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              1. "There are times when I truly believe humanity will not survive."

            

            
              2. "If you can't find the will to laugh, you might as well curl up and die along with the victims."

            

            
              3. "Two does not a serial killer make."

            

            
              4. "Bureaucracy's got a hell of a lot to answer for."

            

            
              5. "Curiosity didn't just kill the cat, it also fucked with the police detective who wasn't focused as well."
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              24. "Prioritise. Use your time wisely. Buy a fucking watch."

            

            
              25. "Sometimes all it takes is a gentle shove in the right direction. Sometimes it takes a two-by-four to the head."

            

            
              26. "We all need a little tenderness from time to time, to stave off the brutality of real life."

            

            
              27. "Being honest with yourself is harder than hearing the truth."

            

            
              28. "Expect the unexpected, Sport. Then they can't use your surprise against you."

            

            
              29. "You go to bed each night and do what you gotta do to get up the next morning and do it all over again. Don't think about it, just do it. Know yourself and you'll get through it in the end."

            

            
              30. "Come on, Sport. Get with the programme. Read the clues. Follow the leads. The evidence talks, Lara. You just have to listen."

            

            
              31. "You're a damn good cop, Keen. But stick with me and I'll make you a superstar."

            

            
              32. "Pay attention, Sport. Don't fucking fall asleep on the job."

            

            
              33. "Time for you to learn the truth."

            

            
              34. "You shed too many tears at my plaque. I didn't deserve them, Sport. Nor your kind words."
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              1. “You know me better than most.”

            

            
              2. “Never let them see your fear, Sport. Attack before they notice the shaking in your limbs.”

            

            
              3. “Keep pushing and pushing and pushing, Sport. But the moment you hear them snap back, shut the fuck up and watch them unravel.”

            

            
              4. “Sometimes it’s the small things that trip us up. Sometimes they’re so fucking big we can’t see past them.”

            

            
              5. “Life has a tendency to surprise us, Keen. But it’s yourself you gotta watch out for. Sometimes the biggest shocks come from within.”
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              7. “If you can’t see the wood for the trees, then get the fuck out of the forest.”

            

            
              8. “Silence is a golden prison too many people willingly walk into.”

            

            
              9. “The plot thickens, Keen. It fucking thickens.”

            

            
              10. “Mind over matter, Sport. If the firewalkers can do it…”

            

            
              11. “Disconnect. Disassociate. Detach. This is a job like any other. Emotions stay at the door.”

            

            
              12. “Tricky things spiders. They hunt with patience. They sit and wait for their prey to come to them. You should try it, Keen. Sometimes you can catch the spider as he spins his own web.”

            

            
              13. “Paradise is only attainable to those worthy and no others.”

            

            
              14. “It gets easier, Keen. This job. Easier, but at the same time it slowly suffocates the fuck out of you.”

            

            
              15. “The emotional cop, is not necessarily a good cop. But that doesn’t mean we’re not meant to feel.”

            

            
              16. “Life sucks. Death sucks harder.”

            

            
              17. “I work the facts. I sort the evidence. I leave my emotions at the door.”

            

            
              18. “We all need someone to lean on, Sport. That’s why God gave us broad shoulders and strong arms.”

            

            
              19. “Never a good drop of whisky around when you need it. So always carry a little spare.”

            

            
              20. “Public spaces, where cameras might be lurking, make for an interesting playground, indeed.”

            

            
              21. “It’s hard to tell fact from fiction, Sport. Never make the mistake of believing something until you know it’s the truth.”

            

            
              22. “I hear things. See things. I know things.”
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              29. “If you can’t stand the heat, then hand in your badge. It’s a simple as that. Cases don’t get solved without a few uncomfortable questions.”

            

            
              30. “If you think you saw it, you probably did. If you pretend you didn’t, it never exists.”
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              32. “Keen’s all grown up now, boss.”

            

            
              33. “Any chance not to use your service weapon, you grasp it. Paperwork’s a bitch.”

            

            
              34. “When it looks like the end and you know you’re on your own. Don’t fucking think for a second you can’t still win.”
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              36. “You can’t solve everything at once. But you can sure as hell solve everything eventually.”
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      H.E.A.T. or Hauraki (Auckland, NZ area) Emergency Assistance Team, overlaps the Sweet Seduction World with some of the characters from that series appearing in H.E.A.T. In particular, you'll see Detective Ryan Pierce of the Auckland CIB (Criminal Investigations Bureau) and Nick Anscombe of ASI (Anscombe Securities & Investigations).

      It follows the lives of a CIB detective, Lara Keen, and her H.E.A.T. investigator love interest, Damon Michaels. And in particular concentrates on the grittier side of emergency services life; the fallout that can sometimes ensue from working in such a stressful environment.

      This story is based on personal experience, furnished with a little of my imagination, and doctored to show the best, (and on occasion the worst), of what humanity goes through every single day; sometimes challenging, sometimes exciting, and at others a mix of mysterious and chilling.

      But first and foremost it is a romance series, because I absolutely believe in that old adage: "love makes the world go 'round."
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      "There are times when I truly believe humanity will not survive."

      

      Some of the last words spoken to Detective Lara Keen by her Criminal Investigations Bureau partner Carl Forrester before he died. They have haunted her ever since.

      With a spate of murders to solve, a tip off about suspicious activities in a popular sex club, and the return into her life of the one man she never wanted to trust again, Lara's world becomes darker and much more sinister indeed. Having to rely on HEAT, Hauraki Emergency Assistance Team, Chief Investigator Damon Michaels in order to discover the reason behind a grisly body in a car boot fire just proves how disturbing Lara's life has become... on so many levels.

      But with Carl's wise words in her head and a gut instinct many detectives would long to have, Lara is determined to join the dots before the killer strikes again. And if she has to get up close and personal with her new hot HEAT partner to achieve that? Well, that's just what good detectives do.

      

      A sexy, sizzling crime-thriller sure to add a flare of heat to your night.
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            "There are times when I truly believe humanity will not survive."

          

        

      

    

    
      The words whispered on repeat inside my head. Not my words, but the sentiment was familiar. I understood doubt and uncertainty, fear and defeat. I stared in the face of human brutality on a daily basis. And it stared back. Unrepentant. Unapologetic. Slightly insane.

      But why I would be dreaming of Carl's parting words to me was a mystery I currently didn't have the luxury of solving. There were simply too many unsolved crimes rattling around inside my head for me to devote any length of time on Carl's sometimes strange mutterings.

      I reached over and picked the receiver up from my phone beside my bed. The reason why my dream had come to an abrupt halt with Carl's dire prediction on repeat; the incessant ringtone of my land-line.

      "Keen," I managed to say without sounding too groggy and woefully sleep deprived.

      "Got a hot one for you," came the slightly amused and undoubtedly not fooled voice of my sometimes partner Detective Sergeant Ryan Pierce.

      "Sarge," I replied, sitting up fully and swinging my legs over the side of the bed. I didn't bother to look back at the warm sheets, regret was an emotion I couldn't spare at three-thirty on a winter's morning.

      "Body found in the boot of a car," Pierce explained.

      "And it's hot, why?"

      "Because the car is burned out and the body along with it. Not to mention any evidence."

      The sigh was impossible to contain.

      "What do we know?" I asked, slipping my legs into yesterday’s trousers while I talked.

      "Comms received a call about twenty minutes ago, anonymous and untraceable."

      "You think it's the perp?"

      "Too soon to tell, but the informant was brief in their description of events. 'Car fire on Curran Street, under the bridge.' That was it, then he hung up."

      I sat down heavily on the side of my bed, a chill running through my body and making me shudder.

      "Pretty visible location for a car fire," I commented, but my mind was reeling. I'd been near there, if not exactly at that location, several hours ago.

      "The car's hidden from sight by a nice copse of Pohutukawa trees, residents nearby were all asleep when it occurred. No witnesses have come forward."

      I ran a hand over my face trying to dislodge the fog of sleep, in the hopes it would also get rid of the gut clenching sensation that I was being played.

      "OK," I finally managed to say. "I'll be there in fifteen."

      "Good, I'll make sure coffee's waiting," Pierce shot back. The line clicked dead before I could reply.

      I lifted my face and stared at the pale reflection in the mirror opposite. Dirty blonde sleep messed long hair, slightly puffy pale blue eyes and a washed out complexion making up the striking picture of a police detective surviving on too little sleep and too much coffee. Lately that had been a little too 'normal' for my liking.

      But it's not like I didn't know what I was getting into when I became a cop. Daughter of a cop. Granddaughter of a cop. I only had myself to blame for where I currently was in my life.

      I roughly flicked my hands through my hair and grabbed my shoulder holster and gun from the safe in the wardrobe, then threw on a jacket over the top. The only real saving grace of attending a crime scene at this hour was the cops on scene would all be equally as tired as me. Night shifts sucked. Being a detective on call sucked even more.

      Déjà vu set in on Jervois Road, by the time I turned my police issue unmarked sedan down Curran Street, and saw the flashing beacons of cop cars and the fire service up ahead, acid and bile were competing for attention inside my stomach. As I parked up behind Pierce's car and hauled myself to my feet, the smell of burned gasoline, plastics, metal and tarseal mixed in with the chemical stench of fire-fighting foam met my nose. And added a nice addition to the gut churning sensations currently making themselves at home deep down inside.

      I stilled next to my closed car door and just took in the scene, conscious now that the location was exactly where I had met Tommy earlier tonight. A cold sweat graced my clammy skin, making me roll my shoulders to feel the familiar and comforting weight of my service weapon.

      I took my time noting the fire service set-up, the police cars that dotted the perimeter, the crowd of busy-bodies cordoned off to the side and trying to snap pictures on their cellphones, the uniforms giving them all the evil eye. Until finally my gaze landed on the HEAT vehicle and that gut churning sensation plummeted to the soles of my feet instead.

      I shouldn't have been surprised. Hell, I should have expected Pierce to have called them in, or the Firies themselves, but even without seeing who drove that vehicle I knew my night was only going to get worse.

      And that was saying something, because my gut was telling me that this was no coincidence. Location and timing confirmed as much. Carl's voice in my head warning me to tread carefully completed the fucked up feeling clanging like alarm bells inside my mind.

      "Hey," a deep and familiar voice said off to my side. I turned and found the smiling goatee bearded face of Ryan Pierce staring back at me, take-away coffee cup outstretched in his hand.

      I took the offered beverage and sipped from the cup before I answered.

      "Hey," was all he'd get back for now.

      "Sorry to break into your beauty sleep, Keen, but this one needs your tender touch."

      "How do you figure that?" I asked, glancing over and noting the shadows under Pierce's eyes as well. He'd been light on the sleep too, it seemed.

      He scratched at his beard and looked over towards the car.

      "You and fires, you've had your fair share," he commented with a shrug of his well defined shoulders.

      "Would be nice to take a holiday from them from time to time," I muttered, starting in the direction of the main crime scene. "What else can you tell me?" I asked, before he could comment on my statement.

      "HEAT's here, already started their side of the investigation."

      I stopped in my tracks. "Before the investigating detective arrived on scene. Pierce," I said with a shake of my head, "you wound me."

      "He was insistent," he shot back. "And said you wouldn't mind, that he has worked plenty of cases with you in the past and knows how you operate."

      "And you fell for that?"

      Pierce offered me a dazzling smile, one that he surely used in order to catch his wife Marie. I pitied the poor woman, Ryan Pierce was one hell of a walking testosterone package. Tall, big build, dark haired, wicked looking goatee and equally wicked looking glint in his chocolate brown eyes. He made even straight men turn and stare. How she put up with the covetous glances I did not know.

      "You need a challenge, Lara. Damon Michaels is an ideal challenge."

      I stared at him, unsure how to take this breach of our professional relationship. Ryan and I had worked together on and off for the past few months, while his partner, Harvey Stone, was under internal investigation for a case that threatened his family's safety, as well as Pierce's. It was a clusterfuck mixed up in a bigger clusterfuck, but Harvey Stone was not a bad man. And we all hoped it would get ironed out and he'd return to Pierce's side.

      Pierce refused to permanently partner with anyone else until it was all resolved. And as I was suddenly without my partner and mentor too, we often ended up on the same cases together, temporarily assigned as partners. We'd gotten to know each other quite well, but even though we teased, neither of us had ever stepped over that invisible line into friendship.

      The tone of his voice now made me think Pierce was ready for that move.

      I was not.

      "You slipped up, Pierce," I stated, starting to walk again in the direction of the burned out vehicle, and the firemen and police officers surrounding it. "Michaels could have compromised the scene by now and it's the last fucking thing I need."

      "The scene's fine, Keen. He's only photographing for now. He knows not to touch until you're on site. Jesus, you need to lighten up. Do you really think I'd drop you in it like that?"

      I balled my fists as the charred remains of the car came into clearer focus, then let a slow breath of air out releasing as much tension as I could in one go.

      "Lack of sleep. Sorry," I muttered, watching two men with cameras circling the blackened remains of what had to be a medium sized sedan car, the boot lid popped, the windows shattered, the metal scorched to such a degree that recognising colour from this distance was impossible.

      I felt Pierce's body warmth at my side as he came to stop next to me. He didn't say anything, just let me take in the scene for myself without influence from him for now.

      I struggled to ignore the two men, both of them obviously part of HEAT's Fire Investigation division. The Hauraki Emergency Assistance Team was made up of three separate sections. Fire Investigation which examines and assesses fire related crimes; Fire Prevention which deals with chemical drug labs and the potential for explosions; and Fire Rescue which offers advanced trained rescue services above and beyond those normally found within the Fire Service itself. All three divisions are part of the New Zealand Fire Service, but work in conjunction with Police, Fire or Ambulance as required. They were specialists, and as such often had the arrogant and superior attitude to go with it.

      One of those men currently photographing my scene right now was the epitome of said arrogance. I had a history with Damon Michaels, had worked with him on cases in the past, none of them at all pleasant. I closed my eyes briefly as I acknowledged that outright lie. Unpleasant was probably not the best word to describe my experiences with Michaels. Uncomfortable was better. I did not handle uncomfortable well. I certainly hadn't handled my interactions with the self-possessed and extremely cocky Damon Michaels well lately, in any case.

      Without even realising it I had catalogued his physique; tall, maybe as tall as six foot something, dark curly black hair that hugged his earlobes and tickled the skin on the side of his neck. A smattering of stubble across chiselled cheeks, piercing dark brown eyes and thick, well shaped lips lifted in a perpetual smirk. He wasn't in uniform, but his companion, a guy I hadn't met before, was. Michaels wore faded jeans and a washed out blue suit jacket, the combination giving the appearance of someone who couldn't have given a fuck about fashion, but somehow managed to still look smoking hot while he did it.

      No one should look good in jeans and a suit jacket. No one.

      With effort I pulled my eyes off the sight of HEAT's head investigator and took in his sidekick. Tall, like Michaels, maybe slightly shorter, beach-blond hair with the obligatory day's worth of whiskers gracing his firm jaw and light blue eyes, which kept flicking back over to where Pierce and I stood. He looked intrigued. Probably new.

      "What else can you tell me about the victim?" I said, breaking the silence between Pierce and myself, and finally, finally, returning my attention to the crime scene before me and not the presence of an impossibly handsome HEAT investigator in its midst.

      "No ID, no identifying marks left visible. Male, approximately thirty, possibly Caucasian according to the ME."

      I sighed internally. "And the car?"

      "Late model Toyota Corolla sedan. We can't identify the VIN, no license plates attached. As soon as forensics get in there and decipher the vehicle ID number, we'll have more to go on."

      I walked slowly forward, drawn to the scene, drawn to the inevitable, aware both HEAT investigators were watching my approach now, but my eyes were all for the boot compartment and what lay inside there.

      The smell was more noticeable this close. Acrid, jarring, a foreign scent that would invade your clothes, seep into your pores, make itself at home on your skin, in your hair, down your throat. I took a sip of coffee and held the cup up to my nose, trying to mask the stench. I should have rubbed some menthol based Vaseline under my nostrils, but lack of sleep was lowering my guard.

      I stood and stared at the charred remains of what once was a walking, talking, breathing human being. Burned flesh has a distinctive smell. It's wrong. I can't eat pork anymore, God alone knows how the HEAT guys manage it, but since my first 'crispy critter' roast pork makes me want to vomit.

      My eyes stung from the suppressant foam used to kill the flames, the chemicals mixing with roasted human flesh and char-grilled vehicle. I swallowed, blinked back the sting and lifted my gaze to the HEAT investigators watching me.

      "Michaels," I said in way of greeting.

      He offered a lazy smile. "Detective Keen, a pleasure as always."

      "Wherever you get your kicks," I muttered. "What can you tell me?"

      His smile hadn't wavered, but a serious glint entered those dark eyes as he turned his attention back to the vehicle and sole occupant.

      "A petrol based accelerant was used, but only in the rear part of the vehicle. The boot itself. It would have engulfed this part of the car," he used his long arm to pinpoint the area under question, "within seconds. The victim, if conscious, wouldn't have stood a chance. It probably took mere minutes for the rest of the vehicle to become fully involved. But I won't know more exact timing until I analyse debris and determine the correct mix of accelerant back at the lab."

      Nothing I hadn't already considered myself.

      "Have you met our newest member of HEAT?" Michaels asked, indicating the blond guy to his side. "This is Russell Clarke," he offered. "Clarke, this is the detective I was telling you about."

      Michaels' choice of words was deliberate. Just what had been said before I arrived?

      I nodded to the guy, but didn't bother speaking. Silence is a good tool if used well.

      "Nice to meet you, Detective Keen," the guy said and thankfully didn't add the expected, "I've heard a lot about you."

      I dismissed both investigators with another nod and then started to pace the circumference of the car. I heard Michaels mumble something indistinct to Clarke, and both men took several steps back to give me space. Maybe Damon Michaels did know me well.

      "What's on your mind?" Pierce asked quietly as he followed a step behind.

      "Does there have to be something on my mind?"

      "Yes, you've got that look."

      I crouched down beside the opened driver's door and stared inside the ash filled interior of the car.

      "What look is that, Pierce?"

      "The I-know-what-I'm-going-to-find look."

      My head turned to glance at him briefly, then eyes back on the seat of the car. "There's an I-know-what-I'm-going-to-find look?"

      "You bet ya. And you're wearing it. So, spill. What do you already know?"

      What did I already know? Too much. And not damn near enough.

      "There'll be a message," I finally said, all three men now close enough to hear what I had to say.

      "This isn't message enough?" Michaels asked.

      I shook my head. "This is the look-at-me moment. The message will be somewhere inside this car, or near the victim."

      "And what's the message going to say, Lara?" Pierce asked.

      I stood up and dusted my hands down my creased trousers, feeling the sweat wipe clean on my palms.

      "It's not so much what it says, Pierce," I countered. "But who it'll be addressed to."

      I turned and started walking toward my car.

      "That's it?" Pierce shouted after me and I stopped.

      Looking over my shoulder I added, "The scene's yours Michaels, don't fuck it up. And let me know what forensics uncovers, Pierce." I turned back in the direction of my car and said over my shoulder, "And find me that message!"

      "Yes, sir!" Pierce shouted back, and despite the location and reason for us all being here at just after four in the morning, there was amusement in his tone.

      If you can't find the will to laugh, you might as well curl up and die along with the victims.

      Another Carl Forrester piece of wisdom.

      I slid into my seat behind the steering wheel and laid my head back on the headrest, eyes closed for a short span of time.

      "I could really use your guidance, Old Man," I whispered. "This one's personal and I'm fucking scared it's nowhere near over yet."

      I started my vehicle, and with one final look out of the window towards the organised chaos of the scene, my eyes connected with the dark brown of Damon Michaels'. He held my gaze for several long seconds, then turned his attention back to the body in the boot of the burned out car.

      If anyone could find me a message in the charred remains of that murder scene, it would be him. It was a strangely comforting thought, even as I found myself frowning at the fact that I'd have to talk to the over confident HEAT investigator again.

      And the last time I had more than a few curt words to say to Damon Michaels he'd ended up inside my head, plastered against my body and way too far into my pants.

      Not to mention my heart.

      Oh, yeah. This was going to be fun.
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      I found who I was looking for down a litter filled alley running off Karangahape Road. If my gut and Carl's ominous words sounding out inside my head were anything to go by, time was not on my side.

      I watched from a hidden distance, not because I wanted to see what Eagle was doing, but because I didn't want him to slip away when the deed was done. And if I interfered and cut into his action scaring off his John then I'd get fuck-all for my efforts. And hanging around K Road at four-thirty in the morning definitely deserved a result.

      The sound of heavy breathing filled the air and I rolled my eyes as Eagle encouraged his mark to, "Let go, baby. I gotcha." Did those lines actually work?

      They must have, because a few hard and fast strokes later and the John was 'letting go' all over Eagle's rubber gloved hand. At least the kid was using protection. Eagle held the guy against the wall as he came down from his little high, then with a couple more murmured words of false affection, the John straightened himself up, tucking in his shirt and zipping up his trousers. Eagle shared a joke with him, offering what could only be called great follow-up or after care service, and then finally he was on his own.

      "Y'can come out now, Keen," he said, counting several notes out in his hand before sliding them safely into the back pocket of his loose jeans, hoisting up his boxers to ensure they remained visible over the low riding waistband of his outerwear. "Like whatcha see, Detective?" he murmured with a smirk, turning and leaning nonchalantly against a dirty brick wall and lighting a cigarette.

      He blew several rings of smoke up into the air while I took up a similar position on the opposite wall from him. I let my eyes run over his baby face, the slightly rounded cheeks, no stubble over the smooth brown skin, guileless brown eyes looking up at me from under hooded lids. He was still a kid, barely in his twenties, but what Eagle didn't know about the streets of Auckland city after dark, wasn't worth mentioning.

      "Profitable night?" I asked casually.

      He shrugged. "I got some time, we could hook up."

      "Not interested, Eagle. You know that." Besides the obvious, Eagle was like a wayward kid brother to me. A rough around the edges, totally unrelated kid brother, but I just didn't see him any other way than that.

      "If anyone needs a good fuckin', it's you, Keen," he pointed out in all seriousness. "I do chicks too, y'know?"

      "Yeah, I know."

      "So loosen up. It's fifty for my fingers and a hundred for a quick fuck. Or y'could watch me wank for ten."

      "Right here, huh?" I asked, making a point of looking around the dirty, urine smelling alleyway we were in.

      "Y'want it rough, Keen. Get down and dirty, let yourself go." Then he had a thought, his eyes shining with mirth and sudden interest. "But, word is, ya more into the club scene now days. How's that workin' for ya? Found a daddy yet?"

      I forced myself not to show a reaction, just a slow blink of my eyes and a calculated, and hopefully casual, shrug of my shoulders. "Broadening my horizons, Eagle. Girl's gotta have some fun. But tell me, how'd you hear about my extra circular activities?"

      He stubbed out the unfinished cigarette and thrust his hands into his pocket.

      "Gonna cost ya."

      "I'm here, aren't I?" I pointed out. "I thought we had an understanding, you and me? Has that changed?"

      He shook his head, looking every inch the young boy, and no longer the confident, sassy street urchin turning tricks for a few bucks each night.

      "Rooster spotted y'at Zero s'other night. Y'stood out. Wanna know why?"

      I'd play. Eagle and I did have an understanding. For all his misguided faults, I trusted his instincts. "Why?"

      "Y'were alone. If ya lookin' into those places, don't go alone, Detective. Get a daddy."

      I nodded slowly. I'd been beginning to think that was a prerequisite to the back rooms, and considering I was currently partner-less, it had meant not a single door had been opened for me the few times I'd delved into the underground club scene. As it now wasn't my only open case, partnering up was becoming a necessity for more than just one reason. I allowed myself a moment to picture Ryan Pierce as my 'daddy' as Eagle liked to call them. Ryan was gorgeous, no denying that, but acting like he was my protector and the be-all-and-end-all of my sexual fantasies and desires was going to take some doing.

      And I was well aware of how convincing our act would have to be to open the types of doors I needed opening.

      "Who else has noticed?" I asked, pushing those more distant concerns away and concentrating on the most pressing.

      "No one that I heard. Y'known on the streets, Keen, but ya not that well known. Carl made a name for himself, so far y'still standin' in his shadow."

      I dreamt of Carl every single night. I thought of countless things he'd said to me over the years several times each day. But always, always, when someone else brought my ex-partner's name up in conversation the cut was as though delivered by a knife.

      It hurt. I missed him. I'd still had so much to learn before he'd left.

      "Can you do something for me?" I asked, pushing more and more emotional baggage further and further down inside.

      "Depends." Usual Eagle comeback. "Time, risk and price."

      "Indefinite for now. Manageable. And two hundred bucks."

      He snorted. "One week. It better be fuckin' easy. And half a grand."

      My turn to laugh out loud.

      "Two. It is. And two-fifty is the best you'll get."

      He scowled, but then rolled his hand in a come-on motion. As good as a handshake. I nodded back. Deal made.

      "Cover for me, any word of what I'm doing in those clubs needs to be cut-off before it escalates. Make sure Rooster knows it's my new thing."

      Another snort.

      "I'm letting go, Eagle. Isn't that what you said I should do? Getting down and dirty."

      "You're a cop," he pointed out unnecessarily.

      "I'm also a woman."

      His eyes travelled the length of me in a lascivious and experienced way a young boy just shouldn't have.

      "Yeah, you are, Keen. You are."

      I ignored him. "So, you'll do it?"

      He held his hand out for the cash. I counted out two-hundred-and-fifty dollars in fifty dollar notes. He pocketed them with the John's cash from earlier, hopefully making this the end of his night.

      But it wasn't the end of why I was here. One problem solved, the more dangerous one left to deal with.

      "We done?" he asked, peeling himself off the grime stained wall.

      "One last thing," I said quietly, unable to hide the gravity of what I was about to say. I liked Eagle. He may not have led the sort of life I would have wanted a brother - had I had one - to lead, but I couldn't help wanting to look out for him.

      "Watch yourself, OK?"

      He gave me an incredulous glare.

      "Tell the others," I added, holding his gaze with a determined one of my own.

      He stilled.

      "What the fuckya know now, Keen?"

      I shook my head. "Too early to tell, but it's enough to know I'm concerned."

      "For us?"

      "For all of you."

      His face tipped down on those last words, aware of exactly who I meant. Not just my group of informants, the ones Eagle headed up out on the streets. But those I'd inherited as well. Of Carl's.

      "Ah, shit," he muttered. "I gots some place I gotta be."

      I watched him saunter off down the alley back towards Karangahape Road and the colours of the red light district. I scrubbed my face with two hands, willed myself to stay awake and alert a little longer, and turned back towards where I'd parked my car.

      The sounds of late night clubs winding down thudded through my veins, pulsed in my head. Stepping over the legs of those too drunk and wasted to move further than the pavement outside their favourite nightclubs, I avoided the larger groups of boisterous young uni students and tourists, and slipped between the throng.

      Laughter and singing joined in with the odd argument and drunken declaration of love, but I was immune to it all. Sweaty bodies, unstable gaits, the smell of beer and spirits mixing with the pungent odour of vomit in the gutter. Friday night, or more precisely Saturday morning, in the City Of Sails' most popular clubbing street was not for the faint of heart.

      An ambulance screamed past, beacons flashing, siren wailing. A uniformed cop car trailed behind in silence, the red and blue flickering strobe lights on top the only indication it was responding to the same incident. Probably an assault, fevers were high for this late in winter. I couldn't help thinking that whatever ominous cloud was approaching, was affecting the public out and about tonight.

      I could feel the darkness getting closer and the burned out car under the Harbour Bridge on Curran Street was the first sign that it was all about to go to hell. I needed to confirm who the victim was. I needed answers I didn't want to face, before I accepted that this was truly happening. That this meant what I thought it meant.

      I slipped into my car and headed towards the morgue at Auckland City Hospital. No time like the present to mess with the chief pathologist's head.

      Five-fifteen in the morning on a Saturday and security checks at the Auckland City Hospital Mortuary were as stringent as the middle of the day. Simply flashing my badge at the guard on duty wasn't enough to get me behind the safety screens, it wasn't until he studied it for a good few minutes and phoned the Central Police Station to confirm my credentials, that he finally let me through the door.

      I was impressed and pissed off in equal measure.

      "Is McIntyre on?" I asked the guard once I'd made it to the inner sanctum, or as the sign above the internal door - unseen by the public, I was sure - said, dead centre of town.

      "Yeah, came in for that burns victim," he confirmed, making me think at least one thing was going right tonight.

      Liam McIntyre was the head pathologist at the morgue and one hell of a switched on guy. If my message wasn't found at the scene, he'd find it on the body. And as I hadn't heard back from either HEAT or Pierce, I was guessing no news was in fact bad news on that front.

      Processing a scene like that one would take forensics hours, there was still a chance they'd come up with something once they shipped everything back to their labs. But I didn't have time to wait for one avenue to offer up the answers, I had to make sure I covered all my bases on this one.

      Lives of people I actually knew were at stake.

      I pushed into the main viewing area above the autopsy room to see if McIntyre was alone before I barged on in there. I did have some restraint left it seemed.

      I wished I didn't, because then I wouldn't have had to watch HEAT Investigator Damon Michaels assisting Dr Liam McIntyre as the pathologist went over the corpse with a fine tooth comb, and had time to digest the fact before I faced them both.

      Michaels had every reason to be here, as much as I. Fire investigation involved victims as par for the course. Not every arson event focused on property alone, more than their share had human victims. Michaels would be well versed with following his investigations to the autopsy room of the morgue.

      The fact that he'd beaten me here was what made that truth taste bitter.

      Was I slipping? Was I in danger of being shown up by the arrogant arse?

      Not happening.

      I moved swiftly down the stairs that led back into the main hall off the exam room and pushed my way inside without offering up a knock. Both men stopped what they were doing immediately and stood upright to look accusingly at me from across the uncovered body of the victim on the table.

      I almost apologised for being late, but swallowed that down with the sarcastic statement on the tip of my tongue about interrupting their shared moment, and offered a forced smile instead, with a simple, "Good morning, gentlemen. What have you found?"

      "Detective Keen. So nice of you to join us," McIntyre replied, returning his bespectacled attention to the charred remains in front of him. "I was just asking Investigator Michaels if you had called it a night already."

      "When have I ever let you down, Doc?" I quipped. "And don't mention the watermelon case."

      That received a snort from behind his mask and a softening of his stance. Exactly what I'd been aiming for of course, and it wouldn't have gotten past McIntyre.

      "Watermelon case?" Michaels queried. He wasn't wearing a mask, but standing back from the stench rising off the table by at least a foot.

      I walked past both men and retrieved the tub of Vaseline from the shelf by the computer, rubbing a good dollop beneath my nostrils and removing at least some of the nasty smells from the room. Damon watched me with interest, but declined when I offered him the tub to use as well.

      "Detective Keen offered to assist me in a re-enactment of a possible death by watermelon case she was working on," McIntyre commented. "Suffice it to say, I will never ask for her assistance in such matters again."

      "It wasn't entirely my fault that watermelon hit you instead of the dummy. You moved at the last second," I pointed out.

      "My dear," McIntyre said, standing up from his lean over the victim to stare me in the eyes. "If your reflexes are that slow, I pity anyone relying on your quick draw for their safety. I moved, you sucked in a breath of air, and then you threw the blasted melon at my head."

      "I thought you were the dummy," I muttered, unable to stop the curve of my lips at the retelling of McIntyre's favourite tale.

      Black humour. A cop's best friend.

      I looked down at the victim on the table and all levity left me. The room took on the weight of my emotions. McIntyre and Michaels both ceasing the inane topic as well and instead offering their own moment of silence for the fallen.

      "Thirty three years old," McIntyre said softly. "Male, as you know. Caucasian. Lived a hard life from what I can tell. No soft tissue to assess, but multiple old fractures, some more recent than others. Femur when he was young, right wrist at some adolescent age, and a recovering fracture of his right radius and ulnar. Evidence suggests he was wearing a cast at the time of his death."

      "Three weeks," I said, staring down at the remains of Thomas - Tommy - Withers. But not many people knew his surname, only me and Carl, that I was aware.

      And he'd had a fractured right lower arm for three weeks when I last saw him alive.

      I'd inherited Tommy when Carl left. He'd been one of Carl's favourite informants. A drifter, living on the streets from the time he ran away from home at the age of fourteen, having suffered multiple fractures from an abusive father. Carl had arrested Robert Arthur Withers and sent him to prison eight years ago. Tommy refused to give evidence, but Carl was a tenacious cop.

      Tommy told me, after Carl left, that he felt safe for the first time ever in his life. It was the only time he opened up personally to me, and it was because he was mourning my partner as well. Eight years of peace he'd had, until last night.

      Did he know his time was near when I spoke to him on Curran Street under the Harbour Bridge last night? Did I miss something in his behaviour? Could I have seen this eventuality and not recognised the warning because I was too tired to think straight?

      I ran a hand over my face and realised I was being watched by both men who had remained silent after I'd spoken. No doubt aware I was walking down memory lane and needed to do it alone. But not now. I was back and staring at compassionate aged blue eyes in Liam McIntyre and suspicious, wary brown eyes in Damon Michaels.

      "You knew the victim," Michaels stated.

      I didn't offer up any kind of response, verbal or silent.

      "You knew who he was back at the scene as well," he added, and I lifted my chin to look him in the eyes.

      His were accusatory now.

      "Is there a reason why you kept that information to yourself, Detective?" he asked.

      I held his intent gaze a few seconds longer then turned to the doctor. "Anything else I need to know?"

      "No, dear," McIntyre replied carefully. "But you'll be the first to get my report when it's done."

      Damon stiffened, turning to face the pathologist and no doubt insist he get the report before me, due to his clear assumption that I was behind the eight ball on this one.

      I was, but McIntyre wasn't letting a HEAT investigator outrank a seasoned police detective.

      "You'll be the first, Detective Keen. Now, go get some breakfast, you need to eat more."

      I huffed out a breath, thankful for the doctor's distraction.

      "Is that your medical opinion?" I asked, heading towards the door.

      "If you pass out from lack of nutrition who will I have to banter with in the middle of the night?" he replied, dismissing me with a wave of his hand and the recommencement of his recording device hanging around his neck.

      I smiled to myself despite the heavy revelations our meeting had just uncovered and decided it was best if I took the doctor's advice on the way to the station.

      I'd need all my faculties about me when I faced my boss.
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      I hadn't considered I'd be walking into a battlefield and be facing more than Detective Inspector Hart.

      Breakfast seemed inadequate when I finally strolled into the station at seven-thirty and was immediately advised that the Inspector was waiting for me in his office.

      And that he was in a foul mood.

      Surreptitious looks from various on station detectives around the open plan room only added to the impending sensation of doom. Inspector David Hart was a tough old bugger. He'd had the utmost respect for Carl, but then Carl had been in this division for fifteen years. He was a veteran, much like the Inspector.

      I was the young daughter of a prominent South Auckland Police Inspector with something to prove. It wasn't so much that I was female, but God knows that did play a part in the old boy network of policing. It was more to do, though, with the fact that I hadn't proven myself yet. According to Detective Inspector David Hart.

      If Carl cajoled me to improve my detection skills, Hart browbeat me instead. The man was a dog with a bone when he got an idea in his head. And lately he'd been doing a hell of a lot of snarling and snapping in my direction.

      But then, lately I'd been stealing his bones.

      I didn't knock on the door, he was expecting me, if the pitying looks from various guys around the room would attest. So, I just pushed the door open and strode on in, chin up, benign smile on my face, hands held loosely at my side. I was ready for anything the Inspector chose to throw at me.

      Except that.

      "Keen! Where the fuck have you been? We've been waiting half an hour for you to get your arse in here."

      My eyes skipped over the imposing frame of Inspector Hart, his neatly slicked back greying hair, crisply pressed shirt and tie letting me know he'd started the day on the right side of the bed. Had the tie been missing - or even crooked - we were in for a whole hell of a lot of trouble. Reassured that Hart wasn't going to slice and dice me right there and then, I turned my attention to the real threat in the room.

      Damon Michaels. Now why the hell would he be here?

      "Sir," I said, nodding towards Hart. "Michaels," I added, because it was expected.

      "Investigator Michaels has been advising me of the body in the car on Curran Street," Hart explained in a patient voice dripping with anger. "Why have I not heard about this from you?"

      I purposely looked at my watch.  Four hours had passed since Pierce called me in for the case. Four miserable, cold, middle of the night hours.

      Hart was testing me. I was sick and tired of the tests.

      "You were my first stop when I arrived, sir," I said pleasantly. "I didn't come directly here from the scene."

      "No. From what I heard you made an appearance at the morgue, at the same time Michaels did. Yet he's been here for over an hour. Waiting."

      "Investigator Michaels has one case, sir. I was following up on the underground club case, while I checked on a few things with one of my contacts pertaining to this case." I hated explaining myself. I hated more doing so in front of Michaels.

      "Actually I have five cases on at the moment, Detective Keen." I couldn't shoot Damon, so I just offered a cold stare instead.

      "Would you like to discuss the case now, sir?" I asked the Inspector.

      "Cut the polite crap, Keen," Hart growled.

      "Yes, no need to put on a show for me," Michaels added, from his leaning position against the far wall.

      Hart was the only one sitting. I hadn't bothered, too riled with the reception to show that kind of devil may care attitude. Why Michaels was still standing, I had no idea. But he loomed in the corner of the Inspector's office, silently sucking out all the available air.

      I was trapped and if there was one thing Carl had taught me, when you're backed into a corner you might as well sit the fuck down and enjoy the ride.

      I approached one of the hard backed chairs in front of the Inspector's desk and lowered myself to a sitting position. Hart watched me with what I can only assume was mild amusement, Michaels just smirked.

      "The body in the car is Thomas Withers, one of Carl's informants."

      I knew the statement was inflammatory, but aside from 'enjoying the ride' Carl had also advised to come out guns blazing. Inspector Hart would be able to put two and two together, and I didn't really care if Michaels understood the implications or not. He was raining on my parade and police detectives are territorial.

      "Fuck," Hart breathed. "You think they're connected?"

      Michaels stiffened in the corner, taking a small step closer to us, but not making a sound. I could sense his nearness. Not exactly a heat, but a knowledge that he had closed the gap and stood behind my shoulder, even though he hadn't made a noise or disturbed the air. For some strange reason I felt attuned to Damon Michaels, despite that being the last fucking thing I wanted to deal with right now.

      "Two does not a serial killer make," I said, repeating a Carlism.

      Hart held my gaze. "But they're both yours." I nodded, as he abruptly sat back in his chair.

      They were my informants now, even if they'd been Carl's first. But Thomas Withers was only the latest fatality, three days ago Anton Burgess was found knifed to death in the Silo Park on Jellicoe Street. Four hours after meeting with me.

      "Find a connection, Keen." There was already a connection. "I don't like coincidences. If it has something to do with that underground club scene you're looking into, I think it's time you partnered up."

      I had expected the directive, so I straightened my shoulders and held his level stare.

      "Take Michaels, we're short on the ground of available detectives and this could still all be fire related." I frowned, he leaned forward resting his hands on his desk. "HEAT has offered to aid us in any way we see fit. This is how I see fit. You got a problem with teaming up with HEAT?"

      Was that a trick question?

      "Well?"

      "No, sir."

      Hart looked up at Michaels then. "Can you give us a few minutes, Damon?"

      "Certainly," Michaels replied. "I'll go grab a coffee." Hart nodded and waited for him to leave the room and shut the door at his back.

      Silence replaced the vacuum created by Michaels. I held the Inspector's steady gaze waiting for the anvil to drop.

      "When is your next appointment with the shrink?"

      I hadn't expected that question, it totally threw me off balance. For a moment all I could do was suck air.

      "I had one yesterday." I breathed out the words. "I don't see him again until next week."

      "Is it making things better?" Was that concern I heard in his voice? Or just a department head doing what was necessary to ensure his staff were able to perform at their best?

      "It helps," I offered.

      Hart sighed. "You know Carl made me promise to look out for you."

      Oh, now that was unexpected. What the hell Carl?

      "In case you weren't already aware," he continued, "I'm not a fluffy, let's talk it all through kind of guy. You do your job well, I'll give you a pat on the back. You fuck up..."

      I smiled, he didn't miss it.

      "What's your gut tell you, Detective?" he suddenly asked, changing tack abruptly.

      I slipped back into the more comfortable role of police detective with relative ease.

      "The MO is only linked through the fact they are my and Carl's informants and I saw them within hours of their deaths at the exact location they were killed. How they were murdered differs, but the connection, for now, is me and Carl."

      He nodded, spun his swivel chair sideways and leaned back, ankle crossing over knee. He tipped his head up to the ceiling and closed his eyes. A sure sign to keep going.

      "I used both of them on the underground club scene case. Neither had any good intel, but I was covering my bases at the time. Neither gave the impression that their lives were in danger or anything was amiss either. My gut tells me," I finally concluded, letting the thought run full course inside my head before I voiced it, "that they won't be the last."

      "So," Inspector Hart murmured. "Two does a serial killer make."

      "But why?"

      He swung back around to face me, feet firmly placed on the floor. "That, Detective, is the question."

      He nodded towards the door, an indication he was satisfied with my report and it was time to go. I stood and took a step towards the exit and then hesitated. I was about to steal the bone.

      "Michaels, sir..."

      "He asked for you."

      "But..."

      "I've got a detective on probation, another gone for good, and several unsolved cases requiring more than one cop to investigate. Where do you suggest I find a suitable partner for you to work with?"

      "These aren't both fire related," I felt obliged to point out.

      "And I'm not the fairy fucking godmother of the police. I can't just pull another cop out of my arse, Keen. Michaels is a damn good investigator, and for now the car boot case allows his involvement. We need him," he added, after a slight pause.

      I held my breath, because the look in his eyes right now told me he wasn't done.

      "You need him, Lara." I started shaking me head to deny it. "My final word," he added, then pointed to the door. "Bring him up to speed. And shut the fucking door on your way out."

      Dismissed.

      I schooled my features before I turned the handle on the door and faced the expectant room. Some of what Hart had said had been loud enough for those outside the room to have heard a rumble. They wouldn't have known what exactly had been discussed, but they'd assume I'd had my butt chewed off.

      Police detectives are a strange and unusual lot. If we can still manage to laugh surrounded by the fucked up things we see, then there's definitely something not quite normal about us. Taking pleasure at a co-worker's stripping by the boss is one of our more pleasant pastimes.

      I walked out to a few cheers and shouts of, "She lives!" and the odd scrunched up piece of paper thrown at my head. The Police Force, much like any emergency service, was a male dominated industry. Time had made advancement for the fairer sex possible, but often it involved getting very dirty to achieve it. I wasn't above rolling in the muck, but I also wasn't here to prove a damn thing to anyone but myself.

      Screw my father and his expectations. Screw the Inspector and his warped sense of moulding my career path. And, quite frankly, screw Carl for leaving when he did.

      Without him everything was harder, but I could take solace in the fact that my immediate associates here in the Criminal Investigations Bureau, or CIB, had accepted me. Female or not, I was one of the boys.

      "Yeah, yeah," I muttered. "There's still some flesh attached."

      "Let's see!" someone shouted. "I'll check," another leered. And OK, I was accepted as part of the team, but my ribbing was clearly not quite the same as what the others experienced.

      I threw myself into the chair at my desk effectively closing down the opportunity to 'investigate' the state of my chewed up butt any further. I checked my emails and then as Michaels walked back in the room from the direction of the coffee machine, I picked up my phone to clear my messages.

      "Hey, Keen," Eagle's voice sounded out over the line. Younger than he appeared in person. Almost as though you could hear the child that had been lost in the man. "Gotta tip for yous. Meet me tonight at the usual. And, just so y'know, Rooster says y'looked hot that time he saw ya at Zero. Wear what y'had on then, I'm fuckin' pumped to see what a cop thinks looks slutty."

      I snorted as Michaels sat in the chair across from my desk. Not the one to the side where I occasionally place members of the public. But the one Carl used when he was still here. I stared at where he sat for too long, then finally shook myself out of the memories and replaced the handset on the phone.

      A coffee cup was pushed across the space between us. Not a word offered, just the drink.

      For a moment I considered ignoring it. I was that pissed off with Michaels barging on in here and putting himself up for partnering. But the allure of much needed caffeine was too great. Not enough sleep, too many memories, and a case that was threatening to do me in at such an early stage meant coffee was going to be a constantly needed companion for the next few days.

      I snatched the cup up and took a sip, infuriated to note Michaels remembered exactly how I liked it. The cup met the surface of my desk with a disgruntled thump.

      "So," he said, as though we were about to have a casual conversation. "What's next?"

      I raised an eyebrow at him and leaned back in my chair, surveying all that is Damon Michaels. He'd not changed since the car boot scene, same faded, worn jeans and equally faded blue suit jacket, over a trendy white button down shirt, a small smattering of chest hair peeking out of the opening at the neck.

      I stared too long at the damn spot.

      Clearing my throat I took another sip of coffee and then let out a sigh. This was actually going to happen whether I liked it or not. I had a job to do, and if I had to do it with a shadow, then so be it. But I didn't trust the investigator’s reason for being here one little bit.

      Suspicion, another good police detective skill.

      "What's in it for you, Michaels?" I asked, studying his face for a tell.

      "I want to catch the bastard who burned Thomas Withers to a crisp in the back of that car."

      "Too smooth. You didn't have to even think about it. A rote answer and nothing more."

      "Does there have to be an ulterior reason, Keen?"

      "There's always an ulterior reason, Michaels."

      "How cynical, and at such a young age. You know," he said, leaning forward in his seat and resting his elbows on his thighs. It was at once a casual stance and a calculated one. Nothing this man did wasn't planned. "I requested teaming up with you because I respect your work."

      "Is that right?" I asked sceptically.

      "Still a hard sell, I see." He sat back in the chair, placing distance between us.

      "You know what I think?" I asked, but didn't wait for him to reply. "I think you want something. Right now I don't know what, but for argument's sake, let's say it's me..."

      "You flatter yourself, Detective."

      "...and if it is, then you should know, I'm not available."

      "Funny, I wasn't aware the world revolved around your shapely arse."

      "You see, mentioning my arse just proves my point."

      "It's a nice arse."

      "Why are you here?"

      "The case..."

      "Fuck the case, Damon. Why now?"

      We stared at each other, a stand off across the desk. For a moment I thought I saw something flicker in his eyes; weariness, contemplation, resignation. And then it was all gone, replaced with his usual over-confident gleam.

      "What's next?" he repeated.

      If that's how he wanted to play it, then that's how we'd play it.

      I stood up and donned my jacket, rifled through my drawer for my notebook and pen, all the while watched intently by Damon. Once I was satisfied I had everything I needed I started towards the door.

      "Come on, Investigator Michaels," I said over my shoulder, loud enough for those in the large room to hear. "Let's go solve your case for you."

      Catcalls and wolf-whistles sounded out as I weaved between the desks.

      "HEAT needing a little help there, Detective?"

      "Can't put the fire out on their own?"

      "Keen, make sure you just assist him with the case."

      "Give those Firies an inch and they'll hand you back six."

      "She knows how to handle six inches, don't you Keen?"

      "I think she could handle ten."

      I sighed. Sometimes being the only female in the CIB had its perks. Sometimes not.

      "Steady on, Cawfield," I ribbed the last heckler. "What would you know of ten inches? I'm sure yours is only about three."

      "Ah, Keen. Come over here and we'll get the ruler out."

      "In your dreams, Detective," I shot back and walked out the door.

      It wasn't the heckling that did it. I was used to that and the boys didn't mean any real harm. Rather like black humour at a murder scene. It's not intended to be offensive, it's purely an outlet of emotion, enabling us to remain even keeled.

      But the taunting did have one effect. It threw Michaels off his guard. So when I rounded on him in the corridor and pushed him back hard against the wall with my forearm to his throat, he didn't stand a chance.

      Face to face, nose to nose, I whispered harshly, "You will tell me why the hell you are here. As there's no way I went through that fucking shit in the Inspector's office because you've just got an itch to scratch."

      He held my furious glare with a passive one of his own, then whispered back, leaning forward so his lips were within a millimetre of mine, "You still feel fucking good pressed against my body, Lara."

      I blinked. So not the reply I had expected.

      His hands landed on my hips, thumbs stroking, and then he pushed me away as though I was paper light.

      "Still think there's an ulterior reason?" he asked, as he strode off down the hall passed a wide eyed Ryan Pierce.

      Oh, yeah. Now more so than ever. The bastard was definitely hiding something.
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            "Bureaucracy's got a hell of a lot to answer for."

          

        

      

    

    
      "He teamed you up with Michaels?" Pierce asked, clearly unprepared for this turn of events.

      "Said we were too thin on the ground to spare another detective to partner me up with."

      "What am I? Chopped liver."

      I smiled. "Maybe Harvey's coming back soon," I offered.

      Ryan scratched at his beard, then looked over his shoulder at an impatiently waiting Michaels down by the door at the end of the hallway we were in.

      "You gonna be OK with him?" he asked.

      I shrugged. "Sure. How bad could it be?"

      Ryan chuffed out a laugh. "If you need back-up, just drop me a line. Harvey or no Harvey, I'm your man."

      "Thanks, Pierce. Carl always said you were a good bet."

      Ryan's face broke into a wide smile.

      "Takes one to know one." His hand landed on my shoulder and gave a soft squeeze, and then he walked on towards CIB.

      I wondered what Carl would think of Michaels joining forces with me for this case. No doubt he'd be pretty philosophical about the whole inter-service teaming up and consider it a great use of governmental resources. But then he'd be just as likely to say bureaucracy's got a hell of a lot to answer for.

      I approached Michaels with a little trepidation. He looked slightly unhinged right now. His hands were fisted tightly at his sides, his jaw was set firm, and those dark, intense eyes were scanning the corridor over my back, as though looking for a threat or watching one leave.

      "What's your problem?" I asked, starting to push the door open at his side.

      "How do you put up with them?"

      "Who? The boys?"

      He huffed. "An apt moniker. Certainly behaved childishly enough."

      "It's just par for the course. No harm no foul, that sort of thing."

      "It's sexual harassment."

      "Whoa," I said, coming to a stop and spinning to face him. "Sexual harassment is you saying I feel good pressed up against your body while your thumbs stroke intimately over my hip bones."

      "You felt that? I wondered," he replied smoothly, continuing on out of the door. "And it's only sexual harassment if it's unwanted. What we're doing is establishing a mutually desired personal relationship."

      "We are not establishing any sort of relationship," I shot back, heading towards where I parked my car.

      I could see his vehicle over in the public parking area, but he didn't even head in that direction, just stopped at the passenger side of mine, waiting for me to unlock the door. I mentally shrugged. He was my partner, it made sense if we actually shared the same vehicle while this case ran its course.

      I slid in behind the steering wheel and started the car before he'd even buckled up. His long legs seemed to be crowded in the footwell of the passenger side, until he found the right lever to move the seat back a few necessary inches and spread himself out. I could smell his cologne. I opened my window.

      "So, partner," he said, emphasising the word. "What's next?"

      I wanted to sigh, but I needed sustenance first. Not to mention another coffee.

      "I get hungry when I get my arse chewed off," I offered as explanation for where we were going. "You eaten breakfast yet?"

      "No, skipped it to beat you to the station."

      A burst of laughter shot out my mouth. I knew it! The bastard had set me up.

      "There it is," he murmured, looking at me from the corner of his eye. "Missed it."

      "Don't," I whispered, as I negotiated traffic onto Queen Street.

      "We should talk about what happened," he said quietly back.

      "There's nothing to talk about and we've a case to solve."

      At least him mentioning our tenuous past history made me focus on what was important right now. Anton and Tommy. And possibly more of my guys if my gut was telling it right.

      "Thomas Withers is not the first death."

      "I gathered that," Michaels replied steadily, all investigator now, no more flirty wet-dream trying to get back in my pants.

      "Anton Burgess was also an informant of mine and had his head almost sliced off with a serrated knife three days ago."

      Michaels whistled low. "Any other connection?"

      "I used them on this case I'm working. Ever heard of Zero Gravity?"

      His head spun so quickly to face me, I almost jumped at the sudden movement.

      "Everyone's heard of Zero," he said carefully. Too carefully.

      "And what have you heard, Michaels?"

      "It's a sex club. Invitation only to the back rooms."

      My gut kept on pushing me.

      "Have you ever been invited?" I asked, unwillingly holding my breath while I waited for him to reply.

      "Yes," he said, watching my face carefully for a reaction.

      For a second I wasn't sure how to take that, then the cop stepped forward and started to plan.

      "Could you get another invitation?"

      "Yes," he said more slowly than last time, his voice lowering slightly. "What are you concerned about? Sex clubs aren't illegal."

      No, they weren't.

      But... "You sound a tad defensive there, Investigator. Something to hide?"

      "Sweetheart, I'm an open book," he shot back to deflect. "What's happening at Zero that involves CIB?"

      "Roofies. Rohypnol. DFSA."

      "Drug Facilitated Sexual Assault. Not entirely uncommon in any bar scene in Auckland city, I should think. What's that you're told as a teenager? Never take your eyes off your drink?"

      "Yeah, well this one's more insidious. The predator is not your average date rape enthusiast. We have reason to believe the benzos are placed in the product before they are opened."

      "The manufacturer?"

      "All checked out clean. If it's happening, it's happening after market, but pre-shelving at the clubs."

      "That sounds like an extremely involved and committed undertaking. Why are you the only detective on the case?"

      "Because at this stage, it's all hearsay. We don't even know if what we've been told is legit. Can't waste good taxpayers' money on a wild goose chase. Just one lowly paid cop."

      "And somehow this has something to do with your informants' deaths?"

      "That's the question, isn't it? For now it's the only lead I've got."

      "No other connections?" Michaels pushed, as I parallel parked the car outside a café down on the waterfront.

      "They were both Carl's as well." The car interior sounded too silent after I switched the engine off.

      "I'm sorry about your partner," Michaels said softly.

      "Shit happens," I spat as I wrenched the door open and sucked in mouthfuls of air. My knuckles turned white on the door handle as I came to my feet on the footpath beside the car. My chest hurt.

      When would that desolate feeling go away? If the shrink was right, possibly never. What a depressing thought.

      "I like this place," Michaels said at my side, looking up at the striped blue and gold awning of the little Italian restaurant I'd chosen for our early lunch. "They do a good Fettuccine Alfredo."

      "I like the chicken club sandwich," I argued.

      "Spoken like a true cop."

      I ignored the sarcasm and walked into the store.

      "Hey, Detective Keen! Long time no see," Angelo called out. "You take a seat, I bring your sandwich over. What your man having?"

      I glanced up at Michaels, noting the stunned look on his face at the familiarity I shared with the proprietor. Did he think I was antisocial? Or was it just that someone was happy to see me at all?

      "He likes your Alfredo, Angelo," I replied, seeing as Michaels appeared mute.

      "Everyone likes my Alfredo. Even Carl."

      I stumbled, just a slight misstep on hearing Angelo say Carl's name. Damon's hot hand wrapped around my upper arm and steadied me, but he didn't make a sound or pass judgement, just guided me to a vacant chair.

      I sat down feeling the weight of my grief consume me. Shaking off the morbid sensation, I poured two glasses of water from the decanter waiting on the table. I sucked back half of mine before I lifted my eyes to Michaels' face. Concern etched fine lines around his eyes and mouth, but still he didn't say what was obviously on his mind.

      I wasn't sure if I should be pissed off or thankful. Neither a welcome emotion.

      "I've warned my contacts," I said eventually, after making sure we were far enough away from the other patrons to not be overheard. I was vaguely impressed with the location in the room that Damon had chosen. Then equally as disgusted that I'd relied on him to do so.

      "There's not much more you can do than that," Michaels murmured, sipping from his own water.

      "I still don't get it. Murder's a pretty big thing. What's the motive?"

      "If it is the clubs," Michaels said, voice pitched low for only me to hear, "Then it's money. Profitability of the drugs. The informants were about to disclose too much."

      I tapped my finger restlessly on the table's wooden surface, staring off out of the window at the super yachts moored in the marina outside.

      "This isn't even a top ten case," I pointed out.

      "Top ten?"

      "Those cases the press are aware of and have top priority and first call on resources in the department. It's surveillance, intel gathering, confirming a tip-off. Nothing else. If they know we're investigating already, then they have more than enough time to cover their tracks or take a hiatus from the distribution for a while. Let things settle. Resorting to murder this early in the piece is extreme."

      "So, they're extreme. Drugs will do that to you."

      I shook my head. "It doesn't sit well."

      Go with your gut. If there's no evidence, follow that tug to where there is.

      I leaned forward and rested my elbows on the table top, rubbing my hands over my face, my eyes closed. What would Carl do?

      "You look shattered, Lara. Are you sleeping? Have you slept since the..."

      "I'm fine," I snapped, sitting upright just as Angelo brought our plates across.

      "I put in extra mayo, just how you like, Detective. Not so sure how your man like his Alfredo, but I do a little twist to make it special, eh?"

      "Thanks, Angelo. And he's not my man. He's my partner. Investigator Damon Michaels of HEAT, Angelo Berti from Florence." I waved my hand between the two men as I introduced them.

      "Firenze, è bello," Michaels murmured, shaking the older man's hand, making Angelo run off excitedly in Italian which Damon clearly didn't understand at all.

      I snorted into my sandwich as I watched him try to explain, using his high school level Italian language skills, and found myself smiling. There was precious little left to smile about in my life right now. Oh, I knew the sun would shine again one day. When I was ready. And Carl had stopped visiting my dreams. But until then, I'd treasure every grin, every chuckle, every single moment of amusement like the jewels that they were.

      Precious.

      I glanced up and found Damon watching me, as Angelo went on and on about Florence and wines and something about bridges in Italian. My Italian language skills no doubt even worse than Michaels'. We both let the man run out of steam on his own as our eyes held fast on each other.

      Oh, fuck. This was not what I needed. This complication in the middle of a complicated case.

      Finally Angelo realised there was some sort of tension hanging in the air between us and took a quiet step back and left us alone. The sounds of the general hubbub of restaurant eaters surrounded us, and for a moment out of time I even forgot Carl.

      Then Damon's phone rang and he shook himself minutely and slipped his hand into his jacket pocket to retrieve the device.

      "Michaels," he announced into the receiver, just as I finished my last bite. It was a good sandwich, thick on the mayo and chicken, light on the salad. Angelo was right, just how I liked it.

      I watched distractedly as Michaels first sat forward, then abruptly stood to full height.

      "I'm on my way. Hold him there until I arrive," he barked into the phone, setting my spine rigid and my senses on high alert.

      The phone swiped closed under his thumb and he re-pocketed the device, then looked down at his uneaten meal.

      "Damn, I was hungry," he muttered.

      "What's up?" I asked as Angelo scurried over with a takeaway container, used to Carl and I pulling up sticks midway through a meal and therefore sensing our imminent departure right now.

      "I take care of this, Investigator Michaels," the man murmured, as Damon nodded and then grimaced at me.

      "I need a favour," he announced.

      "OK," I said slowly. "But I'm not letting you drive."

      He huffed out a breath and ran a hand over the back of his neck. I knew that move, he'd used it in the past. When anxious. When trying to figure out a way to hide something he didn't want me to know.

      I pushed back out of my chair, throwing down some notes on the table, which Damon tried to swipe up and replace with his own, only to have me slap his hand, grab the cash and say, "Put it on my tab, Angelo."

      "Will do, Detective."

      Damon just shook his head as he followed me out of the store.

      "Are you going to tell me what's up?" I asked across the roof of my car as I unlocked the door.

      "Just something I have to check on back at the office. It won't take long."

      Biting back my bullshit comment I slid into the vehicle and started it up. I may have taken the corners a little more aggressively than I intended, but we arrived at HEAT HQ in record time.

      "You're a maniac, you know that?" Michaels murmured as we exited the vehicle out the back of the two storey art deco styled building that is Pitt Street Fire Station. It was the first words he'd uttered since leaving Angelo's. "How the hell they let you in the police force with those driving skills, I'll never know," he added for good measure, making me wonder whether this was his way of apologising for being a prick.

      "I'll have you know," I replied with a faux pleasant smile as we walked through the doors and up the stairs, which bypassed the watch area and led directly to HEAT. "That it took three weeks of intensive defensive driver training to get me to that level of competency. I can manoeuvre a vehicle on two wheels through an obstacle course while sucking on a melting Popsicle."

      He stopped just inside the main room of HEAT's offices, several pairs of eyes coming up and staring at us with amused interest, as Damon swung back to look at me.

      "A Popsicle?" he said, sounding a little stunned.

      "Well, it was either that or a hot dog on a stick, but tomato sauce is a bitch to clean."

      Silence.

      He swung back around and glared at the men all watching, some with open mouths, others with differing levels of smirks, and a couple offering winks, and grumbled, "Guys, you all remember Detective Keen."

      "Vividly," one man replied, another added, "Absolutely," while still someone else said, "Haven't forgotten a thing."

      Yeah, that was the problem. I remembered the HEAT guys too. And I liked them.

      Shame, though, about their boss.
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            "Curiosity didn't just kill the cat, it also fucked with the police detective who wasn't focused as well."

          

        

      

    

    
      Damon marched over to a long dining table and threw his container from Angelo's down on top. The scent of Italian herbs wafted up out of the box making a few of the guys sitting around the table lean closer.

      "Don't touch that!" Michaels ordered. "Is he in my office?"

      "Yeah, Flack's with him," Marc replied, returning his attention to the hot rod car magazine he was reading. I'd worked with Marc on various chem lab busts. He was a modified roadster enthusiast with large bulging arm muscles and the obligatory tattoos to go with them. Plus one hell of a good sense of humour.

      He was also the head of HEAT's Fire Prevention Division, had a science degree, and knew how to dismantle bombs.

      "It's the third time this month, Damon," Jude murmured from his seat across the table. He was nursing a steaming mug of coffee, that from here I could almost taste. Dark and sweet, just like him.

      Jude was a big teddy bear of a guy with fists the size of dinner plates. He worked along side Marc in Prevention, kind of like his second in command.

      Michaels flicked his eyes towards me when Jude had spoken, "Well, let's keep it in house for now, OK?" All eyes lifted to my face.

      I huffed out an unamused breath of air as I crossed to the kitchen behind the table and found myself a clean mug in the cupboard above the coffee machine.

      "Make yourself at home," Michaels murmured, I was sure his tone hinted towards sarcasm, but he hid it well. "I'll just be five minutes and then we can get going."

      "Don't mind me," I replied, sitting down at the table with my prize. "The lads and I have a lot to catch up on," I added for good measure and received various "Oh, yeahs" from the guys and a few moving closer to sit at the table with me.

      Damon stilled for a moment, no doubt some arrogant command on the tip of his tongue, then he shrugged and turned to walk down a corridor that I knew led to his office. We all waited until we heard the door snick shut and then several pairs of hands reached for the Alfredo at once. I won.

      "Grab some forks," I instructed, while I opened the box and let the scents of Italy out. It wasn't that I was hungry, far from it in fact. I just liked fucking with Michaels.

      Clearly, so did his team.

      "So, where you been, Keen?" Marc asked, throwing a bundle of utensils down on the table's surface. I swiped one and took a forkful of pasta, then shoved the box on to the next person at the table.

      "Here and there. Heard you guys busted a large lab over in Grey Lynn last week."

      "Yeah, what a beauty. You would have loved it. The ammonia and acetone could be smelled all the way to Ponsonby," Jude muttered around a mouthful of Alfredo. "Shit this stuff's good," he added as he took a second bite.

      "Haven't been to a bust for ages," I commented as I watched the guys devour Damon's lunch.

      There were six of them here, all Prevention. Rescue and Investigation must have been out and about, or on down time, usually there were a hell of a lot more lounging about or working out in the gym downstairs. HEAT didn't do shifts like the watches on the engines. They were on call twenty-four/seven, altering their hours to suit their current cases. I wondered just what Damon had his Investigation guys doing, and if it had anything to do with whatever was happening in his office right now.

      I waved the dwindling container of pasta on as it was handed to me, letting the conversation wash over my skin as I sat back and sipped my coffee. I had always felt welcomed and relaxed around the HEAT guys. Even after Damon and I went our separate ways. None of them ever judged or passed comment, all of them seemed genuinely pleased to see me when our paths crossed. A nicer bunch of men you couldn't meet, and it certainly helped that they were a testosterone laden group of muscle bound firemen. The stuff of wet-dreams.

      "So, is it true that you're burdened with the boss for a while?" Gus asked. Slightly smaller than Jude, but just as tall as Marc, Gus was all about the image. Currently wearing a HEAT uniform of dark blue overalls, the shirt part tied around his waist so his white singlet showed off his tanned upper arms and shoulders.

      "Seems like it," I said into my coffee.

      "And how's that going for you, Keen?" Marc asked with a knowing smirk gracing his lips.

      I raised an eyebrow at him. "Day one and we haven't killed each other yet."

      "There's still time," Jude mumbled in his deep, velvety voice.

      "If he doesn't prove his worth I may consider it," I replied, deadpan.

      "Go easy on him," Gus offered. "It's been pretty tense around here lately." That received a look from Marc. Gus ignored him. "He's hardly slept."

      "Is that so?" I murmured. "And why would it be any more stressful here than usual?" It's not as though HEAT's workload was mundane, and these guys normally thrived on adrenaline.

      "Just some office type shit, that's all," Marc said, interrupting whatever Gus was about to say.

      If I had the time and inclination I'd corner Gus alone and get the info out of him, but did I really need to concern myself with whatever crap was happening at HEAT? As long as Damon did his job and we solved these cases, then I'd leave well enough alone.

      Curiosity didn't just kill the cat, it also fucked with the police detective who wasn't focused as well. Another insightful piece of advice from Carl. There was always a fine line between investigating a case you're on with gusto and getting distracted by irrelevant minutiae.

      I was vaguely intrigued as to why Damon had dropped everything to come back here and not explain a thing. But really, it wasn't pertinent to the cases and if I showed too much interest I'd be asking for a shit load of trouble, I was sure. Just how much did you encourage a man like Damon Michaels? The answer: Not at all.

      And speaking of the devil, just then Damon stormed out of the hallway and took in the sight of us sitting around the table with an empty takeaway container from Angelo's sitting directly in front of me. I glanced over at Jude and offered a glare. I was sure he had that blasted thing just before Damon waltzed back in here. Jude just smiled flashing white teeth.

      "Was it good, Keen?" Michaels asked, heading to the coffee pot instead.

      "Angelo outdid himself," I supplied. "Really put a little extra flavouring in there to make it something special. You would have loved it, take it from me."

      He spun around with coffee mug in hand and leaned back against the kitchen bench. His dark eyes rested on me. For a moment no one said anything, then one of the guys started whistling, another shuffled magazines on the table top lining them up, while still one more cleared his throat and stared at the floor. All of it done at top volume and with a little too much effort to make it look natural.

      "Flack's taking care of it," Damon suddenly said, turning his gaze to Marc.

      "Was it who we think?" Marc asked, and Damon nodded. "This is getting out of hand, Damon."

      "Not now." Damon placed his cup down on the bench with a little too much force and then turned to me. "If you're done corrupting my men, shall we head out?"

      "What an offer," I muttered, standing up from my seat and taking my mug slowly to the sink with the utmost care. I washed it out, humming while I did it, and stood it upside down on the draining rack, and only then turned my gaze to Michaels.

      "Are you purposely trying to piss me off, Keen?" Michaels whispered, his back to the group of men avidly watching this exchange. "Because it's working. And you know how I get when I'm mad."

      I chuckled, which seemed to infuriate him more.

      "Sorry," I murmured, watching as his shoulders relax a little and then I added, "I'm just picturing you turning green like the Incredible Hulk."

      Marc and Jude burst out laughing, while a few of the other guys tried to unsuccessfully hide their reaction.

      "Bloody hell," Damon muttered, heading toward the door that led back downstairs and outside. "God, give me strength," he added under his breath as he started to descend the stairs themselves.

      "He's so damn tetchy, isn't he?" I said with relish to the guys, making them all burst out laughing loudly. "Kinda cute, really." That received a couple of snorts and more laughter.

      "I heard that!" Michaels yelled from just down the stairs. "Move your arse, Keen. We've got cases to solve."

      I tried not to notice it was no longer a 'shapely arse' and then scolded myself furiously for letting things get so out of hand. I didn't normally behave like this, I was much more serious and controlled. But the combination of having Damon and the HEAT guys back in my life was doing a real number on my sanity right now.

      I couldn't afford to lower my guard like this, but since Carl had left I'd had precious little reason to joke or smile. Sure, I offered the obligatory comebacks to the CIB boys, shared a snide remark with Eagle from time to time. But laugh? Tease? To this degree? I couldn't remember the last time I'd let myself go like that.

      No. I did remember. The night before Carl disappeared.

      I sucked in a fortifying breath of air, pushed the memories back and said my farewells in a much more subdued manner. If the HEAT guys noticed my sudden change in behaviour, they didn't comment.

      Michaels was waiting by my locked car when I made it outside. It had started raining, a light drizzle, but he still hadn't taken cover. I crossed to the vehicle and unlocked the doors, sliding in without making eye contact. Enough of the strained tension and sexually loaded innuendos, we did have cases to solve.

      "So, I was thinking..." I started, only to be interrupted by Damon saying, "Is it going to be like this the entire time we work together?"

      Oh, and didn't that just get my hackles up.

      "I'm not the one who requested we team up," I pointed out through gritted teeth.

      "I'm not complaining," he shot back. "I just want to be prepared. Do I or do I not flirt back? I'm all for the foreplay, sweetheart, but if you persist in this I will take you up on it. Is that what you want?"

      "What I want," I said, speaking each word clearly, "is to figure out why the hell two of my informants are dead. I didn't ask for your help, if you can't..."

      "Yet as soon as you're in front of my men you act as though nothing has changed between us, when you know damn well that it has."

      I was fuming, I knew it. And letting myself get so affected by him was a huge mistake. But damn it, Damon made me so fucking mad sometimes that I just couldn't shut the connection down between my emotions and my mouth.

      "And you pressing up against my body reminding me of how it felt is not the same?"

      "Oh, no you don't, Lara. You pushed me against that wall, not the other way around. I just took advantage of the situation."

      I let a long breath of air out. There was no arguing with the man.

      "Then let me make it simple for you, Damon. There is nothing between us. Nothing."

      "There once was and it was good. It could be again."

      "Delusional."

      "Stubborn and unforgiving."

      I snorted. "Oh, I forgave you, Damon. I just didn't forget."

      Silence. Thick and full of meaning, weighted in what ifs, shrouded in reality. I wanted to close my eyes and forget the past year had ever happened. I wanted to sleep for a week and pretend I didn't feel so damn alone.

      Only two people had ever truly let me down in my life. One of them was gone for good. The other was sitting next to me right now. I lowered my side window and let the rain come in. It was better than being surrounded by Damon, every sense I have invaded by his presence, by him.

      I hadn't realised it was going to be this hard. I'd successfully avoided him for months now. When I did see him across the room, across a crowd, I found a way to escape. Last night was the first time he had attended a case I was assigned to. Every other fire related crime I'd investigated had been under another of his team's care.

      Damon Michaels had been out of my life for six months and suddenly he's entrenching himself back again. Why?

      "What's going on at HEAT?" I asked, my gut pushing me to a place I didn't really want to go.

      "Nothing."

      "Damon."

      "No, you can't have it both ways, Lara. Push me out and expect me to let you in."

      I sighed as I pulled the car onto Queen's Wharf, parking in a emergency vehicle only slot. He was out of the car before I could ask more, not even aware of why I had brought us here, just eager to get away from me. I closed my window with another sigh and shut down the vehicle, following him out onto the wharf itself.

      "Why are we here?" Michaels asked when I made it to his rigid side.

      "I have a contact I use who frequents the clubs. He works in The Cloud."

      "I thought The Cloud only did scheduled events. It doesn't look like it's currently in use."

      "He's a security guard, he'll be around. He's got nowhere else to go."

      I started heading over to a side door on the long, undulating white building. A few people milled around the wharf, most of them tourists coming to see the oversized billboards featuring the All Blacks rugby team. During the World Cup this building had been overflowing with fans, now it sat a little forlorn, taking up too much space and patiently waiting to be used again.

      I banged on the staff only entrance and waited to see if my guy would turn up. The rain started to fall in earnest, making a hollow tin sound as it hit the side and roof of the rounded cloud-like structure, it competed with my further fist banging to be heard.

      "Looks like he's not here," Michaels commented.

      "He's always here. Come on, let's try around the front."

      We walked down the length of the building towards the waterfront where The Cloud had bi-folding glass doors, floor to ceiling almost in height. If Tank was here, he could be lounging in the atrium, taking in the view. I cupped my hands over my eyes and leaned against the front windows trying to see into the darkened interior. The place did look deserted, but sometimes it just took Tank a while to trust that it was safe to come out. He wasn't meant to overnight in the structure, but no one had the heart to turf him out.

      It had been a while since I'd last used him, I hadn't realised he liked the night club scene until Tommy mentioned it just last night. Carl had certainly never divulged that Tank was a sub in the back rooms, but before Tommy met his fiery death, he'd hinted that Tank was more involved in that scene than we'd obviously realised.

      Thoughts of Tommy left me feeling cold, the water dripping down from the overhang where we stood only added to the chilled feeling through my bones. I rubbed both hands up and down my arms, then felt a contrasting heated sensation down the back of my neck.

      I spun and faced the edge of the wharf, my hand on my weapon under my jacket. I hadn't pulled it, but I'd released the safety latch on the holster, prepared.

      "What is it?" Michaels asked, moving to stand closer to me. And in a stupid, uselessly gallant move, placing himself between me and the rest of the world, The Cloud at our backs.

      "I'm the one armed," I pointed out, stepping around him.

      "And yet you haven't pulled your gun," Damon whispered. "What did you hear?"

      I shook my head, tilted it and listened. Just the low level hum of a big city mixed with the chopping of waves against the edge of the wharf and the splatter of rain on concrete. I glanced over my shoulder into the atrium of The Cloud sensing eyes on me from every direction.

      Sometimes a cop has to trust her instincts with nothing more to go on than her gut.

      "Something's not right," I finally whispered, a truth which was voiced way too late.

      The glass at our backs shattered before the gunshot was actually heard. I had my weapon out and aimed at nothing by the time Damon had thrown us both to the ground, his body covering mine. But no more bullets were fired, just our over-loud heartbeats and breathing competing with stunned silence and Auckland city on a rainy winter's afternoon.
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            "If you bury it deep enough, it can't climb back out and bite you on the arse, can it, Sport?"

          

        

      

    

    
      Uniforms swarmed Queens Wharf, strobing red and blue lights from their cars down the Quay Street end. Yellow police tape cordoned off the crime scene, the crunch of shattered glass under booted foot adding to the delightful atmosphere of an attempted murder in the CBD. Detective Inspector Hart strode over towards where Michaels and I stood huddled under what protection we could gain from The Cloud's overhang, steam wafting off the top of our take-away coffee cups.

      "Talk to me," he barked, even before he'd made it to our sides. The directive to me, not Michaels.

      "We were trying to connect with one of my contacts, a Tyrone (Tank) Anderson who does security guard work here at The Cloud."

      "He here?" the Inspector asked and I shook my head.

      "No one's inside the building, but there's evidence that someone slept here last night."

      "Your guy?"

      "At a guess. He usually stays here when he can't find an available bed to share some place else."

      "What did you want with him?"

      "Info on the club scene, he's a back room sub. Or, so I believe, from what Thomas Withers told me last night."

      The Inspector stared down at some of the glass that lay scattered across the concrete, lights glinted off the faceted sides of the debris, making them seem more like jewels than little pieces of broken window pane.

      "The bullet been found?" he asked at last.

      "A .38 Special, common enough round."

      "At least it's something to go on," he commented, then raised his eyes to look me in the face. "I'd suggest taking the rest of the night off, but the pathologist's report has just come in from the car boot crime. It's waiting on your desk." And with that he spun on his heels and headed over to talk to Ryan Pierce who was standing off to the side conversing with a member of forensics.

      I ran a hand over my face, closing my eyes for a second and then straightened my shoulders. But I didn't make a move to walk back to my car.

      "Two informants dead," I mused aloud. "One sliced with a serrated hunting knife severing his carotid artery, the other burned in the boot of a car. Exact cause of death apparently sitting on my desk. And now a .38 fired at us. Or me. What's the motive?"

      "I don't know," Michaels murmured. "Connections?"

      "Informants. Two dead, one staying here, right where we're shot at. It revolves around the informants."

      "Common thread?"

      I blinked into the rain, watching the lights of the Waiheke Island - or was it the Devonport? - ferry flash in and out through the drops.

      "The clubs." I shook my head. "Neither Anton nor Tommy had much to go on. Anton nothing, Tommy just Tank's name. It's thin. It's not enough."

      "It's a start. Let's get out of this rain and check out that report."

      I nodded, my mind still rolling through possible motives, tangling threads and loose connections. None of it was solid and my gut was telling me none of it was nearly enough to figure this all out yet.

      We rode in silence up the hill toward Central Police, parking this time under cover in the garage beneath the ten storey building itself. I felt drained and bedraggled, rather like a cat who'd been thrown in a swimming pool and spent too much energy finding my way out. Before I exited the car, I grabbed a hair tie out of my glove compartment and hastily tied my hair back in a loose and decidedly messy bun. No one could accuse me of being too fashion focused.

      Wisely, Michaels didn't comment as we rode the lift up to CIB's floor, but I'd have to make an effort to tidy up at some stage, even police detectives are expected to carry themselves with a little decorum in their dress. My trousers were two days old, creased, dirty and now sported a rip in the knee where I'd grazed my skin as we hit the concrete on Queen's Wharf. My shirt wasn't faring much better, and my jacket, well, it was close to a write off.

      I didn't have a change of clothes at work, usually I did, but I'd used my last lot just the other day when I'd done a double shift, and hadn't thought to replace them yet. I'd have to make it home before too much longer, I hoped it would be for a few hours sleep at least. But when I sat at my desk, unable to prevent the jerk of my body when Michaels took Carl's seat and not the one beside me, and opened the file from McIntyre, I realised sleep wasn't going to come any time soon.

      "Well, at least your involvement is warranted," I muttered, handing over the folder to Damon.

      "He was alive when the car caught on fire," Damon murmured, flicking through the report with practised hands. "Cause of death: Smoke inhalation. Burns to ninety percent of the body, possibly received prior to death." He sighed, placing the file down on the desk. "Fuck, sometimes I really hate my job."

      "Injuries consistent with being alight at the time of death, but nothing to indicate a struggle pre-burn. Toxicology is also clear," I added. "How did they get him in the boot and why didn't he fight back?"

      "Did Anton have injuries consistent with a struggle?"

      I rifled through my desk drawer finding the appropriate pathologist report, but already knowing the answer. I tossed the folder over to Damon and let him read.

      "No struggle, no pharmaceuticals in the blood," he confirmed once he'd flicked through the report quickly. He sat back in his chair and steepled his fingers in front of his face, thinking.

      I chucked my empty take-away coffee cup in the bin beside my desk and checked my emails, while we both tried to reason anything out of something that didn't seem to have any logic to it at all.

