is Brooks?” Marco looked around the living room.
 
   “She went out with the DA,” offered Jake.
 
   “You know what DA stands for?” asked Abe, lifting the shaker.
 
   Jake shook his head.
 
   “Delicious Ass.” He laughed as he shook the drinks. “Get it, Angel’D.”
 
   “I get it. I always get it, Abe.”
 
   Abe peeled off into ridiculous laughter. Jake could see the corners of Marco’s mouth twitching upward. He wanted to laugh himself, it was all so strange.
 
   Marco reached across the counter and pulled off a beer. He held it out to Jake. “Want one?”
 
   Jake started to reach for it, but Abe shook a finger at him.
 
   “Uh uh uh, you’re having what I’m making.”
 
   Jake glanced between the two of them, then shrugged.
 
   “It’s your funeral,” said Marco, ominously.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Devan lived on Beach Street in a condominium that overlooked the Golden Gate. He could walk down to the Marina and Crissy Field or over to the Palace of Fine Arts whenever he wanted. The façade of the building sported a tamed-down Gothic Revival architecture with arched windows and gables along the roof. His condo was on the top floor, three stories from the street. The elevator was papered in a metallic print that reflected the light from the small chandelier in the ceiling.
 
   The condo itself had been remodeled, reflecting Devan’s more modern tastes. The front door opened onto one room with a vaulted ceiling, a combination living room/kitchen painted in stunning glacial white. Strange red-leather furniture, with round rows piled up on top of each other to make the back, sat at angles in the center of the room. A plush white shag rug lay beneath a rectangular metal box that functioned as a coffee table. Two lamps occupied either end of the couches, the shades looking like a collection of white barnacles on the bottom of a ship. The massive floor-to-ceiling windows were bare, but the view beyond them took one’s breath away. The Golden Gate, in all of her rust-red glory, shown in the foggy night air.
 
   The counters in the kitchen were marble, the dark veining contrasting with the glossy white of the cabinets. The stove, refrigerator and dishwasher were of the highest quality, their stainless steel surfaces gleaming. Peyton wandered over to the counter and ran her hand across the cold marble.
 
   “How did you like dinner?” Devan asked, removing his suit jacket. He draped it over the back of the red couch.
 
   “It was very good. I haven’t been to Japan Town in years.”
 
   “Can I get you some wine?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Peyton leaned on the counter as he crossed behind it, opening a cabinet and pulling out two glasses. He bent down and opened a beverage refrigerator, grabbing a full bottle and setting it on the counter. He reached into a drawer and lifted out a wine opener. There were no other utensils in the drawer.
 
   “Have you ever cooked in here?”
 
   Devan glanced around at the sparkling appliances. “No. I’ve catered parties, but that’s about it.”
 
   “You never cook?”
 
   Devan shook his head. “Can’t see the need. Do you cook?” He tore the foil off the bottle and attached the bottle opener. With a push of the handle, the cork came out of the bottle.
 
   Peyton gave a laugh. “Almost every night. I’m a cop, remember? Not much left over after the mortgage gets paid.”
 
   He filled the two glasses, then passed one to her. “I’d be willing to change that for you, if you’d let me.”
 
   Peyton paused with the glass halfway to her mouth. She didn’t know how to respond to that. She should have guessed something like this was coming. They’d been dating for about six months now. Still, she wasn’t sure how to react.
 
   She took a sip of her wine and looked down at the veining in the marble.
 
   “You don’t have to tell me tonight,” he said, “but I just thought I’d put it out there.”
 
   “I appreciate it.” She forced herself to look at him. “I can’t even imagine living in a place like this.” She could imagine what Pickles might do to his pristine white shag rug.
 
   He reached over and took her hand. “Think about it, all right? We’re good together, Peyton. I’d be happy knowing I was coming home to you.”
 
   Oh, she wanted to say yes. She wanted to just jump into the deep end and hope for the best, but her voice caught in her throat and she said nothing, just stared at him. After a moment, he looked down and reached for his glass.
 
   Peyton lifted her own and took a long swallow, closing her eyes against the panicked fluttering of her heart.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   El Griego put his hand under Magdalena’s chin and lifted her face. She wanted to cringe away from him, but she didn’t. It only made him madder and then he was sure to strike her. He gave her a smile. On anyone else it would have eased her fear, but on him it was terrifying.
 
   “You did good, chica. El Viento, he liked you.”
 
   She caught Felix’s expression behind his cousin. He glared at her, then turned away. She didn’t know what he had to be mad about. He’d betrayed her, not the other way around. And now she was just trying to survive.
 
   El Griego squeezed her chin. He always exerted his physical power over her, making sure she knew what he would do to her if she stepped out of line again. “You earned a little freedom for that, chica. What you say? You happy?”
 
   She nodded, hoping he’d release her. He did and she looked down, but her eyes landed on the handle of the gun sticking out of his belt. How many times had she imagined herself grabbing it and shoving the barrel in his face?
 
   “You got two hours. You come back on time, I give you more. You don’t come back…” He leaned over her, breathing in her ear. “I hunt you down.”
 
   Magdalena didn’t lift her eyes. She could feel the warmth of his breath and it sent a shiver down her spine. He would hunt her down. She knew it.
 
   “You better go,” he said.
 
   Magdalena scrambled to her feet and raced to the bedroom he let her and the other girls share. She’d been given a drawer where she kept the stolen Bible and her few clothes. She pulled open the drawer and searched through it for something appropriate to wear.
 
   Venus came to the door and leaned against the jam. “Where you gonna go for your two hours?”
 
   Magdalena found a pair of jeans. The knee was torn, but at least it covered her body, and a t-shirt that had a picture of a hummingbird on the front. It was long enough to cover her midriff.
 
   “Church,” she answered, looking at the clock. It was almost eleven. She could just make it.
 
   “You gonna waste your two hours on church?”
 
   Magdalena pulled the clothes from the drawer and hurried back into the hall for the bathroom. No matter what had happened to her, she still wasn’t comfortable dressing in front of everyone.
 
   She paused at the entrance. “For two hours, I’ll be safe. For two hours, I’ll have peace.”
 
   Venus leaned against the wall, watching Magdalena. She rubbed a hand down her arm. Venus was so thin, Magdalena feared she’d shrivel up and disappear one day. “Sounds nice.”
 
   “You want to come?”
 
   Venus looked toward the main room where male voices could be heard. They were watching some sporting event, soccer probably, on the television. “Why the hell not,” she said.
 
   Magdalena nodded at her clothes. “You’ll need to change. Do you have anything appropriate?”
 
   “I’ll look.”
 
   A few minutes later they were on the street. Magdalena walked as fast as she could. She’d seen the church the other day when El Griego took her out and she’d wanted desperately to come back. The arched windows, the tan concrete blocks, and the unimposing sign saying Glide Memorial Methodist Church – all had beckoned her in.
 
   A line of people were waiting to go inside and she pulled Venus to the back of it with her. Venus looked up at the towering front. “Glide? I thought you were Catholic?”
 
   “This will do,” said Magdalena, clutching Venus’ arm in excitement. “You think they’ll let us in?”
 
   Venus gave her an arch look. “They let everyone in. It’s their thing. I heard famous people sit in them seats with homeless guys.”
 
   “They’re called pews,” corrected Magdalena, moving forward in the line.
 
   “Whatever. They’ll even feed you here.”
 
   An elegantly dressed black woman stood at the doorway and welcomed people in, clasping their hand in both of her own. “Welcome to Glide,” she said as people passed her. “Welcome to Glide.”
 
   Magdalena took her hand, smiling at her. Her heart was filled to bursting, she was so happy to be here.
 
   “Welcome to Glide, child. The Reverend Josiah James is giving the sermon today. He’s visiting from New York. It’s bound to be a beautiful service.”
 
   “Thank you,” said Magdalena and allowed the woman to hand her inside. She tugged Venus behind her and they crossed the vestibule into the vaulted sanctuary. People filled the pews, but they found one in the back, sliding into it. Everyone was standing and the choir performed on risers directly behind the altar.
 
   People swayed to the music or sang. The words of the hymn were scrolled across a giant screen behind the choir. The sound filled the space and spilled out, a glorious cacophony of joy and forgiveness.
 
   Magdalena closed her eyes and swayed with the music, letting it fill her, imagining it washing away all of the taint and filth of her present life. Then it ended and silence filled the sanctuary. Opening her eyes, Magdalena watched a handsome black man in a beautiful robe step up to the pulpit. He stood for a moment and looked over the congregation, smiling. His teeth were brilliant against his dark skin, his smile genuine and kind, asking nothing.
 
   “Welcome brothers and sisters,” he said, holding out his arms.
 
   A murmur of ‘welcome brother’ followed him.
 
   “I am Reverend Josiah James and I come from New York City.”
 
   More murmurs.
 
   “The kind Reverend Cecil Williams asked me here to speak and I am honored to share the blessings of this beautiful Sunday with you all.”
 
   A number of ‘amens’ could be heard.
 
   “Today…today, I want to talk about sin.”
 
   Magdalena felt her heart catch. His voice boomed in the vaulted room, echoed by a number of people saying ‘yes sir’ and ‘mmhmm’, but Magdalena felt as if he were speaking for her alone.
 
   “Yes, my brothers and sisters, sin is real and sin is alive. It is in our cities, it is in our homes, and let me tell you something, my children, it is in our hearts.”
 
   “Amen, amen, brother,” came a smattering of shouts.
 
   Venus fidgeted beside her, but Magdalena ignored her.
 
   The reverend swept his hand across the congregation, touching every one of them. “There isn’t a one of us who escapes it. There isn’t a one of us who isn’t a sinner. As Jesus Christ Almighty said himself, ‘He among you who is without sin, let him first cast a stone.’” He swept his hand back. “He among you who is without sin, let him first cast a stone.” He paused to let his words sink in.
 
   “Matthew 7:2-5 tells us, ‘For with what judgment you judge, you will be judged; and with the measure you use, it will be measured back to you.’ For with what judgment you judge, you will be judged.”
 
   He flashed his smile, beaming on all of them. “The only judge is God. He is the only one who can evaluate our lives, but yet sin is upon us. Sin is everywhere. We turn on the television, we find sin. We turn on the internet, we find sin. We go to the movie, we find sin.” He leaned on the pulpit. “We walk out our doors, we find sin.”
 
   “Well, if we are not to judge others and we are all sinners, what are we to do about it? How do we fight it? How do we purify our lives?”
 
   “Tell us, brother,” said someone to their right.
 
   “I’ll tell you, sister,” said the reverend. “We must take the righteous upon us. We must believe in God’s direction. We must fight against the tyranny of sinful pleasures corrupting our bodies and our minds. We must take back our cities, we must take back our homes….” He pointed at them all and Magdalena felt certain he was pointing at her. “We must take back our hearts.”
 
   The room erupted in amens and shouting.
 
   “But how, you ask me? How can I take back my heart?” He leaned over the pulpit and stared out at them. “How?”
 
   “I’ll tell you how. I’ll tell you how, brothers and sisters. We’ve got to stop abuses. We’ve got to stop the bullies in our schools, the predators in our homes, and the hopelessness and poverty on our streets. We’ve got to turn aside from pornography; we’ve got to turn aside from sex addiction; we’ve got to turn aside from alcoholism and drug addiction. If we purify our bodies, we will purify our minds. If we take care of ourselves, we will take care of our sin.”
 
   He rose to his full height and raised his arms over his head. “We have got to say no more to gangsters on our streets, no more to hunger and homelessness, no more to drug dealers and whores, no more to drive-bys and murders. We’ve got to say no more to hopelessness and despair.”
 
   “Amen, amen, amen,” shouted the people.
 
   He brought his hands down and held them out over the congregation. “Or I promise you we will perish.”
 
   Magdalena realized that tears were streaming down her face and she had the crucifix clasped so tightly in her hand that it cut into her palm. ‘We will perish.’ His words echoed in her head. ‘We will perish.’


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 12
 
   Jake shambled into the kitchen the next morning, looking blurry and disheveled. Peyton could guess the reason by the cocktail shaker and empty bottles of vodka and beer in the recycle bin.
 
   She settled Pickles’ bowl on the floor and the little dog launched himself into it, eating as if he didn’t remember the last time. “Good morning.”
 
   He gave her a squint eyed look and plopped down on the stool. “Nothing good about it.”
 
   She passed a steaming mug of coffee across the counter to him. “What happened in here?”
 
   “Apparently, your best friend and Adonis thought you needed cheering up, so they dropped by.”
 
   Peyton leaned back and looked into the recycle bin. “You didn’t consume whatever unmentionable drink Abe concocted, did you?”
 
   “I did. It was called Sex in the Surf or something.”
 
   “Sex on the Beach,” she corrected. “First lesson, never drink anything that Abe drinks.”
 
   Jake braced his head with his hand. “Yeah, I got that. Adonis tried to warn me.”
 
   Peyton laughed. She picked up a scribbled note that had been taped to her counter. “What does this say?”
 
   Jake squinted at it. “You’re out of drink umbrellas. He wants the ones that are pink and orange next time you go to the store.”
 
   Peyton pulled out a drawer next to the stove. “They’re right here.” She held up a paper umbrella for him to see.
 
   “Silly me,” he said in the most dead-pan voice. “How could I miss that?”
 
   Peyton pulled out a pan from beneath the stove. “How about I make you pancakes this morning?”
 
   Jake blinked at her. “Really?”
 
   “Yeah. I make a mean flapjack.”
 
   He picked up his mug and took a sip. “Sounds good to me.”
 
   After breakfast, she took a quick shower, walked Pickles, and then returned to the house to find Jake napping. She sent a quick text to Abe, telling him she needed to talk. He sent one back telling her to come to the lab, he was finishing up some work. Abe was the only one she knew who worked on Sundays as often as she did.
 
   She drove over to the lab. The sun was shining and the sky was clear. A little breeze blew across the parking lot, making the eucalyptus trees bordering it sway. They gave off a clean, menthol smell that wafted over her as she walked to the back door, placing her sunglasses on top of her head. The guard smiled as he opened it for her.
 
   “Thank you,” she said, stepping into the brilliantly lit, sterile hallway.
 
   She wandered toward Abe’s new lab, pushing open the door and peering inside. The coroner’s office had moved him from the basement when another M.E. retired and gave him a state of the art facility to work in. He’d been so proud, he’d smuggled champagne in and they’d celebrated in secret one night while he worked.
 
   A body sat on the metal table in the center of the room and Abe was bending over it, staring at something in the chest cavity.
 
   She grimaced and looked away. Someone who saw as many dead bodies as she did should be used to them by now, but she wasn’t.
 
   “Abe?”
 
   He looked up, his dreads swinging, and then reached for the sheet, covering the corpse. He was always thoughtful that way. “Hey, soul sista’.” He went to his sink and briskly washed his hands. “Give me a minute.”
 
   She waited by the door until he came over and pulled her into a bear hug. “What’s going on, baby girl?” he said, kissing the top of her curly head.
 
   “Can we talk somewhere else?”
 
   “Yeah, let me buy you a soda.”
 
   He led her back into the hallway and toward the far end, pushing open another swinging door. It opened on a small cafeteria with a bank of vending machines and a few tables, surrounded by blue plastic chairs. Pulling a few bills from his pocket, he fed them into the machine and pressed a button. A can dropped into the tray at the bottom and he fished it out, passing it to her.
 
   She took it and wandered over to one of the tables as he inserted another bill into the machine. Once he had his can, he took a seat across from her and propped his feet on another chair.
 
   “What’s up?”
 
   She fingered the rim of the can. “Should you leave that body like that?”
 
   “He’s not going anywhere. I’ve got a little while before he gets ripe.”
 
   Peyton flinched. “Lord, Abe, that’s morbid.”
 
   Abe held out his long fingered hand. “It’s the job I do, sweets.” He took a sip of his soda. “How’s your roommate?”
 
   “Hung-over. Why’d you let him drink your concoctions?”
 
   Abe shrugged. “He’s a big boy. We couldn’t find the umbrellas though.”
 
   “They were in the drawer by the stove.”
 
   “Didn’t look there. Anyway, we won $50 off him at poker last night.”
 
   “He doesn’t have $50 to spare, Abe.”
 
   “He’s got a real understanding landlord, I hear,” he answered with a wink.
 
   Peyton rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t help her smile. He was so damn endearing. She took off her sunglasses and laid them on the table next to her drink.
 
   “Stop stalling. What’s up?”
 
   She twirled the glasses around by the ear piece. “Devan asked me to move in with him. Well, he didn’t come out and ask me, but he hinted at it.”
 
   Abe dropped his feet to the floor and leaned forward. “For the love of all that is holy, Peyton. Really? Why aren’t you packing? You have no idea what I’d do to park my bags in that condo.”
 
   “I have some idea,” said Peyton wryly.
 
   Abe laughed. “What did you tell him?”
 
   “I said I’d think about it.”
 
   “You’d think about it? What is there to think about, girlfriend? When a gorgeous, rich man asks you to move in with him, you don’t do no thinking.”
 
   She sighed and dropped her head on her arms.
 
   Abe reached over and placed his hand against her elbow. “What’s wrong? I thought you were crazy about D.A. Delicious.”
 
   “I am,” she mumbled into her arms.
 
   “Dish,” he commanded, swatting her.
 
   She lifted her head. “I want to be excited, I really do, but all I can think about is wandering around, afraid to touch anything. He’s got these lamps that look like barnacles. I would be afraid to turn them on. And a white shag rug? With Pickles?”
 
   Abe grimaced. “I’m beginning to see.”
 
   “What do I do?”
 
   Abe ran his tongue over his teeth in consideration. “I wish I knew. I think you’ve got to talk to him. Tell him just what you told me. Maybe he’d consider moving into your place…”
 
   When Peyton gave him an arch look, he bopped his head to either side, sending his dreads dancing. “You’re right. Stupid thought. Anyway, you’re gonna have to talk to him, sweets. Tell him why you’re hesitating and ask him to give you some time.”
 
   Peyton leaned her head back and blew out her breath. “You’re right.”
 
   “Of course I’m right.” He looked at the watch on his arm. “I better get back to my stiff before he grows some mold.”
 
   Peyton stood up and leaned on the table, kissing his cheek. “Thank you,” she said, staring into his caramel brown eyes.
 
   “Always, baby girl.”
 
   “And keep your cards and booze away from my roommate.”
 
   Abe waved a hand. “Like I said, he’s a big boy, he can take care of himself.” He pushed away from the table and stood up, grabbing both of their cans. He dumped them in the recycle as he escorted her to the door. When they were in the outer hallway, he draped an arm across her shoulders and headed toward his lab.
 
   “You’ll figure it out. Just do what feels right, okay?”
 
   She gave him a squeeze, then released him. “I’ll talk to you later.”
 
   “Okay. Bye, sugar-lips.”
 
   “Bye, baby cakes.”
 
   He disappeared into his lab and she continued toward the back door. When she reached it, she pushed it open. The security guard gave her a brief nod.
 
   “Thank you,” she said, starting toward her car.
 
   “No problem. Enjoy the rest of your Sunday.”
 
   She smiled back at him. “I’m gonna try.”
 
   A car engine roared to life at the end of the parking lot. Since it was Sunday, there weren’t many cars parked out back today. She noted that it was an older model Lincoln as it accelerated toward the street. Sunlight glanced off its windshield and she reached for her sunglasses, then remembered she’d left them on the table in the cafeteria.
 
   Turning around, she jogged back to the door. “Forgot my sunglasses,” she said with a laugh.
 
   The guard began to slide off his stool to open the door, but she waved him back.
 
   “I’ve got it,” she said.
 
   She heard the wheels on the car squeal just as she pulled the door open. Something slammed into the door above her head and instinctively she ducked, dropping to her hands and knees, then covering her head. What the hell!
 
   The guard made a strangled sound and fell off the stool, landing in front of her. She glanced up to see a bloom of red spread across his upper chest, just as she heard another pop. A bullet slammed into the side of the building and another one splintered the guard’s podium.
 
   Peyton grabbed the guard’s uniform shirt and tugged. “Come on,” she shouted, keeping her head down as she angled her body inside the doorway.
 
   The guard rolled to his side with a groan of pain and inched across the ground as Peyton pulled on his arm. They collapsed inside the building and she let the door slam shut.
 
   “How do you lock it?”
 
   The guard sank against the wall, his face contorted in pain. “Panic button,” he said, lifting his hand enough to point to the wall above her head.
 
   Peyton lunged to her feet and threw up the plastic cover, slamming her hand over the red button. The sharp shriek of the siren echoed in the white hallways and the lock on the door engaged automatically.
 
   Peyton dropped beside the guard, pressing her hands to his chest. Blood had flowed down his arm and was pooling beneath him. “Abe!” she shouted above the screaming of the siren. “Abe!”
 
   The guard was panting hard, sweat breaking out on his forehead and rolling down his temples. Peyton pressed harder.
 
   “Abe!”
 
   She heard someone running and then Abe was skidding to a halt beside her.
 
   “What the hell…”
 
   “He’s been shot.”
 
   Abe pushed her away. “This is my area.” He pulled the guard flat and removed his white lab coat, pressing it over the wound. “Are you hurt?”
 
   She shook her head, digging into her jeans pocket after her phone. Her hands were slick with the guard’s blood as she thumbed it on and dialed 911, then she reached into her jacket after her gun.
 
   “Who the hell are you calling?”
 
   “I’m calling for backup. I’m sure you don’t want to hope that door is gonna hold.”
 
   Abe’s dark eyes lifted to her and he swallowed hard.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
    The parking lot behind the Medical Examiner’s building was filled with police cars, ambulances, and one massive fire engine. Police in plain clothes and uniforms roamed the area, measuring out distances with a wheel or standing in small pockets, talking to each other.
 
   Jake didn’t immediately get out of the car as Marco pulled to a stop and threw the Charger in gear. Throwing the door open, the larger man looked over and gave him a scowl.
 
   “You coming?”
 
   Jake glanced at him, then searched the area for Peyton.
 
   Marco didn’t wait. “Let’s go!” he said, climbing from the car and striding across the asphalt.
 
   Jake reached for his camera case and opened his own door, climbing out. He followed Marco and then came to a stop when he caught sight of Peyton. Blood stained the front of her clothes, but Marco didn’t seem to care, pulling her into an embrace and kissing the top of her head.
 