      "The knife I can understand," Damon said, breaking into my email scanning. "If he knew the assailant, or hadn't sensed anything out of the ordinary, then they could have gotten close enough to make the lethal strike."

      "But the car boot doesn't fit," I added. "I agree. Why get in the boot of a car willingly? He didn't fight until he was already on fire, no knock to the head to incapacitate. There could be a discrepancy in the Doc's findings, an injury overlooked or presumed received after he was alight. Or maybe he was simply pushed in there, the lid closed behind him before he realised what was up. Then whoosh."

      "Whoosh," Damon repeated. "He would have smelled the accelerant. Surely that would have been enough to make him fight back."

      "Has your lab finished analysis on that?"

      "Not yet, I'll follow up now." He pulled his cellphone out and swiped the screen, while I answered a few email inquiries and cleared my messages, noting the uniforms had posted their witness interview results, from the neighbourhood surrounding the car boot fire, to our secured network.

      No witnesses discovered, nothing to go on there.

      I looked up when he pocketed his phone, several minutes having passed as I caught up on report writing and correspondence.

      "A kerosene and turpentine mix," Damon said when he knew he had my attention. "Both ignitable liquids on their own, but extremely volatile when not carefully mixed. The ratio used was stable enough to allow ignition but not explosion. It would have been easily detected by smell prior to the victim entering the boot of the car. Either, alone, would have been enough. But the arsonist chose to mix them, why?"

      "The message." Damon cocked an eyebrow. "He wants us to know it was premeditated. And that he's clever enough to not blow the car or victim to kingdom come."

      I sat back in my chair, my mind alive and invigorated with possibilities and connections, motives and cause.

      "He lured Tommy there," I continued. "A location he had been at hours ago while meeting a cop. That alone would have made Tommy suspicious. Did the assailant pretend to be me? Location and mechanics. It means something. The next will be more complicated, an escalation of the second, almost unrelated to the first in its complexity. But it will be in a location that I have been with an informant recently, and the killer will want to be recognised for how difficult the act would have been to complete."

      I stopped, aware Damon was staring at me with a strange mix of respect and pride, but I didn't have time to consider any of that. "Eagle," was all I said, checking my watch and locking the reports back inside my desk drawer.

      "Who's Eagle?" Damon asked at my back as I threaded my way through the near empty desks on the CIB floor. I was surprised to note so few detectives on station, but then, like Hart had said, we were a little thin on the ground right now and several were down at The Cloud processing that scene.

      "One of my regular contacts. He'll be up on Karangahape Road at this time of night. Expecting me," I added, remembering the phone message Eagle had left earlier this morning.

      Hard to believe it was still the same day. I'd been up since three-thirty, with only a couple of hours sleep under my belt. Exhaustion was about to kick my arse any time now.

      "Hold up a sec," Damon called as I strode down the corridor toward the exit. I turned and watched him feed coins into a vending machine, juggling several packets of processed sugar-filled snacks in his arms as he struggled to catch up. "Someone ate my lunch and I haven't eaten all day," he commented when I held the door open for him at the lift.

      I felt a stab of guilt, which I soon pushed to the back of my mind as he took relish biting into a chocolate nut covered bar. I watched with a sort of fascination as he chewed, well aware he knew I was studying him eat, so was making a performance out of it.

      "Wanna bite?" he offered, holding out the half eaten bar. It would have been easy, so easy, to lean forward and nibble on the end. But we'd been down this path already today, and the road was rocky, not somewhere I was willing to return to yet.

      I shook my head. "You look like you're enjoying it, wouldn't want to interrupt."

      "There's a comeback there that I'd love to use."

      "But you won't," I countered.

      He sighed. "No, Lara. I won't."

      I wasn't sure why that should have made me feel anything other than relief. But it did, so I ignored that too.

      If you bury it deep enough, it can't climb back out and bite you on the arse, can it, Sport?

      Carl had given advice that was often profound. Sometimes he'd just used sarcasm.

      Again we didn't speak in the car, too many unsaid words filling the silence for us. Damon ate his designer dinner, I listened to Carl's voice inside my head. It's not that I'd forgotten he called me Sport. It was just that I hadn't allowed myself to remember. Sport. Like I was his champion, someone who could leap hurdles and cross the line first. Carl had believed in me. I'd believed in him too.

      Shame we let each other down.

      Eagle was otherwise engaged when we made it to K Road and I couldn't have been fucking happier. He was alive, that's all that mattered. The fact that we had to wait, just out of view, while he sucked his John off, was irrelevant in the scheme of things.

      I closed my eyes and allowed myself to get what little rest I could whilst surrounded by filth and degradation, and the noises of a very vocal trick. Both Eagle and his John making a show of things, possibly on Eagle's part, because he knew he had an audience. Probably on the John's because Eagle gave good head. But I wasn't trying to analyse it, just pretended I was somewhere else while it lasted.

      Unfortunately, Michaels wasn't used to this sort of scene whilst investigating fire related crimes and his surprise, and no doubt disgust, made him whisper in my ear, "You see this sort of thing often?"

      "All the time," I whispered back. "You get used to it." A blatant lie.

      "Like you get used to death," Damon whispered, calling me on it.

      "Yeah," I breathed, looking at the ground.

      "How old is he?" Damon asked after a moment, when it was obvious Eagle would be busy a little longer.

      "Not sure exactly. Don't think Eagle knows either. But early twenties at a guess."

      Damon leaned back against the wall next to me and just breathed.

      We waited. The John got his money's worth and Eagle finally exited the little alley with a cocky grin on his face. He'd already pocketed the cash, for which I was glad. Michaels was having enough of an issue with this scene as it was. I'd always been pretty philosophical about it all. Kid's gotta make a living. But that didn't stop me paying him more than the going rate for a snitch.

      I was hopeful he was saving that cash for a grand escape off the streets, but part of me was also realistic. Eagle loved this life and wouldn't want it any other way.

      Who was I to judge?

      Besides, prostitution is legal in New Zealand, the fact that he flaunts the outer edges of that particular law is merely part of everyday life on the streets.

      "Detective Keen, y'partnered up," Eagle drawled, pulling out a cigarette from behind his ear and lighting it with a flourish. His movements were fluid and like a captivating dance.

      He was fucking flirting and it wasn't with me.

      "Cut it out, he's straight," I growled, surprised I'd put such force in the reprimand. I think both men were too, because they just stared at me for a second.

      "Fuck, eh," Eagle said with a snigger. "Didya find yourself a daddy?"

      Michaels snorted, which made me realise he knew exactly what a daddy was, while I fought a ridiculous and unexpected blush.

      "He's my partner, Eagle," I managed to say, forcing myself to act calm. "How's your night been, any unexpected hassles?"

      "Now whatcha aks me that for, Keen? Every night's an adventure. And hassles, they just make it more fun." His eyes flicked over to Michaels as he blew out a few smoke rings. He took his time assessing my partner, not bothering to hide his interest in the slightest. "But if ya give me a minute alone with y'partner, I tell ya if somethin' uns'pected pops up."

      I ran a hand over my face as Damon chuckled quietly at my side.

      "Don't encourage him," I muttered, turning my attention back to the boy. "Two deaths so far."

      The cigarette dropped to the ground, he didn't bother to stub it out.

      "So far, y'say?" He might have been an uneducated street rat, but Eagle wasn't dumb. I nodded. "OK," he said, pushing off from his recline against the wall. "I'll spread the word to play it safe."

      "Thanks," I mumbled, scratched at my unruly hair and sucked in a breath of air. "The perp could be using me to lure the vics," I admitted quietly. "Don't trust anything unless we're face to face."

      "And what a face, eh?" Eagle murmured, but his heart wasn't in it any longer. He shook his head, looked like to clear it. "Word is the clubs are pullin' back on the roofies. Someone knows y'on to them."

      Interesting, and not entirely a surprise. But it would make infiltrating the back rooms that much harder. Suddenly this was feeling like an insurmountable roadblock, but at least if they were running scared, less people would be abused.

      Eagle, having delivered his message, started walking down the alley towards the lights of Karangahape Road without another word, when he reached the edge of the shadows he turned back and looked at me.

      "Y'didn't wear the dress," he said, his voice sounding a little sad.

      I huffed out a noisy breath. "It wasn't that revealing, Eagle."

      "Yeah, that's what Rooster said. Still, would of liked to see ya when y'actually make a effort, Detective."

      "Gee, thanks," I muttered.

      He offered his signature Eagle crooked smile, the one I was sure pulled in all his marks with relative ease. Even Damon had stilled next to me and I knew for a fact that he didn't swing that way. With a shake of his head Eagle shifted his gaze from assessing my ripped, dirty and dishevelled clothing and looked Damon straight in the eyes.

      "She likes tulips and Swiss chocolates."

      "Eagle," I whispered, unable to raise the volume on my voice any louder due to the mild shock and astonishment I felt at his words.

      "And if ya see her in that dress, makes sure y'let her know she looks fuckin' hot."

      "She always looks fucking hot," Damon murmured.

      Eagle's smile returned. "You'll do," he said and then he melted into the busy Saturday night clubbing crowd.

      I hoped with all my heart that I'd see that crooked smile again. I hoped that before this was over I deserved to.

      It wasn't for the memory of my mentor and guide, Carl. It wasn't even because it was the right thing to have happen in a sometimes evil world.

      It was because I can be selfish and wilful, and because this was my city and my people who were being hurt.

      And I was deeply afraid it was all because of me.
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            "If you pick at it enough, eventually you get rid of the scab and you're left with only a clean cut."

          

        

      

    

    
      "Tell me about the back room at Zero," I said with more courage than I actually had, as I negotiated traffic on K Road, heading back to the Central Police Station and Michaels' car.

      "It's invite only," he offered, well aware I knew this already. He was stalling. Was he as uncomfortable as me?

      "And what's it like? What actually goes on there?"

      "Sex. Lots of it. The occasional flogging for pleasure or a disciplinary scene. Shows of dominance and submission definitely. It's all a performance designed to seduce the senses. Art in motion under muted coloured lights, and in amongst shadows and plush surroundings, all wrapped up in a sensual atmosphere of luxury and soft sighs. You can participate or simply watch, but if you're watching be prepared to be propositioned. If you're there at all, it's because you find it titillating, and those who do are not afraid to lure their prey to them if they desire."

      "But you don't have to agree to do anything unless you want to?" I checked.

      "No, but not participating means you won't be invited back."

      Oh. And Damon had said he could get another invitation. Easily.

      "They monitor it that closely," I said through a numbed throat.

      "It's strictly guarded. Getting in won't be a problem. Going back, if we don't put on a show, would be."

      "We better make one visit work for us then," I offered, as I pulled the car into the public carpark at the station.

      "Oh, Lara. You have no idea how good a show we could put on."

      "Don't. You promised," I whispered as I shut the engine off.

      "It was too tempting an opportunity to pass up," he whispered back.

      The silence in the car was only interrupted by the ticking of the cooling engine.

      "What's next?" Damon finally asked, putting us back on a more professional footing.

      "I need a shower and a change of clothes, preferably a couple of hours sleep. Then we start asking around Tommy's friends, cross reference their answers with those I managed to ascertain from Anton's earlier this week. Both men are fairly transient, no fixed home addresses. But Tommy did have a girlfriend who lives in Panmure, last I checked. We could try there."

      "You think this could be coincidence and unrelated to your current case?"

      "I think we don't have enough to go on to rule out all other avenues. We're missing something, I just don't know what."

      "All the connections point to the club scene," Damon pointed out, no doubt deciding to play devil's advocate. At least he took his role as partner seriously. Carl and I used to debate case outcomes constantly, throwing ideas back and forth, pulling apart others, until finally something stuck.

      If you pick at it enough, eventually you get rid of the scab and you're left with only a clean cut.

      I think Sherlock Holmes might have said it better, but I understood Carl's meaning anyway.

      I rubbed a hand over my face and let a long breath of air out.

      "I don't have an answer," I admitted. "And I can't think straight."

      "Lara, don't bite my head off, but when did you last get a full night's sleep?" Damon asked, voice pitched low and carefully.

      I turned my head to look him in the face. Despite the obvious shadows I saw beneath his eyes, he was still an extremely handsome man. Strong jawline, straight, prominent nose, thick dark hair with the most intriguing curl hanging over the creased lines in his high forehead. And those lips. I knew how those full, soft, rounded lips felt like when pressed against mine.

      I wanted to touch them, then I wanted to stroke along his cheek and feel the roughness of the whiskers there. And then that led me to his hair, and the need to curl a strand around my finger, tug him closer by that one small connection and feel those lips against mine. Again.

      I was feverish with exhaustion. That's what it was.

      "When is the last time you had a full night's sleep?" I asked instead.

      He sighed. "Touché."

      "Go get some sleep, Damon. We'll pick this up in the morning. For now I need a little distance and a chance to think things through."

      Sometimes taking a step back, while going against all the instincts a cop has, is the only way to see the whole picture. I was missing something here. The motive didn't fit the crime, if we were to go with the underground club scene roofies being the reason behind two people getting murdered. Motives run the gamut from passion through to revenge through to the old favourite, money. And many in between.

      Could the potential money made dealing roofies really have been enough to push someone to kill two human beings? Unfortunately, the answer could still be yes. People had killed for less. But my gut wasn't happy with that assessment. There was more to it, I just needed to line up the dots and take a step back to see what picture they made.

      "You're sure?" Damon asked. "Sleep is highly overrated, after all. I'd be happy to go over the interviews you've already undertaken, any evidence already gathered, and see if I pick up something new."

      "That's actually not a bad idea. Are you still at the same email address?"

      "Yes. And the same cellphone number. Do you need me to resend those?" The way he asked, I knew he was fishing. Had I kept his contact details? Had I still held on despite walking away?

      I suppressed the grimace that wanted out and just nodded, flicking through my smart phone and logging into the server for CIB. Then  I attached a secured file to Damon's email address and sent the lot flying through cyberspace.

      "It's password protected," I said, pocketing my phone again.

      "And the password is?"

      "Phoenix. Capital P, the rest lower case, all one word."

      "Phoenix," he murmured. "Rising from the ashes."

      "Stubbornly clinging to something that should have been destroyed by fire."

      His lips twitched. "Life, like love, is not something one should ever give up on, Lara."

      "So you say."

      He held my gaze, a slight look of defeat entering the dark brown in his eyes.

      "I'll see you in the morning," he murmured, and then slipped out of the car.

      I watched him walk the short distance to his HEAT vehicle, unable to pull my gaze away from his back. Then shook myself awake, turned the car engine over and pulled out of the lot. I had every intention of driving home. Pouring myself a glass of wine and soaking in the bath, then reading over reports and notes on the case in bed. Until finally I fell asleep from sheer exhaustion.

      But somehow I found myself standing in front of the memorial plaques at Purewa Cemetery, staring at Carl's name on the wall. I didn't come here often. It was too morbid, and really, it's not like he would answer any questions I had. But here I was, alone late at night, looking for something that I knew I couldn't find here.

      I told myself it was that need for distance. A break from the case to clear my head. But I'd learned long ago that lying to yourself was a sure-fire way to make things worse.

      "So, here I am," I whispered, and naturally no one replied. "Where are you, I wonder," I added, and scuffed the toe of my shoe on the pavers beneath my feet just to be doing something. Anything at all.

      I shook my head, angry with myself for being so fucking sentimental, then with hands thrust deep in my pockets I turned and strode back to my car.

      It was useless to live in the past, nothing could ever change it. Carl Forrester was dead and no amount of pleading with a higher deity would bring him back.

      I checked my phone, making sure there were no new messages, then drove forlornly home.

      It was four in the morning when the call came in.

      "Detective Keen, Kathy at Comms. We've got a unit outside The Cloud." Ah, fuck it. "A body has been found, query gunshot. There's a flag in the system connecting you to the location yesterday. Do you want it?"

      I rolled over to sit on the side of the bed and stared at the carpet for a second.

      "I'll be there in fifteen."

      "Roger copy, assigning you now," the dispatcher said and hung up.

      I kept staring at the carpet for a full minute more, then returned the phone to its base and started to dress. I made sure, this time, to grab clean clothes that had at least some respectability to them, having thrown my outfit in the laundry basket when I got home. This time I opted for jeans, a white shirt and blue jacket to hide my holstered gun. The inspector wasn't a fan of jeans for his detectives, but nearly every single one of them in CIB liked to flaunt denim when they could.

      I needed at least something to smile about tonight. Rebelling with the dress code was as close as I'd get.

      I dialled Michaels' cellphone whilst enroute. It went straight to voice mail, so I had to settle for leaving a message. Praying that some enterprising young uniformed officer had grabbed take-away coffees before I got there, I went over the case as it stood in my mind. Two dead informants, one attempted murder by .38 at The Cloud, or it could have just been to unsettle us and death wasn't foremost on the shooter's mind, and now a body back at The Cloud.

      Logic told me it was going to be Tank's. Why, when I hadn't even touched base with him, didn't make any sense, though, at all. The previous deaths were with snitches I had met with and swapped information for cash. Granted, Anton didn't have much to give me that was helpful, other than a few generalisations about current known whereabouts of certain criminals and the like. But Tommy had given up intel that pertained to the underground club scene.

      The connection was too slim. My gut told me this had nothing to do with the roofies at the clubs. But then, if not, what was it all about?

      Informants. Meeting with me or in the case of Tank, almost meeting with me. Same location as the meets.

      I shook the questions free for now, first I needed to confirm the body was indeed Tank's. This could all be a coincidence and nothing more.

      I parked where I'd managed to get a spot earlier, three marked cop cars already on the scene, yellow tape cordoning off the entire area around The Cloud structure. A constable standing at this end, ready to deflect or direct as necessary. I flashed my badge and slipped under the tape, following his directions to the where the victim could be found.

      Just as I neared the scene, my cellphone rang. I held my hand up to the officer approaching me and swiped to activate the call.

      "Keen," I said into the piece, seeing the body of the victim from where I stood. "Shit," I muttered, recognising Tank's large form resting, as though posed, next to the particle board that had been used to seal the glass door shattered from the bullet yesterday.

      Blood pooled through his security guard uniform, from the looks of it he'd been shot more than once. No matter how many times I see the dark stain of spilled blood, no matter how far away I glimpse at it, no matter how much is there, every single time it makes my stomach roll and my breath hitch. There's no denying the reaction even after all of these years.

      I turned away and devoted my attention to the caller on the other end of the line.

      "We really should stop connecting like this in the middle of the fucking night, Keen," Pierce's voice murmured into my ear.

      "Don't tell me," I quipped, "You've been called in for a murder too."

      "No, not murder. I'll leave those to you. My call-out, although I'm guessing not pertaining to your case, is right up your alley."

      I groaned, not bothering to hide my dislike of where this was going.

      "Spill, Pierce."

      "Arson."

      "Oh, come on! I'm not the only detective assigned to HEAT."

      "Yeah, but if you're wondering where your boy is, he's with me."

      "Well that explained him not answering his cellphone," I reasoned.

      "There's more," Pierce added, the sounds of conversation becoming less and less distinct in the background. I figured Pierce was attempting some privacy for this next bit.

      "There always is," I muttered.

      "Something's not right about this one," Pierce shared.

      "God, Pierce. I'm standing in the freezing cold beside a dead body and you're phoning to use me as a sounding board on an arson? Which, by the way, is never right."

      "Damn, did they not have coffee waiting, Keen?"

      No, they didn't. I flicked a frown toward the uniformed officer waiting for my attention.

      "It's hard to get good help these days," I offered. "So, what's your gut telling you?" I asked, returning us to the real reason why Ryan had phoned.

      We'd gotten used to pitting ideas against each other since Carl left and Harvey was suspended. A detective has to have someone they can turn to, to bounce ideas off, despite my earlier complaining words.

      "I don't think this is an isolated case, and I checked with Comms. There's been no arsons recently, but Michaels is acting like this was expected and means something. Something personal," he added. "Look, I just thought you should know, considering he's your temporary partner and all."

      I ran a hand over my face, closing my eyes while I thought that through.

      "I gather he's closing you out," I said, lids still down while I pictured the scene in my head.

      "Pretty much."

      "What do you want me to do?" I asked, resigned to the fact that there was more going on than just the underground club scene. And I had thought that was complicated enough.

      "Stick some dynamite up his arse and make him play ball."

      "Now there's an image I'd rather not have burned on my retinas," I shot back. I sighed. "I'm a little tied up right now, but send through what you manage to uncover there and I'll have him on about it later when we meet up. I still assume he'll be on this case with me, or does it look like he's jumping ship already?"

      Strange how that left me feeling uncertain. Was Damon backing out already, giving up before the battle had even begun?

      "Hasn't led me to believe that, but I'll make sure he's aware you're on another murder scene. And thanks, I'll send through what I've got as soon as we wrap up here."

      "OK, Sarge. Talk soon."

      I hung up and turned to face the uniform again, who seemed super eager to hand over the crime scene to CIB. I didn't blame him, we were exposed here at the end of Queen's Wharf, but that's why they paid us the big bucks. Or not.

      "What have you got for me, Officer?" I asked, walking towards him and Tank's body.

      "Gunshots heard around three-thirty, Detective. Two in total, but nothing else witnessed. We were the first on scene, found the body as it is now, haven't touched anything else, other than to secure the area. We have the original witness to the gunshots sitting in one of the units, waiting to make a statement, and the manager of The Cloud on the way down here now to see if they recognise the victim. As he's wearing a security officer uniform, we assume he could have been working here."

      He had been. And sleeping here too. I nodded.

      "Any other witnesses rounded up who heard the shots?" I asked as I walked to the other side of the body and found the weapon. Gripped in Tank's bloody hand.

      "No, Detective. What with the noise of Quay Street, it's surprising the guy walking past heard anything at all."

      No, it wasn't. The killer wanted the body found right then.

      "Suicide?" the officer asked.

      I crouched down and looked into the pale face of my dead informant and shook my head.

      "No. Homicide."

      "But he's holding the gun."

      "And it's probably the gun that killed him, and he possibly even fired it." Forensics would determine that easily enough. "But it wasn't suicide."

      I could tell the cop was looking at me as though I'd lost the plot, but I switched off from the surroundings and let my senses get to work on the immediate scene. Ignoring the metallic smell of blood mixed with the ammonia of urine, and cutting my emotions off from the fact that this was once a man, not just a body, I catalogued the location of each wound. It was never easy, but necessary. You had to treat each victim like a job.

      At least, most of the time.

      Two obvious bullet wounds. Both of them could have been the fatal shot. Left upper chest, right above the heart, close range. Centre of the forehead, minimal blood loss. The bullet to the head was post mortem, the one in the chest killed him. That was my bet, anyway.

      But here he was holding the smoking gun. And I'd bet my money both shots were fired from this weapon. Impossible for a dead man to shoot himself in the head.

      I leaned forward, looking at the positioning of the body. It seemed overly staged. Legs crossed at the ankles, as though he was sitting down and taking a lunch break. One hand, his right, holding the weapon on top of his thigh. The other hand in the left pocket of his trousers, looked like it was gripping something.

      I stared at the bulge in the pocket as the crime lab guys arrived, setting up flood lights and screens, rolling in trolleys with gear and a stretcher to take the body away afterwards.

      "Can someone get photographs done quickly, please?" I asked.

      "Sure thing. Anywhere in particular you want to look at first?" a forensics, overall wearing, shoe covered, and hair covered, guy asked.

      "The pocket," I replied pointing where I needed him to take shots.

      I stood up and gave him some space, wishing to God I had a coffee cup in my hand, and turned my attention to the wider scene. It was hard to tell if Tank had been shot where he sat, but my guess was he had. No blood splatter or smears to indicate he was dragged there. Probably positioned after death, but I was prepared to wait for the forensics report to confirm that. Anything, though, was possible with this perp.

      Nothing else seemed out of the ordinary by the time I'd done a thorough walk through of the area and scene. I instructed a couple of uniforms to work with the crime lab to gather any evidence down the sides of the building, including a good portion of the Wharf itself, but I didn't tell them that I thought it was a waste of time.

      This guy was too good.

      "Something in the pocket, Detective," the photographer said.

      I walked over and nodded for him to retrieve it, saving me from having to don gloves.

      Slowly he pulled the item out, releasing it from the grip Tank's fingers had around the handle.

      "A .38 calibre pistol, Detective," the guy said.

      I stared at it for a second and then ordered, "Bag it, and check it against the bullet found at this location last night. It'll match."

      Now the question was, had the gun been planted or was it Tank's? And the answer to that would tell us who had fired at Damon and me yesterday.

      Of course, proving who it belonged to was a fucking long shot.

      Bottom line though, I was definitely being fucking played.
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      I checked the information Pierce had sent through regarding the arson and confirmed with Comms that he and HEAT were still on scene. Putting off paperwork seemed like a good idea, and finding out just what the hell Damon was up to even better.

      I needed my partner focused on this case, not something he was getting all territorial over with Ryan Pierce.

      My gut rocked and rolled on the way over to the address on my GPS, forcing me to make an impromptu and brief stop at a petrol station for the Emergency Services standard of steak and cheese pie with double shot of espresso coffee on the side. I felt rather disgusted with myself for eating the fat laden pastry, but the second the caffeine hit my tongue all guilt was wiped clean.

      Dusting off the crumbs, and swiping the back of my hand over my mouth to ensure I didn't have any tomato sauce peeking at the edges of my lips, I watched the scene outside my car window for several minutes. Noting the three fire engines in situ, the burned out garage attached to a rather nicely presented refurbished council house, the charred and destroyed exotic looking vehicle inside said burned out garage, and the untold number of HEAT vehicles that took up half the street.

      This wasn't a normal arson, all right. This was intimately related to the guys at HEAT. And if I wasn't mistaken, that was a hot rod turned to ash in the garage.

      Marc's house.

      "Bugger it," I muttered as I climbed out of the car, searching for Detective Sergeant Pierce first out of professional respect.

      I found him arguing quietly with Michaels, several aggravated and adrenaline fuelled HEAT guys right at his back. And Ryan was facing them alone with a sense of calm and self possession few men had when in the middle of a showdown with angry and determined firemen.

      I walked over, ignoring the annoyed glares from men I had only just yesterday shared a pasta meal and coffee with at HEAT HQ's table. They clearly didn't want Ryan to have back-up, and they sure as hell didn't want that back-up to be me.

      "What's the story?" I said, interrupting Michaels mid rant, directing my attention and question to Pierce.

      "What the hell are you doing here?" Michaels demanded. Pierce and I ignored him.

      Turning to me, Ryan said, "The house belongs to a HEAT team member."

      "Marc Holland," I supplied, receiving a raised eyebrow from Pierce and an undecipherable mutter from Michaels.

      "Yes, Marc Holland," Pierce confirmed. "At this point and time HEAT has declined any further assistance from CIB."

      I spun to look at Michaels. "Why?"

      "That's what I was asking," Pierce offered to my side, shoulder to shoulder, facing the HEAT guys. This should be fun.

      "This is ridiculous," Michaels exclaimed. "We just want a moment to assess the scene without your lot traipsing all over it."

      "We do not traipse," I argued. "And since when has HEAT ever had a scene like this to themselves?"

      "Pointed that out already," Pierce muttered.

      "Just give us half an hour," Michaels tried.

      "Why?" I pushed.

      "Because I'm asking."

      "Not good enough," Pierce said bluntly in the first indication of him being riled.

      "Lara," Damon almost pleaded, his eyes on mine and looking fierce. "Just half an hour for us to check a few things out, then forensics can move in and work with my team."

      I really had no idea what was going on. The request was unusual for so many reasons. HEAT Investigation Division were the experts on fire related crimes, but they were not the law. They always worked in conjunction with the Police, never alone. And besides, Damon asking me this was out of line. This wasn't even my case.

      "It's Ryan's call," I finally said and the look of disbelief on Damon's face almost made me take a step back.

      What the hell had he expected? We had no promise to each other, professional or otherwise. But still I felt like I'd let him down. Not given my trust when I should have. Damon had always been able to make me feel that way, yet he was the one who betrayed any trust we ever had.

      Pierce turned to his forensics team on site and gave them the go-ahead to start sifting through the scene, Damon just stared daggers at me, but barked out instructions for his guys to doggedly follow the crime lab inside the garage.

      I wanted to sigh. I wanted to pull my hair out and give a little scream. But instead I said, "There's been a third murder. Tank, outside The Cloud."

      I saw him struggle with the need to turn his back, to tell me to go to hell, and say he wasn't interested. But Damon Michaels is an investigator through and through. Even when pissed off at me, the crime came first.

      "How?" he asked, a one word sentence, but at least he was engaging.

      "Gunshots, two. Posed to look like a suicide, but I'm certain the second shot to the forehead was carried out after death."

      He nodded, started to pace in front of me, wheels turning inside his head.

      "There's more."

      "Always is," he muttered, which made me smile, despite the chill still emanating from the man.

      "A .38 calibre pistol inside his trouser pocket."

      His head shot up so he could look me in the face.

      "The one that shot at us?"

      "I'm guessing, won't have it confirmed until forensics runs a check."

      "Bloody hell, Keen. You always did attract too much attention."

      "What the hell does that mean?" I demanded, hands on hips, jacket spread displaying my badge and holstered gun.

      I'd always liked this stance. At once it relays my pissed off attitude, and somehow manages to say don't fuck with me as well.

      Damon flicked his dark gaze over my body, then settled his eyes on my chest. Most people got distracted by the gun, or at the very least the badge, not many waved the rag in front of the bull by staring at my tits.

      "It means," Michaels murmured, still staring at my breasts, "that life is very exciting indeed whenever you're around."

      "Cut it out," I growled. And received a blinding smile in return.

      His eyes rose to hold my gaze and he let a long breath of air out on a sigh.

      "I just wanted half an hour to check something out, Keen," he said quietly, making my stomach tighten at the return to the previous topic. "Was it too much to back me on it?"

      "What do want from me, Damon?" I took a step towards him, realising we were pretty much on our own, the HEAT guys all shadowing forensics or Pierce now, clearly giving us space to work things out. "My badge? Because that's what it would mean, going against protocol. Or my professional standing with another detective in my division? One I have had to rely on a lot in the past few months. You're a temporary fixture in my life, Michaels. Once this case is over, you'll be gone. And I'll have to face not only Inspector Hart, but Ryan Pierce as well. Do you really want to fuck with me that much over thirty minutes unobserved at an arson scene?"

      We were practically nose to nose now, he hadn't backed down as I'd advanced. His intense, almost black in this low light, eyes holding mine fiercely.

      "I want your trust," he finally murmured.

      "You don't have it," I said sadly with a shake of my head.

      "It wasn't my fault, Lara," he added, with an obvious dose of been here done that in his tone.

      "Well, it sure as hell wasn't mine. So, whose was it?"

      His hands fisted, his jaw flexed, and then he purposely relaxed his muscles and rubbed the back of his fucking neck. His tell.

      I turned and took a few steps away, then said without looking back, "Are you staying here, or coming with me to find out who's killing informants in this city?"

      "Do you still want my help?"

      It would have been easy to say I'd been ordered to work with him on this and only wanted him there because of that. But I swallowed my pride and sucked in a deep breath.

      Then said, "Yeah, I still want your help."

      "Then I'll come with you. Give me five minutes to hand over to Flack and I'll join you in your car."

      I nodded, still not looking back, and headed over to where Pierce was standing looking at some evidence the forensics guys had unearthed.

      "Got a lead?"

      "Nah, not yet," he said. "But those HEAT guys are a bloody jumpy lot. Any idea why?"

      "I'll work on it, but don't count on me breaking through that thick skull any time soon."

      "Aw, come on, Keen. You could have him wrapped around your finger if you only tried."

      "And you think that would be a good thing?"

      "Well, it would certainly make it easier to figure out why they're being so secretive about this," he added, with a wave of his hand over the burned out scene.

      "It's personal," I guessed.

      "Yeah, I was thinking the same. But why?"

      "Isn't that our number one favourite question? Why? Why? Why?"

      "Cynical, that's what you are," Pierce shot back.

      "You know, you're the second person to call me that this week. I might get a complex if this keeps up."

      "Nah, you're tougher than you look. Carl always said to never underestimate you. 'Looks like a Lily, bites like a Venus Fly Trap.'"

      "He did fucking not!" I exclaimed, aware that Damon had finished his handover and was approaching my car to wait.

      Pierce offered a wide grin. "He did."

      "Whatever," I muttered, flicking my hair as I turned and walked towards the car.

      It was only as I unlocked it and slid inside to sit beside Michaels, that I realised I hadn't reacted to Pierce saying Carl's name. My shrink would be proud.

      "So, what's next?" Damon asked, bringing me back from the moment and probably a good a thing too. I may have been able to stand Pierce talking about Carl, but left any longer my mind would always fuck it up with dark memories I should have filed a long time ago now.

      "Next," I said, starting the car and pulling away from the curb, "is you telling me what the hell is going on at HEAT."

      "We've been over this," he said with strained care.

      "And I let you have your little moment to work out on your own that it would be better to share this with your partner than try to handle it alone, and then you went all territorial at an arson scene and blew your chance."

      "Why do you insist on there being a problem at HEAT anyway?"

      "Gee, let me see," I said sarcastically. "Could be that I'm a police detective with a pretty good bullshit meter." He snorted. "And you have a tell when you're trying to hide something."

      "A tell?" He sounded distraught over that fact. "What tell?"

      "That would be ill advised to disclose. It's still useful for me to keep that information close to my chest."

      I could feel his eyes slide down my body to rest on said chest. I refused to squirm in my seat.

      "Also," I added. "You were a little too eager to team up with me, and as I have already pointed out, I am sure that's because you want something."

      "That makes no sense at all," he argued. "If I wanted something, then why would I be keeping a secret about HEAT?"

      "Because you're a slippery bugger and like fucking with me."

      He burst out laughing, big, full body shudders through his entire frame. I waited for the shaking to subside a little, then went on.

      "We've established that it's not me you want."

      "Yes, it is."

      "So," I said, ignoring that last statement, "it's what I can do for you."

      "You could do a hell of a lot for me, I'm sure." He was doing this on purpose, trying to deflect with sexual innuendo. "But all that would take is you spending a night in my bed."

      "Wow, one night. How can I resist?"

      "Oh, one night to start. Then we'd see about what comes next."

      "So, I'd have to pass a test to get more than one night in your bed, is that right?"

      Hold on, what were we talking about?

      "Or one night at Zero Gravity, playing the part of my sub."

      And the world stopped on its axis while Damon managed again to turn the topic to something else. Something he knew damn well I couldn't ignore. The sexual innuendos alone weren't doing it, at least not well enough, so he had to bring in the big guns. My case, and his assistance in getting into the back rooms at the clubs.

      "You've got the invite," I said, stunned he'd managed to organise something so quickly.

      "I thought time was of the essence and the chance to attend one of their masquerades came up."

      "Masquerades?"

      "Your young lad up on Karangahape Road said they were expecting you. If he just meant the Police, then it's not much of a problem. But if the club's expecting you, Lara Keen, Detective at Auckland CIB, then we do have a problem. The only way to circumnavigate that hurdle in a timely fashion is to attend one of their mystique nights."

      "Mystique nights?" I asked, stunned at his familiarity with this scene. A scene I was investigating. A scene he had never hinted at when we'd dated all those months ago.

      Did I even know this man?

      "Yes, mystique. Everyone wears a facial mask to hide their identity. It heightens the illicit, makes for an intriguing and irresistible opportunity for some; fucking someone you can't really see."

      Well, that was putting it bluntly.

      "Who said anything about fucking?" I blurted, brain and mouth filter malfunctioning.

      Damon chuckled. "Lara, you really can't be that naive."

      My hands gripped the steering wheel, but I had to say it.

      "Not every proposition has to be accepted, you said so yourself. We can just watch."

      "Sweetheart," - another tell, this time when Damon was being facetious - "do you really think that I'd finally get you into a sex club and not plan to have my wicked way with you?"

      I smiled, I was sure it wasn't pretty.

      "You come within one foot of me with any part of your body not appropriate for public viewing, and I'll chop the fucking thing off."

      Another chest rumbling laugh.

      "And don't for a second believe I haven't got your number, Damon Michaels."

      Through chuckles, clearly amused at this whole conversation, Damon managed, "And what's that?"

      "You will tell me what's happening at HEAT." Did he really think I was a novice at this game? Distraction is a poor man's ruse. Carl had taught me better than that.

      The laughter stopped, he let a sigh out on a beleaguered breath of air.

      "Lara," he said softly.

      "No, Damon. You want my trust back? Then start opening up about this now."

      Silence as I manoeuvred the vehicle into a carpark down the road from Tommy's girlfriend's house.

      Then as the car engine cut off he reached over and clasped my hand, from where it rested on my thigh, taking it in his much larger and seemingly warmer one.

      "I want your trust back," he whispered.

      Good. "Then start talking." Tommy could wait. He sure as hell wasn't going anywhere, and something was telling me this was important.

      Damon or HEAT, I didn't know. But my gut was pushing me down this path, a road I really wasn't sure I wanted to go. And Carl's quiet and gruff voice in my head was saying, "That's it, Sport; softly, softly catchee criminal."

      Now why the hell would I associate that Carlism with Damon?
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      "Well?" I asked, as Damon pulled his hand back and looked around the neighbourhood where I'd parked.

      "Panmure. This is Thomas Wither's girlfriend's suburb? Which house?"

      I frowned, but pointed to a blue weatherboard house in the middle of a large quarter acre section. One of the few not subdivided and refurbished in the urban sprawl of young executives desperate to own property in expensive Auckland.

      "Talk to me, Damon," I pushed, tired of him deflecting.

      "Shouldn't we go in before she spots us?"

      "Bloody hell, you're determined to avoid this conversation." Regardless of the fact that he was probably right. I wasn't sure how happy Sharon Hunt was going to be to see us.

      "No. No, I'm not." He turned his head to look at me. "I just think this isn't the time." I opened my mouth to argue and he held up a hand for me to stop. "Lara, it would better if I show you."

      "Show me?"

      "Rather than try to explain it here."

      "You're not making any sense," I pointed out.

      "Can you just trust me?" he asked, and immediately realised his mistake. His face fell, his back became rigid and that muscle in his jaw twitched.

      "You're a real piece of work, Michaels," I muttered, opening my car door and stepping out.

      I heard him exit his side of the car, but no further wild explanations or clever little distractions fell from his mouth. Determinedly, I pushed the conversation to the back of mind; to readdress at a later time. Damon may think he can deflect well, but once I latch onto the scent of something, I very rarely ever let it go.

      The Inspector, and his dog with a bone attitude, had taught me that.

      I started up the cracked, weed strewn concrete path to Sharon's house, deciding we'd try the direct approach, and not bother to cover back exits. She wasn't wanted for anything criminal, just information about the last few hours of her boyfriend's life. If she ran, I'd decide then to give chase or not.

      I banged on the door, straining to listen to any internal sounds inside the house, but all was quiet. She could have been out, but the rust bucket she called a car was sitting neglected down the side of the property, so I waited a little longer, offering the odd further door bang and then finally announcing who I was.

      "Sharon Hunt!" I yelled. "Open up, Auckland Police, CIB!"

      Sometimes it was enough to make a noise, disturb the neighbourhood a little, and force them out that way. As expected, the rattle of chains on the door sounded out several loud minutes later and then a overly made up face peered through a small gap in the doorway, cigarette hanging out of cracked lips.

      "Shut up, would ya. No need to let the whole fucking neighbourhood know you're here."

      "Sharon Hunt?" A nod of a highly teased head of platinum blonde hair. "Detective Keen, Auckland CIB." I turned slightly, not taking my eyes of Hunt, to indicated Damon at my back. "This is Investigator Michaels of HEAT. Can we come in?"

      "Got a search warrant?" TV police drama shows had ruined it for the rest of us in the real world.

      "We're not here to arrest you, we just want to ask a few questions about Thomas Withers."

      "Don't know no Thomas Withers." A puff of smoke was blown directly into my face.

      I blinked, holding my breath until it dissipated.

      "Ms Hunt, we know you dated him. We also know he used to stay here sometimes."

      I held her gaze, noted the slightly dilated pupils and the smeared mascara under her eyes. She was a contradiction, this woman. Heavy on the make up, but no care that it was slightly worn. Teased, dyed hair, but dark roots showing. Skin tight leopard print pants, but food stains on the see-through black lace top. Her feet were bare, if she ran, I'd be able to catch her.

      "We can do this here or down at the station, Ms Hunt. Your choice," I offered.

      "Fucking, bloody pigs," she muttered, swinging the door open and stomping back down the hallway. I guessed that was an invitation to come in, so flicked a glance at Damon, to indicate he should keep his wits about him, and followed the woman to her kitchen.

      Flies buzzed around days old dirty dishes in the sink. About thirty empty beer bottles sat in the corner on the chipped linoleum floor. The tap dripped slowly, splashing into a bowl of half eaten tinned spaghetti. She'd brought us here on purpose, to distract.

      I wasn't particularly interested in what she was trying to hide in the rest of the house. Unless, of course, it pertained to Tommy's death.

      I leaned back against a cupboard, while Damon stood sentinel at the door, half facing us, half facing the hallway itself. Alert and waiting for any surprises. Just because I had an understanding with Tommy, didn't mean his woman wouldn't stick a knife in my back while we were here.

      "When did you last see Tommy, Sharon?" I asked, switching to her first name, now we'd made it inside the door. It's harder to stay guarded when the questions come in a friendly tone.

      "Am I under investigation? Do I need a lawyer?" she asked, lighting a second cigarette, having stubbed out the first in a large ashtray overflowing with butts. It stunk, but only added to the miasma of scents invading my nose right then.

      Maybe she had cannabis growing in a room down the back and needed to mask its distinctive smell.

      "Like I said, we're not here to arrest you, but I'd be happy to move this to the station if you're unwilling to assist us in our efforts to solve Tommy's death," I said pleasantly.

      "Don't get your knickers in a twist," she muttered, puffing away like a steam engine. "I saw him a week ago on Friday. Stayed the night here. Haven't seen or heard from him since."

      "How was he when you saw him? His usual self?"

      She laughed, it was a smoker's laugh, deep and throaty and borderline hacking up a lung.

      "Horny, if you must know. We went at it like rabbits. All night long," she sneered and then purposely leered at Michaels. He ignored her, in favour of looking down the hallway out of sight.

      For a widowed girlfriend though, she wasn't too cut up.

      "Did he mention having any arguments or fights recently?"

      "No."

      "Did he say what he'd been up to?"

      "I kept outta his business, he kept outta mine."

      "Did he have any enemies?"

      She laughed, this time so abruptly that I was afraid she was coughing up half her innards. I would have poured her a glass of water, but I wasn't keen to approach that sink.

      Finally she got up and drank directly from the tap, clearly out of clean glasses. Once she'd soothed her throat, she sat back down and extinguished the cigarette, thankfully not lighting another.

      "He had enemies," she began. "I didn't ask, he didn't say. But no one could be as cocky as Tommy and not have enemies."

      "Were you aware of what his plans were on Friday night just past?" I asked.

      She shook her head, staring at the table's Formica surface.

      "Did he say anything about being worried for his safety?"

      Another head shake to say no.

      "Did he confide in you regarding any concerns at all that he had?"

      Head shake. I was beginning to think this was a waste of everyone's time. Whether or not Sharon was being honest with me, I couldn't tell. But nothing useful was being shared. I had to cover all bases though, and that included drilling her until she cracked.

      "Were you aware he was an informant for the Police?" Sometimes shock was enough to create a hairline fracture in an unwilling interviewee's façade.

      "He said you paid better than most." Bingo. She knew more than she was letting on. I made myself more comfortable leaning against the cupboards.

      "Tell me what else he said, Sharon."

      "He said," she sucked in a deep, shattering breath. The façade cracking wide open now, emotions she wouldn't have wanted us to see floating to the surface through the gaps. "He said you were OK."

      "And why do you sound upset about that, Sharon? It's not because you don't like cops, is it?" Her lips flattened into a chipped dark mauve painted line. "Was it because you were jealous of him meeting with another woman?" She snorted incredulously, striking that reason off my list. "Why then, Sharon?" I kept my voice soft and level, almost a monotone. "Help me out. Help me find out what was happening in Tommy's life right at the end. What led him to that location. What led him to his death."

      "I don't know. I didn't even know he was going there, I hadn't spoken to him in days."

      "And why's that?"

      "I don't know," she insisted more firmly.

      "I think you do. Going at it like rabbits. Fucking all night long. Come on, Sharon. You know."

      Her hands had fisted on the table's surface, her chest was rising and falling too quickly. Damon flicked a concerned look towards me, I gave a minute shake of my head, and then pushed off from the side of the cupboards and stepped toward the table itself.

      I could feel Damon tense as I leaned in and rested my hands on the sticky surface, staring down at an increasingly upset Sharon Hunt.

      "Sharon. What did he do? What did he say? To make you boot him out for a week."

      Her bloodshot, too big eyes came up to glare at me.

      "He had five thousand bucks in cash in his back pocket when I went to wash his jeans."

      Hello. No snitch got that sort of money, and Tommy was not gainfully employed last I knew.

      "Where'd it come from, Sharon?" I asked, working not to show any reaction on my face.

      "He wouldn't say. I kept at him, but he just got angrier. Then he left."

      "Come on, you can do better than that. Why do you think he had that cash. A lot of cash, Sharon." I glanced around the shitty kitchen. "Could use a bit of it yourself, huh? Did he share?"

      "What the fuck would you know?" she spat, picking up her smokes and slapping one out into her hand to light. I waited for her to draw in a deep, calming breath, then tapped the table once to bring her eyes back to me

      "Five thousand, not Tommy's usual haul."

      "He wouldn't say," she stressed, flicking a small amount of ash onto the floor.

      "Then what did he say?"

      A pause, then in a voice that was hard to hear, she mumbled, "That it had better be worth it." Her eyes came back up to mine and she insisted, "That's it, OK. That's all I know. Now, get out. Get the fuck outta my house! I gotta grieve."

      I stood upright as she came to her feet in an unsteady lurch. I didn't reach for her, just held up my hands in a sign of peace.

      "OK, we're going." I pulled my card from my jacket pocket and placed it on the table, knowing it would hit the trash as soon as we left. "You think of anything else, call me. I pay well."

      "Fuck off," she mumbled, staggering over to the rust spotted fridge and pulling out a bottle of beer. The clink of it against glass let me know it wouldn't be her last.

      I nodded to Damon and we both slipped out while Sharon drowned her sorrows alone.

      Before I started the car I disinfected my hands with one of those tiny bottles of sanitiser. I offered Damon some, which he seemed glad to accept. I may have been somewhat accustomed to residences like that, but they never failed to affect me. I'd been in homes where the occupants had never cleaned the toilet bowl in years, thick stains turning the once white porcelain a brown/yellow. I'd seen bare, worn wooden floors with piles of cat shit and piss everywhere, ending up on the soles of my shoes. I'd climbed over copious amounts of faded newspapers in stacks four or five feet high. I'd walked through thick, dust laden cobwebs and had birds crap on my jacket shoulders from where they perched in the gaps of broken ceiling tiles. I'd smelled some truly unnatural smells.

      And all of it seeps in. Into your clothes. Into your skin. Into your head. Into everything.

      Half the world has no idea how some people live. Hell, even your next door neighbour could be living in squalor and you wouldn't know it. We live solitary lifestyles, sharing no more than a smile and wave with the person who resides one door down.

      It's the way it is. Doesn't mean I have to like it.

      "Did you know it would be like that?" Damon asked, as I navigated the Panmure roundabout.

      "Suspected, you never really know until you're there. But Tommy wasn't exactly a well presented kind of guy."

      "Those are always the most hazardous of houses when filled with smoke," he supplied. "God alone knows what she had down the back."

      "Pot, at a guess. Cultivating nicely. Sometimes the filth is just a mask."

      "Good deterrent." I shrugged. "Five grand in cash. What did you make of that?" he asked.

      "A pay-off."

      "Or a payment."

      I nodded, that actually made more sense. "Whatever it was, he wasn't sure about it."

      "What makes you say that?"

      "Hope it's worth it," I repeated Sharon's words. "What was worth it? And why was he uncertain about it being worth a whole five thousand dollars in the hand now, and who's to say not doubled when whatever he was charged with doing was done."

      Damon thought about that for a minute and then sighed.

      "We're still no closer," he admitted.

      "Didn't really think we would be, did you?"

      He let a huff of air out and shook his head, small smile on his lush lips.

      "So, what's next?"

      Enee, meenee, minee, mo.

      I glanced over at him, wondered if I should push for more info on what was up with HEAT, then squashed that in favour of the case we were actually working on. As curious as I was, and as sure as I was that I needed to eventually find out what was up with that, I had to stay focused.

      I hadn't seen any more of my informants lately, so had to hope no more would get their lives taken tonight. But three dead was more than enough to keep my mind occupied.

      "Let's go see what McIntyre has to say about Tank," I suggested. "Then we'll need to check with forensics back on station. When's the invite for the back room for?"

      "Tomorrow night."

      "Tomorrow?" I squeaked out, nowhere near ready to face that scene yet. Then struggling to cover, I added, "You work damn fast, Michaels. Great, thanks, that's really good. We need to get on to that."

      "You're rambling, Lara."

      "No I'm not."

      "You've also gone bright red."

      I gripped the steering wheel. "It's hot in here?" I suggested lamely.

      "It'll be hotter in the club." Oh, great. Just great, here's the innuendo. "Have you got an appropriate outfit to wear?"

      "Oh, I'm sure I can rustle up something," I managed, working on lowering my blood pressure. I was a senior detective at the most well respected Criminal Investigations Bureau in the country. I'd seen all manner of borderline immoral things. Hell, I'd caught glimpses of Eagle servicing his clients; some of the stuff that boy did was not fit for innocent eyes. I could handle a sex club back room.

      I was sure I could.

      "Just in case, I'll have something sent over to your apartment," Damon murmured.

      "What? No you won't. You're not picking out clothes for me."

      "Then perhaps I should see your wardrobe, make sure you have an outfit that would let you blend in. Standing out wearing the incorrect attire in a place like that is not something you want to do," he pointed out casually, but I could see the smirk hinted at the edges of his lips. "Especially when you'll be trying to fly under the radar while investigating their illegal activities in plain sight."

      God, did he have to sound so reasonable?

      I concentrated on driving for a while, not bothering to answer, hoping silence, in this instance, was an effective tool. I should have known better.

      As I parked the car at Auckland City Hospital and climbed out to join Damon, he said, "That's settled then. Dinner at your place tonight. I'll bring the wine." Then promptly started walking towards the lifts.

      Oh, no he didn't.

      "OK," I said, catching up to his longer stride and making him falter at my easy acquiesce. "Just make sure you bring whatever it is you wanted to show me about HEAT's little non-problem, then."

      The lift door opened and I stepped in, turning back to face a bemused Damon.

      He stood there for so long that the door began to close, his arm shooting out to stop the motion. Still looking at me with a strange mix of amusement, relish and respect on his face, he murmured, taking my breath away completely, "I have missed you, Lara. So very much."

      Then stepped into the way too small confines of the lift with me. Bringing heat and him and sucking out all the available air.
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            "If you keep looking backwards, you'll eventually trip up and fall hard on your arse."

          

        

      

    

    
      "There you are," McIntyre announced when I pushed through the door into the main autopsy room. "And you arrive together," he added, when Damon entered at my back. "A team, no less. Congratulations."

      "I'm not sure it's meant to be a celebration, Doc," I pointed out.

      "The fact that you both appear in one piece is always a cause for celebration," the pathologist countered.

      I decided it was best not to mention the dinner date planned for tonight. I was certain one of us wouldn't survive it.

      "What have you got for us on Tyrone Anderson?" I said instead.

      "Ah," the Doc muttered, pushing his glasses up his nose and turning away from the sheet covered body he'd obviously only just brought out of cool storage. He walked over to his computer station in the corner and signed into the Mortuary's network, finding the relevant details quickly.

      "The bullet in his chest killed him, severed the aorta and buried itself in the right atrium. The one in the head was delivered post mortem and lodged itself in the frontal lobe. Both bullets were .45s and have been sent on to ballistics. But you would have suspected all of that, Detective. Am I right?"

      "You're always right, Doc," I offered, buttering him up. "What else can you tell me?"

      "No defensive wounds. Toxicology is clear. He died instantly from the first shot. And GSR was found on his right hand. I sent samples off to your crime lab, but I'm sure they had taken their own at the scene." He turned back to look at us both. "I'm afraid there's really little else I can tell you that will help in your investigation, unless you're interested to know that he had fast-food for dinner. A cheeseburger and fries, mixed with a chocolate milk shake. About two hours prior to death."

      "There's a McDonald's on Quay Street," I mused. "A couple of other fast-food restaurants as well. We'll check out security camera footage there and see if he shows up. You never know, maybe he met with someone prior to his death."

      "You're reaching, dear. Is it that dead end a case?" McIntyre asked softly.

      "It's got more twists and turns than a Formula One racetrack, Doc," I replied. "Nothing is adding up."

      "Now you wouldn't want it too easy, would you, Lara?" He turned his attention to Michaels as I shrugged non-committally in reply. "And how about you, Investigator? Enjoying your sojourn beside our star Detective?"

      "Of course. Beats a burned out building any day."

      I smiled widely at Damon's backwards compliment and received an equally wide grin in return, with the add on of a raised eyebrow.

      "Well, if there's nothing else?" I said, flicking my gaze back to McIntyre and finding him glancing between Damon and me.

      "No, that's it," he confirmed, "But you know I appreciate you calling in here in person. I do love these little get-togethers."

      "All in a day's work, Doc," I said, taking the printout of the autopsy he offered and offering a wave as I turned to leave.

      "I can't be sure," the doctor added before Damon and I had made it to the door, "but I'd swear there was differing matter on his right hand."

      "Differing matter?" Michaels asked.

      "More than one type of gunshot residue," McIntyre explained.

      "How could you tell?" I asked.

      "Because the small burn associated with the first discharge of his firearm had already pinked and started to heal in spots. By the time the second GSR met skin, it was overlaid on top, creating a mishmash of different shades of burned skin. In addition," the doc went on, "there appeared to be areas where more unburned primer existed compared to others, where the ratio of unburned to burned matched. It's only a guess mind, but it makes me think there could have been two different guns fired from the same hand several hours apart. Your crime lab should be able to confirm more."

      Then he turned back to his waiting cadaver and lifted the sheet off the body without pause. I'd seen enough of the dead for one day, so I murmured a, "Thanks," and headed back out the door.

      "Two guns fired hours apart," Damon commented in the lift of the carpark.

      "Don't jump to conclusions until we check with forensics," I pointed out. "Doc McIntyre's good, but even he was making assumptions back there."

      Damon nodded thoughtfully. "Would your crime lab have something for us already?"

      "Here's hoping. Let's go find out."

      We navigated the multi-storey hospital carpark and headed out onto Grafton Road before either of us spoke again.

      "So, to recap," Michaels said, sounding like a true blue policeman. "We've got three murders, all informants of yours."

      "And former informants of Carl's," I interrupted him to add.

      "OK, former informants of both yours and Carl's. All three met with, or close to met with, you and within hours of that were found dead at the same location."

      "Within inches of the same location."

      "You think that's significant?"

      "How can it not be? Especially when you consider the bullet shattered that glass in The Cloud's doors, and then Tank was posed leaning against the temporary measure to fix that damage. I'm well aware of coincidences, but that's got to be a message."

      "You mentioned the way Thomas Withers was killed was a message. I couldn't pick up one in the reports and notes you gave me last night for Anton Burgess. Did you?"

      I shook my head. "First murder. The perp's gained momentum since then, developed a taste for it."

      "OK, so what's the message in Tyrone Anderson's murder?"

      I offered a shoulder shrug as I pulled into the carpark at the crime lab attached to Auckland Central Police. "Hard to establish at this stage, but the posing of the victim says a lot, as does the fact that he had, what I'm guessing is, the murder weapon in his hand. As well as, another guess until we get in there," I said nodding to the doors into forensics, "the weapon that fired at us the night before. Staged and quite arrogantly left for our assessment."

      "So, the perpetrator is arrogant, competent with various forms of fire starting chemicals, as well as guns, and quite capable of making a murder look like a suicide, indicating intelligence."

      "Agreed," I stated, turning the car engine off. I sat there for a second without reaching for the door. "Three deaths connected through me and Carl as informants. I approached all three regarding the club scene case, but Anton didn't have any intel of use and I never made contact with Tank."

      "It's still a connection, if the perp is part of the club scene and knew you were there to gain information on that front, then they could have thought it necessary to kill the informants immediately. Either before they gave up info, after they gave up info, and even when they didn't give up info, just in case they did."

      "Very thorough," I commented.

      "And quite unstable."

      "What makes you say that?"

      "Well, wouldn't you make sure it was worth your while before you actually killed someone? It just looks like they did it in a fit of angst, just in case."

      "Hmm," I murmured. "Three dead informants, connected to me, possibly connected to the club scene case, all killed in increasingly elaborate ways. For attention? Or just because they enjoy the challenge?"

      "I guess that's the question."

      "Anything else you picked up on in the files I sent through?" I asked. We seemed to be going around in circles, this case just wasn't making progress, despite the fact we'd added to the death count.

      "No, you were pretty exhaustive in your notes that the reports detailed. I tended to agree with all your attachments. Sorry," he added. "Nothing popped out."

      I nodded, I hadn't really held out any hope that Damon would miraculously uncover some important gem. But there was always a chance I'd missed something. I'd worked alone a lot lately, and without someone to bounce ideas off, sometimes things got missed. I had Ryan Pierce when I could grab him, likewise he had me, but I missed having a permanent partner, someone you got to know really well, could tell their quirks, finish their sentences for them. Knew how they liked their coffees and even better, knew when a whisky was preferred.

      I'd had that with Carl. He was twenty years older than me, from a different background and a veteran in CIB, but we'd understood each other. Within six months of starting to work together we'd developed a routine. He called me Sport. I called him Old Man. It had worked.

      Was it any wonder I'd avoided picking a new partner yet? Hart had tried, a suggestion here or there, but I'd found reason after reason to not permanently hook up with each detective he assigned me to. And it didn't help that Ryan and I gravitated towards each other because we both felt the same way. He was waiting on Harvey's return. I was waiting to accept that Carl was gone for good.

      If you keep looking backwards, you'll eventually trip up and fall hard on your arse. Carl was right. I needed to move on. I needed to forget my wise, sometimes cantankerous, often strange, always caring, old partner from the past and find someone new to bounce ideas off.

      Not a tall ask.

      "You've gone very quiet," Damon commented as we waited to clear security and enter the labs themselves. "And you've got that look on your face."

      I turned slowly and stared at him.

      "What look?"

      "The one that makes me want to wrap you up in my arms and soothe your pain."

      "Damon," I said on a sigh. "You're not helping."

      "I could, if you let me." I shook my head. "Fine," he added. "Be stubborn. But I can be just as stubborn too."

      Thankfully we were ushered through the electronic doors and the conversation died a natural death.

      "Two guns fired from the same hand approximately twelve hours apart," Balthazar Matheson, the head of CIB forensics said, after we'd finally hunted the white lab coat wearing geek down. For a science nerd, he fit the bill well. Spiky tufts of brown hair standing up at odd angles, smudges of lunch on his polo shirt front, and thick horn rimmed glasses finished the ensemble off. But he was good, very good at his job. Had to respect that. "Residue matches both weapons, the older sample for the .38, the more recent GSR for the .45."

      Even though I expected that, it still threw me a little. "So, Tank could have been the one who shot at us the day before?"

      "I'd say definitely, Keen," the lab technician said. "The bullet retrieved from your shooting scene matches the striations of bullets fired from the .38 here in the lab. Same make-up of GSR as well. It's as close to conclusive as you'll get."

      "This killer," I mused aloud, "he's clever. He stages things. He could have set this up to make us believe Tank fired the earlier shot."

      "Twelve hours apart? Two different guns?" Michaels offered. "One hell of a coincidence to explain if Tyrone happened to fire the exact same gun twelve hours ago, at the exact same time as that exact same gun was used to fire at us."

      "He's right, Keen," the tech said. "The gun matches your bullet at The Cloud and was fired by the victim, Tyrone Anderson, at around the same time. How much more evidence do you need? Want me to find the killer for you too?"

      "Yeah, yeah, OK. It's just..." I trailed off.

      "Why was Tyrone Anderson firing at us?" Damon added.

      "Exactly," I said, rubbing a hand over my face in pure frustration.

      "What else, Bal?"

      "OK," the tech said, moving over to another computer screen. "Your victim's prints are on the .45, but whether he held it willingly or was coerced, I just can't tell. But I must remind you of the GSR we found, linking the .45 to his hand and being fired. That's irrefutable. What I can confirm, is he's right handed, and he was correctly holding the weapon. The weapon also matches to the bullets retrieved by McIntyre. The autopsy, which I presume you've seen?" I nodded. "Clearly states the chest wound killed him first, followed post mortem by the shot in the forehead. There's no way he could have fired the second shot himself, therefore the overall scene has to have been staged."

      "Already aware of that, what else?" I said, my patience wearing thin and temper rising high. Not really at Bal, but with the whole damn thing. What the hell was going on here?

      "OK," Bal added, not in the slightest perturbed by my short fuse. "So, that's the guns, now the body. I won't go over autopsy findings..."

      "Please don't," I grumbled, receiving a frown in reprimand from Michaels.

      "...but I will add that there appeared to be no scuffing on the shoes or clothes to indicate being dragged, nor any evidence at the scene to support him being shifted to that location post death. He was wearing his security guard uniform, had the keys to The Cloud on his leather belt, a standard issue black Maglite torch in a hooped holder, an identity card with his image attached to his shirt pocket, and three thousand two hundred dollars in his wallet."

      My feet hit the ground with a thud, from where I'd had them resting on the bar at the bottom of the stool I'd commandeered.

      "Over three thousand bucks?"

      "Yes, more than you expected, I see."

      "Yes and no," I said, looking over toward Damon. "Bribe or payment for services?" He shook his head, equally baffled as me.

      My mind was reeling, connecting dots, discarding others, swapping out some and rearranging more. Two of the dead informants had more cash in their possession than expected. Whether Tommy's had burned to a crisp in the boot of that car, or he'd already spent it, I don't know. But he had been seen with a large amount by his girlfriend. Nothing, however, had been found on Anton. Missed at the scene or his last known abode? Or already spent?

      My gut told me he would have had the same thick wad of cash at some stage. But why?

      "Great work, Bal," I said distractedly.

      "Always a pleasure, Keen," the tech said and scurried out of the room.

      "What do you think?" I said to Damon.

      "It's something."

      "It's great. Another connection."

      "To two of them," he pointed out carefully.

      "No, you're right," I said, reigning in my enthusiasm for even a small lead in this blasted case. "We need to go over Anton's scene report, evidence and forensics files, and maybe go back to his old haunt and find out if he'd been flashing a wad of cash."

      "Lara, it's three in the afternoon and you haven't eaten all day," Damon pointed out.

      "I had a pie earlier," I said dismissively.

      "When? I didn't see you eat one. And also, I'm hungry. We're not all Energiser bunnies like you."

      "Grab something from the vending machine, but we have to get on this before people forget."

      "You think the type of people Anton Burgess associated with would forget him having extra cash?"

      "True, but this is the first new lead we've had in too long, we have to move on it straight away."

      "Lara!" Damon exclaimed. "You need to eat, take a short break, clear your head. I need to check in with HEAT, follow up on Marc, make sure he's all right."

      That made sense, Marc had just had his garage burned to the ground, his pride and joy along with it. And from the reaction all of HEAT had, it was maliciously done. Of course Damon would need to check up on his teammate. I kind of respected him for that.

      But...

      "OK. You go to HEAT, grab a bite to eat, catch up on all of that. I'll swing by Anton's last hangout and ask a few questions." Damon glared at me, so I added, "I promise I'll eat something on the way."

      He sighed, ran a hand over the back of his neck which made me cock my head and narrow my eyes suspiciously, and then pulled his cellphone from his pocket and started to text.

      "What are you doing?" I asked slowly.

      "Checking on something," he shot back, making me relax slightly. I wouldn't mind if he tagged along and checked on HEAT and Marc remotely. That would be cool. Totally acceptable.

      He pocketed his phone and lifted shadowed eyes to mine.

      His smile was apologetic.

      My cellphone rang.

      His smile disappeared under a cringe.

      I knew before I pulled the device from my pocket who it would be. I kept my narrowed and extremely disgruntled gaze on Damon's face as I swiped the screen and held it up to my ear.

      "Keen," I said, voice soft and lethal.

      "I want an update. My office. Now." Hart hung-up before I could argue.

      "You son of a bitch," I breathed.

      "You're exhausted, you need to slow down."

      "Did you tell my supervising officer that?" I demanded, feeling chilled to my bones at what he'd just done.

      "No. Only said there'd been a development and advised him, as per protocol, that I was headed to HEAT and would be unavailable for an hour or two. Whether he took advantage of the situation was entirely up to him." He did sound contrite.

      I stared at him a little longer and then shook my head.

      And because I had to have the last word, warranted or not, said, "Fuck you, Damon," and spun on my heel, leaving him in the crime lab. Without any transport to get to HEAT.

      Petty? Meh.

      And as parting statements went, it definitely lacked a certain wow factor.
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      Carl had always said emotions needed to be checked at the door to CIB otherwise they'd throttle you just as hard as the Detective Inspector could. David Hart was not the sort of man who tolerated sensitive feelings. Be they anger-fuelled, frustrated, disappointed or swimming in joy. A police detective was meant to have a serious demeanour and level head.

      Carl had also said that if you don't feel, then you can't put yourself in the perp's shoes. So really, he didn't give a toss what was expected of a detective, he just believed there were times and places to let the emotions out. And CIB at Auckland Central Police Station wasn't one of them.

      So, I took my sweet time moving from the crime lab through Central Station, and gathered my armour around me, before I entered the lion's den.

      I hadn't meant to let Michaels get to me, but I couldn't get past the fact he'd gone behind my back, to my superior, in order to force an issue he had with me. In my book, that was tantamount to betrayal. Partners just didn't do that sort of thing.

      On a flattering level, I knew he only did it because he was worried about the state of my health. I hadn't been sleeping well, I was aware of this. And eating had taken a back seat to everything else. But his concern could never outweigh the fact that he'd engineered a break by deceitfully involving Inspector Hart.

      I wasn't going to get over this any time soon and that just made me mad. I had too much to be trying to process, adding Damon's interference in my life into the mix was just the too sweet icing on the cake.

      I hated icing.

      Gathering myself, I gripped all the relevant information and headed towards Hart's office, ignoring the afternoon greetings, which segued into catcalls when I didn't join in the heckling fast enough. Detectives can smell a weakness a mile away. Mine was always facing Detective Inspector David Hart.

      "Need a lifeline in there, Keen? We could set up a signal, bust you out when you give us the nod," Cawfield yelled across the room.

      "Did you put your tactical vest on under that jacket? Might need it," Simpson added from beside him.

      "Better to relinquish your service weapon before you enter. Wouldn't want an accidental discharge on your file," Jones joined in from the opposite side of the room.

      "I'd be trigger happy around Keen," Cawfield added, bringing the conversation down to the gutter as per usual.

      Embarrassingly, I couldn't offer up a snide reply. Michaels had done a number on me, and those emotions I'd painstakingly left in the corridors between forensics and here came rushing back in. By the time I entered Hart's office, my hands were in fists, my knuckles white.

      "Shut the door. Take a seat," Hart instructed with one flick of his astute eyes over my frame.

      I did as directed and held the files on my lap.

      "You should know better than to let the bastards get to you, Keen."

      "I'm fine, sir."

      He just grunted. "Give me the report then, let's get on with this."

      I ran through the evidence to date and then included our latest findings; large sums of money on two of the informants just prior to death.

      "Pay-off?" he suggested.

      "Or payment, hard to ascertain which yet."

      "Your next move?"

      "Re-question Anton's associates, see if he fits this new dynamic. Obtain security camera footage around the fast-food restaurants on Quay Street."

      "Get computer forensics to go through them for you," Hart recommended. "Anything in particular you think you'll find there?"

      I shook my head. "It's a fishing expedition, sir. And my gut is telling me to check it out."

      "Carl always liked your gut."

      "Detective Forrester taught me to trust it, sir."

      He nodded. "What else?"

      "We have an invite to the back room of Zero Gravity tomorrow night." I worked hard not to blush at the logical conclusions the Inspector would make with that statement.

      "You prepared for what you'll see?" he asked, tone serious and professional, which helped settle my restless nerves.

      "As prepared as I can be, sir. It's not my usual hangout."

      "No, I dear say it's not." And just what the hell did that mean? "You'll be fine, Detective. Just follow your partner's lead, stick together, and get the fuck out if you're made. The usual procedure."

      The usual procedure. Somehow I doubted there would be anything usual about the entire thing.

      "Have you considered setting a trap?" Hart asked, leaning back in his swivel chair, ankle to knee, eyes staring up at the ceiling. His contemplative stance.

      "A trap? Draw the killer out with a staged meet?"

      "Exactly. If you were to do it, what informant would you use?"

      Oh, hell. Did he really want me to pull a civilian into this?

      "I'm not sure, sir. It seems wrong."

      "Something to consider, Keen. You'd keep him safe, watch over him for the duration. One small risk to prevent the deaths of many."

      "For the good of the cause, sir?" I asked, purposely keeping my voice devoid of inflections.

      "He's not going to stop, Keen. You know this. I know this. He knows this. And you can't avoid your contacts indefinitely, it's just impossible for a detective to do their job otherwise. We rely too heavily on sources, without their inside knowledge we'd be constantly behind the eight ball and the criminals would be in charge. It's the way it is."

      The way it is. Don't have to like it, just have to live with it. But could I live with setting up one of my guys to trap a murderer?

      What would Carl have said? Have done? I had a gut roiling feeling he'd have agreed with the Inspector on this one.

      "All right, that's it for now. Keep me informed." He nodded toward the door and turned his attention to something on his desk. I'd been dismissed.

      I didn't waste time getting out of there, half of me expecting him to make a last minute comment about the state of my dress or the shadows under my eyes, the need to look after myself. But David Hart was a career detective, unlike Michaels, and didn't step over that mark.

      The Inspector would have known I was aware of my fatigue and the consequences of it. He'd only step in when it actually affected my job. He'd trust his detectives to keep an eye on it, and if they didn't, know that he'd come down hard.

      Relief was the only feeling I had when I shut his office door behind me. Something must have shown on my face, because unbelievably the entire room returned their attention to their desks or computer screens, and didn't offer up a jab. Or maybe it was because Ryan Pierce was there and his eyes were boring into Cawfield and Simpson's heads.

      "Hey," he offered when I sank down into the chair at my desk. Without a further word he pushed a take-away coffee cup across my desk, followed by a brown paper bag full of doughnut holes. The cut out little sugar coated pieces from the centre of a doughnut ring.

      "Could you be any more clichéd?" I asked, passing over the bag in favour of caffeine instead.

      "Marie finds it appealing," he murmured, reaching in and helping himself to a doughnut hole. "And anyway, Daisy bought me these."

      I smiled, I couldn't help it. Thinking of Ryan's gorgeous, blonde and bubbly six year old daughter always made me smile. He noticed and grinned back proudly at me.

      "Have you been summoned for the Declan King spill-over court case yet?" he asked.

      "Ah, bugger it. I'd forgotten all about that."

      The Declan King spill-over case, as we called it, wasn't actually to do with the trial of Declan King, a former notorious Auckland crime lord, but rather to do with the fall-out from his death several months ago. He'd had vast interests in much of Auckland's night time scene, as well as several front companies that hid a good portion of his dirty money, whilst managing to work closely with legitimate holdings, some even connected to cops and a swathe of prominent lawyers.

      It was almost as though the man had been laughing in all our faces posthumously. It was a proverbial clusterfuck of inter-related criminal activity, the fact that people of good standing were being sucked into it too, only made it more interesting to the press and public. Carl, Pierce and I had all worked the case, along with a fair few of the other detectives in CIB. At some stage I would have to give evidence in court; I hadn't been summoned for that as yet.

      I shook my head to answer his earlier question, and asked, "Have they set a date?"

      "The Crown Prosecutor managed to pin one down next month. Got my call-up yesterday."

      "I guess mine's in the mail," I grumbled.

      "Fun, fun, fun," Pierce agreed.

      "Isn't it always?"

      He chuffed out a laugh. "Where's your partner?"

      My hands tightened on my paper coffee cup, making the material buckle. Pierce noticed.

      "Busy checking up on his other job," I forced out.

      "Not going good, huh? Want me to kick his arse for you?"

      I smiled, showing teeth. "Not before I do, Sarge."

      "That's the spirit," he quipped. "Right, I'm off; got a canary to make sing. Catch you later, Keen."

      Talk of Pierce's snitch made me think of what the Inspector had suggested. Could I actually do it? Set a trap using an innocent - well, innocent in this regard - civilian. I knew it might just come to that. For now though, I'd follow more traditional leads.

      I spent the next two hours going over the evidence reports, forensics and autopsies, seeing if I'd missed anything. Taking the odd break to munch down a chocolate bar, organise the warrant for the security camera footage down at the restaurants on Quay Street, and offering a few ribs back to those detectives still on station. Two hours went too fast and I would have kept at it, but my cellphone buzzed with a call from Michaels.

      I let it go to voice-mail in a fit of childish pique.

      Knowing he'd try here next, I grabbed my jacket, locked my desk drawer and logged out of my computer, then high-tailed it out of the station thinking fresh air was the solution to everything.

      He was still my partner, so I figured I'd give it an extra hour or two and then touch base. Just long enough for him to know I was still pissed off. But I had no intention of locking him out indefinitely. My anger may have demanded it, but my gut and Carl's incessant tut-tutting inside my head, let me know I couldn't succumb to base emotions. We both had a job to do, despite his untrustworthy behaviour.

      Despite the fact that sometimes I couldn't even think straight when he was so near.

      I'd known it was going to be hard, I just hadn't figured how hard it would be. I pushed it all to the back of my mind as I approached my next mark.

      For a twenty-eight year old drop-out, Anton Burgess hung around with a very young crowd. No doubt corrupting them, or taking advantage of them, I was never too sure. He was a clever sneak, that's why Carl had used him. He found out things that other informants rarely knew. His death had shocked me. Not just the brutality of it, the fact it had looked personal; knives always are. But that he'd allowed himself to get into a situation that stole his life. Anton Burgess had been more intelligent than that.

      His decision to spend his days at the skatepark in Victoria Park instead of using his quick mind in a more societally acceptable way was what had made Anton Burgess an interesting subject. But I wasn't naive enough to believe it hadn't been an educated choice on his part. Anton did business here, it just wasn't always financial.

      I'd questioned many of these kids at the time of Anton's death, but maybe I just hadn't been asking the correct questions. This time I had a definite goal in mind, but that didn't mean I could just barge on in there and hound the fuck out of them. This would take a little time.

      It was already seven in the evening, the sun was low in the sky and the shadows long over the concrete dips and curves, sharp edges and overhangs of the skatepark. I watched from a short distance as a kid of about sixteen grabbed the base of his board as he flew up into the air, hanging suspended for a moment, and then gracefully arced back down to land on the wheels with a small squeak of rubber and plastic.

      Poetry in motion. You could appreciate the aesthetics of the dance, but underlining it was a dog eat dog competition to out-do the next show. I took in the groups of kids, the appraisals each made when a particularly complicated manoeuvre was performed, the condescension, the catcalls, the purposeful snubs. If I was interested in psychology, I'd find study of the behavioural habits of skatepark participants an interesting thesis.

      Instead, I just wanted to pick the right mark to start with.

      I found him off to the side, surrounded by sycophant admirers, lording over his peeps with a superior air. They called him Jet. I guess, as in he could fly like one.

      I walked over, making sure I was spotted well before I made his side. He cocked his head, crossed his baggy jeans clad ankles and watch my approach. His highly stylised board was resting wheels out against the concrete wall to his side. It was scuffed and marked up, badges of honour.

      "Got a second for a few questions?" I asked, flashing my badge so everyone could see. Several on the fringes pulled back and disappeared, probably carrying some weed about their person. "It's regarding Anton Burgess," I added, gaining the remaining audience's attention.

      "Dude, you found out who did him?" the head skaterboy asked.

      "We're investigating a few leads," I replied, non-committally. "I spoke to you last week, didn't I? Jet is it?"

      He nodded, crossed his arms over his chest defensively.

      "I'm Detective Keen."

      "I remember."

      Not exactly a seal of approval, but the fact that he'd acknowledged me, confirmed we'd spoken already, paved the way for those who looked up to him to feel sufficiently comfortable answering my further questions. I'd probably be here a while.

      "There's just one thing that's been bugging me," I admitted, reeling them further in. "Maybe you can shed some light on it for me."

      "Sure," he said, the tone slightly sarcastic. I'm not certain what is with today's youths, but it's like drawing blood from a stone. I'm positive when I was young, if a cop came up and asked you a question, you'd rush to offer a reply.

      No, maybe that was because my father was a cop and I was never able to hide a damn thing from him.

      "We never found his board, don't even have a description. He always had a skateboard with him. Do you remember what it looked like?" I asked.

      "Hell, yeah. It was a refurbished Comet Shred 35. Had some wicked art done by Shark over on Great South Road in Penrose." The exact description of the skateboard we had in lock-up.

      "Yeah, I remember seeing him with that in the past. He only had the one?"

      "Nah, he had several, but that was his fave. He'd just bought a sick Element BAM live and a Zoo York Westgate deck, but that was just to trade." So, Anton was into drugs, yet the toxicology results were clear.

      Stepping up in the world, Anton? Pushing not using, what a way to capitalise on all that brain power.

      "Trade?" I'd play dumb.

      Skaterboy shifted, scratched at his straggling beard, and shook his head. "Not like you lot don't know what sketchy trades go down here." I admired this kid's guts.

      "And Anton was into the trades?"

      "Started to be, yeah, dude."

      "Gotta have a bit of cash to play that game," I commented.

      "Oh, he had the cash, all right."

      I rocked back on my heels, hands in my pockets, the look of casual ease.

      "That right? Wouldn't have picked him for loaded."

      "He wasn't," the kid agreed. "But somethin' must have changed, 'cause suddenly he's all big-shot trader, hangin' with the posers, fleecin' them, no doubt."

      "No doubt. When did he start doing that?"

      "About a week before he bought it."

      Sudden show of wealth, buying top name-brand boards, entering into the nefarious drug trades skater scene, all within a week of being killed. Damn. Three informants, paid big bucks, to do what?

      I spent the next hour and a half questioning the rest of the crowd at the park, coming up with more and more references to the apparent change in Anton Burgess' finances. I hadn't gone this route with my first sweep of the park, back when Anton had just died. No one had suggested his circumstances had altered recently back then, but sometimes a little time and distance was all it took for the shock and fear associated with a murder to wear off and the questioned to open up.

      Skaterboy had been more forthcoming this time than last. Not entirely unexpected, and if you don't ask the right leading questions, often an interviewee won't stray too far from the path. The right questions had elicited the right answers this time.

      Anton Burgess, Thomas Withers and Tyrone Anderson had all come into large sums of money prior to their deaths.

      Another connection. Just what the hell did it mean?
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            "The job will pull you in and hold you down, unless you find a way to shut it the fuck off. A hobby, alcohol, mindless sex. Doesn't much matter, Sport. Just don't let it suck you dry without living a little first."

          

        

      

    

    
      My cellphone rang again when I climbed into my car. I expected it to be Michaels, so had the call swiped open before registering the caller ID was not from his phone.

      With nothing left to do but go with it, I said into the mouthpiece, "Keen."

      "Hey, Keen. Heard ya been dodgin' flyin' bullets. Don't they teach ya better than that in police woman school?" He said 'woman' in a husky tone.

      "Eagle." I suppressed the smile on hearing his voice. "Now how would you have heard a nasty rumour like that?"

      "I ain't just a pretty face, baby. 'Course, you'd know that if ya just took me up on my many offers."

      "Not gonna happen and you know it."

      "Man can dream, eh? Someone's gotta dirty y'up a bit. Or, word is, maybe that job's gone. Got yourself a invite to the mystique."

      How the hell did this kid know these things? It was no wonder he was top of my list of informants to go to every single time.

      "Seems like it."

      "Whatcha gonna wear?" he asked in a singsong voice.

      "Never you mind. Why the call?"

      "Always business with you, Keen. One day ya gonna realise there's more to life than the job."

      The job will pull you in and hold you down, unless you find a way to shut it the fuck off. A hobby, alcohol, mindless sex. Doesn't much matter, Sport. Just don't let it suck you dry without living a little first.

      Carl had been a good, dedicated cop, but he drank a little too much whisky, and he had a couple of regular ladies he liked to visit on his nights off, and his hobby of choice was bugging the fuck out of me. And yet when he'd said those words to me not long before he disappeared, I'd just laughed outright in his face.

      What life, Old Man? This is life. Couldn't be a grander cause, catching criminals, cleaning up the streets. That's life. That's my life. Had been, since before I was born.

      He'd shaken his head, adjusted his slightly protruding belly - those whiskies maybe catching him up at last - and said, One day you'll ask yourself, why? Why did I give my heart and soul to something that just fucks you right back?

      I should have known it was an omen. I should have read the message between the lines. But it was Carl. Steadfast, consistent, reliable Carl.

      Even police detectives can miss the obvious, can have it staring them in the face and waving a damn flag, and still miss the fucking clues.

      "Y'there, Keen?" Eagle drawled, pulling me out of my dark memories.

      "Yeah, I'm here, Eagle." I'm always here. "What's on your mind?"

      "Roofies've picked up again."

      "Why the sudden change?" I thought they'd have continued to be careful, if they'd heard wind they were being watched.

      "Don't know, that's for you to detect, ain't it? Just heard they're back. Coupla scenes last night got pretty loose. Like they wanted it on the streets. Like a message, eh."

      Not careful, not even arrogantly sure of their safety. It was a trap.

      "Good to know, thanks for the tip. I'll swing by and pay up when I can."

      "On the house," Eagle generously offered. "But it ain't the end of the news."

      "Never is, Eagle."

      He chuckled. It sounded so fucking young.

      "Pat's askin' for yous."

      "Patrick O'Malley? Down at the docks?"

      My back had gone rigid as chilling ice encased my spine.

      "Yeah-hah. The one and only old sea dog."

      I hadn't used Pat for anything lately, after Carl left he'd refused all contact with me. Blamed me, some said. I couldn't fault that assessment, so I'd left the old git to himself. And now he wants to see me?

      An informant. One of Carl's. Asking for a meet. I wondered, idly, if he'd come into any cash recently too.

      "All right," I finally replied. "Any idea why?"

      "Nah, just been askin' if ya been on the streets."

      "What did you tell him?"

      "That he got no skills to getta hot woman like you."

      "Very flattering, Eagle."

      "Always am. Want me to flatter ya person to person? I do a good body rub."

      "I'll have to pass on that, but the image is intriguing."

      "See, I'm wearin' ya down, Detective."

      Chuckling, I offered, "Take care, Eagle," and ended the call.

      What to do? What to do? What to do?

      It was closing in on nine. Pat usually did the night shift on the container ship cranes, Carl had always met with him up in his cab, metres above the docks. You couldn't really see in there from the ground if you sat in just the right spot, and getting up there was inside a covered, all weather ladder. It was as good as any dark alley for meeting with a snitch.

      But I'd never climbed the ladder, nor sat in Pat's smoke filled cabin in the night sky. He wasn't my informant, he was Carl's. And I certainly never inherited him. But that's not to mean he hadn't got some useful information and decided it was time to mend bridges and pass it on. Or he might have just needed the cash.

      I drummed my fingers on my steering wheel, checked my watch again and then let out a long breath of air.

      I couldn't risk it. Just asking if I was on the streets was hardly enough to the risk the guy's neck over.

      And then of course, at this point, Inspector Hart's words filled my head.

      "Something to consider, Keen. You'd keep him safe, watch over him for the duration. One small risk to prevent the deaths of many."

      God, I couldn't think straight. For once, in my not very illustrious career, I didn't know what path to tread.

      I banged my head back against the headrest in the car a couple of times, then aware I'd run out of options, picked up my cellphone and dialled Michaels. I needed a sounding board. I needed someone who wasn't quite as close to the heart of the case as me.

      Ah, fuck it. I needed to hear his voice.

      But I didn't let him talk first.

      "The Birdcage on Franklin Road. Take a taxi, then you can drive my car afterwards."

      "Is this a date, Detective?" he asked in a slow drawl.

      I sighed. "Just be there. You know where it is?"

      "I am a fireman, Lara. I've been to the Emergency Service's favourite bar before," he explained patiently. "I know exactly where it is."

      "Good. See you there." I hung up before I changed my mind or he told me he was busy. It was a coward's way out, but it was time I cut myself some slack.

      I found a booth seat in the corner, one where I could watch the door, and therefore Damon's approach, and had a wall at my back. I'd had to pull rank and badge on a couple of off duty paramedics who had unwisely chosen that particular seat, but they were quick to oblige my request. I had a feeling it had nothing to do with the badge and everything to do with the look on my face.

      I pretended to be interested in the décor; old photos of policemen holding up beer steins, arms wrapped around firemen as though one big happy family. The ambos had missed out. The orangey red brick interior, which pretty much matched the outside, black painted beams, stained glass windows and gilded birdcage hanging proudly in the centre of the pub.

      There was just something about the Birdcage that made you feel welcome. I'm sure a lot of patrons weren't cops or from the Fire Service or St John's Ambulance. But we'd made it ours. And it felt like it. I'd come here often with Carl.

      I realised, as I spotted Damon weaving through the tables, stopping to acknowledge a greeting, have a word or two with someone he knew, that I hadn’t been here since Carl left.

      A night of firsts.

      I nursed my whisky, my eyes following Damon's movements, his confident stance, his winning smile. He schmoozed the room. Should have been a politician. But I guess to head up all of HEAT he had to have some social skills to speak of. Politics and career climbing went hand in hand.

      It was fascinating to watch though. The way he gave eye contact, made them think they were the most important thing in his world, but how he knew exactly where every single person was located in that room.

      When I took another sip from my glass, his eyes found mine. But the person he currently spoke to didn't notice. When I waved a waitress down and ordered the whole bottle, his back stiffened, even though he didn't look like he was aware of me. When I poured a generous helping into my glass, he distractedly placed an order for some food. Always looking out for my health.

      I gave a mirthless laugh as I downed most of my newly poured fire-in-a-glass and watched as he commandeered a bowl of chips off a fireman's table and sent them my way instead. The waitress banged the basket down in front of me with a bemused look.

      "He does it to everyone," I sympathised, but just received a curious glare.

      I'm feeling now, Old Man. The whisky's burning. Is this what you meant?

      Or that feeling I had inside my chest, tightening the muscle, sending shooting pains deep into my bones and up into my head, could have been because of something else entirely. The disapproval I could see in Damon's eyes.

      No, that was a lie. It wasn’t disapproval. I wanted it to be. But it wasn't. It was weighted concern.

      Ah, damnit.

      I swallowed the last of the glass, refilled it, amused to note Damon scowled, and pushed it aside to concentrate on the chips.

      They were cold and greasy; I hadn't tasted better in years.

      I'd finished most of it by the time Damon extricated himself from the hangers on and slipped into the bench seat at my side.

      "I ordered us cheeseburgers and more chips," he said, helping himself to the whisky. "I gather you haven't eaten yet tonight?"

      "You gather correctly." Not a slur in sight.

      One thing you learn growing up in a cop's household; how to hold your liquor.

      "How's Marc?" Damon seemed surprised I'd remembered to ask. I may have been a slightly socially awkward person at the best of times, but I did have manners.

      "He's... ruffled."

      "I bet. That was his only hot rod car?"

      Damon relaxed into the seat, one arm slung along the back behind my shoulders, not touching, but close enough to feel his body heat. He sipped at his whisky, pensively.

      "No, he has several in storage, but that was his baby. He's ropeable right now."

      I pushed the empty basket away from me and dusted my hands clean on the jeans covering my thighs.

      "There are napkins," Damon offered. I shrugged.

      "Sort out everything at HEAT?" I asked, delaying the real topic I wanted to discuss for now.

      He leaned forward, removing his body heat, and rested his elbows on the table top. "I wouldn't say sorted."

      "Going to tell me what's going on?"

      His head turned quickly and dark intense eyes held my gaze.

      "Are you going to tell me what's going on with you?" he asked.

      "What makes you think there's something going on with me?" I shot back.

      He tapped the side of the whisky bottle, but didn't bother to say a word.

      I rolled my eyes. Then shifted under his continued gaze.

      "OK," I said, on a breath of disgruntled air. "I need a sounding board."

      "I'm honoured, and here I thought it was my body you were after all along."

      It was actually easier that he was making jokes, somehow it lessened the pressure on my chest. Let me draw in a full breath of air. Feel a little more even keeled.

      "I'm still pissed off at you," I whispered.

      "I know," he whispered back. "And I'm sorry, Lara. It was an... underhand move. And I fear it failed anyway. You still look exhausted, and my guess is that's the first food you've eaten all day." He indicated the empty chip basket with a nod of his head.

      "A chocolate bar at the station," I offered, pathetically.

      "Well, here comes the burgers. Maybe we can be each other's sounding boards after we've gotten more than just carbohydrates in our bodies."

      "If that was meant to be a sexually loaded sentence, it fell a little short."

      "I'll try to up my game, then," he said with a wicked smile.

      We ate in surprisingly companionable silence, watching the patrons and the ever increasing drunkenly behaviour of Emergency Services personnel unloading after a stressful day. And when the  empty plates were taken away, we both sat back with a satisfied sigh, picking up our drinks and taking a - in the case of me, large, and for Damon, small - swallow.

      "Feel better?" he asked.

      "Monumentally," I admitted.

      He smiled slyly. His objective obviously achieved for now.

      "So, how's the case?" he asked, nursing his barely touched Scotch.

      I gave him a run down of Anton's change of finances and new career move, bringing him up to speed with where I'd managed to get the case to so far. I also mentioned my theory that the roofies pushers were setting up a trap. Damon agreed, but for now there was nothing we could do about that. Then came the fun part.

      "The Inspector suggested using an informant to lure the killer in."

      Damon whistled low. "Your take on that?" The words were spoken carefully.

      "Initially, I baulked. It's a huge risk, considering the escalation of each murder so far. The perp is getting too confident, we push his hand, he'll bite ours off." Or the civilian's.

      "And now you've had time to think about it?"

      "Now I've had an informant of Carl's fall into my lap, asking for me on the streets, which is as good as an invitation to meet."

      "Ah, and you're not sure whether to answer the invitation."

      "Oh, I know I have to answer the invitation." It was a conclusion I'd reluctantly made. "I'm just not sure if I'll be able to live with myself afterwards if it all goes wrong."

      "So take back-up," Damon suggested. Do what the Inspector had recommended. Cover him and me, and have the contact watched and followed after the meet.

      "Is it as simple as that?" I asked, dubiously.

      "It's never simple, Lara. There are just paths with less risk than others. It's what we do. When I enter a building fully involved, there are choices I can make to lessen the risk. Walk along the outer edge of an upper hallway, utilising the structure's strengths even when they're failing. Check the heat on doors before I open them, conscious of flashback at any time. Watch the curl of flames, the movement or direction, read the fire, predict its next move. I could ignore the rules I have set up completely, or I could lower the risk and take my time implementing each one."

      "Take my time," I repeated. "What if there's not enough time?"

      "Who's to say there isn't?"

      My gut. Carl's voice in my head urging me onwards. Pay attention, read the signs. Don't ignore your gut.

      Three dead informants, connected to me through Carl. A near miss with a .38 bullet, the culprit one of the dead informants themselves. Cash as payment for an as yet unknown service. A trap set at the centre of the roofies sex club scene.

      I looked at the damage I'd done to the whisky bottle, felt surprisingly level headed. Then called in a few favours from my colleagues at CIB.
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      It was set for the end of Patrick O'Malley's shift; six tomorrow morning. Two reasons. I'd consumed enough alcohol to be aware it would be dangerous to undertake a sting right now, despite feeling in control of my faculties. There was just too much riding on this to fuck it up because I'd had a couple of drinks. And secondly, tomorrow evening was booked solid with the back room invitation to the mystique night at Zero Gravity.

      Time was also of the essence. Striking tonight off the schedule meant tomorrow morning was the soonest I could tee things up. It also gave Pierce, Cawfield and Simpson time to clear their decks and back me up at the meet.

      So, with little else to do but confront HEAT's issues, Damon agreed to finally 'show' me what the hell was going on with them.

      "Where are we going?" I asked from the passenger seat of my car. "This isn't in the direction of Pitt Street."

      "I've got all the information in my car. I'm taking you to my place."

      What?

      "Isn't it at HEAT?" I think I'd started sweating.

      Damon smiled, not removing his eyes from the road out the front of the windshield.

      "I moved everything to my car to bring it to your house tonight, as we were meant to be having dinner there. But when you requested my attendance at the Birdcage, I stopped off home to garage my truck, and grabbed a taxi from there."

      So fucking reasonable. Couldn't the guy slip up at some stage?

      "Oh, all right then," I said, trying for breezy, but I think sounding a little harassed.

      Damon chuckled. "Come on, Keen. You've been to my home before."

      Yeah, that's what I was afraid of. Flashbacks at the scene of the crime. Hot, slick bodies and long, tangled limbs. Yep, this was going to fun.

      Still, I wouldn't let him see that. Not a fucking chance.

      I offered a shoulder shrug and received an amused smirk in reply.

      Damon's house hadn't changed much in the six months since I'd been there. The security lights came on as he parked my car in the driveway at the back of the row of terrace houses, directly in front of the sectional door to his garage. The three storey Paddington styled home had an uninterrupted view of The Domain reserve across the street from the latticed balconies on the opposite side of where he had parked my car. It was a quaint, inner city apartment style home, conveniently located and plushly fitted.

      I'd been surprised when he'd first brought me here. Damon, being a fireman, was not in an executive type job raking in the money, yet these terrace homes were definitely for the well-to-do. To this day I hadn't done more than a Query Person check on him through the system at work, coming up with the standard; no outstanding warrants and no prior arrests. It felt wrong to delve further into his background, and he hadn't been forthcoming himself other than to mention the fact that his parents were both dead. And he had a younger sister, whom he'd been very protective of, and at the same time irritated with, but we were never introduced.

      And then we'd parted ways and looking into anything Damon Michaels related was at the bottom of my to-do list.

      Now, I found myself standing in his modern lounge, looking out the dark windows at the lit up trees along The Domain's edge, and remembering how his body felt, hard against mine, on top of the beige leather couch that dominated the room. Keeping my eyes off that settee was difficult. Keeping my body from responding to the memories was impossible.

      Damon had always been able to get me to react to him, even when he wasn't doing a single thing.

      I turned as he re-entered the room, having made sure I was settled - as if I couldn’t remember how to find my way to the den of sin myself - first before retrieving whatever he wanted to show me from his vehicle in the garage. I was surprised and intrigued to find him carrying what looked like several large boards covered in various notes, photos and, I was guessing, evidence reports. He painstakingly set them up along the wall that housed hundreds of books on dark wooden shelves, almost covering the entire length back towards the open-plan kitchen.

      I crossed my arms over my chest and studied his fussing rearrangement of the boards, until he had them displayed exactly how he wanted them to be read. Left to right. First case to last.

      There were, at a quick glance, six cases. All of them involving a fire related crime.

      "Looks like you've got yourself an arsonist," I commented, thoughts of previous entanglements within these walls forgotten for the more immediate challenge of solving a mystery instead.

      He stood back, scowl in place, hands on his jeans clad hips. Then abruptly he removed his jacket, slung it over a chair at the dining table towards the kitchen and raised dark eyes to mine.

      "All on HEAT staff property."

      Oh. I took a step closer and stared at the first series of connected notes and photos, string lining up between those items on the board that inter-related. We often did this at CIB, if a case needed to be tracked to be understood. Much like joining the dots in my mind and taking a step back to see what picture they created, this method allowed several people at once to do the same.

      I couldn't see a picture. Each case, although involving some form of fire related crime, wasn't exactly the same. There was the burning of a storage shed, followed by sabotage of a HEAT member's private vehicle using fire foam in the petrol tank, then a fire bomb on a member's lifestyle block killing several sheep. Then what appeared at first a spontaneous wildfire behind another HEAT member's house in Titirangi, only to find lighter fluid planted at the member's house as though to assign blame. A call was made to the Police to tip them off. Rescue had also suffered, a call-out to a stranded patient part way down a cliff in St Heliers Bay, when one team member abseiled down to the 'patient' he'd found a volatile cocktail of chemicals, similar to those used in a drug chem lab set-up, attached to a manikin. He'd gotten out of there just in time. And finally, the last attachment to the boards, a burned out garage with the remains of a hot rod car inside.

      "You're being targeted," I announced, unnecessarily. "I haven't even heard of most of these cases in CIB."

      "Most of them we haven't reported."

      I spun around and glared at him. "That's insane. Why would you keep this to yourselves; this person is clearly unstable."

      He ran a hand roughly through his hair, his face showing signs of fatigue and distress. His eyes darkened, as he pursed his lips, and then he let out a ragged breath of air.

      "What don't these boards say?" I asked.

      "We think it's one of the watch."

      The watch - or watches - were made up of firemen who manned the engines downstairs at Pitt Street Fire Station. They were the guys who attended your average kitchen flare up, or rescued your neighbour's cat from a tree. Experts at handling fires, but not specialised like HEAT. There were four watches to man a station; Red, Green, Blue, Brown. Twelve men per watch at Pitt Street. Four on the front-line pump/rescue tender, four on the pump/aerialscope, four on the breathing apparatus tender and four on the hazchem and decontamination unit. It was the busiest station in all of New Zealand.

      It also housed HEAT.

      "What makes you say that?" I asked carefully, talking about this was having a negative affect on Michaels. His fists were clenched, his jaw set hard, a vein bulging in his forehead.

      Part of me wanted to reassure him, soothe him. Another part, the police detective part, wanted to take a step back and place a hand on my gun.

      "It started about eight months ago," he said, beginning to pace.

      Eight months ago, incidentally, meant it had started while we were still dating.

      "At first we didn't pick up a pattern; a coincidence nothing more. Even firemen get their sheds burned down. But a month after we dealt with that, and rebuilt Stretch's shed, a note appeared attached to the new door."

      "Where's the note?" I asked, looking for it on the board.

      "It disappeared."

      "Disappeared?"

      "From my office at HEAT."

      I let a slow breath of air out. "What did it say?"

      "One of eighteen." I frowned. "There's eighteen of us in HEAT."

      "Let me guess, notes have turned up at each scene afterwards, counting up to six so far."

      He nodded. "We haven't received Marc's, but I assume it's coming. The last three were left on my desk, in my locked office at HEAT."

      "And this has made you suspect the watches?"

      "It's not one of ours." He said it with vehemence. A challenge for me to counteract.

      I let it slide for now. He was too close to this to be objective.

      "But it doesn't mean it's one of the watches," I pointed out instead. "It could be a civilian gaining access to HEAT HQ when it's not manned."

      "With the knowledge of chem lab chemicals and access to fire fighting foam?"

      "Those aren't impossible for the average layperson to obtain if they know where to look," I added.

      He begrudgingly nodded his head, neck stiff.

      Then said, voice low, "I just have this feeling it's one of the watches."

      Far be it for me to question a gut feeling. But although I pretty much could trust mine, I wasn't entirely sure of Damon's.

      "So why keep this in house?" I asked, remembering his words when I was last at HEAT.

      "Because it's personal and we deal with our own."

      "Bloody hell, Michaels. This isn't the special forces. These are crime scenes, acts against the law. If this ever goes to trial it'll be pulled apart by any decent defence lawyer."

      "Who says we want it to go to court?"

      Silence. I started to pace.

      "You have to have more to go on than your gut," I finally said, still walking while I talked. "Has there been any discord between HEAT and the watches?"

      "None more than usual. You know how it is. Ribbing, slight shows of jealousy. To get chosen for HEAT you have to excel in what you do."

      "Most of your guys have come up from the watches," I mused. "Have you turned any down recently?"

      "Two names, I have them here." He walked over to a folder he'd placed on the dining room table and pulled out the list of names. "Both of them were told they'd get a second shot, there just happened to be better candidates at the time they applied. There was nothing overtly wrong with them."

      "And they knew this?"

      "I tried to make them aware of that fact, whether they still took umbrage, I don't know."

      "Anyone else who could be targeting HEAT?"

      He shook his head, sinking into a chair he pulled out from the table. He really did look tired. "We've all taken a long hard look at our recent relationships, professional or otherwise, but none of us have been able to come up with any names of those who could be capable of doing this."

      "Why don't you leave that assessment to the detective," I said, making him raise his eyes to mine.

      "Are you taking on this case? Outside of CIB?"

      "Must it remain outside of CIB?"

      "Yes." Unequivocal.

      "You're asking a lot. I could get into a shit load of trouble over this."

      "You don't have to get involved," he bit out, standing up again and moving to the boards, beginning to turn them all around to face the shelves, hiding the information each contained.

      I stood there for a second watching him, turbulent emotions swirling inside my mind. This would create a hell of a complication in my life, in my career. I couldn't begin to imagine how Inspector Hart would react if he caught wind of me getting involved in a spate of crimes directed at an Emergency Service and not reporting my findings through the correct channels. There were reasons why we had rules and guidelines, all set up to ensure the safety of the public and those inside CIB. All designed to make gaining a conviction that much easier. That much more infallible.

      You stuff it up, the criminal wins.

      But Damon was talking about something else other than conviction. At a guess, he was talking about revenge or vigilante justice.

      In all good conscience I couldn't get involved in this.

      I took a step backwards, distancing myself from what he was doing, mentally wiping what I'd seen from my mind. Turning around I came face to face with the couch. Images flashed, one after the other, behind my closed eyelids. Hot, sweaty, moaning images. My hands fisted and I snapped my eyes open again, landing on a book sitting innocuously on a side table next to the armchair I knew Damon favoured at night.

      Stalling for time before I gave my answer, I crossed to the seat and picked the novel up. My breath froze in my throat. The book was one of my favourites, about a hard nosed female detective working alone to solve crimes. Had Damon known I loved this series? Is that why he was reading it, to better understand me? Or because, in this particular book, the detective takes a risk, heart over head, out of character but understandable if you believe in romance stories, that is.

      With a small shake to my hand I returned the book to its resting place, trying to decide if he was playing me. Six months he'd been gone from my life, at my request he'd stayed away. Six months and now he was back, risking my wrath because... he hadn't made progress on this.

      He needed me. It was flattering in a way. But so very dangerous. To let him in now would be more than risking my reputation and my job. It would be personal. It would mean victory for him in more ways than gaining my assistance in catching the arsonist who was targeting HEAT.

      The hardest thing for a detective to do is turn her back on a juicy mystery. I thrived for the challenge of getting inside the criminal's head. This HEAT case would be a challenge in more ways than that, though. I knew it. In my gut. In Carl's soft, gruff voice inside my head. In my heart. I knew it.

      Walking out that door without a backwards glance was the most reasonable thing to do. It's what Carl would do.

      I shook my head. Damn Carl for leaving in the first place. But damn him more for setting up shop inside my mind. And damn, if I wasn't actually considering this. What the hell did it say about me?

      I was tired, exhausted. The most peace I'd had recently was with Michaels acting as my sounding board. Pierce was good, but he didn't make me feel that sense of calm, that inner equilibrium in amongst the choppy waves. I almost laughed at that. Michaels also had a heavy hand, going behind my back to the Inspector, ratting on my arse.

      But he'd done it because he cared. Because he was worried. He would have known how I'd react, but still he'd done it. For me. I didn't like it, but I kind of appreciated the reason behind the act. In a way.

      And he also would have known how I'd react to his return to my life. Not favourably. Yet he'd done it. Because he was desperate and needed my help.

      It was actually easier to segregate it like that. Sure there was still intense attraction between us, but we didn't need to act on it to get the job done. The bottom line was, could I help an old friend in need at the risk of losing my job?

      I didn't owe Michaels any favours. But I'd be lying to myself if I said I didn't get something significant out of having him around. Who did I turn to first when I was having trouble deciding what path to take with the sting? Damon, that's who.

      And now he'd turned to me.

      I told myself, as I moved slowly to face him, that it didn't mean I couldn't steer him toward convicting the assailant who was targeting HEAT instead of whatever plans he had for the crim. I told myself, that agreeing to do this was for the challenge of the mystery. And it was because I had finally found the first modicum of solace since Carl had left. I told myself that it was an equal exchange for both of us, purely professional, if not entirely above board.

      I told myself it was not personal. It was not because I hadn't stopped fantasising about him for six long and lonely months. And it was not because I planned to start up with him intimately again.

      I told myself all of this. And I believed it.

      Right up until I said, "OK, I'll help. Count me in."

      And he stood there for a moment, staring at me with those dark, steady eyes, boring into my very soul. And then abruptly sprang forward, covering the distance between us in three long legged strides, bringing his chest to mine.

      At that point I knew damn well that I had lied to myself; utterly, completely, without conscionable thought. Because when his hand wrapped around the strands of my hair at the back of my head and pulled me hard against his chest with that one move, I gave up all pretence of this being impersonal and kissed him hard first.
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            "Run, Lara. Run!"

          

        

      

    

    
      We tumbled to the bedroom, which was quite a feat as it was up a flight of stairs. Clothes were strewn on the steps, across the hallway, throughout the entire house, I was sure. He wasn't giving me time to reconsider, his moves frantic; a desperate, hungry man determined to seal the deal.

      I knew what he was doing; making it impossible for me to walk away from this without there being an emotional consequence. A small part of me, that made me a sceptical detective, wondered if he was doing this to ensure I stayed and helped with his HEAT case. Another part of me, that is all woman, arched her back and let out an encouraging moan.

      It had been too long, too fucking long, since a man had groaned against my naked skin as though I was his heaven.

      "Lara, Lara. Fuck, Lara," he breathed above my collarbone.

      It sounded like he meant it.

      My hands delved into the curls on his head, savouring the sensation of thick hair between my fingers. I tugged and kneaded as he moved lower down my body, lips coasting over skin, fingers stroking over flesh.

      His palm cupped my centre. This was moving fast. And not fast enough. I lifted my hips, spread my thighs. He dipped a finger through my folds finding me soaking wet.

      "Fuck," he breathed again, this time lips hovering over a nipple.

      A tongue flick, a plunge of his finger into my core. Both of us moaned at the delicious sensations.

      His thumb stroked my clit lovingly, while his finger started a rhythm his mouth matched at my breast. Sucking, stroking and pumping in unison. My blood thundered through my veins at the return of sensations I'd thought I'd never feel again. Heat coursed through my body, making my skin flush and then alternately pebble with goosebumps, small hairs rising everywhere.

      He added a second finger, pressed harder with his thumb and bit down on my nipple, sending me over the edge of the abyss, silently screaming my release. He didn't wait for me to come back down.

      Whispering, "Again," he doubled his efforts. A twist of his wrist, a pump against my G-spot, a flick to follow up, and then he had me riding his fingers, desperately seeking that next hit of bliss.

      His attention moved to my neglected breast, the nipple he'd been sucking and biting felt raw and distended. I flicked open my eyes trying to focus on the swollen tip, trying to think past the oncoming orgasm, trying to remember to breathe. My head flopped down before I could clear my vision, my body writhing with a mind of its own.

      I moaned and bucked beneath his touch. I began to beg for a release he kept just out of my reach. Vaguely aware I was his to command, his to reward, his to punish as he saw fit. But the press of his hard length against my thigh let me know he wasn't nearly as in control as he made out. Plus the rock of his hips against my body, seeking his own friction as desperately as I was seeking my release.

      "Come," he finally breathed, his mouth at my ear, my nipple zinging with the return of blood to the tip.

      I whimpered, he thrust harder at just the right spot with his fingers and said, voice a husky murmur of wicked intent, "I won't stop until you surrender. Come."

      I wasn't sure what he meant, but it was too late to think clearly. I tumbled, screaming and shaking over the edge, plummeting down into a foggy void of pulsating sensations. My breath stuttering, my limbs heavy and beyond my command, my lips crushed against Damon's as he drank my climax down.

      I floated for a brief and beautiful moment and then felt Damon shifting from down my side, rising above me, slipping between my jelly-like legs. One hand clasped the nape of my neck, lifting my face up to his, the other gripping my hip tightly. He held my sated gaze for a second, made sure the blur of my latest orgasm had cleared and with a rock of his hips, sank himself inside. Stretching me beyond comfortable, making me take all of him, not allowing me a second to catch my breath before he started to thrust again. And again. And again.

      It took a second, possibly two, before I was rocking up to meet each determined thrust. My ankles wrapped around each other behind his gloriously tight butt, my fingers dug into his shoulders as I tilted my head back and let Damon ride me, taking me with him, unable to utter more than a keening sound.

      I came in a rush of euphoria, Damon's intense and focused gaze locked on my face, taking in every expression I made. Three more hard thrusts inside and I felt him tense, lose his rhythm and then sink himself deep, shuddering through his own release.

      Sweat soaked and looking utterly replete he sank down to blanket me with his body, his face buried into the side of my neck. His chest rising and falling too quickly, his hand shaking slightly where it still held a death grip on my hip. I was sure if I had been able to see, from where I lay trapped beneath him, that his knuckles would have been all white. I'd undoubtedly have bruises tomorrow.

      Badges of honour. A smile curved my lips and Damon laid a soft kiss against the skin on the side of my neck.

      I felt him harden, still deep inside me.

      "I'm not done with you yet," he murmured.

      I made a groaning sound, not entirely in protest, as he rolled me over until I was straddling his groin, his back to the sheets, his face looking up at mine.

      "I have missed you, Lara," he whispered, starting a slow rock up with his hips. "So very much."

      The automatic response welled up inside me. I opened my mouth to argue, but he just rolled us back to our former position, pinning me to the bed with each determined pump of his cock inside.

      "Must I fuck the detective out of you?" he growled, lifting both thighs wide and up, placing my legs over his shoulders, and returning his hands to the bed to gain the leverage he wanted to impale my body to the mattress beneath my back. "I will," he added, increasing the speed of his thrusts, diving deep on each rock of those beautiful hips.

      "I'm not arguing," I breathed out, the words lost in the small grunts of exhaled air each time he fucked into me harder.

      "No arguments," he murmured, his voice softening, his rhythm doing anything but. "You are meant to be wrapped around me. Always were."

      I couldn't think, I sure as hell couldn't argue. So I lay back and took everything he had to offer, aware he was fucking his frustrations out with me. Frustrations I'd caused by walking away from what we'd had.

      And it had been good. I knew that. I was revisiting part of that good right now. We'd only just touched on how good it could be back then, part of me now feeling that old sensation of fear welling up inside. The knowledge that if I let him, Damon Michaels could ruin me.

      "Don't think," he growled, slipping his hand between our bodies and pinching my clit.

      I bucked up into him, a sound of pure ecstasy escaping my lips. My body close to surrendering, my brain unable to take that last, fateful step.

      Then his other hand found my nipple, finger and thumb clamping down hard as the one at my clit squeezed the swollen flesh, together the sensations shattered the last of my reserves and made me cry out loud with a mind blowing release.

      I lost seconds, minutes, I don't know. When I came to my senses again, Damon was emptying himself inside me in a low rumble that was almost a howl.

      I was too tired to make a sound, just forcing air into my lungs was enough. I watched through a veil of fatigue as he pulled out gently, then let him roll me to my side.

      He whispered, brushing tendrils of wet hair from my face, as he wrapped himself around my back, "Sleep, love. Just sleep."

      Exhaustion and the weight of what had just happened settled like a thick blanket over my mind, and I didn't even feel if Damon moved to turn the lights down, or stayed at my side. For once in my life I let someone else set the alarm, taking care of me.

      I dreamed of Carl. Run, Lara. Run! Of the last time I saw him. Of the moment he left my life. Of the blood that exploded out of his body as he fell backwards over the edge of a cliff, the sound of distant waves slamming against the rocky shoreline drowning out my screams.

      "Lara! Lara! Fuck, Lara, wake up!"

      I shot upright in the bed reaching for my weapon under the pillow and coming up with empty air.

      "Motherfucker!" I exclaimed, on a burst of wretched heartsick breath. I closed my eyes and slowly lowered back to the mattress, feeling Damon wrap himself around me again. Neither of us spoke for several heart pounding minutes.

      "Carl?" he finally asked, his voice a barely heard whisper.

      "Always Carl," I muttered, rolling over and accepting the warmth of the body at my side.

      He didn't turn me away, he didn't try to get me to open up about the nightmares, he exhausted me the only way he could, making sleep, and nothing but sleep, the only option after we'd both again found release.

      It was slow and tender, the soft glide of flesh on flesh. The quiet moans of need and hunger. The exquisiteness of sated relief.

      "Yes," and "More," and "Please," the only whispers to break the sighs. His and mine.

      It was beautiful.

      I realised, as I drifted off to sleep for the second time that night, that I'd let him a little further inside. Further than he had ever been. I was risking a lot, staying here, allowing this to happen. But for the life of me I couldn't stop it. No longer strong enough to deny that Damon had always been my drug of choice. My one and only addiction, outside of my job.

      Carl had said, Don't let it suck you dry without living a little first. He'd failed to give any advice on how to stop the distraction from becoming more important than the career. There had to be a balance, but previous experience had taught me I was useless at finding one.

      I'd walked out because I was scared. Choosing a weak excuse of questionable betrayal as the reason why. Denying it was my problem not Damon's.

      And now I was back, in the thick of it, tempting Karma all over again.

      No more dreams entered my sleep and I awoke to feather-light kisses along my jaw. It was still dark outside, no morning sunlight shining around the curtains on the window.

      "What time is it?" I mumbled, trying to brush Damon's insistent kisses away.

      "Five in the morning," he murmured, nibbling on my ear.

      "Cut it out," I grumbled, attempting to sit up but finding the sheets tangled around my body and imprisoning me where I lay. "Gotta meet up with Pierce and the guys."

      "There's time," Damon pressed.

      I made a half frustrated, half desperate sound and he pulled back.

      "Are you feeling trapped, Detective?" He held my gaze in the darkness, just enough ambient light in the room to make out some features, while others remained hidden in the shadows.

      I could see the thin line of his lips, but I couldn't tell if he had meant the sheets trapping me or what was happening between us, by what I could see of his eyes.

      "This was a..."

      "Don't say it," he snapped. "Don't you damn well say it. What we have is not a mistake." He rolled out of the bed and strode to the attached bathroom, flicking the light on inside and blinding me with bright white. I lay on the bed and brooded while he started the shower. No voices in my head giving guidance on this one. I was well and truly on my own.

      There was too much to worry about out there in the real world to be bringing what happened behind closed doors into the mix. For now I would have to compartmentalise. The Damon and me who went at it like horny little rabbits last night were not the same Investigator Michaels and Detective Keen out on the street.

      We had a killer to catch. A drug pushing date rapist to ensnare. And an arsonist targeting HEAT to investigate on the sly. Romance, and what it would lead to, was extremely low down on the list of priorities right now.

      I untangled my body from the sheets and pushed up off the bed, following Damon into the bathroom. I was thirty-one years old, quite capable of handling a liaison with a sexy man and not letting it affect my ability to do my job.

      I was also too tempted by far to join him in the shower, but then we'd never get ready in time to meet Pierce. So I did my other usual morning routine things, opening and using a new toothbrush from under his sink, and then when he climbed out of the shower, I slipped past and ducked under the spray. He stood there dripping water watching me, openly appreciating the show.

      "I want to get back in there with you, but I'm concerned you'd knee me in the balls to prove a point," he commented mildly, then began to dry off with a towel.

      My lips curved and with one last metaphoric look over my shoulder at the safety of pushing this man further away than he was, I took a step forward into the unknown.

      Why? Because my gut told me to. And I clearly lacked any impulse control.

      "You almost had a back scrubber," I admitted. "But I know how you like to take your time in the shower when I'm there. And we're already running late."

      He stopped what he was doing and stared at me, his mouth parted, his eyes a little too wide. The towel held ineffectually in his hands. I had a good view of his torso, of the ridges and valleys of his chest. Each muscle perfectly honed, smooth, cream skin begging for my touch. He'd missed the odd spot of water, making areas glisten with moisture and my mouth to water. I licked my lips, trying to remember the taste of him.

      How could he pare me back to such a basic need as this?

      "If you don't stop looking at me like that we'll be even later still," he husked, his shaft hardening and rising up his stomach to punctuate that statement with a visual exclamation point.

      "Then go get dressed," I offered, dipping my head under the spray to rinse my shampoo.

      I had to close my eyes to do it and when I opened them he was right there. Under the shower of water with me, breathing hard, eyes dark chips of desire, lips moistened from his tongue where he'd clearly licked them hungrily with need.

      "I want you," he breathed.

      "We're late."

      "Not yet," he countered, stalking me into the corner of the shower.

      "Damon," I warned.

      "Six months, Lara. Six months of watching you from afar. No more."

      Watching me from afar? What the...

      I was up, my back pushed against the cooler tiles in an instant, my legs purposely positioned around his waist.

      "Hold on," he instructed.

      "Damon!" I tried again, but all he did was rock his hips, slip the tip of his hard length into my opening and let out a groan.

      "Six months," he repeated, as if I needed to know how that time apart had hurt him.

      I could see it in his eyes. I could see it on his face. I could feel it in the way he thrust into me, claiming me as his all over again.

      But I wasn't, was I? Not truly. This was pleasure, this was a distraction. Nothing more. Once I got past Carl's desertion, once I got this current spate of cases out of the way and found my feet again, I'd make sure I protected my heart. Because if Damon Michaels could make me this eager, this dependent, this quickly, then I knew there was no hope of breaking the addiction if I let it go on too long.

      And as I moaned through a soul shattering orgasm, and watched him find his own exquisite release, I wondered if I would ever stop lying to myself about this man, about this electrifying heat that flared between us.

      Because I was already addicted. One night back in his arms and I was lost.

      God help me, but I was so damn lost.
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            "Focus on your surroundings, but don't let them distract. Use a location to your advantage, never the other way 'round. Be ready. Be aware. Be a fucking cop."

          

        

      

    

    
      If my slightly rumpled clothes and harried expression didn't give us away, then Damon's cocky grin surely did. I rushed over to Pierce's parked car, saw his eyes travel the length of my outfit and then come up and rest on Damon's face.

      "You're late," Cawfield growled from inside the vehicle. I didn't reply, I deserved it.

      "Nice jacket," Pierce offered in a sly whisper from where he stood leaning against the driver's door. "Have I seen it before?" A thinly veiled reference to the fact I was wearing yesterday's clothes.

      I smiled sweetly and then glanced up at the container cranes in motion, the sky brightening but the lights on the docks all on in full force. Loud beeping and orange flashing beacons made the whole area a hive of oversized activity.

      "Which one is his, do we know?" I asked.

      "Third from the end," Simpson said from the back seat, munching on a pastry of some description. "How do you want to play this?"

      I picked Patrick O'Malley's dockside gantry crane out of the line-up, watching as it deftly lowered its cradle down to secure a container on the wharf and then lift it up and slide it out over the huge ship docked in front of it. With precision and speed he had the 40 foot long metal rectangular box stacked on top of another and was returning for his next one.

      "I think the best bet," I said, still watching the show, "is to catch him when he comes down at the end of his shift. I sure as hell don't want to climb up that thing." It must have been forty to fifty metres up to his cabin.

      "'Fraid of heights, Keen?" Cawfield teased.

      "Afraid of getting stuck up there when the killer strikes," I countered and received nods of approval from all four men.

      "Good call," Pierce added. "Where do you want us?"

      "He's a hard nut, Pat," I pointed out. "Would never meet with Carl when I was around. The fact he's asking for me now could mean any number of things. From a desperate need for instant cash, a sudden attack of conscience..."

      "Or he's luring you into a trap," Michaels offered. I swung my head to look at his face, noting the set angle of his chin.

      He expected me to argue the point, but I couldn't. I was jumpy about this as it was. But what choice did we have? We needed to corner this killer, and if Pat O'Malley was offering himself up as bait, then we'd accept. But we'd also do everything in our power to protect him. Just in case this was a favour he felt obliged to carry out on behalf of Carl.

      It could be an entirely innocent request for a meeting.

      Or not.

      My eyes trailed over Damon's face briefly, then down his body because I couldn't seem to help myself. He was dressed in black casual trousers, black shirt and a coffee coloured suit jacket. It worked. He looked good. He looked a damn sight better than Cawfield and Simpson anyway. Pierce was passable though, in jeans and a blue jacket like mine.

      I cleared my throat and looked back at the three detectives.

      "Spread yourselves around," I suggested. "Find decent vantage points, where you can observe but not be seen. If it turns nasty, head on in and save my arse. Otherwise, once the meets over and Pat and I go our separate ways, start following him. We'll keep a tab on him for the next twenty-four hours, if the killer plans to strike, he'll do it tomorrow night here."

      "Sounds reasonable," Pierce agreed. "I've got walkies for us all, we'll use channel forty, stay off the main Comms line. Volume down low, and in the case of you, Keen, off entirely. Until after the meet."

      He handed out small, short range walkie-talkies to each of us, including Michaels. I checked mine with the others and then switched the volume off and slipped the device in my jacket pocket. It would be useful to connect after the meet and take over the first few hours of surveillance. The guys would have to look after our quarry this evening, when Damon and I would be at Zero.

      "Everyone set?" I asked and received various nods and confirmation murmurs. "OK, you lot head out and get into position. I'll approach Pat's crane in another ten minutes."

      "Sounds good," Simpson said, climbing out of the car and dusting pastry crumbs off his t-shirt.

      "We'll be watching your arse, Keen," Cawfield offered, making an exaggerated jerk away from Damon when he saw my partner clench his fists. Pierce just whacked Cawfield on the back of the head and offered a nod to us both.

      They all set off to their hidey holes, leaving me alone with Damon. For a moment neither of us said anything. Then he reached forward and drew me into the circle of his arms, resting his chin on the top of my head.

      "Are you ready for this?" he asked into my hair.

      "This is what I do, Damon."

      "I know. I'll always worry though, so get used to it."

      I let a long breath of air out on a sigh and he pulled back, placing a finger and thumb under the point of my chin and lifting my head up to look him in the eyes. His were dark and fierce.

      "You will get used to it," he said, voice low. "Because I'm not going anywhere ever again."

      "You're so sure," I commented.

      "I'm sure I made a mistake letting you walk away, yes."

      I ran a hand over my face and stepped back out of his touch.

      "I need to get to work," I said, then because it looked like he was about to explode with frustration I added, "I'll see you afterwards?"

      His body slowly relaxed. "Yes. Afterwards."

      "You better get into position, too. I'm going to start heading through whatever security they have and out onto the wharf." Simpson, Cawfield and Pierce would have bypassed security, I was sure. And I would a hazard a guess, that Damon could easily manage the same.

      I wanted my appearance to be documented. So one last look at Damon, eyes holding fast to mine for several seconds, and then I made my way to the gate.

      It took three minutes to convince the Port Authority staff to let me through to see Pat. By the time I made it to the base of his crane, an escort in tow, the whistle was about to blow for change of shift. Pat's replacement had apparently already climbed the ladder and was in the cab with him right now.

      Once at the base, I convinced the guard to leave me alone with Mr O'Malley, mentioning the fact that the interview was sensitive and police business only. He agreed easily, quite keen to get back indoors as a light drizzle had begun to fall.

      I sheltered under the crane's belly waiting for Pat to exit the door at the base. I couldn't see Pierce and the guys. But I knew they would be watching me from where they hunkered down. I scanned the surroundings, not in an effort to place them, that was trained out of you at an early stage in your career, but to familiarise myself with the location; hazards and accessways, complications that could arise should things turn to shit.

      Rows and rows of containers were standing a short distance away; red, blue, rust stained, yellow. Stacked five or six high they made sheltered alleyways between them, some of which were clogged with trucks specifically designed to shift the containers to beneath the cranes themselves. As this ship was being loaded, and not unloaded, there were no road worthy container carrying trucks to be seen on this particular wharf. It was all in-house Port Authority vehicles. Flashing orange beacons, beeps sounding out when they moved.

      It was busy, and jam packed, easy enough to get lost in amongst. I shifted my shoulders, aware that more than just my back-up could be hiding in that rabbit warren of concrete and tin. Suddenly I felt like I had a bullseye on the back of my head. I moved to stand partially covered by the crane's struts. If someone wanted to shoot me they'd have to be aboard the container ship to achieve it right now.

      The wind picked up, small flurries of debris twirling around my feet, some chains hanging on the side of the crane rattled in a particularly nasty gust. Rusted paint flaked off the crane as the huge metal links clanked against it.

      I shook my head, thinking what with the rain, the hidden alleyways, the clanking of metal on metal and the fact that I felt like I was being watched, and knew I was too, made for an ominous atmosphere. It was time to settle into my cop persona and forget everything else.

      Focus on your surroundings, but don't let them distract. Use a location to your advantage, never the other way 'round. Be ready. Be aware. Be a fucking cop.

      Carl's voice hadn't left me, even though last night I'd kind of hoped it was done. I'd spent too long in the old man's company. I'd idolised him, my shrink had said. And then I blamed him for getting shot, for leaving me. Hell, I couldn't even manage to say the actual words: Carl is dead. More often than not I said he'd left. Left. A euphemism for dead.

      My shrink was working on that.

      I wished him luck.

      I rolled my head on my shoulders, shifted my weight ensuring circulation to my feet, and readied myself as the door at the bottom of the crane opened, spilling out Patrick O'Malley, in all his smoke-riddled checked shirt and beer gutted frame.

      He stopped dead in his tracks when he saw me, a sneer quirked the side of his split lips. Grey stubble decorated each cheek, his eyebrows bushy and wild. He was missing a good portion of his hair, but what he did have was swept back and covered in some sort of hair product, the front part yellowed from nicotine.

      "Patrick O'Malley," I said, stepping forward and displaying my badge, but not so close as to be caught by a wayward punch. "Detective Keen, Auckland CIB."

      "I know who you are, girlie. Carl spoke often about ya, he did."

      "Likewise," I countered. Then cutting to the chase, "Heard you've been asking around about me."

      "Maybe."

      "Well, here I am. We doing business?"

      His eyes darted about the part of the wharf we were on, jittery, a little too wide. He was rattled. It wasn't an entirely unusual behavioural pattern for a nark. Being caught talking to cops had bad consequences for some, they often kept glancing over their shoulders. For now, I put O'Malley's nervousness down to just that.

      "What if I did? What you paying?" He took a step closer, which led me to believe he was warming to the idea, willing to trade info for cash.

      "Going rate, I'm sure you remember what that is. First, what have you got for me?"

      "It's big." He licked his lips, looked around the dock again. Took another step closer. "Worth more than a pinkie." New Zealand's one hundred dollar note was a reddish-pink colour, often referred to as a pinkie. Or a Rutherford, the person who fronted the bill.

      "One hundred's the going rate," I pointed out, not playing ball.

      "Yeah, but this is something big," he emphasised, and took another step closer.

      He was within reaching distance now, a quick jab and he could knock me on the jaw or in the guts. But his nervousness had settled, he was clearly getting into the idea of talking the going rate for an informant up. Whatever he thought he had to exchange, he obviously felt it was worth the effort to negotiate.

      "Tell me then," I said, offering a shrug of my shoulder, not willing to give away the upper hand just yet.

      "It's about Carl," he finally said, making my breath hitch as he looked around the wharf yet again.

      "What about Detective Forrester?"

      A small, nasty looking smirk twisted his lips. He licked them, eyes jumping from my face to my breasts to my neck and then back to my face. I forced the shudder that wanted out back down. This guy was definitely giving me the creeps, I was glad Carl had dealt with him alone in the past.

      "You and he were close, eh?" he asked, stalling.

      "He was my partner."

      "He tell you everything?"

      "What's that got to do with your information, O'Malley? Spill."

      "Yeah, he told you everything," he said, ignoring my command. This was going nowhere fast. I was beginning to suspect old Patrick O'Malley had lost the plot and was currently wasting my time.

      I reached up to scratch my head, getting ready to give him the flick, when it happened.

      He took one last furtive look about the wharf, his continued agitation making me glance around the area too. Had he seen something? The moment I took my eyes off him, he struck. There was no way I could have expected the level of violence. I was on guard, I was focused, but he'd not given the right signals for such a brutal attack.

      But I'm well trained. I can adapt in an instant. And the moment his hands wrapped around the length of chain hanging over a hook underneath the crane, I threw myself out of the way. The metal loops rattled and clanked, and the air swished ominously over my head as he swung the fucking thing towards my neck. Instant strangulation. Thank fuck he missed.

      My gun was in my hands the second my back hit the concrete, the air burst from my lungs so I didn't offer a warning before I fired. I aimed for his thigh. My shot was true. Blood gushed from the wound, but didn't pulse. I'd missed the artery.

      He howled, swung again with the chain, eyes glinting evilly, snarl on his lips, and I finally managed to suck in enough air to yell, "Drop it! Drop the fucking chain now!"

      The metal connected with my foot as I dragged myself backwards. I knew fairly much straight away that he'd broken a toe. Sweat dotted my brow, my stomach threatened to expel its contents. But I had more important things on my mind right then, like what the fuck? And where the hell is my backup?

      In the next instant, O'Malley split. Limping, favouring his shot leg, but dragging that fucking chain with him towards the alleyway created by containers. I watched him for a heartbeat, relief coursing through my veins, then reality set in. He'd tried to kill me. The second informant to do that.

      I couldn't let him get away, I needed answers. Now more than ever.

      Scrambling upright, I tested my weight on the aching foot, able to bear down if I kept the toes off the ground. It meant my gait was lopsided, rather like O'Malley's. I fished my walkie-talkie out of my jacket pocket as I limped after the chain wielding prick, turning the volume up and hearing loud chatter. My breath was already choppy.

      Pierce shouted orders over the unit to Simpson and Cawfield, giving directions as to where O'Malley had gone. Another wave of relief washed through me, making me feel chilled after sweating for so long. Or maybe that was the agony in my toe, I couldn't be sure. Trembling had started in my extremities as well, I willed the shaking to stop. Mind over matter.

      "Lara, you're closer. Can you see him?" Pierce asked over the cracking line.

      "No, but I'm right behind him. Where are you?"

      "We're on the way, Cawfield's closest to your location, he'll be right behind you. I'm going over the top to see if I can get a visual from above. Simpson's approaching from the East." The other direction from Cawfield and me. "And I have no idea where Michaels is."

      "Thirty seconds away," came Damon's clipped response.

      I slowed as I came to a corner, turning the volume down on my walkie-talkie and getting low to the ground to peer around. Not that Pat had a gun last time I looked, but I sure as hell wasn't taking anything for granted right now. A quick jerk of my head, eyes only around the corner, a split second to see the view before I was back, breath escaping in short, controlled huffs, my head and chest starting to ache.

      But the alleyway was empty for the entire length, so I slipped around the corner, gripping my gun in a two handed hold, hugging the sides, going as fast as my hobbling gait could manage. Halfway down I heard a noise from above. Directly over my head. My heart missed a beat, my breath all but stalled, I thought of Pierce getting a bird's eye view, and then a grunt preceded a rattle of chain.

      I rolled away from the edge as the length of chain O'Malley had tried to throttle me with came down the side of the containers like a coiling snake. Snapping and slithering and puddling in a loud pile of rattling links, the echo of it clanking against the siding ringing in my ears.

      Heart in throat, breathing through my mouth in quick, short bursts, I had my gun aimed at the top of the containers in an instant. But no one was there. I was stuck fast with the realisation that had I not moved quickly, I would now be dead.

      I licked my lips, worked to control my rasping breath, growled low in the back of my throat, and pulled my radio out, turning the volume up again and letting the others know he was up on the top of the containers, but now without his weapon of choice.

      I took one last withering look at the pile of chain and moved off down the alleyway, making sure to look up and around, and keeping an ear out for any sounds. I'd been in tense situations before, moments in time that felt surreal due to the level of fear I experienced or the amount of brutality I saw, but this ranked right up there with them.

      My heart beat unmercifully in my chest, my legs shook with too much adrenaline, a bitter, metallic taste filled my mouth, making me want to spit. Sweat coated my brow, dripping annoyingly into my eyes, making me have to stop and run my forearm over them, wiping my vision clear. My ears were ringing from the effort required to hear the minutest sound in amongst the beeps and engine roars back out on the dock itself. Not to mention the harsh respirations I was making.

      This man wanted me dead. It would have been so easy to turn tail and run. But that's not who I am. The part of me that wanted to figure this out, overruled the part of me that wanted to hide like a frightened child. Mixed in with that was a deep seated sense of anger. How dare this bastard make me fear.

      Just because you have courage and you know what precautions to take to make your survival more achievable, doesn't mean you stop feeling any fear. Fear is what makes you a good detective. But mindless terror kills.

      I wondered, as I rounded yet another corner, checking low, checking high, listening out, if Carl had felt terror when his body rose up and over that cliff ledge. Or if he had only felt fear.

      I'd never know. He wasn't here to ask. And talking to his memorial plaque at the cemetery wouldn't cut it either.

      Another corner, a long stretch of torturous, shadowed alleyway, and another and another. It went on forever and my quarry had simply disappeared. The fear had settled into a low hum of heightened awareness now. I was ready for anything. Sweat soaked, wrung out, but aware.

      And then I found him.

      Leaning back against a container, in the centre of an intersection of several alleyways. Legs outstretched on the concrete, eyes closed. Blood had soaked his thigh from the bullet I'd fired. But it wasn't what had killed Patrick O'Malley.

      No, that was the long, heavy, rust stained links of chain wrapped securely around his neck.

      I sucked in a deep breath, looked up, looked to the sides, and then finally lowered my gun.

      "Well, fuck," I muttered, just as Damon came careening down another alleyway on the left. Followed by Pierce and Simpson.

      Cawfield must have gotten lost.

      "Shit," Pierce exclaimed, Simpson offering a similar expletive. "Well, that's that, then."

      Nobody said anything for a suspended moment, the consequences of this grisly discovery settling into our minds.

      Damon turned from looking at the body, his fists still clenched, his face paler than it was before,  he held my eyes with his. Worry, consuming fear, concern all flashed through the dark brown.

      "Where's the complexity in this?" he finally asked, obviously referring to how the killer had escalated on each murder scene until now.

      I glanced back at the body and let out a shaky breath, then flicked my eyes up and around all over again. The others followed my movements with their own agitated perusals. Every nerve ending on high alert.

      "The complexity," I offered, my throat dry, making the words sound gritty, "is in the fact that it was done right under our noses."

      This killer was bold and very quick. Able and strong. And he was laughing in our faces right about now.

      I looked around the containers, just to be sure, all over again.
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            "Fear is what makes you a good detective. But mindless terror kills."

          

        

      

    

    
      It took a few of hours to clear the scene. The Ports Of Auckland not at all happy about closing down a wharf to accommodate a murder enquiry. The paramedics tended to my foot, but as the toe wasn't dislocated I knew there was little a doctor could do. The medics splinted with gauze and dressings, offered some over-the-counter pain meds, and left me to my bandaged, unsightly fashion accessory. I couldn't wear my shoe, so my limp was rather pronounced.

      Whenever possible Pierce made me take a seat and elevate my leg, bringing witnesses to me to interview. Damon remained suspiciously quiet. The occasional glance in my direction, but something meaningful was working behind those dark and brooding eyes. If he couldn't handle a minor injury such as this, then he and I weren't going to last long.

      And the fact that I'd actually thought that at all left me puzzled beyond measure.

      But an hour into the clean-up Inspector Hart appeared. He threw all the witnesses and everyone else out of the Port staffroom I'd commandeered and shut the door with an ominous click. If he was just after a report, he would have allowed Pierce and Damon to remain.

      So this was no casual update, this was a reprimand.

      I almost didn't have the strength to battle it. I scrubbed my face with a palm while his back was still to the room, taking advantage of his delay tactics. The Inspector liked to use little ploys such as that to put you off your game. Sometimes he'd just stare at you until you buckled.

      When he turned back to look at me his face was blotchy and red. Increased blood pressure. Fuck it, he was about to blow.

      "Tell me," he said in a level and controlled voice, "why I shouldn't just pull you completely from this case?"

      My stomach plummeted to the floor, pooling around my bandaged foot morosely.

      "There was no way to have predicted he'd react like that," I pointed out, and then thought to add a belated, "Sir."

      Hart harrumphed and started to pace.

      "Twice now, you've been targeted," he started. I opened my mouth to suggest it could have been either Michaels or me who was the target at The Cloud, but Hart spun back towards me and pointed a finger at my face. "Don't give me that distraction bullshit, Detective. These were Carl's informants. They were both aiming for your head."

      I'd thought the same, but hearing my experienced superior officer say it aloud made the whole situation more real. I'd been scared out there. And it was a different fear than the angst I've felt in similar situations before; chasing down an armed suspect. This had been personal. The way O'Malley had gone for my throat. The way he had looked so fucking smug. Like he knew something I didn't, and my gut was telling me it was something to do with Carl. My partner. My idol.

      How much more personal did it get than that?

      "Sir," I began, and for a moment I thought Hart was going to silence me, but he just sucked in a deep breath and glared, waiting for me to go on. "We can't rule out that this is still some kind of coincidence." He just raised an eyebrow, but thankfully didn't interrupt. "Carl's connection could be the red herring. This could still be tied up with the roofies at Zero."

      "I'll give you that, Keen. But answer me this," Hart said, arms crossed over his still broad chest. The man may have been getting on in years, but he kept himself fit. "How many of these informants knew anything pertaining to Zero?"

      I sat back in the chair as the implications of his statement sank in. Anton had known nothing. Tommy had offered minor intel. Tank hadn't had the chance to trade info, but it had been suggested he was known on the club circuit. But no one had mentioned Zero as his preferred locale. And there was just no way I could even see Patrick O'Malley turning up at a sophisticated, invitation only back room of a sex club.

      "One, possibly two," I finally replied.

      "One confirmed, three unproven," he countered, and then let out a beleaguered breath of air. "Keen. You're a good cop. One of the best. You have an instinct some detectives never manage to cultivate in all the years they work CIB. You're a natural."

      He'd never praised me before. I had no words to offer in thanks. Besides, you didn't thank Inspector Hart and you sure as hell expected there to be an ulterior motive to any show of approval.

      "But," and here it was, "this is too personal. This is too close to your heart. You know what they say," he went on, and I just knew whatever came next couldn't be good. "If you can't detach from the emotions, you can't be expected to remain objective."

      Not a Carlism, but true nevertheless.

      "I want you to take a back seat on this, let Pierce take over on lead." Demoted. At least he'd chosen Ryan and not Cawfield. "Get a psych evaluation on this killer from Hennessey." My shrink. Now why didn't Hart pick one of the other department psychologists for the profile? "Work the case from the bottom up, go back over the notes and reports, put together an offender profile and see if we can attack this from a different angle."

      "Sir," I tried.

      "If I let you out there again, it might not be the informant zipped up in a black bag."

      "I can increase my security," I offered.

      "No."

      "The club, we've got the invitation."

      "We'll have to hold off on that."

      "Sir, it's their mystique night. Masks providing an element of anonymity. We won't get another chance like this to observe without giving ourselves away any time soon. How long do you think we've got before the killer strikes again? With or without me on the streets."

      He hesitated. I pushed my advantage.

      "I'll stay in the background for everything else. Work the profile, double check what we've already got. But there's no way Michaels can get into that club with Cawfield or Simpson on his arm. It isn't that sort of place."

      Hart actually huffed in amusement.

      "One night, sir. Then I'll hole up at CIB for the duration. I'll even get Pierce his coffees and doughnuts, like a good little secretary."

      "Cut the facetious crap, it doesn't suit you."

      "Sir," I almost whined.

      "All right," burst out on a now frustrated breath of air. "You're fucking focused, I'll give you that." His hands went to his hips as he stared down at me, took in the scuffed up jacket, the wet patches on my jeans, and the bandaged foot. "That going to fit in high heels?"

      "I'll make it."

      His eyes came up to my face. For the first time ever I saw respect, mixed with weary resignation.

      "You watch, you don't interact, you get the fuck out of there if you so much as see someone affected by drugs. Remember," he added, voice again fierce, "this could be a waste of our time. We don't know for sure that any thing is going on there, and we sure as hell don't know if it has a connection to these murders. But if it does, we just need to be aware of it. The rest can be obtained by warrant."

      It was a good speech. A noble speech. Protecting his staff member, making sure I was as safe as could be. But we both knew, that if there was a roofie problem at Zero Gravity, I'd have to gather evidence then and there for it to stick. A warrant would be too late, they'd hide the drugs before we could even say, "Open up, it's the Police." And any connection to the murders was likely to show in a more visceral way.

      Bottom line. Hart knew we had to check this avenue out, cross it from the list. And there was no one else in the department who could do it. Sometimes being the only female in CIB did have its perks.

      Hart grunted, gave me one last once over, and then opened the door and barked at Pierce and Michaels to come back in.

      As soon as the door shut in Cawfield's face Hart said, "You're on lead," to Pierce.

      Silence followed the statement.

      "Sir," Pierce started after a long pause. "Detective Keen handled herself extremely well, given the situation. There's no need to remove her from primary."

      "You think I was born yesterday, Pierce?" the Inspector growled. "This has nothing to do with Keen's aptitude or lack thereof, and everything to do with the fact that she almost got killed. Twice."

      Amusingly relief replaced concern on Pierce's face. No one likes taking over a case from a colleague under strained circumstances.

      Still, the demotion, for whatever reason, hurt. Damon offered a small smile, clearly seeing the distress I felt at this turn of events. I looked away before I started doing something pathetic, like tearing up. An emotional officer was the last thing Hart needed to see.

      "You're still on for tonight," the Inspector said, directing the statement to Damon.

      "Only with Lara," Damon shot back, revealing a little too much of himself in that curt reply.

      Pierce smirked, Hart scowled. But no one pulled Damon up on his protectiveness. If anything, it made him look like a real partner, not just a temporary one.

      "OK. Get to work. You know what to do," Hart said and then stormed out the door like the whirlwind of immense power that he was.

      Cawfield skulked into the room as soon as the Inspector left, Simpson at his back, again eating. The man never stopped.

      "What's happening?" Cawfield asked.

      Pierce looked at me, giving me a necessary second to prepare.

      "I'm lead on the case," he said finally, my back rigid waiting for Cawfield's taunt.

      I decided not to give him an opening. "I'll visit with Hennessey, see if he can profile our perp."

      "I want you two to continue here for now," Pierce said, following my lead and shutting Cawfield down with that directive. "Then follow up at the morgue and crime lab. Get back to me with the findings as soon as you can. That's it. Let's go."

      I rose from my seat, tentatively placing weight on my bandaged foot, feeling the throb ricochet up my shin. I could tell Damon wanted to reach for me, offer an arm to lean on. Thankfully he wasn't that stupid to do it in front of the guys.

      I hobbled out of the room, Pierce already talking on his cellphone, Damon a step behind at my back. I didn't make the doorway.

      "I'm surprised you're not crying like a sissy, Keen," Cawfield commented, leaning back against the wall. "Can't be easy standing aside for a man."

      "Joe," Simpson chastised.

      I turned slowly and looked at him, in his too tight t-shirt, hard worked for muscles on display. Cawfield was a peacock. Pretty, but ineffectual.

      "Hey, I'm just showing some support. I'd fucking be ropeable if I had to hand my case over to Pierce," Cawfield defended. I was sure he didn't sympathise at all.

      I shrugged. "It's just a case, Cawfield."

      "Now, that ain't what Carl taught you. He'd stand up for what's his," he drawled.

      Maybe it was the mention of Carl, maybe it was the fact that I was feeling pissed off about being side-lined. Or maybe I was just sick and tired of Cawfield's jokes. The heckling had been escalating, on station and off. The man had never actually indicated he had a problem with me being in CIB, he was too good to slip up like that. But something about me irked him enough for him to show his true colours every now and then.

      I took two strides towards him, ignoring the sharp stabs of pain in my foot. With my finger poked hard at his chest, managing to push him back a half step - or that could have been the feral look on my face right then, I had him running scared - I asked, "Speaking from experience, Cawfield? How many men have walked over you in the past? Or, hold on, maybe it's not men at all."

      "Fuck off, Keen," he growled.

      "Got a problem with women, Cawfield? Feel ineffectual around a tight female arse?"

      "Keen!" Pierce pulled me back by a firm hand to my shoulder. "Get out of here and cool off," he instructed.

      I jerked my shoulder free and scowled at Cawfield, who now wore an irritating smirk.

      "Fuck you," I spat and pushed past a stone-faced Simpson, trying to hide my limp as I stalked off down the hall.

      I'd made it four feet when I heard the sound of fist meeting flesh, followed by a grunt and then a groan.

      Loud shouts sounded out in the room, a scuffle, deep rumbling voices, all indistinct, and then Damon stormed out of the room shaking out his right hand. I raised my face to the ceiling and just breathed, then when he came alongside of me, not reaching out to touch but hovering nearby, I shook my head and slipped out the exit, making my way to the car.

      "What the hell were you thinking?" I demanded, once we'd finally made it to my vehicle. "I can handle my own battles. I don't need you riding on in there and making me look weak."

      "How did I make you look weak?" he said with a frown, holding my angry glare across the top of the sedan with an impassive one of his own.

      "What part of fighting my own battles did you not get?"

      "That wasn't for you," he pointed out. Ridiculously.

      "Then who the hell was it for?"

      "That was because I can't stand chauvinistic men. The world has progressed beyond his type of bigotry."

      I snorted, unlocking the car.

      "You made a bad situation worse, Damon," I said, sounding a little more defeated than I had meant.

      I slipped into the car, buckled up and waited for him to enter before I started it.

      "You were just standing up for yourself," he pointed out when he eventually calmed enough to join me.

      "I retaliated. I lowered myself to his snide, gutter snipe level. I should have walked away."

      "He was out of line," Damon said softly as I navigated the last of the Port and drove out of the ornate red iron gates.

      I let a long breath of air out. Feeling the weight of everything that had happened in the past six months catch up with me. I wanted to close my eyes and scrub my face clean, but the lights had turned green and cars were backed up behind me.

      There was no escaping my past. No escaping the mistakes I'd made. The things I'd seen. But I should have known better than to add to them with Cawfield. The man did not deserve the sacrifice of my career, should the Inspector get wind of my behaviour in there.

      I acted out of line, provoked or not. I was better than this.

      "I shouldn't have done it," I said simply, blinking away the memories, wanting desperately to rub at my chest to ease the heartache within. "I'm better than that," I added.

      "Lara," Damon said quietly from the side. "You are so far out of that man's league, you're in the stratosphere. There is no comparison between how he behaved and you."

      "I still shouldn't have done it," I countered in a whisper.

      And when he reached over to lay a hand on my jeans and opened his mouth to argue, or bolster me up, I shifted. Moved my leg away from his touch.

      Silence echoed in the car for several long minutes. My mind, conversely, a noisy jostling of much hated memories. Carl. Damon. The woman I'd caught him with.

      One word glued to the tip of my tongue: "Why?" But I didn't say it, I didn't ask what I should have asked all those months ago when I walked away from us. Fear still rode roughshod over me, terror snapping at its heels.

      I gripped the steering wheel, watched the blood blanch out of the skin on my knuckles, and turned the car into the driveway of the nondescript house we'd arrived at.

      The last time I was here I'd faked my stable mental health easily. Somehow I knew today Dr Hennessey would see through the act within a second of me walking in his door.

      If I could just keep the conversation on the killer, I'd be OK.

      With single-minded determination I slid from the car and approached the house entrance, a silent and oppressive heat at my back, waves of Damon's anger rolling off him toward me. Had he known what I was thinking? What I was remembering? He'd always been able to read me like a book.

      Straightening my shoulders and lifting my chin I walked through the door sure I was heading into one of my recurring nightmares. The one where the shrink tells me it was all my fault.

      The one where the guilt catches up and swallows the fear.
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            "Do I need to shake some sense into you, Sport?"

          

        

      

    

    
      There are few things that really scare me. I pretend they don't exist. Denial, as they say, is a beautiful thing. But if I were to be truly honest with myself, open up to that degree, I'd say seeing a psychologist is right up there. Somewhere near the top of the list, next to watching your partner get shot and fall off the side of a cliff, and letting your ex-lover have the chance to explain what really happened back when he tore out your heart.

      I'm a fairly simple creature. I live for work. I eat to live. Sleep is a necessity I whittle down to its most abbreviated form. Everything else is categorised as pertinent or irrelevant in the scheme of things.

      But Doctor Andrew Hennessey, BPhil, MPsy, DClinPsy scared the shit out of me. Too many letters after your name could not be a good thing. From the moment I first walked through his office door four months ago I was sure the department shrink could see me. All of me.

      But I would never let him know it.

      "Good of you to see us on such short notice, Doctor," I said, shaking the offered hand he held outstretched.

      The room was moderately decorated, four comfortably upholstered chairs surrounded a low square coffee table which housed a box of colourful tissues and a bowl of glass marbles. One wall was full of psychology texts, self help books, and a few the good doctor had penned himself. The window was covered with Venetian blinds, a big leafy tree offering shade in the summer, shelter in winter, could be seen through the slats. A potted palm sat in the corner on a brass stand, a coat rack complemented it to the side. There was one painting on the stretch of wall next to the door. It depicted One Tree Hill. The solitary tree seeming to taunt you with its isolation if you stared at it too long.

      Everything was chosen with purpose.

      "Detective Keen, I'd be happy to help," Dr Hennessey said in his soft, non-confrontational voice. The man was in his early fifties, blond hair greying nicely, cleanly shaven tanned face, crisp cream button-down shirt over tan casual trousers. He was wearing loafers on his feet. A mix of well-to-do and guy-next-door that was designed to make his diverse clientèle feel at ease.

      As if what he wore really mattered once you were in here.

      "This in Investigator Michaels from HEAT," I said introducing Damon. Both men shook hands, the doctor not missing a thing.

      "HEAT. That would be because of the second murder."

      "Yes," I confirmed. "The body in the burned out boot. I see you received the files."

      "Received them and read them, Lara," the doctor said, indicating the seats for us to take. I limped across to the farthest, placing my back to the bookshelf, leaving the window and door at my front. Damon sat with his back to the window unperturbed, the doctor watched on passively but didn't say a thing.

      "What can you tell us about the perpetrator, Dr Hennessey?" I asked, crossing my legs and realising I'd mirrored the action with my arms. I waited for the doctor to divert his attention to the file in his lap before I corrected my posture.

      "He's speaking to you," Hennessey said, without beating about the bush. The guy may have scared the bejeebers out of me, but he was a crack hand at profiling crims.

      "To me in particular or to the Police?" I queried.

      "Good question," Hennessey acknowledged. "There is no way to be sure with the information on hand, but considering this is your case..."

      "Was, I'm no longer lead. Pierce is now." And why the hell did I give the shrink ammunition like that?

      "Ah," he murmured, his eyes flicking to Damon and then back down to the file resting on his lap. Damon was my buffer, had he not been here the doctor would have asked the dreaded, "And how does that make you feel?" question.

      "You have been the publicised lead detective until today," the doctor went on. "So, let's say the message is most likely for you, not Detective Pierce."

      I nodded. "Anything else?"

      "A lot, I'm afraid. Take the first murder. He used a knife. He struck quickly and without too much thought. Left to right across his throat, one slashing motion to silence the victim swiftly. There was no hesitation, the wound was deep. He was angry. It was personal. He reacted, not out of fear, but rage. What made him so irate that he struck out with death?"

      I shook my head. It was a question I had asked on more than one occasion since then.

      "OK, let's move on to the next murder," the doctor said. "We'll come back to that question in due course. The body in the car boot fire. He's been clever with this one, premeditated, whatever had surprised him enough to react on that first killing, does not exist now. He knows why he's killing them."

      "Knows why?" Damon asked, leaning forward in his chair as though transfixed by the doctor's words.

      "Precisely. The two are connected, not just through the fact that they are former informants of Detective Keen's and Detective Forrester's, but because the murderer has reason to kill them. A reason that became clearer after the first crime. What that reason is, I can't say. But he feels justified. He took the time to measure the correct combination of accelerant. He was prepared. Now, we could ask, why fire? Why not something else? I can't be certain, but I have to wonder if he wanted HEAT involved at this early stage."

      I leaned back in my chair, trying to distance myself from the question in Hennessey's eyes.

      "It's coincidence," I argued, arms crossed over chest again. I could have cursed myself, but that would have been too obvious.

      "Is it though?" the doctor asked and then looked at Damon. "You've known Detective Keen a long time." It wasn't a question, but Damon took it as one.

      "Yes."

      "You know her well," the doctor added, and Damon's eyes slid to my face. He would be useless at poker.

      "What's your point, Doc?" I asked, interrupting before Damon gave it all away.

      "Lara," Hennessey said, "I'm joining the dots." He purposely used my phrase, having heard me say it in sessions. I cocked my head and held his gaze. "If I'm wrong, stop me now. But you asked for my professional profile on a case that has become a danger to you. This involves you on multiple levels. I cannot ignore what I know and omit that information from the final evaluation."

      "Patient confidentiality," I said, my throat dry.

      "Still stands, I won't ever name names. Or would you prefer I ask Investigator Michaels to leave before I deliver my conclusions?"

      My eyes flicked to Damon's, his were narrowed and contemplative, with a hint of concern at the edges. I shook my head when I looked back at the doc.

      "Say the killer wanted HEAT involved," I relented. "It didn't necessarily mean Michaels would be the investigator assigned the case. I haven't seen him in months."

      Damon cleared his throat. The doctor and I turned to look at him. My heart flopped, my stomach clenched. I think I was going to be sick.

      "I knew about the first murder before I was privy to the case files," Damon admitted, voice low and even, so as not to startle the police detective who was teetering on the edge of an emotional ravine.

      "How?" I asked. The word a harsh whisper.

      "I should have said something," he muttered. "But I wasn't sure how connived it was."

      "What was?" I ground out and to hell with my arms being crossed now.

      "A newspaper left on my front porch. Not open to any particular page, nothing circled or highlighted. Just rolled up like it had been delivered by mistake to the wrong address. I took it inside, poured my morning coffee and thought, what the hell, I'll read the news. The second page in was an article about the murder, your face was pictured as lead detective." He ran a hand over his mouth. "I hadn't seen a picture of you in months. When the call came in that night for the car boot fire, I jumped at it." He held my gaze, his eyes sad. "I wanted to see if you looked that tired in person. I needed to know."

      I felt the blood drain from my face. It was all perfectly reasonable, but definitely orchestrated. And he hadn't approached me after all this time because he needed my help. I wasn't sure how to take that.

      Hennessey cleared his throat. "The killer wanted HEAT involved. Specifically Investigator Michaels."

      I closed my eyes and let my head roll back on the chair, tipped up to the ceiling. This could not be happening.

      "What does it mean?" I asked, still not able to look at either man.

      "Obviously he knows you. The killer knows your past." My head dropped forward and my eyes met Damon's. "He knows what Investigator Michaels means to you. Either the fact that he could throw you off your game and cloud your judgement, or because he knows the Investigator would be of some help."

      "Help? The killer's trying to help me?" My words were incredulous.

      Hennessey held up a hand to stall me. "It's a possibility, although I understand you reaching for 'spanner in the works' as a plausible explanation. I must, however, point out the escalations in complexity of the murders. You, yourself, having picked up on them. It's clear he wants us to. This is not some inexperienced and unintelligent person playing vigilante, cleaning up the streets. He has a reason for why he's doing it, one which he believes is righteous and deserved. The first was reactionary and personal, a shock at discovering whatever it is that has set him on this path. The rest have been planned, to the point of getting your attention, as though trying to shake some sense into you."

      "Shake some sense into me? What a strange choice of words," I murmured. Do I need to shake some sense into you, Sport?

      "Why strange, Detective? It's a metaphor."

      I shook the thought away. "Go on, Doc."

      "The last two murders have been of victims who had been attempted killers themselves," Hennessey continued. "One could argue the murderer was killing them to protect you, in the case of today's homicide, or in retribution for the failed attempt on your life at The Cloud."

      "Oh, this is just ridiculous," I burst out. "He got Damon involved to fuck with me, he's doing the same by killing off those informants connected to me and Carl, and just getting a kick out of doing it while I'm shaking in my boots with fear for my life."

      "Were you shaking in your boots?" Damon asked softly. "You looked very much in control."

      I flicked an annoyed glance at him and turned my attention back to Hennessey instead.

      "It's true though, isn't it? That explanation works as well."

      "Of course it does," Hennessey almost huffed. Very unlike him. "You asked for my opinion, this is it. The killer is male, extremely intelligent and believes what he's doing is just. He's on a mission, it could be to protect you, it could be drive you insane." Great, too close to the truth and now it would appear in an official offender profile. "He knows a little about you, enough to pull your strings." Damon's involvement. "He also understands the system, either because he's been through it, or worked within it. That could be policeman, a fireman, or even a security guard."

      Fireman. My eyes turned to look at Damon. His were fixed on the doctor, jaw flexing, teeth ground tight. I shook my head. It was enough to have the multiple connections we already had, without introducing the HEAT arsonist into this mess.

      "Will he stop, though?" the doctor asked. "This is not a simple case of getting a taste for murder and unable to deny himself now. He has justifiable reasons for what he's doing. When those reasons no longer exist, I would say he will stop. He is controlled, level headed. He killed a person while police detectives were near." Embarrassment washed my body in pink. "He is not easily riled," he concluded. "Premeditated, justified, knowledgeable and personally interested in you, Detective Keen. That is your profile."

      I stared at the doctor as though he had two heads. Finally I managed to say, "That's not what I wanted to hear."

      "I dear say it's not," he murmured, shutting the file and reaching over the coffee table to hand it to me.

      I didn't want to take that blasted thing. I didn't want to have to face Inspector Hart and give him more fuel for his sideline Keen fire.

      "How sure are you?" I asked on a sigh, accepting the loaded bomb he gave me.

      "Very," he said softly back. "But there is always room for error, Lara. You know that."

      I lifted my gaze to his professional, but concerned face. Room for error. Now the shrink was giving me messages too.