   Jake wasn’t sure what he felt. Relief, sure, but there was a bitter, dry feeling in his mouth and his stomach felt like it was knotted. He could see a person on a gurney in the back of an ambulance. Abe was bending over him and another paramedic was fussing with tubes hanging down from the ceiling of the vehicle. An oxygen mask obscured the man’s face, but Jake tried to reason that he wouldn’t need oxygen if he wasn’t alive. Outside of the ambulance, all was chaos and motion – cops, firefighters and paramedics moving around, talking into radios, and motioning back and forth.
 
   Peyton glanced around Marco and saw him. She extricated herself and crossed the parking lot. “Jake, I need you to take pictures. Start over there at the back of the parking lot where the markers are. Get some shots of the casings, then come back here and shoot the building.”
 
   Jake’s eyes involuntarily tracked a path to the red-brown stain covering her shirt front and pants. He opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. He felt like retching, a static buzz was in his ears.
 
   “Jake?” she said sharply.
 
   He blinked up into her eyes.
 
   “I need you to take pictures.” Her brow lowered in a frown and she reached toward him. Splatters of blood dotted the back of her hand. Jake simply stared at it. “Are you all right?”
 
   “Peyton,” called Captain Defino. “I need you to give a description of the car, so we can get an APB out on it.”
 
   “All right, Captain,” Peyton called over her shoulder. She turned back to Jake. “Jake?”
 
   He shook himself, then took a step back, moving toward the markers she’d pointed out at the far corner of the parking lot. He could see her watching him from the corner of his eyes, but he couldn’t answer her. He didn’t know what he was feeling.
 
   “I’ll talk to him,” he heard Marco say.
 
   He set the camera bag down by the marker and hunkered over it, unhooking the latch. The smooth plastic of the camera body gave him something else to focus on, until Marco’s shoes moved into his line of sight. He hunkered down in front of Jake and put a hand on his shoulder, steadying him.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   Jake closed his eyes and gripped the camera tighter. “I don’t think I can do this.”
 
   “You have to compartmentalize it. Store it away.”
 
   Jake looked up into Marco’s handsome, grim features. The ambulance rumbled to a start and the lights whirled on the top of it. Jake’s attention was snagged and he watched as the paramedic closed the back doors. Abe’s dark head could be seen in the rear window. “She could have been killed. She left the house this morning, and an hour later, she could have been dead.” He motioned at the cops. “They could be asking me to take pictures of her corpse.”
 
   “I know that, but you’ve got to focus on the fact that she’s all right. She’s not even hurt. And the guard, Abe thinks he’s going to make it. This is a one-time thing, it doesn’t happen all the time.”
 
   Jake gave a bark of laughter, then jumped when the shriek of the siren rent the afternoon. Marco looked over his shoulder and watched as the ambulance pulled around the side of the building, carrying the wounded guard to the hospital.
 
   “It only takes one bullet.”
 
   Marco turned back to him. “What?”
 
   “It only takes one bullet and it’s over. How can she do this? How can you?”
 
   “Because if we don’t, they win. If we don’t go after these guys, what happens to the rest of the City? And in order to get convictions on these scumbags, we need evidence, Jake, we need photos. If you want to protect her, help her put these bastards away for good.”
 
   Jake hugged the camera to his chest. “All right, you win. I’ll take the pictures.”
 
   Marco slapped his shoulder and pushed himself to his feet. “Let me know if you need anything.” He started to turn away.
 
   Staring out over the chaotic scene, Jake’s thoughts snapped into focus. He looked down at the spent shells, then back to the building. Even from here, he could see the holes made by the bullets.
 
   “Adonis?”
 
   Marco swiveled back around.
 
   “Someone followed her here.” He rose to his feet. “Someone watched her leave the house.”
 
   Marco’s expression grew even grimmer.
 
   “Someone knows where she lives and I think we both know who that is.”
 
   “Shit.” Marco’s hands flexed into fists. “It was Venus.”
 
   Jake nodded. “Who else?”
 
   Marco clenched his jaw, then turned away, striding toward the captain who was instructing some uniformed officers in cordoning off the area. Jake watched Marco and the captain begin a heated discussion. Impulsively, he lifted the camera and captured them. Then he panned over. Peyton was talking with a sketch artist, pointing around the parking lot. Jake snapped the shot, then looked into the viewfinder as it loaded the image for him. She looked small and fragile against the backdrop of so much action, cops moving back and forth, their bodies a blur of color around her and she the only solid thing in the frame.
 
   He drew a deep breath, then turned back to the spent shells, lifting the camera to focus it.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton glanced around the crowded street. North Beach was always a bustle, but once darkness fell, all manner of creepy crawlies came out. Prostitutes hawked their wears on the corners, johns pulled up in fancy cars and rolled down windows, hiding behind the high tinting on their windshields. Servicemen wandered from bar to bar, shaking off a week of obedience in the raunchiest way possible. Strip joints and dance clubs, bars and poker rooms, whores and pimps – a shadow world hiding their desperation behind neon lights.
 
   Venus had said she owned this corner. Her regulars knew where to find her and the other whores knew to stay away. El Griego had held it with an iron fist, but since his death, Peyton wasn’t sure who ran the show. Especially now that they didn’t know where Venus had gone. Peyton didn’t like to speculate what that might mean, but as they trolled the streets looking for her, she felt a sinking sensation in her stomach. She hated to think that Venus had sold her out, but it seemed pretty obvious in her disappearance. Not only that, but Peyton was beginning to fear she might be dead.
 
   Finally Marco suggested they shake down the girls working her corner. Peyton wasn’t sure that would work – they were homicide detectives, not vice, but she didn’t have any other suggestions, so it was worth a shot.
 
   She could see Marco strolling down the street ahead of her. They had parked around the corner, then decided to approach Venus’ spot from opposite directions. Peyton hung back and let Marco arrive first. A whore with brilliant red hair turned toward him immediately. In one hand she held a cigarette, while the other was covered with a black lace glove. Her hair was piled on top of her head, trailing down her back and over the rise of her breasts, which strained at the leather bustier she wore. A short skirt barely covered her ass, ending in fishnet stockings and five inch heels. She was already a tall woman, but in the leopard-print sling-backs she nearly topped Marco.
 
   Marco stopped before her and Peyton could see the whore’s head dip as she looked him up and down.
 
   “Just keep walking, handsome,” she said in a drawl. “You’re either a cop or gay.”
 
   “What makes you say that?” said Marco, giving her a slow smile.
 
   She eyed him some more. “Cop. You walk like one and you’re too pretty to be a john.” She glanced toward the building where a couple of other whores were milling. “Look, I don’t want no trouble with you.” She turned on a spiked heel and came up short as Peyton lifted her badge into her face.
 
   “Where’s Venus?”
 
   The whore screwed up her face. “Venus? What you talking about? I don’t know no Venus.”
 
   “This is her corner.”
 
   The whore looked over her shoulder at Marco. Marco leaned against a street lamp, but his relaxed pose didn’t hide the fact that he was ready to move in a moment. A few of the girls lounging against the building started to sidle away. Peyton marked them from the corner of her eyes, then turned her attention back to the red-head in front of her.
 
   “Let me ask again. Where’s Venus?” she said.
 
   The whore snorted a laugh, then shifted weight on her five-inch heels. “Look, I ain’t doing nothing wrong. You ain’t got nothing on me.”
 
   “I don’t know about that. I thought I heard you solicit my partner a moment ago.”
 
   The whore drew on her cigarette, her hand shaking. “That’s a damn lie and you know it,” she said with a forced laugh. “I told him to just keep on walking. I made him as a cop the moment I saw him.”
 
   Peyton looked beyond her at Marco. “Did she? I thought I heard her ask you if you were gay.”
 
   “That’s what I heard,” said Marco. He crossed his arms over his chest, his jacket gaping and showing the butt of his gun. “I don’t see any witnesses around to say otherwise.”
 
   The whore threw her cigarette down and ground it with the toe of her shoe. “Look, I don’t need no trouble. I got a kid waiting for me to come home.”
 
   “A kid? I’ll bet CPS would just love to know that. Here you are, soliciting cops and you got a kid at home. Hate to see him or her wind up in the foster system.”
 
   Marco made a tsking noise. “I heard it’s a bitch getting them back out again.”
 
   The whore looked between the two of them, then down the street. Peyton took a step to the right, blocking the center of the sidewalk. Cars honked their horns as they sped past. Closing her eyes briefly, the whore held up her hands.
 
   “Okay, look, what do you want?”
 
   “Where’s Venus?”
 
   She scratched at her fishnet stockings. “I wasn’t doing no harm taking her corner. She ain’t been working it for a while. Word is she’s done. She ain’t coming back. With El Griego gone, I thought, what’s the harm? Venus, she done good for herself on this corner, you know, and I got a kid to feed.”
 
   “Where is she?” said Peyton sharply. She was getting sick of this whole thing, and more than a little worried about Venus.
 
   “Word is she fell off the wagon. She’s floppin’ in some warehouse on 16th, smoking crack.”
 
   Peyton’s eyes lifted to Marco. He moved around the whore and they started walking toward their car. As they went, Marco reached into his jacket and pulled out his cell phone.
 
   “Calling for backup?” she asked.
 
   “Nope, calling Vice. Someone needs to find out if there is a kid. You call for backup.”
 
   “Done,” said Peyton, reaching for her phone.
 
    
 
   *  *   *
 
    
 
   Magdalena followed El Griego when he left the house. Gradually she’d been gaining freedom and now had at least most of the day to herself. He made her work nights, but she didn’t need much sleep. He always slept in until noon, so she timed herself to wake up when he did.
 
   He jogged down the stairs of the flat and turned left. Magdalena let him get a full block ahead of her before she started. Everyone else in the house was still asleep, she suspected through artificial means.
 
   He kept going until he came to the bus stop. He paced at the bus stop a bit, glaring at the people waiting on the benches. They sidled away, trying not to make eye contact with him. Usually he walked wherever he went, which made following him easy, but if he got on the bus, she wasn’t sure what to do.
 
   Biting her lip, she considered her options. She could go up to him and ask him to let her go wherever he was going. He’d likely get pissed about that. She could tell him she wanted to take the bus downtown and hoped he was going the same place. Or she could try to sneak on when he wasn’t looking. There were a lot of people waiting for this particular bus. He might not notice.
 
   She pulled the hood of her sweatshirt up and tucked her hair inside, deciding the third option was best, but reaching into her pocket, she realized she didn’t have bus fare. She would have to pickpocket someone and hope to get lucky.
 
   She knew theft was a sin, but stealing change had to be a lesser sin and she’d already done that a couple of times to get something to eat. After prostitution, any other sins would only add a rosary or two to her salvation, if she could be saved still.
 
   When the bus pulled up, she wedged her way into the crowd. People coming off the bus mixed with people getting on. Magdalena found herself behind a huge man who must weigh 250 lbs. His pockets gaped at the sides as if inviting her to check. With a grimace, she thrust her hand inside and found some loose change and a bill. She grabbed for the bill, pulling it out. Glancing down she saw it was a five.
 
   When it was her turn to board the bus, she shoved the entire five into the hand of the driver. “I don’t have a pass.”
 
   He started to protest, but she covered his hand with her own. “Please, my mother is sick and I need to go to the hospital to see her.”
 
   He nodded her back and pocketed the money himself.
 
   Muni drivers were only supposed to take passes, but Magdalena had found that she could usually persuade them to accept cash whenever she needed a ride. There was no way El Griego would allow her to have a pass.
 
   She kept her head down as she moved to a seat. Her heart pounded frantically as she spotted him, sitting two rows down. If he saw her, what would she say? She’d tell him she was going to window shop on Market. What else could she do?
 
   He was looking out the window, ignoring the rest of the riders, so she sank into a seat three back from him on the same side. He fidgeted in his chair. He was always fidgeting, picking at his clothes or adjusting himself. And he was always and forever stroking the butt of that gun. Magdalena wished just once that she could have it in her hands. She’d show him what the barrel looked like up close.
 
   She exhaled and clutched her crucifix. Murder was a worse sin than prostitution. Unless it was okay to murder another sinner? She wished she’d had the foresight to ask Reverend James if that was a way to ‘turn aside’ sin. It was certainly a way to purge it from the world.
 
    They rode down to North Beach and he got off. Magdalena didn’t move. He brought her to North Beach before, made her stand the corner with Venus. He walked down the street to the corner where Venus usually was. The gangster from the day at the restaurant was there. Something passed between their hands, then they started talking. Magdalena thought it was money, but she wasn’t sure.
 
   When the bus pulled away from the curb, Magdalena faced forward. She might as well ride it back to where she’d gotten on. She wanted to find something to use in her battle against him, but she didn’t want to risk getting caught. She’d just have to wait until another opportunity presented itself.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 13
 
   Marco hit the sirens and they sped toward the warehouse on 16th. It was the only logical lead they had. Peyton hung on to the door and seat as he took the turns, bouncing the Charger over Market Street. The streets were dark, even though it had just passed 8:30PM, but among the warehouses there weren’t many street lights.
 
   They didn’t bother with parking on Florida this time, but pulled right up in front of the warehouse. Two other police cars were lined up on the sidewalk, their front bumpers pressed against the chain link fence.
 
   Peyton and Marco jumped out and found Holmes striding toward them. “We got a warrant to go inside?” he asked.
 
   “The judge won’t hear our petition until tomorrow.”
 
   “You tell him the situation?”
 
   “About five minutes ago,” said Peyton, moving toward the fence. There were no lights on in the warehouse and a chain and padlock held the warped rolling door closed at the bottom. The door was rolled up a couple of feet, enough for someone to squeeze under it. Peyton didn’t remember it being open when they were there the day before. She turned to Marco. “Do you remember the door being rolled up like that?”
 
   Marco shook his head. “I don’t remember the chain either.”
 
   Holmes studied it. “The lock must have melted and they had to break it to get inside during the fire.”
 
   Bartlet paced nervously. “Why won’t the judge give you the warrant?”
 
   “Don’t know,” said Peyton, trying to listen for any sounds. She pointed at the other black and white. “Where did they go?”
 
   “Sent them around back,” said Holmes.
 
   Peyton curled her fingers through the links. “You hear someone scream inside there?” she asked the others.
 
   The streets were silent, except for the sound of wheels on damp asphalt.
 
   “I heard a scream,” said Marco.
 
   Holmes began walking back toward his car. “I think I heard one too.”
 
   Bartlet stopped pacing. “I didn’t hear anything.”
 
   Peyton ignored him, waiting anxiously as Holmes brought back the bolt cutters from the trunk of his car. He began cutting away the links on the fence as Marco pulled it back.
 
   Bartlet moved to Peyton’s shoulder. “I didn’t hear any screams. Did you really hear something?”
 
   Peyton gave him a glare. “You did hear a scream. You heard the same scream we did.”
 
   He narrowed his eyes on her. “I don’t lie well, Brooks.”
 
   She went toe to toe with him. “Listen, Bartlet. Someone took a shot at me today, so when I say we heard a scream, we heard a scream. If anyone asks you, you tell them you were searching the street, or in the car, or whatever, but you remember this, the rest of us heard a scream.”
 
   He didn’t answer and Peyton didn’t really care. Internal Affairs likely wouldn’t question them and if they did, they would take the word of three seasoned officers over a green one any day. 
 
   They cleared a big enough part of the fence to wedge themselves through and then Holmes cut the bolt on the rolling door. Marco and Holmes pulled it up, despite the protests of the abused rollers, and the three of them stared inside at the darkness.
 
   Bartlet appeared beside them, taking a flashlight from his belt. Peyton was glad he’d finally decided where his loyalty lay. He flicked it on and Holmes did the same, but the two flashlights did little to illuminate the interior.
 
   “Turn on your headlights,” suggested Marco.
 
   Bartlet turned his flashlight over to Peyton and jogged back to the cars. A moment later the headlights blazed into the interior of the warehouse. They saw what looked like a moving van, but it was melted down to the metal frame. A few half-burnt tires lay around the floor and scorch marks climbed right up to the ceiling. The track lighting had melted and the bulbs burst, so there was no chance of getting more light, as if the electricity was still working.
 
   Peyton moved into the warehouse, followed by Marco and Holmes. Their flashlights roved over the burnt out truck, but there was nothing except melted, twisted parts to see. Angling around the back of it, Peyton saw an office. The glass windows fronting the office had blasted out in the fire, but the metal frames of the windows still stood.
 
   “Marco!” Peyton called and jogged to the melted, sagging door. She shoved it open, noting that the black ash around the threshold had scuff marks through it. Shining the flashlight over the interior, she saw a half burnt desk, a twisted metal chair, and then the strange pattern of fishnet stockings.
 
   She drew her gun and edged into the room, circling around the desk. The flashlight climbed over the legs and upward to a swath of tangled blond hair. Placing the flashlight on the desk, she kept her gun ready, kneeling down in front of Venus.
 
   She reached out with her left hand and pushed the hair from Venus’ face. Her eyes were closed and she was breathing rapidly.
 
   Marco appeared in the doorway of the office.
 
   “Get an ambulance!” Peyton said and he disappeared again.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” said Peyton, lowering the phone. Marco and Jake looked up. They were gathered around Jake’s desk, while he processed the pictures from the shooting at Abe’s lab. It was going on 11:00PM and Peyton just wanted to go home and see her dog.
 
   “Well?” asked Marco.
 
   “She wasn’t smoking crack. She took a handful of sleeping pills. They pumped her stomach and she came around, but we can’t question her tonight. She did tell them that she tried to commit suicide.”
 
   “Why there? Why at the warehouse?”
 
   Peyton shook her head. “I guess it’ll have to wait until we can question her tomorrow.”
 
   “Is she under guard?”
 
   “Yep. They already told me that they won’t keep her at the hospital. I got them to agree to move her to the psych hospital where Athena is.”
 
   “Good thinking.”
 
   Peyton rubbed the back of her neck and sank down into the chair by Marco. “How much longer, Jake?”
 
   “A few more minutes.” He didn’t look at her. He’d been especially quiet since he’d taken the pictures at Abe’s lab.
 
   Right now, she didn’t care what was wrong with him. She just wanted to go home and sleep. What a bitch of a day!
 
   “Peyton!”
 
   She closed her eyes and ducked her head. It was about to get longer. Devan had been calling her steadily for the last few hours, but she’d let all the calls go to voice mail. Well, now she was going to have to face him. She knew she was wrong, she knew she had promised him to tell him what was going on, but everything had been happening so fast.
 
   Pushing herself to her feet, she turned around. He was waiting by her desk, out of earshot from the others. Unless he started yelling. By the look on his face, she suspected everyone in the squad room would soon know their issues.
 
   She approached him, tucking her hands in the back pockets of her jeans. If she admitted she was wrong first, maybe they could avoid a fight. “Look, I know I promised not to dodge your calls again, but it’s been a hell of a day and I was so busy.”
 
   “A hell of a day! Are you shitting me? Someone takes shots at you and that’s what I get, a hell of a day!”
 
   “Devan, I’m sorry…”
 
   “Sorry? You’re sorry? What are you sorry for?”
 
   “That I didn’t take your calls. I just didn’t have time.”
 
   He crossed his arms. She noticed that he’d taken off his suit jacket. “You think this is what I’m mad about, that you didn’t answer my calls.”
 
   She shrugged. “What else?”
 
   He shook his head in bewilderment and looked away. “Are you kidding? Do you know how I heard you’d been shot at?”
 
   She paused. She wasn’t sure.
 
   “Someone in my office asked me if you were okay. I didn’t know what the hell they were talking about.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Devan.”
 
   “For what, Peyton?”
 
   “For not having someone tell you.”
 
   He held up a hand and let it fall against his thigh. “Did you call anyone after it happened?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Who was the first person you called after the shooting, Peyton?”
 
   “Marco.” She didn’t know where he was going with this.
 
   “Who did you call?”
 
   “Marco.”
 
   “Not me, not your boyfriend. You called Marco.”
 
   She frowned at him. “He’s my partner, Devan. I called for backup.”
 
   “And the second call?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Who got your second call?”
 
   Peyton realized where he was going, but he was wrong. He didn’t understand the way things worked on this side of the law. “I called Jake.”
 
   “You called your roommate?”
 
   “He’s the crime scene photographer, Devan.”
 
   “And did you throw in Abe for good measure?”
 
   She looked down. “Abe was already there.”
 
   He didn’t answer and his silence was in some ways worse than his anger.
 
   “Look, Devan. This had nothing to do with my personal life. I didn’t call any of those people because they are more important to me than you are. I called them because it was business and I needed them there.”
 
   He stared at her so hard, she wanted to look away. “I can’t do this, Peyton. I can’t do this anymore. The thought of you being shot made me sick inside. I thought I was having a heart attack, and then to know I didn’t even merit a call, in all the hours after it happened. I just can’t accept that.”
 
   “What are you saying, Devan?”
 
   He drew a deep breath, then let it out. “I’m saying I don’t think this is going to work. Let’s face it, Peyton. When push comes to shove, I am last on your list of important people.”
 
   “That’s absolutely not true,” she said. “You’ve got to give me time, Devan. You can’t just expect everything to work perfectly right off the bat. Relationships have to be built, worked at, nurtured.”
 
   “And just how is that going to happen here, Peyton? A relationship is a two way street, both parties have to contribute to it, but you go about your life and you squeeze me in whenever you have time.”
 
   “That’s not true.”
 
   “Really? I asked you to move in with me and you never answered. It suddenly occurred to me why. It would mean meeting me in the middle, giving up some of your independence and autonomy. You just don’t want to do that.” He gave her a grim smile. “The very things that I find most attractive about you are the very things forcing me away. I’m sorry, but this is too serious for me. I know you think I’m moving too fast, but that’s the way I feel about you. I just can’t accept half-measures, Peyton. Either you plunge into the deep end with me or we go our separate ways, but that’s the way it has to be.”
 
   Peyton stared at him. She couldn’t believe he was asking this of her.  “I’m not sure I fully understand you. I know you want me to move in, but the rest of it? What are you asking me to do? Give up my job and my house? Give up my friends?”
 
   He shrugged. “Maybe I am. Maybe that’s what I’m asking. I can’t go through another day like today, imagining you dead. I would rather see you do anything else for a living.”
 
   Peyton swallowed against the lump in her throat. “I can’t do that, Devan.”
 
   He gave her a sad smile. “I know. I know you can’t, but I wish I was important enough for you to at least give it a thought. You didn’t even do that.” He stepped forward and kissed her on the forehead. Then he walked away.
 