      "Any questions?" I said to Damon, getting ready to rise from my chair.

      He shook his head, unusually quiet. We said our good-byes and left the house. As I unlocked the door to the car, Damon finally spoke up.

      "I'm beginning to think this may have absolutely nothing to do with Zero."

      I sighed and lifted my arms to rest on the roof of the car as I looked over the top at Damon.

      "I think you're right," I concurred. "Not only is the connection between informant information and the roofie scene getting thinner by the day, the profile is of a killer with more personal involvement than that. And if they wanted us to back off, why kill O'Malley? Why not let him finish what he started, at least see if he succeeded in eliminating me before they rushed in and ensured his silence. Pat was hardly going to offer up more info while swinging that chain, was he?"

      Damon scowled across the car's roof at my seemingly blasé attitude. I wasn't indifferent to my near death, I was just compartmentalising so I could do my job.

      "The profile doesn't fit," I went on. "He's self-righteous and controlled. Would killing O'Malley right then have been the act of a desperate organisation to hide their activities from the Police? Or would it have been a self-assured, justified and knowledgeable individual wanting to send a message to me?"

      "And what would the message be?" Damon asked.

      I stood listening to the late afternoon Auckland traffic, the birds up in the tree that stood sentinel outside Hennessey's window. The wind as it gently buffeted the branches, made the leaves rustle. To the breath as it eased out of my chest in a decidedly tired wheeze.

      "That it could have been me," I finally said.

      "What could have been you?"

      "The chain. Around my neck. It could have been me."

      "Lara..."

      "Think about it. O'Malley dropped that chain some distance from where he was killed. I left it behind. There is no way that chain should have been anywhere near where we found him. I'd travelled down several alleyways by then, a veritable warren of paths interlinked. I was right on O'Malley's tail, yet the killer stopped for that heavy, noisy chain, overtook me undetected, and did the deed before I arrived. Why bother? Why not throw him off the top of the containers and break his neck? Why use the chain?"

      "Fucking hell," Damon exclaimed on a harsh whisper. "You really think he was reprimanding you?"

      I wouldn't have used that exact word, not so soon after Hart had demoted me for being nearly killed twice. But it did fit.

      "It was a message," I said simply, opening up my car door and slipping inside.

      I didn't start the vehicle when Damon joined me.

      "There's probably no reason to go to Zero Gravity tonight," I pointed out, staring out the front of the windshield. "I'm all but ready to wipe its connection from this case. The roofies could be investigated at a later date."

      "Lara Keen. That is not like you," Damon chastised with a wide grin.

      "What do you mean? It just seems like a waste of effort right now when we should be concentrating on this more urgent case."

      "And the supposed drugging and potential sexual assault of victims at these clubs is not part of your job description?" he remarked, a knowing lilt to his tone. "Forgive me, but that's not the Lara Keen I know. Now, if it's because you're chickening out..."

      "Fine. We'll go. But it's strictly business."

      "Sweetheart, tell yourself that for as long as you can. But by the end of tonight, I guarantee it won't be strictly business anymore."

      I grumbled indistinctly the entire way back to CIB.
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            "Focus, focus, focus. Or the bad guys win."

          

        

      

    

    
      The doorbell interrupted my swearing.

      Like a startled possum I froze. My eyes too round in the mirror, staring back at me with what I could only call terror. A bubble of hysterical laughter spilled up my throat. I tamped it down ruthlessly, tugged on the hem of the poor excuse for a dress I was wearing, and limped out of the bedroom toward the front door.

      Once there, I paused. Took in a deep, settling breath, centred myself and opened the door.

      Damon stood there, one hand in the front pocket of his black fitted jeans, the other hanging casually at his side, tan leather watch strap and big dial a statement of its own on his wrist. He had on thick soled boots, the jeans cuffs over the top, a large polished buckle of some designer emblem I couldn't identify graced the wide leather belt at his waist. His shirt was a black long sleeved Henley, the top three buttons at the neck undone, the sleeves pushed up displaying muscled forearms. It was untucked at the sides and back. He wore sunglasses and hadn't shaved, stubble darkening his jawline.

      But that was it. That was what he was wearing to a sex club.

      His body had been turned away slightly, looking off down the street, but upon hearing the door open he swung back to look at me, smile on his face. Which promptly fell, along with his jaw. He swallowed, ran a hand over his mouth and then removed his shades.

      "That's...that's quite a dress. I mean, it looks good. Great. Beautiful. You look beautiful. Ah, fuck." The last was said in a whisper.

      "I borrowed it," I admitted, tugging at the too short hem.

      I watched as his eyes roamed over the black lace that covered the black denim bustier of the tight fitting bodice, the denim underneath continuing on into a tight and short skirt, the lace ending mid thigh, an inch or so further than the denim. The sleeves were just back lace, no denim, down to my wrists. An attachment allowed me to place my thumb through a loop, holding the sleeve tight down to my hand. Skin peeked through the weave. It had a collar, which only seemed to make the dress more of a contradiction, the bodice almost prim, only a small amount of cleavage showing through the undone buttons at the neckline. What made it sex club appropriate was the ridiculous length, the sexy black lace, and the knee high buckled black leather boots I was wearing.

      All in all not too much skin was on show, but my figure was displayed in an enticing package, if the look on Damon's face was anything to go by. I just hoped my arse wouldn't poke out beneath the lacy hem and my broken and slightly swollen toe wouldn't fall off from lack of circulation by the end of the night.

      "Will it do OK?" I asked, shifting and turning, looking over my back at my butt, making the hem rise up a fraction of an inch. I was starting to get into the swing things now, his reaction and stunned near silence making this ordeal so worthwhile.

      "Yes. Yes, it'll do nicely," he said in a rasp. "How the hell you can make something that displays so little flesh sexy as fuck, I will never know."

      "I got underwear to match just in case," I added and watched his body go still, back ramrod straight, matching the impressive bulge in the front of his jeans.

      "You're enjoying this," he said, astonished. "I can't believe you're enjoying this."

      "One has to have some enjoyment in their work," I pointed out. "Shall we go? Or do you want to stare, slack jawed, at my outfit a while longer?" I offered a sweet as pie smile.

      "Sweetheart," Damon drawled. "Staring is not all I have planned tonight."

      I knew he said it to even the battlefield, if you could call what we were doing a battle, but I couldn't help the shiver that went up my spine as his eyes devoured my figure hugging dress one more time. I wanted to remind him again that this was strictly business, but the argument would have been met with another 'sweetheart' comment and I knew when I needed to cut my losses. I'd had fun with his response to my outfit, I'd take what I could get for now.

      A hot palm landed on the centre of my back as Damon led me towards his black SUV. We'd decided to take his private vehicle, turning up at a mystique night in a HEAT truck or an unmarked police issue sedan with red and blue strobe lights along the back window ledge and in the front grille seemed a little short-sighted. Anonymity was the name of tonight's game.

      Damon opened the passenger door for me and waited for me to slide in, no doubt enjoying the flash of skin I displayed in the manoeuvre. Which was only confirmed when he slipped into the driver's seat and adjusted himself without any shame at all. He reached into the back of the car and returned with two masks for us to wear. Both black, but quite clearly designed for different sexes. His was plain silk. Rather like a Zorro mask, the material would mould to his face, offering a swathe of black across his eyes.

      Mine, on the other hand, was ornate. A beautiful statement all on its own. A half mask, again only covering the eyes and the immediate area, shaped to curve around the face. I held it up against my face and looked in the pull-down mirror, to make sure it fitted correctly, surprised to find it was comfortable and would complement my dress. Silver and black glitter outlined a delicate pattern, with rhinestones accenting the lower edge of the eyes. Satin ribbons hung off the back, ready to be tied in place. It was pretty, but not overdone. Hopefully blending in with the environment and not making me stand out. I thought Damon had chosen well.

      "You like?" he asked, as though it was a gift he'd given me, not a prop to complete a stake-out.

      "It'll do nicely," I replied, placing it in my lap and looking out of the side window. "What else do I need to know about this place to be prepared?"

      It was better if I kept us both on target, reminders that this was a job and nothing else. I wasn't naive enough to think we wouldn't be affected by the atmosphere, and part of me was genuinely intrigued. But I couldn't afford for my curiosity to overpower my reasoning. This could be a dangerous environment. Even though I no longer thought the sex club scene was tied in with the murders, if roofies were being pushed, then this was still a criminal stage. For any police officer, this was tantamount to walking into the lion's den.

      Thankfully, Damon picked up on my attitude, and lost all trace of teasing to give me an outline of what to expect.

      "We'll present our invitations at the back door to the club. Walking through the main part with masks on creates too much interest among the regulars, they like to keep mystique events slightly separate from normal back room nights. It will be dark and the music will be loud, at least the bass will be, to give a sense of intimacy. Mirrors adorn all the walls completely, even behind the bar. There are areas dedicated to certain likes, if you will. Expect restraints, racks and padded plinths, all for maximum display. Some of the attendees need to be watched in order to achieve their pleasure. The room has no privacy areas, if you wanted private you'd stay at home or stick with the main clubroom floor."

      Damon flexed his fingers on the steering wheel, as though he wasn't comfortable with the subject. I studied his profile, having turned to look at him after the first few low words out of his mouth. He wasn't doing anything other than giving a report, which made looking at him easier right then. But once I was, I realised his jaw was set, his words a little too clipped, his skin slightly paler than usual.

      "But we don't have to participate," I confirmed, for what must have been the tenth time.

      "No, Lara. Nor do I intend for us to, but we must look like we are enjoying ourselves. Otherwise we will stand out."

      Suddenly, as though until that moment I'd believed something else entirely, I felt calm. He'd joked and teased about the whole thing, part of me expecting he'd get carried away or push for too much. He'd ignore the fact that this was business, my job on the line. Possibly the safety of some of the patrons. I had to take this seriously, I'd thought he hadn't until right then.

      He didn't intend for us to participate.

      I'm not sure how I would have felt if we were going to Zero as a couple. I'd like to think I would be game enough to give anything a go. But, honestly, I'm a little prudish. I'm not into public displays of affection and I don't watch porn. That's not to say sex scenes in movies, if done right, aren't a turn on. But I'd been feeling out of my depth in the build-up to this night, and suddenly Damon had given me my anchor.

      "OK," I said. "We're there to observe, so I'll need to be in a position where I can watch the bar in particular. If you could engineer that, I'll do the rest."

      He chuckled, his grip on the steering wheel easing.

      "That won't be too difficult. I have some ideas."

      I wondered if this brought back memories of the last time he was there. Of who he must have been with. I wondered if the tight grip on the steering wheel earlier and the slight sheen of sweat above his upper lip was because it hadn't gone well. Part of me, the bitch part, wanted that to be the case. But then a small part of me just wondered if his reaction was because he knew he couldn't participate tonight.

      I pushed all negative thoughts from my mind.

      Focus, focus, focus. Or the bad guys win.

      I'd stay focused, I'd keep us on track, and by the end of tonight we'd be able to strike Zero Gravity off our list of connections, and hopefully confirm if they were dealing in illicit drugs and taking advantage of unwilling guests.

      There were two reasons to be here, and neither of them had to do with Damon's past.

      Damon parked the car down the street from the club, not too far that walking in my outfit would attract attention, but also not so close that we couldn't make a quick escape if need be. I checked my toe with a little pressure on my foot, cringing at the tightness and short stab of pain that radiated up my leg.

      "Will you be OK in those?" Damon asked, coming to my side, his mask held loosely in his hand.

      "I'd prefer to be barefoot," I admitted.

      "Maybe you can remove them once we're inside."

      I shook my head. "Better to stay fully dressed."

      He laughed. It was a sharp burst of humour, as though releasing some much needed tension.

      "Perhaps I'll help you out of them when we get home," he said, placing his hand in the small of my back and guiding me towards Zero.

      We donned our masks before we entered the carpark at the rear of the club. Damon tying mine quietly from behind, his hot breath tickling my neck. He rested his hands on my shoulders when he was done, then leaned in and kissed behind my ear.

      "What are you doing?" I whispered.

      "We could be being watched even now," he pointed out. "From here in on in, I won't be able to keep my hands off you, understood?"

      I was impressed with his devotion to the task, but strangely a little miffed as well. Stupidly my body craved his proximity, and the thought that he'd only be doing this because we might be made didn't sit well. I struggled for some composure and some much needed professional clarity. But as with all things Damon I seemed to be out of my depth.

      It had been like this from the start. From the very first time he'd attended a case I was working and stole not only my breath away, but the control of the scene as well. We'd argued. He'd insisted HEAT was qualified to lead the investigation. I'd told him to get off his pedestal and enter the real world. He was there under the direction of the Police and no one else. He'd dogged my steps, questioning absolutely every finding I made, occasionally offering valid counterpoints. Initially I'd pulled each one apart, but by the time we'd finished dissecting the scene, we'd miraculous ended up in accord.

      And then when I went to leave, he'd asked me out. I was so shocked, I'd said yes. Clearly I'd impressed him, or he'd been excited by the fight. Our first date was much the same, we argued, but by now it was just to feel the fire. When he kissed me goodnight on the doorstep of my home, that fire had flared into something so bright and heated, I'd known then and there that Damon Michaels would be in my life. And he had been, for three glorious, soul shattering, body shaking, heart palpitating months.

      Until I walked past a restaurant in Mission Bay, about to question a shop owner who'd been robbed, when I saw him. Sitting, hunched over an intimate table, holding the hand of a frail, young woman. Looking directly into her eyes with absolute adoration.

      I'd almost given myself away, my steps faltering, my stomach and heart clenching with a deep, terrible ache. He'd told me he was spending the night in. For some reason the lie hurt more than the betrayal.

      If I'd needed a pep talk in keeping things professional inside that club, I'd just found the mother of all reminders of why that was imperative for more reasons than one. For once in my life I didn't push the memory away. I grasped it, pulled it close, let the remembered pain fill me, and walked across that carpark with my head held high.

      It had been a monumental mistake letting Damon get close again, but I'd use his connections to this sex club scene to gain the evidence I needed, and then I'd walk away for good.

      Damon handed over our invitations, his hand still heating the base of my spine, his chest running down my right arm, warmth spreading out wherever he touched. I almost laughed out loud. Your mind can be thinking one thing, while your body is saying to hell with that. My body wanted what my mind knew I shouldn't crave.

      The bouncer welcomed us to the event - his words - asked us to behave cordially, to not remove another's mask, and to not start any fights. And that was that. All the rules the back room of Zero Gravity had. It seemed so simplistic, it was almost beautiful. "Enjoy yourselves," was his parting shot.

      We walked through the door and down a dark hallway, pictures of scantily clad men and women adorned the wall. All of the faces in shadow, or hidden behind props and masks. All of them caught in a sexual act. Their faces may have been obscured, but some decidedly private areas were on display. The further we walked, the more explicit the scenes, until we reached the entrance to the room itself and the images were burned on my brain for all eternity. Any porn website would have been proud of the last few, I was sure.

      I checked for other doors or areas that would lead further into the club itself, but the hallway was contained, and for the sole purpose of delivering the back door attendees to the back room itself. There was no staff room, no storage room, and no door marked main club. Those no doubt existed, but this part of the building was cut off from the rest. It would also probably be our main exit, so being free of potential hazards was possibly good.

      My first thought upon entering the back room at Zero Gravity was that I was definitely overdressed. My second, that the place must have been refurbished since the last time Damon was here, because it wasn't dark and mysterious as such. It was instead bathed in a combination of mauves, oranges, yellows and reds. The lighting graduating up from the plush loop pile carpeted floor where it was a lighter violet, into the middle part of a raised staged area where it became rust and gold, until it darkened again near the ceiling in a deep purple/black.

      There were mirrors, but not complete walls of them, just the odd strategically located one, angled, showing the rest of the room from the recline of a leather sofa, or above a padded altar-like bench. Leather restraints dotted the peripheries, some of them occupied already. Whips and paddles hung invitingly, I suppose, at certain spots throughout the room. A strippers pole stood off to the side, a woman lazily entwined around it. Someone was strapped to a rack, my eyes diverted before I could stop them, from the scene of a woman sucking the cock of her prisoner, while a man circled his back with a crop.

      The bar was at one end, lit up in the sunset colours of the stage, mirrors adorned the wall behind two barmen, both of which wore masks and no shirts. There was leather and lace, mostly in black, some silk and satin, but all of it short and barely there. And there was music, heady, haunting and I had to admit sensual, filling your ears, complementing the cries of pleasure, counterpoint to the yells of pain.

      I stood frozen, several feet inside the room, Damon just as awestruck as me, I think, at my back. The smell of sex and alcohol, and maybe an incense of some sort, wafting on the air.

      "We're not in Remuera anymore," I muttered, which must have shaken Damon out of his fugue. His hot hand landed on my waist as he turned us away from the stage, probably thinking of finding a spot less conspicuous to observe from.

      We didn't make it. A woman and a man approached. She was wearing underwear; a g-string and a bra that allowed her nipples to show above the black fir trimmed cup. He was wearing what I can only describe as a torture device; a strip of black leather that secured his package, lifting it all up snug between his thighs, emphasising the erection he was sporting as it ran up his stomach, following the path of the material as it covered the centre of his torso, right up to his neck. The strip of leather wrapped around his nape, holding the whole thing in place.

      It was eye catching, more so than the furry bra. Or at least it was for me, I'm not so sure about Damon, I was too captivated to look.

      "Wanna come and play?" the woman purred, the guy nodded enthusiastically. "We can help you loosen up, enjoy yourselves a bit more."

      I opened my mouth to reply, God knows what was on the tip of my tongue, when Damon beat me to it. His arm wrapped around my body, across my stomach and up to my breast, where he proceeded to cup me with his palm. I fell back against his chest, I'm unsure if it was to escape his wanton touch, or because he willed it that way.

      "Maybe later," Damon murmured, his voice several octaves deeper than normal, and right by my ear. "This one needs to learn a lesson first."

      What?

      The woman sniggered, the man licked his lips. "I'm good with the cat," he said a little too eagerly.

      "So am I," Damon announced, turning us away from the couple and towards a corner of the room.

      We managed to make it unmolested, Damon sitting down on a sofa, directly beneath a mirror on the wall. Despite the surreal introduction, I was pleased he was thinking clearly and had chosen a place where I could straddle him and watch the room at large. It was perfect. We'd appear busy, but I'd be able to see everything.

      Until he forced me to the floor between his legs, face set, hand firm on my wrist. The air left my lungs as my knees found the surprisingly soft carpet, and then he purposely placed my hands on his thighs and held them there. His eyes were dark, intense, and looking directly at me and not the rest of the room.

      "We're being watched," he said, barely moving his lips. "For this to work, you need to let me be the one in charge."

      I frowned, opened my mouth to argue, when he leaned down towards me, cupped my chin with his hand and ordered, "Stroke my thighs like you mean it."

      Then kissed me hard.
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            "Don't fuck this up!"

          

        

      

    

    
      I may have stroked a little too forcefully. Damon just bit my bottom lip.

      "Hey!" I managed in a muffled voice, only to feel his hand curve over my butt cheek and use that hold to pull me up on my knees.

      He kept kissing me too, not letting me up for air. His fingers kneading my butt, making the material rise up higher and higher until I was sure the curve of my cheek could be seen by the rest of the room. Heat flooded my face, made me suck in a sharp, annoyed breath of air through my nose. My hands lifted from his thighs to his chest, in preparation of pushing him back.

      He broke the kiss, leaving the hand on my arse where it was and bringing his free one up into my tousled hair. He gripped the strands tightly, but not too painfully, tipping my head back on my neck.

      He ran a hot, wet tongue up the line of skin from my collarbone to my ear, and then whispered, "And now we're not being watched. We've passed the test."

      I closed my eyes and fisted my hands in his shirt, then asked, "Is my arse on display?"

      His head rose slightly to look over my shoulder, a small amused glint flashing in amongst the dark brown. He stared at a spot some distance across the room, I was picking it was a mirror, and then started to stroke the skin of my exposed butt cheek, a rough sound rumbling up from his chest.

      "Damon," I chastised.

      "Sorry." He didn't sound too sorry. "Got carried away. Why don't you climb on up here and then you can start watching the room in the mirror at my back."

      He had chosen the spot with care, it alleviated some of the panic I'd begun to feel. I rose unsteadily to my feet, ashamed that I had reacted at all to his little distraction scene. To my horror, my dress rode up higher on each thigh as I positioned myself above his lap, my knees bracketing his hips.

      A vibration started up in his chest, amusement plain to see on his face, as he gripped my waist and hauled me flush against him, then pushed down until I was straddling his groin, g-string to jeans. He was rock hard beneath them.

      I didn't move, fearful that it would start a humping session neither of us would be able to stop. Damon seemed a little still as well.

      "Can you see the bar?" he asked, voice strained.

      Oh, yeah. The bar.

      I settled into my position, trying to look relaxed, and glanced over his shoulder, orienting myself to the room in the mirror. I had to shift slightly, change my angle, but eventually I had a fairly clear line of sight from where we sat, across the raised stage, to the brightly lit bar and the two barmen tossing bottles and serving drinks.

      Damon started stroking down my back, seemingly lazy circles of his palm over the lace. His hips moved once, followed by a decidedly wretched groan, and then he settled, almost sinking into the seat beneath him, nuzzling his face into the side of my neck, but not actually doing anything more.

      I let a slow breath of air out. Felt him do the same. Then tried to ignore the performance on display centre stage and concentrated on the drinks being served.

      "The barmen are apparently called Jason Berkhardt and Tane Collins," I whispered, loud enough to be heard over the thud of music and occasional sound of ecstasy, but not so loud as to carry to the closest couple near us. "I can't really tell them apart, though."

      The surveillance photos I had seen showed fully clothed men, both with the same dark, short hair, and blue eyes. I couldn't see the colour of their eyes from here, and their haircuts looked identical. The masks hiding the structure of their cheeks, making identification impossible.

      "Tane Collins is the one on our right," Damon replied, voice hard.

      I went to pull back and get a look at his expression, but he held me firmly in place and softly, almost incongruously, kissed my cheek.

      "You know him," I said, instead.

      "Well enough." Interesting. And perhaps an indication of how often he frequented this place.

      I sat watching, my mind reeling with possible scenarios, all of which weren't helping this case. I cursed myself internally, tried to refocus on the here and now, and not ask the questions blaring inside my head.

      After several minutes my heart had slowed enough to allow intelligent thought.

      "They're both very quick," I murmured. "Almost putting on a show, but it could be to hide a slight of hand."

      The bottles flew, twisting and turning above them, arcing through the air and catching the lights. Rather like that movie Tom Cruise was in.

      "We managed to get a sample of the alcohol just before delivery," I added. "All were clear of benzodiazepines." The drug used for date rapes.

      Damon continued to stroke my back, alternating his movements with the odd cup of my breast or butt, all of it an act and mechanically carried out. The longer we were here, the easier it was to do this. Both of us falling into a routine while I observed. Slightly detached from the act.

      "You said it was most likely carried out pre-shelving," Damon whispered right in my ear. For all intents and purposes, looking like he was nibbling on the lobe.

      "I'm wondering if we were wrong," I admitted. "The show masks the administration, otherwise you'd have everyone drugged."

      "Good point, they pick their quarry."

      "But what's their criteria, and why haven't they acted on it yet?"

      He shook his head against my cheek, then returned his face into the curve of my neck and shoulder.

      "It's early," I offered, almost thinking aloud now. "The room's not packed."

      "It will be soon," Damon countered. "We'll probably lose our clear line of sight."

      Good point. I bit my lip in frustration, already scouting for another spot closer to the bar we could use. Several minutes ticked by, the couple on the stage - different from the trio that had been there initially - both finding their release, the crowd appreciative, but not overtly applauding. The man unbuckled the woman from the bench, rubbing his hands up and down her limbs to return circulation, then almost carried her away as she leaned heavily against him, a stupid, satisfied grin on her lips.

      Within seconds of vacating the prime spot, yet another couple walked up on the stage.

      "I can't believe so many people want to put on a show," I commented, dumbfounded by their lack of modesty.

      "They're wearing masks," Damon murmured against my skin. "They can pretend they're someone else."

      The question was out before I even consciously thought it.

      "Was it like this the last time you were here?"

      The hand on my back stilled, the one currently scrunched up in my hair tightened, then abruptly released. A second later, he resumed his movements.

      "No," he whispered. "It wasn't a mystique night, there weren't as many on centre stage."

      His voice was rough and uneven. I couldn't decide if it was memories making him sound turned on, or if he was just uncomfortable talking about it with me. I ran a hand over my face, clearing my vision, but not my head. This was like a mountain between us, something we should climb over to make it to the other side, but neither of us willing to take the risk. Knowing we'd not reach our goal unscathed.

      Weighted silence stretched between us, I was hardly aware of what the barmen were doing, only superficially watching, my vision more inside my head. The music pulsed around us. Sighs and moans escalated on the air. Sweaty, heated bodies rose the temperature in the room, making it seem musky and humid, and a little bit like I'd envision hell.

      How could he have enjoyed this? How could he have wanted to be watched, without a mask, while sharing an intimate moment with someone else? Maybe it wasn't intimate. Maybe it was just an act of release. But why? I wasn't concerned why anyone else did it. Each to their own. But Damon? He hadn't once mentioned this lifestyle. Not once in the three months he'd spent in my bed.

      "How many times?" I asked, skipping that whole brain/mouth connection.

      He let a long sigh out, it sounded frustrated, as though this was the last thing he wanted to discuss.

      "Lara," he started, just as I thought I saw the barman currently opening an RTD make a false move.

      "Hold on. We might have something," I interrupted. I narrowed my eyes, tried to determine if what I had seen was indeed his wrist twisting above the neck of the bottle, while his back was to the bar. The movement reflected in the mirror behind it, then reflected in the mirror at Damon's back.

      The barman had already turned back to the waiting woman. A petite blonde in a leather miniskirt and barely there halter top. She was shapely, and although her face was covered in a mask, she looked pretty. Her smile sexy, but still sweet. Her laugh captivating those around her.

      She was also alone.

      Accepting the drink, she offered one last smile and word to the barman and then headed off to a vacant seat on the periphery and sat herself down. Tucking her legs up on the sofa under her pert little butt, she took a sip of her Bacardi Breezer. My eyes darted from her to the barman, who didn't seem to be watching his quarry at all. Too busy tossing bottles, making jokes, and smiling at a muscle bound, bare chested male now.

      "Maybe I'm wrong," I muttered.

      "Has anyone actually filed an official complaint?" Damon asked, back to stroking down my spine and cupping various parts of my anatomy. Any other situation and it would have been sexy and spontaneous, now it just felt a little like it sounded. Perfunctory and calculated.

      "One, but she recanted. Most of it has been word of mouth on the street."

      "Trusted sources?" Damon queried, and despite the murders of several of mine and Carl's recently I didn't bite his head clear off.

      Simply replied, "Eagle." Which said everything I needed to say.

      Damon must have agreed, because he murmured an, "Ah." And then added, "So, that's why you're still watching the woman like a hawk."

      "Exactly." Eagle didn't often put me wrong, but he could have been played as well. Someone setting him up to offer tainted information to me.

      Everything was so convoluted right now. Connections within connections, some thin, some thick, some just from that feeling I get in my gut. I still wasn't sure if this club scene was associated with the deaths. But stranger things had happened, and now I was here. So, I was determined to follow the leads and see where they went.

      At the moment, that seemed to be nowhere. A complete stranger had approached the woman and joined her on the couch. They appeared to be flirting. And the barman was busy mixing yet another drink, focused on his customer and their alcoholic pleasure.

      "Damn it," I muttered, as more people flooded the room. "It's getting hard to see a bloody thing."

      "How about we circulate," Damon suggested. "Part of attending these events is to get ideas. You need to get closer to decide what you like."

      "You would know," I whispered, getting up off his lap and turning to face the room.

      I felt unusually philosophical about it all. Damon had come here, he lived in this world. And it was miles away from mine.

      His heat flooded down my back a second before his arms wrapped around my body, trapping me against his chest.

      "One time," he whispered in my ear, his face over my shoulder. Then his teeth scraped the lobe and he offered a nip.

      My heart thudded inside my chest, a frantic beat like the wings of a frightened bird. What did he mean?

      "Come on," he said more assertively, his hand stroking down my arm until his fingers gripped mine.

      He started tugging me in the direction of the rack, a poor sod hung suspended, his arousal on display for all to see on one side of the device, while his heated butt cheeks were suffering the indignity of a whipping with a short, soft looking, leather strappy crop from behind. The handle thicker than the copious strips of flapping leather. The person wielding it relishing teasing the guy with tender strokes across his back, around to his chest, and down each thigh. He whimpered every time she rattled the tails. His hips jerking, his cock leaking pre-come.

      There was no denying he was enjoying himself. Humiliation and pinked butt cheeks aside, he was as turned on as I'd ever seen a man get.

      "Please," he pleaded. No, more like begged. "Please, mistress."

      "Have you been a very bad boy?" she asked in a singsong voice, her stiletto heels - the only thing she was wearing by the way - tapping out a rhythm on the wooden floor of the stage.

      "Yes. Yes, yes, Mistress. I've been so bad. So, so bad."

      My mouth parted in incredulity. Really? This worked?

      "Sometimes pleasure can be found in make-believe," Damon whispered in my ear. "For instance, if you were to dress up in a nurse's uniform I would be beside myself with joy."

      I rolled my eyes, which was a wasted move, because he couldn't see my face. Then watched as the woman smoothed her hand over the guy's butt cheek, and for all to see, slipped a lubricated finger up his arse.

      Oh, boy. This was an education.

      With practised ease she massaged his prostate, whilst giving him a hand job, until he spilled in a spraying arc, shouting out his exuberant release.

      "Please tell me, that doesn't turn you on," I muttered, turning my head to whisper the words into Damon's skin.

      "Not as such." Well, damn. "But if it were you tied to the rack..." he left the sentence open.

      I wanted to do another eye roll, but the blonde on the sofa had disappeared. As well as her stranger.

      I'm not sure why, but panic consumed me. My stomach roiling, my chest squeezing tight. I stood up straighter, straining to get a look into every corner of the room. My gaze returned eventually, and with a certain clarity I wished I didn't have, to the bar. There was only one barman still serving; the one who had given the blonde her RTD was long gone.

      I stood stock still, trying to join the dots. Telling myself not to jump to conclusions, while Carl shouted in my mind, Don't fuck this up!

      It was no good. Whether I was seeing too much in things or acting on an instinct Inspector Hart said I was lucky to have, I had to follow my gut.

      I stepped away from Damon, who it was becoming clear understood more than I had given him credit, because he was alert beside me, scanning the room.

      "Which way?" he asked, no doubt in his mind that my assessment was right.

      I glanced around the space again, leaning sideways to see around fornicating couples, ignoring looks from some of the clientèle who'd noticed we weren't watching the new action over on centre stage. You certainly did stand out if it looked like you weren't having fun.

      Damon and I were not happy sex room attendees.

      "There!" I said, indicating the only other door to the room than the one we had used to enter. It obviously led to the main club. "Now, what should I expect behind that?" I asked over my shoulder leading the way to a huge Pacific Islander - Samoan from the looks of those tats - in a full suit, standing by the door. Had to be security, he was wearing way too many clothes.

      "The main club," Damon confirmed, then said what I needed to hear. "And private rooms."

      "They'll be in one of those," I bit out, pulling my badge from inside my bra and flashing it at the guard. "Police," I announced, because it always pays to show and tell.

      "You can't leave this part of the club," the guy said, moving to block the door.

      "Mate," I started, just as Damon's fist flew past my face and connected with the guy's jaw.

      "We don't have time for 'mate'," he pointed out, stepping over the now dazed and barely conscious guard.

      And God dammit, I knew he was right.
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            "Evil is cruel. Evil is ancient. Evil sucks all the goodness from the air."

          

        

      

    

    
      I wasn't carrying my gun.

      I felt more naked because of that than from my ridiculously short dress. But unlike the movies, having anyone else hold your service weapon for you was a sure-fire way to get suspended. My gun was always either on my person or in my safe. And as I had nowhere on this poor excuse for clothing to hide a gun, I was currently weaponless.

      I did not like it one little bit.

      The door led to another hallway, but Damon seemed to be familiar with the layout here. Thankfully, no more oversized security personnel were waiting for us, just the muted thud, thud, thud of music coming from the back room through the now closed door. Damon had dragged the guard through with us, somehow managing the manoeuvre without anyone alerting the staff.

      Clearly the act currently on centre stage had their full attention.

      He was out cold, so we left him propped against the wall, and proceeded down the narrow corridor at a decent clip. I limped along behind Damon, unhappy he was in the lead, but using whatever former knowledge he had to speed things along. The woman had been gone for several minutes at least, God alone knew what had happened to her by now.

      "How many private rooms?" I asked in a whisper.

      "Six, that I'm aware of. They may have added on since I was here. It's been a while."

      I ignored the missed beat of my heart, concentrated on the pain in my foot to clear my head, and asked, "How close is the main club?"

      "The private rooms are between us and the main club floor."

      Good. At least we wouldn't have to cross another crowded area to get where we were heading.

      Sweat had started to bead on my forehead and beneath my mask. So I ripped the blasted thing off and chucked it to the floor. It's not like I needed anonymity now, I'd announced my profession, and the proverbial cat was out of the bag. I just hoped we had enough time to secure the scene, determine the woman was drugged and call in back-up before the guard woke up and yelled, "It's a raid!"

      Damon removed his as well, but simply tucked the soft material into his jeans pocket. Absently, I wondered if he was keeping it for the next time he chose to come here.

      I growled softly and quietly to myself. Get a fucking grip! Focus.

      "How much farther?" I demanded, perhaps a little more curtly than I needed.

      "First door's right here," he shot back, giving me a strange look over his shoulder. I couldn't decipher it, and anyway my mind was on what we'd find behind door number one. "How do you want to play this?" he asked. "These rooms are locked. We could get management to just open them up."

      I shook my head. "They'd request a warrant. I'm working off little more than my gut. I don't have enough to force Police prerogative. I need to see her, to determine if she's been roofied and to force their hand."

      "Then we break them down," Damon said, taking a step back and lifting his leg to kick the door open, right at the lock.

      It took two efforts and a hell of a lot of noise, which thankfully seemed to be drowned out by the music in the main areas - back room and club floor - or the noises the occupants were making in the neighbouring private rooms. The ones inside this room, however, were well aware their door was being kicked in.

      I stepped passed Damon with my badge held high.

      "Police, show your faces!"

      A slightly overweight, middle aged man stood up in all his naked glory, not in the least worried about his jutting tackle.

      "This is preposterous!" he exclaimed. "What right do you have to invade a private room? I'll have my lawyer take your badge for this!"

      I ignored him. "You're clear. Carry on," I said, turning and shutting the door behind us. "One down, five to go."

      "This is going to get worse, isn’t it?" Damon remarked.

      "He was all bluster. Did you see his hands shake? But the next one might have more balls..."

      "Good analogy."

      "...And call in security. Once they arrive we're up shit creek. Next." I announced, nodding to a closed door.

      "My pleasure," Damon replied, then kicked the fuck out of the lock. The wood splintered, a high pitched creak sounded out and then a squeal from the occupants inside the room. The smell of sex met my nose as I stormed in, badge held high.

      I did the whole "Police, show yourselves," thing, and found an empty room.

      Well, it looked empty; rumpled navy blue satin sheets on a king-sized bed stood sentinel in the centre of the room. Whips, restraints and various other sex toy paraphernalia dotted the walls. And an ornate oriental screen perched in the corner.

      "Come out from behind the screen," I instructed. "Don't make me come and get you."

      "We've not done anything wrong," a shaky male voice said. He sounded young and nervous.

      "We're looking for someone in particular, if you're not them, we'll be moving on, no questions asked."

      "Promise."

      I rolled my eyes to the ceiling. We didn't have time for this.

      "Promise." I sounded like I was lying through my teeth. "Bloody hell," I mumbled when they still didn't move.

      Nothing for a beat or two.

      Ah, fuck it.

      I walked across the room, grabbed the silk screen and pulled it forward until it toppled to the floor. The girl sheltering behind squealed again, the young man - no more than early twenties - yelped. Not our targets.

      "Have a nice day," I said and spun on my heels, limping across the room with a scowl on my face. This was taking too damn long.

      Damon raised an amused eyebrow at me, clearly noting how close I was to losing my rag.

      "We're going to have to split up," I announced, once we'd exited the room and shut the door on the two still shaking occupants.

      Damon started heading further down the hall. "And how do you plan to break in?" He eyed my hobbling gait.

      "Just hurry up, then," I groused. I was feeling antsy about this. Part of me unsure if what we were doing would pay off. Had I got it right? Part of me aware of how bad this could go for the department, if we didn't catch them and got ourselves caught by the club's security instead.

      "Why are they even doing this?" Damon asked, puzzlement in his tone, as he approached the next door. "It's a sex club, for Christ's sake. They could have any number of willing participants."

      "It's not the sex," I replied. "It's all about control. They've taken the choice away from her. They're in charge."

      "Like any other rape."

      "More or less," I agreed. "They may believe though, that they have a right because she's here, in this setting. They still want absolute control, however. Probably because what they want to do is bad, even for back in there." I nodded up the hall where we had come from, indicating the back room door.

      If I wasn't mistaken, Damon looked a little shocked at that. And for the first time since this whole back room club scene scenario was brought up, out of his depth. Unable to comprehend that level of depravity, or on closer inspection, deeply disturbed by it. Date rape will do that to you, but I think it was more personal than that. Damon looked aggrieved.

      As though these assailants were attacking him.

      He stared at the next door for a second, a frown marring his beautiful face, then just as he lifted his leg to kick it down, three security guards rounded the corner at the end of the hall.

      Cameras. They must have had cameras and saw us breaking down the doors.

      Damon's head shot up, I lifted my badge for them to see, but turned to look at Damon and said, "Do it."

      It would be our last chance. After the guards made it to our sides, we'd be shut down.

      Time seemed to stall. I watched, heart in my throat, breaths all but stopped, as the guards started running towards us yelling, "Cease and desist," which vaguely impressed me.

      And as Damon managed to get a solid kick to the door, the first guard pulled a taser from his belt.

      "Police! CIB!" I yelled back, blocking Damon. If I took the shock, he'd at least get in the room and see if we'd lucked out. "Lower your weapon!"

      The guy lifted the taser further, sighting it like a gun, a clear indication he was ignoring the whole assaulting a cop routine. He skidded to a stop a few feet away, stance wide, two handed grip on his weapon, settling in to fire.

      Damon kicked the lock again, the wood cracked, the door swung open, and the security guard fired the stun gun. I threw my weight into Damon, launching us through the now open entrance to a brightly lit room. My toe screamed out in protest at the force required to move both of us at that speed, as a whoosh sounded out over my head, with the click of the electrodes quickly following as they locked into the wall where we'd just been.

      No electric buzz sounded. You can't fry wood.

      I rolled to my feet, feeling ungainly without my weapon in hand, and came up next to a tripod stand. My gaze flicking from the camera currently filming, to the bed where the woman was tied, her mask removed, tears trickling down her cheeks. To the naked barman standing above her, leaning over the side of the bed, a ball gag under his hand, partly positioned in her mouth, but not yet tied in place. I shifted my head to the stranger who had flirted with her in the back room, as he sat in an armchair at the end of the bed, getting a clear view of her bound and spread legs.

      "What is the meaning of this?" he inquired pleasantly.

      "Remove the gag," I instructed the barman, aware that security was now crowding the room at my back.

      "Don't," the seated man countered, and then to me, "You have no right to barge in here."

      "I have every right. Detective Keen, Auckland CIB," I introduced myself. "We have reason to believe this woman has been drugged against her wishes."

      "That's ludicrous. Stacey is a willing participant in our games," the man said, crossing his legs, drawing my attention to the fine cut and material. He had money. I was betting that money would buy him a lot.

      I turned to the nearest guard, not the one who had fired at me, he was standing at the door looking a little worried. I was betting he regretted the whole tasering incident. Especially as things weren't looking good in here. Filming within the club was against their rules, I'd say. What happens at Zero, stays at Zero, and all that. Plus my words just now would have hit a worried nerve.

      "Nice camera," I said, looking at the machine on the tripod. "Filming inside Zero allowed, is it?" I asked the guard.

      "No," he replied, crossing his arms over his broad chest. "Do you have a warrant?"

      "The Crimes Act, 1961, section 317," I quoted. "Doctrine of necessity."

      "What the fuck does that mean?" the guard demanded.

      I ignored him. "Remove the gag," I repeated to the barman instead. "Or I'll arrest you for obstructing justice."

      With a shaking hand he reached forward and tugged the ball from the woman's spread lips.

      "Cover her up with a sheet," I demanded as I approached her side. "And untie her."

      The man in the chair rose, taking a step away from the scene.

      "If you move another muscle, hot-shot, I'll have you for resisting arrest."

      Fuck, I hoped this wasn't a bust. I reached the woman's side, the barman having covered her and releasing one of her arms already. Her face was pale, tears streaked her cheeks. Her blonde hair was a tangled mess, as though fists had clenched the strands. It was hard to see how dilated her pupils were, she needed to blink. I couldn't be certain that she was sedated, because she kept darting her eyes around, making me think she was too alert to be drugged.

      I prayed Damon was covering my back as I sat down on the edge of the mattress, currently it was to the room at large, including the expensively clad gentleman from the armchair and the security guards. But so far he'd been an exemplary partner. I had to hope he was watching the exit, the culprits and me. Because I sat myself down on the side of the bed, shielding the now openly weeping woman from view.

      "My name's Detective Lara Keen," I said softly. "What's yours?"

      "St..Stacey Lawrence." Was that a slur? Or just a nervous stutter?

      "Stacey, I have to ask you some questions. I'm sorry if they upset you." She nodded. It was slow. "Are you in this room willingly?"

      She frowned, sucked in her bottom lip. "I..." her voice was barely audible. I leaned down so I could hear.

      "It's OK, Stacey," I assured her. "No matter what, you are not in trouble."

      "I came here willingly," she whispered, and my stomach twisted into knots.

      I swallowed the acrid taste of my failure and nodded. OK. I'd fucked up. But I had probable cause, protected under law, section 317: The Power To Enter A Premises To Arrest Offender Or Prevent Offence. I possibly wouldn't lose my badge over this. Unless the rich dude was a whiz lawyer. God, I felt sick.

      "But..." she added, sucking in a fortifying breath while I held mine. "I don't remember... how I got... on this bed... in this room. I should memember, right?" Definitely a slur.

      My heart bled, my fists wanted to clench. I held her wild eyed gaze with a compassionate but professional one and said instead, "Do you feel a little strange, Stacey?"

      I could sense the tension on the air, in the room. The stillness of the guards, the charged atmosphere surrounding the barman. While the gentleman over my shoulder was a black void of space and air.

      Evil is cruel. Evil is ancient. Evil sucks all the goodness from the air.

      Stacey nodded her head. "I feel... floaty. Tired," she mumbled, looking around the room with an  increasingly vague expression. The Rohypnol sinking in deeper with each passing minute. She'd had enough in the back room for them to move her, compliant but still fairly willing. By the time they located here, she was slipping reality, the drug taking its true insidious form.

      But I still had to ask more questions. Rohypnol is not illegal, only the use of it as a date rape drug is.

      "Stacey, stay with me a moment longer," I said, gripping her hand and finding a surprisingly tight - desperate? - grasp back. "Did you ask to be drugged? Did you consent?"

      "This is ridiculous," the armchair gentleman said, receiving a, "Shut-up!" from one of the guards.

      "Stacey?"

      Her eyes flickered, lids heavy, frown line across her forehead.

      "What drug?" she finally asked. "I don't do drugs. Why am I here?"

      It was good enough for me. I needed to call in Pierce, organise an ambulance and get this woman to a doctor for testing, then book these sons of bitches. I offered one last squeeze of Stacey's hand, but she was already curling into a silently weeping ball on the bed. I stood up, perhaps a little self-righteousness and fury splashed across my face, and turned to the room, about to deliver my verdict.

      My eyes caught Damon's. He saw the conviction there. Time slowed as something shifted across his face. Something feral and quite hard.

      Then he was across the room in four quick strides, bypassing the still irate gentleman, leaving the guards unattended, and throwing a swinging punch at the face of the startled barman.

      For a second we all watched on in stunned silence as blow after blow rained down on the still naked and defenceless man. Then I shook myself out of the shock I'd just been doused in and jumped forward to grab the neck of Damon's top. His elbow came back, while he lined up another shot at the bloody face of the guy. I dodged, lost my footing due to the sharp pain through my toe, and stumbled back.

      Then all hell broke loose.

      The guards stormed the room, one thank fuck going to the gentleman voyeur to detain him, the others heading straight for Damon and Tane Collins; the barman who I'd seen act suspiciously with the RTD.

      The barman Damon had taken exception to, his clear dislike apparent when he'd pointed him out in the back room.

      Fists flew, shouts cried out, but Damon was a lethal, uncontrollable weapon. Impressive, but frightening.

      It took precious minutes to contain the situation, the security guards and I working together to pull the men apart. By the time it was over, I was panting, blood splattered, bruised, dumbfounded, and Tane Collins was viciously beaten, slumped on the floor.

      I leaned back against the wall, watching the guards all catch their own breath, and watching Damon sink down onto his haunches, a wild, lost look in his haunted dark eyes. He reached up and ran a shaking bloody knuckled hand over his mouth, then ran both through his hair, making it stand up in curled tufts. His face came up, eyes settling on me, a pleading, desperate question there that I couldn't begin to answer.

      I held his gaze for a long, long moment, then pushed off from the wall and walked to the nearest guard, requesting his cellphone.

      With a heavy heart and a disillusioned soul, I called it in.
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            "Justice is never the law."

          

        

      

    

    
      I lay my aching head down on the top of my desk and closed my eyes. Just a minute or two, and I'd feel better. A snort, pathetic in its weakened, defeated tone, sounded out, puffing a sheet of paper up off the blotter pad beneath my cheek.

      God, what a nightmare. What a fucking nightmare this night had become.

      "I can't have you in there," Pierce said, from over my shoulder, clearly not believing that closed eyelids meant I was asleep. "But if you want to watch Michaels' interview, it's about to begin."

      I sat upright, my head spinning from fatigue and low blood sugar. Not that I could stomach a thing to eat right now. I'd spent the past three hours interviewing Tane Collins - up at the hospital where he received treatment for contusions, but thankfully no broken bones or concussion - and the gentleman voyeur here at Central Police, who happened to be called Charles Smith and had lawyered up straight away.

      Smith was probably going to walk free, I couldn't prove his complicity in the administration of benzos that were found in Stacey Lawrence's bloodstream. I'd only witnessed Tane Collins doing something unusual with the RTD, which was enough to pressure him into admission of this event, but he'd remained mute about any others. Smith had immediately denounced all knowledge, said he thought the girl was 'into it'. He copped to the filming, but again that was an internal thing between Zero Gravity and its members, filming sex scenes not exactly illegal in NZ.

      As for any connections between this case and the murders, I'd come up with zip. I couldn’t force a confession, and any mention of the dead informants' names was met with blank stares. I had nothing to pressure them with. No new leads. A dead end.

      But I wasn't giving up. I kept both men contained. Collins under police guard at Auckland City Hospital, Smith in lock-up; the law allowing for detainment, for a short period of time, in any sensitive and serious case. Because this was still possibly linked to the murders, the Inspector had agreed.

      And now Damon was under arrest. For assault, of course. Pierce had asked point blank, "What the hell was he thinking?"

      I'd replied, "No fucking idea."

      Damon had been wild, out of control, a loose, lethal unit ready to cause... death. I did question it. Was he trying to kill the guy? And then the question inevitably rose to the forefront of my mind, "Why?"

      I scrubbed my face clear, blinked a few times and stared up at Pierce.

      "I want in the room," I declared.

      "No fucking way."

      "I was the arresting officer at the scene," I argued.

      "Of the two roofies suspects, but not of Michaels. I arrested him. And why was that?"

      "I was getting to it."

      "You were unsure. And an uncertain cop, is a compromised cop."

      "That's utter bullshit and you know it."

      "I can't have you getting all emotional in there," he said, crossing his arms over his chest.

      I stood up so fast my chair rolled all the way back and hit a desk several feet away.

      "I take exception to that. I am not fucking emotional."

      "Could have fooled me," Cawfield muttered from across the room. I forced myself not to snap back.

      Ryan scratched at his beard, studying me.

      "This is..." he paused. "Ah hell, Keen. This sucks. He's your partner." I was grateful he didn't assume anything else.

      "Then I have every right to find out why he did this."

      "I disagree. You're too close."

      "I was there. I know how close I was."

      "You know what I mean!"

      "Take her," Hart spoke from the door to his office. "She keeps her mouth shut, but her presence will unnerve him. I'm picking he'll be a tough nut to crack." Then the door slammed shut at his back.

      The whole room was silent.

      "Are you sure you want this?" Pierce finally pushed.

      "Wouldn't miss it for the world," I declared, heading toward the interview rooms.

      My throat was dry, I kept licking my lips. I was still dressed in the ridiculous outfit I'd worn to Zero, which had caused all manner of ribbing from Cawfield, who'd been called in to assist and was making sure we all knew how pissed off at that he was. He was grumpier than usual. Needed his beauty sleep.

      But I had no idea what I'd face in that interview room. It made me nervous. It made my stomach twist and flip. It made me sweat.

      I wanted to be in there though, despite any of that emotional turmoil churning through my gut. I had to be in there. I couldn't exactly say why. Maybe it was because I had started to think of Damon as my partner. A real partner. And partner's don't give up on each other.

      Or leave.

      But whatever reason I felt for being in that room, it filled me up, consumed me. I think I would have gone mad watching on a video screen. I couldn't decipher why I needed to be in there, I just knew I needed to be.

      But one look at a dishevelled, exhausted, and angry Damon, still blood covered, wearing his jeans and Henley from earlier that night, looking slightly pale under the stubble on his cheeks, and I knew he didn't feel the same way.

      "Does Keen have to be here?" he asked, directing the question at Pierce.

      "Yes," he replied. Clipped, short and brooking no argument. He crossed to the table Damon was sitting at and sat down. There was a chair beside him, but I walked to the corner of the room, opposite Damon and behind Pierce, and leaned back, arms crossed, sore foot resting on the good one.

      I should have been sitting. But I couldn't bring myself to get close to Damon right now.

      Pierce announced, for the recording, the start of the interview. Time, date, who was present. Interviewers and interviewee. Damon came out of the gates, racing.

      "Am I being charged?"

      Pierce leaned back in his chair and held Damon's cold stare.

      "We'll see when this is through, shall we?" Damon nodded, leaned back and crossed his leg at the knee.

      He didn't look anywhere near where I was standing.

      "Michaels," Pierce started. "You want to tell me what the hell happened in there?"

      I almost shook my head in disgust. Even Ryan Pierce couldn't conduct the interview formally. Damon may not have been a cop, but he was still one of ours.

      And he was shaking his head in reply.

      Pierce sighed. "You had your rights read to you. And have declined a lawyer. Do you still wish to proceed without one?"

      "Yes." I did shake my head at that. Damon's eyes flicked up briefly to my face.

      God, the need to demand answers was excruciating. I understood now why Pierce didn't want me in this room. I eyed the door, wondering if I should just walk out. Knowing I couldn't move an inch from my lean on that wall.

      "Did you know the victim outside of tonight's events?" Pierce began.

      "Victim," Damon spat. "The man drugged an innocent woman and planned to do despicable things to her against her will."

      "That is not in question," Pierce countered, levelly. "Why you attacked him is. And why you didn't stop until you were dragged off his severely battered body."

      "You know why," Damon murmured. "You can't say you wouldn't have thought about doing it too."

      "Beating him to a pulp? Never," Pierce replied, steadily. "Thinking about landing one, just to make him hurt." A shrug. "Maybe." He levelled his gaze at Damon. "Would I follow through?" A shake of his head.

      "You weren't there," Damon whispered.

      "I've been in similar places, Damon. But this isn't about me, is it? It's about you assaulting a man while accompanying a police officer while she makes an arrest. You compromised Keen's case." I stiffened. So did Damon. "You could be the reason why she loses it in court."

      Oh, hell no. That's not going to happen. And Pierce was clearly stretching things a bit. I hoped Damon didn't fall for the tactic. And then I realised, I was hoping Damon would get himself out of this.

      Pierce issued another sigh. "Damon, it was witnessed by three guards, a suspect, a detective, and caught on film."

      Fuck, that blasted camera.

      "The victim on the bed claims to not have heard or seen a thing." Damon's lips twitched. I bit mine. "Now, I can't talk for Detective Keen, but it wouldn't be worth her job to cover this up. Not with plausible witnesses in the guards and a fucking video of the whole thing. So, let's just make this easier than it currently is."

      I was thinking 'easier' was a euphemism for better. Damon was going to be charged, no two ways about it, but if there was some justification we could understand for why he lost it, he might have a defence to argue the case with. It was a long shot, and I couldn't see there being a valid explanation to lose the plot like that. Hell, he must have known this would jeopardise his job.

      "Did you know Tane Collins prior to this evening's events?" Pierce tried again.

      For a moment I thought Damon wouldn't answer, but maybe because he'd already indicated as much to me at Zero, he sucked in a breath and said, "Yes."

      "How did you know Tane Collins?"

      "I knew him as the barman in the back room of Zero Gravity."

      Pierce didn't even pause. "When did you last attend Zero Gravity and see Tane Collins?"

      Damon's eyelids fluttered, as though he wanted to look at me, but stopped himself short.

      "Mr Michaels?" And here was the formality.

      "I last saw Tane Collins at Zero Gravity ten months ago."

      Ten months ago, that was about one month before we started dating. Did that mean he hadn't been to Zero since then? He had said it had been a while. I wanted to believe it back then, I wondered if I should now.

      "And how many times had you seen him before then?"

      "Never. Only that one time." One time. Just like he said in the club.

      "So, you only knew him through your association with Zero Gravity?"

      "Yes," Damon clipped.

      "And why were you at the club?" I think we all held our breath, even Damon.

      "Is that relevant?" he finally murmured.

      "Yes," Pierce said, but there was understanding in his tone. "Help me to help you, Damon. The truth has to come out."

      Damon sighed, ran a hand over the back of his neck. His tell for a deflection about to occur.

      "I went there to get laid. See what all the fuss was about."

      "Liar," I said, barely a whisper, but both men heard.

      Damon glared at me, Pierce offered a frown. I waved him over.

      With reluctance he stood from his chair and walked to where I stood, hiding my face from Damon's view.

      "What did you see?" he asked, picking up on the fact that I knew Damon well and trusting that I could judge his mannerisms.

      "He has a tell. When he tries to deflect or hide something."

      Another raised eyebrow. "Remind me to play poker with him."

      I smiled. It made my eyes well. Pierce's face softened.

      "What's the tell, Lara?" he whispered.

      I licked my lips to soothe my aching throat. Then realised it was my heart that hurt, nowhere else.

      "Rubs the back of his neck, right before he delivers the lie."

      Pierce nodded, reached up and squeezed my shoulder, and then turned back to Damon and took a seat at the table. Damon's eyes were on me. I couldn't hold his gaze.

      "Let's try this again, Michaels," Pierce said, calling his attention back to him. "Why were you there?"

      "I told you..."

      "A lie, according to Detective Keen, who knows your tells."

      "Fuck!" Damon burst. "Lara! Don't do this!"

      I shook my head, kept my lips sealed, and pleaded with my eyes for him to cooperate. Ironic, isn't it? He'd pleaded with his at the scene for my help, I think. I couldn't have felt more wretched if I had stabbed him through the heart with a knife. Instead I was doing it metaphorically.

      "Damon," Pierce said, again calling his attention away from me and back to him instead. "You weren't there for the sex, were you?" Nothing, just fisted hands on his thighs, a frown on his face, and a paling of his skin. "Were you there to retrieve someone?" Pierce fished, and Damon's whole body jerked.

      Oh, God. Oh, God. Oh, God. I had a feeling this might start to make awful sense.

      "Were you there to rescue someone?" Pierce pushed.

      Damon started to rock slightly in his chair. I took a step away from the wall without realising, Pierce twisting his body to hold his hand up, stilling my unwitting approach. His eyes hadn't left Damon's face.

      "Who was it, Damon? Who was it you had to save from Tane Collins?"

      My arms wrapped around the centre of my body, I was sure a tear was about to topple over the edge of my lid, so thick they welled inside.

      Damon didn't answer, but realised he'd been rocking and stilled all motion. Instead he became a statue. A stalwart image of a trapped man.

      "Someone close," Pierce pushed. "A lover?"

      I stopped breathing. I stopped thinking. I shut down.

      "A sister," Pierce offered, seeing something in Damon's stillness that I had missed. The lover theory worked, why had Pierce moved on from it? "Was it your sister? And did Tane Collins do something she didn't like?"

      Damon's hand came down on the table, fisted. Pierce didn't jump, but I did.

      "He lured her into that scene," Damon said, voice thick with some remembered emotion. "She was a good kid, just lost her way after our parents died."

      Oh, God. It was his sister. Younger sister, who he was protective of, and who seemed to irritate the crap out of him at the same time.

      "What happened, Damon?" Pierce asked gently.

      Damon lifted tired eyes to Pierce. I might as well have not been there.

      "She didn't want anyone to know," he whispered. "I promised on our parents' graves."

      Oh, dear God.

      "It's time to tell," Pierce encouraged. "Would she want you charged for grievous bodily harm?"

      "I still will be, won't I? What difference will talking about this make? Carole won't want to press charges. She's just got her life back on track at last."

      "Damon," Pierce said carefully. "You either talk now, or I'll be forced to approach your sister myself."

      "You bastard!" Damon growled, but thankfully didn't leap up out of the chair. His restraint had returned at last.

      "You trust me," Pierce said out of nowhere.

      "How the fuck do you figure that?" Damon snarled.

      "Because I'm not wearing one of your fists. You know I'll respect your sister's wishes. Not like Collins did. That's why you couldn't hold yourself back. When you knew he'd taken advantage of another defenceless woman you snapped. But maybe part of you thinks Carole got herself into that situation."

      Damon growled and I glared at the back of Pierce's head.

      "However, when you saw proof that another woman had been attacked by that piece of shit, you couldn't hold back. Were you angry you'd doubted your sister?"

      "I never doubted Carole."

      "Then why wait to throw the punch? Why not have done it before now? You could have gotten to the man easily enough. At Zero or out of it."

      Damon's bloodshot eyes came up to Pierce's, staring across the space of the table between them. His hands clenched in fists on the surface, a twist of fury on his lips. He was hating this.

      "The woman was blonde," he finally said, voice a low growl.

      "What woman?" Pierce asked.

      "That woman. Tonight. Stacey Lawrence."

      "So? Is your sister?" Short shake of Damon's head.

      I took a step backwards. Damon's eyes flicked to my face. My hair. Pierce turned slowly in his seat.

      "Motherfucker," he whispered, taking in the colour of my hair, a close match to the tousled blonde on those sheets. "You pictured Detective Keen," he added.

      Damon sank back into his chair, silence echoing through the room.

      "He kept looking at her, while she questioned Stacey," Damon said eventually. "He..."

      "He what?" Pierce again. The man never stopped.

      I wanted him to. I wasn't sure I wanted to hear what came next.

      "His eyes," Damon murmured, ran a hand over his mouth. "Kept darting to Keen's hair, back to the bed, over to the restraints. Again and again and a-fucking-gain."

      "He was picturing Detective Keen in those restraints."

      "He had a fucking hard-on."

      "Did he not have an erection when you walked in the room?"

      "Yes, but it abated when Keen took control of the scene and ordered him to untie the woman."

      "He got aroused again when he was looking at Detective Keen's hair, the bed, and the restraints?"

      "Yes," Damon bit out.

      Pierce sat back in his own chair. "It'll be on camera."

      Damon only grunted.

      "OK. We'll call it a night for now. I'll have to confer with my superior officer. You'll be escorted back to the cells until we can formalise charges and organise bail. Interview ended, oh four-fifteen."

      It seemed wrong, that he would still be charged. I knew Pierce felt it too. It was wrong. But justice is never the law. Carlism 101.

      Pierce stood, opened the door and ushered a uniformed officer inside the room. Damon stumbled up from his chair and walked around the table. I took a step closer, no idea what I was about to do.

      But Damon just said softly, "Don't." Shook his head, his back now to me, and then walked out of the room.

      I had a sudden and horrible realisation, that it was out of my life too.
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            "Life keeps chucking rocks at your head. Sooner or later you're gonna get hit."

          

        

      

    

    
      Six months he'd been out of my life, but the thought of him being gone from it forever chilled me. I couldn't function for the weariness, heartache and fear.

      "Go home and get some sleep," Pierce ordered, standing beside my desk. "Tomorrow we push Collins with Carole Michaels, use it to catch Smith. And maybe crack the connection to the murders as well."

      "She doesn't want to get involved," I said hollowly.

      "Maybe, maybe not. Michaels is the protective sort. For now though, we just use her name, use our knowledge of what went down, to shake Collins up."

      It made perfectly reasonable police interviewing sense.

      It sucked.

      "Go home, Keen. You look like shit."

      I felt like shit. Disloyal, useless, confused shit.

      "OK, I'm going home."

      I walked out of CIB in a daze. He'd attacked Collins because of me. I'd never had anyone do something so drastic - and so deranged - because of me. It wasn't to protect me. I was in no immediate danger. It wasn't to revenge me. I hadn't been wronged. It was simply because of the picture of depravity he saw in a man's eyes when that man looked at me.

      It was because Damon couldn't stand, even for one moment, to think of me on that bed instead of Stacey Lawrence. It was madness. It was incomprehensible. It was... God, there was no way that could be called love.

      And yet, there was something darkly chivalrous about what he had done. I beeped the lock on my car and snorted out loud. Fuck, I needed to sleep.

      The journey home was torturous. The lights of oncoming cars almost blinded me. My eyes stung, gritty, too tired, wrecked. I wiped at them ineffectually, pursed my lips, and let out a silent sob.

      "You must think I've lost the plot, Old Man," I whispered into the empty car, imagining Carl sitting next to me, like he always did.

      It's been a long day, Sport.

      A tear escaped. I let a noisy, ragged breath out.

      "Now you're just being kind."

      Not kind. Real. Life keeps chucking rocks at your head. Sooner or later you're gonna get hit. Now's just your time.

      "I don't know what to do," I admitted.

      And you're asking me?

      "You're not even here," I whispered, rolling my car to a stop in my drive.

      "I'm talking to myself," I added.

      "You left," I accused.

      I couldn't halt the tears this time. I couldn't swallow the sobs. In my police issue sedan, in the driveway of my home, at five in the morning, I finally broke down. I hadn't cried when Damon and I broke up. Nor when Carl had left. Died, dammit. I could blame it on the lack of sleep. It had been over twenty-four hours since I last caught some shut-eye. But I knew better.

      He did it because of me. The stupid, idiotic, reckless fool risked his career, his freedom, because of me.

      And I had hung him out to dry.

      Bile pooled in my mouth and I stumbled out of the driver's door. Somehow managing to not vomit all over my Gerberas and beep the locks closed on the car. I tripped going up the single step to my front door, landing hard against the doorway frame. I wanted to slide down the wall and give in to the need to collapse. But my neighbours would be rising soon, collecting their papers from their porches or driving to work. Seeing the police detective next door crumpled on her doorstep was not a good look for the area.

      I fumbled with the lock, managed to get it after the sixth try and staggered inside. Cool, dark and quiet met me. Cocooned me. I leaned back against the closed door and just breathed.

      My head hurt. My body hurt. My heart hurt. Everything was so fucked up. Four murders. A killer sending me messages, possibly setting me up, possibly trying to help. A DFSA bust. A partner assaulting a suspect. Caught on film. An ex-partner threatening my sanity, even though he's dead. And none of it - not a single bit - made sense.

      I was beyond tired. An emotional and physical wreck. There was nothing I could do tonight. I could hardly walk, let alone think. So I stumbled to the bathroom, stripped, showered, used the loo, then zombie walked to my bed. I don't think I even managed to climb beneath the sheets. I was out like a light before my head hit the pillow.

      I woke to birds in the trees outside my window, the curtains still open, a weak winter sun streaming through the leaves of my neighbour's tree. I blinked sleep away, stretched, yawned and then lazily rolled over and stared at the bedside clock.

      Two-fifteen, it said. That would be in the afternoon. It must have been a weekend day, but for a moment I couldn't pick which one.

      And then the past forty-eight hours sank in.

      I groaned. I'd slept for close to nine hours. Naked, on top of my bed. With the curtains wide open. I groaned again and then crawled off the bed, making my way to the bathroom.

      Twenty minutes later I was fully dressed, fully armed, and munching on a breakfast bar from my pantry as I walked down my front steps. I'd chosen comfortable shoes, ones that didn't torture my angry red toe. I wore fitted navy twill trousers, a lemon blouse and a dark blue trench coat with a wide belt. For once I wasn't flouting the no jeans rule. My gun was secure in a chest holster, easily accessed through the low V of the collar, but hidden in the line of the jacket itself.

      I took the time to stop off at my local coffee shop ordering the largest triple shot caffeine loaded wake-up beverage on their menu, plus a full fat muffin to top the breakfast bar off. By the time I pulled in at Central Police I was almost human again. And had a mission.

      I'd been thinking about it as soon as I woke from my dreamless sleep and recollected yesterday's events. I wasn't sure I was going to achieve it, but I was sure I would do everything in my power to get Damon the necessary aid he needed. And that included confronting Inspector Hart and insisting we help the Investigator too.

      I knew it was a long shot, but I couldn’t think of anything else to do. There was video footage of the assault. Credible witnesses to the event. Even if I refused to add my testimony to Damon's case, which I intended to, at the very least, do, he was facing impossible odds. But HEAT were our allies, there for us when we needed their help. I would embarrass myself, if I had to. I would even beg. To get Inspector Hart on Damon's side.

      It occurred to me, as I approached CIB, that I was about to ruin my reputation with one of the most important people in my professional life. David Hart carried a lot of clout. His acceptance of me in CIB was already borderline, and I was about to put more pressure on that.

      But Damon's desperate and haunted look, when he'd held my gaze in that private room, kept flashing before my eyes. I ran a hand over my face, feeling the uselessness of the situation. I had a plan. And I knew the plan sucked. But what else could I do? Sit back and watch a good man fall?

      I'd done that once, in the literal sense. I couldn't face seeing Damon fall off a metaphorical cliff for this. For me. Because of me.

      I just couldn't.

      I heard the buzz of aggravated excitement before I reached CIB's doors. The room was packed. No detectives out beating the streets, hounding their narks. They were all here, and I was clearly late to the party. I frowned as I wound my way through the open plan arrangement of desks, trying to comprehend snippets of animated conversations. I searched the room for Pierce, but came up blank. Spotted Simpson and Cawfield over by the water filter machine, gossiping. No surprises there. So, slipped into my seat quickly to avoid their detection.

      A swivel chair rolled across the floor to bump against mine. Trevor Jones giving me a playful shove with his elbow. Unlike Cawfield, Jones was an easy-going guy. Mid-forties, slightly balding, but he kept his blond hair cropped short to his head, so it was hard to tell where the natural receding hairline began and the artificial one ended. He had a moustache to make up for the lack of head cover, it rivalled those of old school firemen; hooked, long and worn with pride. He also spoke with a slight twang, a roll of his Rs, like they do down in Gore.

      "Missed all the hullabaloo, Keen," he drawled. "Inspector's rantin', throwin' things 'bout the place. Pierce is in there havin' his arse chewed off. You'll be next. Might wanna head on out and make yourself scarce," he suggested, in what would have been genuine concern for the state of my arse and the potential for it to be chewed off next.

      "What's happened?" I was a detective, I could handle an arse chewing.

      "Evidence locker got broken in to."

      "Holy shit. Caught on security?"

      "Nah. Just smudges of some big guy in a floor length coat and a fedora hat. He knew where the cameras were, he dodged 'em all. Never got a facial."

      "What did he take?"

      "Nothin'." I frowned. "He doctored the video evidence of yesterday's DFSA bust."

      The walls in the room closed in. I could feel them moving toward me. Sounds became muffled, like listening to someone yelling beside the pool, when your head was under water. My chest constricted, my palms began to itch with sweat. I couldn't swallow.

      "My bust," I managed somehow to say.

      "Yeah, but Pierce didn't want you called in. Said you needed a break. And here you are, fresh as a daisy. Ready for a whippin'."

      Oh, shit. Oh, shit. Oh, shit. What the hell did this mean? How was it doctored?

      "How the hell did he do that?" I asked, thinking aloud.

      Jones shrugged, leaned back in his chair without a care in the world. Clearly enjoying the upheaval this turn of events brought.

      "Had some techno stuff with him. Ran the disc, cut out the last part, returned it to the shelf. Then logged into the system under Hart's password and made sure there was no further trace of the thing anywhere else."

      "We just had the one copy," I murmured.

      "Yep. Hadn't had a chance to make a back-up yet. Pierce had decided to check the footage in the mornin'. Apparently he was pretty knackered last night too."

      Pierce had been up as long as me. And he had a wife and kid to go home to.

      My eyes swept over the room to Hart's closed door. The blinds shut on the glass window that made up one wall facing the open plan room where our desks sat. Good God. I needed to get in there. It was my case. My partner on that film. Oh, crap. Had Damon's assault of Collins been what was wiped?

      Who would do that? One of us? I glanced around the room, looking at each face on each of the detectives I'd come to know over the past few years. All of them like family. Some closer to me than others. No. We wouldn't have done this. Surely not.

      And oh, Christ. Would they think I had? Michaels was my partner, assigned to me. And what if they knew we'd been intimate. We'd kept our relationship quiet the first time around, only Carl had known how close we'd become. But now?

      I rubbed at my stomach, feeling like the coffee, muffin and breakfast bar were about to come back up. I had a very bad feeling about this.

      But I also had nothing to hide.

      I rose on shaking legs, Jones saying something about, "Don't do anythin' stupid, Keen." And started toward the Inspector's office door. It felt a million miles away. I was sure, as one by one those detectives in the room realised I was present and walking to my death so started to hackle, that I'd never make it.

      Taunts and teases were thrown out one after the other, some good natured, some in support. And in the case of Cawfield, some downright disgusting.

      I didn't look at any of them. I pretended my face wasn't burning, my hands weren't shaking, and my heart wasn't trying to leap out of my chest. I tucked my hair behind my ears, considered knocking, and then reached for the handle and just opened the door.

      The voices inside stopped mid-sentence, I sucked in a deep breath, crossed the threshold and shut the door at my back. My eyes settled on Pierce, who looked strained, and then the Inspector, who looked thunderous with rage.

      "Sir, Sarge," I said, with a firm nod of my head to each respective man. "I believe there's been a development to my case."

      "A development," Hart murmured. His voice soft and more lethal because of it. "I'd say there's been a development. There's been several."

      "Several?" I asked, purposely moving closer to his desk and taking the seat beside where Pierce sat.

      My body was strung so tight, I thought if I shifted wrong and bumped the edge of the chair I'd shatter.

      "You've heard about the intruder we've had last night?" Hart asked.

      He wasn't leaning back, legs crossed at the knee, face tipped to the ceiling in his contemplative stance. He was resting his elbows on the table, his palms flat on the surface and leaning forward as though he was about to leap across the desk and throttle me. Or possibly Pierce, I couldn't exactly tell.

      "Got wind of it out on the floor, sir. Not specifics."

      "I'll give you specifics, Detective," Hart said. I held his gaze. It was fucking hard to do. The man was more irate than I had ever seen him before in my life. "At oh-six-twenty-seven this morning the evidence locker was opened by an unidentified source. Who proceeded to locate your back room club scene case, and no other, then pulled out the video evidence from the events in the private room. He ran the disc through a laptop he had brought with him. Our cameras show the back of his head while this occurred and little else. He returned the disc to the evidence box, and then accessed our secured mainframe using my password and login information. He checked the on-line files associated with the case, possibly to determine there was no copy of the disc made. Once satisfied, he logged off, exited the evidence locker and left the building. We do not have a clear shot of his face."

      Pretty much what Jones had said, but delivered in a decidedly more terrifying manner.

      "Do you have anything you'd like to say about any of this, Detective Keen?" Hart asked.

      I slowed my breathing down with concerted effort, then said, "What part of the footage was tampered with?"

      "Interesting question," Hart replied. "The part that shows Investigator Damon Michaels beat the crap out of the suspect. Just that. We still have footage of what happened prior. The events inside the room leading up to you breaking down the door. You taking control of the scene, the questions you asked the victim. Even coverage of Tane Collins and his reaction to you."

      I didn't even blink. I'd known this. Jones had said as much at my desk. Not specifics, but enough to work out what part of the disc had been altered, wiped clean.

      "But the footage is blank right before we believe Investigator Michaels crossed the room to throw the first punch," Hart continued. "Right up to the end. Our computer forensics team has assessed the disc. There is no chance of recovery. It was permanently done."

      I let a slow breath of air out, feeling light headed, despite the fact I had food in my belly and had slept well.

      "But that's not all," Hart said. "Tell her the rest," he instructed Pierce, finally sitting back in his chair and pinching the bridge of his nose. He closed his eyes a moment later and didn't reopen them. His superiors would be breathing down his neck. This was an Inspector's worst nightmare. Corruption of a case.

      I turned to look at Pierce, who was scratching at his goatee beard. Looking just as tired as last night. I wondered how much sleep he'd gotten, or whether he was called back before he even made it to his home in Gulf Harbour, way up north of the Harbour Bridge.

      He let a breath of air out and leaned forward in his chair, elbows to knees. "The witnesses have recanted," he finally said.

      "All of them?" I asked, incredulously.

      "All of the credible ones. The security guards who were in the room. Now they're saying Collins resisted arrest, and Michaels was helping to subdue a violent offender."

      "But that's..." I started to say and Pierce shook his head once, his eyes flicking to Hart's face. The Inspector hadn't opened his eyes yet, still leaning back in his chair pinching the bridge of his nose.

      I looked back at Pierce and frowned. Was he in on this? Oh my dear freaking God. What the hell was going on here?

      "You have nothing to say to that, Detective?" Hart asked, eyes still closed.

      "I'm stunned, sir," I murmured.

      "Aren't we all," he said, finally opening his eyes. "This is what we're going to do," he added. "Pierce you fucking hound those witnesses, see if you can shake out the truth. Keen, you follow up with the HEAT guys. One of them could easily know their way around here. I'll look into where our staff were last night, discreetly. The rest of this remains between us three. Understood?"

      "Yes, sir," Pierce said immediately. I mumbled out my own, "Yes, sir," feeling like I'd fallen down the rabbit hole.

      "I need to know if there's corruption in our midst, or if we've been targeted. And if so why," Hart said softly. "I'll hold Michaels as long as we can. But we've pretty much got shit on him now. Might as well cut him loose and see if he leads us anywhere. But I want you, Keen, shaking down HEAT before he gets out. You've got about two hours tops, before his lawyer springs him."

      "He lawyered up?" I asked.

      Hart grunted. "One turned up uninvited first thing this morning. Michaels looked surprised." He shook his head. "Like we have time to investigate this fuck up, we've got murders to solve."

      Tell me about it. There was just too much to comprehend right now, too many factors, too many interweaving, or confusing, things.

      It made you wonder if it wasn't all connected somehow.

      Some master plan to screw with CIB.
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            "We're your family now, Keen. Don't think on where you've been, just think on where we'll take you. Your life began when you joined CIB."

          

        

      

    

    
      I cornered Pierce in the hallway outside of CIB. We were alone. The others finally returning to earning their living appropriately.

      "What the fuck is going on?" I demanded, rounding on him and blocking his path to the exit.

      "That's what I'd like to know," he replied, taking in my stance and holding himself ready.

      "I meant in there, with Hart. Why did you stop me from speaking out?"

      He lifted a hand up and ran it over his beard and then scuffed up his hair at the back as though scratching an itch.

      "Are you involved in this?" I asked in a hiss.

      "God, Lara! No!" he ground back, his hands now down at his sides, fists clenched. "This is my department too."

      "Then what the hell?"

      He sighed, shook his head, took a step back. And then promptly moved forward and leaned in.

      "I have no fucking idea what's going on," he whispered. "But you cannot deny this is an ideal opportunity for Michaels to slip through unscathed. All I was suggesting, was some circumspection with what you voice aloud from now on. If it doesn't need to be said, then don't say it. Lara," he added, probably seeing the mystified and shocked look on my face. "He's one of ours. I don't give a shit if he doesn't carry a gold badge. He's worked on more cases with you, me, Harvey and Carl, than any other of the HEAT guys. He's practically part of the family."

      "He beat a suspect," I pointed out, I think more for me than him.

      "A suspect who took advantage of his sister. Had a woman naked and bound to a bed, ball gag in place, and was filming the entire scene about to be directed by a sick fuck in a chair to do God knows what. And," he emphasised, "was eyeing you up and measuring you for restraints. Give the man a fucking break."

      "You've changed," I whispered, all I could think of to say.

      His face softened, his fists unclenched.

      "Life takes on new perspective when you've got loved ones you'd die for to keep safe."

      I stared at Pierce's soft brown eyes and then nodded.

      "I was coming in here to beg Hart to defend him," I found myself admitting. "To do something, anything, to help him out."

      Pierce lifted his hand and rested it on my shoulder. "Then go tell him you're going to do just that."

      "The Inspector wants me to question the HEAT guys," I reminded him.

      "And as your lead detective, I'm saying take some time to reassure your man, then go have a friendly chat with the HEAT team, get a feel, give them the heads up, but don't bust a gut."

      "Jesus Christ, Pierce," I muttered. "I don't think I even know you." He only laughed.

      "By the way," he said, starting to walk off down the hall, "you don't look like shit anymore."

      I smiled. It felt a little stiff.

      "You do," I shot back.

      "Gee, thanks." He offered a wave over his shoulder and walked through the door at the end of the hall, leading to the lifts.

      I stood there a second or two longer, debated with myself if this was what I was really going to do.

      We're your family now, Keen. Don't think on where you've been, just think on where we'll take you. Your life began when you joined CIB.

      And I turned in the opposite direction and headed for the cells.

      The officer on duty in lock-up didn't even bat an eye when I requested access to Damon Michaels' cell. He led me to the correct one, checked the glass window that was never covered - no privacy in Central cells - and then rattled his keys to announce to the prisoner that the door was about to be unlocked.

      He swung it open and stood back for me to enter. I nodded and walked into the small two-metre-by-two-metre pale blue room. There was a toilet and sink behind a half wall, and a cot, with a plastic covered mattress and pillow, and standard issue grey, coarse woollen blanket.

      And Damon, lying on his back, one leg cocked, foot to mattress, arm thrown over his face to block out the garish recessed mesh covered light, eyes closed. He hadn't even looked to see who was being let in. He was pale, from what I could see of his skin, dressed in paper-like white overalls and bare feet. He'd been stripped of his clothes and possessions, even though these were only holding cells and normally detainees were left in what they arrived in, minus whatever was in their pockets. It could have been he had requested replacement clothing for his blood splattered outfit, and this is what he would have received.

      "Just bang on the wall, Detective, when you want out or if you have problems," the uniform said.