   Peyton stood, stunned. She fought back tears, but they filled her eyes. She couldn’t believe he was ending it just like that. It had only just begun and he wasn’t giving her any time to make adjustments. She wasn’t used to relationships like this. She needed to learn how to trust someone else, how to share her life. It came easy with Marco and Abe. She’d had years to learn to trust them, but Devan was asking her to change everything overnight. He was pushing everything too fast.
 
   Blindly, she turned toward Jake’s desk. She took a few steps, then she ran into Marco. She pressed her face to his chest and wrapped her fingers in his shirt, fighting hard not to sob. He enfolded her in his arms and laid his cheek on the top of her head.
 
   “Man up, Brooks,” he whispered in her ear, but he tightened his hold, rather than push her away.
 
    
 
   *   *  *
 
    
 
   Marco was waiting for her in the parking lot of the precinct the next morning as she and Jake pulled in. She felt muddleheaded and her eyes burned, but she forced a smile for his benefit. She was through with wallowing. One night was enough. There was a case to solve.
 
   As she climbed from the car, he handed her a paper cup with a plastic cap on top.
 
   “Where’s mine?” asked Jake, climbing out after her.
 
   “Back at the coffee shop.”
 
   Jake pulled the camera case out and headed toward the squad room. Peyton leaned against the car and lifted the cup to her lips, taking a tentative sip. She expected coffee, but the rich taste of hot chocolate filled her mouth.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “You okay?”
 
   She sipped again. “I’ve been better, but I’ll survive.”
 
   “I don’t know. You’re quoting 70’s disco tunes. Not a good sign.”
 
   She laughed, despite the sadness she felt inside, and began walking toward the squad room. He fell into step beside her. Maria was waiting for them the moment they opened the doors.
 
   “Hey, Marco Baby,” she purred, leaning on the counter so her cleavage showed, “Captain wants to see you both right away.”
 
   A number of insults came to mind, but Peyton just didn’t feel like playing today. She pushed open the half door and waited for Marco to go through. Maria turned, waiting for her to say something.
 
   Peyton sighed. It was too easy. “Nice bra. Sale at Goodwill over the weekend?”
 
   “At least these let me keep a man,” Maria answered, boosting her assets with her hands.
 
   Smiling, Peyton leaned close to her. “Well, all I’ve ever wanted, Maria, is a good woman like you, so I guess it was no great loss, eh?”
 
   Having taken her lowest shot, Maria wasn’t sure what to say now. Peyton winked at her and moved to Captain Defino’s door, stepping through as Marco held it open. Two other people occupied the office.
 
   From the dark suits, the sunglasses tucked into the ties at their necks, and the perfectly rigid postures, Peyton knew what they were immediately. Feds. One was male, handsome and brittle as china, tall and slender, broad shoulders, narrow waist, brown hair parted in the middle, Caucasian. The other was female, pretty, Hispanic, long brown hair pulled back in a severe bun. The masculine cut of her suit did nothing to hide the shapely curves beneath it. Captain Defino looked short and stocky by comparison.
 
   All three were standing, discussing something, but they stopped when Marco and Peyton entered the room. Captain Defino held out a hand, indicating the two suits. “Inspectors D’Angelo and Brooks, I’d like to introduce you to Agents Joe Miller and Rosa Alvarez with the DEA.”
 
   Yup, Feds. Peyton should have smelled them in the outer room.
 
   They shook hands with the federal agents, then faced Captain Defino again.
 
   “Agents Miller and Alvarez have been working on a drug trafficking case here in the City for the last month or so. They have reason to suspect a Mexican drug cartel is trying to move part of its operations here by using a local gang.”
 
   Suddenly things were beginning to coalesce.
 
   “Let me guess the name of that gang,” offered Peyton.
 
   Rosa made a grunt of agreement. “Los Hermanos Aztecas, as you already know. We’ve tried and tried to find the king-pin, but we keep running into a dead end.”
 
   “We know,” said Marco. “We’ve experienced it ourselves.”
 
   Captain Defino shifted weight. “Here’s the thing. The presence of a Mexican drug cartel changes things. The DEA will be taking jurisdiction and running point from now on.” She turned her focus on Peyton. “Marco will be working as liaison between our department and the DEA.”
 
   “And me?”
 
   “You’re off the case, Brooks.”
 
   Peyton exchanged a bewildered look with Marco. “You can’t do that, Captain. This was our case from the start.”
 
   Alvarez turned toward her. “Look, it’s too dangerous for you to remain on the case for a number of reasons. They’ve marked you and once they have, they don’t give up. The shooting yesterday is just the first attempt. Then there’s the connection with your father. You’re now wearing a target on your head.”
 
   Peyton ignored her. “I’m supposed to question Venus today. She trusts me, Captain. She isn’t going to tell them anything. You can’t take me off this case.”
 
   “She’s right, Captain,” said Marco. “Venus isn’t going to talk to anyone else. She’s established a rapport with her.”
 
   Captain Defino considered that. “Okay, Brooks. I’ll let you question Venus, but as soon as that’s done, so are you. You are going to take a vacation and for good measure, there’s going to be a uniform outside your house until this thing is over.”
 
   Peyton looked away. She couldn’t believe this was happening. The most important case of her career and she was being sidelined. “I don’t want a vacation.”
 
   “You’ll just be a distraction by staying on the case,” said Miller. “We can’t be worried about your safety while we try to figure out the cartel connection. There’s just no other way.”
 
   Peyton bit her tongue to keep from saying things that would get her in trouble. She needed this job more than she needed the case, but it was so hard to accept. Who the hell were the Feds to come in and take jurisdiction?
 
   “Captain, this is ridiculous.”
 
   “I don’t care, Brooks. Keeping you alive is my job and this is my final decision.”
 
   Peyton slapped her hand against her thigh and turned toward the door. “Fine. Let’s go then.” She didn’t wait to see if they would follow. She knew they would.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Alvarez and Miller allowed her to go in to see Venus by herself, but they hovered by the door. Marco had sense enough to go down the hall and check on Athena. Venus lay in the bed, a nasal cannula in her nose and an IV pumping fluids into her arm.
 
   Her blond hair lay lank on the pillows and her face had been scrubbed of makeup. She looked older somehow, more used up, as if a strong wind would blow her down. She opened her eyes when she sense Peyton approaching the bed. The whites of her eyes were bloodshot and her cheeks were hollow.
 
   “Hey, Olivia, you look like shit.”
 
   She choked out a laugh. “This is how you look after they’ve been pounding on you all night, pumping your stomach.” Her voice was husky and rough. “You like my new voice. I sound like a man.”
 
   “Used to be all the rage among movie stars.” Peyton took a seat in a chair by the bed. “You know this is where they’re keeping Athena too?”
 
   “I figured by all the crazies wandering the halls. You know what room?”
 
   “No, but I’ll have the nurse tell you.”
 
   Venus looked down, avoiding eye contact with Peyton.
 
   “How come you took all those pills, Olivia?”
 
   Venus didn’t lift her head. “Maybe I wanted to die.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because my life is a mess and when I find someone who gives a damn about me, I betray them.”
 
   Peyton tilted her head back. She had hoped Venus wasn’t involved, but she’d suspected that she was. “Why didn’t you stay at the shelter?”
 
   “I couldn’t. It was too hard.”
 
   “Why? What was wrong with the shelter?”
 
   Venus ran a hand over her IV tubing. “They all want a change, to better themselves. Some are taking night courses, trying to earn their GEDs. Others are in counseling for drug addiction. That isn’t for me, and I don’t want to hear about it all the time. So I left.”
 
   “And the Aztecas found you?”
 
   She briefly closed her eyes. “You don’t know how brutal they can be.” She pulled back the arm of her hospital gown. On the inside of her elbow were burn marks from a cigarette.
 
   Peyton looked away. The wounds were raw, but glistened with antiseptic ointment. “That’s why you told them where I lived.”
 
   Venus lifted her head and met Peyton’s eye. “I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to hurt you. I’m so sorry.”
 
   Peyton covered her hands with both of her own. “I understand.” She tightened her grip. “But Olivia, I need you to help us. The Aztecas are dangerous and they are only getting worse. We need to stop them. I need you to tell me everything you know.”
 
   She searched Peyton’s face, then she nodded. “I’ll tell you whatever you want. I owe you that.”
 
   “Good. Let’s start easy okay.”
 
   Venus nodded.
 
   “Do you know Athena’s real name or where she came from?”
 
   “No, she’d never tell me.”
 
   “Do you know who runs the Aztecas? Not the small guys like El Griego and El Miedo, but the big ones, the top of the food chain.”
 
   “I don’t. They don’t tell their putas that stuff.” She let out a shuddered breath. “A lot of rumors went ‘round saying they’re from Mexico, but I never met anyone. El Griego called one of them El Viento, but there were a lot of bangers claiming to be El Viento. It meant nothing.”
 
   Peyton patted her hand. “You’re doing real good, Olivia. Just a little more.”
 
   Olivia pushed back her hair. “They gave me something after they pumped my stomach. Makes me sleepy.”
 
   “I understand.” Peyton resisted the impulse to see if the DEA agents were listening. She was certain they were. “Olivia, what happened the night Athena shot El Griego? I need to know everything. You can’t hold back.”
 
   Olivia glanced at the door, then back to Peyton. “I didn’t see much.”
 
   “That’s all right. Tell me what you saw.”
 
   “It started before that.”
 
   “Okay. Tell me from where it started.”
 
   Venus let out another shuddered breath. “Athena had this scheme. She wanted to follow El Griego and see what he was doing all the time. One day we went to that warehouse where you found me.”
 
   Peyton nodded. “Did you go inside?”
 
   “No, I got scared. I knew we shouldn’t be there. There was an emergency door in the back with a window in it. We peaked inside, but I freaked out. I made Athena leave.”
 
   “Did she go back?”
 
   “I don’t know. Everything went to hell after that.” She gave a grim laugh. “Not like it was great before, but after that, it was worse.”
 
   “Is that why you went there last night?”
 
   Venus nodded. “I thought they wouldn’t look there. I thought I’d be safe, you know, hiding under their noses.”
 
   “I get it. Tell me about the night El Griego died.”
 
   “Athena was always following him. I was afraid he’d catch her, so I followed them both. They went into that alley where you found us, and up to the back of that abandoned building.”
 
   “Did she go inside?”
 
   Venus nodded. “El Griego pulled off some boards, then crawled in. Not too long after that, she goes in. I was so scared. I wanted to go in too, but I was so scared.”
 
   “So you stayed outside? You never went into the building?”
 
   “Never.” She picked at the IV until Peyton stopped her. “I stood there and listened at the door. I felt so guilty for not going in.” She rubbed at her throat as if it were sore. “I couldn’t hear anything.”
 
   “How long did you wait?”
 
   “About twenty minutes, half hour. Then, all a sudden, I heard two gunshots. Bang, bang.”
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   “I thought he killed her.”
 
   Peyton nodded.
 
   “I pulled out my phone and called 911, but before I could finish the call, she’s suddenly in the doorway. Scared me so bad, I damn near pissed my pants. She yells for me to run and we start running. The frickin’ rain is coming down so hard, but I keep thinking, if we can get to the street, we can get help.” She came to a panting stop, her hands picking at her bedding. “That’s when he showed up.”
 
   “El Griego?”
 
   “Yeah. He knocked us both down and then started choking her. I tried to pull him off, but he grabbed my wrists and started grinding the damn bones together. Next thing I know, Athena is reaching for his gun.” She shuddered in memory.
 
   “You’re doing real good, Olivia,” Peyton said, running a hand down her arm to comfort her. “Why do you think El Griego wanted to kill Athena?”
 
   Venus met Peyton’s look. Her eyes weren’t just bloodshot. The entire white was a brilliant red from the induced vomiting the previous night. “I wish I could tell you, but I don’t know. I do know it has something to do with that freakin’ warehouse, though.”
 
   Peyton rolled her shoulders. The tension made her edgy. “Thank you, Olivia,” she said, rising. “I appreciate it.”
 
   Venus grabbed her hand and squeezed hard. “I didn’t want to betray you. Besides Athena, you’re the only other person who’s looked at me like I’m worth something.”
 
   Peyton patted the back of her hand. “I forgive you. Please get well, Olivia. Once again, you have a chance and I want you to take it.” Then she disengaged herself and walked from the room.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Magdalena pulled on her shoes and looked at the man passed out in the bed. She shivered in disgust, then rose, crossing to the dresser where he’d placed his wallet. She took the payment out of it, but as she did so, she found his bus pass.
 
   She glanced over her shoulder to see if he was still sleeping. Pocketing the bus pass, she made her way out of the motel room and back onto the street. She walked to Venus’ corner and found the blond leaning against a light pole, smoking a cigarette.
 
   “Hey, girl, how’s your night?”
 
   Magdalena shrugged. “Look what I found.” She held up the bus pass.
 
   Venus pulled it into the light to see it. “That’s damn near gold, until your john decides to cancel it.”
 
   “It’ll get me where I want to go, that’s all.”
 
   “Home?”
 
   Athena leaned against the light pole next to her. “No, I can’t go home.” She turned the bus pass in her hands. “Remember the Reverend James from the other weekend?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “He said we have to ‘turn aside’ sin. I want to turn aside sin.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Venus shifted to face her, rather than looking out over the street for her next john.
 
   “El Griego goes out all the time and meets with people. We know what he does, but I want to know more.”
 
   “So you can do what?” Venus asked in bewilderment.
 
   “Turn aside sin.”
 
   “How you gonna do that?”
 
   She waved the bus pass in Venus’ face. “With this. I’ll follow him.”
 
   Venus gripped her wrist. “He finds out, he’ll kill you. You stay away from him, you hear me?”
 
   Magdalena tucked the bus pass in her bra. “The only way I’ll ever be able to go home is to get rid of the sin. And to do that, I’ve got to rid the world of men like El Griego.”
 
   Venus made a shooing motion with her hands. “You talk so crazy.” She pointed a finger in her face. “You got to stay alive. That’s all. Forget all this other crap. I wish we hadn’t gone to that church.”
 
   “You don’t understand.”
 
   “No, I don’t. You want to go home, use that pass and go home.”
 
   “This is only good for Muni. It won’t get me out of the City.”
 
   “Get to the edge, then find a phone. That’s all you need.”
 
   “You won’t tell him I’ve got it, will you, Venus?”
 
   Venus frowned at her and drew on her cigarette. “What you think?”
 
   “Promise me.”
 
   “Yeah, whatever, I promise. Now go. I ain’t gonna pick up no johns with you hanging around.”
 
   Magdalena squeezed her arm. “Be careful, all right?”
 
   “Yeah, whatever,” she answered, turning back to the street and searching it for johns.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 14
 
   Marco sat at his desk, staring at Peyton’s chair. After talking with Venus, the captain had sent her home with a uniform and told her to stay put. He was torn. The shooting yesterday scared him, the thought that they wouldn’t stop coming after her scared him more, but this was her case, more hers than his. Her father had been killed by these bastards. He knew how he’d feel if he was in her place.
 
   The conference room door banged open and the two feds came out, moving with purpose. They’d taken over the conference room and Defino’s office. The local cops resented it, but they couldn’t do anything about it. Not only did the DEA send their two field agents out, but they sent out a host of equipment and tech junkies to run it.
 
   Rosa Alvarez came directly to his desk, while Joe Miller went out the front doors. Captain Defino moved to the doorway of her office and looked out.
 
   “Let’s go, D’Angelo. We got a drive-by on Utah. Boy, seven, shot, on his way to the hospital. Looks like it’s gang related.”
 
   “Utah? That’s lower Mission,” he said, standing up and grabbing his coat.
 
   “Don’t care where it is.”
 
   “The Aztecas operate in the Tenderloin.”
 
   “Yeah, you coming?” Alvarez was impatient and turned her back on him, striding toward the precinct door. He couldn’t help but notice the way her trousers accentuated her backside.
 
   “Jake, let’s go,” he shouted across the squad room.
 
   Jake scrambled to grab his equipment and hurried over to him as Marco followed Alvarez. “What now?” he asked.
 
   “Another drive-by.”
 
   “Anyone shot?”
 
   “Seven year old boy.”
 
   Jake faltered. “You want me to take pictures of a dead child.”
 
   “He’s not dead yet. On his way to the hospital.” He held the half-door for him and then exited into the foggy San Francisco weather.
 
   Jake fidgeted with his camera the whole way over to Utah. Every time Marco took a turn a little too fast, he shot him a panicked look and gripped the door handle. Marco wasn’t sure he was going to make it in this business, but he was sure a hell of a better photographer than Bob Anderson had been.
 
   “You need to get your own car,” he scolded.
 
   “Yeah, with all the freakin’ money I’ll be making, I can probably afford a scooter.”
 
   Marco shrugged. “Suits you.”
 
   “You’re a real asshole, Adonis. You know that.”
 
   Marco ignored him.
 
   “How do you think Peyton’s doing?”
 
   Marco shook his head. It was so strange to be going on a call without her. For the past six years, they’d been inseparable. “I’m sure she’s making Pickles’ life a living hell.”
 
   Jake fell silent and they followed behind the DEA agents to a squat yellow house with two huge windows on the front that looked like eyes. A crowd was gathered on the sidewalk in front of the house, people milling about, some grouped in a huddle, sobbing and clutching each other.
 
   Marco parked across the street behind the DEA’s vehicle and they both got out. Crime scene tape marked off the area and a uniform was putting down the markers by shell casings and blood stains. Crossing the street, Marco ducked under the tape and moved to Alvarez’s right side, staring at a nearly circular pool of blood in the driveway, directly beneath a basketball hoop attached above the garage door.
 
   Freakin’ hell, he thought. Seven. A seven year old boy, hardly more than a baby. A uniform came up to them and pointed to an older, stocky woman with grey hair. She stood to the side, sobbing into the arms of another older woman. Two more people, a young Hispanic man and woman, stood on either side of them.
 
   “That’s the grandmother,” said the uniform to Alvarez.
 
   “She speak English?”
 
   “I don’t know. She’s been crying so much, I can’t tell what language she speaks. The boy was her grandson. The mother went with him to the hospital.”
 
   “What did the medics think? Will he make it?”
 
   “Don’t know. It was bad. Got him in the gut.”
 
   “One shot?”
 
   “Far as we know.”
 
   “Anyone else hit?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Anyone get a license plate number on the vehicle?”
 
   “The boy was shooting hoops by himself. Just got home from school. The grandmother and mother heard the shot and came running. I don’t think they saw anything once they saw him lying there.” He pointed to the blood stain.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   She tapped Miller’s shoulder. “I’m gonna question the grandmother. See if you can find out if anyone in one of these houses saw anything.”
 
   Miller nodded and left. She didn’t say anything to Marco as she strode over to the grandmother. Marco watched her walk away, then he motioned the uniform over. Jake had begun taking pictures of the scene without direction, starting at the blood stain.
 
   “What’s the boy’s name?” Marco asked the uniform.
 
   The cop dug a scrap of paper out of his breast pocket. “Ernesto Ortega.”
 
   At the name, Jake looked back at Marco. Marco narrowed his eyes. “You sure?”
 
   “Yeah,” said the uniform. “That’s the name the mother gave me.”
 
   “What was her name?”
 
   “Uh.” He turned the scrap of paper over and looked at the back. “Daniela,” he said.
 
   Marco nodded and the uniform moved away. Digging his phone out of his pocket, he took a few steps back. Jake followed him.
 
   “That was the name of the young woman whose tires were shot,” Jake said.
 
   “I know,” answered Marco, pressing the call button. The phone rang only twice before it connected.
 
   “Stan Neumann.”
 
   “Stan, this is D’Angelo. Can you run an address for me?”
 
   “Hold on.”
 
   Marco waited as Stan typed on his computer. This street looked like a typical urban neighborhood. Well maintained homes, concrete front yards, and mini-vans. He noted that a number of houses had basketball hoops in the driveway. Must be family oriented.
 
   “Give it to me.”
 
   Marco read him the address.
 
   After a moment, Stan gave an affirmative grunt. “What would you like to know?”
 
   “Who’s on the title?”
 
   Stan typed, the sound of the keys echoing in Marco’s ear. “Uh, four years ago the title was transferred to an Ester Ortega.”
 
   “Before that?”
 
   “Phuong Trang.”
 
   Marco shook his head. That told him less than nothing. “Thanks, Stan.”
 
   “Hold on,” came Stan’s voice and more clicks ensued.
 
   Marco met Jake’s anxious gaze. They were definitely missing something. This woman, this Daniela, wasn’t a coincidence. Somehow all of this was related. No one had such bad luck as to be shot at twice in the same week. Someone was targeting her.
 
   “Marco?”
 
   “Yeah,” he said into the phone.
 
   “I found a mortgage on the place. It was suddenly paid off two years ago.”
 
   “Paid off? In full?”
 
   “Yep, $400,000 in a cashier’s check.”
 
   “By who?”
 
   “Hold on. There’s a bank notation here. Let me get access to it.” His fingers flew over the keyboard.
 
   “If someone suddenly paid off a mortgage at the bank, you wouldn’t question it?” Marco asked Jake.
 
   “Paid off? How?”
 
   “Cashier’s check. $400,000.”
 
   Jake shook his head. “You bring us $400,000 in a cashier’s check and we aren’t going to be none too worried about it.”
 
   Marco looked up at Alvarez. She was trying to talk to the grandmother, but the older woman couldn’t stop sobbing long enough to answer her. Marco could see Rosa was getting frustrated, her approach more aggressive than Peyton’s would have been.
 
   “Uh, Marco?”
 
   “Yeah, Stan.”
 
   “I pulled up a copy of the cashier’s check and you’ll never guess who endorsed it.”
 
   Marco stared at the puddle of blood. So much blood for such a small body. Who would shoot a seven year old? Who could be so cold-blooded?
 
   “Surprise me,” he said.
 
   “The name on the check is Luis Garza.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   The text said to meet her in the Clock Bar of the St. Francis Hotel. Marco entered the swank cocktail lounge, feeling underdressed. Men in suits and women in elegant dresses crowded the interior. Large yellow columns were inner-lit with lights, making everything in the dark paneled room glow a muted gold.
 
   She was sitting in the back, positioned so she could watch the door, a cop’s position. He was impressed. She wore a black, sheath dress with red high heels, her brown hair loose about her shoulders. She didn’t look as intimidating as she did in her suit and tie.
 
   “Hey,” he said. Her position would force him to sit with his back to the room, but he moved the arm chair around until he was sitting beside her.
 
   “Hey yourself,” she said, smiling up at him. Her teeth were perfect, white, straight, her lips full and lush.
 
   He couldn’t deny she was attractive. He wasn’t a monk. “I feel underdressed.”
 
   “I thought all San Franciscans knew what the St. Francis is like.”
 
   He studied the room, then looked at her. “Don’t get much opportunity to go here. Obviously, the DEA offers better benefits than we get.”
 
   She reached for her drink and twirled the cocktail straw around the interior. “We do all right. Lot of travel though. Hell on a family.”
 
   “You married?”
 
   She lifted the drink and took a sip. “Professional curiosity?”
 
   He shook his head. “Not one bit.”
 
   “No, never married. You?”
 
   “Nope. Don’t believe in marriage, well, don’t believe in cop marriage.”
 
   “Agreed.” She signaled the waiter. “What can I get you?”
 
   The waiter came to the table.
 
   “Just a beer. Whatever’s on tap. What are you drinking?”
 
   “Cosmopolitan,” she answered.
 
   “And another drink for the lady,” he said.
 
   The waiter departed.
 
   Marco scanned the bar again. “Where’s your partner?”
 
   “He believes in marriage. He’s skyping with the wife.”
 
   “Ah, not much of a talker, is he?”
 
   She laughed. “I got the same impression from you.”
 
   He shifted toward her. “So, did you call me down here for business or pleasure?”
 
   Her eyes widened. She had very dark eyes, nearly black. He liked dark eyes. “Wow, you’re direct, aren’t you?”
 
   He shrugged. Her eyes followed the lines of his shoulders. “I’m not the subtle type.”
 
   She played with the straw some more. “I thought we could swap information on the case.”
 
   “Business then.”
 
   She looked up at him from the corner of her eyes. “Afterwards,” she purred. He felt her foot trace a path across his calf. “Who knows?”
 
   The waiter returned and set their drinks on the table. Marco reached for his wallet, but the waiter left before he could pay.
 
   “I’ve got a running tab,” she said with amusement.
 
   He pulled a twenty out. “I’ll pay my way.”
 
   “So you can’t let a woman buy you a drink?”
 
   He shoved the twenty back in the wallet. “All right. So what information are we going to swap?”
 
   “Who did you call at the drive-by this afternoon?”
 
   “Our tech guy.”
 
   “And what did he tell you?”
 
   “The house is owned by the boy’s grandmother, Ester Ortega, but it was bought by a banger known as Luis Garza.”
 
   “The man who killed your partner’s father?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “How is he related to Ester Ortega?”
 
   Marco took a sip of his beer. “Don’t know. I was hoping you’d be able to track that one down.”
 
   “I’ll look into it.”
 
   “My turn.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   He ran his finger through the condensation on the glass. “Why did the DEA originally get involved in a small gangbang problem we’ve got here?”
 
   “The DEA’s involved because it isn’t a small gangbang problem. As we told you, we think the Aztecas are a front for a Mexican cartel.”
 
   “What tipped you off?”
 
   “Let’s say that when a wealthy Mexican national gets a green card and buys property in one of our cities, red flags are thrown up in my office.”
 
   Marco frowned at her. “That’s all it takes? A Mexican buys a house and the DEA gets interested?”
 
   She finished off her drink and made a scoffing sound. “Don’t make it sound like that. My entire family is Mexican, but yeah, anytime a Mexican national buys property, it triggers us to take a closer look. I don’t mean little suburban houses. I mean million dollar purchases in big cities where there is local gang activity.”
 
   Marco just stared at her.
 
   “What?”
 
   “That’s racial profiling to the ‘nth degree.”
 
   “It is what it is. Why does it bother you?”
 
   Marco leaned back in the chair. “Because not so long ago, every Italian was a member of the Mafia.”
 
   She held up a hand. “They probably were.”
 
   He stared at her, but she tilted her lips up in a smile.
 
   “Kidding,” she said, reaching for her second drink. “Lighten up, D’Angelo.” She stirred it. “Look, it usually isn’t just one purchase. When the cartel moves in, they buy up a number of properties, flop houses and such, and they always pay cash.”
 
   “And that’s happening here?”
 
   “’fraid so.”
 
   “Who’s buying them?”
 
   “That’s the problem. They’re usually bought by a bunch of different people. A lot of times it’s American citizens, but the money comes from Mexico. We got to track it all down, trace back the titles. It’s a bitch. Then when bullets start flying, we got problems if we can’t move fast enough.”
 
   “How does this connect with Luis Garza?”
 
   She sighed. “I was hoping you’d be able to tell me that.”
 
   “He ran the Aztecas for a while.”
 
   “Yeah, but then he wound up in San Quentin. Something went wrong there. For a long time we thought he was our connection to the cartel, but that connection fizzled. After today, we’re thinking the link is this Ortega family, but we’re having trouble tracing things back.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “A lot of Mexican families are distrustful of the government, even if they’re here legally, so they don’t file the proper paperwork. They use fake names, stolen social security numbers, license numbers. It’s a mess. We really need a break or I’m afraid there’s gonna be more bloodshed.”
 
   Marco watched the people in the bar, enjoying the luxury around them. They seemed so far removed from what he knew went on in the streets.
 
   Rosa ran her hand up his arm. “What’s say we leave the business for tonight?”
 
   He looked back at her. “What do you have in mind?”
 
   She gave him a seductive smile. “Why don’t you take me to dinner and then we can see where that leads?”
 
   Marco picked up his beer and tossed the remainder back. “I’m game,” he said.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Magdalena ran to the bus stop. Only a few people were left to board. Venus tried to keep up, but it was hard in her four inch heels. Grabbing the handrails, Magdalena hauled herself on board, then reached back and pulled Venus up behind her.
 
   She pressed the stolen pass to the reader and it buzzed in acceptance. Venus had her own pass. She was given a lot more freedom than Magdalena and was allowed to range all over the City.
 
   Grabbing her hand, Magdalena pulled her to the first available seat in the middle of the bus and they collapsed into it.
 
   Venus reached down to rub her ankle. “Where the hell are we going?”
 
   Magdalena pulled the slip of paper out of her coat pocket and held it out. It was hard to see anything in the darkness, but when the street lights flashed across the bus, she and Venus could catch a glimpse.
 
   “What the hell is out there?” said Venus petulantly.
 
   Venus hadn’t wanted to come, but she’d felt obliged. Magdalena was so grateful for the friendship that had sprung up unexpectedly between them. Tonight she’d waited until El Griego had left, taking Felix with him, then she’d told Venus they were going out. Venus, at first, thought she meant to a club in North Beach. They could turn some tricks out there, but when Magdalena told her it was somewhere else, she didn’t back out on her.
 
   “I don’t know what’s out here, but I need to find out.”
 
   “This is stupid, girl. You gonna get yourself in trouble. You got to stop with all this nonsense. That reverend didn’t know what he was saying. He ain’t never lived our life.”
 
   Magdalena shifted on the seat, so she could look Venus in the eye. “He knows. He knows about sin. Are you gonna deny it’s all around us? We’re wallowing in it every single day. I’ve got to end that.”
 
   “How?” Exasperation made her voice sharp.
 
   “I don’t know yet. I’m hoping I’ll be guided once we get there.”
 
   “Where did you get the address from?”
 
   “I had to do laundry today, so I was cleaning out his pockets, when I found it.”
 
   “His? El Griego?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Venus closed her eyes and laid her head back against the seat. “He’s gonna kill you, girl. You don’t take nothing from El Griego.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” said Magdalena, stuffing the slip of paper in her pocket. “I’ll throw it away before we go back. He won’t even know we’re gone. He’s usually so high when he comes home that he passes out.”
 
   Venus rolled her head on the seat and looked out the window. “I wish we’d never gone to that church,” she murmured.
 
   Magdalena ignored her and looked out of the window too. They got off on Potrero Avenue and 16th, and Magdalena pulled the slip of paper out of her pocket and studied the address under a street light.
 
   Venus looked around. “Shit, girl, there’s nothing out here.”
 
   “Come on.” Magdalena grabbed her hand and pulled her down the sidewalk. The sound of Venus’ heels was loud on the still street. Scanning the fronts of the warehouse, Magdalena tried to locate the street numbers. It was quiet out here, eerily so. The warehouses rose up around them, the street lights spaced at longer intervals than on residential streets, and alleyways cut between the buildings, offering the looming darkness of dumpsters and sundry other refuse. The sky was cloudy, so there was no moon to shine here, and the air felt damp and chill.
 
   Magdalena paused before they reached the address. She peered up the street at it, marking the layout with the two buildings on either side of it. The warehouse they wanted was single story with a rolling door in front. She could see no other windows from where they were. The two warehouses on either side were two stories tall and sported windows all along the second floor. She didn’t see any lights on inside either building, and very little traffic. An occasional car passed on a cross street, Florida she thought, but nothing had come down here since the bus in the last five minutes.
 
   Two warehouses away from the one they wanted was an alleyway. Magdalena edged to the opening of it and looked down. It was as dark as all the others and she was sure housed any number of San Francisco’s homeless, but there were two of them and she knew Venus could fight in a pinch. She’d heard stories the other whores told when someone tried to move in on one of Venus’ regular johns.
 
   She wished she had thought to bring a flashlight, but she wasn’t sure whether they even had one at the flat. For the most part, the flat was a crash pad and any number of people occupied it from time to time. Rarely did anyone think to buy food or other necessities, like toilet paper. Most of what they had came from shoplifting at the corner market.
 
   “Come on, let’s see if we can get behind it.”
 
   Venus gave her a skeptical look. “You want to go down there?” She pointed into the darkness.
 
   “Yeah, there’s two of us.”
 
   Venus turned her until she could grab her shoulders. “Look, girl, what is this about? Why are you so insistent about this? It’s just a stupid warehouse. El Griego probably delivers drugs here or something.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “What do you care?”
 
   Magdalena clasped Venus’ forearms. “I want to go home, Venus. I want to see my family again, but I can’t until I atone for what I’ve done.”
 
   “What the hell have you done? You did whatever you needed to survive.”
 
   Magdalena sighed. “You don’t understand. It’s still a sin. I have to make up for that sin.”
 
   “By doing what?”
 
   “I don’t know yet, but I believe I’ll be given a sign from God, like this.” She held up the scrap of paper between them.
 
   Venus looked at her as if she’d lost her mind. “A scrap of crusty-ass paper is a sign from God?”
 
   “Anything can be a sign from God, Venus. You just have to know where to look for it.”
 
   Venus exhaled and dropped her arms. “Okay. I’m not letting you go into that alley alone. Let’s get this over with and get out of here. This place gives me the creeps.”
 
   Magdalena hugged her impulsively. “Thank you for believing me,” she said.
 
   Venus gently pried her arms loose. “Unless you’re gonna pay for that, no hugging.”
 
   Magdalena laughed and grabbed her hand, dragging her into the alley. They cautiously skirted the dumpsters. Once they heard something squeal and a dark shape zipped to the end of the alley and disappeared. Venus shivered, but they kept going. At the end, the alley met another one, which led behind the warehouses. It sloped down to a drainage ditch, lined with grates, which they avoided, but here there were yellow security lights on the backs of the buildings. Using the added light, they moved swiftly toward their mark.
 
   Magdalena knew which one it was because it was the only single story building on this side of the block. There was a cargo bay with another rolling door on the left side and a narrow, wooden staircase on the right that led to a single security door with a window in the middle of it.
 
   Magdalena halted at the bottom of the stairs and studied the entire building. There were no signs, no markings to indicate who or what operated out of this structure. Each of the warehouses on either side had a placard that read the name of the business, but not on this one.
 
   Venus shifted nervously. “Okay, you’ve seen it. Now let’s go.”
 
   “Not yet,” said Magdalena. “I want to know what’s inside.”
 
   “You can’t get inside there. Everything’s locked up.”
 
   “Just give me a second, okay?”
 
   “I don’t like it back here. This is freakin’ me out. Someone could come and kill us, hack up our bodies and dump them down the sewer, and no one would ever know.”
 
   Magdalena scowled at her. “We’re the only ones here.”
 
   “For now.”
 
   “Just give me a moment and we’ll go. Now, let me listen.”
 
   She tried to hear any sound coming from inside, but all was quiet. They couldn’t even hear the sound of tires on the asphalt from out front. Drawing a deep breath for courage, Magdalena bolted up the stairs and crouched on the landing.
 
   Venus stood in the alley, staring up at her with wide, frightened eyes, but she said nothing. Taking a couple of deep breaths, Magdalena jumped up and peeked into the security window on the door, then she squatted down out of sight again.
 
   Studying the wood planking beneath her feet, she tried to process what she’d seen. There was just a cargo bay beyond the security door. A few muted security lights lit up the floor and she saw one moving van parked in the middle of it. Rising, she took a longer look.
 
   The huge cargo bay, the van, the rolling doors leading to 16th Street. Cupping her hands around her eyes, she tried to see past the metal pillar to her left. A number of tires were stacked along the wall, probably twenty to thirty of them, and two red gasoline cans with yellow spouts. Further left was a glass-walled office with a metal desk inside.
 
   She shifted back and looked at the van. It said ‘Los Hermanos Moving’ on the back door. A picture of moving boxes had been painted below the title. Magdalena noticed it had New Mexico plates.
 
   She frowned.
 
   “What are you doing?” hissed Venus from the alley. “We’re gonna get caught.”
 
   “There’s no one here,” Magdalena said over her shoulder, her eyes drawn back to the truck. What was in that truck? She needed to know.
 
   She curled her fingers around the doorknob and turned. It was locked. If she stood on her tiptoes, she could see a deadbolt and then the doorknob on the inside. Taking a step back, she surveyed the glass. Wire had been woven through the glass for security purposes and it was double paned. Still, a small person might be able to wedge her hand between the wires and unlock the deadbolt.
 
   Turning, she surveyed the alleyway, but she didn’t see anything heavy enough to break the glass. Besides Venus would have a fit if she tried to do that. In fact, she wasn’t going to wait much longer. Magdalena could see the fear on her face, hear it in her voice. She was terrified.
 
   Bounding down the stairs, she grabbed her friend’s arm and turned her back the way they’d come.
 
   “What did you see?”
 
   “Not a thing,” said Magdalena, lying to spare her friend worry. Another sin needing to be forgiven. “It was empty.”
 
   “Good,” said Venus, then grabbed her hand and urged her into a jog as they headed for 16th. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
 
   Magdalena allowed her to pull her along, but she was already planning a return trip.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 15
 
   “Get up, sleeping beauty,” came her voice.
 
   Marco opened his eyes to see Rosa standing in the bathroom door, a towel around her body and hair. “What time is it?”
 
   “6:00AM. Come on. We’ve got to get to the hospital. I want to question the mother of the boy who was shot.”
 
   Marco rolled to his back, scrubbing his hands across his face. Sleeping with her probably hadn’t been one of his smartest ideas.
 
   “Let’s go. Tick tock, tick tock.”
 
   He threw back the sheets and sat up, looking around for his clothes. She’d folded them neatly on the chair by the dresser. He stalked to them and grabbed the pile, then headed for the bathroom. She was toweling off her hair over the second sink outside the bathroom and he could see her admiring his backside in the mirror as he walked past. Showering gave him time to regret his rash decision. It was unprofessional and probably violated some regulation or another.
 
   He hadn’t even been inside the shower five minutes before she was banging on the door, telling him to hurry up. He finished, dressed, and pulled his hair back in a short ponytail, then met her pacing by the door.
 
   He didn’t think he was going to be allowed coffee, even. They left the room and met her partner, Joe Miller, in the lobby. Miller already had his sunglasses in place, dressed in a crisp black suit with shiny shoes. Marco leaned forward and looked out the glass doors of the St. Francis. Early morning San Francisco fog obscured the sunlight. In the same clothes as yesterday with a day’s growth of stubble, he felt shabby and unkempt compared with the DEA agent.
 
   Rosa grabbed two lunch bags off the check-in counter and passed him one. He opened it and looked inside. The hotel had put a dry bagel and a little circular packet of cream cheese inside, nestled against an apple. He noticed that Miller had one too.
 
   “Let’s roll.”
 
   “Coffee?” Marco dared to venture.
 
   She pointed around the corner of the counter where two silver, electric pots stood. He walked to it and grabbed a cup, searching for the one marked caffeine. “You want one?”
 
   “I don’t drink coffee. I won’t pollute my body with that stuff.”
 
   Of course not. Apparently Cosmopolitans weren’t pollution. “Freakin’ huge-ass mistake,” he muttered to himself. “Miller?”
 
   The idiot actually looked to her for permission. She shook her head slightly, snapping out her glasses and putting them over her eyes.
 
   “Had my share earlier.”
 
   Earlier. It was 6:30AM.
 
   “After my morning run.”
 
   Ah. Marco gave a lift of his chin and struggled to put the cap on the paper cup. Picking it and his lunch bag up, he followed them out the door. The valet had their blue Chevy Impala pulled into the lane before the hotel, and he passed Rosa the keys. Marco walked out to the Charger, reaching into his pocket for his own keys.
 
   “You can ride with us,” she called to him.
 
   He waved a hand and pulled open the Charger’s door. “No frickin’ way,” he said as he sank into the seat and settled the cup in the cup holder, throwing the lunch bag into the passenger’s seat. Looking into the mirror, he rubbed a hand across the stubble. “You gotta stop doing this shit. You’re too damn old.” Putting the key in the ignition, he started the car. “You probably should stop talking to yourself too.”
 
   He let her take the lead, then pulled in behind her. The quiet drive to the hospital let him gain control over his mood. The paper cup of coffee didn’t hurt. He dug the dry bagel out of the bag and gnawed on a corner of it as he drove. He liked the early morning fog in San Francisco. He always imagined the City slowly waking up, shaking off the fog, just the way he eased into the day.
 
   Once at the hospital, the two DEA agents crossed the parking lot. Marco walked behind them, noticing the way they didn’t talk to each other. In fact, they didn’t even turn toward each other, but stared in opposite directions as if scoping the place for perps.
 
   He hung back as they approached the reception counter. Rosa did the talking, while Miller scanned the waiting room. Then they headed to the elevators as if they were wired together, moving in tandem.
 
   The elevator ride to the second floor ICU was made in silence. Marco watched the numbered lights above the door, but the agents stood, hands clasped in front of them, similar black suits, polished shoes, sunglasses in place. If he didn’t know better, he would think they were both androgynous. 
 
   The elevator dumped them out in front of a glass-walled nurse’s station. A nurse saw them and was buzzed out to greet them. Beyond the nurse’s station, Marco could see rooms with glass partitions, housing the sickest of the sick in a hospital. Some had privacy curtains covering the glass, but most were open, so the nurses could have a quick look at the patients, all hooked up to various machines and breathing tubes.
 
   Alvarez and Miller both snapped out their badges and presented them to the nurse.
 
   She was a tall, spare Middle Eastern woman with a long face. She smiled knowingly. Marco guessed she dealt with her share of aggressive cops, working the ICU. “I was informed by reception that you were coming.”
 
   “We’re here to see the mother of Ernesto Ortega.”
 
   “Yes, I know.” She motioned down the hallway, away from the bank of windows. “This way. There’s a private waiting room you can use.”
 
   She led them to a small room with a blaring TV. Three walls were solid, but the one leading to the hallway was glass, the curtains pulled back and tied away. A long sofa and two armchairs separated by a side table were the only furnishings. A number of outdated magazines lay scattered on the tabletop.  The nurse crossed to the flat panel television and turned it off, then headed back toward the door.
 
   “I’ll bring his mother to you,” was all she said before disappearing around the corner.
 
   Alvarez and Miller stood where she’d left them, taking up the center of the small room. Marco eased around them and sank into the furthest armchair, stretching out his long legs. They never said anything while they waited. After a while, he reached over and picked up a magazine, leafing through it. It was a gardening magazine and he wasn’t much interested in flowers, to be honest, but it was better than staring at them, standing like statues with sunglasses on.
 
   “Are the sunglasses regulation?” he asked, turning a page.
 
   Alvarez shifted around. She didn’t turn her neck like normal people, she shifted her whole body. She hadn’t been like that with him last night, he observed, giving her a lazy look.
 
   “We try not to be recognizable, distinguishable when we are out in public.”
 
   He nodded. “Must make seeing a bitch though.”
 
   He could see her brows draw down behind the glasses. Miller shifted around the same stiff way she did and studied him. Marco shrugged and flipped another page.
 
   A moment later the nurse came back with Daniela. The young woman’s face was puffy and her eyes were bloodshot. Marco leaned forward and closed the magazine, settling it on the table again.
 
   Alvarez and Miller whipped out their badges and showed them to her. “Agents Alvarez and Miller with the Drug Enforcement Agency of the United States government.”
 
   She looked confused. The nurse squeezed her elbow and left again.
 
   “We wanted to ask you about your son’s shooting yesterday.”
 
   She had a bulky sweater on and her arms were crossed over her stomach as if she were hugging herself. “Okay?”
 
   “Where exactly were you when it happened?” demanded Rosa.
 
   “I was in the house.”
 
   “Who else was with you at the time?”
 
   She looked at Marco and he could see recognition in her face. “My mother. My son and I live with her.”
 
   Marco pushed himself to his feet. “Why don’t you sit down? You look exhausted.” He stepped between the two agents and led her to the sofa, then he took a seat next to her. He gave Rosa a pointed look and nodded at the other two chairs. The agents sat down, looking stiff and out of place. Marco motioned for them to remove their glasses and they did so. “How is your boy?”
 
   She shook her head. “We don’t know yet. He’s on a ventilator, but he survived surgery. They said that was a good sign.”
 
   “I’m sorry this happened to you and him.”
 
   She nodded and her eyes filled with tears.
 
   “Where was the boy when he was shot?”demanded Rosa.
 
   She blinked at Rosa, then drew a deep breath. “Our front yard. He was playing basketball.”
 
   “Who was watching him?”
 
   “Who was watching him?” Daniela repeated. “We were. My mother and I were both home.”
 
   “I meant, who was watching him when he was outside? A seven year old boy? Surely someone was supervising him.”
 
   Marco gave Rosa a glare, but she ignored him.
 
   “We were keeping an eye on him from the living room.”
 
   “So he was unsupervised?”
 
   Daniela started to speak, but Miller pulled out a pad and wrote something on it.
 
   “Hold on a moment,” she said, clasping her hands in her lap. “He was in his own driveway in his own home. He knows not to leave the yard.”
 
   “Ms. Ortega, who wants you and your son dead?”
 