      I nodded, not removing my eyes from the supine body on the cot. The door clicked shut behind us, the lock clunked back into place, and silence settled in the room.

      He still hadn't opened his eyes.

      "Michaels," I said, and his body jerked. Just one minute movement and then nothing. "Damon," I added, and he lowered his arm, linked his fingers together over his stomach and stared at the ceiling.

      Not at me.

      "How are you doing?" I asked, taking a step closer, unable to resist the draw.

      "Not so good, Keen," he murmured, and then swung his feet over the side of the bed and sat up.

      The stubble on his face was thick. Even more dense than usual. I wanted to touch it, see if it was soft or scratchy. He ran a hand over his mouth and finally lifted tired eyes to mine.

      "God," he said on a breath of exhaled air. "You look good."

      "I slept," I whispered, feeling suddenly guilty for that. I shifted on my feet.

      "What's going to happen, Lara?"

      I raised my gaze from the floor where it had fallen and said, voice a little more scratchy than I had intended, "I'm getting you out of here."

      "What?" he looked around the room, up to the high window in the door. Then he was off the cot and across the space between us, hands to my upper arms, wild eyes looking directly into my face. "Don't you dare do anything rash. You hear? Do not risk your job for me."

      "You risked yours for me," I argued.

      "Dammit, Lara. I lost control. You're better than me."

      "Am I?" I asked, but the question wasn't for him. He took it as such, though.

      "God, yes. You're a damn fine cop, exemplary record. Don't screw it up for me. Lara," he almost pleaded. "I wouldn't have stopped." The words were nothing more than a whisper.

      I lifted my head to look him in his dark and so very sad eyes, and gave in to temptation, raising my hand to stroke his beard.

      "It's soft," I said, surprised.

      "Oh, love," he murmured, wrapping his arms around my shoulders and pulling me gently against his chest. "Lara, please tell me you won't do anything reckless."

      "Not me," I said into his chest, inhaling deeply. But he only smelled of paper-like overalls, recently pulled from a plastic package.

      "What do you mean?" he asked, laying a soft kiss in amongst my hair. My arms had found their way around his waist. I was clinging to him, as much as he was clinging to me.

      But I forced myself to pull back, put some space between us, in case the uniform on duty checked through the window in the door.

      "The security guards have recanted their statements. Changed them to say Collins resisted arrest and you were helping to subdue him."

      "Bloody hell," he murmured, ran another hand over his mouth. He took a staggering step backwards and sat down heavily on the cot.

      I followed and sat down next to him.

      "There's more," I whispered, checking the door.

      "Lara. You shouldn't be telling me this."

      I reached for his hand. "Pierce said you're one of us."

      "Would you cover for one of your own?"

      I've never had to. "If I knew what they were accused of was justified."

      "Was it justified?"

      "Yes," the answer was out before I even contemplated it. The conviction as strong as Pierce's.

      He turned to look at me, just a heartbeat away. I could feel his breath on my lips. He searched my eyes, looking for a reason to believe I meant what I said. I tried to convey my certainty. I tried to reassure him that things would be all right. I'm not sure I achieved either.

      "Someone broke into the evidence locker," I whispered, then watched his eyes dart down to my lips and linger there. "They doctored the camera footage from the private room." Eyes shot back up to mine. "Wiped the assault completely."

      "There's no video evidence?" I shook my head. "Who would do that for me?"

      I grimaced.

      "What?"

      "Could one of your team come in here?"

      "Is this Lara, the woman I love, asking?" What? He loves me? "Or Lara, the detective?"

      I stared at him. I'm sure my mouth was open. "You..." was all I could manage.

      He smiled, it was slow and not quite his usually wicked grin. His eyes darted over my shoulder, toward the door, and then he leaned in, looking deep into my gaze, and pressed his lips to mine.

      It was so sweetly chaste. A stolen kiss. A brief press of lips to lips.

      "I'm not here as a detective," I said on a soft sigh. He chuckled. "But I'm beginning to think that things are going a little crazy right now."

      His face sobered.

      "You've got more on the murders?"

      I shook my head. "No. But..."

      "You've got a feeling?"

      "Not as such. Just, how much more complicated does everything have to get before it falls into place?"

      "Will it though?" he asked.

      I rubbed my face.

      "You're still tired," he commented, concern dripping from each word.

      "Why cover for you?" I asked, ignoring his statement. This wasn't tiredness, it was a bone deep exhaustion one good night's rest would not alleviate. "If not your team, then who and why?"

      "It won't have been the team. They don't even know. I used my one call to tell Flack I had a migraine and wouldn't be in." His eyes flicked to mine, he shrugged his shoulders at the question there. "I didn't want them to know yet that I'd lost it so disastrously."

      "So who called your lawyer?"

      "I thought you did."

      "No. Did he not say?"

      Damon shook his head, shoulders rigid. "Are we being played?"

      "This has to all connect," I said, distractedly. "How? Why?"

      I stood up and started pacing, Damon leaned back against the wall and watched my progress.

      "The dots don't make a picture," I murmured. "I can't see what this all means."

      "Lara," Damon said softly. "Take a breath."

      I stopped pacing and looked at him in his lock-up overalls, too many days worth of stubble on his pale cheeks.

      "I'm..." I started, swallowed, shook my head. "I can't work it out."

      "Don't be so hard on yourself. Nothing makes sense."

      "It's not just me? Because, you know, I was beginning to wonder if I was losing my touch. Maybe going a bit insane." I was trying for a light tone, but I think a little too much honesty came through.

      Damon watched me steadily, worry edging out weariness on his face.

      I scrubbed at mine.

      "I've got to go interview the guys at HEAT. My Inspector has ordered it," I chose to say.

      "Oh, OK. I guess the cat'll be out of the bag."

      "Yeah. Sorry about that."

      He huffed, smiled sadly and shook his head.

      "They'll probably let you go in another couple of hours," I added. "Nothing to hold you on now."

      "What about your evidence?"

      "I haven't given any, and Hart," I frowned, looked at the ground. Couldn't work it out. "Hart didn't mention it either."

      "That's unusual, I gather."

      "You know," I said, starting to pace again, "I questioned Pierce. Asked him if he was involved."

      "Was he?"

      "No." I trusted Ryan Pierce at his word.

      "And Hart wouldn't have been either," Damon pointed out, clearly aware of where my mind had gone.

      "No, he was ropeable," I agreed. "The offender used his login details to gain access to the server."

      Damon whistled. "Lara," he finally said. "It's not one of mine, love. It's one of yours."

      I stopped pacing, lifted my wide eyes to his and said, "Fuck."

      He got up off the cot and crossed the small space to me, his face set, eyes intense. When he reached me, he held my upper arms again briefly, then made me look up into his eyes with the tip of his finger and thumb under my chin.

      "You be very careful," he whispered. "I don't know what the hell's going on, but if this has anything to do with the murders, and it's originating within your department or this place." He meant Central Police Station. "Then you need to take extreme care. The psychologist said it was personal. Personal to you. Think about that, Lara. Think about who would want me on that case and would also try to get me out of here unscathed. And then reference it with why they would want your informants dead."

      That was the question, wasn't it. And I still didn't have an answer.

      "Pierce and I need to shake Collins and Smith up again. Find out whether there's a connection between the DFSA at Zero and the murders."

      "There's not enough hours in the day," Damon muttered. A truth that was never more apparent to me than right now.

      "I better get going then," I murmured, not moving an inch from where I stood within the reach of his warmth.

      "Yes, you better," he whispered back, not letting me go.

      "Damon," I said, just as he asked, "Meet me later?"

      "Yes," I replied, as he answered, "What?"

      I let a laugh out, his face softened.

      "Ah," he whispered. "There it is."

      I held his beautiful dark gaze a moment longer, then reluctantly pulled from his grip to bang on the wall. He didn't stop looking at me, even when I walked through the door and stood on the other side.

      The uniformed officer cut the connection by shutting and locking Damon's prison door.
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            "Prioritise. Use your time wisely. Buy a fucking watch."

          

        

      

    

    
      I went to HEAT first. I had to follow orders, even if I intended to not be as strict with my interrogation practices as I usually was. I believed Damon when he said his team wasn't aware of what was going down. And one minute in their presence was all it would take to ascertain if he was correct.

      I can spot an attempt to hide a reaction a mile away.

      It was closing in on five in the afternoon, several HEAT vehicles were on station. Not the full team, but if some knew, then all of them would know. And really, I just needed Gus to be there, and maybe the new guy, Russell Clarke.

      I bounded up the stairs, not bothering to announce my arrival, and swept into the room relieved to see the new kid in attendance, beach-blond hair tousled, light blue eyes tracking my arrival the minute I crossed the threshold to the room.

      "Afternoon, chaps," I called out, getting several upbeat replies at the same time.

      I kept my peripheral gaze on all of the men present, but concentrated on Russell the most. If anyone was going to show a reaction to me being here, it would be the new, unseasoned, untrained team member.

      "Where's Gus?" I asked.

      "You after Gus now, Keen?" Jude asked, in his smooth and deep voice. "Broke our boss and moving on to the Prevention's number two?"

      "I didn't break your boss. He shouldn't have drunk that wine." A couple of chuckles, a few smart remarks, but not one look to indicate they thought anything other than the fact Damon had a migraine.

      Even Russell had taken his seat at the table, hot mug of coffee in hand, with a small, amused smile.

      Gus walked into the room then, from the direction of the offices.

      "Keen, why aren't you mopping Damon's brow?"

      I relaxed all at once, feeling like I was surrounded by familiar and friendly faces. If CIB was my immediate family, these guys would be the distant humorous cousins at the annual reunion party.

      "Gotta talk to you lot," I said, modulating my voice, adding a little gravity to my tone.

      Marc stood up from his lean against the kitchen bench, face alert, but not at all shuttered. I split my attention between Gus, the lovable rogue who never did anything he didn't want to do, including show his reaction to the cop who was there when his boss was arrested, and Russell, the kid who didn't know any better than to school his features in the presence of a seasoned detective.

      "Go on," Marc encouraged. "We're all here that is here."

      I nodded, watched my quarry and said, "Damon Michaels was arrested for assault last night and is being charged with grievous bodily harm."

      Shouts and cries of dismay and outrage filled the air. Gus looked shocked. Russell looked lost and a little frightened, but certainly not doubtful of my claim. I let them get a lot of it out of their system then held up my hand and waited for them all to stop.

      It took Jude to bellow in that rich, deep baritone for them to all quieten down enough for me to have their attention.

      "You better be getting him off the charges, Keen," Gus demanded, and received a directive to shut the fuck up from Marc.

      "OK," I said. "I had to put it to you that way, I'm sorry," I offered, aware I sounded chagrined.

      "What's going on, Lara?" Marc asked, picking up on my genuine regret.

      "I had to test you," I admitted.

      "What?" Gus demanded, surprised rather than outraged at this stage.

      "Marc, can we talk alone?" I tried.

      "Whatever you have to say can be said in front of the men," he shot back, unsurprisingly.

      I sighed. "I have to ask you to keep this all in house for now." I purposely chose their colloquialism.

      "It will be," Marc replied on behalf of the team.

      "Someone broke into the Central Police evidence locker last night and doctored video footage of Damon beating the crap out of a suspect. They wiped his part clean, left the evidence that pertained to the arrest of the suspect. And walked back out of the Station undetected."

      Astounded silence followed my words. But I could tell from the shocked look on Marc's face that he realised they'd been suspected.

      "I'm doing what I can to figure this thing out," I said. "Damon will be released within the next hour or so. No charges will probably be laid. But this is.." I hesitated, searched for the right word. "This is unusual," I finally settled on, and it seemed inadequate. "It could be wrapped up in the case Damon and I were working on. And if it is, it's likely dangerous. You guys should be aware, take precautions."

      "Like we don't have enough to worry about," Gus muttered.

      I wasn't sure if Damon had told them all that I knew of their arsonist issues, so I didn't pass comment.

      "We'll look out for him," Marc told me.

      "And yourselves," I offered, turning to walk out the door.

      "It sounds more like it's to do with you and Damon, Keen," Marc argued.

      "I'd say you've got yourself a guardian angel or a stalker," Jude offered.

      I stopped and huffed out a laugh.

      "I'm really not at all sure which I would prefer at this stage," I said to the room.

      The men all half-heartedly laughed as I walked down the stairs and back to my car. Once seated I leaned my head back and tried to think of what should come next.

      Prioritise. Use your time wisely. Buy a fucking watch.

      I glanced down at my G-Shock, saw it was already quarter to six, and decided Collins would be my next target. I dialled Pierce, he answered on the second ring.

      "You cleared HEAT?" he asked in way of greeting.

      "They had no idea he'd been arrested."

      "Brilliant. One avenue crossed off the list."

      "You all done with the Zero guards?" I asked.

      "Swore on a bible the perp resisted arrest. They've been bought, Keen. It's written all over their faces. But I couldn't get any of them to admit to a thing."

      "It'd be hard to prove. We'd need warrants for security footage, and we all know how they could be altered," I offered sarcastically. "And we'd have to spend days figuring out their behaviour pattern over the past twelve hours."

      "I'll add it all to our to-do list," Pierce quipped. "What's your next move?"

      "Collins, then maybe Smith."

      "Great minds think alike, Detective. Collins has been released from hospital and is being detained at Central Police. I'll meet you back at CIB."

      "Roger copy, Sarge," I replied, and swiped the call closed.

      I needed further sustenance, leads to follow or not. God alone knew how long shaking Collins up would take, so I stopped off at Angelo's and grabbed two chicken clubs to go. Sharing a few normal words with a more than normal Italian immigrant, I passed the ten minutes it took for my sandwiches to be made feeling somewhat steady. Even keeled. Despite the clusterfuck these cases were making.

      Police work can be very mundane, very routine. It somehow works. You methodically follow one lead to the next. You spend time cross referencing one piece of evidence with the next. You take care to ask the right questions to elicit the right answers, until finally all the dots line up and the picture they present makes sense.

      My dots were nowhere near lined up, but I was working my way through the evidence and following the leads, and it was helping to keep me sane. Keep me focused. Stop me from tearing my hair out and screaming my throat hoarse in frustration.

      It also helped, that Damon would be released by now. Set free. No longer lounging in a two-by-two cell wearing disposable coveralls and bare feet.

      I didn't want to look at my conscience too closely on that, though. I'd made my decision before I'd walked into CIB earlier today, the intruder and video evidence tamperer just sped things up a little. Made my job easier. They hadn't forced my hand, they'd only helped steady it.

      And God, what a field-day my shrink, Hennessey, would have with that line of thought.

      I thanked Angelo for the dinner, paid my bill and headed back to the Station to meet up with Pierce. I found him at his desk, two over from mine, at CIB.

      "Dinner," I announced, chucking the tinfoil wrapped sandwich on his blotter pad. I sank down in the chair at his side.

      "Angelo's?"

      "Of course."

      "You're a dream come true, Keen." He started to unwrap the meal without pause. The scent of roasted chicken, delicious sweet smelling herbs and spices, wafted up from the opening. "Michaels is out," he said as he bit the thing practically in half.

      "Good," I said around a mouthful. "No charges?"

      Pierce shook his head, his mouth too full to comment. We ate in silence for a while, then when our bodies were satisfactorily refuelled, chucked the wrappers in his trash.

      "So," Pierce started. "Collins. How do you want to play this?"

      I took a sip of soda from the can I'd purchased at the vending machine in the hall.

      "You said it," I murmured. "We use Carole Michaels' name."

      Pierce held my steady gaze, aware that I didn't want to pull Damon's sister into this any further. But if I had to pick between keeping one Michaels out of prison and keeping the secret of another, Damon would always win.

      It said a lot about who I was. Who I had become. I'd always claimed I was there for the victim and only the victim. And I had no intention of approaching Carole Michaels on this. I had to pray that we could use our knowledge of the offence against her to force a confession from Collins. But it was a thin veil to hide behind. Carole was a victim. Damon was not.

      Yet I had chosen to back him. Figuring out why evidence convicting Damon would be wiped clean on this particular case was all I could think about. Because, if I was honest, it was a little too close to the killer on the informants' murder case engineering Damon to team up with me. Damon had said it himself, back in the lock-up cell; why would someone want him working with me and cleared of all charges? There was a connection there.

      So, was the killer helping? Or hindering? A guardian angel or a stalker?

      Dots and connections. They didn't make sense yet, but we were getting closer, I was sure. And Collins was the key.

      He'd already been escorted into an interview room by the time Pierce and I arrived. I tried not to study his bruised face too closely. He had two black eyes, a swollen nose, and various shades of colours across his jaw. I knew, from evidence photos taken at the hospital, that his ribs and stomach looked pretty much the same. It was a testament to how many beaten people I'd seen in my life that I didn't even blink. This prick was going to rape a woman. Probably did it before. Possibly did it to Carole Michaels.

      I sat at the table beside Pierce, resting my aching foot, and offering a united front. Pierce placed a closed folder of select images we'd chosen on the surface between us. Then announced the start of the interview and relevant information for the recording device in the room.

      "Tane Collins," Pierce began, "how many times have you worked with Charles Smith?"

      Right into the thick of it. Collins had been asked these questions already, but Pierce was going for the rinse and repeat approach, and then throw a surprise question into the mix to shake things up a bit. My job was to observe for now. Catalogue facial features, the suspect's body position and reaction at any given time, and then attack nearer the end. A modified good cop, bad cop routine. Only this time it was silent cop, talkative cop. Just what is the quiet cop going to do?

      For some reason it unnerves them. We took any advantage that we could get.

      "I've already told you. Met him that night," Tane replied, his lawyer having whispered the answer in his ear.

      The barman was dressed in the same jeans from last night at Zero and a Police issue paper-like shirt. It billowed around his upper body, even though I knew he was pretty buffed under there. The lawyer was one I'd had experience with in the past, from a reputable firm in West Auckland. His suit didn't quite fit.

      "What did he ask you to do?" Pierce queried.

      The lawyer leaned over and whispered in Tane's ear before he let him talk.

      "As per last time," Collins said, reciting word for word what the lawyer had instructed, and sounding fairly much like a parrot because of it, "he mentioned he wanted to make a little bondage film. I agreed to find a woman who would suit and meet him at the room."

      "But you didn't take the woman to the room yourself," Pierce said, levelly.

      They did the lawyer thing again and Tane said, probably verbatim, "I pointed her out to Smith, he approached to get her in the mood."

      "So you worked as a tag team?" Pierce asked.

      "Kinda," Tane replied, before the lawyer could stop him. That received a good sixty seconds of whispered reprimand in his ear.

      As I watched the scene unfold, I knew this wasn't our killer. Tane Collins wasn't intelligent enough. Plus, my gut was telling me that the person who altered the video footage was the same one who left the newspaper with the article and picture of me on Damon's doorstep. Tane had been under guard when the evidence locker had been broken into. Smith, who had excellent representation and had walked earlier, if anyone, was our man.

      "You doctored her drink to make her more compliant, so you said in our last interview," Pierce stated, reading off a transcript of that interview just for show. He knew damn well what Collins had said.

      "Yes. It helps to get them to relax." Same answer as last time, led by the hand of the lawyer at his side.

      "And what did you plan to do to her again?" Pierce asked.

      "Film the sex. Film me having sex with her while she was bound."

      "And Smith?"

      "He was in charge of the filming. The director, you know."

      "He didn't want to participate further?"

      "He liked to watch, but he said he'd have a go after."

      No honour among rapists. Tane was prepared to drop Smith in it to that degree, but unfortunately at this stage it was his word against the wiser, richer man.

      "And you hadn't done this with Smith before?" Pierce asked, straight away.

      "No. Like I said, he approached me last night for the first time."

      "Have you done it with anyone else?"

      Another moment to confer with his lawyer.

      "No."

      "Have you done it alone before?"

      The lawyer leaned in, whispered. Collins said, "No."

      "Does the name Carole Michaels mean anything to you?"

      And here we were. The lawyer straightened, went to place a restraining hand on Tane's wrist, but Tane just spat, "She wanted it. She asked me to tie her up."

      "So you have done it before?" Pierce confirmed.

      "She wanted it."

      "Not what we heard."

      "She's lying," Tane shouted, the lawyer trying to get his attention and shut him the fuck up.

      "You tied her up, after giving her a roofie," Pierce said, "and then sexually assaulted her. We know this for a fact."

      Not really, but close enough. We can read between the lines. The point is though, Tane believed Carole had told us those exact words. Rather like his lawyer whispering in his ear, Carole had whispered in ours.

      "She did want to do it," he insisted. "She just needed a little help."

      "Like Stacey Lawrence needed a little help."

      "Mr Collins, stop talking now," the lawyer said. My cue to jump in.

      "Here's what we think, Collins," I said in my best bad cop voice. His head spun on his shoulders and he got the big eyes oh-fuck look on his face. "You've not only done this before with Carole Michaels, but there've been others as well. A string of them in fact. Now, if you did it all alone, that's a hell of a lot of jail time on your shoulders. Tell us who else was involved and spread the load a bit."

      "Smith. Smith was involved," he shouted, the lawyer flinging himself back in his chair with disgust. "Every time. Every single time. He purchased the rohypnol, I put it in. We did the women together. We've been doing it like that for months. It's his thing. He likes to watch. Doesn't like to get his hands dirty, but he likes to watch."

      Squealing like a stuck pig.

      "And these?" Ryan said softly, opening the folder and spreading the graphic and gory pictures of the dead informants across the desk.

      Collins recoiled. Muttered an "Oh my fuck," while the lawyer leaned forward and said, "What the hell are those?"

      "Anton Burgess," I supplied, pointing to the first picture. "Thomas Withers." The next, my voice whisper soft. "Tyrone Anderson and Patrick O'Malley. Did you do this, Tane?"

      His head was shaking from side to side so much I thought it would fly off.

      "Oh, fuck no. No, no, no. Not me. You can't pin those on me."

      "Did Smith?" Pierce asked.

      "Are you kidding? The guy gets a soft-on if there's any blood on the girls. They gotta be bound, but you can't rough 'em up. Trapped and resistant, but never damage the goods, he says."

      "I think you should shut the hell up now, Tane," his lawyer instructed. "Are you charging my client?" he asked Pierce.

      "Yes," Ryan replied.

      "For the murders or just the DFSA?" the lawyer asked, and I swear if there hadn't been a desk between us, I would have throttled the prick for saying 'just'.

      "The Drug Facilitated Sexual Assault," Ryan replied, eyes stone cold, enunciating each word crisply.

      I ran a hand over my face. Despite the adrenaline rush - not to mention the blood, sweat and fucking tears - of the past few days, we were now back at square one.

      Collins and Smith weren't our murderers. Rapists, but not murderers. There was no connection between Zero Gravity and the dead informants.

      We had nothing. Absolutely fucking nothing.

      The dots did not connect at all.
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            "Sometimes all it takes is a gentle shove in the right direction. Sometimes it takes a two-by-four to the head."

          

        

      

    

    
      It took four hours to finish processing Collins, having uniforms pick up Smith, then charging him with the DFSA, further charges pending, and complete the paperwork. Not all of a detective's life is an adrenaline rush.

      Smith's lawyer appeared as soon as his client was pulled into Central Police, making the whole process drawn out and a little messy. Despite having had a good night's - or morning's - sleep, I was exhausted again.

      But we had them. Collins' lawyer wanting to make arrangements for a deal; information including locations, dates and numbers implicating Smith as well, for reduced sentencing. It was something for another day. Tonight, I needed to file my paperwork and get the hell out of here to clear my head. The DFSA at Zero Gravity might have been all tied up with a nice neat bow, but the murder of the informants was wide open and riddled with holes.

      I was sitting at my desk finishing off the last of my notes in the system when a shadow fell over me. I expected it to be Pierce, who'd disappeared for a phone call half an hour ago. But it wasn't.

      Inspector Hart took the seat across my desk. Carl's seat. It was strange seeing the older, sterner looking man in my mentor's chair. I respected the Inspector, he usually ran a very tight ship. The evidence locker incident the only time I had seen him appear less than certain how to proceed.

      I wondered if this was the cause of the personal visit.

      "I'm heading home, Keen," he announced, flicking the edge of a desk calendar in front of him. "The wife had a thing on this evening. I missed it. Marriage to a cop can be a hard ask."

      I had no idea what to say to that.

      Hart looked up, directly into my face. His was not soft, nor was it irate either. Just the standard gruff, hard look he usually wore.

      "I can't have Michaels back in here for a while. You understand?" he asked.

      I forced a breath out and said as steadily as I could manage, "Yes, sir. I understand."

      Damon may not have been charged, but he'd been implicated, and we all knew he was guilty of assault. Not that the powers that be breathing down Hart's neck right now were one hundred percent aware of that. Damon would still be persona non grata, though, until things either settled down or got swept away.

      Neither outcome a comfortable prospect for a detective who had once operated strictly by the book.

      "Still, you work well together," Hart added, making my eyebrows rise up my forehead. He stood up then, looked around the room, possibly to see if anyone was listening, then said, not looking at me at all, "Perhaps it would be a good idea for you to take the files for the informant case home with you. Work remotely for a few days. You can liaise with Pierce that way."

      "You want me out of the office, sir?" I asked to clarify. Was I being quasi-suspended?

      "Just while this runs its course," he replied, then finally looked down at me from his looming height standing over my desk. "Who you work with out of here though, is entirely up to you."

      "So, I'm still on the case?"

      He frowned.

      "Of course you're fucking still on the case. They're your informants." And with that he spun away and stormed out of the room.

      I leaned back in my chair, dumbfounded. What the hell was that all about? I was still staring after the long gone figure of Inspector Hart when Pierce walked back in the room with a file box in hand. He thunked the thing down on his desk, a few feet away.

      "You OK?" he asked. "You look kind of vacant."

      "Vacant," I repeated with a huff. "I guess it's better than spaced out."

      "Or bombed."

      I smiled. "Zonked."

      "Smashed," Pierce offered.

      "Wasted."

      "Wrecked. Oh, hold on, all detectives look wrecked. It's part of the job." He smiled, pulled the lid off the box and started removing thick folders.

      "What's all that?" I asked, closing down my work station and preparing to grab my own assortment of files as per the Inspector's strange instructions.

      "The King spill-over case," Pierce replied, adding another and then another folder to his pile.

      "Bloody hell, you're not going through that tonight are you? We've got enough on our plate without getting lost in a closed case."

      "Not so closed, as it happens."

      I stilled. The King spill-over case was one Pierce, Carl and I had been working on when Carl was killed. Declan King, Auckland's former premier criminal left a quagmire of inter-related and extremely messy illegal businesses operating after his demise. Our investigation had implicated a few very high profile and otherwise legal-looking people in the city. By the time Carl was shot and fell off that cliff, we had enough evidence to move on some, but not all, of those associated in King's many front operations. Hart chose to go with what we had, it was better than nothing. But I'd always wondered who we were letting get away.

      "What's happened to reopen it?" I asked.

      "The Crown Prosecutor, that's what," Pierce growled. "He's found a discrepancy in some of Carl's evidence. I've got to go back through each note, each file, Carl wrote and cross check it before this reaches court next month. I just wish Carl had time to file his last report."

      I paled, my heart clenching too tightly in my chest. My throat closing, making it hard to swallow. Carl couldn't file his last report because he'd been shot returning from a nark's house in Howick.

      Like looking at an old style movie reel, memories flickered haltingly through my mind. He'd called me to meet him in Mellons Bay that night, said he wanted to follow up on a lead his informant had given him before it ran cold. He didn't tell me what the lead was. His only comment that registered on the what-the-fuck meter was, There are times when I truly believe humanity will not survive.

      And when I arrived at the rendezvous spot, he was being robbed.

      A fucking robbery. Hands up, give me all your cash. Oh, and your watch. The stupid fucker hadn't picked up on the strobe lights along the rear window ledge of Carl's car. He thought he'd found himself an easy mark, alone on the side of the road in a top end suburb. He was tweaking, no doubt about it. Carl thought he could talk him down, though, so didn't pull his service weapon fast enough.

      By the time I arrived the drugged up and enterprising mugger had somehow managed to get Carl out of his car and backed up to the edge of the cliff, an unregistered gun aimed at his chest. The image of Carl with his hands up, a surprised and incredulous look on his face, as he was slowly walked backwards, will stay with me for eternity.

      His shout, to distract the assailant, of, Run, Lara! Run! will haunt me forever.

      The fact I shot too late is a guilt I must always bear. My shot took out the mugger a split second after he'd taken out Carl.

      The mugger's name was Kenny Tyndall. A long list of priors, mainly drug related and a few thefts. Otherwise unrelated to anything Carl and I had ever worked on. He bled out before the ambulance arrived. Because he was conscious for some of that time, I couldn't go to Carl. There was no point anyway, Carl had been shot in the torso, I'd seen the blood splatter, and then fallen over the side of a twenty metre drop. I wanted to though. I stared at Kenny Tyndall and willed him to die, so I could go to my dead partner lying in the surf below.

      Even if Carl hadn't died, I'd killed an assailant. My sessions with Hennessey began not long after that. It was the one time Damon broke my no contact rule. He phoned, left a message, then turned up at my house when I didn't reply. I couldn't handle him and Carl's death and my guilt all at once. I slammed the door in his face and told him never to see me again.

      He did what I asked. Until a newspaper with an article of me in it looking tired turned up on his doorstep. Had he just needed a reason to disobey my demand that he stay away? How long would he have remained a distant observer of my life if the killer hadn't engineered him seeing that snippet on me? Sometimes all it takes is a gentle shove in the right direction. Sometimes it takes a two-by-four to the head.

      Carl. I closed my eyes and shook my head to clear the memories.

      "Sorry," Pierce muttered, clearly aware he'd sent me back to that time. "I'm slipping," he added. "Ignore my selfish ravings and head on home. I'll deal with this. Really, there's not much I think can be done. The Crown Prosecutor’s just dotting his Is and crossing his Ts."

      "You'll let me know if I have to follow up on anything?" I asked.

      "Sure," he said, not sounding like he meant it. Pierce was trying to protect me from more pain. It was bad enough I had to still give evidence on the King spill-over case, the only reason I could think of for why Carl was out visiting his informant in Howick that night. Pierce obviously didn't want me to have to delve any deeper into that time, too.

      It all brought it back. So much brought it back. And now Carl's informants were all dying.

      I frowned, looked at the box I'd pulled out from beneath my desk and then started to add all the murder case files into it.

      "Hart said I should avoid CIB for a while. You OK with that?" I asked, when I was done.

      "He and I agree on this," Pierce surprised me by saying. "There's no other way to have you working with Michaels while not being scrutinised by the big guns."

      "Hart wants me to work with him?"

      "Yeah, didn't he say?"

      "Not in so many words, no."

      "That'll be Hart. But Lara, who else would risk their life to protect you right now? We couldn't think of a better partner to team you with, while this plays out, than Michaels. Or would you rather I push Hart for you to team with Cawfield?"

      "Ha! Very funny. I'm going home."

      "Good. I'm sick of seeing your cheery mug around here. Now beat it!"

      I smiled at a grinning Pierce and swiped my box of files off the desk, heading out of the room. The carpark was lit with artificial white light when I crossed to my vehicle. Several other on station cars dotted here and there. I spotted Pierce's, as well as Jones', but the rest were from other departments so I wasn't as familiar with them. Hart's had gone from his named spot.

      As I shoved the box into the boot of my car a door creaked open across the way. Always aware of my surroundings I closed the lid of my boot quickly and had my hand on my weapon, holster released, but gun not drawn, inside my coat.

      "Jumpy aren't you, Keen?" Cawfield muttered. Speak of the freaking devil.

      "I thought you'd left for the day, Cawfield," I said, removing my hand, but leaving my holster unlatched. Cawfield did make me jumpy. I walked to my driver’s door and opened it. It would provide a passable shield.

      "Forgot something," he supplied. "Just thought I'd grab it before some arsehole stole the fucking thing while dressed in a fedora hat."

      "It was a nice disguise," I murmured, thinking back on the killer covering his head and body with a long coat and rimmed hat. I studied Cawfield and wondered if his muscle-bound physique could match the perp's hazy image on the video we'd pulled from Central's CCTV.

      "Why are you looking at me like that?" he asked, head cocked, a seemingly genuine puzzled look on his face.

      "No reason," I replied, getting ready to slip in the car and get the hell out of there. I leaned in, eyes still on Cawfield, and inserted my key in the ignition.

      "You've been acting more fucked in the head than usual, Keen," Cawfield pointed out. "Twitchy as shit. Go take some Prozac before you stroke out or something."

      "Perhaps I will," I said evenly.

      "Jesus," he muttered. "How the fuck did Carl put up with you?" Then he stormed off toward the Station carpark door.

      I watched him go, wondering if there was an element of truth to that fact. Cawfield was a misogynistic bastard, but he was no killer. The guy lacked the balls, I was sure.

      I slipped into my car, locked the doors, then started the engine. I needed a bath, a glass of wine, and then a few hours sleep. Tomorrow I'd hit the case files again and see if anything stood out.

      I spotted the HEAT vehicle parked outside my address as soon as I entered the street.

      Damon.

      I checked the clock on the dash and saw it was just after midnight, my heart increasing in speed, a small smile curving my lips. I purposely frowned. I was not a fifteen year old hormonal teenager getting excited over the fact that her boyfriend was waiting on the doorstep with a bunch of flowers. I pulled the car into my drive and took my time exiting the vehicle. Damon hadn't moved from his driver's seat, even though he must have seen my headlights in his rear vision mirror as I drove up the street.

      I studied the SUV. The only sound was coming from my sedan as the engine ticked itself cool. Damon's was quiet. Glancing quickly up and down the road, checking the shadows and any vantage points that stood out, I closed my car door with a thud. Still no movement.

      My heart sped up some more, this time for a totally different reason.

      I loosened my jacket, my hand slipping inside the V, checking my gun. The holster was still unlatched from my run-in with Cawfield, I pulled the weapon this time. Keeping the safety on I approached the HEAT vehicle, rounding the bonnet, while my eyes scanned the environment and my ears strained to hear any sounds out of place.

      Nothing.

      I stopped long enough to check the temperature on the hood of Damon's car. Cold. It had been here a while. My eyes flicked over his face as it tipped back on the headrest in the car. In the light available from the street lamps he looked washed out. Like a movie scene filmed through a filter. He'd shaved though, no more of that delightful stubble on his cheeks, just a relaxed expression as though he slept. Or was dead.

      I sucked in a deep breath, checked my surroundings again, and then breathing a little too quickly approached his driver's door. It was locked. I leaned closer to the window and watched his chest.

      Three seconds later it rose and then slowly fell.

      I lowered my gun as I lowered my face to the tarseal. He was asleep and Cawfield was fucking right. I was losing the plot. I holstered my weapon, secured it in place and then tapped on the window beside Damon's face.

      He jumped. Muttered something indecipherable but no doubt a cuss, and then blinked at me repeatedly from the other side of the glass.

      "Open the door, Sleeping Beauty," I said loud enough for him to hear but not disturb the neighbours.

      He smiled slowly, making him a very nice sight for sore eyes, and flicked the lock, forcing me to step back as he opened the door.

      "How long have you been waiting?" I asked, searching his face to assure myself he was indeed well.

      Too much had been happening lately for me not to be affected by my wild imagination. Or over sensitised awareness of what could go wrong. I had the compelling urge to wrap him up in my arms and never let go. And didn't that add to the crazy concept Cawfield had been touting? Damon and I were not in perfect relationship territory. We had a history, and that history was not based on smooth sailing.

      He stretched as he climbed out of the car, arms above head, Henley shirt rising and showing off a very nicely developed abdomen. He yawned, blinked a few more times, and said, "What time is it?"

      "After midnight," I replied, walking off toward the boot of my car, thinking wine was either an extremely good idea, or extremely bad right now. I heard him shut his door and beep the locks closed, but I didn't hear the sound of his feet as he approached.

      I had the box in my hands and was turning around as he made it to my side. He took it without asking first, but I didn't get a chance to complain because he said, "I've been waiting since nine. Didn't want to phone you. Wanted it to be a surprise."

      "A surprise, huh? You asleep in your car like a homeless person, lowering the standard of the neighbourhood?"

      "Yeah, pretty much," he said, good naturedly. Then admitted, voice a little rough, "I couldn't face the guys."

      I stopped on my doorstep and glanced up at him. He looked about as shattered as I felt, the sort of exhaustion that's more to do with your state of mind and emotions than your body's physical health.

      "I've got the most fantastic idea," I declared, opening my front door. "It's the best idea I've had all day." Which wasn't saying much, according to Cawfield I was mentally cracking and according to Hart and Pierce I needed a partner who would defend me with his life. Clearly I was lacking in both mental acumen and physical ability right now.

      Ideas of any sort would not be based on genius or prowess.

      Damon shut and locked the door behind him, then placed the box down on the floor of the hall.

      "And what idea is that?" he asked, a small smile still present on his lips, but nowhere near reaching his eyes.

      I tilted my head, studying him for a second. Delaying the next step I was planning on taking. There'd be time to face up to our past, wouldn't there? Another night when we're not so in need of a tender touch or break from reality.

      There hadn't been time for Carl.

      And that there was a good enough reason to switch off from everything this evening and lose myself in Damon's arms.

      "Chilled Sauvignon Blanc," I whispered, watching his eyebrows slowly rise. "And a bubble bath."

      He stopped breathing, eyes wider still, then cleared his throat and said, "That's the best fucking idea you've had all year."

      The smile finally reached his eyes just as he crossed the space to meet me, arms wrapping around my shoulders as his face came down and nestled into the curve of my neck. He inhaled deeply. A body shaking desperate draw of air. His hold tightened, his hot breath cascaded over my skin, and I swear he was murmuring some sort of prayer.

      I let him take his time, and when I thought he was ready, led him to the bathroom down the hall.

      He followed, hand clasped in mine, like a little lost child. An image I had never associated with Damon Michaels before.

      But we all need a little tenderness from time to time, to stave off the brutality of real life.

      A wise man had told me that once. I hoped it was good advice.
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      As soon as the water in the tub began falling, Damon woke up from whatever lost spell he'd been under. I straightened, from pouring wild berry bliss bubble bath under the spray, and found him already shirtless.

      "Eager, then?" I said, appreciating the view for a moment.

      Damon purposely slowed down his movements, unbuttoning his top jeans button with a flick of his finger and thumb. He pulled one edge out, intense, dark eyes on my face, and made the rest of the buttons pop, one after the other. It was quite a show. He smirked through the entirety of it.

      "I need to wash the last twenty-four hours away," he murmured, jeans undone and sliding down his legs. Leaving behind navy boxers.

      He kicked his boots off, then shucked his jeans and socks, leaving everything in a pile on the floor. It was one of things I'd found refreshing about Damon when we'd dated before; he wasn't fussy. Clothes were folded, or not. Rooms were tidy, or not. He never left a wet towel on the floor, or dirty dishes in the sink, but everything else was fair game.

      It was the type of prioritising that led you to believe he lived life. Too busy participating to be concerned with detail cleaning his house. I envied him that relaxed approach. I was a little too uptight to leave my clothes on the floor. I did push to leaving them heaped on an armchair in the corner, but that was the extent of my rebellion.

      "It's been a strange couple of days," I agreed. "You jump in and I'll grab the wine."

      I'm not sure why I had the sudden urge to flee the room before he removed the boxers, but I was sweeping past Damon in the next breath, only to make it part way to the door. He spun in a circle, following my movement, and then just when I saw victory in the form of the carpet in the hall, his arm snaked around my waist and he hauled me back against his chest.

      "You're overdressed," he whispered against my ear. His naked chest pressed invitingly and purposefully against my jacket.

      "Not for getting the wine," I argued.

      "Yes. For anything inside this house this evening. Now," he murmured, hot hands running up the sleeves of my coat, until they reached the collar, then slowing working over my shoulders, down my chest to the belt at my waist. "Let's start with the jacket."

      I closed my eyes and let him have his way. I knew Damon was determined once he set his mind to something, and he'd decided I needed to be out of this coat right now.

      The belt came undone as he nibbled the side of my neck. He couldn't have been able to see a thing from where he stood at my back, so the disrobing was all done by feel. Next the jacket was pulled off my shoulders, down my arms, and added to the pile of clothing in the corner on the floor.

      "You do the holster," he ordered. "Far be it for me to come between a detective and her gun." He mock shuddered when I looked at him over my shoulder. I couldn't help the smile that tipped up my lips.

      I unbuckled the harness and threaded my arms out of the straps, walking over to the vanity under the mirror and placing the gun, still in its holster, carefully on the bench.

      When I turned back Damon was still standing where I'd left him. Or where he had let me go. It was all relative. I had the feeling tonight had changed. From when we first walked in that door and I was the one in charge, to now when Damon stared at me with pure intent.

      "Still overdressed," he whispered, the tone and volume of his voice making the moment more intimate. "Take your blouse off."

      "You're very bossy," I whispered back, still smiling, but found myself following the command. I almost stopped undoing buttons, partway down the shirt, when I realised that.

      The blouse met the pile with a well aimed toss from my side of the small room.

      Damon chuckled, delighted at the progress we'd made.

      He cocked his head to stare at me, finger and thumb holding his chin in a contemplative stance. "The trousers," he murmured with a nod, as though he'd only just realised that was the item of clothing that needed to be removed next.

      He was having fun. A playful Damon was a dangerous Damon. Because I could never say no to that. I slipped out of the trousers without Damon's flare for striptease and added those, and my shoes and socks, to the discarded clothing. I was left in nothing but my underwear, which unfortunately was not of the sexy variety, but rather the comfortable, elasticised cotton kind in plain white. At least they were cut in a nice shape, showing off my long legs, trim waist, and generous boobs. Damon seemed pleased with the result, in any case.

      "Now you're dressed appropriately," he commented.

      "You want me to get the wine like this?"

      He nodded, eyes still glued to my upper body, somewhere in the vicinity of my breasts.

      "Yeah, just like that. In fact, I can picture you bending over to lean into the fridge quite nicely now." He made a growly sound, that wasn't quite right coming from a man like him.

      I shook my head. "Pervert," I muttered, my lips tipping up further on each side.

      "Where you're concerned I don't deny it."

      I huffed an amused breath, feeling the stress of the past few days already melt. "You get the bath water, I'll get the drinks," I suggested, wanting in that tub now more than ever.

      "Deal," he replied, a sparkle of amusement in his eyes. Probably thinking of me bending over at the fridge.

      I returned with two glasses and a chilled bottle of Sauvignon Blanc to find Damon already submerged in the water. OK, maybe my desire to leave the room before he stripped the last vestiges of clothing off was a mistake. Now I was still wearing underwear, his naked body was hidden by bath foam, and I'd have to do the whole strip and climb in the tub under his dark and hungry gaze thing.

      I decided I'd just accept that he had won this round quite nicely and be gracious in my defeat.

      I poured the wine, offered him a glass, placed mine on the other side of the tub, all the while aware he was smiling in eager anticipation. I stood up, offered a little smirk, and then proceeded to climb in the tub as I was; still wearing my knickers and bra.

      A harsh burst of laughter exploded from his lips, making him cough as he'd been in the process of sipping his wine. I settled under the bubbles facing him, while he cleared his airway with a few sharp slaps against his upper chest, and then lifted my wine glass to his for a toast.

      "Bottoms up," I said, overly cheerfully.

      "What sort of toast is that?" he asked, not commenting on the fact I was still semi-dressed.

      "What would you prefer?"

      "How about..." He thought about it for a second or two, then nodded to himself and said, "How about, here's to many more battles to be fought, many more battles to be won, and many more battles to be lost, with you." Then he added, "For the life of me, I can't decided which I prefer. Winning or losing. You make either worth my while, Lara."

      I blinked back at him, then sipped from my glass, not because I was agreeing to the toast, but to hide my face while I assimilated those words. He'd made it clear he wanted back in my life permanently. And I'd realised having him gone from it forever did not sit well. Somewhere in the middle was where we needed to meet. But I was never very good at compromising. I didn't have the faintest idea how to find that middle ground.

      Thankfully, Damon either picked up on my discomfort, or chose to ignore it for now. Because he didn't press for anything more, just sipped his wine, let his eyes trail over my face and then finally set the glass aside.

      "Come here," he murmured, holding out a hand, waiting for me to grasp it and do as he said. He had a patient look on his face, and it was probably because of that more than anything else, that made me follow the command.

      Placing my glass on the edge of the tub, I moved through the steaming water and turned so my back would be pressed to his chest, taking his hand when I settled into position. One of his arms was over my shoulder, fingers entwined with mine from the opposite hand, the other was running up and down that arm, spreading the foam across my skin.

      "Do you want your bra off?" he whispered, nose in amongst my hair. I nodded. He'd asked, not demanded.

      He pulled back and undid the hooks, then helped me slip the soggy and clingy fabric down my arms. It made a wet splat sound as it hit the tiles on the floor.

      "What about these?" he asked, fingers running along the upper edge of my knickers across my stomach making me utter a sound close to a giggle as he found my ticklish spot.

      "Oh, I don't know," I returned, openly teasing. "They're kind of comfortable."

      "Are you sure?" he asked, his finger dipping down over the material and rubbing through my folds.

      Somehow it was more of a turn on, having my panties on, wet from the bath water, and now from the moisture pooling between my thighs. I let my head fall back resting on his shoulder as Damon softly stroked the groove down the middle of my knickers, a tease that was far more successful than mine. I let a moan out I hadn't expected to make. Damon's erection, which had been growing since the moment I joined him in the tub, jerked against my butt cheeks and back.

      "Lara," Damon murmured. "Take them off."

      An order. I shook my head.

      "OK," he said, shifting tactics. His hand slipped into the top of my knickers, then delved further until he found his goal. A sole finger ran through the folds, then dipped, knuckle deep inside. He held it there, breathing hotly against the damp skin of my neck. "Rock your hips," he ordered.

      "Damon," I began.

      "No, love. You're my prize." For the past twenty-four hours of hell?

      How could I deny him? I'd left him out to hang in that interview with Pierce, I'd struggled with what he'd done. He'd been aware of all of that, yet when I turned up at his cell in Central lock-up he didn't ignore me. He didn't rant or rave. He wrapped me up in his arms and took what he could get. Despite everything I had and hadn't done to keep him safe.

      His finger withdrew slowly, then a second one was added with a small twist of his wrist as he settled them deep. My hips rocked automatically when he brushed my G-spot.

      "That's it," he encouraged. "Again." His voice was husky, the teasing lilt long lost.

      I groaned, then rolled my hips, feeling the strength in his forearm and biceps as he held his hand rigidly still, letting me set the pace. He didn't move his fingers at all, it was entirely up to me to ride them, seeking my release.

      "Damon," I tried again. Needing more friction, more him.

      "What do you need?"

      "More."

      "Once you come like this."

      "I..." I licked my lips, squeezed my eyes closed and rocked harder against his fingers.

      He suddenly scissored them, stretching me. I let a yelp out and then a decidedly sexy moan. He pumped his fingers deliciously, twice, meeting each rock of my hungry hips. But as soon as that was done, he stilled. Leaving me hanging and desperate for the same again.

      "Work for it, Lara," he whispered in my ear. "Make me believe you want it."

      God, he was infuriating, and yet this was what I'd missed the most. His control. His force of will. The way he could be playful one second and demanding the next. I never knew what to expect. I wasn't sure which Damon I preferred.

      I rolled my hips. I ground down against his knuckles. I gripped his thighs and threw my head back, eyes closed, breathing ragged. I worked for it. I fucked his fingers until I found release. It was almost perfect.

      I wanted to do it again immediately.

      I made a sound, it was a keening, desperate whimper. It gave way too much of what I was feeling away. I ignored it.

      "God," I managed, still moving my hips even though Damon had removed his hand.

      "You want more?" he asked, a small amount of smugness evident in his tone.

      "I need more," I said on a rush of air. Unashamed to voice it. Damon had always made me crave.

      "Then take your underwear off."

      I struggled to obey the command quickly, splashing water over the edge of the tub. My movements too hurried, my frustration mounting, until Damon was laughing, helping me out of them and I started offering a playful slap on his knee - the only part of him I could really reach - to shut him up. The knickers met the bra on the tiles, a squelching sound emitted as they hit the wet pile hard. I went to turn around to face him, but he gripped my hips, lifted me off his lap, my back still to his chest, and then positioned himself at my entrance. Slowly he pulled me back down, impaling me on his shaft.

      He held me there, both of us panting, then started to lift me back up and almost off the end of his cock, then rock his hips as he pulled me firmly back down. A rhythm started up, making the water in the bath undulate and roll, until large amounts of it was washing over the side of the tub. I didn't care, I couldn't get enough. Bathrooms were made for water spillage, or so I told myself right then.

      "Lara," Damon rasped. "Move to your knees and ride me."

      It must have been too much lifting my weight off, even in water where everything feels that much lighter. I kept forgetting, Damon was as exhausted as me. His arms were shaking slightly, muscles bulging. It was sexy as fuck, but he couldn't hold out much longer, I was sure.

      I rose up, repositioning myself on my knees, making his shaft slip out while I manoeuvred in the small space of the tub. It was awkward and I was worried I was about to whack him in the nether regions, but between the two of us, and through our exasperated laughter, we managed to sort it all out. Then Damon guided me slowly back down and the tight confines of the bath tub were forgotten.

      He pulled me hard that last little distance, so I could feel him hitting the very end of me once inside. I moaned. He groaned. Then I started using my thighs to lift up and then come back down with the aid of his hands on my hips as guides.

      He grunted each time he became buried deep inside me again. I let a breath of air out as though being punched. My thighs started to ache, the pain adding to the sensory overload. My knees were getting bruised against the hard ceramic of the tub. And the water was getting cool and low, now that most of it had made it over the side.

      But neither of us stopped. We were having way too much fun.

      Our movements became more and more frantic. Then in desperation, I think, Damon hauled me up, rose onto his own knees behind me - more water splashing, more amused curses - placing me on all fours still in the bath and entering me again in a rush. One hand holding onto my shoulder, ensuring I came back hard against each rocking thrust of his hips. The other gripping my waist firmly, above my hip, keeping me steady as my body began to tingle, blood rushing away from my head and stars exploding behind my closed eyelids.

      I cried out in blissful ecstasy, aches and pains from kneeling on hard ceramic a distant memory, as the orgasm, a million times better than the last one, flooded my sensory receptors. Damon yelled my name, following my release with the hot, pulsing shots of his own. His chest came down onto my back, both of us panting and sweating despite having been in a bath. We stayed like that until we could speak and move, our limbs weak and shaking, our breaths ragged and exhausted, smiles spreading our lips.

      "You're going to wear me out," I complained playfully, as he pulled me back into his embrace. I lay sideways between his thighs, my cheek on his broad chest, as he ran his fingers through my hair, and then started to soap up my body with tender hands, almost distractedly.

      "What a way to go," he whispered back.

      "Hmm-mm," I mumbled, receiving a vibrating rumble through his body into mine. "Next time we do it in a soft bed, nice and slowly. No water, no hard bathtub."

      "Deal," he murmured, laughter in his voice. "Come on. Let's get you cleaned up and between the sheets of that soft bed."

      "For round two?" I asked, half interested, half appalled to be thinking of sex when I was so battered and bruised from this effort, and tired to boot.

      "Sweetheart," Damon teased. "I can't seem to keep my hands off you, but even I can see you're practically asleep."

      "Yeah, blame it on me. I bet you couldn't even function for exhaustion," I argued, not willing to lose this one.

      He chuckled, finished off washing us both and then helped me from the bath, towelling me dry, before he spoke.

      "We don't have to sleep," he suggested softly. "We could talk." I realised the delay in speaking hadn't been from the distraction of washing and drying my body, but from necessity. He'd been plucking up courage.

      "Talking is overrated," I tried as an argument. We'd been having fun, he was going to ruin it.

      Damon just looked at me steadily, but didn't say a word.

      We climbed between the sheets, leaving the bathroom a despicable mess and not really caring, and I gratefully accepted Damon's shoulder and chest to lie on. He pulled me close, kissed my forehead and said, "I meant it. I can't keep my hands off you. But I promise next time I'll try to get us to the bed first."

      I smiled against his skin, offered a soft kiss to his collarbone. It was nice being wanted. Knowing Damon was turned on whenever he was with me. It evened the playing field, because I'd never been able to say no to this attraction we shared. I'd never stopped wanting him, even when I walked away.

      "Sweet dreams, love," he murmured, just as I yawned.

      "You too," I replied, accepting this for what it was right now. Familiar comfort, unconditional support, and moments full of a hell of a lot of fun.

      But Damon wasn't ready to forgo a future. And to do that, he was prepared to bring up the past. Just as I began to drift off, he said, "So, are you willing to face it yet?"

      "Face what?" I mumbled, before I could stop myself and pretend I was asleep.

      "The truth about who I was with that day."

      Suddenly wide awake and desperately not wanting to be, I pulled from his warm embrace and rolled over onto my side, offering him my back. He was ruining everything by bringing this up now.

      "I guess not," Damon said, a note of anger in his voice now.

      For such a long while he said nothing, that I really started to think he'd given up. I should have known better. This was Damon Michaels. When he got an idea into his head he wouldn't stop. Sleep deprived, exhausted and angry woman lying next to him or not.

      "Her name is Carole," he started.

      "Don't," I snapped, moving to sit up on the side of the bed. I tugged the sheet around me. I was nowhere ready for this.

      "Carole, Lara," he pushed.

      "Damn you, Damon. I'm too fucking tired for this right now. Just go. Get out of my house. Leave me the fuck alone."

      "You must be tired if you're not hearing me," Damon argued, still not shifting from my bed. "And I am not bloody leaving ever again," he added for good measure.

      "Fine! You stay here, I'll go sleep on the couch." I got up, yanked frustratingly on the still half tucked in sheet, and started dragging it behind me towards the bedroom door.

      He was before me in an instant. Pretty damn light on his feet. He barred my escape, face hard and unforgiving.

      "For a police detective you certainly pick and choose what you want to see and hear," he growled.

      "I told you," I said, sounding more reasonable than I felt. "That I don't want to do this right now. You're fucking insane," I added, conversationally. Impressed with my level tone.

      "I must be, because I'm in love with you!"

      I snorted. That was rich! "Some way to show it, Sport." Then promptly sucked in a shocked breath of air, wrapped an arm around my waist and doubled over, hand to mouth to hold the distressed sound in.

      "Love," Damon whispered, sounding like he could actually feel my pain. He quickly and easily lifted me up in his arms and carried me back to the bed. "It's all right," he promised, as a sob escaped and I curled further into a ball. "We'll get you through this."

      I shook my head, stopped struggling to get away, and to prove just how fucked up I was, clung to him when he wrapped me up in his arms instead. For a long time he soothed me with gently rocks and soft words and tender strokes of his hand down my back.

      And when I finally lost the will to stay awake and remember, memories turning to disconnected images and then eventually nothing at all, I realised what name he'd actually said.

      Carole. Damon had said her name is Carole.

      I tried to open my eyes, to say something to confirm what I now instinctively knew. But sleep claimed me, as Damon's sister's name floated through my exhausted and slightly fractured mind.
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            "Being honest with yourself is harder than hearing the truth."

          

        

      

    

    
      God, I'd been a fucking idiot. A fucking self-righteous, cowardly, ignorant idiot. I'd run because it was easier. I'd covered my ears and sung la-la-la like a child because I didn't want to hear. I'd walked away from a good man because... I didn't want to believe I deserved him.

      Carl had always said, Being honest with yourself is harder than hearing the truth. It's a strange statement. But if you think about it, it's very true. It's actually pretty easy having someone point out the facts. But verbalising your own faults is downright hard.

      Now I had to face mine.

      Hennessey, the department shrink, said I had a self-destructive tendency in my personal life. Professionally, the doc had said, I was more inclined to sacrifice myself. He'd asked me which I thought was better. It was a trick question, I knew that now.

      There was no right or wrong answer. Both fucked up your life. And I'd fucked up mine. Then Carl had left.

      I've asked myself a million times whether his disappearance from my life prevented me from healing. From forgiving Damon. Now I know the real question should have been, had Carl's death caused me to miss the truth? Helped me to ignore the signs?

      She'd looked like him. I remember that now. He'd held her fragile hand, but not in a passionate way. It had been comforting. She'd been crying. Her eyes were red and puffy, snot had glistened beneath each nostril. And Damon had been wearing what I'd last seen him in. A crinkled HEAT t-shirt, faded jeans and scuffed up boots. He hadn't dressed up. Hadn't even made an effort.

      You try for a new date. You don't for your sister. Yet I had chosen to ignore all of that and concentrate on the lie.

      What brought him out that night when he'd been planning to stay home? A sister relapsing perhaps?

      If only I'd known. If only I'd asked. If only I'd let Damon say his piece.

      I didn't deserve a second chance. Hell, I'd thought I didn't deserve the first one. But I sure as hell owed Damon an apology.

      I always acknowledge my mistakes, but this one might just cripple me.

      I rolled over slowly, listening to Damon's even breaths at my side and blinked the sleep from my eyes. The sun hinted behind the curtains. I hadn't closed them, Damon must have. I don't remember much after making it to bed.

      Other than the fact that Damon had finally told me who he was with that day.

      I watched his chest rise and fall softly, his face in gentle repose. So relaxed, so beautiful. His lips curved downward slightly, while a dream had him furrowing his brow. Then with the next deep breath his face smoothed out again. He had shadows under his eyes, but not as bad as they had been when I first laid eyes on him again after nearly six months. He'd played the game well at that car boot fire. Pretended we didn't know each other intimately in a former life.

      That's what I'd wanted. That's the tone I'd set and Damon had dutifully followed. Carl knew we'd been closer than inter-service colleagues, but only because he knew me so well. Pierce had probably suspected, but every time HEAT was brought up I'd inevitably growl, so his natural assumption was a short liaison gone wrong.

      I let my eyes trace the stubble that had thickened overnight on Damon's cheeks. I reached up and wrapped a dark curl around my finger, then released it and watched it spring back into place. Damon had gorgeous hair. And lips. I watched them curl up in a smile, even if he was not yet awake his body had somehow registered my touch in his sleep.

      With a heavy sigh I wondered why he hadn't rushed to tell me the woman was his sister. He could have blurted it out. He could have shouted it through my closed front door. But he didn't. He kept saying it wasn't how it looked, but he wouldn't divulge what it actually was. So why now? Why finally break the code of silence now?

      Part of me was still angry, and that small unanswerable "why" fuelled the anger a little more. Sure, I wouldn't have wanted to listen, but if he'd just come out with it, I wouldn't have been able to ignore it either. We were both to blame. Me too stubborn and scared. Him... what? Protecting Carole?

      I shook my head and Damon's eyes flickered open. He went from relaxed and expressionless, to tense and wary. Bloody hell, was I that much of a ticking time bomb?

      "Hey," I whispered and he let a long breath of air out.

      "Hey, yourself," he whispered back.

      We held each other's gaze, neither willing or able to say the next words.

      Come on, apologise. Open the dialogue up. Say something. Me or him, I don't know.

      "You didn't dream," he whispered, still not wanting to break the tenuous impasse.

      I shook my head.

      He nodded his.

      Silence and tension, both of them feeling like physical entities, settled between us.

      "What's next?" he asked, and somehow the familiar phrase he'd used throughout the investigation made it a little easier to breathe.

      I sucked in a large lungful of air.

      "Why didn't you tell me?" I asked. He knew immediately what I was talking about.

      "You weren't listening."

      "I wouldn't have had a choice if you'd have tried."

      "You were hurting," he added.

      "I was angry."

      "It's one and the same for you."

      "But Damon, you didn't try."

      His turn to suck in a deep breath. "No, Lara. I didn't." He rolled to his back and stared at the ceiling. "You want to know the truth?" he asked, directing the question to the roof it seemed and not me.

      "I think we've reached that point," I offered. He semi-smiled, it was more a grimace than a grin.

      "You're a hard woman to contain." Pardon? "Your work always comes first. If Carl phoned, you'd drop everything. Even sex."

      "What?"

      "You don't remember?" he said, turning just his head to look at me. "My place. It was a Friday. We'd had half a bottle of wine between us and made out on the couch in front of some God awful movie I can't even recall. We'd just gotten up, still tangled in each other, to head to the bedroom. And Carl phoned. You had a distinctive ringtone set for just him. We both knew who it was even though your cellphone was on the coffee table, several feet away from where we'd stumbled to."

      I remembered the night. I didn't want him to go on. I knew what happened next.

      "You broke away. I asked you not to answer it. You told me..."

      "Carl will always come first. No matter what," I finished his sentence for him.

      "Carl will always come first. No matter what," he repeated.

      What a bitch.

      "I knew then I'd always play second to your job," he went on. "I told myself that it was OK. I still had you. But when you saw me with Carole and leapt to the wrong conclusion I put up a wall. I'm not even sure why. By the time I realised I didn't want that wall there Carole had attracted some very dangerous interest that needed my absolute discretion. I couldn't give you a reason, so I just asked you to trust me."

      "What sort of dangerous interest?" I demanded.

      "See. You are always the cop first. You think you have a right to know, because you think only you could solve the problem."

      "I am the law, Damon. What the hell did you do? Beat the crap out of them until they passed out?"

      And that just proved how much of a bitch I could be.

      He sat up and ran a hand through his hair in frustration. "This is not going at all how I planned," he said.

      I covered my face and said through my fingers, "Ditto."

      He huffed, it could almost be considered amused.

      "Carole asked that I keep it all from you," he finally added. "Made me swear or she would cut me out of her life and go off with one of the main dangerous parties interested in her. I was desperate to get her out of that lifestyle. I'd not long ago had to rescue her from Zero. I knew she'd go straight back if I didn't comply. I did manage to make her agree to a stay in rehab as part of the negotiations, though."

      "So, your sister forced you to pick family over girlfriend."

      "My sister forced me to pick family over the Police," he countered. "You'd picked your side already when you told me Carl would always come first."

      Oh, what a fucking mess.

      Neither of us said anything for several long moments.

      "How is she now?" I eventually asked.

      "Better. No longer dependent. Living a quiet life out at Piha Beach."

      "Lot of druggies out there," I pointed out.

      "Lara," he said on a defeated sigh.

      "I can't turn it off," I admitted, sounding a little desperate myself.

      "I don't expect you to," he replied, moving closer and reaching out a hand to take one of mine. His was large and slightly calloused. The perks of being a fireman. "Otherwise I wouldn't have made a play for you again. I'm not a glutton for punishment," he joked, trying to lighten the moment. "But I also can't seem to get you out of my system. Believe me, I tried."

      "So, what do we do?" I asked, letting him entwine his fingers with mine.

      "Work together as much as possible?" he said on a grin.

      A smile finally reached my lips. "Ever thought of becoming a detective?"

      "Ever thought of becoming a fireman?" he shot back.

      "We could just stick with inter-service investigations."

      "Would you want to?" he asked, and the question was posed in all seriousness.

      I stared back into deep, dark and intense eyes. My heart wanted to say yes. My head wanted to say, back up the dumptruck and think about this.

      "My shrink said I idolised Carl," I admitted, instead of voicing the many myriad of other, better thoughts going through my head.

      "Hennessey?" Damon asked. I nodded, letting out a sigh. I never spoke about my sessions with the department's clinical psychologist. Never. This felt wrong.

      I was talking before I registered I'd already made my choice. Damon. The past few days had taught me something, or flicked a switch that had been set the incorrect way. I hadn't watched Damon from afar as he said he'd watched me. But I sure as hell read every HEAT memo that crossed my desk penned by him. My ears would prick whenever HEAT was mentioned at CIB. I always asked how the team was going when I met up with one of the HEAT guys; codeword for how was Damon?

      I haven't dated in six months.

      But as soon as I saw him at that car boot fire I knew. I refused to put it into words, as such. But my body, my heart, knew. I was still in love with him. It still hurt to look into those mesmerising eyes. My body still thrilled whenever he was near. Even in the pitch black of night I felt the heat of the sun as it flared.

      "It was an unhealthy idolisation," I whispered, admitting something the shrink had never said in words, but I had come to realise as truth. Psychologists, especially clinical ones, are there to help you recognise the triggers that set you off and give you the cognitive tools to combat them. They don't judge and they don't often diagnose with medical terms. So, Hennessey had never said my worship of my CIB partner was unhealthy, he'd only led me to that conclusion; a discovery I needed to make myself.

      "Carl taught me so much, you see," I went on, and Damon just held my hand, offered his full attention, but didn't interrupt. "He showed me what I was capable of. He gave me confidence in myself. He..." I frowned, realised I was squeezing Damon's hand quite painfully and so immediately released my grasp.

      He reached back over and took my hand, lifting it palm up to his mouth.

      "I'm tougher than I look," he whispered, lips brushing my sensitive skin as he talked.

      I watched him kiss my palm, his eyes on mine, then let him settle our entwined hands in his lap.

      "I had a lot to live up to," I murmured, getting back to my story. "My grandfather was a well respected detective. My father is Superintendent of South Auckland Police." Damon would have known all of this. It wasn't a secret, anyone dealing with Auckland City Police would be aware of Ethan Keen. "He's a hard man to please," I ground out. "But that's a story for another day. I guess, what I'm trying to say is, I'm a little bit more aware of what I do and maybe why. A little bit more aware of how it can sometimes..." - I struggled for the right word - "...dominate my focus."

      My eyes lifted to his, from where they'd inadvertently dropped to the cover on the bed.

      "I've noticed," he said softly.

      "You have?"

      "Sure," he said easily. "You wouldn’t testify against me."

      "I was a bit slow to come to that conclusion," I mumbled.

      "Lara," he admonished. "It'll get easier. I promise."

      "What will get easier?" He was losing me. Did he mean breaking the law? I cocked my head and frowned at him. He just smiled back, his eyes darting all over my face, my sheet wrapped chest, my hair.

      "Loving me," he finally answered. "Letting me all the way in here." His fingers touched my head. "And in here." He covered my chest above my heart with the flat of his hand.

      A grin was the only warning I received.

      "And in here," he growled, leaping forward and trapping me under the sheet, his palm cupping between my thighs suggestively, over the top of the bedding. "This is the one I'm really focused on right now," he said, wiggling his eyebrows at me, hot breath washing my lips. "I think we should take a breather from the deep and meaningful stuff, we both know you love me and I love you and we're never going to let someone else come between us again." Do we now? "So, how about we get hot and heavy instead?"

      "You're incorrigible."

      "But I'm your incorrigible."

      "That's not a correct sentence."

      "Lara!"

      "Yes?"

      "Kiss me, love."

      Oh, all right.

      My lips melded to his effortlessly, the pull too hard to deny. I nibbled and licked and offered little kisses all around his mouth until he growled low and pushed me back down on the bed, laying his larger frame over mine. He deepened the kiss, stealing my breath, laving me with fire and passion and everything I had known was good with Damon, but for some reason felt even better now.

      Clearing the air had been cathartic. A little painful, but well worth the discomfort in the end. He wasn't prepared to give up on me, and that said a hell of a lot in my book. I could be determined, single-minded, waspish on occasion, and saw things often as only black and white.

      But I was learning. Carl had given me the foundation. Something solid and truthful to work from. Now I just had to mould it into my foundation. No longer exclusively Carl Forester’s outlook on life, but Lara Keen's. Knowledge learned from the best of them, but expanded on by my own experiences and views on life.

      And as I let Damon prove just how much he could focus on a certain part of my anatomy, I accepted that he had his faults too. He could be argumentative, overprotective, used a brick wall on occasion to hide behind, and often acted in an extremely demanding way. But he was learning too.

      Maybe together we'd find common ground.

      "Damon," I moaned as he licked his way up my centre.

      "Hmm, you taste good," he purred against the crease at the top of my leg, then returned his attention to the apex of my thighs.

      A finger dipped in, crooked, and then flicked a certain spot. My hips jolted off the bed, he placed a flat palm over my lower stomach to hold me in place and then really got to work.

      Oh, he was good at this. Mind blowingly good. It took a matter of seconds before I was moaning and begging and writhing beneath him, and then as he reached up under the sheet and pinched my nipple, in that hard way he has, combining that with a soft bite in just the right spot below, I fell apart. Washed away on a tsunami of an orgasm, blinding me briefly, synapses sparking erratically inside my brain, my cry lost to lack of air.

      "Perfect," he whispered, crawling up the length of my replete body. "Lara Keen, you are perfect in every way."

      "Mmm," I managed, but meant really? Every way?

      "I was attracted to the detective," he whispered in my ear, I think seeing my thoughts written all over my face. He wrapped me up in his arms as he kept talking. "I fell for the woman. I will always regret letting you walk away." He kissed my temple, my cheek, the side of my neck. "I'm sorry," he added, holding me tighter still.

      I found my voice at last. Rolled over onto my side to face him and cupped his whiskered cheek.

      "I'm sorry, too," I admitted, meaning every word.

      "Start over?" he asked.

      "Sure," I said easily. His eyebrows raised at the use of his previous words and tone. "But this is what I'm really focused on right now," I added, wrapping my hand around his thick arousal.

      He groaned, fell back on the bed, and said, "Have at it, sweetheart."

      I made a disgruntled sound as I moved down his body. If it was the last thing I did today, I'd get him to call me something other than sweetheart.

      Six minutes later I won.

      "Lara! Fuck! Oh God yes, Lara! Ah, Love."

      Now that's how you start a day. And I hadn't even had my coffee yet.
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            "Expect the unexpected, Sport. Then they can't use your surprise against you."

          

        

      

    

    
      "Where do we start?" Damon asked, coffee mug to lips, dark eyes on the large case box I'd just brought in from the hallway where he'd left it last night.

      "We go over each murder with a fine tooth comb," I replied, taking the lid off and chucking it unceremoniously onto my dining room floor. We'd set up at the large rectangular teak dining table, which was halfway between my open-plan kitchen and lounge. My house wasn't as impressively designed as Damon's, but it was comfortable and well worn.

      "How fine are we talking?"

      "Every report written, every piece of evidence collected, every statement made, every profile created. Then we cross reference."

      "Have you got a whiteboard?" he asked.

      I jumped up from the table instantly. "Good idea."

      "I'm full of good ideas," he quipped.

      "Don't I know it," I yelled from the hall. He'd proven just how good his ideas were this morning; in bed; in the shower; at the kitchen bench while the coffee brewed. Working remotely had never held such appeal before.

      I even felt optimistic about finding a heretofore hidden vital piece of evidence in amongst the plethora of files in that wretched box. For now, that's all we needed. I hadn't met with any more informants, and Pierce, probably via Hart, had suggested I stay locked down for now, to give us time to reassess what we had.

      The sex club case had thrown us, put us well behind the eight ball. We needed a moment or two to catch up. I only hoped the killer would remain on form, not deviate from what we had come to expect.

      Expect the unexpected, Sport. Then they can't use your surprise against you.

      I stopped wiping the whiteboard in my small office clean and stared at the reflection of the sun as it streamed through the unshuttered window; we were experiencing an unusual for winter sunny day. And wondered just when the Carlisms would stop.

      I was ready to move on, I think. Finally ready to stand on my own two feet. Damon, of course, had provided a decent crutch, a catalyst to help me take that first, hesitant step. But Carl wasn't done with me yet, it seemed. His voice as strong as ever in my head.

      "Need a hand?" Damon asked from over my shoulder. I jumped a little. "Where were you?" he asked.

      How long had he been standing there? How long had I been zoning?

      I offered a smile; he saw right through it.

      "You take this end, I'll go backwards," I said, getting into position on the end, closest to the door, of the big wheeled whiteboard.

      Damon followed my directions and we manoeuvred the device out through the door, navigated the hallway, and set it up next to the dining room table. It was starting to look like CIB in here.

      "Does it help to talk about it?" Damon asked. "Or is it better to bottle it up inside?"

      I glared at him for a second, saw only concern and wariness on his face, not challenge. Perhaps challenge would have been better. That, at least, I could fight. But this genuine worry?

      "I'm not good at talking," I said at last. "Ask Hennessey."

      "How does he get you to open up?" Damon wondered aloud.

      "I've been seeing him for four months," I pointed out. "He's only just discovered I'm a woman."

      Damon crossed his arms over his chest and raised an unamused eyebrow at me.

      I threw myself into my recently vacated chair at the table with a huff.

      "Can we just work on this, please?" I added the please a little too late. "You're not going to solve all my mysteries in one day, Damon."

      "No," he agreed quietly. "But eventually..." He left the sentence open.

      I ignored the implied threat. He cared, I told myself. He really did. And wasn't that something?

      "Anton Burgess," I said into the silence, pulling his file folder closer and opening it up.

      "Death by knife," Damon provided, allowing us to return to the job at hand and avoid any further personal dissections. I appreciated that he was prepared to wait to fix me.

      It wasn't the sort of task that could be completed in just one day.

      I was way too screwed up for that.

      "Sliced, left to right, across the neck," I said, reading from the autopsy report. "Severed the carotid artery. Bled out within minutes."

      "Found in the Silo Park, Wynyard Quarter," Damon threw in, looking at the on scene report.

      "Three hours after meeting me there," I offered, voice laden with my own, perhaps misplaced, guilt.

      Damon called me on it. "How were you to know? It was the first murder."

      I nodded firmly. He was right. If I blamed every death on my actions I'd never get out of bed. Just because I was connected to the murdered did not mean I caused his death or held the knife.

      "OK," I announced. "We know the killer was either taken by surprise and acted reflexively, or something angered him and he lashed out. We also know Burgess had come into a sum of money, enough to enter the drug trade at the skate park and be noticed."

      "All right," Damon said reaching for another report. "Thomas Withers, found deceased in the boot of a burned out car. Second murder.

      "Same locale as a meet with me several hours prior."

      "Escalation in killer's routine," Damon offered. "Query; trying to send you a message?"

      "That he's clever? That he wants me to team up with HEAT?"

      "Both," Damon remarked, leaning back in his seat. "Hennessey said as much in the profile. The killer wanted your attention. Hey look at me, I'm smart. I know my way around accelerants. I know the system, because HEAT now has to get involved. Put that with the newspaper delivered to my door two days before, and he's engineered our get-together."

      "Two days before? So, the killer had already sliced Burgess, but had no idea I would meet with Withers. Why get you involved? At this stage it's not a serial."

      "Because he knew it would become one," Damon offered. "Brings it back to the first murder. Something happened to make him have a reason to go on and kill again."

      "What?"

      Damon shook his head. "It's enough to know that it definitely did happen. Maybe Burgess told him something. Maybe he discovered something and followed you, saw you meet with Burgess and then attacked."

      "No, the attack was where he learned this new piece of information. Knives are personal murder weapons, an extension of your hand. He sliced once, but not repeatedly, so we rule out passion. However the move was harsh, fast, and there was no indication of hesitation. He very much meant to kill him, he just grabbed the first thing on hand to achieve it immediately, receiving instant gratification through the knife. And he did it as soon as the reason for this killing spree became apparent."

      "What's the reason?"

      "That's the question, isn't it?" I replied.

      "OK," Damon said, reaching for another report. "Withers came into money too. Except he wouldn't tell his girlfriend where it was from, just that 'it better be worth it'. Both received money, a pay-off or a bribe."

      "Tyrone Anderson, large sum of money found on his person at the scene of his death. I wonder if Patrick O'Malley had any recent increase in wealth?" I reached for his file, but it wasn't complete. Cawfield and Simpson were still to follow up with a check on his home address when I left Central last night. Probably doing it right now. I did not want to phone Cawfield, so chose the senior officer on the case and dialled Pierce.

      "Keen, I bet you're still in your PJs," Pierce growled as soon as the call was answered.

      I glanced down at my worn jeans and faded classic Pink Floyd t-shirt, definitely not CIB approved wear.

      "No, but I do have my slippers on," I replied, making Damon look under the table to check. I wriggled my good toes at him - completely bare and fluffy slipper free.

      "I'm jealous," Pierce quipped. "Now tell me you've solved the case."

      "I wish," I muttered. "No, just checking on O'Malley's financial status. Did we find any large sums of money in his possession at all?"

      "Let me check."

      I heard him cover the phone and then muffled voices in the background. Something about Cawfield needing to hurry up and finish the damn report. Pierce came back on the line a moment later.

      "Things are not progressing as speedily as I am used to around here," he complained. Then in a lower, conspiratorial voice he added, "The sooner you're allowed back in here the bloody better. It's hard to get good help."

      Part of me was pleased to be appreciated. Another part was saddened to hear proof that I was on forced quasi-suspension after all.

      "Cawfield tells me that yes, several thousand dollars was found at O'Malley's home address in Penrose, as well as a couple of hundred in his locker at the Port. Totalled to four thousand seven hundred and fifty-seven. That what you're looking for?"

      "Yeah," I said heavily. "All four victims were in possession of large sums of cash when they died. We're querying a pay-off that the killer may well have been aware of."

      "A pay-off for what?"

      "That's the question, isn't it?"

      "And what makes you think the killer was aware?" Pierce asked.

      "OK," I said, placing the call on speaker-phone down on the table and standing up and walking to the whiteboard.

      I began writing all four names on the board at equidistant corners, Damon watching as I did so. I wrote as I talked, loud enough for Pierce to hear on the cellphone behind me.

      "Money on all the vics, for one," I said. "All four informants connected to me and Carl. Two of which I'd seen beforehand, one I'd attempted to touch base with and been shot at instead, the third I'd just been talking to minutes before. The gun from The Cloud is confirmed as fired from the third informant's hand, Tyrone Anderson. Fourth informant, O'Malley, used a chain to try to harm - let's say kill - me, and then was killed by that chain minutes later. The killer learned something at the first scene, enough to anger him and make him strike out with death. By the second scene he'd already organised for HEAT - specifically Investigator Michaels - to be involved; delivering the newspaper to Michaels' house knowing he'd see the picture of me inside and come running. This was two days before Withers' death. He chose car fire for Withers to draw HEAT in officially. Therefore the killer knew something, and that something he was aware of before Withers' death, and it ties in with me and the pay-off money in their possession."

      I stepped back and looked at all the notes I'd written on the board. How many repeated. How many linked back to me. How they all crossed over each other, interconnecting each murder, looking like a spider's web on the board where I'd meticulously drawn lines between each one in different colours to denote each piece of evidence.

      Pierce had remained quiet throughout, but spoke up now.

      "We can't be sure it's because of the money, but it is a good deduction to make. It certainly has something to do with you, though. Did Burgess, the first victim, behave differently when you met?"

      I sat back down at the table, leaving the phone on speaker for Damon to hear, and thought back to that night.

      "Not really," I said, finally. "He was jittery, but he'd been behaving that way for at least a week. It wasn't a sudden change."

      "Like O'Malley?" Pierce asked.

      "I can't say. O'Malley's not a regular contact for me. He was Carl's. I kept telling myself, when we were talking under the crane, that he was just jittery being seen with a cop. But maybe it was more than that. I must have failed to read the signs."

      "You didn't know him well enough," Damon offered, but thankfully didn't reach to comfort me physically. Even though Pierce was at the end of a phone call and not actually there to see, it was still too close to show that sort of tenderness. Or dependency.

      "I should have been more alert," I argued, staring at the cellphone, waiting for Pierce to remark.

      He didn't confirm or deny that I was right, he skipped over it completely. Which made me think he probably agreed, but didn't feel it necessary to punish me for my error right now.

      "OK," he said. "Let's say that between seeing you and getting killed something happened to Burgess. Maybe he received the cash and the killer observed."

      "Maybe he received the cash and the killer struck," Damon countered. "We've established the killer responded reflexively, anger making him kill for the first time. There'd be little delay in learning whatever has set him up on this course and completing the first kill."

      "The second part's true," I offered. "But Burgess wasn't found with the cash on his person. He had time to get involved in the skater drug trade scene before his death. The cash came earlier."

      "Sleeper," Pierce offered.

      "What?" Damon asked, looking puzzled.

      "He'd already been hired," Pierce explained. "Didn't receive the go-ahead until that night. You said yourself, Keen, that his behaviour changed a week before. He'd already been contacted by the cash payer. We can assume then, that the others had been as well. Did you meet with any of them over the past week prior to their deaths?"

      "Only Burgess, the rest I met, for the first time in weeks, the night of their deaths."

      "This is more complicated than we first thought," Pierce commented.

      "And it had been pretty convoluted before," I offered.

      "You do realise what they probably have been hired to do?" he said carefully.

      I turned and stared at the whiteboard. Particularly at the last two deaths. Both of whom had tried to kill me.

      "Yeah," I replied softly. "I'm getting the picture. Burgess got the go-ahead the night the killer stepped up, but didn't have time to complete his task. Who knows when Withers' did, but he'd been reluctant from the start if his words to his girlfriend are to be considered. He might have been delaying, unwilling to see the job through. Anderson and O'Malley are the only two to have acted on their orders."

      Damon stared at me, head tilted to the side. "What have they been hired to do?" he asked, but the tone of his voice led me to believe he'd already joined the dots too.

      "Someone wants me dead and they've decided to use my informants to achieve it," I declared, silence my only answer. In the room and over the line. "Gotta ask who I've pissed off lately," I tried to quip, but the enormity of the situation was starting to hit.

      "Good question," Pierce finally said. "Wanna make a list?"

      I laughed, it was strained. "There's not that many. Cawfield tops it."

      Silence again. This time uncomfortable.

      "Look," Pierce said. "Go back over the evidence. There's bound to be another connection, something that makes this line up."

      What else was there to do?

      "And you?" I asked, wanting to return the conversation to a more normal one.

      Pierce harrumphed. A disgruntled sound that was conveyed quite convincingly despite the use of a phone.

      "I'm neck deep in sorting out this fucking King spill-over case."

      "You're still going over Carl's notes? Doesn't this take priority?" I asked.

      "Fucked if I know, Keen. Just been getting hounded by Hart to sort it out, who is obviously being hounded by the Crown Law Office to get this done. Something has set the Solicitor-General off over this and it's trickled down to us in CIB. But for the life of me, I don't know what it is I'm supposed to be looking for. Carl's notes, as you know, are incomplete."

      "I wonder if he copied them somewhere else," I mused aloud.

      "If anyone knows Carl Forrester's habits, it'd be you, Keen," Pierce said. "Shame you're neck deep in a murder case that looks like a hired kill case targeted on your own sweet arse."

      "Thanks," I mumbled, unsure what else to say to all of that. "I'll get on with saving my own sweet arse then."

      Pierce chuckled. "You do that. Let me know how it goes." Then the line clicked dead.

      Damon let a long breath of air out and uncrossed his arms. I hadn't noticed that he'd had them over his chest until then.

      "Do you really think...?"

      I cut him off. "I'm not prepared to rule anything out right now." We both looked back at the whiteboard. "But it sure as hell looks like it, huh?"

      "Lara," Damon started. I held up my hand.

      "Let's take a look at the video footage of Tyrone Anderson at the Quay Street McDonald’s. I saw it in his folder, wanna get it out and I'll go grab my laptop from the office."

      I got up and retreated to the privacy of my small workspace, taking the opportunity to sit on my desk chair as soon as I arrived. My legs were far more shaky than I had realised.

      I'd already considered the two last informants trying to kill me a pretty good indication of where this was all going. But it wasn't until it was all laid out on a whiteboard, lined up and connected and written in black, that it really began to sink in.

      The informants had been hired, paid in cash. Two of them had tried to kill me. And the killer was murdering them before they could.

      Stalker or guardian angel?

      I think I had my answer. I just didn't know what it meant.
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            "You go to bed each night and do what you gotta do to get up the next morning and do it all over again. Don't think about it, just do it. Know yourself and you'll get through it in the end."

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time I came back out to the dining area Damon had located the DVD of the camera footage and placed it out for us to view. But he wasn't sitting at the table waiting, he was instead in the kitchen, peering into the fridge.

      "Want a bite to eat first?" he asked, not bothering to look up when he heard me place the laptop down on the table's surface.

      "Yeah, might as well. Computer forensics went over this footage already and couldn't come up with anything. It's probably a waste of time."

      "How about an early lunch?" Damon asked, pulling out ingredients; looked like for an omelet. "You chop the tomatoes, I'll grate the cheese," he suggested.

      We settled into our respective tasks without any further words. I was grateful he wasn't fussing over me. I could tell the revelations of the past few minutes had thrown him, but Damon was doing his level best to let me come to him, instead of him chasing me down. I'd said it earlier, I'm not a talker. Maybe that's because I was raised by a cop, and cops tend to keep things close to their chests.

      My father did anyway. He'd come home from a particularly bad shift, one you knew had an effect on him, yet he'd brush it aside. File it, as he later told me. Put it all in a mental locked drawer and throw away the key. It's the state of our Emergency Services, I think. Do your job. Suck it up. Get on with it.

      My father was definitely a do your job, suck it up, get on with it kind of man.

      When I first started working with Carl I'd asked a lot of questions. How did he sleep at night after seeing a child beaten half to death? How did he not vomit at the smell of burned flesh? How did he go from the scene of a road-rage car accident to a sexual assault of a minor, then to an elderly lady having been burgled, and switch off from one to the next? Did he drown the images in alcohol after his shift? Did he numb them with other pursuits? Should I? I was interested to know if he operated like Ethan Keen.

      My home life was all I knew of the Police Force. My grandfather much like my father and no help balancing the scales there. So, when I left the beat and crossed to CIB, just like my father and his father before him, I decided I'd investigate the nature of the beast.

      Carl had answered the first few questions and then abruptly asked one of his own.

      "Are you a doer or a thinker, Keen?"

      "I'm a doer," I'd replied instantly.

      "Then there's your answer," he'd shot back, not making any sense at all.

      "What answer?" That was no answer, I'd thought.

      "You just do it," he'd qualified. "You go to bed each night and do what you gotta do to get up the next morning and do it all over again. Don't think about it, just do it. Know yourself and you'll get through it in the end."

      Know yourself and you'll get through it in the end.

      I connect the dots in my head. I ask questions to elicit the correct answers. I observe, I follow the clues, and I cross reference the evidence to catch the criminal in the end. There's thinking in there, but most of it is doing. I am constantly doing.

      Carl had been right when he'd asked me that question. I'd been trying to think my way through the problem. Six weeks working CIB next to Carl Forrester and doing my job, and I had my answer.

      My father came home and filed his days away in a mental locked drawer, never to be spoken of again.

      I hardly ever came home at all.

      Avoidance. Funny how Hennessey hadn't picked up on that one yet. My father and I both avoided the hell out of our issues, but his made him look somewhat normal. While mine was hard to hide.

      I watched as Damon flipped the omelet in the frying pan and then pushed off from my lean-to against the kitchen bench and poured us glasses of juice to go with the meal. By the time I was done, he'd halved the dish onto two plates and was bringing them across to the table where I'd placed the drinks. We shoved the file folders and reports out of the way and sat down, eating in silence.

      It was good. Damon knew how to cook eggs. Not too rubbery, not too salty, not too watery. Just right.

      I decided that was enough avoidance for now.

      "I have no idea why I'm being targeted," I said into the silence, the only sound was our cutlery against china as we ate.

      Damon chewed his last mouthful thoughtfully.

      "Maybe you were on to something when you first started the case," he suggested, once he'd swallowed.

      "What was that?" I asked, finishing up and feeling a hell of a lot better for it. Or maybe that was because I'd opened up.

      "What cases have you used all four informants on in the past?"

      Good point. I leaned back in my chair, sipping the last of my juice and thought about it. Off the top of my head it wasn't foolproof, I'd have to research it a little further by going back through my personal notes over the last four months. Or longer, who knew how far back this went.

      "That's hard to say. Maybe one before the DFSA case."

      "And before that?"

      "They were all Carl's informants. Not mine."

      "So, maybe it's that one case prior to the sex club that ties it all together."

      "Maybe," I agreed, trying to recall details from memory and coming up blank. I scrubbed at my face, stimulating blood flow, but still nothing jumped out and slapped me. "I'll look into it, once we've gone over this lot with that fine tooth comb I mentioned earlier."

      "First things first, eh?"

      "I'm methodical. Sue me."

      He smiled. "You have an ordered mind."

      "No, Damon. I'm a product of my upbringing mixed with a little PTSD."

      He held my gaze, realising I'd admitted more than I'd intended. I waited for him to pounce. He didn't. He just looked at me patiently until I was the one to glance away.

      Damon tended to put up brick walls. I just got busy.

      I reached for the DVD and slipped it into my laptop, which I'd booted up prior to our omelet.

      "Let's see what Tank had for dinner," I suggested, picking up the written report from computer forensics while the video loaded. "Quarter Pounder and fries, with a chocolate shake. What a last meal to have," I added morosely.

      "He didn't meet anyone?" Damon asked, taking our empty plates and moving them to the sink.

      "Doesn't appear to have done so in the restaurant, and they saw no one approach him going in or out. Looks like they've placed the various footage from all available cameras in the area on this disc, just edited to show two minutes before he arrived and two minutes after he left."

      "All right, tee it up, let's watch the man eat his last meal," Damon said, sinking into his chair at my side.

      We watched Tank eat, a strange sense of foreboding entering my frame as I saw him staring distractedly into his shake. Not long after these images he would be dead.

      "He'd already fired the .38 at us outside The Cloud by this stage," I commented, looking at the time stamp on the video.

      "Is that guilt on his face?"

      "Nah, indigestion." Damon's lips quirked at the edges. "Honestly though," I added, "he looks a little preoccupied."

      "Shooting at the authorities can do that to a man," Damon deadpanned.

      "Certainly makes you look at your life choices, I suppose."

      I clicked the next video footage which showed Tank arriving at the restaurant and parking his car. We watched as he exited the vehicle, locked it and then walked, head down, towards the bright lights and golden arches. I scanned the surrounding area, but nothing stood out. A good five minutes of footage was provided.

      "Next," Damon declared.

      "Told you this was going to be a waste of time."

      "Dot those Is and cross those Ts, Lara. There's a good detective."

      I sniggered. Damon had decided playful was on the menu to cheer me up about being wanted dead.

      It worked, I could almost ignore the guillotine hanging metaphorically over my head.

      We watched as Tank approached the door of the restaurant on the other side of the glass. He walked out, and back across the carpark to his vehicle. Got in and drove off after a few seconds of attempting to start the thing up. No one neared him. No one called out. He didn't talk to a soul, outside or inside McDonald's. And a few hours later he was dead.

      I went to click the video off when something caught my eye at the very edge. Just a split second of screen time. Not really enough. But I thought...

      "Well, that was a bust," Damon said, standing up with our glasses and returning them to the kitchen bench.

      I replayed the last few seconds.

      There. Blurry, on the upper right corner. But definitely something. The screen went blank before I could determine what.

      "So, what's next?" Damon asked, walking back to the board and staring at my scribbled diagram.

      I replayed the last few seconds again, just to be sure.

      Trench coat, maybe. Definitely something on his head.

      "I suppose we could try to lift fingerprints off that newspaper. I've still got it at home," Damon supplied. "Want me to go get it or is newsprint bad for prints?" He snorted. "Get it? Newsprint bad for prints?"

      I replayed the video once more because I didn't like what I couldn't see.

      "Lara? Have you got something?"

      Nothing. The scene was too short, cut-off before the man turned around. It was a man, wasn't it? Not many women wear trench coats. It was a trench coat, wasn't it? Winter, so I suppose anything goes.

      "Lara."

      "Hmm?"

      "That's the fifth time you've replayed three seconds of footage since I've been watching, and I'd guess you've done it a few times before that."

      "Oh."

      "What did you see?"

      "Nothing." The word was out before I could stop it. It sounded defensive. I pulled my hand back from the laptop and stared at the blank screen.

      "It's called a Freudian slip," Damon offered. "An unintentional error regarded as revealing subconscious feelings."

      I turned slowly in my chair to look up at him.

      "You don't actually think it's nothing. You just want it to be," he clarified further.

      "Why would I not want a further clue?" I asked, my voice a little tremulous.

      "Love," he said with feeling. "Because you already recognise what you've seen."

      No. No, that wasn't true. Because there wasn't enough footage to tell.

      Oh, fuck it. All it would take was a request into computer forensics for more footage from this camera angle and I'd see the answer.

      But I was wrong. It was nothing. A blurred image of a homeless man at the outer edges of the screen. It was nothing.

      A homeless man wearing a fedora hat.

      I turned back and looked at the laptop. Still blank. Still taunting me. My hand actually shook when I lifted it up to press play. At the sight of the tremors, I clenched my fist and stood up abruptly from my chair. I needed to pace.

      Damon took my seat and watched the segment I'd tagged. He replayed it, while I paced, and my mind went blank, and my heart thundered in my veins, and my blood pressure sky rocketed. I even started to gnaw of my thumbnail and then thought better of it, clenching my fists at my sides as I managed another pass across the lounge floor.

      "Who do you think it is, Lara?" Damon asked, and his voice was firm, steady, demanding.

      He was pushing. This was Damon forcing me to admit what my subconscious had recognised on that video.

      "We need more footage," I replied, instead of answering the question.

      "Yes, we do. Shall I put the call in?" he asked, knowing they wouldn't release it to him, seeing as he'd been officially removed from the case now.

      "No, I'll do it," I said, feeling all blood leave my head and settle in my throbbing toe. I limped back to the table and swiped up my cellphone, but didn't sit. I couldn't sit. Despite the ache in my sore foot, I kept pacing.

      Pain helped me to focus on anything other than what my brain was insisting I saw.

      "Johnson," came the greeting down the line. I sucked in air. "Comp U forensics," the tech added.

      I cleared my throat, not looking at the laptop. Or Damon.

      "This is Detective Lara Keen." Stick to the facts. "You checked out some security footage at Quay Street for case number five-oh-five dash three-oh-two." I could feel my pulse fluttering at the side of my neck. "Are you able to send me more?"

      "Hold on a tick, Detective. Let me bring that up," Johnson replied. Clicking could be heard down the line as the technician got to work.

      I kept pacing, head down as I limped, heart in my throat.

      I was wrong. This was a coincidence and nothing more.

      My stomach clenched as my gut flared with indignation.

      "Got it. Which view angle?" the technician asked.

      "All of them," I said, my voice shaking. I clenched my free hand into a fist and swallowed repeatedly.

      "That'll make a huge file," he pointed out. "Do you want a hard copy sent over?"

      "Upload it to Central's server. I'll view it in there." Breathe, Lara. Remember to breathe.

      "Did we miss something?" the tech asked.

      "No." My voice was a whisper, my throat was closing with a mixture of fear and heartache.

      I had to be wrong. And even if I was, this was still going to hurt.

      "Oh, OK," he said with obvious relief. "It's all attached to that case file on the secured network now."

      "Thanks," I muttered, hanging up as he started to talk again.

      I didn't have it in me to be polite, to soothe his ruffled feathers. My gut was telling me this was big. Carl's voice was ominously quiet inside my head. Damon hadn't said a word for several long minutes. And all I had to do, to end this farce, was to turn around and walk back to the table, log-on to the Central Police server and locate that file.

      That's all.

      I stood in the middle of the lounge and lifted my head to look out of my front windows. They were bay windows, five artfully angled panes of glass surrounded by natural wood. I looked at them for another minute, not seeing through them, or really seeing them either. Just staring at nothing at all.

      You can do this, Keen. Come on.

      You're a damn good cop, Keen. But stick with me and I'll make you a superstar.

      I turned back and walked the short distance to the table. Damon watched me from where he sat. He still didn't speak a word. What he saw on my face could not have been good. I tried not to notice the worry on his.

      I sat down carefully onto the chair in front of the laptop - which Damon had vacated at some stage - and placed my cellphone on the table, straightening it up, so it was in line with the keyboard on the computer.

      Stalling.

      I swiped the touch pad, bringing the screen back to life, ignoring the trembling in my fingers.

      Breathe.

      Opening up my browser, I located the Auckland Central Police Server bookmark, the cursor hovered for a long moment and then I clicked.

      Breathe.

      I logged in, searched for the case number. Found it. Then, before I could change my mind, opened up the newly attached video file from computer forensics. Going straight to the last video footage of Tank leaving McDonald's carpark, I queued it up and waited for the video to start.

      I'd forgotten to breathe, so I gulped air like a fish out of water while the video began to play.

      Damon moved silently to watch over my shoulder. I waited for him to reach out and touch me, but he kept a decent gap between our bodies. I couldn't even feel his warmth.

      I was chilled to the bone. Nothing could have warmed me right then. But I wasn't sure if I was grateful for the distance or not.

      I need you, Damon. I can't do this alone.

      Images of Tank walking back to his car filled the screen. The car eventually started and he drove off to his death.

      I can do this. It's just another piece to the puzzle.

      And I'm wrong. My subconscious is playing tricks on me. No wonder, I've been under stress, grieving and not getting enough sleep.

      My gut is wrong.

      I leaned forward when the trench coat wearing man appeared in the upper right corner of the screen. Still so fucking blurry. Just a paler shape on the dark tarseal of the carpark he was in. Tank's car had long gone. This guy, if he was part of the investigation, would have followed him, would have left by now. It was nothing. Just a stranger in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      Irrelevant.

      And then he turned toward the camera. Looked directly at it, as though in challenge.

      Damon swore softly behind me.

      No.

      His hands came down on my shoulders, gripping tight.

      NO!

      "Lara," he said, pain lacing his tone. Pain he was feeling for me. Not the figure on the screen. But me.

      "No," I whispered, watching the man walk closer to the camera, eyes holding mine, speaking directly to me with that steady, knowing look I knew so well.

      Oh, God.

      "Oh, God. Oh, God. Oh, God."

      "Lara."

      "It's wrong. It's not... It's wrong. No. No."

      "Lara, love."

      "No."

      I realised I was crying as I stumbled up from the table, knocking the chair over into Damon, making him take several steps away as it had bashed him on the shins. My head was shaking from side to side, one hand was clenched down by my thigh, the other covering my mouth. I was going to be sick.

      "I'll call Pierce," Damon said softly, as I sank to the floor by the couch and pulled my legs in tight, wrapping my arms around them. Tears streaming down my face as my mind blanked and the ache in my chest, blessedly, numbed.

      "He's dead," I whispered, as Damon spoke quietly into his cellphone, his eyes on me. "I watched him die," I whispered, staring into space and a memory.

      Come on, Sport. Get with the programme. Read the clues. Follow the leads. The evidence talks, Lara. You just have to listen.

      "Why, Old Man?" I whispered. "Why did I ever listen to you?"
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            "Come on, Sport. Get with the programme. Read the clues. Follow the leads. The evidence talks, Lara. You just have to listen."

          

        

      

    

    
      Pierce arrived within the quarter hour. Damon had made me a cup of sugary tea, forced me to sit on the couch and drink it. Finally getting some warmth to invade my body, even if I refused all efforts of his to physically comfort me.

      The man I had idolised was not dead as I'd thought. As I'd witnessed. He was walking around out there, breathing, eating, drinking, probably fucking, and interfering in a case.

      Killing people. His former informants.

      And he hadn't even told me he was alive.

      Why?

      It's a universal constant that detectives ask that question more often than any other.

      Why?

      But never before had it meant so damn much.

      Why?

      It's all I could think as I finished the tea, woodenly stood up from the couch to place the empty mug in the sink.

      Why?

      It's all I could think as I noted that Pierce was pulling his car up outside my front lawn.

      Why?

      It's all I could think as I decided that I needed to wash my face before I looked into his soft, brown eyes.

      Why?

      And it's all I could think as I walked down the hall, his knock sounding out on the door, shutting myself in the bathroom.

      Throughout it all I kept asking, why?

      I stared into the mirror above the sink as deep, muffled voices sounded out, carefully modulated as if we were all at a funeral. A humourless laugh left me. Carl had a wake, a memorial service, because his body was presumed washed out to sea.

      King tide. High seas. The rocks, which were normally visible at the bottom of Mellons Bay cliffs, were covered by white tipped foaming waves. Enough to wash a body out to sea, the Coroner had said. I hadn't looked over the edge until the paramedics arrived and relieved me of my duty to Kenny Tyndall. It was pitch black when I did gather enough confidence to peer over that cliff.

      All I saw was the moonlit tops of the waves. Nothing else. By the time HEAT Rescue got down there, he was gone.

      Why?

      I splashed water on my face and blindly dried off with the hand towel. When I looked back in the mirror I was shocked to see how pale I was. How the shadows stood out. How sadness and disillusionment mixed with the blue of my eyes. My hair was a mess. I'd brushed it this morning, I didn't remember running my hands through it to muck it up, but I must have. I searched in a drawer and combed it smooth.

      I still looked like a ghost.

      Another humourless laugh. I think they might have been starting to sound deranged.

      Why, Carl? Why?

      Was I supposed to feel indebted? He'd killed those hired to kill me. I couldn't thank him for that. An eye for an eye was not how I was raised.

      Why did you do it? Fake your death and stay hidden all this time. Why?

      I knew what I was feeling, as I rubbed at my chest and stared blankly at my dull eyes in the mirror.

      Disappointment. Abandonment. Rage.

      Had he not trusted me enough to come to me and tell me what he was doing? Had he planned it for a while? How long? Had his behaviour changed like Anton Burgess' had before he died?

      Why?

      I shook my head. The ghost in the mirror shook hers.

      "I didn't know you at all," I said to myself.

      You knew me better than most, Carl answered in my mind.

      I fisted my hair and closed my eyes, mouth open in a silent scream as I bent over and breathed my anger and confusion out. "Damn you! Get out!"

      "Lara?" A knock sounded on the door as Damon's concerned voice drifted in. "Are you OK?"

      I froze, staring at the lock, willing myself to get it the fuck together.

      "I'm fine," I managed. "I'll be out in a moment." Then thought to add, "Has Pierce arrived?"

      Damon made a disgruntled sound. Of course he knew I was aware Pierce had arrived. I needed to get my shit together. Or they'd be locking me up in a padded room for a while.

      "He's here," Damon replied. "Viewing the footage. For about the tenth time."

      "Oh, OK. Be right there," I called, sitting down on the toilet seat lid and running a hand over my face to still the panic.

      I counted to three slowly in my head as I sucked a breath in, then let it out slowly for the count of three again. I repeated that process for several minutes. Slowing my breathing down like Hennessey had taught me to. I felt a little light headed afterwards, so maybe I was counting too fast.

      I tried again.

      Another firm knock sounded on the door. I was about to tell Damon to fuck off when Pierce spoke.

      "Detective, open the door."

      Detective. Not Keen. Not Lara. Detective.

      "I just need a minute, Pierce."

      "You've had twenty." I had? "Open the fucking door or I'll break it down."

      So melodramatic.

      I got up off the toilet seat and crossed to the bathroom door automatically, unlocking it and swinging it open.

      "No need to get your knickers in a twist, Sarge," I declared. "Can't a girl do her make-up in private?"

      His eyes scanned my face, clearly make-up free by now, and he scrubbed a hand over his goatee contemplatively.

      "You with us?" he asked. The unsaid being, "Or are you losing the plot?"

      I swallowed, painfully.

      Then said, "I'm with you."

      "Of course you are," he announced, turning his back to me and walking towards the lounge.

      I followed. He was right. I'm a doer not a thinker.

      Ah, fuck it. Why, Carl? Why?

      I blinked my eyes dry as I walked into the lounge. Damon was standing over by the dining table, but not looking at the files or laptop or whiteboard, staring instead back into the lounge expectantly to where Pierce and I had just arrived. He scanned my face, my body, back up to my face to scan again. Dark, intense and worried eyes holding mine.

      I hoped mine said, I'm fine. I feared they said, Why?

      Pierce threw himself onto a chair in the dining area, tapping a finger on the table's surface. I walked stiffly to a chair opposite him and only when I'd sat, did Damon. He gave me space, but his presence alone was a form of comfort. I looked over to him and offered a small smile. You'd think I'd declared my undying love; his face lit up with a mix of wonder and relief.

      "How do you want to play this, Keen?" Pierce asked, surprising the hell out of me.

      "How do I want to play this?" I confirmed.

      "That's what I said. He's your ex-partner. This was your case. It's your life he's trying to save. How do you want to play this?"

      "I..." I shook my head. "I don't understand what you're asking, Pierce."

      There was just too much to think about and I was right in the middle, drowning. I couldn't strategize my way out of a paper bag right now.

      "Hold on," I said abruptly. "You believe he's trying to save my life?"

      "What do you think?" Pierce asked, intelligent brown eyes boring into mine.

      "He's... Fuck, Pierce. He's killing people."

      "People hired to kill you," he pointed out reasonably.

      I sat back in my chair, my head shaking from side to side.

      "This is surreal," I murmured, running a hand over my eyes.

      "My recommendation," Pierce said, not commenting on my 'surreal' statement, "is to keep this between the three of us and Inspector Hart. If the department knows too soon, it could complicate things."

      "You think?" I said on a snort.

      "He's doing it for a reason, Lara," Pierce said softly.

      "They all have a reason why they kill, Pierce," I replied, nowhere near softly. "That's why we ask that fucking question so fucking often. Why?"

      "And we'll find out why," Pierce replied, still in that bloody calm tone. "But in order to do this in a remotely uncomplicated fashion, I recommend not publicising the fact that a dead detective has come back to life and is on a killing spree right now. The press gets hold of this and we'll be stonewalled by every internal investigation committee there is. You'll be suspended, if you're lucky, or observed if you're not, for the duration of any investigation into Carl Forrester's habits up until he went rogue."

      Rogue. Oh, dear God. Carl was a rogue criminal with previous police force experience. Those were considered the most lethal. Carl was a rogue.

      "He wanted you to see him," Pierce mused, sitting back in his chair and tapping the table's surface again.

      "Anyone could have recognised him on that footage," Damon pointed out. I nodded my silent agreement.

      "He hung around in that carpark," Pierce said, "just long enough to be picked up briefly before the footage was cut off by computer forensics. He knew how long to stay back and when to come forward. He knew they'd miss the significance of a blurred image in the corner of the field of view from that camera. But he also knew you would double check that footage at some stage and ask for the full length video."

      Then he said what I had thought while I watched the footage play, making a chill run down my spine which felt so wrong when associated with the Carl Forrester I had known.

      "When he looked into that camera he knew he was looking at you, Keen. I could see it on his face. That pissed off, wake-the-fuck-up look he used to get, if you weren't paying him enough attention."

      Everyone remained silent for a while after that.

      "You know him," Pierce said with a sigh eventually. "No one knows him like you, Keen. He trained you. He nurtured you. Fuck. He moulded you in his image."

      I thought I was going to be sick.

      "We know the informants have been hired to kill you," Pierce added, deciding, obviously, to be the voice of reason here, recapping the case so far and how it now pertained to this new piece of shocking evidence.

      It should have been me, but I couldn't speak for the bile flooding my mouth.

      "We've been going about this the wrong way," he added. "Trying to see the link between these informants and you. That's not it," he declared. "The link is Carl. Always has been. His informants. His cases. What you know about them that someone doesn't want public knowledge."

      Oh, fuck. It made sense.

      "How far back this goes, I don't know," Pierce went on. "But we can assume it's an open case, because revenge just doesn't fit. Why hire two-bit players to kill you, who clearly keep fucking it up, just because you helped put someone away? No," he said, resolutely. "This is active. This is prevention, not cure, not even a band-aid. And the person, or people, behind it have access to the informants as well."

      "What have they all worked on of Carl's?" Damon asked, his seemingly most favourite question of late.

      "The King spill-over case," I said, my voice nowhere near the volume and strength that it usually was. Thankfully, neither man commented on my weakness.

      "Fucking hell," Pierce breathed. "Of course. This all began when the Solicitor-General's office got involved, and the Crown Prosecutor started to dig deeper, finding holes."

      "Carl wasn't covering anything up," I found myself saying. Defending my old partner when he truly no longer deserved it.

      It was habit. Nothing more.

      "You know him," Pierce reiterated.

      I shook my head. "I thought I did."

      "The night he died," Damon said, making my body jerk and Pierce turn a frightening look of incredulity towards him. Damon corrected his statement. "The night he disappeared." I knew there was reason why I could never say 'Carl had died'. "He'd met with an informant, hadn't he? Maybe the information, that the people behind this want, is pertaining to that."

      "Good point," Pierce agreed. "But what was it?" His eyes flicked to mine.

      "He never had a chance to tell me," I said, my voice still sounding so damn pathetic. I wanted to clear my throat, to harden the fuck up. But I was hurting, so fucking much. This hurt. Carl had hurt me all over again, this time it wasn't because he'd left.

      It was because he never did.

      I blinked back more tears, wiped a hand over my eyes and stared at the table's surface.

      I wasn't sure I could do this. For the first time in my career I was going to pass over a case to someone else. Willingly. For the first time I was going to fail to give one hundred percent on the job. For the first time I was going to blacken the Keen name on the force.

      All because of Carl and my idiotic worship of him.

      He'd ruined me. I'd been hearing his God damn voice in my head for months. I'd not been able to bear his name being spoken aloud without reacting. I'd suffered the indignity of visiting the department clinical psychologist to sort my shit out. It wasn't working.

      I was failing and I was about to fail even more.

      "Where would he go, Lara?" Damon asked, bringing my focus back to the room.

      It was a simple question. A leading question. Because Damon knew how my mind worked. Damon knew I couldn't stop until I figured this out. Whether I wanted to or not, I had to act. To do. Not think. It's who I am.

      Carl had known that too. Had he counted on it? Because the man was trying to get caught, there was no two ways about it. He'd been leaving me messages at every scene. And now he was talking to me through the camera lens of a CCTV system on Quay Street.

      The question wasn't so much why anymore. It was what.

      What are you trying to tell me, Old Man? What do you know that they think I know?

      "I'm not sure where he would go, but I'm going to find out," I said resolutely, into the silent and expectant room.

      "You do that," Pierce instructed, standing up from his chair. "I'll go corner Hart and keep the hounds off your back." He walked to the lounge room door, turned and said, eyes on my face, "Trust your gut, Keen. Especially where Carl's concerned. It's the one part of your detecting skills he had no hand in developing."

      In other words, my gut instinct was my own. Not honed by Carl nor moulded by him. It was mine. And I was going to need it.

      Because Carl Forrester was a bloody good detective when he was on the force. The best of the best.

      It occurred to me then, that there were not too many degrees of difference between a cop who'd spent his lifetime dealing with criminals on the right side of the law, and a rogue who now found himself surrounded by them on the other side of that law. Carl had crossed over, an easy and surprisingly short step for him to take.

      Now I just had to work out the what, and then I'd know the why.

      Time to play the master at his own game.
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            "You're a damn good cop, Keen. But stick with me and I'll make you a superstar."

          

        

      

    

    
      Starting is always the hardest part. I'd made the decision to go after Carl, but taking that first step could have been a mountain for all the effort it required. I sat at the table in my dining area and stared at the whiteboard willing myself to get up, grab my gun and jacket, and walk out that door.

      What if I found him? What would I do then?

      Four people dead. Did it matter that they would have killed me if they'd had the chance? Two of them did try.

      Four people dead at Carl's hand.

      I've killed one person through the course of my career. Kenny Tyndall. The man I thought had killed Carl. I felt justified in my actions. I had guilt for being too slow to fire, but there was no blame associated with my attempt to disarm the kid. He'd held Carl at gunpoint. I'd fired to prevent Carl's death.

      I'd thought I'd failed. That's where my guilt lay. Was it misplaced? Should I have been feeling guilty for killing Tyndall? Is that what Hennessey was trying to get me to see?

      It was all screwed up. What I thought happened. What I thought I should be feeling. What Carl had done. I was nowhere near prepared to deal with it. I didn't know how, and for the first time I wished I could talk about these sorts of lost and confused feelings, to get them out.

      I was even tempted to phone Hennessey.

      But I am my father's daughter. I may not file it away, but I definitely keep moving on.

      I stood up from the chair and dusted my jeans down. They didn't need it. They were fine. I glanced at my faded Pink Floyd t-shirt and decided a change of top was in order at least. If I had to face my old mentor, I'd do it in comfort, but with a modicum of style.

      I walked past Damon without a word and entered my bedroom down the hall. I pulled my t-shirt off over my head as I crossed to my wardrobe, chucking it on the bed, not bothering to fold it. I was working well outside of normal parameters, keeping my clothing tidy didn't even register more than a slight blip in my mind.

      My head hurt. Too much swirling around inside.

      My heart hurt. It felt empty by comparison.

      I pulled a white shirt off the rack and slipped into it, aware my bra was a dark colour and would show through if I removed my jacket later. I turned, as I started to do up the buttons, and saw Damon watching me. His dark eyes were cautious.

      "Are you going to talk about this?" he asked, carefully.

      "There's no time," I replied, finishing with the shirt and retrieving my gun from the bathroom.

      "Carl's been alive for four months without making a move, there's time," he said softly.

      "Do we have to do this now?" I asked. Using every bit of strength I had to stay focused. Focused on what came next, not what had been.

      He ran a hand through his curls, scratched the back of his head, and reluctantly, it seemed, shook his head.

      "What's next?" he asked, and I could have kissed him. I knew he wouldn't drop this forever, but I was extremely grateful he recognised my need to be doing something other than dissecting the hell out of this... debacle.

      I let a slow breath of air out and grabbed a well-worn blue dress jacket off the back of an armchair in the corner of the room. I slipped into it before I spoke.

      "His house was sold by his estate, someone else lives there. He drank at the Birdcage and ate at Angelo's, both places would recognise him and he'd run the risk of being seen by ex-colleagues. He wants to keep a low profile, so he won't go to old haunts."

      "What else?" Damon encouraged, aware, I think, that this was helping me get back on an even keel.

      "He used to like to fish out in the Motuhie Channel, heading out from Half Moon Bay Marina in his tin dinghy. But his boat's gone and he'd hardly believe I'd meet up with him out there."

      "Those are old pastimes, anyone who worked with him would be well aware of all of that. You know him. Pierce said, you knew him the best. He didn't mean any of this, Lara. He meant for you to get into Carl's head."

      I stared out the window at my neighbour's tree, blindly watching the slight breeze rustle the leaves, making them dance in the mid afternoon sun. What would Carl expect me to do?

      I struggled to think of somewhere only he and I knew. Somewhere that was just ours. But despite spending most of our time in each other's company, we didn't have a special place for just us. CIB at Central Police. My car usually, occasionally his. Angelo's during the day. The Birdcage at night. Carl didn't use a gym and he met his informants on the street, several of which on his own.

      Keeping your sources anonymous is lesson number one for any decent detective. He knew of some of mine, though. Eagle in particular. I wondered if he'd left a message there.

      "Let's try Eagle," I suggested, at a loss for what else to offer.

      "Would he be around this early in the day?" Damon asked, moving back down the hall to the front door. I slipped my battered foot into comfortable flats that had been left by the entranceway, uncaring that they didn't match my hastily thrown together outfit.

      "He won't be turning tricks, but he'll be about," I said, opening the front door. "He lives and breathes K Road. It's his livelihood and entertainment."

      Damon crossed to his HEAT truck and pulled out a dark jacket to wear over his Henley and jeans. He'd obviously not brought a change of clothes, because he was still in what he wore last night when I found him asleep in his car. The jacket on, he returned to the passenger side of my sedan, looking hot in a casual couldn't-care-less kind of way. Damon was a master of the understated. Worn jeans, scuffed boots, wide leather belt, a plain dark blue long sleeved t-shirt and black woollen trench/pea coat, with oversized buttons and buckles, just skimming his very fine butt.

      He looked like he'd stepped off a runway. I wasn't so sure that I did.

      I mentally shrugged my shoulders and slipped into the car. Fashion was not one of my strengths. At least my toe had stopped throbbing and my gun was covered.

      We drove in silence to Karangahape Road, finding carparking at the top of Queen Street, which would allow us to approach the red light part of K Road from a distance. Hopefully discovering Eagle before we made it down to the rougher end.

      The usual Auckland city shoppers and café hoppers were clogging the wide footpaths, the spill-over of chairs and tables making the going a bit haphazard. I kept my eyes peeled, checking in stores, glancing over faces to see if I could pick out Eagle or one of his boys. Eagle ran with a group of like minded young men, who I was sure made up part of his information gathering team. He always seemed to be aware of things before anyone else. Sometimes, even before the Police.

      And he was a popular guy. Both professionally and personally. If he could only apply that charisma to a mainstream job, the kid could be a high flyer. But he loved what he did and never showed any inclination to go straight.

      I found him at Starbucks, on the corner of K Road and Mercury Lane. Sitting in the middle of a group of enthusiastic and lavish young men, lording over the proceedings, which seemed to be assessing every male who walked in through the glass doors.

      His eyes picked up on me immediately, even before the door slid shut at our backs, but moved off my unimpressive form and surveyed the much more presentable male at my back. Before we'd even made it across the shop floor his posse had noticed Damon as well.

      "A nine point five, for sure," one of them supplied.

      "Too straight. Loses a mark just for the fact he's with a chick," another countered.

      "Nah, she's good camo," one more suggested. "Makes him stand out like a lickable lollipop at a candy store."

      Eagle smirked, his eyes returning to mine. He didn't correct his compadres.

      "Keen," he greeted. "Slummin' it?"

      I wasn't entirely sure if he was referring to my clothing or the locale. I chose not to comment.

      "Need a word," I said with a nod of my head and walked to an empty table across the way. Damon sat down beside me, fussing with his jacket sleeve, either because he was uncomfortable being scrutinised, or trying to improve his score out of ten.

      I pressed my lips in a thin line so as not to smile.

      Eagle slid into a chair beside Damon, moving the seat closer at the same time. He leaned in, breathed deeply, eyelids fluttering dramatically.

      "Ralph Lauren? Or Armani?" he asked, lounging back in his chair and affecting a languid pose.

      I raised my eyebrows at Eagle, not impressed with his little act.

      "Armani," I replied for Damon, making him turn his head and offer me his own smirk. "Heard anything of interest lately?" I asked, trying to get Eagle to focus.

      He shrugged. "Y'been busy. Word is y'out of a job."

      I snorted. "Would I be here if I wasn't getting paid?"

      Eagle smiled slowly. It was too knowing for a kid his age.

      "Detective, ya couldn't keep away." Unfortunately it was true.

      I didn't reply, just added, "Any messages come through for me?"

      "Messages? Are ya s'pectin' one?" he returned.

      "Maybe." My turn to shrug.

      Eagle left me hanging for a long moment, then shook his head. "Nothin' to report."

      "You sure?" If Carl didn't contact me through Eagle, then how? And I was certain Carl was wanting to get in touch.

      The messages. The security camera footage. He wanted me to come out and play.

      Well, Old Man. Here I am. Where are you?

      "I'm sure, Keen. I wouldn't lie to yous," Eagle offered, voice low and serious, the act long gone. "Whatcha gone and done, anyway? Why're ya flavour of the month?"

      "Am I?" I asked and received that Eagle non-committal shrug in reply.

      "Y'name keeps poppin' up," he admitted. "Can't tell ya why." He seemed put out by that fact. Understandably. Eagle had a reputation, and I could hardly pay him well if he had nothing to impart. "But someone's askin' after yous. They're just not askin' the right people."

      I didn't like the sound of that.

      "Purposely avoiding you and your gang?" Damon asked, the first time he'd ever participated in a conversation while I was questioning an informant. I was momentarily surprised he'd overstepped the mark, so took too long to recognise the significance of his observation.

      "Maybe," Eagle replied, eyeing Damon with obvious interest. "Maybe I been too busy."

      "Cut the crap, Eagle," I chastised, bringing the boy back on target. "Who have they approached?"

      Eagle's eyes swung back to me, holding a hell of a lot more intelligence than your average street worker.

      "Mainly they been houndin' Carl's," he finally said, the delay in his words carrying far more import than usual.

      Or perhaps that was because the information was noteworthy.

      "Paying well?" I asked, working on automatic now. My gut pushing me towards a conclusion I couldn't yet see.

      "Yeah," Eagle agreed. "Better than you."

      "Any idea who?"

      "Too clever for me, Keen. Too clever for me."

      Which meant they were using intermediaries or covering their tracks with great care. Eagle would have caught wind of an identity had they not.

      "And they've definitely been asking about me?" I queried, just to be sure my instincts weren't firing off blind.

      "Like I said," Eagle began, "flavour of the month."

      "All right," I replied, nodding my head, lining up the dots. "Take it easy, huh," I offered, placing my hand down on the table's surface and waiting for Eagle to lean forward and rest his palm on top.

      He did, holding my gaze, and as we both moved, him taking the note I'd had folded underneath my fingers, he said, "You take it easy, Keen. Would miss ya, if y'didn't come 'round no more."

      Then he was gone and miraculously so was his merry band of men.

      Damon and I sat silently for a while, letting the hubbub of a busy café roll over us as we both contemplated Eagle's words. This may have been because of Carl, but there was no denying now that it revolved around me.

      "He's really protecting you, isn't he?" Damon remarked.

      "Who? Eagle?" I obtusely offered, knowing damn well he was referring to Carl.

      "You know who I mean," he murmured, barely audible above the coffee machine grinding beans in the background.

      "He wouldn't have to, if he hadn't have faked his own death," I pointed out, standing from my seat and walking toward the counter. As we were here, might as well fuel up with caffeine. I had a feeling this was going to be a very long day.

      Caramel macchiato in hand, we walked back to my car. I didn't wait for Damon to ask, "What's next?"

      "I've been thinking..." I started.

      "A dangerous pastime," Damon quipped, making me smile..

      "...of the only other place connected to Carl that I ever go."

      "And where's that?" Damon asked, looking over the top of my car as we'd arrived.

      "Purewa Cemetery," I said on a breath of heavy air.

      "Good call," Damon replied, steadily. His eyes never leaving my emotionless face, understanding written all over his.

      I nodded. It was the only location I could think of that Carl would connect to 'us'. Of course, every time I'd been there, I'd talked to a memorial plaque on the wall and not him. But I couldn't help wondering if he'd been nearby. Watching. Waiting. Wanting to shake some sense into me.

      I slipped into the car and without allowing myself more time to reconsider, headed towards Meadowbank and the large cemetery there.

      "So," Damon said into the silence of the sedan. "Eagle's info..." he left the sentence open.

      "Yeah," I replied, not answering at all. I didn't need to, Damon got it.

      Whoever hired the informants to take me out, was the one Eagle had said was asking around about me as well. Carl's informants. About information they thought I knew. Who would approach narks on the street? Who could get close to them? Most police sources are very cagey about who they snitch to. Dollars talk, but every one of them knows to pick and choose. So, I could only assume, this person of interest was known to them. How? What was the connection?

      It seemed we were taking one step forward and two steps back.

      I pulled into Purewa and turned off the car. Parking was right next to the memorial area, a covered walkway with shiny brass plaques on a pristine white wall. It was some distance from the Crematorium itself, set up in a tranquil area meant to soothe. There was nothing relaxing about coming here. At least, there never had been for me. I'd sought comfort, looking at inconsequential words on a tiny square of brass. I hadn't found any.

      We walked across the grass towards the plaques, my eyes scanning the environment in a way they hadn't ever before. Where would he hide? Was he even here? I noted security cameras, old style rotating ones, that scanned an area and then swung away to cover somewhere else. I counted to thirty while it was angled away from the Memorial Wall.

      Half a minute to be unobserved.

      I knew exactly where the message would be.

      I walked down the row, glancing anywhere but at the names of those who came before Carl's. His was one of the more recent additions, right down the end, still covered by security cameras, but farther away from the road. A hedge sat ten feet further on from the end of the covered area. A good place to retreat to when the camera lens returned.

      I stopped next to Carl's plaque, not looking at it, but observing the area from someone else's point of view. I'd always been too emotional when I came here. Not Detective Keen, but Lara or Sport. I assessed the area with completely new eyes for once, realising how damn easy it would have been to get the drop on me.

      Carl didn't want me dead, though. He was trying to save my life.

      By hiding from me.

      But not anymore.

      I turned towards the plaque, Damon coming up on my right hand side and seeing the graffiti at the same time I did.

      ESR673

      "What the hell does that mean?" he asked, lifting a finger to rub at the black spray paint. It came away clean. The message had been here long enough to dry.

      "How long does it take spray paint to dry?" I asked, pulling my cellphone from my pocket and dialling in the Police Communication's number.

      "It's not enamel," Damon supplied. "So, five minutes to touch, completely within an hour."

      I glanced around the area again, knowing Carl wasn't here, but unable to stop myself.

      "Comms, Kathy," came the voice down the line.

      "This is Detective Lara Keen. Can I have a QV, please?"

      "QV?" Damon whispered in question. I mouthed, "Query Vehicle."

      "Go ahead, Detective," Kathy chirped.

      "Echo-sierra-romeo-six-seven-three."

      "Standby." I waited, tapping my good toe on the concrete beneath my feet. "That comes back as a 2014 black Jaguar F-Type R Coupe registered to a Simon Aaron Kahui. No tickets issued. Would you like a QP?"

      "Yes, please," I rasped, already well aware of who Simon Kahui was, but a Query Person would give me any outstanding warrants.

      Not that this person would be wanted for arrest.

      Not yet.

      I put my back to Carl's plaque, it was a mockery now, and looked out over the immaculately kept lawn to the headstones in the distance. A couple were paying their respects at one, a gardener was tending another further on. No one else stood out.

      Simon Aaron Kahui. Now why would you write that, Old Man?

      "You there, Detective?" Kathy from Comms asked.

      "Yes, go ahead."

      "Male. Maori. Date of birth: June 27, 1965. No prior arrests, no outstanding warrants. Last known address is 48 Cliff Road, St Heliers Bay, Auckland. There is a note attached," Kathy added. "Oh, do you know who he is?" she asked, with increased interest.

      "Yes," I replied, voice tight. "Auckland City's Crown Prosecutor." And then I hung up.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

          

      

    

    







            "Pay attention, Sport. Don't fucking fall asleep on the job."

          

        

      

    

    
      What the hell was going on?

      "Come on," I said to Damon, eyes scanning the area as I pocketed my cellphone, and started back to the vehicle.

      "What have you found out?" Damon asked.

      "In the car," I snapped, not wanting to talk about this in the open where anyone could be watching unobserved.

      I had no doubt Carl had sprayed that license plate number on the memorial wall while the security cameras were turned away, not that I needed confirmation that the message was from him. No, I just needed a translator. What the hell, Carl? The Crown Prosecutor? He was one of us.

      Somehow, though, that rang a little too close for comfort. Carl was one of us. The informants were an extension of us. And now a crown solicitor, one of sixteen appointed throughout the country by the Solicitor-General to prosecute major indictable criminal offences, was implicated as well.

      I shook my head, unlocking the car, and did a quiet last minute survey of the surroundings. He could be here, watching. I wouldn't know. He'd wait until I'd figured out this last message before he made a move. But I had a feeling that Carl was about to perform his final act.

      Just what would it be?

      I slipped into the car and started it before Damon had buckled up. I had to get away from here. I planned to never come back again, if I could help it.

      "OK, what's got you so on edge?" Damon demanded, clearly I wasn't hiding my reaction well.

      I sucked in a deep breath to settle my nerves and pulled out onto St Johns Road.

      "That was a license plate number," I finally said.

      "I gathered that. Query vehicle," he replied, emphasising the last word.

      I rubbed a hand across my eyes, feeling the tension mount. Damon remained silent, maybe aware I could do without the smart comments right now.

      "It belongs to Crown Prosecutor Simon Kahui," I advised.

      Damon whistled. "Holy fuck, no wonder Carl has remained hidden."

      It was definitely not what I had expected Damon to say. It surprised me so much that I almost ran up the backside of a car in front of us that had stopped for the roundabout up ahead.

      I slammed on the brakes, making us both jerk forward against our seatbelts. I let a startled breath of air out, Damon clung to the handrail for grim death, jaw clenched shut tight.

      "Sorry," I managed. "Ah, why did you say that?"

      "Obviously not what you were thinking," Damon guessed.

      I shook my head to say no.

      "It's just that, if this involves Auckland's chief crown solicitor then it has a far reach. The Crown Law Office works closely with the Police. If there's an issue within its walls, then someone outside of it is helping to cover."

      My fingers tightened on the steering wheel and I eased off on the brake to negotiate the intersection in front of us. I didn't say a word until I was on the other side and able to pull over and park the car safely. I couldn't drive and think at the same time. Not with this.

      "The King spill-over case unearthed an awful lot of people who led seemingly exemplary and above board lives," I said, into the silence of the car. "All sucked into Declan's King criminal world. Carl was working on that case before..." I didn't finish the sentence, my mouth went too dry.

      "OK," Damon said, I'm unsure if that was to calm him or me. "Let's say Simon Kahui is involved." I made a strangled sound. "We have to assume that's what Carl knows. What the person behind the informants being hired to kill you thought you knew. It makes sense, Lara. Doesn't it?"

      I did not want to agree, but the writing was on the wall. I managed not to laugh at that pun. I was thinking it wouldn't have been pretty.

      I scrunched up my hair, lifting it off my neck and tipped my head up to the roof of the car, eyes closed.

      "Anyone inside Auckland Central could be involved," I mused.

      "And Carl obviously doesn't know who, otherwise he would have played this better."

      "He would have approached Hart directly," I pointed out, glancing across the space to Damon. "He suspects him." I couldn't see it. Inspector Hart was as straight as an arrow.

      "Or just doesn't know for sure and is playing it safe," Damon argued. "But who does he trust? You."

      "Why wait this long? He's been gone four months."

      "I don't know, Lara. You're going to have to ask him."

      Oh, fuck.

      "I've gotta tell Pierce," I said.

      "Do you?"

      "He's my senior officer and we'll need back-up."

      "Back-up? Why?" Damon let out a curse. "You're not thinking of confronting Kahui, are you? If this all rings true, he's out for your death."

      "I haven't got a choice," I hissed. "Carl is already on his way there."

      "What makes you say that?"

      "Because that message was an invitation. He would have waited until I saw it, comprehended it, and then followed the lead."

      Come on, Sport. Get with the programme. Read the clues. Follow the leads. The evidence talks, Lara. You just have to listen.

      "I have to call this in," I said, heart heavy. "Pierce will know what to do."

      Because I sure as hell didn't want to be the one to make this decision. We had to stop Carl before he killed again, I knew that much. But then what? And what about Kahui? This was a fucked up mess waiting to turn into a clusterfuck.

      I pulled my phone from my pocket as Damon said, "The Solicitor-General picked up on something in the case files. That's why he had the Crown Prosecutor look into the evidence again."

      "Then why would the Crown Prosecutor get Pierce to go through it? That's too much of a risk."

      "One, he couldn't get you to do it, you knew Carl too well. And two, it tied up the senior detective on the informant murder cases. And, going out on a limb here, he was pretty sure Pierce wouldn't find anything, because he'd already covered his tracks before he handed it over."

      I sighed, swiped the screen of my phone and dialled Pierce.

      "What you got for me, Keen?" he said, voice gruff but upbeat over the speaker on the phone. I'd left it open for Damon to be part of this too.

      I needed his support.

      "Pierce," I replied, and maybe it was the way I said his name, or maybe Pierce was starting to know me well by now, because he told us to wait and I heard him move from a loud area to a more private, quieter one.

      "OK, tell me what you've got."

      I outlined what we'd found to date, sticking to the facts and evidence only. But Pierce - and part of me had been hoping he wouldn't - came to the same conclusions as us.

      "How far away are you from St Heliers Bay?" he asked, after he'd run out of expletives to use.

      "Ten minutes," I offered.

      "I'll be ten behind you." My shoulders sagged. We'd been the given the go-ahead to move on Kahui's address.

      "Are you bringing anyone else in on this?" I asked.

      "Not yet." Fuck, we were on our own, too.

      "This could backfire," I felt compelled to point out.

      "Probably will. Cover your arses, if you get the chance. But do your job."

      Another directive. This time reminding me that Carl was the known criminal and should be treated as one, and Kahui only a suspect.

      I swiped the phone closed and turned to look at Damon.

      "Are you ready for this?" I asked. "You don't have to get HEAT involved. You could step back now."

      "Lara," he murmured, reaching up and tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. "This is what I choose." The words meant more than they said.

      Damon was choosing me. I could see that now. No matter what. No matter where. He wasn't going to watch me walk away ever again.

      "I don't deserve you," I whispered and he smiled.

      "I was thinking how lucky I am," he offered.

      I snorted, a small huff of incredulous air.

      His hand snaked around the back of my neck, up under my hair, hot against my naked skin. And then he pulled me closer, over the centre console, meeting me partway with his lips pressed to mine. The kiss was deep and desperate. The kind of frantic embrace you treasure because you think it might be your last. Tongues tangled, breaths intermixed, moans entwined until I was sure we were steaming up the glass on the windows.

      And everything except Damon left my mind. For a minute, maybe two, the world was safe and blissful and comfortable and right. Then when we parted, breathless, flushed, eyes glinting with the excitement of our arousal, the sounds of cars passing on the road beside us broke the spell and reminded me where we were and why.

      "Damn it," I said, under my breath. Not wanting to return to reality at all.

      "I'll be right there with you," Damon insisted. "You're not facing him alone."

      Him. He meant Carl. Not Kahui. Kahui was a suspect and I'd treat him as such. But Carl? Oh, dear freaking God. I had to find an inner strength to do this. I had no choice. But I did have Damon at my side.

      I nodded back at him. Straightened myself up, turned the key in the ignition and when a gap appeared in the chain of traffic, pulled out and headed to Cliff Road, St Heliers Bay.

      Simon Kahui's house was made of glass. I wondered if that was prophetic. I parked the car just down the road where we could observe the address without being too obvious. I lowered my driver's side window so I could hear any approaching sounds. What I heard was the strain of an opera song, wafting out of Kahui's open French doors. The house was enormous, architecturally designed, angular and completely lit up throughout. His power bill must have been astronomical, considering it was just after four in the afternoon.

      On a week day. And the Crown Prosecutor looked like he was home; a shiny black Jaguar F-Type R Coupe sitting in the driveway.

      I couldn't get a good line of sight inside. Although the French doors opened up onto a raised deck that would have allowed splendid views across Cliff Road and out over the harbour to Waiheke Island, it was completely obscured from roadside view by a neatly trimmed hedge. A private oasis in the middle of suburban seaside Auckland city.

      Kahui was doing well for himself. But then, just because he worked for the Solicitor-General's office, on behalf of the Crown, didn't mean he couldn't still partner in a private law firm. And that would have been raking in the dough. Of course, I had no idea what the Crown Prosecutor got paid, but combined with his private practice, I was sure Simon Kahui was financially sound.

      And then there's his suspected involvement in Declan King's criminal world. Just what would a drug lord like King have paid a Crown Prosecutor? I probably couldn't think of a figure high enough.

      And God, the implications of that supposed liaison were too large to fully comprehend.

      We'd been here five minutes, but Pierce was still nowhere to be seen. My plan was to secure the property, or as much as I could from this vantage point and with only two men, and wait for the Detective Sergeant to arrive. Then, we'd head on in.

      It was a sound plan. In theory. But I'd temporarily pushed Carl from my mind.

      Pay attention, Sport. Don't fucking fall asleep on the job.

      Movement out of the corner of my eye caught my attention. A blur, much like the blur on the CCTV footage from Quay Street. I was out of the car, gun in hand, swiftly walking across the road, semi-crouched, before I'd even registered. I worked furiously to slow my pace and panic down.

      Damon's harried footsteps sounded out behind me, as he crossed the tarseal to my side at the hedgerow.

      "A little warning next time," he whispered harshly. All I could do was nod. "Are you OK?"

      I offered a smile, it was probably strained, and then ducked down the side of the neighbour's house. My heart was in my throat mixed with my stomach acids. I couldn't talk.

      The neighbours weren't home, their house locked up like Fort Knox. It was one less hassle to deal with in a situation that was about to go boom! I stopped at the back fence, holstering my weapon and climbed up on some garden furniture to peer over the wall into Kahui's backyard.

      "What did you see?" Damon whispered. Not what do I see. He was still back at my abrupt exit from the car.

      I knew I must have looked pale, because I could feel the blood had drained from my face. I knew I looked panicked, because my breathing was too rapid, Hennessey's instructions failing me right now. I knew my knuckles were white, where they gripped the edge of the brick wall too tightly, because my fingertips had gone numb.

      But I couldn't, for the life of me, counteract any of it. I couldn't control it. I was spiralling down that fucking rabbit hole and I knew what I'd find at the bottom.

      I'm better than this.

      "He's gone in the back entrance," I whispered. "Kahui's near the front, by the French doors, listening to opera."

      "Carl?" I envied that Damon could say his name with such impunity. My body wouldn't allow me that.

      I nodded and climbed over the wall.

      Landing in a quiet crouch on trimmed grass I palmed my gun, safety off. Damon sprang down just as lightly, not even puffed. The benefits of being an active fireman. I checked to make sure he was ready, and then sprinted across the lawn and placed my back to Kahui's house wall. I let a breath of air out.

      "Are we going in?" Damon mouthed.

      We didn't have a choice. Carl had made that for me. I nodded.

      "Stay behind me," I mouthed back, receiving a nod of acknowledgement from Damon.

      Announcing we were there would surely have made Carl pull the trigger sooner. I had to hope we got to him first and that Pierce arrived to clean the mess up afterwards. I kept my lips closed, breathing heavily through my nose, sucking in much needed calming air.

      It occurred to me, as I slid through the slightly ajar back door, that I was attempting to save the life of a man purported to want me dead. But as much as the dots all lined up and made a somewhat understandable picture, I was still a cop. On the right side of the law.

      Carl was not.

      I inched through a utility room; boots, raincoats, sun hats, all manner of things lined up along the wall. Crouching, I peered around the corner into an impressive granite and stainless steel kitchen right out of a showroom mag. I crossed towards where I thought the hall would be and came up with a den. A TV room for the kids maybe, to work in after school and be close to Mrs Kahui.

      Speaking of which, where was the Crown Prosecutor's wife and kids?

      I couldn't hear any conversations, just that heavy, harsh operatic song. How anyone enjoyed listening to this, I didn't know. I already had a headache. But I was guessing it was for more reasons than just the choice of German opera Kahui liked.

      I retreated, making Damon take several steps back to let me pass, and crossed over to the other side of the kitchen, finding the hall. Taking a deep breath I stepped into the long corridor, aware there were no doors to escape through and no cover to take should Carl - or Kahui - get trigger happy at the other end. I signalled for Damon to stay back at the kitchen, so I could clear the length first.

      I was impressed that he obeyed the command without argument. Maybe I could work with him on a regular basis, after all.

      I scratched that thought as a voice replaced the opera from the front room.

      Blinking through the immediate and visceral pain at hearing Carl talk again, I checked back up the stairwell, glancing at the landing visible through the slats of the bannister rail, before stopping to the side of the door leading into the lounge. I signalled Damon closer from over my shoulder, not taking my eyes off the entranceway where Carl's voice could still be heard.

      Counting to three in my head, paying homage to Hennessey, I rounded the door frame gun raised, eyes scanning the room. And met an unusual and totally unexpected sight.

      Kahui was perched on the tip of his toes on a chair, a length of coarse, thick rope looped around his neck and attached to an intricate chandelier high above his head. The mechanism looked purposeful, rather than decorative. The rope weaved through pulleys that had to lead somewhere. I just couldn't see where. What I did instinctively know, was that Carl had upped his game. This was an escalation which meant tampering with the man about to be hanged would hasten his death.

      A booby-trap.

      Kahui's panicked and wild eyes blinked rapidly at me, but he couldn't talk. His mouth was gagged, a tightly tied piece of material, I was thinking part of his High Court garb, spreading his lips wide. His arms were bound behind his back as well, and he was dressed in his lawyer robes, white curly wig crooked on his head. Sweat ran down his tanned skin, the whites of his eyes standing out in stark contrast against his dark heritage.

      I'd taken in all of this in a second or two of perusal. My eyes took in the rest of the lounge in another three seconds flat. Kahui was the only person in the room.

      Then where was Carl?

      "Simon Kahui," I said, holstering my gun and moving to at least be near the man, to calm him and figure out how to extricate him from the device that threatened his life. "I'm Detective..."

      "Sport," Carl's voice said over my shoulder. I spun, hand to weapon under my jacket, hair flying into my face.

      Heart beating erratically.

      A large - must have been over a hundred inches in size - wall mounted Plasma TV screen displayed the image of my ex partner. I wasn't sure if seeing him on a live feed video was easier than in person, but I took what relief I could get.

      "Carl," I said, voice surprisingly steady. "What have you done?"

      "Of all the questions to ask me, Lara," he chastised softly, making a lump appear in my throat from the familiar sound.

      "What the hell, Carl?" I managed.

      "Lara," he said softly.

      An old feeling of kinship reared its comforting head at his gentle tone. It was not wanted. I almost pulled my gun and aimed it at the TV. But threatening a video image would not have looked sane.

      "Sport," he added, the nickname breaking my heart damn near in two.

      I forced myself to breathe, to not tear up, and to stand tall. Lifting my chin, I glared in challenge and held the warm, slightly amused, blue eyes of my mentor. The man who had taught me everything worthwhile that I know about being a cop.

      "Time for you to learn the truth," Carl said, leaning forward on screen, from where he sat in a finely upholstered chair in a beautifully plush decorated room.

      Yes, Carl had taught me a lot, but he hadn't had a hand in developing my natural instincts. And my gut was telling me that room, he sat in on the TV screen, was in this very house.

      "So talk," I offered, taking in as much detail as I could from the scene on the TV.
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            "Time for you to learn the truth."

          

        

      

    

    
      He looked older. Even more world weary than before. His short blond hair had grown out; no regular visits to his barber. He'd brushed it back off his forehead, used a gel to hold it in place. Carl was not a vain person, I hadn't been aware he even knew what hair product was.

      He was wearing a nondescript white t-shirt, not an obvious choice for a murderer. I think he still had a bit of a beer belly, but it was hard to tell from the angle of the camera. He had, though, lost some weight. His face leaner, the muscles on his arms more pronounced; not bulging as such, but defined. Carl was not a gym junkie, he liked enjoying life too much for that.

      I searched his face and body, what I could see, for injuries. That fall should have killed him. I wanted to ask. There were so many damn questions in my head. But this was his game, for now. I had to play it carefully.

      He waited patiently for me to do my assessment. I prayed he thought it was due to nostalgia and not because I was also checking out the room he was in. I could see artwork on the wall off to the side; a cutesy watercolour depicting a gingerbread house. Over his right shoulder was a bookcase, painted white. The spines of the books were multi-coloured and bright. His left shoulder partially hid a strange structure from sight, I couldn't get a frame of reference to make out what it was. Mainly white, sitting on the floor, coming up to, at a guess, mid thigh. What the hell was that?

      Carl sat back in his chair and said, "You look good, Sport."

      A doll's house. The object was a kids doll's house. The room a bedroom, or playroom. Probably upstairs, because the den down by the kitchen housed the entertainment system and minimal toys.

      "You look alive," I countered.

      Carl chuckled. It ripped right through me. I ground my teeth, worked at not showing any emotion and tried my damnedest to not clench my fists at my sides.

      "Michaels been looking after you?" he asked, as though we were having a little catch-up session and a man wasn't about to lose his life if he wobbled too much at my back.

      "What do you want, Carl?" I asked. Kahui would be tiring, we had to end this now.

      My eyes flicked to Damon's off to my side, saw he was watching this all play out and was too far away to reach Kahui in time, if the shit did hit the fan.

      "I taught you better than that, Sport," Carl admonished. "It's not what I want, it's why."

      "It's always why," I replied.

      That bloody chuckle again; deep, rumbling, like a big teddy bear. But this teddy bear kills.

      "Why?" I said, unable to stop myself. Too much emotion came through in that one word.

      "I found out something," Carl started. "At that last informant I went to. It was big." He shook his head, disgust and incredulity on his face. "It would have destroyed the Crown Law Office. Wouldn't it, Kahui?" The last was directed at the man about to be hanged over my shoulder.

      Kahui made a whining sound from behind his gag.

      "The Crown Prosecutor on the payroll of Declan King," I offered.

      "You have been paying attention, Sport. I'm impressed." His smile was genuine. It caused me so much pain. "I wanted us to meet up and move on the intel that night. I knew how sensitive it was. I knew it would blow up in our faces before we got a chance. So, I arranged for us to meet out Mellons Bay way. Discuss a plan and then move on Kahui. I wanted to do it under the radar. Someone was helping the Crown Law Office, and that someone is in CIB."

      My stomach flipped, I tasted bile on my tongue.

      "Who?" I asked, despite knowing none of this could be confirmed, and Carl was hardly a reliable source right now.

      He shook his head. "Still don't know. Kahui's good at keeping secrets. Aren't you, Prosecutor? Very tricky. Even sent his family away, once he knew his underlings were being culled before they could act on his instructions to kill you. The arrogant prick thought he could take me on himself. Forgot that I was a decorated detective with fifteen years CIB experience. Forgot just what I was capable of." He turned his attention back to me. "But you didn't. Followed the leads, didn't you, Lara? Did everything I asked without fail."

      It was a strange sensation to feel hatred toward my old partner. To know I'd been manipulated by him. Predictability in this profession is not necessarily a good thing.

      "Why act now, Carl?" I asked, taking a small step back towards Kahui.

      Carl's eyes followed the movement like a fucking hawk. I had to think laterally. I had to do something he didn't expect. But I was a graduate from the school of Carl Forrester, and my major was in Carlisms.

      "That fall," Carl said, voice soft and lethal, capturing my attention despite the desperation clawing at my mind right then.

      My gut was telling me I'd been outplayed. I refused to believe it, but Carl's words, about that last night on the cliffs at Mellons Bay, broke my mental debate.

      "Took a lot out of me, Sport. For a while I wasn't sure which side I was on. Everything scrambled."

      Oh, fuck. It still was, Old Man. Can't you see?

      Was this why he'd turned rogue?

      "And then Kahui got pushed to investigate the King spill-over evidence," Carl said. "Contacted Tommy." Thomas Withers, who had been so unsure about killing me. "I'd been watching Tommy, couldn't remember why I was meant to, but kept doing it out of habit anyway. And once the Solicitor-General got involved and pressured Kahui, who in turn pressured Tommy, it all started to come back."

      He chortled, a self-deprecating laugh. Shook his head, at himself I think, and then looked down the camera lens directly at me. Like he had on the CCTV footage at Quay Street. But this time it was so much more personal, because I knew he was somewhere above my head inside this house.

      And I had to get to him.

      My eyes caught movement outside the window. Carl noticed, of course. But I'd intended for him to.

      "Who's there, Sport? Who did you involve? You know you can't trust any of them. So, who does Lara Keen think is safe to call for back-up now?"

      As if he had a right to know.

      "Pierce," I said, watching as Pierce circled the front lawn, heading around the back of the house.

      Carl laughed. "You always had a soft spot for the lame ducks." His eyes darted across the room to Damon. "Somehow that tendency was forgotten when you met Michaels, though. Knew you needed him back in your life."

      This was all well and good, but Kahui was fading. How long he'd been up on that chair was anyone's guess, but I could see the strain when I checked over my shoulder briefly. The guy was about to pass-out, and then all hell would break loose. I needed to act before then.

      "I'll head Pierce off," I suggested. "Give us more time to talk."

      "You think I just want to talk, Sport? I came here to keep you safe. I wanted you to look in the eyes of the man who signed your death warrant and watch the light fade."

      I'm not sure what hurt more. His betrayal? His absence? His mental decline? This was not the Carl Forrester I knew. I'd been aware that confronting him would hurt. I just hadn't realised in how many different ways that it would.

      "Carl," I started.

      "Don't give me your bleeding heart speech, Keen. This arsehole covered for a known narcotics pusher. Hid his activities from the Police. Fronted some of his more legal looking companies, providing an excellent opportunity for money laundering King's profits. He corrupted the Crown Law Office. His reach went so far as CIB. Do you think he won't get out of this in the Court system? The guy owns it, courtesy of Declan King."

      "King's dead," I pointed out. "Without him around, it'll be harder for Kahui to cover this up."

      "King's dead," Carl murmured. "I might as well be. And Kahui isn't seeing another sunset."

      "Don't do this Carl."

      Pierce appeared in the doorway, but didn't enter the room. And I could only hope he was not visible on any hidden cameras, either. He wouldn't have shown up on the one I was being filmed on, but I had no way of knowing if Carl had wired more.

      His intense gaze took in the situation instantly. I tried not to look at him, kept my focus on the TV screen and Carl. And when Carl blinked, flicked my eyes to the ceiling and then back down. But I couldn't be sure if Pierce had caught the movement and would extrapolate my meaning from that simple act.

      "The gang all here?" Carl asked, letting me know he had more than one camera set up through the house. Always one step ahead. "Good. You needed an extra witness. Wouldn't look kosher if the detective Kahui wanted dead was caught at his side while he suicided. Michaels is for support, we all know that. After this is over you're going to need him. But he'd offer his life to keep you safe, so his word in regards to you, Lara, isn't enough."

      I let a soft breath of air out, well aware of how Carl wanted this to end. Panic took up residence inside my mind. The desire to step back and grab Kahui causing more anxiety through my frame. If I moved, what would happen? Those pulleys would engage before I could do a thing.

      Carl had this all planned. I was as much trapped, as Simon Kahui.

      I stood frozen, glued to the spot. Damon hadn't moved, his chest rising and falling dramatically, his eyes darting between me and Kahui. Probably thinking along the same lines as I. But for Damon, his quandary was, reach me first or reach for Kahui? I could see the dilemma in his dark eyes. He feared for me. He thought Carl had lost the plot completely and would strike me down as well.

      I wasn't so sure. But I did know Carl had played us. All of us. He knew us all too damn well.

      "Come on in, Ryan," Carl instructed. "Join the party. You're going to get a kick out of this."

      Pierce walked into the room, his eyes taking in every detail. I saw him glance up at the chandelier, an intelligent assessment washed over his features, and then disappeared by the time he turned to look at the TV screen.

      As Carl concentrated on him, I took the opportunity to look at the contraption again. Futilely searching for a weakness in its design. But it was too simple. Move on Kahui, and Carl would activate the pulley system, tightening the noose, shortening the rope's length, hanging the Crown Prosecutor. In my defeat, I took too long to pull my eyes away. When I returned them to the TV screen, Carl was looking directly at me.

      "Like it, Sport?" he asked. "Did it for you."

      Oh, fuck.

      "Could see your clever little mind working on each murder scene, joining those dots of yours, getting a thrill out of solving the messages I'd left."

      Oh, fucking hell.

      "So, this one had to be special, right?"

      I felt sick. I felt cornered.

      "Put extra effort into it."

      I felt lost.

      We'd got it wrong. The profile. Hennessey, me, Damon, Pierce, Hart. We'd fucked up. The murderer - Carl - wasn't going to stop once his reason for killing disappeared. He had gotten a taste for it.

      And I had to end this now.

      "Give yourself up, Carl," I pleaded. "Get some help. That fall off that cliff has done something to you. This is not the Carl Forrester we all know and love. This is not you."

      "Lara, you've got it wrong. And I gotta say, I'm disappointed, Sport."

      Why did his displeasure still affect me? He'd forfeited the right to that sort of influence when he started down this path.

      "Kahui won't stop now, Keen," Carl said. "He's probably put something else in motion as a back-up already. You need someone looking out for you. Someone untouched by CIB corruption. Someone neutral."

      "And that's you?" I asked, incredulously.

      "You got Michaels for immediate protection." Oh, Jesus. He'd thought of everything. "You got Pierce to keep an eye out for you at CIB." Yes, he'd planned it all. "And now on the street, I'll watch over you too."

      "Stop this," I begged. "This is insane."

      "No," Carl argued, quite reasonably. "What would be insane is letting scum like Kahui live."

      It happened so quickly. One minute Carl was talking on the TV screen, the next it went blank. At the very same time the coarse rope looped around Kahui's neck pulled taut, through the pulleys in the chandelier above his head.

      I realised, too late, the easiest would be for Carl to have activated it all from above. That room he was in, was over our heads.

      Kahui screamed behind his gag, then abruptly went silent, and the noose tightened with a sickening crunch. Damon and Pierce leapt towards the swinging figure as I tore out of the room and headed for the stairs. I already knew what they'd find when they cut the Crown Prosecutor down. His neck had broken instantly. Carl, of course, had planned it that way.

      Pounding in my head matched the throbbing in my toe as I banged it against a stair tread, completely misjudging the depth and height in my panic. I growled low, hands fisted around my weapon, as I made to the landing in less than five seconds of heart palpitating time. Kahui would still be swinging, Damon or Pierce desperately trying to hold him up, relieve the tension at his neck, while the other cut the rope.

      I spun around the bannister at the top, gun up and aimed in front of me, breath sawing in and out of my mouth. I didn't have time to muck about, but every single door on the landing was shut. I couldn't check each one, although safety dictated that I should. But my gut told me if I did, Carl would be long gone.

      I chose to eliminate those not directly above the lounge room below, and went straight for the one I estimated was above the chandelier.

      Heat prickled along the nape of my neck as several closed doors ended up at my back. Knowing they hadn't been cleared. Aware that Carl would have anticipated that. Had he set a trap to distract me? He was too clever by far. One step ahead and insane as well.

      My heart ached at what he'd been through. The confusion and shock after he'd fallen off that cliff. Did he have a bullet wound? Had he broken a bone? He'd certainly damaged his skull. How had he survived? Why hadn't he ended up in hospital and consequently identified? There was more going on here and if I didn't reach him in time, the opportunity to discover answers would be lost.

      I tried the door handle. It was, of course, locked. One last delaying obstacle for me to get past.

      A glance down at my throbbing foot and I bit back a string of swearwords. This was going to fucking hurt. Even though I had every intention of using my non-dominant foot to do the damage.

      With a growl of frustration I lifted my left leg and kicked at the door, as near to the locked handle as I could aim with the wrong side of my frame. My balance was off, unnatural as the movement was, and my foot twisted against the knob.

      This time the curse couldn't be denied. "Motherfucker!" But anger is a good tool.

      The second kick smashed the locking mechanism and the door swung open so forcefully, that it ricocheted off the back wall. Bouncing to close again in a spilt second. Gun in my right hand, my left stilled the door's motion, as silence on the other side of the threshold met my ears.

      I crouched, moved into the room, gun raised, safety off, my body on automatic, doing what I was trained to do and not allowing myself to think too much about it.

      The room was just like the scene on the TV. White furniture, gingerbread house painting, doll's house and a plush armchair set up in the middle in front of a large TV. Several views were segmented on the screen. He had hidden cameras everywhere throughout the house. A video camera on a tripod stood next to it all.

      My eyes landed on Carl. His back to me as he crouched in the open window frame, white shirt stretched over his broad back, tan trousers he'd always favoured covering his legs. He was looking over his shoulder at me

      "You gonna shoot me, Sport?" he asked, voice steady and devoid of any inflections.

      "Step down from the window and show me your hands," I ordered, gun sighted on his right upper thigh.

      "Keen," he said, soft smile on his face. "You shed too many tears at my plaque. I didn't deserve them, Sport. Nor your kind words."

      He knew me so well. I was instantly back at the Memorial Wall at Purewa Cemetery, staring at the raised letters on a brass plate.

      Detective Sergeant Carl Forrester, Auckland CIB. Loyal, dedicated & honest. The best partner a cop could ever have.

      My words. Chosen for my partner. Who had died on the job because I hadn't been quick enough to save him.

      I sucked in a breath of air and when I opened my eyes I knew what I'd see.

      Carl was gone. The wind billowing the sheer curtains on either side of the window. I crossed to the opening and stared down at the grass lawn, then glanced across and around the street. No sign that he'd jumped or even been there. Cliff Road was empty.

      Like me.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

          

      

    

    







            "You shed too many tears at my plaque. I didn't deserve them, Sport. Nor your kind words."

          

        

      

    

    
      I couldn't be sure that I'd not done it on purpose. Let Carl go when I could have fired off a shot. I'd been too slow at the Mellons Bay cliffs, when I'd been trying to save his life.

      Now, I hadn't even tried to fire my weapon at all. I'd hesitated. No, it was worse than that. I'd chosen not to stop him, I'd let him get away.

      The consequences of my actions were so vast and terrible, that for a moment I couldn't even breathe.

      I'm a cop. First and foremost, I'm a police detective working CIB. And I'd let a criminal go. A murderer go. They should take my badge.

      They might take my badge.

      Pierce appeared in the doorway; like a mirage in the desert. I blinked at him through a haze. There was an unmistakable question there; in his concerned, brown eyes. He didn't voice it. He didn't say a word. But we both knew he thought it.

      He paused on the threshold of the room, took in the video equipment, the hole in the floor to the support beam below and the mechanism Carl had manufactured there. And then glanced at the window over my shoulder, the billowing curtains and my gun resting in my hands.

      I'm not sure if he would have had me on about it, or if he still will at some stage. But right then he lost his chance, because Damon came barrelling into the room. He stopped just inside, registering the scene, taking in everything Pierce had catalogued and much more. Me. Lost and alone; face blanched, hands trembling, unable to breathe. And then he swept across the space to wrap me up in his arms.

      He turned to Pierce and said, "I'm taking Lara out of here." There was no room for argument, his voice was set and hard. "Downstairs to the back lawn. When she needs to make her statement we'll be there."

      Pierce nodded his head as though it was the most reasonable thing in the world to do.

      It wasn't. I should have been securing the scene with him. Helping him call it in. Gathering evidence.

      I couldn't breathe, let alone function as a detective should.

      Damon bundled me up, arm around my shoulders, and helped me down the stairs. Past the lounge, where I could see an obviously deceased Simon Kahui lying flat on the floor. Along the hall and out through the kitchen and utility room. He didn't stop until we made it to a seat under a gnarly old leafy tree at the back of the yard.

      "Breathe," he instructed, and for a while that's all I did.

      Carl Forrester had killed five people in order to keep me safe and in return I'd not killed him. Was it a debt well paid? Or was I now that much closer to crossing the line, to joining him on the other side as a rogue.

      I started rocking, my arms wrapped around my waist, my breaths rasping as my eyes watered and my throat closed.

      What had I done? What had Carl made me into?

      "This is how it will be," Damon said softly, running a hand up and down my back soothingly. Offering me a miraculous lifeline, pulling me from frigid and turbulent seas. "You know CIB will be called in, Inspector Hart will turn up here. So will, probably, Cawfield among others. You won't show them how much this has hurt."

      I stopped rocking, sucked in the first decent breath I'd had in too, too long, and dashed my hands across my eyes wiping away the tears.