   Marco stared at her in bewilderment. So did Daniela. A tear spilled over her eye and rolled down her cheek.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Inspector D’Angelo answered a call last week for a drive-by that you were involved in. Your car was shot in the tire, a bullet went through the windshield and embedded in the back seat where your son usually sits. Yesterday, your son was shot in the stomach in the driveway of his own home. That is not coincidence. You are obviously a target, or your son is. Which is it?”
 
   Daniela rose to her feet. “How dare you talk to me like that! Why are you questioning me when you should be finding out who did this!”
 
   Alvarez and Miller rose also. “Because you are obviously the key to this entire case. Is it an ex-husband, lover?” Rosa gave her a narrow-eyed look. “Drug dealer?”
 
   Marco sat up straight, stunned. Peyton would never question someone like this. She would win them to her side first before she turned on them and she would never treat a victim like a criminal.
 
   “This is an outrage…” began Daniela.
 
   “It certainly is. I asked you a straight forward question and I expected a straight forward answer. I’ll ask it again in case you didn’t understand it the first time. Who wants you and your son dead, Ms. Ortega?”
 
   Daniela trembled. “How would I know that?”
 
   “I think you do. I think you know exactly who wants you dead. What is your real name, Ms. Ortega?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “We did a little digging into your background, but the funny thing is, there really isn’t one. What year were you born? What is your social security number? Where is your son’s birth certificate?”
 
   Daniela gaped at them, shivering and hugging herself, then she turned toward the door. She was gone before the agents could respond. Silence huddled over the room as soon as she left.
 
   Marco put his hands on his thighs and stood up. “That was frickin’ brilliant, if you ask me. So glad I got the opportunity to see real professionals in action.”
 
   “She’s obviously hiding something.”
 
   “Obviously, but you ain’t gonna find out what from her. Not now.”
 
   “What did you want me to do?” asked Rosa, going toe to toe with him. “Ask her nicely. Pet her and stroke her and beg her to tell us who wants to kill a seven year old boy?”
 
   “It probably would have worked better than that.”
 
   “Are you questioning my methods?”
 
   Marco started for the door. “Not questioning. Questioned. You’re both a hot mess.” He didn’t wait for them as he headed for the elevator.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Marco was surprised to see Peyton and Jake gathered around Maria’s desk when he arrived at the precinct. Jake was leaning on the wall of Defino’s office and Peyton sat on the corner of the desk.
 
   He couldn’t believe how happy he was to see Peyton. “Hey,” he said, pushing open the half-door.
 
   “Hey yourself,” she answered.
 
   “Adonis, why are you wearing the same clothes as yesterday?” asked Jake with a wide-eyed, innocent look.
 
   Both Peyton and Maria exchanged a glance, then turned back to him with half-smiles.
 
   “Why aren’t you working?” snarled Marco, moving toward him. He scrambled around the back of Maria’s desk and headed toward his own.
 
   “You slept with her,” said Peyton, slapping him on the shoulder.
 
   He turned toward her, shocked.
 
   “Who?” demanded Maria.
 
   “The DEA agent with the tight-ass,” said Peyton, cocking her head to the side.
 
   “Oh, say it ain’t so, Marco Baby, say it ain’t so.”
 
   “Yep, he did. Same clothes, stubble, avoiding eye contact.”
 
   Marco fought a smile. He was so damn happy to have her give him a bad time, even over this.
 
   “You just met her,” said Maria, tsking.
 
   Peyton gave him a wicked grin. “D’Angelo, you slut.”
 
   He started to answer, but Defino appeared in the doorway of her office. “Who’s a slut?”
 
   “Marco,” offered Maria.
 
   Defino rolled her eyes dramatically. “Oh, shit, D’Angelo, you didn’t bang the fed agent, did you?”
 
   “Yes, he did,” said Peyton, giggling with Maria.
 
   Marco scowled at her, but it wouldn’t do any good, he knew. “Why are you here? I thought you were on vacation.”
 
   “I know. I’m gone a day and you already get yourself in trouble.”
 
   “That’s great. I’m probably gonna get a call from the President or something,” groused Defino.
 
   Marco ignored it. “Brooks, why are you here?”
 
   “I got a message from your booty-call to meet her here.”
 
   “Alvarez?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “What time did she call you?” He’d just left them half-an-hour ago.
 
   “Around 6:30. Said I needed to get to precinct pronto, so here I am.” She held out her arms. “Where are they?”
 
   “They were right behind me.” He turned to Defino. “We went to the hospital to question Daniela Ortega, the mother of the boy who was shot.”
 
   Defino nodded.
 
   “You should have seen the way they went after her, demanding to know who she was.”
 
   “Who she was?”
 
   “Apparently, they can’t find any history on her or the boy.”
 
   Defino started to answer, but the outer door opened and the two agents walked through. They all fell silent as the agents pushed through the half-door.
 
   “Brooks, conference room, now!” said Alvarez, walking toward their make-shift headquarters.
 
   Defino was frowning as she moved between them, headed toward the agents. Peyton and Marco followed.
 
   “Is that how she ordered you to sleep with her?” Peyton quipped, nudging him in the shoulder. “D’Angelo, strip, now!”
 
   He nudged her back as they entered behind their captain.
 
   “What the hell is going on, Agents?” demanded Defino.
 
   Both agents removed their glasses, motioning to the tech guys to vacate the room. All three tech guys scrambled to obey, grabbing up laptops as they went. Alvarez unbuttoned her suit jacket and took it off, slinging it across the back of a chair.
 
   A round table had been pulled into the middle of the room with chairs tucked under it. She motioned them to sit. Marco and Peyton waited for the captain to sit before they did. Miller unbuttoned his jacket, but he didn’t take it off, sitting down next to his partner. It wasn’t lost on Marco that they were lined up across from one another, the three San Francisco cops against the DEA.
 
   “I don’t like asking questions twice, so understand that this will be it,” said Defino. “After this I call your superior.”
 
   “Go on. What do you want to know?”
 
   “Why are you calling down one of my cops, who, by the way, was put on administrative leave by your office?”
 
   “It pertains to the case,” said Alvarez.
 
   “And why aren’t you sharing information about the case with the liaison appointed to share such information?” She held out a hand to Marco.
 
   “Like what?”
 
   Defino crossed her arms on the table. “Like a background check on Daniela Ortega that apparently gave you some information that should have been shared.”
 
   “The background check on Daniela Ortega revealed that we didn’t have information on her that we should have. She has a driver’s license, but no birth certificate in her name.”
 
   “She’s probably married,” said Defino.
 
   “We figured that so we looked up her social security number, however, the social security number on her record doesn’t belong to her. Furthermore, neither does the social on her son and he also doesn’t have a birth certificate that we can find.”
 
   “What does this have to do with Inspector Brooks?”
 
   Alvarez looked over at Peyton. “We got a call last night around 5:00PM.”
 
   Peyton nodded to encourage her.
 
   “From San Quentin.”
 
   Marco and Peyton exchanged a glance.
 
   “San Quentin?”
 
   “Specifically, from the court-appointed lawyer of Luis Garza.”
 
   Peyton went still. Marco glanced at her to see a reaction, but there wasn’t one.
 
   “What the hell does he want?” demanded Defino.
 
   Alvarez clenched and unclenched her jaw. “To share information.”
 
   “Share information? About what?”
 
   “The Aztecas,” said Miller. Marco noted it was the first time he’d spoken in hours.
 
   “What specifically?”
 
   “He wouldn’t say. Garza refuses to talk to us.”
 
   Defino flattened her hand on the table. “Wait. You said he called to share information. How is he going to do that if he won’t talk?”
 
   “I said he refuses to talk to us.” Alvarez’s dark eyes shifted and pinned Peyton where she sat. “He said he’d only talk to you, Brooks.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   The ten pound weight shattered through the window, snapping the wire. Magdalena crouched on the landing, waiting to hear an alarm. Nothing sounded. It had taken her three tries before she’d figured out the right angle to heave the weight against the glass. She peered down both ends of the alley, listening to hear any sound, but there was nothing. The yellow security lights shown across the gutter, illuminating the dumpsters.
 
   She rose and peeked into the warehouse. If anyone was guarding the cargo, they would have come running when she broke the window, but she saw nothing. Carefully grasping the broken shards of glass, she pulled them out and tossed them into the warehouse, then drawing the arm of the sweatshirt over her hand, she eased her forearm into the gap in the window and over the wire. Her fingers were just able to touch the top of the deadbolt, but she couldn’t turn it. She tried and tried to stretch her arm, but it wasn’t going to happen.
 
   She descended the stairs and jogged to the cross alley, looking around the dumpsters for something she could stand on. She found a large paint can and dragged it out, wiping her hands on her jeans. She tugged it back to the warehouse and bumped it up the stairs. Bracing it against the door, she climbed on top of it and peeked inside again.
 
   Covering her hand once more, she eased it inside. She had enough height now to turn the deadbolt. Stretching even further, she turned the lock on the doorknob. Drawing back her arm, she caught her sleeve on the wire and carefully extricated herself.
 
   Hopping off the bucket, she pushed it to the side and turned the doorknob on the warehouse. Carefully she eased it open enough to slip inside, but she didn’t close it all the way behind her. The emergency lights illuminated the cargo bay enough for her to see the truck.
 
   She worried there might be a silent alarm, so she knew she had to get in and get out quickly. Jogging down the stairs and running across the floor, she hid behind the truck. Studying the rolling door on the vehicle, she saw that it was locked with a padlock.
 
   She looked around the warehouse and spotted the glass fronted office. Running to it, she found the door unlocked and pushed it open. There was nothing on the metal desk and the only other furnishing was a desk chair. She pulled the chair back and looked under the desk. Shoved against the wall was a red tool box.
 
   Magdalena crawled under the desk and hauled it out. It made a screeching noise as she dragged it across the cement floor. Opening it, she searched through until she found wire cutters. Leaving the toolbox where it was, she carried the wire cutters to the truck, but the moment she held them against the lock, she knew they would never work. She set them on the tailgate and leaned against it.
 
   What now? Her heart was hammering and her palms were sweaty. She’d never done anything this bold before, but Reverend James’ admonishment wouldn’t give her peace. She thought about it all the time, it woke her in the night. The only way to get home was to atone for her sin and she had to be brave to face it. Like Joan of Arc, she had to be willing to make the ultimate sacrifice for forgiveness.
 
   So how else could she get inside the truck to see what it contained?
 
   Closing her fingers around her cross, it came to her. Papa left car keys in the glove compartment. She jumped up and raced to the passenger side door. Thankfully, it was open and she dove for the glove compartment, pulling it open. Digging the manuals out, she dumped them on the floor. Staring into the empty glove box, she felt her hope fade.
 
   On an impulse, she climbed into the passenger seat and pulled back the car mat on the driver’s side. Feeling with her right hand, she touched on a small bit of circular wire. Lifting it up, she stared at the two small keys dangling from the ring.
 
   She jumped out of the truck and ran around back, fitting one of the keys into the lock. It opened and she pulled it off, throwing it on the ground. Then she unhooked the latch and struggled to push up the rolling door. Once she had it going, it rolled up on its own and she was faced with row after row of plastic wrapped bricks. Retrieving the keys, she hauled herself into the back of the truck and felt along the bricks.
 
   Using the edge of a key, she tore the plastic on a brick. A white powder puffed out of the rip, dusting over her fingers. She knew what it was and she didn’t want to get any of it on her. Wiping her hands on her jeans, she sank to her knees in the back of the truck.
 
   Staring at the bricks, she couldn’t believe how many there were. And each would be bundled into small packets that would go onto the street. Teenagers would get them, mothers and fathers with small children would purchase them before getting food for their children, young ones her brothers’ age would be tempted by them. Innocent people would be shot or stabbed over them, and more runaways would be forced into prostitution just to get a shot or a sniff.
 
   Reverend James had said she must turn away from sin, turn away from evil, but how did you turn away when it was all around you? Sinners went to hell, but sitting in the back of this truck, knowing what she knew now, Magdalena felt like she was in hell already. Walking away from this and knowing what was going to be done with it had to be a bigger sin than what she’d already done. People would die because of what was in this truck. It had to be destroyed.
 
   She climbed out of the back and looked around. She spotted the tires first. Once, when she was about ten, the dump near their house in San Benito had caught fire. It burned for months, but what burned were the tires. No matter what the fire department did, they couldn’t put them out.
 
   She grabbed the first one, ignoring the black that came off on her hands and the front of her shirt. She hauled it to the truck and pushed it inside. Getting it up on the tread, she could roll it as far as she could until it ran up against something and toppled over. She ran back to the tires and grabbed another. She did this until the small space in the truck was filled.
 
   She did pause once and wonder why no one was coming to investigate. If there was a silent alarm, it should have alerted someone by now. And why wasn’t there a guard with this amount of drugs on the premises? Maybe El Griego’s operation wasn’t as sophisticated as it seemed.
 
   Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out Venus’ lighter. She’d stolen it earlier in the night thinking she might try to burn the entire warehouse down, but burning the drugs themselves had to be a better way to absolve some of her sin. She flicked the lighter on and applied the flame to the tires. Nothing happened, except the caustic smell of burnt rubber.
 
   She surveyed the warehouse again, then spotted the gasoline cans. They were sitting next to the tires. That had to be a bad idea. It made her wonder how she’d ever allowed someone as stupid as El Griego get the better of her, but with a feeling of sadness, she realized she wasn’t as naïve as she’d been a few months ago.
 
   Grabbing two gas cans, she carried them to the truck and braced them on the tailgate, then she hauled herself inside. She was careful to pour the gasoline on the drugs and tires both, but she tried very hard to get nothing on herself. Even so, she saw gasoline splatter on her shoes. She really didn’t want to go up with the truck. The worst cardinal sin in the Catholic church was committing suicide. If she died, trying to stop them from distributing drugs, that was one thing, but to knowingly cause herself harm, well, that would send her directly to hell.
 
   She climbed out of the truck and looked around again for something she could use to light the fire. She saw a broom resting against the staircase that led to the emergency door. She grabbed it and a cleaning rag that had been draped over the banister. Tying the rag to it, she used a little more of the gasoline to douse the rag, then she lit it with Venus’ lighter.
 
   When it was burning well, she carried it to the back of the truck and threw it with all of her might into the interior. At first nothing happened and she was afraid the air generated by throwing it might have put the rag out.
 
   A second later, a massive cloud of fire came whooshing out of the back. Magdalena hit the floor, her heart in her throat, her face feeling sunburnt.  Peering up between her arms, she could see the fire licking along the floor and roof, crackling and spitting in the middle where the drugs were.
 
   She scrambled to her feet and raced for the stairs, grabbing the banister. The wood bit into her fingers as she hooked it and used it to pull herself up the stairs. Throwing open the door, she let it slam back against the wall as she stumbled down the stairs and tore off running toward 16th Street.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 16
 
   Rosa Alvarez pulled Peyton aside. They waited in the interrogation room at San Quentin for Luis Garza to be brought in. Alvarez’s face was set and cold, her eyes boring into Peyton. At her back stood Miller, an ever present statue. Peyton wasn’t sure she’d ever really heard the man speak.
 
   “Don’t let him bait you, Brooks. Don’t let him make you lose control. We’ll be recording everything he says in here, so don’t worry about remembering it. Just get him to talk.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Alvarez narrowed her eyes. “You don’t know. Men like Garza are manipulators, cold-blooded, ruthless killers. There are only two rules in dealing with men like him.”
 
   Peyton lifted her brows, indicating Alvarez should continue.
 
   “Never surrender your gun under any circumstances and never let them see they’ve got you. If you do either of those, they own you.”
 
   The first didn’t seem like practical advice. San Quentin had made them surrender their firearms the moment they came inside, but Peyton had to admit the second was true. She’d let him own her the last time.
 
   “Thanks,” she said, trying to be charitable.
 
   “The other thing …don’t make a deal with him. We don’t deal with terrorists and a cop killer is deemed a terrorist.”
 
   “How am I going to get him to talk if I don’t deal?”
 
   “He’ll talk because he’s hoping you’ll deal, but we don’t deal with terrorists in this country.”
 
   Although it seemed a bit cavalier, she’d heard that line before. She gave a polite nod and walked over to Marco. He stood with Defino and Javier. Peyton smiled at the Gang Taskforce cop. She liked him.
 
   He smiled back. “You’ll do okay. The shock is over. He can’t surprise you again.” 
 
   Yep, she liked him. “Thank you.”
 
   She turned to her captain. “You’ll be fine. This…” Defino nodded to the interrogation room. “…is your specialty. Just focus on that and nothing else.”
 
   “I will, Captain.”
 
   Finally, she looked up at Marco. “No pep talk, no Marco pearls of wisdom.”
 
   His eyes rose toward the one-way glass as Luis Garza entered the room. Peyton didn’t even turn to watch him. When Marco looked back down at her, he gave her a worried smile. “Man up, Brooks,” he said.
 
   She smiled. “There it is.” Taking a deep breath, she turned for the door.
 
   “Remember. Keep him talking. The more he talks, the more information we get,” called Alvarez.
 
   “That’s usually how it works,” said Peyton back to her.
 
   Both DEA agents frowned.
 
   The guards came out of the room before she got there and one stopped like last time. “We’ll be right out here if you need us.”
 
   She noted the electroshock gun at his belt. She hadn’t noticed it the first time. Maybe that meant she was calmer. “Thank you,” she said and reached for the door.
 
   As she walked into the room, El Guerrero lifted his head and looked at her. His hair slid back from his face and she could see bruises on his neck above the tattoo. Her fingerprints where she’d tried to throttle him. For some reason, she didn’t feel ashamed of that.
 
   She sank into the chair at the head of the table. He was chained to the one directly facing the mirror, which put them at an angle to each other.
 
   “I thought the police had a height requirement, little jefe,” he said, smiling and showing her his gold caps.
 
   “No, they decided that a gun makes most everyone equal.”
 
   He eyed her up and down, but he didn’t speak.
 
   “What do you want, Garza? You can’t possibly want to measure ourselves and see which one is taller, can you? Why did you ask for me?”
 
   He looked up at the mirror. “You and me, we got us a connection.”
 
   “We don’t have a connection,” said Peyton, fighting a shiver of distaste.
 
   His eyes shifted back to her. Those eyes, so devoid of humanity. She could see him making a gun out of his fingers again and her hand curled into a fist on the table. She forced herself to take a deep breath and release it.
 
   “You need me, cochina. You and them…” He nodded at the mirror. “You sitting on a bomb and when it goes off, there’s gonna be bodies. Many bodies.”
 
   Peyton forced herself to open her fist. “Why the hell would I believe you’re going to help us?”
 
   He leaned on the table, bringing himself as close to Peyton as he could with the chains shackled to the floor. “Two days ago a seven year old boy was shot in the stomach. Ernesto Ortega.”
 
   She hadn’t been on the call because she’d been home, but they were talking about it yesterday at the precinct. “Go on.”
 
   “Ernesto Ortega, he’s my nephew. Daniela, she’s my sister.”
 
   Peyton searched his face. For the first time, she saw something in his eyes, something real. “Ortega?”
 
   “My mother’s maiden name.”
 
   “Okay. Go on. Is that why the DEA couldn’t find a real social security number or birth certificate?”
 
   He gave a short nod. “They’ll find shit if they look up Daniela Garza.”
 
   “Who shot your nephew, Luis?”
 
   He looked down. “You gotta know things first.”
 
   “So tell me.”
 
   “When Daniela and me were little, we lived in LA. Papa, he took us to Mexico a lot. We spent months at a time down there, seeing family, but Papa, he was working.”
 
   “How?” asked Peyton, but she suspected she knew.
 
   Garza looked up at her from beneath his brows. “He smuggled drugs from Mexico into the United States. It was easy. He was a citizen. They didn’t even question him.”
 
   “How did he get it across the border?”
 
   Garza gave a laugh. “Papa, he told them he had a shop. He sold ‘real’ Mexican shit, like clay statues and shit, but inside was bag after bag of coca.”
 
   “Did your mother know what he was doing?”
 
   Garza shrugged. “She say she don’t, but you know, it’s hard to walk away from the money when you got two kids, jefe.”
 
   “Did he bring you into the business?”
 
   “No. One time, we go to Mexico and he f’d up. The federalis shoot him, kill him in the streets. Now I got a sister and mother to take care of and I’m thirteen.”
 
   “So you joined the gang?”
 
   Garza nodded. “I took over my father’s job. What else I do, jefe? It goes good until Daniela turns seventeen. El Viento, he sees her and soon they get married. A few years later, she has Ernesto.”
 
   “El Viento?”
 
   “He’s the head of the cartel down there.”
 
   “What’s the name of the cartel? Who is El Viento?”
 
   “Not yet,” he said, glaring at her.
 
   Since he was talking, Peyton let him have that. “Go on.”
 
   Garza scraped his gold teeth across his lower lip and played with the chains on his wrists. “He starts beating her, Daniela. She takes it because she’s afraid to leave him. He tell her he kill her if she do, but then he start on Ernesto.”
 
   Peyton exhaled. She could almost see where this was going.
 
   “She take Ernesto and run away. We move to San Francisco. Mama, she change her name, you know, in court…”
 
   “Legally?”
 
   “Yeah, legally. She change it back to her maiden name, say Papa dead. We get someone to make up social security cards for Daniela and Ernesto, so she can work. I buy the house on Utah and I move on the Aztecas.” His voice trailed off. He stared hard at Peyton. “Always, we worry about El Viento, afraid he find us.”
 
   “And he did?”
 
   “All a sudden, the cartel, they get interested in the Aztecas, gonna make them big. I know it’s El Viento, but I think, he can’t come here. He’s in Mexico, he have no green card.”
 
   “But he did?”
 
   Garza lifted his eyes to the mirror and they simmered with hate. “I don’t know that you can buy a green card.”
 
   “Buy one?”
 
   He shifted and looked at Peyton. “Yeah, little jefe, with $500,000 there’s your green card and they don’t give a damn where the money come from neither.”
 
   Peyton resisted the impulse to look over her shoulder for confirmation. It wouldn’t do any good anyway. She didn’t think they’d tell her. “Why didn’t you run again?”
 
   He stared at her so long, she wondered if he was going to continue.
 
   “I freaked and shot your papa. He pull me over the same day.”
 
   Peyton swallowed hard. She could feel her heart speed up, pumping adrenaline through her body.
 
   “I just freaked.”
 
   That was it. I freaked and her father was dead. She fought for composure. Breathe, Peyton, she told herself.
 
   You gotta be in control at all times, sweetness, her father would say. The moment you lose control, all manner of bad things happen.
 
   “Why are you telling me this, Garza?”
 
   He motioned between them, his chains rattling. “You and me, cochina, we connected.”
 
   Something clicked in Peyton’s head. “Wait. Are you saying this El Viento shot his own son?”
 
   “Yeah, and he’ll kill him too.”
 
   “And Daniela?”
 
   “Yeah, but first, he take away everybody she love. First her son, then Mama.”
 
   “And you know he’s running the cartel here?”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “You’ve got to give me his name, Garza?”
 
   He leaned back in the chair, stretching out his legs beneath the table. “I’m gonna give you his name, jefe, but you gotta give me something in return.”
 
   We don’t deal with terrorists in this country. “I don’t owe you shit, Garza.”
 
   “Yeah, but you don’t want seven year olds dead on your streets, cochina. I see what he did to El Miedo. There gonna be hecka heads if you don’t listen to me.”
 
   Peyton glanced over her shoulder, then faced him again. To hell with the DEA. He was right. This was her city. “Go on.”
 
   The minute the words left her mouth, she could hear a frantic taping on the glass. She ignored it as Garza leaned forward again.
 
   “I give you El Viento, but you gotta give me something.”
 
   “We aren’t going to reduce your sentence.” She knew that probably wasn’t true. To stop a cartel infiltration, they’d probably give him that and more. No matter what the DEA said about not dealing with terrorists, she knew ultimately they would.
 
   He shook his head. “This is between you and me, little jefe.”
 
   Peyton frowned. “What?”
 
   “I give you El Viento, you do something for me.”
 
   “Look, Garza. I will never forgive you for what you did. Never. What makes you think I’ll do a damn thing you ask?”
 
   “Because you will, because I know.”
 
   Peyton searched his face. Slowly he smiled, showing his gold teeth. “Go on,” she said, clenching her jaw.
 
   “Me and you know what happen the minute I give you El Viento. I take a shiv in the yard.”
 
   He was right. The minute he told her anything, he was dead.
 
   “After you hear I’m dead, you go to my mama and you tell her what I did. You tell her how I help you.”
 
   Peyton shook herself, not sure she heard him right. “I’ll make sure someone goes to her.”
 
   “No, it’s got to be you, jefe. Only you. And you tell her, you tell her how I help you.”
 
   “Why? Why me?” Peyton realized her voice was rising.
 
   He motioned between them again. “Because you and me, we got a connection.”
 
   Peyton released her held breath in a shivering pant. Go to his mother and tell her her son was dead, pretending she gave a damn? What the hell did he think? The moment she heard he was dead, she’d be celebrating. He’d taken her father from her and she didn’t owe him a damn thing. In fact, she could promise him she’d do it, but she didn’t have to. She didn’t have to do a damn thing he asked of her because he’d be dead. Dead, and in hell where he belonged.
 
   “Fine,” she said. “Give me the name.”
 
   He smiled. It was a slow, knowing smile and it made her spine crawl. God, he was an animal.
 
   “Just one more thing, little jefe,” he said, leaning as close to her as the shackles would allow. “When you go after El Viento, you go for the kill. You don’t try to arrest him, you don’t try to deport him, you blow his fuckin’ brains out or I promise you, he will make this city bleed.”
 
   Peyton suppressed a shiver. “Give me his name.”
 
   Luis Garza stared into her eyes. “Raphael Peña,” he said.
 
   Peyton blinked twice. Raphael Peña. Raphael Peña, the Reverend O’Shannahan’s neighbor.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Venus heard the voices down the hallway. She would recognize the first one anywhere. She crept to her door and looked out. Two Hispanic men were talking with the nurse…well, one was. El Viento. He could charm a cobra.
 
   She threw on her shoes and grabbed the little handbag that held all of her worldly possessions: a few dollars, her bus pass, and the prepaid cell phone El Griego had given her. Then she snuck down the hall to Athena’s room.
 
   Athena was sitting in the chair by the window. Someone had gotten her to dress in a sweat-suit, which Venus figured was the first thing that had gone right in a long time. She ran to her. Her heart was pounding and she felt nauseous. Somewhere in the back of her mind came the thought that she should just leave without Athena, but the small girl with the haunted eyes had been her only friend…ever. She couldn’t leave her here. And she knew, she just knew they’d come for Athena, not her.
 
   “Come on, honey. You’ve got to get up.” She pulled Athena to her feet. “Where are your shoes?” She dove under the bed and found a pair of leather slip-ons. Bending down, she lifted each of Athena’s legs and pulled the shoes over her feet.
 
   Rising, she grabbed the cell phone out of her bag and turned it on. Her hands shook so bad, she had a hard time typing the text message. She hoped it was understandable, but she didn’t have time to fix it. Pressing the send button, she shoved the phone back in the bag.
 
   The voices were coming closer. Venus wrapped her arm around Athena’s shoulders and started moving her toward the door. She didn’t think they had time to escape the hospital now, but if she could find the security guards, they were both armed. It was their only chance.
 
   “Look who came to see you,” said the nurse as she came around the corner of the door. She was a little round ball of a woman with short, mousy brown hair. She looked momentarily surprised to see Venus, but Venus spent a lot of time down here with Athena. She’d even gotten them to move her to a room that was closer. “Can you believe this? Athena’s uncle came all the way out from Texas to see her. Your parents wanted to come, dear, but your sister is so sick.”
 
   El Viento stepped into the room behind her and the smile fled from his face. Venus had always thought him handsome, until he’d taken his cigar and burned holes in her arm. She’d told Peyton she didn’t know who ran the Aztecas, but she did. Everyone did. He made sure he left his mark on all of them. Her hold on Athena tightened.
 
   Behind him came the boy, Felix. His eyes flitted anxiously between El Viento and Venus. Venus figured it was the first time he’d seen Athena since she blew out his cousin’s brains. That almost made her smile.
 
   Athena’s head lifted and her eyes focused on them. When her mouth opened, Venus knew she was going to scream, but no sound came out. She began trembling against her.
 
   “I think she recognizes you,” said the nurse.
 
   El Viento smiled at her. “I think so too. Would it be all right if my son and I took her for lunch in the cafeteria? I thought maybe some time out of this room would help her remember who we are before we move her back to Texas.”
 
   “As long as you don’t leave the hospital, it shouldn’t be a problem.”
 
   As he came toward Venus, she shrank back against Athena. “The nurse told me how kind you’ve been to my niece. Would you join us for lunch? I think my niece would like that very much.” When he held out his hand, he made sure Venus saw the gun in his waistband.
 
   She looked at the nurse, pleading with her eyes, but she seemed oblivious. Venus knew if she said anything, El Viento would kill the little round woman. He took Venus’ hand even though she didn’t offer it. His eyes met hers and he began applying pressure.
 
   Venus clenched her teeth, trying to ignore the pain, but he kept tightening. Beside her, Athena had begun to whimper, burying her face against Venus’ shoulder. The pressure increased until Venus sucked in air and forced herself to nod. He released her.
 
   “Let’s go,” he said, placing his hand on Venus’ back and pushing her toward the door.
 
   Athena planted her feet, pulling back, shivering in terror.
 
   “Felix, help your cousin. She’s a bit unstable right now,” said El Viento.
 
   Felix hurried to Athena’s other side and together he and Venus got her to stumble toward the door. El Viento gave the nurse his hand as they passed her. “I appreciate the help you’ve given me.”
 
   She gave him an uncertain smile. Venus wondered how she could ignore the strange way Athena was acting, but then in a psych hospital, she probably saw a lot of strange behavior.
 
   “Please have her back in an hour.”
 
   “Certainly. We’ll just be in the cafeteria if you need to find us.”
 
   Venus searched for the security guard as they shambled awkwardly to the elevator. Athena was pulling back, trying to shake off Felix’s hold, but he had her so tightly pressed against him that she couldn’t really struggle.
 
   El Viento pressed the button for the elevator and as they waited, he smiled at the passing nurses and patients, but then he glared at Venus, forcing her to lower her eyes. When the doors opened, he held them with one hand.
 
   “Get in!” he commanded, pulling back the jacket so she could see the gun.
 
   Venus didn’t want to get into that elevator. Would he shoot them both in there? But before she could do anything, Felix shoved Athena hard and they stumbled inside. As the doors closed, Venus felt like she was going to hyperventilate. She reached for Athena and for the first time, the girl clutched her back.
 
   The elevator descended to the lobby and El Viento didn’t pull his gun. When the doors opened, he curled his hand on her elbow, gripping hard, and he and Felix propelled them into the hallway. They turned immediately to the left and angled down the empty corridor. Venus saw signs saying Personnel Only everywhere and it occurred to her that one of them had canvased the hospital ahead of time.
 
   She didn’t question what they wanted. The Aztecas owned her and Athena, and they took what they owned. Beyond that, Athena killed El Griego. They couldn’t let that go, they couldn’t allow a woman to kill one of their own and go unpunished. Somewhere along this route, both of them were going to die.
 
   The exit loomed before them. The sign said it was alarmed and should be used only in the case of emergencies. Still, El Viento made for it without hesitation. Just as he was about to depress the handle, a security guard rounded the corner.
 
   “Hey, you can’t go out that way!” he said, moving toward them.
 
   With cold precision, El Viento reached into his waistband and pulled out his gun. Then he leveled it on the security guard. The man staggered to a stop and raised his arms.
 
   Without hesitation, El Viento pulled the trigger.
 
   The man careened back, blood splattering on the wall behind him. Slowly he slid down and crumpled at its base. A hole gaped where his throat had been. Athena’s scream was drowned out by the sound of the siren on the emergency door as El Viento calmly pushed it open. Venus felt herself propelled backwards through the door and sensed a car behind them.
 
   Slowly the emergency door swung closed, leaving the guard on the other side. 
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Magdalena sat on the floor in the hallway, listening to El Griego and El Miedo shouting in the other room. She kept her eyes closed. If they thought to investigate they would think she’d passed out drunk or drugged.
 
   “He’s gonna kill us!” shouted El Griego. “He’s gonna blow our brains out!”
 
   “We didn’t do nothing. He can’t blame us for the truck catching fire.”
 
   “You were in charge of the warehouse. You were the one who was supposed to protect the shipment.”
 
   “Tell me what I was supposed to do? It was a fire.”
 
   “Yeah, but how come the truck took most of it. It wasn’t an accident, vato. It was set.”
 
   “How’s that my problem?”
 
   They fell silent. Magdalena fought the smile that threatened and clutched the crucifix. Some of her sin had been lifted, but there was more. It wasn’t enough to stop them temporarily, she had to stop them forever.
 
   “What’s it say?” came El Miedo’s voice.
 
   “He wants us to meet him.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “An abandoned apartment building about a block away. The one he’s trying to buy.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “Now.”
 
   The silence was heavy. Magdalena resisted the impulse to peek around the wall. They both swore, then she heard their footsteps headed toward the door. She scrambled to her feet and waited until the outer door closed. Running to the window, she looked out and marked where they went.
 
   “What you doing, girl?” asked Venus at her back. She’d been listening to music in the room the girls shared.
 
   Magdalena never took her eyes off El Griego. “Following him.”
 
   Venus made a hissing noise. “You’re gonna get yourself killed.”
 
   Magdalena waved her off.
 
   “I’m serious, girl. He find out you’re following him, he’ll put that gun in your face and pull the trigger.”
 
   Magdalena ignored her. When they turned the block, she pulled open the door and followed them.
 
   Rain pounded down and the wind pressed the thin cotton of her shirt against her. She didn’t have time to grab a jacket. They were walking rapidly and she could hear them cursing as they went. Their movements were tense and jerky.
 
   They turned into an alley. Magdalena waited at the opening until they disappeared from sight. Then she followed. The alley was dark and the rain pattered on the tops of the dumpsters. She edged slowly, afraid they might come back this way and she wouldn’t hear them in the downpour.
 
   The alley ended. They were nowhere in sight. Her eyes chanced across the ŁĦȺ tag by the backdoor of the building. Someone had nailed boards across it to keep people out, but one of the boards had been pried off and another was pulled away.
 
   She crept to the door and listened. She could hear them swearing inside, but she couldn’t see them. Her heart was racing and she realized she was nearly hyperventilating. Venus was right. They would kill her if they found her following them, but she had to know what happened. She had to know. It was the only path home.
 
   Easing her way past the boards and into the building, she found herself in a hallway. Crossing the hall, she peered out at the lobby of a hotel. El Griego and El Miedo had met up with two others. One was a hulking brute of a man with blunt features and a massive build. The other was El Viento. She would remember him anywhere.
 
   She shivered, not from the cold or the rain. She would never forget what he did to her, how cruel he’d been. She wanted to shrink away and hide, but she couldn’t. The path to home lay through him. If she could stop him, she could go home.
 
   The ceiling of the lobby rose high above them and a skylight in the roof provided a bit of light. Across the lobby were the front doors and light from the streetlamps filtered into the room. El Miedo was begging. She could tell by his hunched shoulders and the clasping of his hands, but she couldn’t really make out the words. The rain was drumming too hard on the skylight.
 
   “Enough!” shouted El Viento. “Why was there no guard in my warehouse?”
 
   Magdalena had wondered the same thing.
 
   El Miedo mumbled something, ducking his head.
 
   El Viento looked at the man next to him. “I don’t ask for much, do I, Jorge?”
 
   “No, jefe,” said Jorge.
 
   “I’m a reasonable man, sí?”
 
   “Sí, jefe.”
 
   “I give you a good cut of business. I give you weapons. I give you manpower. All I ask is that the shipment be delivered on time and then, that it be guarded.” He pulled out his gun and pointed it at El Miedo. “If not, you die.”
 
   Magdalena held her breath. She wanted to look away, but she was paralyzed.
 
   “Please, jefe,” begged El Miedo, “please, let me explain.”
 
   El Viento raised the gun, pulling the muzzle from El Miedo’s head. “Explain?”
 
   El Miedo made some strange motions with his mouth and hands, then he bolted. He took off running across the lobby. Magdalena expected El Viento to shoot him in the back, but he calmly turned to El Griego and handed him the gun. “You do him.”
 
   El Griego hesitantly took the gun.
 
   With a cold smile, El Viento turned in the direction El Miedo fled and he began walking. El Griego and Jorge followed.
 
   When El Miedo came to the front doors of the building, he tugged on them, but they’d been boarded shut. Frantically, he picked the left hallway and began running. El Viento and the other two men walked a bit more rapidly after him.
 
   Magdalena knew she should leave. This was far worse than what she’d expected. She rose from her crouch and turned toward the backdoor, but a shot rang out in the building, echoing away into the distance. She stopped and listened, wondering if it was thunder.
 
   She knew she should go. The path of retribution had been set in motion and it was moving far more quickly than she’d expected. In fact, she wanted to stop them from peddling their drugs, but she didn’t want anyone shot.
 
   And yet, she turned toward the lobby and peered around the perimeter. She saw no one. Drawing a deep breath, she sprinted across the open areas, past the disabled elevators, beneath the vaulted skylight. She slowed as she came to the other side and dove behind an upright steel garbage can, then she crept to the opening, peering into the gloom.
 
   The hallway was so dark, it was hard to see anything. Three fourths of the way down, she saw someone standing in a doorway. An exit sign blinked overhead, the bulb dying. Magdalena tried with all her might to see, but it was impossible.
 
   She crawled on her hands and knees beyond the garbage can and strained to hear in the darkness. The rain drummed on the skylight, but she could hear murmuring.
 
   “Do what I said. Now.”
 
   She didn’t hear an answer, then someone shouted, “Oh Dios mío, por favor!”
 
   “Do it. Cut it off.”
 
   A rush of bile rose in Magdalena’s throat and she scrambled to her feet. Backing away from the hallway, she ran into the garbage can. She twisted, trying to catch it, but she was off-balance and only succeeded in falling over it herself.
 
   She heard the clatter as the lid fell off, but she didn’t wait to see what would happen. Scrambling over it, she raced across the lobby, her heart in her throat, the sound of her own breathing like thunder in her ears. She tore into the hallway and dove for the backdoor.
 
   A shadow loomed in front of her as she pushed her way through and she fell back against the door with a scream.
 
   “It’s me! It’s me!” shouted the figure.
 
   Magdalena blinked, the rain pounding down on her, but she recognized Venus. Grabbing her arm, she dragged her down the alley. Venus tried to look behind her, but Magdalena didn’t want to know if they were being followed.
 
   “Where the hell do you think you’re going? Punta, I’m talking to you.”
 
   Magdalena stumbled at the sound of his voice, but Venus pulled her up. The alley stretched away before them, glistening in the rain. Magdalena didn’t have time to think about what he’d do to them if he caught them. She just ran.
 
   Then something slammed into her back and she went sprawling. The asphalt came up and bit into her hands, the breath knocked out of her. She felt his fingers dig into her shoulders, forcing her to her back and she went crazy, pounding him with her fists, kicking wherever her feet could reach. His cold fingers closed over her throat and he squeezed. Lights burst in Magdalena’s head and she pounded on him, arching her back to try and throw him off, but she could feel his grip tightening, cutting off air. She fought harder, but his weight was forcing her down into the asphalt as if he thought he could merge her body into the alley.
 
   Suddenly Venus was there, clawing at his face. He released Magdalena and grabbed Venus’ wrists, but the weight of him was centered on her stomach. She sucked in air, gulping it and the rain into her mouth. Her throat burned, her fingertips ached, but air filled her lungs.
 
   Venus moaned, writhing in pain. He crushed her wrists in his hands, grinding her bones together. Magdalena knew he wouldn’t stop, not now. Like Joan of Arc, Magdalena had to rise to this battle and face whatever God had planned for her, but she wasn’t going to let this man kill her.
 
   She saw the gun in his waistband as he struggled with Venus and she reached for it. She’d never held a gun in her life and she couldn’t believe how heavy it was in her hands. He felt her grab the gun and turned to look down at her.
 
   Magdalena thought about her stolen innocence, the way he’d used her and sold her to others to do the same. She thought about her family and how she missed them, but could never return, never go back to being their daughter. She thought about her ruined future and the death of her dream to go to college. Finally, she thought about the only friend she’d made since coming to this city, Venus, the woman who fought now to save her, and she knew what she had to do.
 
   She lifted the gun to his head and...
 
   …she pulled the trigger.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 17
 
   The precinct buzzed with activity when they returned. The ride back to the City had been tense and quiet. Marco drove the Charger and Peyton stared out the window, thinking about what Luis Garza had told her. Javier hadn’t said much either. He rode in the backseat and typed into his phone the entire time.
 
   Alvarez and Miller ordered them into their command center. Peyton sank into the chair at the round table and stared at the surface of it. She wanted to think of Luis Garza as an animal, devoid of human sympathy, but then he offered his life to protect his mother and sister. It didn’t square with the man who had so callously shot her father dead.
 
   I freaked and shot your papa.
 
   That explanation just wasn’t enough to warrant forgiveness, but his sacrifice for his family did force her to see him as something other than subhuman. Could her father’s death have been a horrible, horrible accident? A moment of panic that became lethal? How could she accept that?
 
   “Brooks!” snapped Alvarez.
 
   Peyton blinked up at her. “What?”
 
   “You talked to Rafael Peña and you didn’t disclose that to us?”
 
   For some reason that accusation rankled. “I was put on leave the moment you arrived. When did you want me to debrief you?”
 
   “The second we took jurisdiction of this case. I don’t think you appreciate how serious this is.”
 
   Peyton narrowed her eyes. She wasn’t feeling like playing nice right now. “Enlighten me.”
 
   “If we had known you interviewed Peña, we could have pulled his bank records, his green card, anything else. We could have moved on him sooner. Even with Garza in solitary, someone is bound to communicate this meeting to Peña. We’ve got at most a day or two before he knows we’re on to him.”
 
   “If Garza’s in solitary, who’s gonna get to him?” Peyton asked, although she probably could guess.
 
   “A guard on the take, another gangster. If we knew how the gangs communicated in and out of prison, we’d be able to stop it, but believe me, someone will inform him.”
 
   “Fine,” interrupted Defino. “What is our second option?”
 
   “I’ll bet he has an arsenal at his fingertips. We go in with SWAT and take them all out,” offered Miller.
 
   Peyton frowned. “We aren’t going to get a search warrant and find probable cause before we take him out? Out here in the wild west we do things a little differently and don’t go in guns ablazin’.” She couldn’t help the sarcasm. There was a lot for her to process right now.
 
   No one said anything for a moment, staring at everything else but each other.
 
   Finally, Alvarez stirred. “Of course we’re going to get a search warrant and do this legally, but I’ve seen how these things go down. Want it or not, it’s gonna be guns ablazin’.” She leveled an eye on Peyton. “Go home, Brooks, and stay there.”
 
   Peyton’s frown deepened. “Go home?” she said, trying to keep her voice level. “I’m not going home.”
 
   “You’re still on leave.”
 
   “The hell I am. You took me off leave when you demanded I speak with Garza.  You can’t put me back on now. That genie ain’t going back in the bottle, lady!”
 
   Alvarez and Miller stared at her. A number of the other tech guys stared, but Peyton didn’t back down. Across the table, Marco was fighting to hide a smile.
 
   “You are insubordinate, Brooks.”
 
   When Peyton didn’t take the bait, Alvarez turned to Defino. “Your call, Captain.”
 
   “Brooks is reinstated,” Defino said without hesitation.
 
   Alvarez turned to one of the tech guys. “Get us a map of Nob Hill, just overhead, so we can pinpoint the house. Miller, get to work on those warrants.”
 
   “On it.”
 
   Peyton felt her phone vibrate in her pocket. She slipped it out and thumbed it on, holding it below the table so Alvarez wouldn’t notice. She didn’t want to be called insubordinate again. She blinked in surprise at the message.
 
   Help! El Viento at hospital!
 
   Peyton leaned forward and slid the phone across to Marco, giving him a pointed look. He caught it and studied the text. Then his eyes lifted to meet Peyton’s. As they both rose to their feet, Maria opened the conference room door, forcing Alvarez to halt in her planning.
 
   “A call just came in. One dead at Our Lady of the Blessed Sacrament,” said Maria.
 
   “What? What is that?” demanded Alvarez.
 
   Peyton and Marco were already moving. Defino was on their heels.
 
   “That’s the psych hospital where Olivia Walker and our Jane Doe are staying,” the captain said.
 
   Alvarez dropped her map and reached for her suit jacket as Miller headed for the door, still talking into his phone.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Jake climbed out of the squad car, looking around. They’d parked at an emergency exit on the side of the hospital. A utility drive cut along the edge of the hospital, dropping to a cargo door. Cops milled about the utility drive and yellow crime tape roped it off from the general population.
 