      "Carl is out there, for good or for bad," Damon remarked, not looking at me, but out across the lawn to the Kahui's back door. "But he is not your main concern."

      No, that was still my failure to do my job.

      "Someone in CIB has been covering for the Crown Prosecutor," Damon added, widening my focus from just my immediate fuck up. "CIB is compromised. What are going to do about it?"

      "What do you mean?" I asked, because really, I'd probably be suspended before the day was through and not be setting foot inside that department ever again.

      "What I mean, Lara, is are you going to abandon CIB as well?"

      "What?" I sat up straighter. "And what the hell do you mean, 'as well'?"

      Damon turned to look directly at me, placing much needed space between us.

      "You look set to abandon your career. It's written all over your face," he countered. "Guilt is not a good look on you, love. So, are you going to walk away from Pierce and Hart as well? Let them sort out your ex partner's mess on their own?"

      "This isn't just Carl's mess," I pointed out firmly.

      "No, but he's embroiled in it and he won't stop now."

      No, he wouldn't. The profile was wrong. Carl had a taste for it now. Vigilante justice.

      I got up and started to pace. Damon crossed his arms over his chest and watched me carefully from where he sat under the tree.

      "I trust Pierce, completely."

      "Good call," Damon offered.

      "I think we can trust Hart too." I had the utmost respect for David Hart, and so had Carl. He was a tough old bugger, but experienced and focused on his staff. This was going to cut him deep. As deep as me. As deep as Pierce seemed to be. There were other good cops in CIB, but there were some bad eggs as well. Hell, my mind immediately went to Cawfield-the-bastard.

      But I wasn't going to jump to conclusions. I'd follow the leads. I'd listen to my gut. And I would find out who had sold themselves out within our ranks.

      "We're going to have to keep a tight lid on this," I said, thinking aloud.

      "Then you better get to Hart before anyone else does," Damon suggested.

      I nodded, pulled my cellphone from my pocket and dialled the Inspector.

      "I'm pulling up out the front of the property now, Keen. Hold your horses," he said down the line.

      "Out the back, sir. Come down the side of the house."

      "Will do. Uniforms are just arriving now, they'll set up a cordon out front."

      "Copy," I replied with a nod he couldn't see of my head, swiping the call closed.

      I text messaged Pierce. Let him know to head out back once he'd organised the uniforms at the front of the Kahui house.

      And then I paced. Damon watching on silently, somehow keeping me balanced by not doing a thing.

      Both men seemed to time their arrival perfectly. Pierce stepping out of the back door as Hart rounded the side between the Kahui's house and the neighbour's brick wall. They saw each other, paused mid stride, and then continued on almost side by side to where I stood. Damon had risen from his seat beneath the tree as well.

      Pierce offered me a puzzled look, his eyes taking in my rigid stance and Damon's protective presence at my back. I didn't provide an answer in any way.

      "This is one hell of a pickle," Hart declared, checking out my state of dress and, no doubt, emotional well being with one swift appraisal from the bottom up.

      "And it gets more complicated, sir," I replied, making Pierce's eyebrows fly up his forehead.

      "Well, out with it," Hart demanded. "Give me your report."

      I gave the Inspector a brief run down on what had transpired. It was harder than it sounds. I stuck to facts. I detached wherever I could. The retelling still sliced me to shreds inside. When I got to confronting Carl in the upstairs room, Pierce interrupted.

      I was so shocked, or numbed by the chilling ache that had settled within, that I let him.

      "You tried your best, Keen. It can't be helped that the door was locked and it delayed you entering the room."

      All truth, not even stretched. Just presented in a way that covered for me. I held his gaze, saw the conviction in his eyes. He was offering me an out.

      I wasn't sure I could take it.

      Then Damon stepped forward. Choreographed to perfection.

      "There's more. Forrester implied the Crown Prosecutor had help from within CIB."

      This, of course, took Hart's complete attention. Away from the, as yet, undeclared confrontation in the upstairs room.

      "Now, hold on, Michaels," Hart exploded. "That's one hell of an accusation. And right now, can we trust anything coming out of Carl Forrester's mouth? From all accounts the man has lost it."

      "Even a crazy Carl is a formidable Carl," I found myself saying.

      "So, what? You believe him, Keen?"

      "It fits the motive, sir," I countered, somehow finding myself in the thick of a new case, and with burgeoning desperation, wanting to solve it. "The Crown Law Office wouldn't have been able to keep everything out of Police eyes. Some incriminating evidence would at some stage have crossed our desks. Law of averages," I explained. "And someone has made it go away before it was noticed."

      "Law of averages is one thing, but it won't stand up in court," Hart shot back.

      "Then let me find you the evidence, sir."

      Hart stared at me for a long moment. I'm not sure what his set look meant.

      Then finally he said, "Carl going rogue is not your fault."

      "Not catching him, sir, is." Truth again, just not a complete confession. Pierce and Damon were rubbing off on me.

      I was definitely unsure how to take that.

      Hart started to pace. "This would have to be done on the quiet. The resources available to you would be extremely limited."

      "She can use ours," Damon offered, making Hart stop pacing, Pierce smirk, and me to look at him open mouthed.

      "That could work," Hart agreed. "Are you prepared to get HEAT involved? It could come out in the end."

      "I go where Lara goes. HEAT goes with me," Damon quipped, giving a casual shrug to offset the telling admission.

      Hart straightened up, his shoulders-back-chest-out-decision-made position. "All right, then. This needs to be done and it needs to be done in a way no one will find suspicious. Pierce, you're in charge of tidying this lot up and chasing down evidence of Kahui's involvement in the King spill-over case."

      Pierce nodded. Not something he wasn't already aware of and currently assigned to.

      "Keen, you're off the case completely. I don't want you associated with Kahui at all. It's bad enough you're associated with Carl. But to counteract that, I'm assigning you on loan to HEAT. Who I believe," he turned and gave Damon the evil eye, "has an arsonist problem in their midst."

      "Bloody hell," Michaels muttered.

      "You think my detectives don't notice these things, Investigator? And then don't inform me?"

      "Don't look at me," I mumbled, when Damon began to glare in my direction. Pierce started whistling, staring up at the cloudy sky.

      "Great," Damon growled. "I'll remember that, Pierce." Pierce shot him an amused smile.

      "Officially," Hart said, bringing everyone's attention back to him, "Keen's on the HEAT arsonist case. Unofficially, she's on the CIB traitor in our midst case. You tread carefully on this, Keen. It could mean your career."

      And he was not referring to it making my career, that much was obvious in his angry scowl.

      "You all know what to do, now get on and do it," Hart declared, taking a step away towards the side of the house.

      He stopped suddenly, heavy and unforgiving frown in place, and spun back, eyes on Damon.

      "Get her out of here. She can make her statement from home." His offhand way of making sure I was taken care of. Knowing, I was certain, that today had been tough.

      Message delivered, he carried on toward the front of the property and out of sight.

      Pierce walked up then, and placed a hand on my shoulder, giving it a firm squeeze.

      "We communicate outside of CIB on this. Watch your back." His eyes darted to Damon's. "You watch it too." Damon nodded. "Go home and have a glass of wine, Keen. This will all come out in the wash."

      He walked off toward the back door of Kahui's house, where a uniformed officer had appeared.

      I stood there silently, feeling like the earth had shifted under my feet. This morning I had thought Carl Forrester dead. This afternoon I'd been four feet away from his familiar face. I was now on assignment to another service, while investigating my own department on the sly. There could be no more alternate universe than this.

      And Hart hadn't even mentioned catching Carl.

      I knew it wouldn't be the last time I saw my old partner. He'd said as much. Now a stalker and a wannabe guardian angel. But definitely a thorn in my side.

      I hurt. All over, not just from that barb. I ached in my chest. My stomach twisted into knots. And my head pounded with all the lies inside.

      I was one step closer to the other side, myself. One step farther away from a path I had followed my entire life. The law is there to protect us, Lara-Marie. Stay on the right side of it, and it will always be your guiding light. Cross it, and it becomes a laser beam.

      My father's words, in one of his more approachable moments. Words I'd lived by.

      Words I was pushing from my life.

      I turned back to Damon, who'd been watching me quietly from my side.

      What's next?

      "Your place or mine?" he surprised me by asking.

      A soft, sexy smile on his lips told me a glass of wine wasn't all he had on his mind to help me forget this horrendous day. Incorrigible to the very end.

      For a second I considered walking away. I hurt too damn much. Nothing was right in my world, everything was wrong. Feeling anything other than heartache felt impossible right then. Felt unjust.

      Then I let my gaze trail over his features; his strong jawline, his dark, intense eyes, the constant stubble he has on his cheeks. His eyelashes. I'd forgotten how long they were, how they swept down when he blinked. Lush lips; the memory of them lavishing my skin with hot kisses. That body, and how fucking good it felt pressed against mine.

      And like he had done in the past, just by being him, just by being there, he cracked the ice that encased me. He melted it with apparent ease. He made me feel. He made me want. He made me take a step outside of myself and long to go that much further with him.

      "Yours," I finally said, starting to walk towards the side of the house and back to my car. "It's got a bigger bath," I offered over my shoulder with a shockingly natural grin.

      He smiled back. It said it all.

      Damon had broken through my shell, rescued me from myself, and was determined to do it again and again.

      I ducked my head and kept walking, the grin turning a little dazed.

      I shouldn't feel this. I shouldn't want it.

      Then I heard him whisper, "Deal."

      It was sealed.

      Damon and I were a team. Partners. And I had a pretty strong feeling that he'd engineered it right from the very start.

      The clever, irresistible sneak.

      I realised then, that it didn't matter what I thought I should feel.

      All that mattered was what I wanted to feel.

      On a dark day, where darker memories collided with the darkest of realities, I'd found a flare of heat to melt the chill that had invaded my bones, frozen my heart, and iced my soul.

      And Damon had given it to me.

      Tomorrow, I'd face the shadows... because they would surely come.
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      “No one owns life. But they can certainly own death.”

      

      A woman is murdered outside an exclusive gaming club and all the clues point across the street to Sweet Hell. Lara Keen, Detective at Auckland Criminal Investigations Bureau, is called in to consult, adding her own unique take on the crime scene.

      But the murder is only the tip of the iceberg, and Lara soon finds herself twisted up in a series of chilling crimes that don't seem to connect, but keep pulling her inexorably further in. Uncovering each clue will require delving deeper into her past and facing some shocking truths better left untouched. And when her boyfriend, HEAT Chief Investigator Damon Michaels, gets caught up in it all, the dots simply disconnect.

      Trust is something they both will have to learn to give, but can Lara open up to that degree? Or will Lara's past make it impossible for her to solve the crimes before the murderer strikes again? Everything hinges on Lara, but the more she uncovers, the harder it is for her to even breathe.

      

      A sexy, sizzling crime-thriller sure to add a touch of heat to your night.
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            “You know me better than most.”

          

        

      

    

    
      No one owns life.

      But they can certainly own death. All it takes is a knife to the gut or a gun to the head or a well placed fist to the temple. Or, in the case of the mottled body lying before me, large hands strong enough to asphyxiate their victim.

      Whoever did this owned it. They looked into the face of death and claimed it as their own.

      I crouched down and stared at the ring of bruises against her slender neck. Deep purple, a colour as a child I’d found appealing. As a police detective it meant the rupture of underlying blood vessels, usually achieved in a violent manner.

      Life was hard. But death was often brutal.

      She had dark hair, tangled around a perfectly made up face. If she cried in her last minutes of life, the murderer erased the evidence. And reapplied her mascara.

      Her lips were cherry red, but underneath the lipstick they’d be blue. Her eyes were sightless, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t seen her killer. I stared at the dull brown irises and wondered what her last look at life had been.

      Her clothes were sleek and designed to be sexy, elegant evening wear that looked incongruous against the polluted inner city backdrop of her final resting place. She’d been out on the town, partying. Alone? With a crowd?

      Location and mechanism, it always meant something.

      “Does Hart know you’ve asked me to consult on this?” I asked, my eyes still trained on the deceased.

      The sound of soft footfalls came from over my shoulder, but I didn’t turn around. The dead require attention. And the only police officer near me would be Detective Sergeant Ryan Pierce. He’d cleared the scene before I arrived. All the better to hide my involvement.

      “He knows,” came in his deep, rumbling voice.

      “Does anyone else?”

      “No.”

      I forced the sigh, that wanted out, back down.

      Three weeks I’d been on “assignment” to another emergency service. Three weeks I hadn’t stepped foot in Central Police Station. Three weeks Pierce and I had met off-sight, pretending my career wasn’t teetering on a jagged edged, bottomless abyss.

      The woman waited on silently for someone to find her justice.

      I was sure it wasn’t going to be me.

      “It’s personal,” I said, standing up and dusting down my black trousers. They weren’t dirty, but death makes you feel unclean.

      “He used his hands,” Pierce agreed.

      “But the placing,” I said, waving at the woman’s staged position. Arms outstretched, ninety degree angle to her supine body, legs crossed at the ankles, face tilted to the side, eyes sightlessly looking towards the entrance of a nightclub as though praying someone would step out that front door and miraculously save her.

      Or maybe the hope I saw was all on me.

      “Yeah, the placing,” Pierce murmured. “Looks like she’s lying on a cross.”

      I lifted my gaze to the club the body lay in front of. The Whiskey Lounge. An innocuous enough name for a Karangahape Road establishment. Especially one down the red-light end of the long street we were on.

      “You think the club is important?” Pierce queried.

      “Don’t you?”

      He grunted his agreement. “Adult entertainment venue. One of dozens in this area.”

      “Sex sells.”

      “And obviously can kill.” Pierce looked down at the body.

      Silence as we both contemplated the finality of that statement.

      “What I don’t get,” Pierce began, “is that K Road is one of the busiest in Auckland. Twenty-four seven. How did he do it, even if it was done elsewhere, how did he kill her and then stage her right here on the footpath in front of so many potential witnesses?”

      I turned in a full circle and took in the businesses opposite, the flats above the premises, their blinds all closed, the cars parked down the street with raindrops over their paintwork. It wasn’t raining now, but it had rained last night. The woman’s body was lying directly on wet concrete.

      Her clothes were otherwise dry.

      There were three strip clubs, two fast food outlets, four standard nightclubs, and a semi-private gambling-come-gentleman’s-club establishment that stood out like a sore thumb. It begged you to notice it. It pulsated with the need to be recognised. The big brother lauding over its smaller, less impressive siblings.

      My eyes took in its shiny black marble walls, mysterious black painted windows, and the gold writing above its door. The lack of neon flashing lights made a statement of its own.

      Sweet Hell.

      I looked back down at the woman.

      “You don’t need me for this,” I commented quietly.

      Pierce was an exemplary cop, and if he was just pulling me out of my fugue in order to give me something other than my own emotionally fucked up self to think about, then I wasn’t sure I could handle the embarrassment.

      Or anger. There was a lot of that in amongst the turmoil right now as well.

      “You have solid contacts in this area,” he said, voice hard and unforgiving. As though he could see my self doubt and he refused to acknowledge it. “I need you to canvas your informants and tell me what they know.”

      I finally turned to look at him. Ryan Pierce was tall, buff, and put together like a biker who was trying to go clean. He wore pressed twill trousers with a crisply laundered blazer, that contradicted the scuffed thick soled boots on his feet. His intense brown eyes stared out of a gruff goatee wearing face, but his voice was smooth as silk and richly layered. As though he’d attended private school and hadn’t quite lost the cultured accent.

      “This is more than a crime of passion. More than a drug purchase gone wrong,” he said. “My hackles are up on this one, Keen.”

      I couldn’t argue with that. My gut was telling me this was only the start. The staging too precise. The location too conscious. The mechanism of injury too obvious.

      This was act one. But how long the play would be, I didn’t yet know.

      The familiar sensations of guilt and rage and desolate loss swept through me. Familiar, only in so much as they had been so for the past three weeks. This was not me. This was not the Lara Keen I had always prided myself on. This person I had become was irrational and emotional and one step away from the loony bin.

      I still dreamt of Carl. I still dreamt of him dying.

      And he wasn’t even dead.

      I ran a hand over my my face feeling fatigued beyond measure. Disturbed sleep did that to you, and mine had been fragmented to such a degree that I had taken to “sleeping” in my recliner chair, staring out the bay windows of my lounge. Wondering if he watched me from across the street. Wondering if he couldn’t sleep either.

      Three weeks. Three weeks of knowing my partner and mentor had killed five people in a warped sense of duty to protect me.

      I didn’t need him to protect me. I needed him out of my head.

      You knew me better than most.

      I didn’t know him at all. Because if I had, I would never have thought a twenty metre fall from the top of the Melons Bay cliffs would have killed the man. I would never have given up looking for his body in the surf.

      And I would have then been able to prevent the death of five men.

      “Keen,” Pierce started, taking a small step towards me. I held up my hand to halt him.

      It was bad enough that I’d been sidelined out of CIB. It was bad enough that he was throwing me a bone with this case. Mine certainly weren’t going anywhere. The HEAT arsonist had been quiet. And finding the traitor in our midst had stalled at Cawfield.

      No. I didn’t need Ryan Pierce’s sympathy.

      “I’ll check in with my guys and let you know,” I said, determinedly moving off down the street.

      “Where’s your partner?” he called out. The tone of his voice informing me that he was going for a lighter parting than the one we were currently having.

      I stopped and turned to look at him, a small, amused smile spreading my lips. Then looked at my watch.

      “Right now, he’ll be running up the Sky Tower’s 1267 steps.”

      Pierce let out a huff of laughter.

      “Complete with breathing apparatus and fire fighting gear on?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “I thought you’d be there to catch him when he collapses at the end. Wipe his brow.”

      I narrowed my eyes at the man. “When have I ever given you the impression that I’m at all motherly?”

      He shook his head. “It’s not your maternal instincts I was talking about.”

      My smile grew. “Whatever,” was the only comeback I could think of.

      I nodded to the forensics team as they moved in with screens and lights and mechanic sized tool kits full of crime scene investigation paraphernalia. The crinkle of their crepe white overalls and shoe covers lending a strange accompaniment to Auckland City waking up for another promising day. But what exactly today would promise was yet to be seen.

      The past twenty one days had been a thick haze of pain and regret and utter confusion. I didn’t do confusion well. I didn’t do idleness well, either. I didn’t do a lot of things but lately I was doing them all.

      My hands fisted, my breaths came out in ragged puffs, the cold air condensing before my lips. I forced my fingers to unclench, sucked in a deep breath and held it, counting to three in my head, and then releasing it over a further count of three. Rinse and repeat.

      It worked. I was no longer hyperventilating, but it did jack shit for the inside my head. The vice around my heart.

      I was a fucking wreck.

      As I didn’t actually have far to go, I left my car where it was parked and walked, thinking the fresh air might help me.

      Nothing could help me right now. Not Pierce. Not Hennessey, my shrink. Not even Damon.

      And definitely not Carl.

      Taking in the sights and sounds of Karangahape Road early on a Friday morning, I watched the harried Queen Street suit wearing workers and the more relaxed AUT students heading towards Myers Park and the shortcut down to Mayoral Drive and the city campus there. Mixed in with the inner city apartment dwellers out for their breakfast at various cafés, because God knows they couldn’t possibly pour a bowl of cereal in their mini kitchenettes at home. And finally the street workers, finishing up for the night, weary looks of exhaustion combined with creased lines of despondency on their haggard faces.

      Or maybe that was just me. Everything had a pall of desperation to it. Even the body I’d just left in the tender care of scientists to unravel had been forlorn.

      Death is miserable.

      I rounded the corner and stepped into Eagle’s domain. The chances of finding him here at this hour were negligible. But someone would see me and tell one of his team and Eagle would know I’d been here. I’d long since realised that Eagle and cellphones were not going to work. He occasionally phoned me, from a public phone box or a pay phone in a bar. But Eagle liked face to face contact. His whole career was based on it.

      He relied on his clients seeking him out. And even though Eagle and I had an unusual professional relationship, I was sure I was still firmly placed in the category of client.

      But as suspected, he wasn’t here. Just a couple of homeless street dwellers, their scattering of boxes and layers of newspapers to keep themselves warm, and a can of blue paint sitting forlornly between them.

      Blurred eyes squinted up at me out of grime stained faces, blue coloured snot running in rivulets down past their chins. For a second it was all I could focus on; glue-like mucus the colour of Smurfs. But the acidic stench of aromatic hydrocarbons filling the air broke my morbidly fascinated stare. One of the men carefully reached out a hand and pulled the thinned paint towards his body, cradling it as though it was a precious living thing.

      “Seen Eagle?” I asked, making sure to keep well out of kicking reach. I purposely didn’t flash my badge.

      “Nah. No one by that name comes ‘round ‘ere,” the one holding the paint tin said. The other was tipping over sideways about to pass out.

      “This is his stretch,” I pressed, leaning back against the wall casually and holding the drugged out paint sniffer’s eyes, letting him know I was calling “bullshit.”

      “Not last night,” the guy grumbled and rolled over onto his side, hugging the paint tin, placing his back to me. His eyes darted up from behind stringy strands of hair. Aware and wary.

      I frowned down at the men, but knew I’d get no further aid, so walked into the darker reaches of K Road hell.

      This little alley was all Eagle’s. If any other street worker chose to ply their wares here they’d meet a hard fist and swift kick to the solar plexus, ensuring Eagle and his team reigned supreme. Everyone knew it. Hell, he even had regulars who came here time and again. The kid gave good service.

      But the end of the alley was bare. And I mean, completely bare. No rubbish. No cigarette butts. No discarded condoms or rubber gloves. The stench of urine and the musky scent of ejaculate still hung on the air, but the usual pleasantries of the sex industry were all gone.

      I tipped my head to the side and stared at nothing, feeling my stomach clench and my sluggish mind reel.

      The bum was right. Eagle hadn’t been here last night. And last night, being a Thursday, was an easy cash cow for the likes of Eagle. The build up to the weekend always brought the compulsive purchaser out crawling the curb.

      I turned on my heel and came face to face with the no longer passed out huffer. The one not hoarding the paint tin all to himself. He opened his mouth and displayed a fine set of crooked blue teeth, his thick tongue looking like a bloated, necrotic organ. I held my breath as he went to speak, taking a surreptitious step backwards and placing my hand on the butt of my gun inside my jacket, flicking the safety catch on the holster, ready to draw if need be.

      He let out a cackling laugh; wet and crackly, a lung infection not aided by the toluene in the thinner. And shook his head, hands up in a peace offering. His stained fingers clutching a piece of paper.

      Black with gold writing.

      I raised my eyebrows and carefully reached out with my free hand to take the flyer. He relinquished it with another one of those too knowing chuckles, then turned his back to me and staggered towards his now fully tripping partner.

      I waited until he’d settled himself back down in amongst the mess of detritus he called a home and then flattened the grease and blue snot stained advertisement out in the palm of my hand.

      Sweet Hell. Open night. Thursday.

      Eagle had branched out and my gut was telling me this was no mere coincidence. A members only club designed to accommodate any man’s debauched and licentious desires across the street from where a woman had been left as if crucified on an invisible cross.

      No. This was no coincidence. This was act one of a tragedy that I feared would be extremely long.

      I gripped the flyer in my hand and headed back towards Pierce and the first victim.

      Back towards where, I was sure, there would now be several more of my fellow CIB detectives.

      Back towards my life.
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            “Never let them see your fear, Sport. Attack before they notice the shaking in your limbs.”

          

        

      

    

    
      My cellphone chiming had me pausing just down the street from the now cordoned off, tented and chaotic crime scene. I stepped over toward the shelter of a nearby stoop and pulled the device from my pocket swiping the screen, and placing the phone at my ear.

      “Keen,” I announced, receiving only silence.

      Cars roared passed on my right, the wind whistled through a gap of the door to my left, but I knew there was someone breathing on the other end of the line. I couldn’t really hear it, not with the diesel engines of city buses and shouts of someone hailing a cab. Not with my heart suddenly pounding inside my head loud enough to drown out my own rapid breaths of air.

      But I knew. Because this was the tenth silent call I’d received in just over one week.

      “This is Detective Lara Keen,” I tried, my voice solid and clear. You wouldn’t know I’d started shaking. “How can I help?”

      The line went dead. It always went dead.

      I looked up and scanned the street. Was he here? Was he watching? Was he trying to shake me awake and make me pay attention?

      Pay attention, Sport. Don’t fucking fall asleep on the job.

      My hand clenched around the cellphone, hard enough to make the casing creak.

      For a moment I couldn’t move. For a second that felt like a lifetime I stood still on the side of a busy street believing I was somewhere else. Believing I was going mad.

      I lifted the cellphone slowly up and stared at the screen, then swiped until I found the call log. The number was “unknown.” Unidentified. Possibly from a pay phone or a disposable cellphone with the number blocked. Like all the others had been. I’d pulled my service provider’s records already, pinpointed the caller to three locations. The CBD, Henderson and Manukau. Practically three equidistant locations across Auckland City.

      My guess, today’s call would have matched the others.

      Carl was getting around.

      But why?

      A sound escaped. An embarrassing hiccough that made me straighten my back, pocket the offending cellphone, and glare at a stranger who happened to look me in the eyes as they passed on the street. I shook my head, dispelled the images of Carl falling backwards over the cliffs at Melons Bay, and took one step after another towards Pierce.

      Knowing I needed to get my shit together. Aware my discombobulated state would be written across my face for all to see. Resigned to the fact that I was losing it. Emotions. Memories. Words. All of it a jumbled mess inside my head I could no longer tell what was truth and what was Carl’s meddling.

      My fingers shook when I raised them to tuck a strand of my hair behind an ear. I slipped them into my pocket, one hand still clenching the flyer, the other fisted and digging nails into flesh.

      Cawfield spotted me first. A sneer twisting his full lips as a glint of amusement entered his piercing blue eyes. He pulled expensive looking sunglasses down from on top of his head, the better to watch me unobserved behind. A tanned hand scrubbed at the blond stubble along his chin, then chiselled arms crossed in front of a broad chest, stretching the fabric of his t-shirt tight around his biceps in a move he’d perfected, probably as a teen.

      The man wore his superiority complex well.

      “Long time, no see, Keen,” he called out, loud enough to garner the attention of those colleagues also at the scene.

      There was his long time partner, Robbie Simpson. A nicer version of Joe Cawfield. Currently eating an iced bun of some description, crumbs raining down on an otherwise clean polo shirt. Trevor Jones was also here, cowboy hat perched ridiculously on top of his bald head, whiskers styled in a long droopy moustache framing warm smiling lips. And Pierce. Glowering at me.

      Never let them see your fear, Sport. Attack before they notice the shaking in your limbs.

      I think Carl had been referring to the criminals, but as Cawfield was still my number one suspect for the CIB traitor, the advice fit here.

      Of course, taking any advice from my once upon a time partner seemed so wrong now.

      “Just been doing your job for you, Cawfield,” I drawled. “Someone has to, otherwise the clues would never be found.” I held up the flyer to punctuate that point, making sure to wave it, hiding the slight tremble in my hand.

      Pierce’s face lost the glower and he strode immediately towards me. Unfortunately, so did Cawfield.

      I watched the latter man’s face as they both read the advert, trying to decide if it was surprise or calculation I saw there. Cawfield was an enigma. Despite the Criminal Investigations Bureau being a predominantly male environment, his misogynistic behaviour seemed out of line for a guy who spent an inordinate amount of time in front of the mirror. He liked women. There was no denying his penchant was for the opposite sex. Hell, he’d even propositioned me. More than once. But he did not like women to outshine him. Be that socially or professionally.

      I couldn’t yet tell if the feeling of unease I had regarding the man was due to this dichotomy or more nefarious reasons. Or simply due to the fact I was slowly going insane.

      “And how’s this a clue?” he demanded, giving the flyer a disgruntled look and turning dismissive eyes towards me.

      “Last night would have been quite a draw card,” I explained, as though speaking to a child. It only infuriated him further. A muscle ticked along his jaw. “Enough of a distraction for the murderer to do what he pleased on this side of the street,” I swept a hand out indicating the murder scene and crime lab set-up, “while all eyes were across the way.”

      “What about this club?” Cawfield argued, nodding towards The Whiskey Lounge. And it rankled that he had a valid point. Cawfield might be a slimy bastard, but he was a well trained cop.

      “This club closed beforehand,” Pierce announced, saving me from making some lame excuse up, just to piss Cawfield off. “Sweet Hell clearly had dispensation from the city council to remain open until ‘the birds start singing,’” he added, reading directly from the flyer.

      “So, some time between 4am and when her body was found at six,” I offered. “Do we have a more accurate time of death?”

      “Four-thirty,” Pierce said quietly, lowering the flyer and looking back towards the now fully hidden body.

      “And no one from this Sweet Hell would have seen a thing?” Cawfield demanded.

      “I guess we need to find out,” Pierce said, lifting his eyes to look across the street.

      “You think they have security cameras?” I asked.

      “Worth a crack.”

      “Or bouncers,” I added.

      “Good call.” Pierce thrust the flyer back at me. “You and Jones go knock on their door. See what you can find out.”

      I could have kissed him. I’d handed Pierce the ball and he was running with it, passing it back to me. He could have insisted I head to HEAT and work on my non-case. Hell, he could have insisted I go over there with Cawfield. But he was giving me a chance to dip my toe back in the turbulent waters of CIB.

      And also giving me the chance to work with a detective I hadn’t had the honour of doing so too closely.

      Cawfield couldn’t be my only suspect. I needed to dig deeper than the superficial pretty peacock who continually fluffed his annoying feathers at me.

      “Oh, and one more thing, Keen,” Pierce added. “The ME thinks she was murdered in situ.”

      Fuck. We had a performer. They tended to go out big.

      Pierce turned away first, but Cawfield took his time. Just as Pierce was far enough away not to hear him, he said, “This creep gets off on it. Pretty girls under his thumb. He stares them in the face, probably gets a hard on while he watches the light fade from their eyes.”

      “Your point?” I asked, because sure as eggs, Cawfield had a fucking point.

      “You’re a pretty girl, Keen.” That was not a compliment. “Watch yourself in there.” He nodded off towards Sweet Hell. “I hear the membership is made up of all walks of life. Lawyers. Accountants. Cops.” Pause. “Firemen.”

      He held my eyes on the last and then turned and sauntered away.

      Now why would you go and say a thing like that, Peacock?

      Jones jogging over thankfully cleared my head, his wicked looking moustache twitching with his enthusiasm.

      “It’s just you and me, Keen. Bet ya never thought you’d get a chance to work with the King.” He rolled his Rs when he spoke, definitely not regal, and pointed a thumb proudly at his chest in case I didn’t get the inference.

      “You think you’re the King, huh?”

      “Better believe it,” he said jovially. “Of course, I was only a prince until Carl left, so I guess you did work with a king, after all.”

      Even now. Even after everything. It was still hard to hear someone else saying his name.

      “Come on,” I said, a little too abruptly, and started heading across the street.

      “How do you wanna play this?” Jones asked. “Good cop or bad cop?”

      I huffed out a laugh. Everything Jones did was to elicit a smile. He no further believed the good cop/bad cop routine applied to a fact finding mission than I did that Carl would hand himself in.

      “How about concerned cop and professional cop?” I offered.

      “Have it your way. But you ain’t seen nothin’ ‘til you’ve seen my bad cop. Grrr,” he added with a wink.

      Somehow I couldn’t picture Trevor Jones selling out CIB.

      But I also wasn’t a rookie cop. I was the daughter of a cop. The granddaughter of a cop. And if Jones was hiding something, sooner or later I’d see it. Being a detective, it flowed through my veins. I was born into this world, which was why being pushed out of it for the past three weeks had sent me slightly ‘round the bend.

      Maybe Pierce had picked up on that. He was my liaison with the department. Through him Inspector Hart would know everything. Maybe Hart already knew I was back.

      Three weeks. That’s all I’d lasted. Three weeks and I was back working a publicised CIB case.

      Trevor banged on the closed door of Sweet Hell three times. The wood thudded dully. Obviously thick and solid, no rattling to be heard in the frame.

      “No door bell,” he mused, banging again three times and receiving the same dull thud in reply and little else.

      “Try the back? There’s always a back door to these places.”

      He nodded and started heading towards the side of the building. “You’d know, Keen. Back door events, I hear, are just your style.”

      “And they’re not yours, Jones? I swear that moustache and a black polyurethane crotchless and cheekless leotard would go so damn well together.”

      He shuddered. “Tell me you didn’t see anything like that at Zero Gravity?”

      I’d seen a hell of a lot more at that club, when I’d attended a mystique night with Damon. A hell of a lot more than I cared to discuss with a colleague. But CIB was a boys’ club and although I tended to float above the more base layer of its intricacies, I also knew that gutter talk was just part of the job description.

      An outlet. Nothing more.

      “Whips and chains and paddles that would make a whore blush,” I offered.

      Jones shuddered again and then rapped three times on the back door to Sweet Hell.

      I glanced around the carpark, secured behind a chain-link fence. A Lexus, a BMW, and a Rolls Royce of all things, sat sparkling in the mid morning sunshine. My eyes swept over the potted box hedges and topiary trees shaped like silkily dressed women and groping men, and settled on the small nondescript sign to the side of the door. Black with gold writing.

      Enter at your own risk. For here lies the sweetest of miseries. The hottest of infernos. The nine circles of Hell.

      “Well, that’s welcoming,” I quipped, nodding toward the sign.

      Jones glanced at the golden writing and then the rest of the well maintained back area. His hand reached out and he fingered the leaves on a nearby tree. I think he’d managed to get the woman’s breast, but I wasn’t sure.

      “More upmarket than the front,” he commented.

      “Yeah,” I agreed, taking another look at the Rolls Royce. “This is where the big boys come to play.”

      Locks behind the door began to clunk and clink as if being unbolted. My eyes flicked around the alcove that covered the rear entrance trying to find cameras. If they were here, they were discrete. Hopefully like the front of the building. Which meant we could have a picture of our perp by the end of the day.

      The door opened on well oiled hinges, darkness meeting our eyes.

      I flicked a glance up at Jones, his hand was already on his gun, at his hip. Not even trying to hide the weapon behind his jacket now. Jumpy. I didn’t realise Jones was jumpy.

      Or maybe I’d been so consumed in fear lately that it took more to rattle me than a purposely ominous greeting at the back door to a hell.

      “A little light, please?” I said.

      “Of course,” came a voice from deep within the darkness.

      A softly glowing light flicked on, showcasing a small table and lamp, with a red velvet covered chair to the side. A man sat in it. Late thirties, or a well maintained early forties. Dark hair, firm jawline, long legs crossed at the knees, superbly tailored suit open and displaying trim hips, a thick chest, and expensive silk shirt and tie. The tie was loose, the collar undone, dark hair peeked out at the hollow of his neck. Shadows made any more facial features harder to discern, but the overall image was one of indulgence.

      He reeked of sexual prowess.

      Jones cleared his throat.

      “Detectives Jones and Keen. Auckland CIB,” he announced. “You might have seen us across the road.”

      “Across the road,” the gentleman repeated. “I have not seen anything of across the road.”

      He spoke with an accent I recognised. I took a step closer to the threshold and the darkness beyond. Head tilted, eyes narrowed, a gut clenching foreknowledge settling its claws in and leaving deep grooves behind.

      “Detective Lara Keen,” the man said, voice soft and familiar. “How long has it been since you last came home?”

      Jones turned his head, body still facing forward, hand still resting by his gun, and looked at me.

      “Trevor Jones,” I said, somehow keeping the reluctance I felt from my voice. I flicked a hand out towards the man still reigning supreme on his velvet chair, more like a king than Jones could ever be. “Kyan Marcroft. My neighbour while I was growing up.”

      Silence for a beat. No cop likes having a connection to anything that might involve a crime.

      The law is there to protect us, Lara-Marie. Stay on the right side of it, and it will always be your guiding light. Cross it, and it becomes a laser beam.

      I’d spent more time across that divide recently than I cared to acknowledge. Having my father’s words reverberating inside my head the moment I walk back out into the guiding light was not at all welcome.

      Having a connection to Sweet Hell felt just as gut-twistingly bad.

      The look in my old neighbour’s eyes when he stepped forward spoke volumes. His words had told me even more.

      Although the Marcrofts had shifted to much greener pastures than my father’s somewhat modest house in Redoubt Road, they’d clearly remained in contact with him.

      Otherwise, Kyan wouldn’t have known I’d not been home for six long years.
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            “Keep pushing and pushing and pushing, Sport. But the moment you hear them snap back, shut the fuck up and watch them unravel.”

          

        

      

    

    
      “There’s been a murder,” I announced, not exactly with the finesse of a seasoned detective, but both men had remained silent too long, forcing my hand.

      “Across the street?” Marcroft offered, amusement at my discomfort apparent on his too cool facade.

      But his indifference, to a dead person no more than twenty metres away, was what really set the alarm bells clanging inside my mind.

      “Yes. Right across the road from Sweet Hell’s front doors.”

      “And you’d like to know if anyone saw anything?”

      Too smooth. Too peremptory.

      “Did you?” I asked.

      “No.”

      Jones shifted on his feet, finally coming to my aid and asked, “Are you the owner here, Mr Marcroft?”

      “Part owner. It’s a family business.”

      “Were you here between four and six this mornin’?” Jones added.

      “Yes. Why do you ask?”

      “It would help in our investigation,” I provided, stepping in with the whole cohesive concerned-cop/professional-cop front we’d been going for, “to have access to any security camera footage you may have for that time. Or any staff who would have been working near the front door.”

      “Of course,” Marcroft replied. “Anything to help our boys in blue.” He chuckled, flicked eyes over my clearly not boyish frame and then waved us inside. “You’ll have to excuse the route we take. There are still members inside the venue that have paid good money not to have their identities disclosed to the general public.”

      “We’re not the general public,” Jones countered.

      “Ah but, Detective, you are not a member either.”

      I raised my eyebrows at Trevor, who rolled his in reply behind Marcroft’s back.

      “You had an open night, last night, I believe,” I said, taking in the hidden access Marcroft led us through and the barren, perfunctory, thin hallway he took us down. There were no windows, showing what had to be the club proper on the other side of the plainly painted walls. No plush carpet or decor to soften the harsh glow of the overhead lights. This was purely for staff only. And the fact Sweet Hell had it at all made me wonder just who made up the members of this esteemed establishment.

      “Yes, quite a novelty, I assure you,” Marcroft replied, throwing a charming smile over his shoulder at me. Mine was not quite as practised in return. “All sorts attended. We were quite inundated.”

      “How many bouncers on the front door?” Jones asked.

      “We ran a security team of twelve last night. Two on the doors at any one time.”

      “Are they still here?” I asked.

      “Some have left already. We are closed,” he reminded us.

      “But you still have members attending?” I pressed.

      “We are not so inclined to rush them from the building.”

      He paused in front of a closed white door. There was no label to identify it, and it was the first door we’d come to. If I’d had any hope of seeing further inside the building I was now quite sure our access would be limited to only this far.

      Marcroft’s words confirmed that notion when he next spoke.

      “If you would wait here, Detectives, I’ll check to make sure none of our private areas are on display before you enter.”

      “This is your security room?” Jones queried.

      “One of them.” Then Marcroft turned on his heel and swiped a card against a security pad to the side, pushing the door open when it clicked.

      The door was shut behind him before we could even glance in the room.

      “Why no guards at the back door?” Jones mused.

      “Why have the owner meet us and not one of their security team?” I added.

      We both fell silent. Whether for Jones because he felt like me, that there were possibly ears in the walls, or simply because he had nothing else to say, I couldn’t tell. But silence is often the better course of action and he matched me echoing breath to echoing breath, standing perfectly still.

      He was a detective I could work with easily, I decided. Already we’d established a joint approach in firing the questions, and I had a feeling he was on the same page as me. Something felt off about Sweet Hell. Initially, I’d put it down to my tenuous connection to Kyan Marcroft and the surprise in meeting him after such a long time right here. But now I was finding my feet again, slipping into a tag-team detective work-up, I wasn’t so sure.

      My gut was telling me this clandestine hallway and careful protection of their members was overkill.

      The door clicked open and Marcroft motioned us inside a brightly lit room. Banks of monitors lined one whole wall, two black suited men, large framed, intimidating stares, earpieces in situ, and no doubt weapons of some description hidden under their fine suits, sat in front of the screens. Other than a quick once over, their riveted attention returned to the footage playing.

      “Do these show all of your camera angles out onto Karangahape Road?” Jones asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And inside?” my gut had me ask.

      “We’ve diverted sensitive view angles to our second security room for now.”

      “To protect your members?” I pushed.

      “Of course. They pay us well.”

      “Well enough to cover for them?” Jones asked. A stillness settled on the air.

      “Just what are you implying, Detective?” Marcroft enquired, his tone pleasant, his calculating eyes anything but.

      The security guards became statues. Their hands visible, resting on the bench beside their keyboards, but had they been otherwise, I think I might have pulled my gun. So threatening their stillness seemed.

      “No one is implying anything, Mr Marcroft,” I announced, receiving a raised eyebrow from him for the use of such formal language. “We’re just getting a feel for you, that’s all.”

      “And do you always do this so overtly?” he queried.

      “I find transparency often a worthwhile approach,” I lied, stepping toward one of the screens and pointing to it over the shoulder of the rock-like guard. “This one. Can you show us from about four-fifteen this morning onward?”

      The guard flicked his eyes to Marcroft, who nodded in return. Well trained.

      It took only a moment to know the video footage had been tampered with. The others running on various screens to the side were crystal clear, HD quality. This one, however, was blurred to such a degree that although shapes were identifiable, such as the sign for The Whiskey Lounge above the street, features were not. Such as the face of the man making out with the woman up against the glass frontage of the nightclub where she was later found dead.

      It was her. I could tell from the slinky black dress she wore and the cherry red shoes on her feet. It was her, even though I couldn’t see her made-up face, nor tell the colour of her eyes when she opened them and looked directly across the street.

      “Can you make this clearer?” Jones asked, leaning forward with me.

      “I don’t understand why it’s not,” Marcroft murmured, pushing a guard out of the way and starting to play with switches and dials beneath the screens.

      “That camera’s been playing up for a while, sir,” one of the security men said. “We’ve had to have it fixed three times now.”

      “How long?” I asked.

      “How long what?” the guard replied.

      “How long has it been playing up?”

      He looked to Marcroft.

      “It’s a simple question,” I pressed.

      “How long?” Marcroft finally repeated.

      “Three weeks.”

      “When did it last work clearly?” Jones asked. He was definitely on the same page as me.

      The guards shared a look. Purely clueless rather than nefarious in nature.

      “Yesterday?” one of them said.

      “Yeah, I’m sure it worked yesterday afternoon,” the other agreed.

      Marcroft stood up slowly from his lean above the keyboard and took a step back.

      “I apologise, Detectives. But it appears we are no help to your investigation.”

      “If we could speak with the bouncers who were on the door durin’ that time?” Jones asked.

      “I’m afraid they have all gone home for the day. Perhaps this evening?”

      “Are we able to have a copy of that footage, please?” I asked, not giving him time to further thwart us.

      “That won’t be possible,” Marcroft offered smoothly. “We cannot allow recordings to leave the premises. For the privacy…”

      “Of your members,” I finished for him.

      He nodded. “Besides, as you saw, the video is hardly conclusive.”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Jones added in a semi-drawl. “It’s remarkable what can be done with digital images now days.”

      Like me, Jones was watching Marcroft like a hawk. But the smooth operator’s reaction was well practised.

      “Then I suggest you obtain a warrant for it, Detectives.”

      And that marked the end of his cooperation, it seemed.

      “Thank you for your time, Mr Marcroft,” I said. He smiled. It could have been natural. But considering the turn the conversation had just taken, I was thinking it was another of those go-to charming smiles the man seemed to be able to pull out of a hat. I couldn’t remember if he’d had that ability when he was younger. “We’ll return this evening,” I added.

      His smile dropped.

      “For the bouncers’ statements,” I explained.

      “Ah, yes. Very good. I’ll have them ready for your questions by then.” Indeed.

      He headed to the door and pressed a button to unlock it, then held it open for us to walk through. The guards didn’t once turn away from the screens.

      We walked in silence down the utilitarian hallway. No one said a word as we came out into the dark vestibule with the velvet chair and small side table. The locks disengaging on the door echoed in the stillness of the room.

      “Do you play music here?” I asked. Jones didn’t bat an eyelash, but the unexpectedness of my question jolted Marcroft.

      “Music?”

      “I can’t hear anything,” I added as explanation.

      “Oh. Yes, we have excellent soundproofing.”

      “And excellent security,” I offered with my version of a charming smile.

      “Yes,” Marcroft said much slower, wariness flitting across his blue eyes and then vanishing. Replaced with cool indifference.

      I remembered those eyes from my childhood. Just like I remembered his accent. But this was not the Kyan Marcroft I remembered living next door to my home while growing up. This man was hiding something. Whether it was his members’ secrets or secrets of another kind, I didn’t yet know. But Sweet Hell had just made it onto the suspects’ list.

      “Thank you for your time, Mr Marcroft,” I repeated, holding out my hand to shake.

      He relaxed into the familiar gesture, grasping my hand and shaking enthusiastically back.

      His palm was dry. I was momentarily surprised. Everything told me Marcroft was walking on a high wire right now. He should have been exhibiting more signs of stress.

      “Please, Lara. You can call me Kyan,” he said with that smile I was beginning to dislike. “After all, we did date once upon a time.”

      Jones didn’t move a muscle, but I knew he hadn’t missed the precise timing of that little snippet.

      I let out a small purposeful laugh. “I think the correct phrasing is, we went on a date, once. Singular.”

      “Not for want of my trying,” he quipped, turning his attention to Jones and offering a hand. “Detective.”

      “Mr Marcroft.”

      In silence, again, we both turned away, taking one last look at the expensive cars behind the chain-link fence and the pretentious topiary trees around the back entrance; it wasn’t until we’d rounded the corner of the building that we heard the back door clicking closed. I glanced up and tried to locate the security cameras along the roof-line of the two storey building, there’d been one filming from this angle. But if it was there, it was beyond discreet.

      “Can’t see ‘em, either,” Jones murmured, eyes on the still tented scene across the street.

      By some silent agreement we came to stop in front of Sweet Hell. Not moving to cross K Road just yet. We were being watched, I’d stake my badge on it. We were being watched and recorded in crystal clear high resolution clarity.

      Neither of us said a word. But when a few minutes had passed of us staring disinterestingly around the frontage of the club, along the building’s facade and those on either side, and then across the street, we started walking toward Pierce and Cawfield. Who had watched our show with mild intrigue and astute understanding.

      Pierce held my gaze as we approached.

      “Well?” he said. “Here or back at CIB?”

      The invitation had been delivered. Hart had approved me coming back to base.

      “CIB,” Jones replied, unaware of the deeper meaning of Pierce’s words. “This place gives me the creeps,” he added, looking toward the tent, but only shuddering when his eyes darted back across the street.

      “All right, then,” Pierce announced. “Let’s head there now.”

      I waited until Pierce and Jones had turned and walked far enough away before I spoke.

      “What do you know about Sweet Hell?” I kept my voice soft, only loud enough for Cawfield to hear.

      He let out an amused chuckle.

      “Thinking of joining, Keen?”

      “It’s gentlemen only, isn’t it?”

      He shook his head. “Like most things in life,” he said, voice lowered to match the volume of mine, “appearances can be deceiving.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “Ever wondered how you got into CIB so easily?”

      I lifted my eyes, from where they had been staring blindly at the forensics team, to his face. He looked like he was having way too much fun.

      Bastard.

      I didn’t say a word, just held his stare with an impassive one of my own.

      “Well,” he drawled, “let’s just say your name would get you in there, as well.” He nodded towards Sweet Hell. “Just saying.” And then sauntered away, hands in jeans pockets, whistling a fucking tune.

      My personal hatred of Joe Cawfield ballooned. A bomb threatening to go off inside. I tamped it down with bitter determination.

      Keep pushing and pushing and pushing, Sport. But the moment you hear them snap back, shut the fuck up and watch them unravel.

      I just hoped Cawfield was close to unravelling, because it was getting harder and harder not to snap back.

      I ran a hand over my face and contemplated my next move. Jones was an unlikely CIB traitor. Cawfield still stood in the spotlight for that one, but why? What would he gain by helping hide connections to Auckland’s premier drug lord? Money to buy bigger name-brand sunglasses?

      I shook my head and turned towards where I’d parked my car.

      Sweet Hell beckoned over my right shoulder. The dead woman called out from the other side of the spiritual realm. I stopped in my tracks and stared at the pavement for a moment, running that thought through to completion. The position the murderer placed the body in meant something. The situation as well. Mechanism and location.

      Placed on a cross. Crucified. Opposite an establishment that referred to itself as the nine circles of Hell.

      What did it mean?

      And why would Cawfield reference both my father and my boyfriend? Because that’s what he’d done, when he’d mentioned the types of people who frequent a venue such as Sweet Hell. The emphasis on “firemen” earlier had been purposeful, followed up by that cunning look on his face which could only be taken one way. And now, the crude allusion to the fact that I was Superintendent Ethan Keen’s daughter and that alone would get me through Sweet Hell’s door. Mix that in with the connection between my father and Kyan Marcroft and it was something, as a detective, I simply could not ignore.

      I started walking again, coming abreast of my car and slipping into the driver’s seat. My fingers tapped restlessly on the steering wheel for a few seconds. Damon. My father. And Eagle. All somehow wrapped up in Sweet Hell.

      My fingers curled around the steering wheel, knuckles turning white.

      I couldn’t find Eagle. He’d gone to ground.

      And out of the two other men in my life, there was only one I’d willingly confront.

      I started the car and headed towards HEAT, while dialling Pierce on my cellphone to let him know I was following a lead.

      A bitter taste entered my mouth. My heart missed a beat inside my chest. Sweat beaded my upper lip.

      Fuck it. Was there no man in my life I could ever truly trust?

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter Four

          

          

      

    

    







            “Sometimes it’s the small things that trip us up. Sometimes they’re so fucking big we can’t see past them.”

          

        

      

    

    
      The carpark behind the old Pitt Street Fire Station was packed. I had to circle twice to find a vacant spot. The annual Firefighter Sky Tower Challenge raised a lot of money for leukaemia support, and Pitt Street Station was a hub for those participating. Some of these vehicles would have belonged to off-duty staff, all attending the tenth climb to the top of the Tower.

      I glanced at my watch. There was a chance those HEAT members participating were still climbing as well, or doing their post climb meet and greet at Sky City. I should have called here first, but my usual foresight and planning had fallen by the wayside since my emotions had taken over control of my mind. I was finding it harder and harder to think clearly. Not at all a good thing for a cop.

      Sometimes it’s the small things that trip us up. Sometimes they’re so fucking big we can’t see past them.

      Carl had been right when he’d said that. I was in danger of being blinded by my emotions. Of hiding behind a brick wall of feelings I had no hope of ever toppling.

      A knock sounded out on the side of my window, making me realise I’d been staring at nothing for too long and finally been spotted. I jerked in my seat, my hands fisting the steering wheel, knuckles going instantly white, and turned my head to look into dark brown eyes full of concern and something else I chose right then to ignore. Still, a long breath of air did escape me, and with it the weight of so much weariness it almost made me gasp.

      Damon did that to me. He took some of the load without even asking, and I had no idea how he managed it, at all.

      “Are you getting out?” he asked through the still closed window. “Or should I bring the coffee out here to you?”

      Why? Why did Cawfield have to make me second guess this man?

      “I’m getting out,” I said, offering a smile. I feared it might have been as fake as the one I’d just given Marcroft.

      Damon stepped back and then took the door when I opened it, pulling it wide to allow me to climb out.

      “How did it go?” I asked.

      I was a coward. I’d never been a coward before. I was a coward hiding behind an emotional brick wall.

      Damon let out a laugh, his whole body relaxing. I’d missed the tension when I first looked out the window. But the absence of it now made me notice.

      “Torture, as usual,” Damon said on another laugh. “Flack beat me.”

      I flicked my eyes up to his. He didn’t seem too concerned about losing out to his second.

      “You’re getting old,” I quipped. “It’s to be expected.”

      “Ah, love,” he murmured, moving closer, pushing me back against the now closed door of my car. His hands landed on either side of my body, on the roof of the vehicle, caging me in. His face tipped down, hot breath washing over my lips. “It’s not old age, it’s contentment,” he whispered, leaning forward and brushing his lips across mine in a featherlight kiss. “Besides, it’s not Flack I wish to impress.”

      A hand wrapped around my hair at the base of my neck and he tugged my head back, lifting my face to his for a deeper kiss. Confusion warred with wonderment, battled against turmoil and doubt inside my mind.

      Damon pulled back and looked down at me. Silence stretched as he searched my guarded face.

      “What’s happened?” He’d always been too astute and I was performing well below par.

      “How about that coffee?” I suggested. His eyes darted down my body, noting the placement of my hands: hanging ineffectually beside my thighs, not on his chest where they usually would be, if he’d just kissed me senseless, like he’d done right now.

      I saw something flicker in his dark eyes. I could have sworn it was fear, but Damon didn’t show fear. Not even to me. I doubted what I’d seen immediately. And then cursed myself internally for a beat.

      I’d never been very good at this relationship thing. I’d either throw myself too deeply into them in the past, or not deeply enough. Finding a happy middle ground was not natural for me. All or nothing. That’s how I operated. Black and white. Right and wrong.

      But my professional and personal compass was out.

      Carl was not dead as I’d once believed. I’d let him go, when I should have arrested him for going on a killing spree. I’d failed to follow the letter of the law, something I’d been raised to do instinctively.

      And now I was looking into the beautiful eyes of the man I thought I might just love but couldn’t seem able to fully trust for some reason.

      Everything was grey. Everything was hovering between right and wrong. I couldn’t decide. I couldn’t seem to make myself choose one or the other.

      Everything was grey.

      I closed my eyes, let out a wretched breath of air, and felt utter defeat. I was drowning here, and the one man who had kept me afloat for the past three weeks was drifting away from me.

      “Coffee,” Damon said softly.

      My eyes opened. He reached up and tucked a portion of hair behind my ear. His gaze resting on the blonde strands, almost mesmerised by them. Damon had thick, dark, curly hair, such a contrast to mine. I had a thing for his hair, but it paled in comparison to his obsession with mine.

      “You need coffee,” he semi-repeated. But we both knew the words were a euphemism for something else.

      I needed help. And he was trying. He was doing his best. But even that wasn’t enough.

      I was drowning.

      I nodded my head and let him lead the way into the Station, bypassing the watch area downstairs, and heading up to where the HEAT offices were based on the second floor.

      The Hauraki Emergency Assistance Team worked out of Pitt Street Fire, as a branch of the Fire Service. But also as liaison to both the Police and Ambulance when required. They consisted of three divisions: Investigation; Prevention; and Rescue. Today, all three divisions were on station. Possibly not all here to work, but certainly not in any hurry to leave either. They were brothers to each other, that’s why the recent spate of arsonist attacks against them were hitting them hard. And making it harder for me to convince Damon that he needed to look at each member of his collective team more closely.

      Damon still believed the culprit was someone from the watch: a front-line firefighter. I couldn’t get him to see otherwise. Not that I had a suspect in mind at all, but to be able to consider other avenues would have been nice. Not to mention, an appropriate way to carry on the investigation.

      We entered into the middle of a loud discussion, Gus and Jude from Prevention arguing with Flack and Spence from Investigation. It had obviously started to get heated, but I couldn’t make out what it was about. Several of the men lounging around the periphery of the room were heckling those on centre stage, offering their two cents worth. Marc was in the kitchen with Stretch, banging pots and pans - I was thinking in an effort to drown the argument out - all the while a couple of guys from Rescue were turning the volume up on the flat screen TV in the corner, as though the fate of the world rested on daytime soap operas; occasionally throwing disgruntled looks over their shoulders at the scene escalating in the middle of the room.

      It was chaotic, but only in the way big families can sometimes get. I didn’t come from a large family. There’s just my father and myself left. But I’d learnt to go with the flow at CIB, to allow the “brotherhood” a certain amount of free rein. I’d also learnt to enjoy it. That messy, unruly camaraderie. Because once the call came in, the argument would be forgotten, the TV turned off, the pots and pans left where they were, and every single one of these men would be there for the other. Backing them up. Helping to keep them safe. Working as a team.

      I stood in the doorway, watching Damon weave his way through the throng as though the upheaval was perfectly normal and acceptable, making his way to the kitchen, sharing a word or two with Marc and Stretch, as he grabbed two cups from the cupboard and began to pour us coffee from a freshly brewed pot. And I realised how precarious this fellowship, this team spirit, could be.

      Because I was seeing it at CIB. I was living it. I was walking that fine line between trusting my fellow brothers and doubting them. And I realised now, that was why Damon refused to consider the arsonist as one of their own. Not before all other avenues were investigated, all other possibilities were put to bed. Because to bring doubt into this fine ecosystem, this delicately balanced and intricately woven world, could prove disastrous. For his men. For the HEAT divisions. For him.

      Hart had decided to keep the investigation into the traitor at CIB between just Pierce, himself and me. I understood why now. I acknowledged his reasons even as I recognised the horrific position he’d placed me in.

      He’d said it could be a career breaker.

      He’d failed to point out that it could also just break me.

      “Keen, you gonna just stand there and look pretty or are you brave enough to step into the room with the big boys?” Gus called out from the long rectangular table that stood sentinel in the middle of the room. The argument was over, and I hadn’t even realised. Hadn’t even worked out what it had been about.

      My eyes flicked over the several amused faces watching me and landed on Damon, still standing over in the open plan kitchen, now holding two cups of steaming coffee and wearing a look that said I was not hiding my emotions at all well.

      I’d been trained by the best. Could hold my own with any snide, borderline indecent comment thrown my way by the likes of Joe Gutter-Snipe Cawfield. Could hurl a sharp witted barb back without lifting a finger or having to think.

      But the best was now a rogue criminal.

      And my training put into question by more than just me.

      I ran a hand over my face and the room fell silent. I was breaking apart in a much too public way.

      “You’ll never guess what Clarke did halfway up the steps of the Tower,” Jude’s low, rumbling voice said right at my ear.

      A plate of chocolate biscuits appeared in front of me, a dark skinned hand holding the offering steady before my eyes. I reached out, mortified to see my hand shaking, a well of emotions bubbling up and threatening to drown. The biscuit had no taste when I automatically bit into it.

      “Keen’s not interested in the newbie’s mishaps,” Flack said on my behalf, pulling out a seat beside him and patting it in an obvious invitation for me to sit.

      I felt Jude’s large hand in the small of my back directing me as the “newbie” Russel Clarke muttered, “I ate something bad for dinner last night, that’s all.”

      “So, it had nothing to do with the thirty plus kilos of firefighting gear on your back?” Spence shouted from across the room.

      I took a seat, my legs damn near giving out as my butt hit the chair. Flack pushed a plate of sausage rolls towards me. Then pushed them closer when I didn’t take the hint fast enough. I picked one up and nibbled on it, my breaths settling, before I’d even realised they’d been way too fast before.

      “What Lara wants to hear about,” Flack added next to me, “is how slow her old man is.”

      Just as Gus said from across the table, “So, how did you get all those chunks of regurgitated carrot out of your BA gear, Clarke?”

      Everyone groaned, but no one stopped eating.

      Flack leaned closer to me and mock whispered, “Five minutes. Five whole fucking minutes, Keen.” Then louder, “Getting old, Michaels.”

      “Or getting soft,” Jude rumbled.

      “What do you feed him, anyway, Keen?” Stretch asked.

      “It’s not what she feeds him, it what she let’s him get away with,” Marc added, from his lean against a kitchen bench, a smirk gracing his stubbled face, piercing blue eyes dancing.

      I sucked in a breath and found myself saying, “You’re all wrong.” And received a suspended moment of silent anticipation in return. My blood thundered in my veins, but the familiar banter seemed to somehow bolster me. Bring me back from a place I didn’t even know I’d been. “It was the threat of what he’d miss out on if he strained a muscle climbing those damn stairs.”

      A beat, then raucous laughter followed, and just like that I could breathe freely again. They weren’t my family. They weren’t my brotherhood either. But they made me feel like I belonged. Like they’d back me, help keep me safe. Let me be part of their team.

      Damon ran a fairly tight ship, but this moment was all on the men he’d chosen for HEAT. Their hearts were as big as their oversized fire-fighting bodies. Their friendship as beautiful as their many varied and rugged good looks. I felt as welcome here, maybe more so even, as I did in CIB.

      In the Criminal Investigations Bureau I was the lone female detective. The daughter of a prominent South Auckland cop. At HEAT I was simply Keen.

      “All right, that’s enough!” Damon shouted, when the dirty jokes started coming out in full force. “I believe I’d like to convince my girlfriend that I am in one piece.” The dirty jokes slipped into the gutter. Damon winked at me and nodded towards the corridor to his office.

      For a second, I hesitated.

      For a second, I contemplated hiding again.

      But I am a good cop. A damn fine detective. Trained by a rogue criminal or not.

      I stood up from the table and moved to follow him from the room, ignoring the many jibes. But also feeling completely at home amongst them. This was the world I knew and loved. I may be drowning, but I could see the light reflect off the top of the water when I was with these guys.

      I just hoped the same would apply when I walked into CIB.

      Damon held the door to his office open, his steady eyes locked on my face as I walked past. I held his gaze, even as my heart rate rocketed. Knowing what was about to come next. Fearing it more than I had ever feared anything before.

      It should have been easy. There should have been no doubt. But doubt was smothering me of late. Mixed in with confusion and indecision, and layered in years of mistrust.

      Cawfield’s timing couldn’t have been worse. I was aware I was on the brink of losing it completely. Flailing desperately to hold on.

      But what was I holding on to? And would it be easier to just let go?

      The door clicked shut behind me, and I felt Damon walk up to my back, where I stood staring at his cluttered desk. Running HEAT required paperwork. A lot of it, by the looks of this dishevelled mess.

      Hot breath washed over my cheek, as his arms came around my waist and he leaned in over my shoulder nuzzling my hair.

      “What happened?” he asked softly, laying a tender kiss against the side of my neck.

      I wanted to relax back into him. I wanted to give in and let him take some of this wretched load. But the image of a strangled woman lying on the filthy pavement outside a nightclub on Karangahape Road flashed in front of my eyes. Making the desk disappear and the room feel too close.

      My hands fisted. My chest rose and fell too fast. Damon would have been aware of it all. He always is.

      He knows me.

      Why did I not feel I knew him as well?

      I sucked in a deep breath of air and held it. Damon stilled, his arms warm bands around me, the heat from his chest scorching my back.

      “What do you know about a members only club called Sweet Hell?” I asked, the room closing in further. My heart rate drowning out all other sounds.

      But I heard him. I heard it over the roar inside my head. I heard him.

      He sucked in a sharp breath of obviously startled air.
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            “Life has a tendency to surprise us, Keen. But it’s yourself you gotta watch out for. Sometimes the biggest shocks come from within.”

          

        

      

    

    
      I looked down at the floor, but my eyes didn’t make it that far. Damon’s arms were still around my waist, his hands loosely overlaying each other. The knuckles were scraped and some of the skin was torn, as though he’d been in a fist fight.

      I pulled out of his frozen embrace, and turned around swiftly to face him. My eyes darting all over his face, trying to see the man I knew there. He couldn’t look me in the eyes.

      My stomach plummeted to the floor.

      “Damon?”

      He brought a bruised hand up to his neck, moving to rub the back of it. But as soon as he recognised the tell-tale move for what it was, he quickly brought it back down again, now in a tight fist that had to hurt. His gaze caught on the cuts across his knuckles, or maybe the clenching drew his attention instead.

      Something was going on and I’d missed it. The man I practically spent every evening with had been in a fight and hidden it from me. What sort of detective was I?

      “When did you do that?” I asked, nodding at his hands, but he still wasn’t looking at me, so he wouldn’t have seen it. He answered anyway.

      “It’s nothing,” he said softly, releasing the fist and moving to scrub the back of his neck again.

      He let out a frustrated breath of air and finally raised his eyes to mine.

      “I wish you didn’t know my tell,” he admitted with brutal honesty.

      Damon always rubbed the back of his neck when he was about to misdirect or hide something. Perhaps he’d been doing it a lot lately and I’d been too fucked up to notice. I didn’t know the answer to that, but twice in the past few minutes was one hell of a tell.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, still unable to believe this was happening. That Damon was capable of… what? Being involved in the murder today? Visiting a place like Sweet Hell?

      “What happened at Sweet Hell?” he asked instead of answering, moving to sit himself behind his desk in the large imposing chair there.

      The tactic was one Hart often used. Intimidation which didn’t work on me anymore. Perhaps it worked on Damon’s team. But right now I was not on his team.

      I was Detective Lara Keen, investigating a murder.

      Acidic bile rose up my throat. I swallowed it viciously, levelling my gaze on Damon, but not sitting down in the smaller chair across from him.

      “How did you cut your knuckles, Damon?”

      “Are you asking as a concerned girlfriend or as a police detective?” he threw back, and then barked out a sudden harsh sound full of derision. “Don’t answer that. You’re always a cop.”

      “You’ve been in a fight,” I pointed out, my voice devoid of emotion. He wanted the cop. He’d bloody well get it. “Recently. Possibly as recent as last night.”

      “It’s nothing, Lara.”

      “What did you hit?” Even now, I was giving him an out. He didn’t realise it. But the question, undoubtedly, should have been who did he hit. Not what.

      He thought I was a detective first and foremost. But like with most things lately, nothing was so black and white.

      “Firefighters always catch their knuckles on things.”

      “So, you’re telling me the climb up the Sky Tower in full BA gear was performed without your gloves?” I glared at him. He glared back. “Don’t lie to me.”

      The words were out before I could stop them. They hung on the air between us. They clung to an invisible wall that had somehow been erected. It overshadowed my emotional one for now.

      “Lara,” Damon began on a wary breath of air.

      “It’s easy,” I said, before he could go on. “You tell me everything you know about Sweet Hell, about why your knuckles are beat up from a fight. About why you feel it necessary to keep this from me.”

      I sucked in a deep breath of air, felt my eyes sting, blinked through the sudden emotional swell that threatened me yet again, and said the words I’d never thought I’d say to anyone.

      “And we’ll work it out together. Just you and me, if it needs to be. No CIB. No Pierce. Just us.”

      Life has a tendency to surprise us, Keen. But it’s yourself you gotta watch out for. Sometimes the biggest shocks come from within.

      Shut up, Carl.

      Damon stared at me. His normally slightly tanned face pale beneath the layer of stubble he always wore. His dark eyes swirling with some sort of emotion I couldn’t identify. His mouth parted, just a little, as though I’d shocked him more than I’d just shocked myself.

      He was up and around the desk within the next split second, his hands finding my body as though I was simply an extension of himself. I didn’t get a chance to prepare. His chest crushed to mine, his fingers delved into my hair and wrapped around the strands in lightning speed, holding me just where he wanted me, and then his lips and tongue were devouring my mouth.

      My back met the wall, photo frames of his various awards and qualifications rattling with the movement, a moan escaping, adding to the grunt of desire that slipped from Damon’s mouth. The length of his frame moulded to mine, his whole body enveloping me. But it was more than that. It was his touch, his heated breaths, his eager tongue, the sounds that rumbled up from deep inside his chest.

      Damon could make love as though every cell in his body was devoted to the action. As though there wasn’t a piece of him left over to control anything else. In that moment he was entirely mine. Every single inch.

      But then, when Damon touched me, held me, kissed me, there was no argument that I was completely his as well.

      It confused me, this depth of attraction. It had always existed, even when I was all about the job.

      And now, for the brief moment in time he took to show me his gratitude, to tell me through his desire and hunger his want, he wiped all other emotions out. All other doubts and concerns erased with just his touch. Everything white again, not grey, not black. But right.

      Damon stopped the questions inside my mind. He stopped the self doubt. He drowned out Carl’s voice.

      In just those brief moments in time, Damon made everything so simple. So easy.

      How had I not noticed this before now?

      “Lara,” he said, pulling back finally, allowing us to catch our breaths. “Love,” he added, closing his eyes and resting his forehead against mine, one hand wrapped around the back of my neck, the other, fingers laced through mine. “You have no idea what hearing those words mean to me. How long I’ve dreamt of hearing something like that come out of your mouth.”

      His face pulled back further and for a long moment he just looked in my eyes. For a second I didn’t realise what I was seeing.

      But then, I recognised these emotions in myself.

      Sadness. Grief. Almost a loss. But none of it made sense until he sucked in a deep breath of air and finally spoke.

      “But I won’t hold you to it,” he whispered, as though he couldn’t say the words any louder. He couldn’t bear, in fact, to hear the truth voiced aloud. “You’re not yourself, right now,” he added, making my body jolt from the blow his admission cost. “You don’t know what you’re offering. To believe you would be to take advantage of you, right now. I won’t take advantage of you. I won’t hold you to it. I won’t.”

      I swallowed thickly and somehow managed to pull myself out of his embrace, away from his much wanted touch, out from under his sad, grief-stricken eyes. The moment I turned my back on him all the other emotions swelled.

      What was I doing? Who had I become?

      Carl had turned me into someone I was not. Carl had weakened me to the point that I was about to break apart.

      I wrapped my arms around my stomach and bent slightly, as though that would stop the disintegration I could feel imminent. Stop my unravelling. Stop everything.

      But I couldn’t. I needed help.

      Damon didn’t say anything else. He didn’t approach me either, or move to face me by rounding his desk and sitting back down. I couldn’t even hear him, let alone feel him. And I usually knew exactly where Damon was in a room. An intrinsic knowledge which seemed, right now, to be shut down.

      I breathed through the sensations I’d come to know intimately. I held myself together by sheer will. A bubble of hysterical laughter threatening to erupt at any moment. My will was the only thing I seemed to have left. Everything else - being a good detective, a competent police officer, a balanced cop - it was all shot to hell.

      But I had my willpower. I just couldn’t decide what I needed to use it on first.

      I closed my eyes but all I saw was cherry red lipstick and matching shoes.

      “What do you know about Sweet Hell?” I repeated my earlier question. Still unable to look at him, but at least I wasn’t hunched over anymore.

      My arms still held me together. My breaths still laboured too fast. But I was working. Functioning. Albeit well below par.

      “Gentleman’s club,” he said finally. “Members only, like you said. On Karangahape Road.”

      “Have you been there?”

      His answer was slow in coming. But somehow I knew he would respond. He’d been hiding. But unlike me, Damon was no coward.

      “Yes.”

      Such a simple word. Such a complicated reply.

      There were so many more questions to ask. Front and centre was why? But that was personal, and right now I needed to keep this about the girl.

      “What goes on there?”

      I heard his soft footfalls before I saw him come abreast of me. He didn’t stop there, he kept going until he could turn and rest his butt against the top of the desk. We stood no more than a few feet away. But it suddenly felt like an ocean apart.

      “Gambling mainly. High stakes,” he murmured. His eyes looked distant, as though he was picturing the inside of the club, what he’d seen. What he’d done. “Obviously alcohol is served, top shelf. I’m unsure, but I suspect they also provide other requirements. Anything really, that the gentleman desires.”

      “Drugs?”

      “Possibly. I haven’t seen any.”

      “Sex?” God, I felt ill.

      “Definitely, but discretely. Discretion is their motto.”

      “I thought it was, ‘The sweetest of miseries. The hottest of infernos. The nine circles of Hell.’”

      Damon cocked his head at me, a contemplative look on his face. A face I’d looked at so closely, for so long, I often forgot he could appear so breath taking, stunning even, with such apparent ease.

      God, this hurt so much.

      “You’ve visited the back door,” he said quietly. “Why, Lara?”

      I shook my head. “We’re not done here.”

      “I don’t get to ask the questions? Is that how this goes?”

      I held his gaze with an equally sad look of my own.

      “No.”

      “Lara.” It was almost a plea.

      It made me angry. Anger was better than despair.

      “When were you there?” I asked.

      He let out a frustrated breath of air, but didn’t reach for the back of his neck.

      “Last Saturday, and again last night.”

      I thought I was ready for it. I thought I’d shored up my defences enough to hear him admit the truth. I wasn’t ready. I hadn’t even begun to protect myself, it seemed.

      Because his words cut through as cleanly as a sharp knife. I bled. On the inside. I bled and it threatened to drown.

      “Why?” I croaked, uncaring that I’d given so much away.

      “Love,” he whispered, moving forward, reaching for me, but I quickly stepped back and he had to eventually lower his impotent outstretched hand. “It’s not what you think,” he said, voice low, determined.

      “Then tell me.” My turn to plead.

      “Can’t you just trust me? Can’t you just believe that I’d never hurt you like that? We’ve been here before, Lara. I thought we’d sorted this all out. But you refuse to believe my place in your world is permanent. You refuse to believe in me.” He shook his head, scrubbed both hands over his face, as though done with it all. “How can you be so damn good at what you do and still fail to see the truth in your own life? What has made you this way? What has happened that would make you so distrustful of the one person who loves you beyond anything else?”

      I took another step backwards at his declaration of love. No, not just a declaration. A proclamation. Said with such conviction it was almost written in stone. I knew he loved me. It wasn’t the words. It was the way he said it. As though he believed it with his body and soul. As though he’d lay down his life to prove it. But there was something else. Something dark and dangerous beneath the facade. Cracking the stone.

      He didn’t believe in me. He didn’t believe I loved him. He was losing faith. He didn’t believe that I’d lay down my life to prove it. That I loved him above all else.

      He didn’t believe in me.

      And why should he? My track record was poor. Our history mired in my mistakes. And now, I was one step away from falling apart. His belief in me was fracturing right alongside my world.

      I was losing him. And I’d lost so much. I couldn’t lose Damon as well.

      I stood there, waiting for him to take it all back. For him to make it better with his touch. With his softly spoken words. Anything but this raw agony that cleaved my body in two.

      He didn’t believe in me.

      I didn’t know what to do.

      Push on? Or retreat? If it was easy to choose which path to take, we wouldn’t end up falling potholes, would we, Sport?

      My hands came up and gripped the hair on the sides of my head, a silent scream reverberating inside my skull.

      Get out! Get out! Get the fuck out!

      I couldn’t do this anymore. I couldn’t function with Carl inside my head. I couldn’t breathe.

      I was drowning.

      “Shh, love,” Damon whispered. “It’s OK. You’re OK.” Not we’re OK. But you are.

      It was a lie. We both knew it. I was so far from OK it was no longer funny.

      I needed help.

      But I am what I am. A daughter of a cop.

      We don’t ask for help. We deal. We survive. We ignore the problem or we bury it under everything else.

      I pulled away from his embrace again and heard the annoyance in his harshly expelled breath. I held a hand up to stall him, sucked in my own refortifying breath of air, and forcefully pushed Carl from my mind.

      The woman. I had to concentrate on the woman. There’d come a time when I could focus on myself. And midway through a murder investigation was not it.

      I turned back to Damon and lifted my chin. My eyes clear. My back straight.

      My heart breaking apart as swiftly as I feared my mind might be as well.

      “Sweet Hell,” I said. The tone of my voice brooking no argument.

      He sighed, slumped down on the edge of his desk again, and rubbed a hand over his face in defeat.

      “Sweet Hell,” he repeated. “Fuck,” he spat out on a heated breath of air. “I fucking hate that bloody place.”
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      I hadn’t expected that. His anger. His… vehemence.

      The fact he despised Sweet Hell.

      How could he attend a gaming hell if he didn’t like it? A small burgeoning bubble of hope expanded inside my chest.

      “Start at the beginning,” I urged, moving to take a seat on a couch off to the side. I forced myself to pick the cup of coffee up that Damon had placed on the side table when we first walked into his office.

      It was a purposeful move. One I’d practised with witnesses before. Seemingly lowering my defences so they would lower theirs. If Damon saw the move for what it was, he didn’t show it.

      He also didn’t pick up his coffee cup either.

      He let a breath of air out as if releasing his last hold on something precious. Something important to him.

      “I didn’t mean to keep it from you,” he murmured.

      An admission that I was too emotionally spent to accept.

      “I thought I’d be able to resolve it easily,” he added.

      “Without having to involve your police detective girlfriend?” I offered, trying to lighten the statement with a wry smile.

      Damon didn’t smile back. Just a huff of breath that was more even than the last.

      “But she’s in deeper than I’d anticipated,” he finally said. And I knew. I damn well knew, that his sister had fucked things up again.

      “Carole?” I asked, sipping my now almost cold coffee just for something to do with my hands.

      I wanted to reach for him. Comfort him. But I couldn’t seem to make myself move more than to lift the fucking cup.

      “You were right,” he whispered, and the shock of hearing him say that had me spilling coffee down the front of my shirt. I wiped at it ineffectually as I watched Damon confront his own kind of hell.

      Carole Michaels had been a thorn in her brother’s side for years. Since their parents died and she went off the rails getting involved in back room sex clubs and addicted to drugs. She’d been staying at a halfway house for recovering addicts out at Piha Beach. A supposed relaxed environment for the mentally ill and substance abused to recover in.

      I’d checked it out. It was all above board. Expensive and exclusive. Damon and Carole came from old money. They didn’t flash it around, but it was in everything they did. But even though the residence Carole had been staying in was well maintained and appropriately run, I’d stupidly pointed out that Piha was known for its druggies.

      I’d been right. So she was off the wagon again.

      I placed my cup on the table to my side, silently glad to be rid of it. Then ran a hand through my hair trying to pick my words carefully. I had a tendency to be too honest. Especially when it came to breaking the law. I’d grown up with the blinkers off, my father had not couched my education as a teenager. I knew what he did, what he saw each day. What he had to face. I just never knew how it made him feel.

      “So, Carole has been visiting Sweet Hell,” I said levelly. “Cawfield told me that it wasn’t just a men’s only club. That women could gain membership as well.”

      Damon huffed out a derisive sound. “She’s not a member.”

      “Then what’s her connection?” I had a bad feeling about this.

      For the first time in long minutes he lifted his eyes to my face. I saw a depth of pain there that shocked me. Damon held a lot of his emotions inside. He rarely let anyone, even me, see them. Certainly, he showed me love, desire, affection, occasionally worry. But fear and hurt were well contained.

      Except for right now.

      “Damon,” I said gently.

      “Don’t go all soft on me now, Detective,” he said, sealing the pain away, hiding it behind his own brick walls.

      Fine. I could be professional if he wanted professional. But it wasn’t lost on me that by being professional, by being the cop he usually accused me of being first and foremost, I was being exactly what he disliked the most.

      I wondered if that was pivotal to our relationship. I wondered, briefly, if we would continue to run around in circles because of what we demanded of each other.

      He hated my need for black and white. Yet he seemed to push me there for some reason.

      “What’s your sister’s connection to Sweet Hell?” I repeated, voice devoid of any emotion.

      My cop voice. And he just smiled at it. A sardonic grimace more than an outright smile. But a telling reaction, all the same.

      “From what I gather,” he started and I sat forward on my seat. He’d been investigating. He didn’t know for sure. He’d been trying to find out.

      I glanced down at his knuckles, acutely aware that Damon’s methods of interrogation were often quite different from mine.

      “She’s gotten herself tied up with Sweet Hell’s darker side,” he finished.

      “It’s got a darker side?”