   Jake followed Holmes and Bartlet under the tape and to the emergency door. It was one of those solid affairs with no windows and a sign labeling it Emergency. Holmes pulled it open and motioned Jake through. Jake clutched the camera case and moved from the overcast day into the darkness of the hallway.
 
   It took a moment for his eyes to adjust, but then he saw the body. A middle aged man dressed in a security guard uniform lay crumpled in a half-sitting position against the wall. A streak of blood ran down the wall and pooled beneath him. A gaping wound in his throat easily gave away the cause of death.
 
   Jake fought a rise of bile and looked around at the cops. Peyton and Marco were talking to the DEA agents and the captain. They were arguing about something. Jake unhooked the camera bag and set it on the ground, then pulled out his camera. The solid weight of it allowed him to compartmentalize the horror of his surroundings.
 
   And once he started taking pictures, he felt the calm seep into him. The dead body became nothing more than a prop for the art. It had to be that way or he wouldn’t be able to do it. Despite the horror he saw on this job, for the first time he felt like he was part of something bigger than he was, something more important.
 
   As he took pictures, he edged back toward Peyton and Marco. She was talking emphatically, but she was trying not to be overheard. 
 
   “I’m telling you it’s our best bet. We’ve found Venus there before. Everything in this case is tied to that warehouse.”
 
   “She’s right,” offered Marco. “And if she isn’t, we haven’t lost anything. We’ve got to set up a perimeter around El Viento or this is going to get out of hand.”
 
   “How do you know it was El Viento who took the girl?” asked Alvarez.
 
   “The description the floor nurse gave us matches. Who else would do this?”
 
   “I don’t like it. It could be a trap.”
 
   “According to what you say, we’re walking into a trap no matter where it is. I’d rather this battle go down in an abandoned warehouse than on a city street.”
 
   The DEA agents and the captain seemed to consider this. Jake glanced at Peyton and found her leaning forward, her face bright with urgency. He shifted the camera just enough to get a picture of the five of them. The dynamics of the living would always be more fascinating than the dead.
 
   “Go,” said Defino. “I want SWAT out there as well.”
 
   Peyton nodded and turned to go.
 
   “Brooks?” called the captain.
 
   Peyton paused and looked over her shoulder at her.
 
   “Don’t hesitate to go for the kill.”
 
   Peyton nodded, then her eyes shifted to Jake. He held up a hand and she did the same, forcing a slight smile. Jake couldn’t make himself smile. After the shooting at Abe’s lab, he couldn’t look at her without thinking that all cops lived on borrowed time.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Venus watched as Jorge forced open the backdoor of the warehouse. He had driven down the alley behind the buildings, parking just below the stairs. She held Athena’s hands tightly, the girl curled into her side. She kept muttering, “It’s gonna be all right,” but as she watched that door open, she knew both of them were going to die in here today.
 
   Once it was braced open, Jorge ran back to the car and grabbed the passenger door. El Viento didn’t turn around. He sat facing forward in the passenger seat of the Lincoln. “Get out,” he commanded.
 
   Jorge wrenched open the door and grabbed Venus, hauling her bodily from the car. She thought to scream, but who would hear them out here? A homeless man? Athena was pulled out with her because she wouldn’t let go of Venus’ arm.
 
   Felix ran around the back of the car and took Athena’s other arm. The girl whimpered and buried her face against Venus’ shoulder. The four of them made a shambling, stumbling group as they staggered to the stairs and began to climb. Behind them came El Viento.
 
   They were forced down into the cargo bay of the warehouse. Venus could see the burnt out truck and she stared in amazement. She couldn’t believe anyone would have done that to the Aztecas. Then she knew. Athena did it.
 
   “Imagine my surprise when $5 million dollars of crack cocaine goes up in smoke,” said El Viento, walking around them until he faced them. “$5 million dollars. Even more shocking, the fire department wasn’t sure what the truck contained, because an accelerant was used. Still, they sent a sample to the lab. What do you think they’ll find when they get around to testing it?”
 
   Venus shook so badly, her back hurt. Athena was trembling nearly as bad. $5 million dollars? They were going to die.
 
   “The fire was contained to the warehouse. I thought one of my men set it. Had to be an inside job. In fact, I executed one of my best men because of it. Then again to my surprise, my other man gets his face blown off. Not by an Azteca, but by a whore.”
 
   Venus closed her eyes and hugged Athena to her.
 
   “I still wouldn’t have been suspicious, except I come to find out that this whore has been following my men.” Venus knew he was staring at her. Oh, God, she had caused this. She hadn’t wanted to give up Athena, but when he started burning her with his cigar, the pain had been so agonizing, and then he threatened to do it to her face. Of course, she hadn’t known Athena burned up the truck, but she’d known Athena followed them.
 
   El Viento nodded at Jorge. He ripped Venus away from Athena. They both fought not to be separated. Venus couldn’t help it, she was actively crying now. This is where they would die, this horrible warehouse. Athena stood by herself, shaking, curling her arms around her middle, looking small and lost and child-like. Venus fought to get back to her, kicked and clawed at Jorge, but he wouldn’t let go.
 
   El Viento nodded to Felix. “You want the last letter?” He indicated Felix’s arm. Venus knew he had the first two letters, ŁĦ, there. Felix’s eyes had been darting around, but he fixed them on El Viento and slowly he nodded.
 
   El Viento reached into his waistband and pulled out his gun. He held it out to Felix. “Kill her.”
 
   Felix took a few steps forward and accepted the gun. Venus saw his hand was shaking. He was just a boy, hardly older than Athena. “El Viento?” he asked.
 
   “I gave you an order.”
 
   Venus wanted to scream for Athena to run, but she knew she wouldn’t. Athena had curled up, her hair sliding forward to cover her face.
 
   Felix took the gun in both hands and stared at it, then he looked at Athena.
 
   “Do it,” demanded El Viento.
 
   Felix lifted the gun and pointed it at her. His hand shook so bad he had to steady it with his other one. Slowly, Athena lifted her head, her dark hair spilling back from her face and over her shoulders. She looked Felix directly in the eye. At her throat, the crucifix gleamed, and there, in the distance, Venus heard sirens.
 
   “Don’t do it, Felix,” she found the courage to say. “She trusted you. She ran off with you and what have you done for her? You abandoned her, abused her. She trusted you.”
 
   The gun waivered and lowered.
 
   “Kill her. She’s a whore, Felix, she killed your cousin.”
 
   The gun rose, but still he only stared.
 
   “We don’t have time, Felix. Do it, do it now!”
 
   Drawing a deep breath, Felix exhaled, then steadied the gun again.
 
   “No!” screamed Venus. “I did it. I burned the truck. I followed them here.”
 
   Athena turned and stared at her. “No,” she mouthed. The first word she’d spoken in weeks.
 
   Venus felt calm flow through her. Suddenly it no longer mattered. Survival didn’t matter. Athena was all that mattered.
 
   “It’s okay,” she told Athena.
 
   Felix looked over his shoulder at El Viento. El Viento nodded and Jorge moved away.
 
   Venus stared at the boy, but she noticed that this time, his aim was steady. In the last instant, she thought to run, but he pulled the trigger.
 
   Something hot and powerful slammed into her middle, knocking the breath out of her. She heard the sirens and Athena scream, and she was surprised to see the beams of the warehouse overhead. It was difficult to breath and hot liquid was spilled over her middle, covering her hands.
 
   “Kill the other one and come on.”
 
   Athena threw herself over Venus, sobbing and cradling her in her arms. Venus looked beyond her shoulder and saw El Viento and Jorge calmly walking to the back doors. Their bodies seemed distorted as if they were walking sideways. She tried to breathe, but something hot flowed over her cheek.
 
   Felix came into her line of sight, the gun held at his side. He stared at Venus and Venus stared back. Suddenly she was cold, her fingers and toes numb. Felix lifted the gun and pointed it at Athena’s back. Venus wanted to warn her, but she couldn’t find her voice.
 
   The sirens were louder, coming closer. She tried again to speak, but she couldn’t. Felix looked to the rolled doors, then back. Finally, he turned and ran for the stairs, the gun dangling from his hand.
 
   Venus let her eyes close and allowed the sound of the sirens to fill her head, but over them, whispered directly in her ear, she heard Athena’s voice saying, “The lord is my shepherd, I shall not want…”
 
   Then everything went dark.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   The SWAT team’s Chevy Tahoe leaped over the curb and slammed into the chain link fence. Other vehicles swarmed onto the sidewalk behind it and cops spilled out in riot gear, helmets and flak jackets, and armed to the teeth.
 
   Marco pulled the Charger in behind the Tahoe and they jumped out, using the doors as cover while a number of SWAT ran to the rolling door and forced it up. Peyton and Marco held back as police of every variety swarmed into the warehouse.
 
   Peyton’s heart was racing and she strained to see around the Tahoe, but the Tahoe blocked most of everything. Clenching her teeth to keep from racing behind the SWAT, she tugged on the front of the flak jacket and then braced her gun on the open window of the car door.
 
   The radio crackled under the dashboard. “Warehouse clear.”
 
   A wash of disappointment went over her and she rose from her crouch. She had been sure the women were here.
 
   “One body,” came the voice on the radio.
 
   Peyton exchanged a look with Marco, then circled around the Charger’s door, taking off her helmet and shoving the gun into her waist holster. She felt sick inside as she eased around the Tahoe and stepped over the twisted metal of the chain link fence. One body? Whose?
 
   Cops meandered through the interior of the warehouse in the flashing red light of their vehicles. To the right was the burned out truck, but in the middle of the warehouse was a circle of police, both SWAT and homicide. They parted as she moved toward them and she saw Athena, her hair covering her face. She was on her knees, clasping her crucifix in her hands, rocking herself and muttering something. The chain on the crucifix dangled down and swung above the body of Venus. A bloom of red covered Venus’ chest and spread out around her in a puddle. Her eyes were open and staring at the beams of the warehouse above them.
 
   Peyton pulled the gloves off her hand and put them in the helmet, then she set the helmet on the ground. No one had moved to pull Athena away. Probably because the swaying and the muttering was unsettling, or probably because no cop really knew how to greet death.
 
   They fell back as Peyton approached. She didn’t even look at them, just kept her eyes focused on Athena. Kneeling on the other side of Venus, she reached out and gently closed Venus’ eyes, forcing herself to take a deep breath. For some reason, she wanted to cry, she wanted to shout in frustration and fury, this job made her sick inside, the brutality of what humans were capable of doing to each other, but she couldn’t give in to it. She had to remain a cop.
 
   Take care of the living, sweetness, her father would say, the dead don’t need us no more.
 
   He always said cops solved a murder case not for the murdered, but to protect the living. She’d tried to protect Venus, but nothing had worked. From the moment she met her, Venus had been headed for this end, but Athena was still alive. Athena was still here. She had to protect the living.
 
   She started to reach out to her, hoping that by touching her she could get her to stop rocking, stop muttering. However her eyes caught on the crucifix, dangling over her clasped hands. She would rock, mutter, and press her lips to the cross, then repeat it. Peyton leaned closer, straining to hear what she said over the sounds of the cops searching the rest of the warehouse.
 
   She caught a few words. Goodness, mercy, dwell. Comprehension dawned and Peyton realized she was breathing faster. She recognized the words, she knew what they meant, and when Athena obsessively came to the start again, Peyton went with her.
 
   “The lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.
 
   He maketh me to lie down in green pastures.
 
   He leadeth me beside the still waters.
 
   He restoreth my soul.
 
   He leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for His name’s sake.”
 
   Athena’s head lifted and her hair slid back from her face. Her eyes met and held Peyton’s. Peyton reached out and curled her hand over Athena’s clasped ones as they continued reciting together.
 
   “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,
 
   I will fear no evil. For thou art with me.
 
   Thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me.
 
   Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies.
 
   Thou annointest my head with oil.
 
   My cup runneth over.”
 
   Tears filled Athena’s eyes and spilled over, racing down her cheeks and dropping off her chin. They fell on the back of Peyton’s hand, but she ignored it, never breaking eye contact with the girl.
 
   “Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life.
 
   And I will dwell in the House of the Lord forever.”
 
   Silence descended in the warehouse. Every cop had stopped moving and watched the two women in the center of the building.
 
   Peyton blinked back her own tears and swallowed hard. She lifted her free hand and clasped it around Athena’s, the crucifix pressing into her palm.
 
   “I’m Peyton,” she said.
 
   Athena gave a strange shudder, then she licked a tear off her upper lip. “I’m Magdalena,” she whispered.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 18
 
   The command center had become a war-room. Plans were drawn on a white board, everyone was talking at once, and the techs were frantically trying to pull up every shred of information they had on the house on Nob Hill.
 
   Peyton leaned against the wall by the door. She couldn’t corral her emotions long enough to sit down. “How do you know he hasn’t tried to leave the country?”
 
   “We put him on the no-fly list the moment Garza gave us his name,” answered Alvarez.
 
   “What makes you think he hasn’t fled by car?”
 
   “We have surveillance around his house. He returned about an hour ago and he hasn’t tried to leave since. He doesn’t know we’re on to him yet.” She looked at Defino. “Are the warrants in order?”
 
   “They’re on the way over here now.”
 
   “Good.” Alvarez continued outlining their plan of attack. First they would empty the neighborhood, while SWAT set up a perimeter around the house. Then they would announce the search warrant over the loud speaker and hope Peña surrendered. If not, they would go in by force. The way Alvarez said force, Peyton knew that was the option she was hoping for.
 
   Before she’d finished her debriefing, Devan entered the room. Peyton hadn’t seen him since their public breakup a week ago. He looked around the room, his eyes slipping over her and coming back. He held the search warrants in his hand, but his eyes remained fixed on Peyton.
 
   “Your warrants,” he said to Alvarez.
 
   “Good,” she said as she took them. “Full riot gear, everyone, we leave in ten.”
 
   Cops spilled out of the command center to make final preparations. Peyton waited beside Marco until only Miller, Alvarez and Defino were left. Devan hadn’t left either and he waited by the door.
 
   Peyton knew she couldn’t avoid this forever. She walked over to him and offered him a tense smile. “Hey.”
 
   He tried to smile back and failed. “Hey. You going on this raid?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   He looked down and fidgeted with the cuff on his suit. “Be careful okay.”
 
   “I will,” she said, then turned to the door.
 
   “Peyton,” he called when she reached the other side.
 
   Peyton stopped and turned around.
 
   “I miss you,” he offered.
 
   She smiled easier this time. “I miss you too.” Then she walked away.
 
   She searched the squad room for Jake and found him sitting at a table in the break room. He looked up when she entered.
 
   “Hiding out?”
 
   He shook his head. “I needed to get out of there. I can’t take the tension.”
 
   Peyton folded her hands on the back of a plastic chair. “Look, Jake, if something happens, will you watch out for Pickles?”
 
   “Peyton…”
 
   She held up a hand. “My mother’s phone number is programed into the phone in the kitchen. Just hold down the number one. Abe is number three.”
 
   “Who’s two?” he said, trying to be light.
 
   “Marco,” they both said together.
 
   She smiled at him. “Just in case.”
 
   Jake’s smile died. “No just in case, Peyton. Don’t make me do that. Ever.”
 
   “Why? Could it be that you’ve forgiven me? That maybe we’re friends?”
 
   He shook his head, but his lips were tilted up in a half-smile. “I take pictures of heads in boxes now, Peyton, what the hell do you think?”
 
   She laughed and circled around the desk, bending over to hug him where he sat. He grasped her arm and held her there.
 
   “Please don’t force me to make those calls.”
 
   “I won’t,” she said and released him. She headed to the door, but paused and looked over her shoulder. “Don’t forget to feed Pickles. And walk him.” Then she went to her desk after her riot gear.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   The evacuation of the neighborhood was nearly complete by the time they pulled the Charger up to the house. The SWAT had Peña’s house and the two houses next to it isolated. Peyton climbed out of the Charger and walked toward Alvarez, Marco beside her.
 
   A gesticulating Reverend O’Shannahan was talking to Alvarez. He turned on Peyton and Marco as they arrived. “I told you there was something wrong. Didn’t I, Inspectors? I told you.”
 
   Peyton ignored him. “Where’s Miller?”
 
   Alvarez pointed to the ring of squad cars surrounding the front of the house. Miller stood in the center of them with Javier.
 
   O’Shannanhan wasn’t giving up. “What are you here for? Is it for the threats he made against me? Or is it something else?”
 
   “Look, Reverend,” said Alvarez, “I think we’ve got this. I wouldn’t want an important San Francisco icon such as yourself to be in harm’s way. Why don’t you step back there with the rest of the residents, far out of range of the house?”
 
   “Range of what?” said O’Shannahan, but Alvarez signaled to an officer and the officer walked O’Shannahan off down the street.
 
   Peyton smiled. It was the first time Alvarez had impressed her. “Nice,” she said.
 
   “He’s an idiot,” Alvarez muttered.
 
   The three of them made their way to Miller. Peyton studied the beautiful Victorian mansion with its gingerbread shingles and lofty bay windows. She couldn’t see any signs that anyone was inside, except she caught the minute sway of a curtain on the second floor.
 
   Alvarez reached in for the microphone and held it out to Javier. “Do the honors,” she said, grabbing the search warrant on the seat. She handed it to Javier as well.
 
   The Gang Taskforce cop glanced at Peyton and Marco, then he depressed the button on the side of the microphone. “Raphael Peña, this is the San Francisco Police Department. We have a warrant to search the premises and request your complete cooperation. All residents of this address are hereby asked to vacate the premises in an orderly fashion with their hands above their heads. You have two minutes to comply with this request or we will be forced to enter on our own.”
 
   Nothing happened right away. Peyton held her breath, praying Peña would have sense to give up without incident. She didn’t want to be in a shoot-out. She didn’t want to have to draw her gun. She just wanted this to end. Enough blood had been shed over this case. She didn’t want anymore.
 
   The two minutes passed with no answer from the house. All of the cops on the street were still as statues and silent. The people waiting far back on a cross street were silent. Javier glanced at Alvarez and she motioned to the microphone.
 
   He lifted it again. “Raphael Peña…” he began. Before he could say another word, a shot rang out, slamming into the lights on the top of a patrol car. Everyone dove for the ground. Peyton fell on her backside between Marco and Javier. Her heart was trying to claw its way out of her throat and her hands were gripped around the handle of her gun. She didn’t even remember drawing it.
 
   Then all hell broke loose. SWAT opened fire on the house. Gangsters opened fire on the cops. People were running and scrambling and diving for cover. A few minutes later, everything went silent again.
 
   Alvarez, positioned behind the door on the squad car, motioned to a group of SWAT on the left, then did the same on the right. They broke for the house, running hunched over, but no more shooting came from inside.
 
   Peyton rose and looked over the hood of the squad car. Two cops used a hand-held battering ram to force in the door. The splintering of the frame echoed back over the block. Then a stream of cops raced inside. Peyton heard more gun fire, then Alvarez hit her shoulder.
 
   “Let’s go.”
 
   Peyton followed after her and Marco as they left the cover of the squad cars and tore across the street, running hunched over as the SWAT had done. They sprinted up the stairs and into the house. A huge foyer met their eye, tiled in marble with a crystal chandelier hanging overhead. A sloping staircase ran to the right of them and toward the back of the house she could see a polished wood floor leading to a living room.
 
   Another round of shots sounded upstairs and they turned toward them. Marco’s longer legs took him to the top quicker and he paused on the landing, staring down. Peyton arrived a second later. A teenage boy in a white tank-top lay sprawled on the white carpet, his eyes open and glassy, a pool of blood spreading beneath him. The letters Ł and Ħ were tattooed into his bicep.
 
   Peyton stepped around him and they headed for double doors at the end of the hall. Another two bodies lay sprawled against the walls. One had a gunshot to the forehead; he was a huge, hulking figure of a man. Another with bad acne had a wound to the leg and a second hole in his chest. Alvarez motioned to them and mouthed El Viento, but Peyton shook her head. Neither were Raphael Peña.
 
   They entered the huge master bedroom. A large canopy bed dominated the room, facing a wall with a massive flat screen television. A dresser and two nightstands were the only other furnishings. A body lay at the foot of the bed. A SWAT officer stood over it.
 
   “Peña?” asked Alvarez.
 
   The officer pushed the body over with his foot, keeping his gun trained on it. The gangster had taken a bullet through the left eye, but she could tell it wasn’t Peña by the flattened nose and the bushy eyebrows.
 
   “It’s not him.”
 
   Alvarez threw up her hands in disgust. Her radio crackled and she reached for it, depressing the button. “Alvarez?”
 
   “The house is clear,” came Miller’s voice. “We have five bodies total. None are Peña.”
 
   “Have we checked everything? What about the basement?”
 
   “We checked everything,” said Miller. “He’s gone.”
 
   “Shit!” swore Alvarez, slamming her gun against her thigh. “I’m coming down.”
 
   She and the SWAT officer left the room.
 
   Peyton looked at Marco. “I thought she said she had him under surveillance?”
 
   “She did.”
 
   “Well, where is Peña?”
 
   Marco shrugged, then his head lifted. His eyes rose to the French door. “Do you remember when we talked with O’Shannahan?”
 
   Peyton nodded, following where he was looking.
 
   “He said the houses were so close together that he could touch Peña’s balcony from his.” He walked quickly to the open door and looked out.
 
   Peyton followed him. If they looked to the left, they could see O’Shannahan’s balcony. They carefully eased outside and walked to the rail, looking over. It was a short jump from the railing, not even a full two feet. They moved to the right and looked over. The house on the right sat lower on the hill from Peña’s, so not only did you have a two or three foot jump, but you had a good six or seven feet fall. There was no escaping in that direction. O’Shannahan’s porch was the only option.
 
   “What are you thinking?” asked Peyton.
 
   “I’ll go over onto O’Shannahan’s balcony. You get Alvarez and Miller, and get inside the house. I’ll bet we trap him between the two of us.”
 
   “I don’t like this, Marco. Let’s run it by Alvarez.”
 
   Marco held up his gun. “I’m armed. If we don’t act now, he’ll get away, Peyton. Look what he’s done already. This isn’t a man we want running loose.”
 
   “Okay, but you don’t go over there until I get in position. I’m sending some SWATs up here to go with you.”
 
   “Good thinking. Now go.”
 
   She ran for the door, but paused and looked back. She didn’t like this, didn’t like being separated from him. He waved her on as he strode toward O’Shannahan’s porch. Peyton turned and ran for the stairs, taking them as fast as she dared. Alvarez was no longer in the house. She found a couple of SWATs milling about.
 
   “Go up and meet Inspector D’Angelo in the master bedroom. He needs your coverage.”
 
   They hurried to do as she said and she ran into the living room, looking around. She didn’t recognize any cops there. Afraid Marco might not wait for her, she ran to the front door and raced down the stairs. She skidded on the damp concrete as she turned for O’Shannahan’s house. She still didn’t see Alvarez or Miller. Where the hell were they?
 
   She fumbled for the radio on her belt as she raced up O’Shannahan’s outside stairs.  Pressing the button, she called Alvarez’s name. The radio crackled, but there was no response. She grabbed the doorknob and paused, taking a deep breath. Pressing the radio button again, she shouted into it.
 
   “Alvarez, come in!”
 
   Then she stepped into the house.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   After surveying the area, Marco climbed onto the rail and made the leap onto O’Shannahan’s deck. He knew he should wait for the officers to arrive, but he wanted to be in position in case Peña made a break for it. Beyond the balcony, there was a twenty foot drop into the backyard and then a good hundred feet to the back fence that butted up against the neighbor’s yard. He didn’t think Peña would attempt it, but he wanted to be ready.
 
   Once he was in position, he looked beyond the bistro table and chairs and noticed that there was a break in the railing. He rose to his full height and looked closer. A staircase led down into the yard.
 
   Shit, he hadn’t considered that. Why hadn’t that staircase been on the surveillance photos the tech guys had pulled up? If he was Peña, that was the route he would have taken, down the stairs, across the yard and into the neighbor’s yard in back, which led to another street entirely. All the while, the SWAT team was busy killing Peña’s men in his house.
 
   Marco reached for his radio as he walked over to the staircase. It looked new, the paint not quite matching up with the rest of the railing. He eased his gun into his holster and lifted the radio to his lips, but a motion to his left stopped him in his tracks and he looked up into the barrel of a gun.
 
   It pointed out of the partially open sliding glass door of O’Shannahan’s house.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton pressed the button again. “Alvarez,” she whispered, feeling oppressed by the silence in the house. She didn’t want to go up the stairs alone. Not until someone else got there. “Alvarez.”
 
   The radio crackled. “Brooks? Where are you?”
 
   “Listen. I need to you to send men to O’Shannahan’s house. We think Peña might have jumped the balcony and wound up here.”
 
   “Don’t move. I’m coming.”
 
   Peyton replaced the radio and lifted her gun. Don’t move. Shit, if Peña was in here, she wasn’t going to stand there like a Christmas goose for the offing. She moved toward the study where they had interviewed O’Shannahan. Pushing open the doors, she stepped inside, crossing around to his desk. Leading with the gun, she checked under it. Nothing.
 
   Breathing a sigh of relief, she straightened. As soon as she did, something large and heavy hit the ground upstairs. Peyton didn’t think. All she knew was that Marco might need her. She tore into the entryway and raced up the stairs. Once on the landing she was faced with five different doors, but the one on the far right was half ajar.
 
   Running for it, she threw it open and came to a halt. Raphael Peña was standing by the sliding glass door and in front of him was Marco. Marco was just climbing to his feet again, his hand pressed to the back of his head when Peyton burst into the room, her gun pointed at Peña’s head. They both looked over at her at the same time.
 
   “Don’t move!” screamed Peyton, steadying the gun in her hand.
 
   Peña ignored her, lifting his own gun and pointing it at the back of Marco’s head. “La belleza, how nice to see you again. Now let’s take it easy here and no one has to get hurt.”
 
   “Put the gun down, Peña. It’s over. You’re under arrest.” Peyton could see the shadow of a SWAT officer with his gun trained on the door, but Peña had stepped back so only Marco was in view.
 
   “How trite. We both know you aren’t going to do anything while I’ve got the gun pointed at your partner’s head. So, let’s deal.”
 
   “I’m not dealing with you, Peña. Put the gun down!”
 
   Peña’s arm never wavered. It was pointed at a spot beneath Marco’s ear. Marco tried to make eye with her, but she wouldn’t break her concentration.  “Put down your gun, la belleza, and take out your radio. We can make a deal.”
 
   Peyton could feel the tremors start, crawling from her stomach into her arms. This is what she feared most of all, this is what woke her in the middle of the night in a cold sweat. The idea that Marco would be in danger and she could do nothing to prevent it.
 
   Peña sensed the shift in her resolve and he pounced on it. “You know I will kill him. You know it means nothing to me. The situation is already beyond salvaging. The only thing we have left is negotiation. Put down the gun and take out your radio.”
 
   Peyton gritted her teeth, fighting to steady her hand.
 
   “Put down the gun,” Peña repeated.
 
   Marco must have seen it in her face too because he suddenly spoke up, “Don’t do it, Brooks. Don’t put down your gun.”
 
   “Put it down or he dies!” shouted Peña.
 
   “Don’t do it, Brooks!” cried Marco. “Peyton, don’t give up your gun.”
 
   Peyton could see Peña tighten his hand on the trigger and she couldn’t let him shoot Marco. No matter what happened, if he killed them both, she couldn’t be responsible for Marco’s death. She took her left hand off the gun and held it out.
 
   “Okay,” she said, “okay, you win!”
 
   Marco shut his eyes.
 
   Peyton opened her fingers so the gun swung from her thumb. “You win. We’ll deal.”
 
   She slowly bent to place it on the floor. She hadn’t yet released it when a bullet whistled by her head and slammed into Peña, launching him backwards into the wall. Blood splattered over everything.
 
   Marco hit the ground and Peyton reacted, snatching up her gun and pointing it at Peña, but it wasn’t necessary. The bullet had caught him clean between the eyes.
 
   Alvarez stepped over Peyton and moved toward the body.
 
   “Never, never surrender your gun, Brooks!” she scolded, advancing with her gun in hand. “You okay, D’Angelo?”
 
   “Yeah,” he said breathlessly, staring at the carpet between his hands.
 
   Peyton didn’t move for a moment as she watched Alvarez lean over Peña. Then she dropped her gun and scrambled to her feet just as Marco was rising to his. She didn’t hesitate, but threw herself in his arms, ignoring the blood and gore on his back.
 
   He folded his arms around her and pressed his cheek to the top of her head. “Man up, Brooks,” he said.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   EPILOGUE
 
   Rosa exited the deconstructed command center and moved toward Marco. He was leaning on the counter at the front of the precinct, waiting for her.
 
   Miller followed her, carrying boxes. He gave Marco a head nod and a short, “D’Angelo.”
 
   Forgoing the head bob, Marco lifted a hand toward him. “Miller,” he said.
 
   Rosa stopped in front of him, shaking her head as Miller pushed open the half-door with his hip and headed toward the outer one. “Men.” She gave him a critical once over. “How’s the head?”
 
   “Two stitches. Still hurts, but it’ll heal. My pride suffered a worse wounding.”
 
   Rosa folded her arms across her chest. “Why? Because a woman saved you, or because El Viento got the drop on you?”
 
   “Mostly the second.”
 
   “Good, ‘cause I hate a man who can’t have a woman save him once in a while.”
 
   Marco smiled. “Thank you for that.”
 
   “Ah.” She waved him off. “But tell your partner to never surrender her gun under any circumstances.”
 
   “I’ll tell her, but it’ll do me less than no good.”
 
   Rosa smiled. “I figured as much.” She looked down and cuffed her pump against the carpet. “You ever get out to DC, you look me up, yes?”
 
   “Yes,” he said. “You ever come this way again, ditto.”
 
   She tilted her head and gave him a coy look. “You got it.” She lifted a hand in a gesture of goodbye, then turned. “See ya, D’Angelo.”
 
   “See ya, Alvarez.”
 
   She walked to the half-door and followed a techy into the parking lot.
 
   Marco waited until he couldn’t see her anymore, then he wandered toward his desk. Peyton was leaning on the edge of hers, watching Captain Defino talking to a Hispanic woman and man in the break-room. Twin boys were sitting at the table, eating donuts.
 
   “That Magdalena’s family?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah, they’re bringing her in from the hospital right now. Captain’s debriefing them, then I’m going to take her in.” She cocked him a look. “Say goodbye to Alvarez?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “You okay?”
 
   He gave her a frown. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
 
   Peyton rolled her eyes. “Right. It was just sex, no emotions…even though the uptight broad saved your life.”
 
   He bumped her with his shoulder, then winced when it jarred his head. “Jealous much.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   When he gave her a surprised look, she burst into a smile. “I wanted to save your ass. Just think what you’d owe me then.”
 
   “Cute, Brooks, real cute.” He went to his desk and grabbed his jacket, sliding it on.
 
   “Where you going?”
 
   “Since I was involved in a shooting and I was a target, I have to have three sessions with a shrink.”
 
   Peyton laughed. “Can you imagine what things a shrink might uncover messing around in your head?”
 
   “Laugh it up, Brooks. You’ve got to do it too.”
 
   Her smile faded. “Shit.”
 
   He leaned over her and kissed her on the forehead. “Can you imagine what things a shrink might uncover messing around in your curly little head?”
 
   She swatted at him, but he danced away.
 
   “See you tomorrow, Brooks.”
 
   “Later, Marco Baby.”
 
   He waved over his shoulder as he headed to the door.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Magdalena arrived with an attendant, looking thin and frail, but her hair was clean and pulled back in a ponytail, and she wore a green skirt and blouse that made her look her age. Peyton met her in the front of the precinct and suggested the attendant wait in the chairs lined along the front wall.
 
   Taking Magdalena’s cold hands in hers, Peyton looked her directly in the eye. Magdalena didn’t exactly make eye contact, but her eyes didn’t have that vacant look to them any longer. “Remember what I told you on the phone.”
 
   “You said my parents are here.”
 
   “Right. And they are desperate to see you.”
 
   Magdalena’s eyes touched Peyton’s, then slid away. “Do they know what I did? What I was?”
 
   “They know you survived. That’s all that matters to them.”
 
   Magdalena’s hold tightened. “No, do they know what I’ve done? Everything, including El Griego.”
 
   “They know everything, Magdalena, and it doesn’t matter. They just want to take you home. They don’t care what happened, they only want to help you get over it, recover from it.”
 
   Magdalena’s dark eyes searched her face. “What about my sister? Is Esperanza here?”
 
   “No, she’s in Texas, getting treatment at Shriners. Your parents say she’s responding well, but you know what I found out about illness.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Miraculous things happen for people when they have their family around them. You have a second chance now, Magdalena, a chance to make everything right.”
 
   “Venus said you told her that too. It didn’t work out for her, did it?”
 
   Peyton straightened, but she didn’t release Magdalena’s hands. “Well, here’s the thing about chances – you gotta take them when they’re offered to you. Your door is open now, Magdalena, but you gotta go through it by yourself.”
 
   Magdalena studied her intently, then she drew a deep breath and released it. Peyton could see her shoulders lowering. “Okay, I’m ready.”
 
   Peyton wrapped an arm around her shoulders and guided her toward the break-room.  The moment they saw her, Magdalena’s parents started toward her, but Captain Defino made them wait.
 
   Magdalena’s steps slowed as she got closer and her grip on Peyton bordered on painful.
 
   “It’s all right,” said Peyton, easing her forward.
 
   They made it into the room before Magdalena couldn’t go any farther.
 
   Peyton carefully extricated her hand and held it out to Magdalena’s mother first. “Mr. and Mrs. Hernandez, I am Inspector Brooks.”
 
   “Gracias, Inspector Brooks,” said her mother.
 
   “Gracias,” said her father.
 
   Both of them had tears in their eyes. Magdalena didn’t move, just stared at them. Peyton began to worry that maybe this wasn’t going to work, that maybe she was more like Venus than Peyton wanted to admit, but then Mrs. Hernandez opened her arms, welcoming her daughter into them unconditionally.
 
   “Oh, Lena,” she sobbed, tears running down her face.
 
   And Magdalena was moving, stepping into her mother’s arms and holding on tight. After that, the torrent burst and they began crying and talking to each other. It was hard to understand anything with all of the crying, but Peyton understood the emotion.
 
   Defino moved to Peyton’s side. “These moments help make the rest of it bearable.”
 
   Peyton nodded. “I know what you mean.”
 
   “Brooks?” came Maria’s voice at their back.
 
   Peyton looked over her shoulder.
 
   Maria was leaning in the break-room door with a piece of paper in her hand. Together Peyton and Defino moved out into the squad room.
 
   Maria gave Peyton the paper, but before Peyton could read it, Maria summed it up. “Luis Garza is dead.”
 
   Peyton’s fingers tightened around the note. “How?”
 
   “He took a shiv when they were moving him from the showers to solitary. Got him through the back, right into the heart.”
 
   Both Maria and Captain Defino watched her closely. She gave them a tight nod. She wasn’t sure how to feel. He was gone and she had to admit it was a relief. At the very least, she felt a sense of absolution.
 
   The rest would have to wait. Shit, maybe that was something she and the shrink could discuss – her feelings about her father’s killer being dead.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Jake saw Peyton sitting at her desk. She hadn’t moved in a long time. Just sat there and stared at a piece of paper. He pushed his chair back and walked over to her.
 
   “Hey roomie, where’s Adonis?”
 
   She blinked, then looked up. “He went to see a psychiatrist.”
 
   “That’s a comforting thought, cops with guns needing a shrink.”
 
   “It’s required after a cop involved shooting. I have to go too.”
 
   He looked down at the paper. She had wadded it up, so he couldn’t read it. “What’s that?”
 
   She pressed it out straight with her hand. “That is…” She sighed and made eye contact. “Luis Garza is dead.”
 
   “My God that was fast.”
 
   “Yeah, you don’t piss off a gang. The hit probably went out on him even as we were going after Peña.”
 
   “What are you feeling?”
 
   She gave a strange laugh and leaned back in her chair. “God, I wish I knew.” She thought for a moment, then added, “Relieved. I know that, but…”
 
   “But?” He grabbed the chair from Marco’s desk and pulled it close to hers.
 
   She rubbed her hands across her cheeks. “He asked me to do something for him when he died.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “He asked me to go to his mother and sister, and tell them…tell them that he died helping us bring down El Viento.”
 
   “Whew!” Jake sat stunned.
 
   “Yeah, whew. At first I thought, screw you, I don’t have to do a damn thing you ask. You’ll be dead, but now…”
 
   “Now it’s different.”
 
   Peyton nodded. “I wish it wasn’t.”
 
   Jake leaned forward, bracing his arms on his knees. “Here’s the thing, Peyton. I’m not telling you to forgive him. God knows, I’ll never forgive Claire for what she did, but maybe, just maybe, you need to do this for yourself.”
 
   “I know. It’s just it was so much clearer when I thought he was just a thug, a remorseless killer, not a kid with a mother and sister he was trying to protect.”
 
   “Life’s a bitch that way, ain’t it?”
 
   Peyton couldn’t stop her smile. “Yeah, a real humdinger of a bitch.”
 
   “I felt that way about a certain cop I knew until she wouldn’t let me live in a dive and forced me to quit being a teller. Now look at me, I’m taking pictures of heads in boxes.”
 
   Peyton scowled at him. “You’re never gonna let that go, are you, Ryder?”
 
   “No, Peyton, it was a head in a box.” They both laughed, then he reached over and put his hand on her arm. “I’ll go with you to tell them, okay?”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah, no one should do that alone.”
 
   “Thank you, Jake,” she said and covered his hand with her own.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton parked her car in front of the house on Utah and Jake rolled down his window. They both stared up at it. The house was squat and yellow, but carefully maintained. Two bay windows looked over the street from the front, reminding Peyton of eyes, and a basketball hoop had been nailed above the garage door.
 
   Jake shifted and looked at her. He had his camera bag with him; he took the damn thing everywhere he went now. It made her smile.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   She nodded. Inside her emotions were roiling, but she forced her exterior to appear calm. This was the worst part of her job. Telling a family that a loved one was dead, but somehow this was worse. She had to tell Luis Garza’s mother.
 
   Drawing a deep breath and releasing it, she closed her fingers over the door handle and pushed it open. Jake got out with her and waited as she crossed around the car.
 
   “I’ll wait here.”
 
   She nodded. She didn’t trust herself to speak. Wiping her hands on her pants, she forced herself to take that first step up the walkway. After that they came easier and she walked with purpose to the front stairs. She didn’t allow herself to grab the rail, because she was afraid it might ground her and force her to realize what she was doing.
 
   Halfway up, however, she stopped and stared at the small porch and the scuffed black paint on the door. As always, her father’s words came back to her. Sweetness, the hardest thing about being a cop is looking at the criminal with the same humanity as you look at the victim. In that moment, she knew he would understand.
 
   Climbing the rest of the way, she knocked at the door. She could hear voices inside and looked back down at Jake. He leaned against the car with his arms crossed, but he gave her a slight nod. She nodded back and swallowed against the dryness in her mouth.
 
   Daniela opened it. She had a large, fluffy sweater on and she pulled it about herself. Her dark hair was mussed and she had no make-up on. Her eyes narrowed as she recognized Peyton. “Inspector…”
 
   “Brooks,” Peyton offered. “How is your son?”
 
   “He’s stable. He has a long recovery, but the doctors think he’ll make it now.”
 
   “I’m so glad,” said Peyton and she meant it.
 
   An older, heavy-set woman appeared behind Daniela, wearing a flowered house dress. Fluffy pink slippers covered her feet. She pushed her short hair back from her forehead and Peyton recognized the look about her eyes. Ester Ortega Garza, Luis’ mother.
 
   “Daniela, quién está aqui?”
 
   “Inspector Brooks, Mama.” She turned back to Peyton as the woman shuffled to the door. “Did you come to talk about my son, Inspector?”
 
   “No.” Involuntarily Peyton glanced over her shoulder at Jake.
 
   Daniela stepped out onto the porch and so did her mother. Peyton moved back a few paces.
 
   “Who’s that?” demanded Daniela.
 
   “It doesn’t matter. Listen, Luis asked me to come.”
 
   “Qué?” questioned the mother.
 
   “Luis le pidió que viniera, Mama.” Luis asked her to come.
 
   “Oh.” The mother’s expression filled with anxiety.
 
   “Raphael Peña is dead,” Peyton told Daniela. “He won’t hurt you or your son again.”
 
   Daniela gasped, then turned to her mother, repeating the words. They both laughed and hugged at that.
 
   “Daniela,” Peyton said, interrupting them.
 
   Daniela looked up at her and her expression sobered. Peyton knew she guessed where this was going. “What?”
 
   Peyton stared at Luis Garza’s mother, the woman who had given birth to him, nurtured him through life. She summoned up every bit of Spanish she had learned and she forced herself to speak, “Su hijo está muerto.” Your son is dead. The cruelest four words a person can tell another. “Lo siento mucho.” I am so sorry. Those next four words seemed so inadequate; they always did.
 
   Luis’ mother didn’t respond right away, she just stared at Peyton and shook her head slowly. Peyton switched back to English. “He died protecting his family. He died helping us stop Raphael Peña.”
 
   Daniela stared at her. “He helped you find Raphael?”
 
   “To protect you and your mother. Your son.”
 
   Tears filled Daniela’s eyes, but she was distracted by the keening sound that tore out of her mother.
 
   Ester’s knees gave way and she began to sink. Daniela tried to hold her up, but she was too heavy. 
 
   Peyton moved forward and caught her, helping her daughter ease her to the ground. The woman gripped Peyton as sobs tore out of her, gripped her and held tight, her body huddled over Peyton’s arm.
 
   Peyton sat there, amidst the San Francisco fog, and held the mother of the man who had killed her father because when it came down to it, she understood this grief, this pain, this devastation, and in that, she and Ester Garza were connected.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Jake lowered the camera and stared at the back display. Three women knelt on the porch, holding each other. He felt a little ashamed for taking the picture, but here was life, here it lay captured at its rawest element. Grief.
 
   He stared at Peyton’s face. For so long, he’d tried to think of her as an enemy, but this was something more. It was much more complicated than that, and he still didn’t know how he felt about it.
 
   He put the camera away and waited, leaning against the car. The San Francisco fog rolled in and lay like a blanket over the City, pulling everything in, shutting out the rest of the expansive world.
 
   He watched as Peyton and Daniela got her mother to her feet and helped her back inside the house. Then Peyton reappeared and started down the stairs.
 
   Daniela appeared on the porch again, calling down to her. “Inspector Brooks, thank you.”
 
   Peyton nodded, giving her a sad smile.
 
   Daniela’s head disappeared and Peyton strode the rest of the way to the car. She reached into her pocket after her phone as she came to a stop before him.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   She glanced back at the house, holding the phone in her hand. “Yeah.” She turned back and forced a smile. “You were right. I needed to do that.”
 
   “I’m always right.” He focused on the phone. “Who are you calling?”
 
   Peyton gave him a sidelong look. “My mother,” she said, moving around the front of the car, “Then Marco and Abe. The four of us are going to go get shit-faced drunk.”
 
   Jake gave her a bewildered look as she opened the car door and lifted the phone to her ear. “Drunk?”
 
   “Yeah, Abe knows this great gay bar down in the Castro where we can go and dance the whole night. The drinks are cheap and the music is off the hook.”
 
   “Gay bar?”
 
   Peyton nodded. “Hey, Mom,” she said, ducking into the car. “It’s me.”
 
   Jake shook himself, then yanked open his own door.
 
   “Peyton!” he yelled.
 
    
 
   THE END


 
   
  
 




 
   Now that you’ve finished, visit ML Hamilton at her website: authormlhamilton.com for more information on the Peyton Brooks’ mysteries and her other contemporary fiction novel, Ravensong.
 
    
 
   Then check out her fantasy series, The World of Samar, at worldofsamar.com.
 
    
 
   All ML Hamilton titles available at Amazon in Kindle and paperback formats.
 
    
 
   The Complete Peyton Brooks’ Mysteries Collection:
 
   Murder on Potrero Hill Volume 1
 
   Murder in the Tenderloin Volume 2
 
   Murder on Russian Hill Volume 3
 
   Coming Soon:
 
   Murder on Alcatraz Volume 4
 
    
 
   The Complete World of Samar Collection:
 
   Emerald Volume 1
 
   The Heirs of Eldon Volume 2
 
   The Star of Eldon Volume 3
 
   Coming Soon:
 
   The Spirit of Eldon Volume 4
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