      “You saw it,” he offered. “At least, I assume you did. You mentioned the nine circles of Hell.”

      I stood up and started pacing, tapping a finger against my lips.

      “A back room?”

      “Not as such. More like an elite layer to their membership. Invitation only. And even then, you have to pass an initiation period in order to be accepted into the upper echelons of Sweet Hell.”

      “You mean the lower circles of Hell?”

      His head tilted to the side, eyes contemplative as he surveyed my still pacing form.

      “I hadn’t thought of it like that, but I think you could be right.” Which didn’t bode well. The nine circles of Hell involved all sorts of immoral and illegal activities. But I needed to know more to be sure.

      “What have you found out so far?” I asked, ceasing the pacing to look directly at him, as I retook my seat on the couch.

      He was still leaning against the desk, but not casually. His position appeared more from necessity than anything else. He was exhausted. No wonder Flack had beaten him on the Sky Tower stairs.

      “There’s a waiting period. I’m currently in it.”

      I frowned at him. “What do you mean?”

      Damon shook his head. “I don’t know, Lara. I approached a few people,” his fingers clenched, the scrapes across his knuckles splitting, “and managed to gain an invitation.”

      I perked up at that. “An invitation to this… nine circles of Hell?”

      “Yes.”

      “But you’re waiting for something?” I queried, trying to figure this all out. Damon wasn’t exactly being helpful. But not, I think, because he didn’t want to. I truly believed he was as confused about the whole procedure as me, right now.

      “I’m in a waiting period,” he repeated.

      “But what does that mean?”

      “I… don’t… know,” he said slowly, enunciating each word succinctly.

      “OK, OK,” I said, trying to bring him down from the edge. Strange how a few minutes could change the dynamics of a room. I’d been the one on the brink of a breakdown, and now Damon was the one teetering on the edge. The edge of what, I couldn’t say. But a solid guess would be blowing his stack.

      “Show me the invitation,” I demanded, returning to my cop persona.

      This time his smile was more him. More Damon. Amused with a good dollop of frustration.

      Was that what our relationship felt like to him? It didn’t bear thinking about right now.

      He pushed off from his lean against the desk and rounded to his chair, but didn’t sit down. He pulled his keys out of his trouser pocket and proceeded to unlock a drawer, then lifted a piece of paper out. Black with gold writing.

      “They certainly have a theme going,” I commented, as he brought the slip around and surprisingly sat himself down on the couch beside me.

      It took everything in me not to look at his face as I accepted the invitation he held out. We were nowhere near on solid ground, and one look could mean it all slipped out from under me. If that one look let me see his doubt.

      He didn’t believe in me. I didn’t trust him. It was a fucking mess.

      Just like the rest of my life.

      I cleared my throat and turned the invitation around so I could read it. Three sentences. That’s all. But they packed a punch.

      
        
        To seek Paradise, you must first enter Purgatory and cross into Hell.

        Prove your worth.

        For the Irreverent Inferno awaits.

      

      

      “Ooohkay,” I said slowly. “What the fuck does that mean?”

      Damon let out a little laugh. We’d finally reached humorous. His body relaxed back onto the sofa and his hand crept out and wrapped around mine, where it rested on my thigh.

      I can’t describe the feeling associated with his touch right then. The knowledge that he’d still reach for me, hold me, even just fingers laced with mine, when minutes ago we’d been divided by too many walls.

      I needed him. He kept everything I didn’t want to feel, to face, away. I had no idea if that was healthy, or not. But I didn’t care. I needed him.

      “The reference to Paradise, Purgatory and Hell is from Dante’s The Divine Comedy,” Damon said, lifting the invitation from my fingers and rereading it himself. I had the impression he’d memorised the words. But clearly rereading it helped him to focus.

      “The nine circles of Hell,” I offered.

      “Exactly. Have you read it?”

      “Not my style.”

      “I think it might be now, if CIB is investigating Sweet Hell.”

      I let those words settle for a second, before I replied.

      “What do you know, Damon?” I finally asked.

      “They have Carole, Lara. What for, I’m not sure. And everything I’ve found out over the past week indicates she went willingly.” He stretched his free hand out again, flexing those bruised and battered knuckles.

      “The members,” I whispered. “You beat up members of Sweet Hell.”

      His face tipped down and he stared at the invitation sitting on his thigh.

      “I don’t know what they’re doing there, but I don’t think it’s anything good.”

      Silence as we both digested that.

      “It could just be a club, Damon,” I said gently, trying to soften the words.

      “Paradise. Purgatory. And Hell. What sort of club uses those types of references?”

      “A pretentious one? There was a Rolls Royce parked around the back.”

      He turned his head to look at me. Those dark eyes full of such emotion I wondered how he managed to keep them at bay. I needed his strength of character. I needed his steel resolve. I would have been drowning in them, had I been him right then.

      “Why were you at the club, Lara?” he asked, and we’d come full circle, it seemed.

      Damn it. That woman had been with the man who killed her willingly. Even I could see that in the blurred images of the video footage Jones and I had watched at Sweet Hell. Damon was saying Carole was involved in this club willingly. Could she be next?

      “There’s nothing to connect them,” I started, hedging my next words with that caveat. “But a murder took place across the road from Sweet Hell this morning.”

      Damon’s whole body stiffened.

      “Not Carole,” I said swiftly. “And like I said, there’s nothing to connect Sweet Hell with what happened across the street.”

      “But you don’t believe that,” he challenged.

      I shook my head. “No. I don’t believe that.”

      “Does this have anything to do with the traitor in CIB?” he suddenly asked.

      “No, why would you say that?”

      He smiled softly. “You’re working live cases again.” Oh.

      “Yeah. I think Hart’s letting me back in the fold.”

      “Congratulations, love,” he murmured, lifting my hand up to his lips for a brief kiss.

      Such a simple measure. Such an inconsequential move. Such a depth of emotion welling inside of me.

      “What are you going to do, Damon?”

      He ran a hand through his hair, ruffling the curls up.

      “Accept the invitation.”

      “But what does that involve?”

      “I’ve no idea. I feel like I’m in limbo.”

      I thought about that for a minute.

      “Who gave you the invitation?” I finally asked.

      “The owner of Sweet Hell.”

      My turn to still.

      “Kyan Marcroft?”

      “No. A Nathaniel Marcroft.” Kyan’s father. A one time good friend of my dad.

      “How did it come about?” I asked, needing to join some dots soon, or none of this would make any sense.

      Damon let out a little sigh; they’d become less turbulent, more controlled. More him.

      “I went to Sweet Hell on Saturday, trying to find Carole. The place she’d been staying in out at Piha somehow heard she’d been seen there. They contacted me when she hadn’t returned to the home for three days.”

      “Three days?” I said incredulously.

      “She’d been doing so well,” he explained. “Moved into the next level of her transition. She was allowed to come and go.”

      “OK,” I offered, wanting him to continue, even though I was concerned with how easily Carole had been able to return to old haunts. And Karangahape Road was definitely an old haunt for a drug and sex addict.

      “No one knew her name at Sweet Hell, but I wasn’t convinced. I approached a few of the men I’d seen there on Saturday and finally found out about the back door. The guy I talked to didn’t say much. Only that it was invitation only to attend. I went back to Sweet Hell on Thursday, but no one answered the back door, so I went around the front and entered the club proper. It was there Marcroft approached me.”

      “What did he say?” I asked, when Damon had stalled.

      Damon frowned. “Asked me what I did for a living. General small talk types of things. Then after a couple of drinks, he moved on to my preferences.”

      “Preferences?”

      “What I liked for entertainment,” he explained and I felt a slight chill race down my spine.

      I’m not sure why. Damon had only ever visited Zero Gravity, the sex club I investigated for a date rape case I’d been working on, for his sister’s sake. And now, Sweet Hell, only because of his sister, as well. He’d never shown a penchant for that kind of thing before. It was only ever for his sister.

      And yet, Damon, I suspected, was a closet dominant. He demanded in bed. Oh, he also gave. But he controlled every single encounter. I’d always thought it was simply my body responding to his. I am in no way submissive. But I’ve also not been myself lately, and Damon has taken more and more. Just in bed. Nowhere else.

      Because just in bed, I let the walls down. Just in bed, I let go of Carl.

      And Damon has recently stormed in and taken control. Of my pleasure. Of my body. Giving me a much needed moment in time where I’m not the one carrying the load.

      I let a slow breath of air out and prepared for what would come next.

      “And you told him what exactly?”

      He looked at me then. Unafraid. Chin proud. Not hiding at all.

      “I told him I liked a challenge,” he said, voice low and lethally seductive. I’m not sure he was aware he’d adopted his bedroom tone. “I told him I like control. At the tables. In my life. With my women.”

      I didn’t blink. I most certainly did not look away.

      “And Mr Marcroft?” I pressed.

      “His exact words were, ‘Two vices close to my heart.’ And then he slipped me the invitation and disappeared.”

      “‘Two vices close to my heart,’” I repeated, my brow furrowing with my thoughts. “Gambling and Sex,” I finally concluded.

      “Two commodities Sweet Hell deals in,” Damon agreed.

      “Since when do you gamble?” I queried, abstractly.

      “Since I walked into Sweet Hell last Saturday looking for my sister.” I glanced back up at him, his eyebrows were raised. “I wasn’t going to go in there and flash her picture around, Lara. I pretended to be looking for a certain type of girl, while I lost over three thousand dollars at one of their tables.”

      Holy shit. The man went undercover. Seriously undercover. I could use this. CIB could use this. Marcroft didn’t know.

      I paused in my machinations.

      “He’ll find out you’re dating me.”

      “Who will?” Damon asked.

      “Marcroft.”

      Silence. Then Damon announced, “Then we give him reason to suspect we’ve parted ways.”

      My heart tripped over itself inside my chest.

      “I need to find her, Lara.”

      I nodded. My heart leapt into my throat and quivered; a fibrillated, dying beat.

      “Will you help me?” he whispered, the plea so much more poignant for his soft tone.

      I closed my eyes. Saw the dead woman on the footpath outside The Whiskey Lounge. Her face morphed into Carole’s.

      “I’ll help you,” I whispered back. “But it has to be through CIB.”

      I couldn’t open my eyes again. I couldn’t face his derision.

      The dead woman was an open case. One in which I’d already directed the lead detective towards Sweet Hell. Even if I wanted to help Damon outside of my profession, it would be impossible to do so, without Pierce or Jones, or God forbid, Cawfield finding out.

      I wanted to explain this all to Damon. I wanted to couch my offer in an explanation that painted me in a better light.

      I said nothing. Hiding behind my wall of emotions. Drowning in turmoil and mistrust.

      “So be it,” he said, the words spoken without inflection.

      But the lack of intonation spoke volumes.

      So did the fact that Damon rose from the sofa and rounded his desk. Sitting himself down in his oversized and intimidating black office chair.
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      My head hurt. My heart hurt. But there was nothing to be done for either.

      “How do you want to play this?” Damon asked, from his side of the great divide. I stared at the clutter on his desk, wanting desperately to reach out and swipe the whole bloody lot of it onto the floor.

      The better to reach him.

      I remained where I stood.

      “I’ll advise Hart and Pierce. Show them the invite. Get their take on it, and we’ll go from there.”

      “The invitation was for me,” Damon pointed out. His words clipped. Professional. Impersonal. “Hand delivered, so to speak. It won’t work for anyone on your team.”

      My team. I see.

      “They’d be identified as cops immediately anyway,” I agreed.

      “There are cops at Sweet Hell.”

      The room spun for a second. I had difficulty finding my voice.

      “How do you know this?” I rasped.

      He didn’t even look up at me, his eyes scanning a document resting on his desk. It took a second for me to read the upside down writing. It was an internal HEAT memo about car parking spaces.

      I tilted my head and studied the man before me. He was hiding again.

      “Some of the people I questioned,” Damon offered as explanation.

      “Some of the people you beat up,” I countered.

      “Lara.”

      “Damon.”

      He threw his hands up and finally looked at me.

      “You’re angry,” I said softly, belying my own fury right then.

      “And you’re not?” he shot back. Touche.

      “Which cops?”

      “I have no idea. I was just warned that my fists would not be tolerated by some of the members in Sweet Hell. The implication was definitely that they had the law behind them, should I attempt anything outside of the club.”

      “And all of your… confrontations were outside of the club?”

      “Yes. I was the picture of exemplary debauchery inside it.”

      I hated this. But I would not be cowed by it.

      “A contradiction in terms,” I said instead of the myriad of things swirling inside my head.

      “Yes,” he agreed, lips twitching. “The perfect fallen gentleman.”

      “And that’s what they want? This place?”

      “Oh, yes. They want to push the boundaries of society, but in a way that challenges only them.”

      “Not the law? So, they’re not breaking it?” I didn’t get it.

      “Lara, I suspect there are two sides to Sweet Hell. The public, legitimate gentleman’s club.”

      “And the nine circles of Hell.”

      “Exactly.”

      I started pacing. Damon leaned back in his chair and watched.

      “I need to update those on the case.”

      “Just Pierce and Hart,” Damon countered.

      I started to shake my head, it would be impossible.

      “There are cops involved in this place, Lara. I will not have my sister’s life placed in further jeopardy because of a mole inside CIB.”

      Oh, fuck it. He had a point.

      “OK. Just Pierce and Hart.”

      Damon’s face softened. “Thank you,” he murmured.

      I stilled. Did he think I was doing this just because I was a cop?

      I cleared that uncomfortable thought from my mind.

      “It might be best if I meet with Pierce outside of CIB,” I suggested.

      “Good idea.”

      “You can’t be there.”

      “No. We are no longer dating.”

      The words cut like knives and there was a part of me that believed them.

      But they were just for this case. Weren’t they?

      “No longer dating,” I repeated, softly.

      Silence.

      “I guess I should get going, then.” I turned toward the door.

      “Wait!” Damon almost shouted. My heart swelled. “We need to make a scene.”

      What? I looked back at him, the confusion must have registered on my face.

      “Marcroft has to know we’ve broken up,” he pointed out reasonably.

      “Oh.”

      Damon ran a hand through his hair. I wasn’t sure, but I think it was shaking.

      “We’ll have to convince the guys here,” he said, the words sounding rough when he spoke them.

      “Why?” They were his men. He trusted them. Didn’t he?

      “There’s too many of us. We know too many people. Someone could unintentionally slip up.”

      Oh, God. This wasn’t happening.

      I nodded my head.

      “How do you want to do this?”

      “Slap me,” he ordered.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Hit me, Lara.”

      “I’m not hitting you.”

      He stared at me, something working behind those dark eyes.

      “OK, then we do this publicly.” He reached for the door handle at my back.

      “Wait!” My turn to almost shout.

      His gaze came up to my face. He was still reaching for the door handle, so his body was leaning forward, hot breath close to my cheek.

      “It’ll have to be more than just us not seeing each other,” I finally said, after I’d been staring at his eyes for way too long.

      But then, he’d been staring at mine, too.

      He pulled back from the door.

      “What do you suggest?” he asked evenly.

      I tried futilely to still my rapid breaths. Blinked a few times to clear my head. And then came to only one conclusion.

      “We need this to happen quickly.”

      Damon nodded. What with the open case, potential for more murders, Eagle missing, and now Damon’s sister tied up in Sweet Hell, this could escalate really fast.

      “I’ll pay a visit to my father.”

      “What?” Damon said on a breath of surprised air. Whether that was for the fact I was openly suggesting facing my only living parent after several years of minimal contact or for the fact that he couldn’t see a connection between Ethan Keen and Sweet Hell, I couldn’t say.

      But I had to enlighten him.

      I cleared my throat.

      He crossed his arms over his wide chest and stared down at me. Eyebrow raised.

      “The Marcrofts used to live next door to us when I was a child.”

      “I see.” That’s all. But it was enough to know he was not impressed with this late disclosure of information.

      “I think they’re still in touch with my father,” I added.

      “What makes you say this?”

      Another throat clearing.

      “Lara.” Not a question. A demand.

      I ground my teeth. But he had to know. I had to say this. I’d have to say this to Pierce as well.

      Fuck!

      “Cawfield suggested that I might get into Sweet Hell if I used my name.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Kyan also gave the impression…”

      “Who is Kyan?”

      “Nathaniel Marcroft’s son. I saw him at Sweet Hell this morning.”

      “Right.” Harsh. Short. Way more than just clipped.

      “Kyan also gave the impression,” I repeated carefully, “that he was aware I hadn’t been home for a long time. Which would mean his family keeps in touch with my father.”

      Silence. It was uncomfortable. I’d never felt this uncomfortable with Damon before. Even when we’d split up.

      And now we were separating again.

      I widened my eyes to stave off the stinging. I was a Keen. I didn’t cry.

      “So, one visit with my dad and the Marcrofts will hopefully know.”

      Silence again. I couldn’t look at Damon. I couldn’t lift my head.

      “What aren’t you saying, Lara?” he finally asked.

      That did make me rise my head.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Do you think your father visits Sweet Hell?”

      “What? No. Of course not.” But that was an outright lie.

      I may not have a tell like Damon’s. But he knew me pretty damn well.

      “Oh, love,” he said softly. I started to shake my head.

      He couldn’t have it both ways. He couldn’t want to use our relationship, or lack of one, to find his sister, and then call me “love” in that tone of voice.

      I wasn’t strong enough. And that admission cost me way too much, as well.

      “I need to go. Tell Pierce. See my father. Get this sorted.”

      “Lara.” He reached for me. God knows to do what.

      I opened the door and slipped out.

      “No, Damon!” I said loudly. Loud enough for my voice to carry to the others in the main room. “It doesn’t work like that.”

      I started heading toward the chaos of HEAT central, Damon fell into step beside me.

      “Just hold on,” he demanded. “Don’t leave like this.”

      “There’s nothing else to say,” I almost shouted, making the noise in the common room all but stop.

      “There’s a hell of a lot more to say, damn it!”

      I shook my head, hair flying out in all directions. Then stopped, turned my back on the silent men watching on avidly, and said, voice controlled and very much Detective Lara Keen.

      “Not anymore.”

      Damon’s eyes flashed. A moment in time hidden from his men by me. He loved me. It was right there. This was an act. For his sister. For the case.

      Then he said, “Fine. I’m done with this anyway.”

      And turned on his heel and stormed back to his office.

      I stood there too long. It was an act. I knew this. He loved me.

      It still hurt.

      I was so damn confused.

      And I realised, belatedly, that I might just love him too.

      Someone cleared their throat behind me. I shook myself out of the moment and spun to face the crowd.

      “You OK?” Marc asked.

      “Fine,” I said, but it came out in a whisper. They believed it. They believed the act.

      I almost did as well.

      “Do you need a lift somewhere?” Stretch asked.

      “My car’s outside,” I managed, the volume of my voice near normal.

      “Can you drive?” Jude rumbled and I offered a signature sneer.

      “Of course I can fucking drive. Better than any of you lot.” A few men smiled, a couple chuckled. All of them felt my pain. “Right,” I said. “See ya.”

      Several calls of farewell sounded out, genuinely given. Just as I reached the door to the stairwell I glanced back. Everyone was watching me leave. Everyone, except Flack.

      He was storming off down the hallway to yell at Damon, if the look on his face said what I think it did.

      I offered a small smile and wave, and then practically ran down the stairs to escape.

      This day had started out bad and was just getting worse by the minute. And the silence in my car, once I slipped inside, almost undid me. But the shadow standing in the upstairs window of the hallway watching as I drove out of Pitt Street Fire Station’s carpark had me stifling a sob.

      It was just an act. We hadn’t broken up. Not really. Just an act.

      God, I was so confused.

      If you can’t see the wood for the trees, then get the fuck out of the forest.

      “Thanks, Carl. A real help,” I muttered as I negotiated Greys Ave and onto Mayoral Drive.

      Fuck! Three weeks he’d been alive to me again. And for all the good it did, he might as well have remained dead. My mentor. The one person I could say anything to. In the five months since I’d watch him being shot, and then fall off those cliffs, I hadn’t found a replacement. No one could replace Carl Forrester.

      But Damon had. Not intentionally. Certainly not intentionally by me. But somehow he’d wrangled himself into my life again. Cemented himself right there, next to my heart.

      What the hell was I going to do now?

      I sucked in a deep breath and pulled the vehicle into the underground carpark at Central Police. Then realised my mistake right away. I couldn’t talk to Pierce here. I needed to lure him off site and somewhere we wouldn’t be overheard.

      I pulled my cellphone from my pocket and swiped until I found his name. I’d just dialled when a tap sounded out on my window, making me jump, à la Damon at Pitt Street Fire Station carpark earlier. But it wasn’t Damon at the window with a cellphone to his ear. It was Pierce.

      “Where have you been?” he said when the phone call connected. I still held the device to my ear.

      My eyes stayed locked on Pierce’s deep brown ones and I let out a little breath of air.

      “Keen?” he queried. “You OK?”

      “Jump in,” I directed, and closed the call, unlocking the doors to the car.

      He rounded the bonnet without hesitation and dived into the passenger seat. I started the car and pulled out from beneath the station, before either of us said a word.

      “OK, what’s up?” he asked, clearly onto me. “Why the need for stealth.”

      “Who says this is stealth?” I was curious as to how he’d seen through me.

      “Because there’s no coffee in this damn car and there’s a hell of a lot of it upstairs at CIB. CIB where you are officially welcome again. CIB where the murder case you’re supposed to be working on is being coordinated and discussed and various roles already assigned. You wouldn’t miss any of that unless you needed stealth.”

      Silence.

      Then, “Is it the traitor?”

      I shook my head. Then offered a shrug at the last second.

      “Yes or no, Lara. And for fuck’s sake, start talking.” Pierce wasn’t usually this curt with me, or anyone for that matter. But things had been strained at CIB. For everyone.

      “OK,” I said, pulling the car over along Tamaki Drive, not opening my window, but still hearing the rolling waves as they crashed against the storm wall.

      I gave him a succinct run-down of what had transpired since I’d left the crime scene that morning. Not missing a single thing. Not changing the inflection of my voice or allowing myself to feel. I grasped every lesson my father had ever taught me growing up. Every iota of me that made me a Keen. I held it together. I gave nothing of my emotional state away. Finally ending up handing over the invitation to a stunned and silent Ryan Pierce.

      Who had clearly seen through everything.

      “Are you OK?” he said purposefully, repeating his earlier words, but this time with so much more understanding.

      “I’m fine.” He nodded. He didn’t believe me.

      Leaning back in his seat he stared out the window at the small vessels bobbing about on their moorings just off shore. He didn’t speak for a very long time, and I certainly had said well and truly enough to last me a lifetime. So I waited him out. Staring at the same scene. Wondering if people actually sailed those blasted things, or owning one and having it berthed at the Auckland Sailing Club was status enough.

      “I’ll have to tell Hart,” he advised eventually, still looking out to sea.

      “But no one else.”

      “No one else.” He let a long breath out. “There’s no saying Sweet Hell is actually involved in this murder.”

      “Just my gut.”

      “Just your gut,” he repeated. “Do you think the traitor might be involved in this club?”

      “No way to tell,” I offered. “But how many corrupt cops can there be?”

      He did look at me at that. “Too many, Keen.” I raised my eyebrows at him. “The Declan King spill-over case,” he said as explanation. The case he was still working on that had ended up with the Crown Prosecutor’s death at Carl’s hand.

      “Anyone I know?” I asked, feeling infinitely tired all of a sudden.

      “So far, low level uniforms. But Hart and I suspect there’s more to come out in the wash.”

      “So, maybe we’ll dig some up inside Sweet Hell,” I suggested.

      “Maybe. You ready for it, if we do?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Don’t act naive with me, Keen. I don’t know what Joe’s playing at, but to mention your dad outside Sweet Hell is interesting.”

      “Interesting,” I repeated.

      “When will you go see him?”

      I looked at my watch, as though that would give me inspiration.

      “No time like the present,” I said with more conviction than I felt.

      Silence. He knew what visiting my father would mean to me. Ryan Pierce, I realised, had made it further inside my walls than I’d suspected. He wasn’t a Carl Forrester. But he was… something.

      “So, are we on for this?” I asked, watching a yacht swing ‘round to the south with a sudden direction change in the wind.

      “I’ll have to OK it with Hart, but it’s our best shot. I’ll let you know. Then will you tell Michaels?”

      “It’s best I not talk with him,” I said, feeling every word as though a blow to the head. Or heart.

      Definitely heart.

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” Pierce agreed. “And I’d be as much a tip-off as you, I’m afraid.”

      “Then how do we do this?”

      “I’ve got an idea. Leave it with me.”

      I stared at him for a long time. Long enough for him to swing his face back to me and away from the strangely hypnotic scene outside the window of the vehicle.

      “Trust me, Keen,” Pierce said, saying the words I’d always found so hard to believe.

      I held my breath, but didn’t move to agree.

      He sighed, reached over and switched the stereo on, and said, “Trust me.”

      I reluctantly pulled the car back out into traffic and hung a U-turn as soon as the road was clear, heading back to CIB.

      But what choice did I have? No Carl. No Damon. A murdered woman. A gaming hell slap bang in the middle. A missing informant. A CIB traitor. Carole.

      And my somewhat estranged father waiting for me.
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            “Silence is a golden prison too many people willingly walk into.”

          

        

      

    

    
      My cellphone rang as I made my way south on the motorway. I hit the button to put the phone on speaker and greeted the caller with my usual, “Keen.”

      Silence. Just the low level hum of Bluetooth static and the too loud noise of my tyres over tar-seal.

      “You need to say something,” I urged, trying for a different tactic than I’d been using up until now.

      If Carl wanted to heavy breathe to me over the phone, I needed him to know I was on to him. Aware. Ready to talk.

      I wasn’t. But this calling and saying nothing was making me jumpy. There was something I was missing, and it wasn’t just the absence of a voice.

      The phone beeped to announce the end of the call. I let a frustrated breath out and tapped my finger on the steering wheel, contemplating what Carl was trying to say - or not say - to me. But nothing sprang to mind. And by the time I took the off ramp at Manukau, negotiating midday traffic onto Manukau Station Road, my mind had been forced onto the upcoming meeting with my father.

      I’d checked in with our dispatch, to confirm he was on station. But further than that, I hadn’t been able to face. Whether he’d see me or not, was up for debate. But the element of surprise had always worked well for me in the past, so I was grasping it. Once I was in the room with him, though, I’d be on my own.

      Counties/Manukau District Police Headquarters, otherwise known as South Auckland Police, is housed in a modern two storey building, with sharp angles and muted colours. And behind a huge eight foot high chain-link fence. It was nowhere near as large as Central Police Station, but it was contemporary, shiny and clean, even if its criminals tended to bear the same filth as our own. A police station is a police station. But there was always something about this particular station that made me sweat.

      I didn’t need my shrink to tell me what.

      I parked in the secured staff only carpark around the back and slipped out of the car, looking up at the building with trepidation. My keys flicking over and over in my hand. The repetitive motion soothing me, even as my heart rate escalated and a sick feeling settled in the pit of my stomach.

      The last time I saw my father was just over six years ago, on my twenty-fifth birthday. I’d just been accepted into CIB. He was meant to be a proud parent. He was meant to embrace me, congratulate me, brag about my following in his footsteps to his drinking buddies down at the local pub.

      He did none of those things. Not that I really expected them. But he was meant to do them.

      I let a slow breath of air out and walked towards the back door of the station, entering the code and slipping into air conditioned tranquillity. It was an oxymoron. Police stations are inherently chaotic, and maybe this place was chaotic out at the front desk. But back here, in the deeper recesses of the building, it moved as if a well oiled machine.

      Both uniformed and plain clothed officers swept down the silent hallways on quiet feet. The odd soft murmur of greeting, but nothing more than a low hum of noise. Doors didn’t bang. Cellphones didn’t sound out in piercing musical glory. No one raised their voices, even though I knew for a fact that there would be someone here pissed off with their lot.

      The pressures of police work dictated so. Central Police Station was a veritable hive of activity and a cacophony of noise. It thrummed. It pulsed with life. It fought and bickered and screamed its presence to the world.

      It was alive.

      But my father ran a very tight ship.

      I straightened my jacket and then glanced down to see if my shirt was creased. Only to have my eyes alight on the coffee stain I’d managed to acquire in Damon’s office. I stopped in my tracks, making a uniform have to sidestep around me at short notice - not offering an offensive reprimand or complaint - in order to miss me. I stared at that stain, well aware that the jacket would never cover it. I stared at it a while longer, and then forced myself to put one foot in front of the other and keep on going.

      I should have taken advantage of the bathrooms on the ground floor and tried to sponge it clean. I should have wanted to do that. But I walked past the toilets and up the stairs, as though on automatic pilot. All the while my eyes kept darting down to the splash of coffee that had ruined my blouse, and my mind kept swirling with all the possibilities and potential scenarios, while my heart raced with the fuel of once forgotten emotions.

      His secretary noticed. It wasn’t hard to miss.

      “Can I help you?” the civilian woman, sitting behind a pristine desk beside the door to my father’s office, asked. Her eyes kept getting caught on the imperfection on my shirt.

      I smiled.

      “Detective Lara Keen, Auckland CIB, to see the Superintendent if he’s free.”

      She paused. She was new. She didn’t recognise me. I don’t look like my father.

      I look like my mother. Dirty blonde long hair, pale blue eyes, high cheek bones, cream skin. My father has dark hair, always cut in an abrupt military style, dark eyes, and naturally tanned skin. He looks nothing like me.

      “Ah,” the woman managed. “Um,” she added.

      “Is he in?”

      “He’s…” She cleared her throat. “He’s on a phone call right now.”

      “I’ll wait. If you could advise him I’m here when he’s free?”

      She just looked at me. Then finally found her voice. “You don’t have an appointment. Do you need an appointment?” So, she knew his daughter’s name at least. And was unsure of procedure.

      Normally, in times gone by, I would have called first and “booked” in to see him. But I was here on official business. The lack of an arranged meeting should have been a signal to this woman, but she was clearly too new to pick up the nuance.

      I sat down on a chair in the corner of the room and didn’t answer her. Silence is a golden prison too many people willingly walk into.

      There were newspapers, and pamphlets, and the latest Ten One magazine to read. But I ignored them all and just sat perfectly still, smiling at the woman. It wouldn’t have unnerved a veteran personal assistant. But it had the desired effect on her. The instant the light on her telephone system went out, indicating my father had completed his call, she was on the phone announcing my arrival.

      My heart stuttered inside my chest. The need to wipe my sweaty palms on my trousers was excruciating. I surreptitiously licked my lips as the woman murmured words through her headset, and then, finally, lifted her widened eyes to my face.

      “You may go in now,” she said quietly.

      I nodded, stood from my seat, and crossed to my father’s imposing double doors. I wondered if his secretary was afraid of him. I wondered if her cowed behaviour was because of something he’d said on the phone. I wondered if she was afraid for me.

      I didn’t pause to reason an answer, I turned the handle on the door and strode in.

      Ethan Keen stood at the window behind his desk and stared out over the four lane road that fronted the building. He was in uniform. Pressed pale blue shirt and darker blue trousers, the obligatory pip and crown on his epaulets, indicating he was a Superintendent of a division or area. His hair was cropped close to his head, his tanned cheeks smooth. And his shoulders were stiff. Back rigid. Muscle ticking on the side of his jaw.

      I closed the door behind me and stepped into the middle of the room to wait. My upbringing teaching me more than an average police officer would have ever learnt. You don’t speak until spoken to, unless it’s an emergency.

      This wasn’t an emergency. This was a surprise visit that had thrown my father for a loop.

      I would have smiled, but the child in me just desperately wanted him to turn around and acknowledge that I was even there.

      A whole three minutes later he returned to his seat at his desk. He hadn’t looked at me once.

      “Lara-Marie,” he said to his blotter pad, “this is a surprise.” Not a pleasant one; he would have said so, if it had been.

      “Superintendent Keen,” I replied, delivering the first hit for the day. His head shot up and charcoal eyes connected with mine.

      “You’re here on business.” Now he was pleased.

      I swallowed past the disappointment and took a seat across from his desk.

      “Yes, sir. A case I’m working on.”

      “How can I help?”

      It took everything in me not to flinch. Not to demand a more personal response. His eyes hadn’t strayed from mine. Pinpointed there and nowhere else. His attention sharp and focused. No one could ever say Ethan Keen wasn’t good on the job.

      “It’s delicate, sir,” I started.

      “No point sugar coating it, Keen. You’re here for a reason, best you just get on with it.”

      I think I hated him. No. I was sure I despised this man.

      And yet, I’d done everything in my power to get him to see me. From when I was a child and he was too busy climbing the police service ladder to play with a little girl and her Hotwheel police cars. To when I became an awkward teenager and asked too many questions about his gun, that spot of blood on his collar, the sirens in his car, the police communications radio he always listened to late at night in his locked office. To when I joined the police force, following in his footsteps, sure he’d finally see me.

      My father was a career policeman. He barely took time off for my mother’s funeral. Let alone to raise me.

      “We’re investigating a gentleman’s club on Karangahape Road,” I announced, watching for a reaction. Knowing I would never get one.

      “And?”

      And your name popped up. I cleared my throat.

      “It may be nothing, but we’re covering our bases.”

      “Of course,” he murmured, steepling his fingertips, elbows resting atop his desk. “Connected to what?”

      “A homicide.” Not even a flicker. I wasn’t sure if I was relieved or angry.

      “How can Counties assist?”

      I stared at him for a second. He was either a very good actor, which he could be, I’ve never been close enough to my father to be sure. Or he had no fucking clue. Unfortunately my gut wasn’t giving me a solid on this. Too many memories. Too many missed opportunities. Too much hurt.

      I leaned forward in my chair, holding his intense gaze, resting my forearms on my knees. It was completely informal. Utterly at odds with the tone of the conversation. And entirely planned.

      My father sat back in his chair.

      My heart thudded a solitary beat and then stopped.

      “We’re going through the membership list for Sweet Hell,” I lied steadily. Breath in. Breath Out.

      “Sweet Hell,” my father repeated, lifting a hand to his chin as though contemplative, and looking anywhere else but at me. “I know it.”

      I remained silent. Carl would be proud.

      “My name is on that list?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And what do you wish to know?” He looked at me now. Challenged me. Dark grey staring me down.

      Every single reprimand from my childhood came rushing in. Every single turned cheek, ignored question, impersonal pat on the shoulder, flashed before my eyes. Every single moment of worth in my life that he was absent from.

      Every single failed effort I had ever made to get him to see me.

      “What can you tell me about it?” I asked, starting off easy.

      My father did not agree.

      “It’s personal,” he snapped. Or it would have been a snap, if he had been remotely human. Instead it was just more chilled than his usual cool tone.

      “We understand it’s a gaming establishment and one must be invited to attend,” I announced, ignoring his reprimand. Because it was a reprimand. It was Ethan Keen saying, Back off!

      “That’s correct. You hardly need me to provide you that information.”

      OK. He was playing hardball. He was calling my bluff.

      “We’re unsure at this stage if drugs are sold on the premises or not.”

      Silence. My father knew all the tricks too.

      “But it’s the Irreverent Inferno that really interests us most.”

      “The what?” my father asked, but his voice had dropped an octave. His face remained impassive. His eyes kept deadly focused. His hands relaxed on the armrests of his chair.

      But he was reeling. I knew this. Because Ethan Keen never said anything as ineloquent as, “The what?”

      I wasn’t sure how to take this bit of information. I wasn’t sure how to proceed. The cop in me wanted to push, but at the same time wanted to hedge my questions and not give too much away.

      The daughter in me wanted to warn him, tell him everything. Despite our fucked up relationship, I wanted to shout at him to take care.

      I stared into the steely grey eyes of my father and said, “Have you heard of it?” in the most innocent voice I could muster.

      He said nothing for such a long time I thought he was employing the silent treatment again. Poorly timed, but nonetheless hard to combat.

      And then he let a long breath of air out and admitted, “It rings a bell.”

      I held his unwavering gaze with a cynical one of my own. You can do better than that.

      “What happens there, sir?”

      “You’re asking questions I cannot answer, Lara.” His turn to use an informal approach to elicit a response.

      In this case, he wanted me to drop my line of questioning.

      “People will find out,” I offered. “This investigation is not closed.”

      “I can make it that way.”

      “A homicide,” I said, incredulously. “Even you don’t have the clout for that.”

      “Watch yourself, Detective. I hear you’ve been on probation. Would you like a return to it now?”

      I blinked at him. I’d always known my father wouldn’t hesitate to arrest me should I break the law. For him it’s black and white. Right and wrong. No grey. It’s where I got my attitude from. How could I not?

      But even Hart hadn’t called my assignment to HEAT a “probation.”

      My father wouldn’t be stretching the truth, either. He didn’t do that. Those words would have been applied to me at some point in the past three weeks, and attached to my personnel file.

      I’d been on probation. And he’d known it.

      I sat still for several seconds. So long, in fact, that he relaxed back into his chair and reached forward to pick up a sheet of paper from the surface of his desk. I wondered if it referred to staff parking.

      Anger replaced shock.

      I wasn’t on probation now.

      “Just one more question, sir.”

      He didn’t look up. “Yes.”

      “When was your initiation completed?”

      The paper he held was slowly lowered to the surface of the desk, and then straightened to match the edge of the blotter pad.

      His eyes came up to mine, purposefully.

      “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean, Detective.” He knew. He so bloody well knew.

      But I couldn’t prove it.

      “Your name…” I began.

      He raised a hand to stop me. “Enough! These questions are out of line. You risk insubordination.”

      “It’s an investigation, sir,” I tried. “I’m obligated to ask the difficult questions.”

      “Never lower yourself to defence, Lara-Marie. And should further inquiry into my private life be required, I’ll expect a personal visit from Inspector Hart and no one else. Is that understood?”

      I’d been shut down. Gone over my head. Hart would have a complaint on his desk before I even made it back to my car. From the office of Superintendent Ethan Keen.

      “Understood, sir.”

      He looked to the door. Then tipped his face down to the memo he’d picked up earlier. Dismissing me.

      I stood up from my chair, brushed my jacket and blouse down, and left the room without a backwards glance.

      It was only out in the carpark that I realised he hadn’t commented on the coffee stain. He’d seen it. He’s Ethan Keen.

      He just hadn’t seen that it was on me.
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            “The plot thickens, Keen. It fucking thickens.”

          

        

      

    

    
      “So, what do you want to do with this?” Pierce said over the cellphone.

      I sat in my car at a McDonald’s carpark, eating a cheeseburger and downing some fries. I swallowed my mouthful before I replied.

      “I can’t prove he’s involved with the Irreverent Inferno - if that’s what they call themselves - but I am sure he attends the front part of Sweet Hell.”

      Silence over the line, then, “Do you want this noted on the case file?”

      Pierce had changed recently. He worked more in grey now than anything else.

      I rubbed a greasy hand over my face and then grimaced. Reaching over to my glovebox for some wet wipes I said, “He knows something, but whether it’s just hearsay, I can’t be sure.”

      I cleaned myself up and looked out the window at the litter filled carpark around me. Some of these cars were barely certified, let alone registered to be driving on New Zealand roads.

      “Where are we with connecting Sweet Hell to the murder? Any leads?” I asked, instead of committing myself to an answer regarding my father.

      Pierce let me deflect.

      “The deceased was a Samantha Margaret Hayes,” he said. “Twenty-nine, worked for Bainbridge’s on Queen Street as a personal shopper. Had a selection of high flyers on her list of clientele. Never married, no children. Her boyfriend wasn’t even aware she hadn’t turned up for work. They don’t live together,” he added.

      “He good for the perp?”

      “No, has a rock solid alibi. Get this, he was having an affair with his secretary who has confirmed he was with her last night. And a call-girl. Who has also corroborated the story.”

      “Willingly gave that up?”

      “Yeah. Not a shade of pink to be seen on his cheeks, either.”

      “Open relationship?”

      “Possibly. We’ll delve further into that when he comes into the station later today for a formal interview.”

      I let that all sink in, feeling a deep seated sense of weariness at the state of society today. Why even call yourself in a relationship if you both seek pleasure elsewhere and in such blatant ways.

      I let a huff of breath out in a laugh. Eagle always did say I was too uptight and proper.

      “What’s so funny?” Pierce asked.

      “Nothing,” I said, shaking my head to dislodge the thought, well aware he couldn’t see the move. “We get the warrant for the security camera footage at Sweet Hell yet?”

      “It’s on its way. I’m sending Jones in with it to get the videos.”

      “You don’t want me to go back to Sweet Hell?” I challenged, feeling a little déjà vu creep in. Were they side-lining me again?

      “What? No. You and I have a date in Newmarket.”

      “Newmarket? What’s in Newmarket?”

      “Our eyes and ears on Michaels.”

      My chest suddenly ached. I rubbed absently at it. Working hard to keep the angst from showing through my ragged breaths.

      “Hart’s OK’d him going in?”

      “It’s our only lead,” Pierce advised. “And a flimsy one at that. He’s given us this evening to nail down something more, but if Michaels can’t give us a solid, we may have to start looking elsewhere.”

      “Sweet Hell’s involved,” I insisted.

      “I believe your gut, Keen. So does Hart. But this woman is well known. Some of her clients have even contacted Hart directly, wanting to know what we’re doing about finding her killer.”

      “And the Assistant Commissioner is now involved,” I guessed.

      “Watching Hart like a hawk.”

      “Which means he’ll be watching us.”

      “Bingo. So, Broadway, that big as fuck grey building down by the lights. You know it?”

      “Yeah, I know it. Anscombe Securities and Investigations. You trust them?”

      “With my life,” Pierce shot back without hesitation. “Michaels is meeting us there at six tonight. But I want you in the building well before then. Use the back door. We all are. If Michaels is being watched, I don’t want you connected to him, or him connected to ASI, in any way. Kyan Marcroft is a person of interest to the SFO. He’s been under investigation for two weeks. He’ll be twitchy.”

      “Serious Fraud Office? What crime?”

      “Nothing that could link it to this case. Yet. A little electronics company he heads up with signs of embezzlement.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Isn’t it just? ‘The plot thickens, Keen. It fucking thickens.’” The line went dead with that annoying beep. Leaving me wondering if Pierce often had Carl inside his head, as well.

      I stared at the phone and considered what we already knew. One person dead, across the road from Sweet Hell. Two people missing. One, sighted at Sweet Hell, absent for three days from a halfway house that should have known better. The other, not on the streets, but tenuously linked to Sweet Hell by an open night flyer in his alley.

      At the moment, Hart would be treating Carole’s disappearance as a separate case, and even then, not officially open. Just because she’d been absent from her home for three days, didn’t mean anything nefarious had happened. But her history. Her being sighted at Sweet Hell. It all added up to something.

      Tie in the murder across the road from the boutique casino, cross reference that with the doctored video surveillance of the crime, and pepper it with the alleged fraudulent activities of the owner of the establishment, and you’ve got a melting pot of potential filth. The criminal kind of filth that frequents the holding cells in every police station, in every city, throughout the world.

      This was all connected. But I needed to bring Eagle to the table to convince Hart, and in particular, the Police Assistant Commissioner, that this place, this Sweet Hell with its Irreverent Inferno at the back door, was worthy of investigation.

      Kyan Marcroft had just been bumped to the top of my suspect list. Too many arrows pointed at his head.

      I pulled out of the overflowing carpark at McDonald’s and headed back into the CBD via Great South Road. I needed time to settle my thoughts, and the motorway would be heating up about now. It was the middle of the afternoon, but usually at least one of Eagle’s team could be found sitting in the Starbucks on the corner of  K Road and Mercury Lane. I prayed they weren’t all missing.

      I constantly feared someone targeting my informants. It was irrational. Mine had never been singled out before. But the memory of Carl’s being knocked off, one after the other, because the Crown Prosecutor was trying to cover his tracks by having them kill me, was too fresh. Eagle was astute and street savvy. But he was also ten feet tall and built of titanium in his mind.

      And now he was missing. Even if only for one night, I felt it in my gut. Eagle had been pulled into this thing. Whatever it was that Sweet Hell had going. He was trapped in their web as surely as Carole.

      I found a carpark on Cross Street, and walked up Mercury Lane to the corner of K Road. One quick glimpse inside the glass walls of Starbucks and I could once again breathe without feeling it catch on every exhale. Eagle wasn’t there. But Rooster, his closest friend, was.

      I pushed open the doors to the familiar sounds of grinding beans and Nora Jones on repeat over the air. The smell of Colombian roast met my nose, as the hum of conversation swelled. I went directly to Rooster’s table, taking in his scrawny frame, loose hanging skaterboy jeans, ripped knock-off brand name t-shirt and four-hundred-plus dollar running shoes. Eagle paid well.

      I’d never been able to confirm if Eagle was pimping his mates or just paying them for their eyes and ears. What Eagle didn’t know, wasn’t worth knowing. But I’d also seen Rooster working the streets. Not Eagle’s alley. But close enough to back each other up if need be.

      Eagle, though, was definitely the leader of this little ragtag group. His absence was painted on every single strained face sitting around that table.

      I pulled a chair over and sat down before they even noticed I was there. Eagle would have spotted me the instant I walked past the windows outside. Rooster should have as well. I was unsure about the skill level of the others dotted around the table. I’d certainly seen them all before, with Eagle, but not seen them at work.

      As they wore the same “uniform” as Rooster and Eagle, I assumed they were all in the same job.

      “Afternoon, gentlemen,” I said receiving a few jolts of surprise and, in the case of Rooster, a loud put-upon sigh.

      “We know nuffin’,” he said in all his eloquent splendour.

      “About what?” I asked, innocently, picking up a cookie from a plate in the centre of the table. The boys didn’t look like they’d been eating much.

      “Where Eagle is,” Rooster supplied.

      “Is Eagle missing?” I asked, widening my eyes in faux surprise.

      Rooster just gave me the evil eye back.

      “When did you last see him?” I pushed.

      “See, that would be knowing somefin’. We know nuffin’.”

      “But he’s not here,” I pointed out, dropping the act and not bothering to look around the shop to prove my point. “And he wasn’t on the street last night,” I added. “Which means he’s missing.”

      I looked at each boy individually and then settled my gaze on Rooster.

      “Right?”

      He crossed his skinny arms over his narrow chest. All these boys were in their late teens or early twenties. Some more developed than others. But even I knew there were curb crawlers out there who liked their men… boyish. And Rooster fit that bill.

      His round face harboured a little baby fat, even if his body was all lanky limbs. His eyes had seen more than I had, but still gave the impression of sweet innocence. His skin was pale and smooth, I’d never even seen a hint of stubble.

      My heart ached for him.

      He wouldn’t have appreciated the sentiment.

      “What do you know, Rooster?” I asked quietly. Dropping the uneaten cookie back on the plate. “What’s his instructions if he disappears?”

      “I don’t know…”

      “He’s in trouble,” I offered, interrupting a repeat of his earlier nuffin’ statement.

      “What makes you fink he’s in trouble?” Rooster demanded. But the defiance of before had all but gone.

      “Ever heard of Sweet Hell?”

      “Of course, bitch. Everyone knows it. Just down the road, eh?”

      I ignored the “bitch” part of that and pushed on.

      “Open night last night. Any of you guys attend?”

      Rooster held up his hand before any of the others opened their mouths. They were all too well trained by Eagle, anyway. None of them talked directly to me. Even being seen with me was usually a big no-no. But they were worried. I could tell. Lowering their guard out of concern for their missing leader.

      “What’s in it for us?” Rooster said under his breath. I could hardly hear him.

      “I deal with Eagle,” I hedged, playing the game, because it was expected. “You want me to deal with you now, is that it?”

      “Eagle ain’t here.”

      “Confirm he’s missing and you’ve got the job.”

      Rooster glanced around the café, the first time he’d acted remotely like his usual paranoid self, and then leaned forward, pushing up from his chair to stand.

      “Meet me in his alley in twenty,” he whispered, and then sauntered out of the room followed by each of his boys.

      I leaned back in the chair, swiping up the forgotten cookie, and took a bite. Every single person in the shop appeared normal. None of them set of alarm bells. But Rooster was being cautious. Because they were being watched? Targeted? Or because he feared Eagle was involved in Sweet Hell?

      I glanced at my watch and then pushed up from the table, joining the line for a coffee. Venti low-fat caramel macchiato in hand and I was sauntering myself out the door, as well.

      The bums were gone from Eagle’s alley. But their boxes were stacked neatly down the end where Rooster leaned against a dirty wall smoking. His hand shook when he pulled the cigarette from his mouth.

      This kid was scared shitless. Acting big, playing it cool. Sweating in his satin boxers.

      His eyes darted back down the alley towards K Road, but I’d made sure I entered the alley unseen. Timed it while a delivery truck pulled up blocking any view from across the street. Made sure I moved into the shadows when the driver dropped his carton for delivery, pulling everyone’s eyes towards him and not me.

      I wasn’t born yesterday. I’d been doing this shit for a while.

      I leaned back against the wall opposite Rooster and took a long drink of coffee.

      “Is he the only one missing?” I said, when it looked like Rooster was about to bolt.

      He shook his head.

      “Two others. Last week.”

      “Do I know them?”

      The head shake again. Short, jagged, nervous. Eyes flicking back at the entrance to the alley.

      “Have they been reported to the cops?”

      He snorted, relaxed his rigid stance a fraction, and sneered back at me.

      “Wot, you fink we live on the streets ‘cause we love it?” Another one of those unhinged head shakes. “We’ve all got reasons, right. Some more desperate than others.”

      “Is Eagle like that?” He’d always given me the impression that it was his choice. He could do almost anything with that quick wit of his. Uneducated but definitely switched on, that was Eagle. But I suddenly wondered whether it had all been an act. And I, the seasoned cop, had fallen for it.

      Oh, I knew Eagle was an act, but his back story? No, I’d fallen for that.

      Rooster just stared at me but didn’t say anything.

      “What do you think is going on, Rooster?”

      He shrugged.

      “Give me something to go on. I’ve got a flyer pointing towards an open night at Sweet Hell and a bum telling me Eagle was off the streets last night. A Thursday,” I added, needlessly. He got it. Thursdays onward were all work, until Sunday morning. With Wednesdays following close behind.

      It was almost like a normal job in hospitality.

      “He was ‘ere on Wednesday. Didn’t meet up wiff us on Thursday mornin’. No one saw him out that night.”

      “And you think…?”

      “I don’t know wot to fink!”

      “But it’s not like Eagle?”

      “He was seeing Dave,” Rooster mumbled. I leaned forward to better hear him.

      “Who’s Dave?”

      “One of the others who disappeared.”

      “When did Dave disappear?”

      “Last weekend,” he reluctantly replied.

      I pressed back against the wall and thought. Eagle hadn’t been in touch since Friday last week. But clearly had been seen on the streets on Wednesday. Why the hell had he not got in touch about this Dave? I could have helped.

      I was missing something.

      I looked across the small space to Rooster. His eyes were working hard, looking at everything and nothing. Fidgety.

      “What’s going on, Rooster? You can tell me.”

      And that there was my mistake.

      If Eagle hadn’t told me. There was no way Rooster would.

      He sprang off the wall in such lightning quick moves I couldn’t reach my gun fast enough. But by the time he had his knife pressed to my throat I’d released it.

      His breath stank of stale coffee as he puffed out agitated air against my cheek. Or it could have been the macchiato seeping into my shoes from the dropped venti cup that tainted the aroma.

      But when my gun muzzle butted up to his temple he stopped sucking air altogether.

      The knife dropped, clattering to the ground, and he pulled back. Shock and fear gracing his baby face.

      “The fuck?” I said, flicking the safety back on my Glock, but not holstering it. “You better start talking, now!”

      He made a sound. More like a squeak. Then he bolted.

      By the time I made it back out of the alley, bypassing the butter fingered delivery man, hurdling a shop keeper’s inward produce, he’d disappeared.
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            “Mind over matter, Sport. If the firewalkers can do it…”

          

        

      

    

    
      “Well, shit,” I muttered, slipping my gun away before any enterprising civilian with a cellphone started filming.

      What the hell was that all about?

      I shook my head, and started heading back to Mercury Lane and my car parked down on Cross Street. I could officially advise Pierce and Hart that Eagle was missing, with potentially more street kids/workers as well. But whether he was involved in whatever the fuck was happening at Sweet Hell, I couldn’t say. And my one chance to connect the dots on that front had disappeared into the Karangahape Road rush hour throng.

      I glanced at my watch, then unlocked my car, slipping into the driver’s seat. Time to visit Pierce’s friends at ASI.

      And see Damon.

      I wasn’t sure how to feel about that. There was no denying that part of me was excited. Thrilled even. But a whole big part of me was unsure. Had we broken up? Or was it really an act? Damon had seemed tired of it all in the end. Tired of me.

      I couldn’t help thinking he’d lost faith in me. I couldn’t help thinking he was waiting for me to say something. To convince him otherwise.

      But I had. And he’d disregarded it. Because I was “not myself, right now.”

      Before I pulled out of my parking spot I checked my calender on my phone. Stared at the circle around Monday. My “date” with the shrink. Until Carl resurfaced I’d been seeing Dr Hennessey weekly. Now my appointments had been bumped up to every four days. I’d been on probation, the evidence was all there. But I’d been too fucked up to notice it.

      Mind over matter. Just like when dealing with physical pain. You shut it off. Cut it down. Force your brain to think everything was all right. For physical injuries, when needed, that makes sense.

      I wasn’t so sure about mental ones. Could cutting off Carl’s continued existence in my mind be a healthy thing?

      I guess I’d find out on Monday. Because I sure as hell wasn’t going to let Hennessey see me.

      Whether I succeeded was another matter. My years of trying to get my father to see me meant I wasn’t that good at hiding. But I’d have to be. If I’d been on probation, then Hennessey was the only reason I was currently back with the “in” crowd. If he caught wind of my fragile mental state, due to Damon’s defection, then I could kiss CIB goodbye.

      Mind over matter, Sport. If the firewalkers can do it... I wasn’t walking on fire, but it sure as hell felt just as hot.

      I pulled the car out onto K Road and cheated by crossing Grafton Bridge behind a bus. I wasn’t on an emergency, but if the public transport system could use this thoroughfare, then so could I. I was on official business. It counted, in my eyes.

      No one made a fuss so I cruised past Auckland City Hospital and cut through the Domain to soothe my nerves.

      I was nervous, I realised. Anxious about seeing Damon. Something I rarely ever did was get this sort of wound up. But my nerves were shot. My body was weary. My heart heavy. And my world spinning away on the breeze.

      All I had going for me was my profession. And faced with a murder case with little clues, that was a debatable crutch right now.

      But I am nothing if not my father’s daughter. He hides everything emotional in a mental locked drawer. I keep busy, pretending everything is all right.

      I parked behind the Anscombe Securities and Investigations building at bang on five-thirty. And immediately noted three surveillance cameras. If there were three, there’d be more. This place took its security to heart. But with a name like that, it was to be expected.

      Pierce’s car was already here, but Damon’s wasn’t. And the relief at that just made me mad. I am not a coward, but I sure as hell felt like it when I realised I had more time to prepare.

      I dusted myself down, grimacing at the coffee stain and smear of hamburger grease on my shirt. Then started laughing. No one could accuse me of dressing up for this meet. That was for damn sure.

      The door opened before I reached it, which told me I’d been watched, and my needs anticipated. I raised an eyebrow at the military looking guy who held it open. Combat boots, camouflage drill pants, and a white t-shirt. His chiselled cheeks were covered with blond stubble.

      “Detective Keen,” he said with a nod of his head. “Got your ID?”

      You have got to be kidding me.

      “Who are you?” I asked. “Anscombe?”

      “No.” Nothing else.

      I flashed my badge, and because this dickhead asked for it, my gun as well. He grinned. It was all teeth. And then waved me inside.

      “They’re in control. I’ll show you the way.”

      He turned before I could acknowledge any of that, the door behind us already triple bolted, and secured with a metal bar. I counted three more domed ceiling cameras before we made it the the corner of the hall. These guys were serious.

      I’d heard of them before, of course. I knew Pierce used them when something outside of CIB was required. Cops are well known by those who frequent the wrong side of the law. To go undercover usually takes years of hard work and often involves new recruits who haven’t made a name for themselves. Those of us in the Criminal Investigations Bureau have all been around the block a time or two by now.

      So, when a more anonymous approach is required, Ryan calls on these guys. But I’d also heard the rumours. The whispers of not quite corruption, but coincidence. ASI, as they liked to be known as, seemed to always be in the wrong place at the right time. They’d solved, or helped solve, more high profile crimes than some of the senior detectives in CIB. They were either very good at what they did.

      Or very bad indeed.

      The jury was still out on that one, but Pierce trusted them and I trusted Pierce. So, we’d see how this played out.

      “Here we are,” Commando said. He waved up at yet another camera mounted near the ceiling and I heard a click from the other side of an impressive bank vault styled door.

      I’d started smiling. Commando noticed, but chose to not comment. These guys needed their own movie.

      “Keen,” Pierce greeted me as I slipped past my escort. The door shut behind me with a decided thump. Commando had remained outside. I watched him walk back down the hallway on one of the multiple security screens covering the expanse of one whole wall. His progress outlined on several successive screens, until he entered the garage and hopped into a rugged looking SUV, and then drove out through electronic doors.

      “Impressive, huh?” Pierce said, almost proud, as if this set-up was his own.

      “Or frightening,” I murmured, my eyes shifting to the dark haired man who sat watching me. He had the most piercing ice blue, intelligent eyes.

      He also had my number. Or so he thought.

      “Detective Lara Keen, this is Nick Anscombe of Anscombe Securities and Investigations,” Pierce announced.

      “Nice to meet you, Detective,” the guy said, standing up to his full height, well above mine, and holding out a hand to shake.

      I squeezed back when he did. He smirked and sat back down.

      “Nick’s managed to tie into all the security cameras outside Sweet Hell, but it’s no-go for inside, I’m afraid.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “My tech team have tried, but their system is too good. For now,” Nick explained. “They’ll keep working on it tomorrow.”

      “Where are they?” I asked. This all looked very techy.

      “On a date,” Nick replied, moving joysticks, changing camera angles, and proving he knew just how to drive this behemoth and didn’t need his “tech team” at all.

      “Together?” I asked and he looked over his shoulder at me and smiled.

      “Yes, together. It’s date night.”

      A huff of laughter escaped. For some reason that sounded so normal, it took the edges off the entire operation.

      Or just made it seem more slippery, I couldn’t tell.

      “Comp U has the security footage,” Pierce advised. “No-go with that as well.”

      “Do we know if it’s been tampered with deliberately, at least?” I asked.

      “A possibility, they said. But nothing definite.”

      I nodded. Not a lot we could do about that. “My contact is AWOL,” I advised.

      “Confirmed?”

      “Yes. As well as at least two other street workers.”

      “Any names?” Pierce pressed, pulling out a pad and jotting a few things down. Such a good little police detective.

      I reached up and pinched the bridge of my nose. Pierce immediately stopped writing and lowered the pad and pen.

      “Somethings got them jittery.”

      “Your contact’s team?”

      I nodded.

      “What happened?”

      I shook my head. There was no point mentioning Rooster’s freak out. The kid had been petrified in the end. And his knife was now secured in my lock box in the boot of my car. He couldn’t hurt anyone else with it.

      “Wound up tighter than a drum,” I said instead. “Couldn’t get anything more out of him. No connection to Sweet Hell, at any rate. He ran,” I added. “Before I paid up.”

      Pierce whistled. No informant left without taking the money. It’s why they talked to us. Not because they were concerned citizens, but because they needed the cash.

      Eagle and his team had expensive tastes.

      “What’s your gut say now?” Pierce asked, and Nick stopped what he was doing to look at me. It wasn’t the first time someone had found my instincts laughable.

      But then, Anscombe wasn’t laughing.

      “It’s all connected. The deceased victim. Carole Michaels. Eagle and the street workers. Sweet Hell.”

      Silence.

      “Well,” Nick drawled. “That’s why you’re here.” He flicked a switch on a panel before him and four of the largest central screens changed to show Sweet Hell. Two from different angles across K Road, one filming the length of the driveway down the side of the building. The last showing the entire rear carpark and back door.

      The Rolls Royce was already there. Late evening sunlight glinting off its paintwork, making the black and gold sign on the building’s wall hard to read.

      “The Roller belongs to your friend Kyan Marcroft,” Pierce said.

      “He’s not my friend.”

      “Clearly. But that doesn’t mean we can’t use your connection at a later date.”

      I forced myself to just keep breathing. That Anscombe guy was watching me too closely.

      “We think it’ll be best if Michaels enters the front of the club,” he continued. “Bypasses the rear until he gets properly invited.”

      “They’d be the jumpy type,” I agreed.

      “Especially as they know you’re investigating them,” Nick pointed out.

      “They know we’re investigating a murder from just across their street,” I argued.

      Nick shrugged.

      “This guy is connected,” he said, looking across at a screen that showed a close-up of Kyan. “Not just connected to this case,” he clarified. “But connected.” He stressed the last word. “Eric, my tech guru, managed to pull some names off their members list.”

      He brought up another screen.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Pierce queried, leaning forward and narrowing his eyes at the screen.

      But I saw why. I saw it right there in black and white. Not grey.

      Superintendent Ethan Keen was a priority member of Sweet Hell.

      Pierce turned his head slowly and looked over at me.

      “We already knew, Nick,” he said slowly, his eyes on me and not Nick Anscombe.

      “You suspected,” Anscombe argued. “And now you know.”

      He was right. I’d just been joining the dots. My father hadn’t come out and admitted he had joined the exclusive members only club.

      But now we knew.

      “And you held this back, why?” Pierce pressed.

      Nick shrugged again. It was at once careless and also purposeful. He was trying to calm the atmosphere in the room. It didn’t work. Pierce was pissed off.

      I was just tired.

      “You’ve not been here long,” Nick pointed out. “And I needed to get a feel for your partner.”

      We didn’t correct him. Pierce and I weren’t partners. I still hadn’t recovered enough from losing Carl, to let someone else in. And he was still waiting for his former partner, Harvey Stone, to be exonerated and return to work.

      It felt more and more like neither of those things would ever happen.

      Pierce and I shared a look. He’d been thinking that thought as well.

      “And now?” I asked Nick.

      “And now you know.” In other words, I’d passed some sort of test and Nick Anscombe, of Anscombe Securities and Investigations, had decided I was all right.

      “Good to know,” I said, voice clipped.

      He just smiled.

      “OK,” Pierce announced, moving us on from the tense stand off. “We’re going to wire Michaels up and watch his progress from here.”

      “We’re miles away from Sweet Hell. Shouldn’t we be closer?” I queried.

      “Absolutely not,” Nick interjected. “See here?” he said, indicating about a dozen street cameras dotted around the CBD and mainly Karangahape Road.

      “Yeah,” I said with a nod.

      “We’re not the only ones tied in,” Nick offered. I raised my eyebrows at him. “So is the main security room at Sweet Hell.”

      “They monitor the streets?” I asked, incredulously. Who was that organised? Or paranoid? Other than the Police.

      “Just these strategic ones,” Nick said. “We can’t work out why.”

      “Beresford Square. Day Street,” Pierce started ticking off the locations the cameras were on. “East Street. Boardman Lane. Galatos Street.” He stood up and looked at me again. “And Pitt Street.”

      “Coincidental,” I said.

      “Michaels is still at HEAT.”

      “How do you know?” I asked.

      “Because his GPS has been tied into our control,” Nick offered.

      I waved a hand at the camera views Sweet Hell - and ASI - monitored on the screens. “Look, all of those are central urban streets within a short walking distance of the club. It could just be standard procedure. Should they have any problems on site, they are already tapped into the Police’s CCTV network. They’ve probably been monitoring Pitt Street for months.”

      We both looked at Nick.

      He shrugged. I was getting fed up with that gesture.

      “If it’s coincidental,” Pierce said carefully. “Then it’s a convenient coincidence, isn’t it?”

      “It could still be a coincidence,” I doggedly pushed.

      “Or they’ve been watching him,” Nick said, looking back at the screens, “to determine if he is worthy or not.”

      To seek Paradise, you must first enter Purgatory and cross into Hell.

      Prove your worth.

      For the Irreverent Inferno awaits.

      Prove your worth.

      I sat down heavily on a swivel chair off to the side.

      “Does the camera on Pitt Street get a good angle of the Fire Station?” I asked, feeling my pulse spike and a chill race down my spine.

      “Yeah. A really good one,” Nick offered and then did something which made the Police CCTV camera on Pitt Street change views and look directly into first Damon’s office window on the second floor of the station and then down the short side driveway into the carpark at the rear.

      Where my car would have been parked, in the only available spot left to me, now front and centre on the screen.

      “They saw us,” I said, my words barely a whisper.

      “Saw you?” Pierce queried.

      I nodded, ran a hand over my face.

      “In his office. When I left afterwards.”

      “Shit,” he breathed. “Please don’t tell me you and he did it on his office desk in full view of the street cams?”

      Nick barked out a laugh, and then stifled his amusement when I scowled at Pierce.

      “No,” I said, resolutely. “But they would have seen us argue and then watched me leave upset.”

      Silence.

      And then both men said together, “Perfect.”

      No it wasn’t. Not for me. Even if just an act, it had been personal.

      I still felt the sting.

      “That’s perfect,” Pierce semi-repeated. “And now they’ll see Damon leaving the station and heading in the direction of his home and not yours. Your home which he has always gone to straight after each shift for the past three weeks.”

      I stared up at Pierce and wondered just how he’d known this. His returning look was chagrined.

      I’d not just been on probation.

      I’d been under watch. To see if I cracked.

      I sank back in the chair and stared at the screen, watching as Damon’s HEAT vehicle left the Pitt Street Fire Station and headed east. And not west towards me.

      Or, so Kyan Marcroft, at Sweet Hell, would think.
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            “Disconnect. Disassociate. Detach. This is a job like any other. Emotions stay at the door.”

          

        

      

    

    
      For some reason, time seemed to go too quickly, passing in the blink of an eye. Because in the next breath, it seemed, Pierce was heading out of the ASI control room towards the back door, where Damon had just arrived. Leaving me alone with Nick Anscombe.

      A man who, I was beginning to suspect, didn’t miss a bloody thing.

      “Pierce speaks highly of you,” he commented, watching Damon get out of his vehicle and then move to the tailgate and open the boot.

      I grunted a noncommittal sound out in reply. Words might have been beyond me right then.

      “But I’ll tell you,” Nick went on,” what I tell all of my guys, when about to watch someone they care about go into a situation that could be bad news.”

      “I don’t need your advice, Anscombe,” I said, proving I was capable of words. “I’ve been a detective for six years.”

      “With five years in uniform beforehand, and two years before that working in a lawyer’s firm as a researcher-slash-investigator, because your father wouldn’t let you join the Force before your twentieth birthday.”

      I stared at the back of his head.

      He turned in his chair to look at me.

      “It’s my job,” he said, in way of explanation. “I’m good at it. As you are at yours. But watching someone you care about going undercover when you can’t is not what they train you at Porirua.” Porirua being the location of Police College.

      This man was way too cocky.

      I raised an eyebrow at him and then waved my hand for him to continue. I wasn’t going to argue with the prick. Somehow I was sure I was already several steps behind him and his tech savvy equipment.

      He nodded his head, accepting the victory. “Disconnect. Disassociate. Detach. This is a job like any other. Emotions stay at the door.”

      He turned his back on me and faced the security screens, on which Damon and Pierce were now walking down an internal ASI hall.

      I leaned back in my chair and scrubbed my face. Anscombe was right. He wasn’t telling me anything other than what I already knew. What Carl had forced upon me time and again with his teachings. In fact, Nick’s words could have been a Carlism, so similar in tone and inflection they were.

      But, I was a Keen. I was born into this lifestyle. Nick Anscombe and his wise words could kiss my lily white butt.

      I stood up and paced across the room, then turned and leaned back against the wall, arms crossed over my chest, impassive look on my face. There was no way I was remaining seated for Damon’s arrival. And I needed to place some distance between myself and Nick Know-It-All Anscombe. He might have been right. He might have been trying to help. But I’d had one Carl in my life, I sure as hell didn’t need another.

      The screen displaying the hallway outside the control room flickered with the arrival of Pierce and Damon. Pierce looked up at the camera, Damon kept glancing all around at the outfit he’d been brought into. I didn’t think for second that he’d missed the multiple domed ceiling cameras. Damon was a damn fine investigator. If he hadn’t been, I wouldn’t have even contemplated using him for this sting.

      The door clicked open and Pierce pushed through first. My breath stalled inside my chest. I had to swallow, my throat felt so dry. And then he was there. The door closed behind him. The room somehow immediately too small.

      I could smell his cologne. His hair was damp from a shower. He was out of uniform, dressed in jeans and a dark blue Henley. Oversized designer belt buckle, sexy as fuck short boots beneath his jeans’ hem, a leather jacket slung over one well defined muscular arm.

      His eyes found mine instantly. He even took a step toward me before he realised his mistake and stopped. A short nod of his head was the only further acknowledgement I got.

      I didn’t nod back. I couldn’t move.

      I was in love with this man.

      The realisation felt like a blow to my stomach. The need to double over and breathe through the pain was all consuming. I hardly heard Pierce’s introduction of Damon to Nick, at all.

      The room spun. My ears buzzed. I was sure there was a red flush washing up my neck, but I couldn’t stop it. I worked on Hennessey’s cognitive breathing exercises, my pulse rate thundering, adrenaline mixing with serotonin, compounded by dopamine; a cocktail of neurotransmitters making me feel like hell.

      “It doesn’t really get underway there until after eight,” Pierce was saying. “If you turn up too early, it could send the wrong signal.”

      “Instead,” Nick added, “we think it would be best to go wherever you normally go for a drink after work first.”

      “I don’t drink after work,” Damon advised.

      “What do you do?” Pierce asked.

      Damon looked toward me.

      “What did you do before Detective Keen?” Nick pushed.

      Damon looked away from me. And ran a hand over the back of his neck.

      “Run, the gym.”

      “There’s a gym at Pitt Street Station,” Pierce pointed out, calling bullshit. He knew Damon’s tell as well.

      “He eats out,” I offered. “Goes to the cinema, shows, museum exhibitions, and corporate events,” I added. Damon was looking at me again. “Occasionally drives out to Piha to see his sister.”

      “These dinners and shows,” Nick started, trying to drag Damon’s attention away from me. “You do them alone?”

      Damon’s jaw tensed.

      “No,” I said, evenly. “Usually with dates.”

      Damon tilted his head back and stared at the ceiling as though praying for guidance or help. He’d been a very busy man in the six months we’d been apart. It was a wonder he’d found time to attend HEAT cases after hours at all.

      “OK,” Pierce said slowly. “We don’t really want to drag another civilian into all of this.”

      “I’m not in touch with any of them anymore, anyway,” Damon said, his eyes back on me, willing me to understand.

      I understood. He didn’t have to prove anything to me. I’d seen it all before, after all. My father had paraded a slew of beauties through our house after my mother had passed away. Each one more exotic than the last.

      Hennessey had said it was a coping mechanism, when I’d broken down enough to open up and divulge a little of my past to him in one of our sessions. The doc could be persistent when he tried and had worn me down by then. I’m more careful now. But that admission had cost me three weeks of father abandonment issue conversations with the man.

      Denial, he’d said. He’d been in denial and pretending life was good.

      Damon had pretended life was good with several beautiful women over that six month period. But not one of them had made it past a half dozen dates.

      But they had made it to his bedroom. More than once.

      And I despised myself for knowing this. For paying attention. For checking up.

      For spying. Even if only casually, in passing, keeping my ears peeled and my eyes open.

      But I’d done it anyway and told myself it was because I was a cop. It wasn’t. I knew this. I didn’t need a shrink to tell me it had been a type of obsession. I’d pushed him away, but couldn’t let go.

      And here we were. Together and not. Me unable to trust. Him losing faith in my love.

      I blinked, sucked in a deep breath of air, and turned to Nick.

      “Have you got an operative who could stand in tonight?”

      Nick smiled. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say it was laced with pride.

      “On it,” he said, hitting a button on the dashboard of controls before him and lifting up a headset to place on his head.

      “Dinner then?” Pierce said. Damon was still watching me. Silent.

      “Angelo’s,” I offered. “The familiar greeting will establish routine, if they happen to be watching.”

      And I couldn’t stand to send Damon off to one of the other restaurants he might have taken his dates to in the past.

      “After five it’s reservation only,” Pierce pointed out.

      “Not for me,” I said, pulling my cellphone out of my pocket and swiping the screen.

      While I chatted up Angelo, making up a story for him regarding Damon and another woman coming to dine, Pierce started to explain to Damon the types of wires and recording devices they wanted to place on him. I could hear Nick talking to his female operative on the other side of the room, but he was soon over at a table with Pierce and Damon, and beginning to attach devices to Damon’s clothes.

      “These are high-tech, hard to detect,” Nick was explaining, when I hung up from Angelo. “If they use anything more than just a sweeper, then you might be in trouble. But chances of them having military grade devices are slim.”

      “But you have military grade devices?” I asked.

      Nick looked up from taping a mike to Damon’s bare chest. I’d seen it all before. Didn’t mean I wasn’t having difficulty looking anywhere else. He smiled and nodded. But didn’t say how ASI had acquired military grade gear.

      Yeah, these guys were ones to watch.

      The last thing to be attached was a minuscule camera, the size and shape of a button, that matched the buttons on Damon’s Henley shirt. Nick was even a dab hand with a needle and thread. Then he turned back to the controls and screens and brought up the image the camera was filming, testing the quality and viewing angle.

      Damon was facing me, so it was my body that came up on the screen. He purposely turned just his head to see my face on the monitor, keeping his body in position so it continued to film me.

      I looked a mess. But I was too busy watching Damon, who in turn was staring at me on that screen, to worry about it. He had a look of longing on his face, that battled with a look of regret.

      “Good,” Nick said. “You’ve got the angles down pat. Always keep in mind where the camera is pointing, but ensure it looks natural. Turn your head in small degrees where appropriate. If you strain your neck too much it will be picked up by their security guys. Cameras on customers are a big no-no for places like these. We don’t want to give them anything to be twitchy about.”

      “What about the mics?” Damon asked.

      Nick hit another button and said, “Testing, testing, one, two, three.”

      His voice came out of hidden speakers, but a touch screen tablet he picked up showed sound waves and levers which he played with while humming a tune, until he was pleased with the quality of sound.

      “Battery life?” Damon asked, once the mic and camera had both been switched off.

      “Three hours,” Nick advised, as someone came into the underground carpark on one of the screens. A black SUV driven by a Māori guy. A petite blonde sat in the passenger side. “These are small devices, they aren’t deigned to last for a long time. Make sure you activate them just before you head in, and get out of there within three hours. Otherwise, you’re on your own.”

      Silence followed that statement and it was me who took an inadvertent step towards Damon this time. His head whipped ‘round to look at me, a soft smile forming slowly on his lips. I stopped mid-step, and offered a small smile in return.

      My heart ached.

      A click sounded out behind us, breaking the moment, making me realise we’d been staring at each other for a very long time. Because the guy and girl from the garage had arrived at the control room door and were being let in by Nick.

      “Ben Tamati and Abi Monaghan,” Nick advised. “HEAT Investigator Damon Michaels and Detective Lara Keen. You both know Pierce.”

      The guy lifted his chin in the universal greeting of all males and wrapped a proprietary arm around the blonde. His possessiveness and stake claiming actually made it easier to look past her prettiness and see the intelligent eyes behind the gorgeous façade.

      “So, what are we doing?” Abi asked.

      “Dinner date with Damon at Angelo’s, then you go your separate ways,” Nick offered. “Need a prop to maintain routine. But you’re friends, he wouldn’t jump out of the frying pan and into the fire so soon after splitting from Keen.”

      My eyes widened. It was a little unusual having this man know so much about our private lives and speak so plainly about them to complete strangers. I was aware Damon’s eyes were on me, but I couldn’t look at him. Unsure if he’d show amusement at Nick’s incorrect words. Or confirm them with a steady and pertinent gaze at me.

      Pierce cleared his throat. “So, we’re all go. Booking made?” he asked me.

      “Angelo’s expecting you,” I offered, looking at the woman. Still unable to look at Damon. “He thinks you’re a friend of mine, so he’ll no doubt mention me.”

      “Why am I a friend of yours?” she asked.

      I did look at Damon then.

      “Because you’re trying to convince him I’m worth a shot,” I said, my words for Damon, really, and no one else. “That he’s made a mistake. He just has to keep a little faith in me.”

      Damon’s face softened. He let a deep breath of air out as though releasing long held tension.

      “Shouldn’t be hard,” Abi muttered. “He hasn’t stopped looking at you once since we walked in here.”

      “Red,” her partner, Ben, said. It was a warning, but made little sense.

      “Just saying,” she quipped, not even blinking at the reprimand. “Talk about heating the room up.”

      Nick snorted. Pierce closed his eyes. And Damon beamed.

      I had no idea what Ben was doing, I was trapped by Damon’s grin.

      “All right, let’s do this,” Nick finally barked.

      “What you’ll expect in there, is anyone’s guess,” Pierce added, looking at Damon, who had reluctantly turned his attention to him and away from me. “Play it cool. Try to have fun. Otherwise they’ll wonder what the fuck you’re doing there. From what we can tell, the front of the club is just that. A front. We want you in the Irreverent Inferno part, wherever the fuck that is. We want a better understanding of what this place is about. In particular, we want to know if there is potentially something illegal going on.”

      “My sister,” Damon started.

      Pierce held up a hand to forestall him. “If she’s there, and unharmed when you spot her, all I ask is you play this out and try to get info before you extract. We have no desire to stop you getting your sister out, if the opportunity arises. But if you could act as though her presence is a surprise, an unpleasant one at that, because she’s interrupting your pleasurable pursuits for the night, we might just be able to salvage something out of this, if we need you to go back in.”

      “My main concern is Carole,” Damon argued. “After I have her out…”

      “Hey!” Pierce said, bristling. “You agreed to help us. You’re Keen’s partner. This may not be a HEAT case, but damn it, man, this is her case.” Pierce pointed at me. Damon followed the action, looking me in the eyes. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. He was hiding behind an indifferent mask.

      His worry over Carole must have been acute. I hadn’t seen Damon act like this in a long time.

      “Did Keen tell you her informant is tied up in this place?” Nick suddenly said, gaining both Damon’s and my attention.

      “Which one?” Damon asked, but from the set of his features I was sure he’d guessed.

      Nick looked at me, making Damon’s head swing back as well.

      “Eagle,” I offered. Damon closed his eyes.

      “OK,” he said, eventually. “I’ll play nice.”

      For me. Oh, I was sure if he spotted Carole he’d do everything in his power to get her out right away. But he’d stick to his role while doing it. For me.

      Because Damon knew what Eagle meant to me. An informant, for sure. But one I would lay down my life for, if need be.

      “All right, let’s do this,” Nick repeated, and Ben and Abi filed out of the door, holding it open for Damon, who took one long legged stride and came abreast of me. Then halted.

      I had no idea if everyone was watching, or if Pierce and Nick had turned to the street camera footage of Karangahape Road and Viaduct Quay, where Angelo’s was located. Or if Ben and Abi were too busy looking at each other, to concern themselves with us. I had no idea, because Damon reached out and fingered my shirt.

      Right above the coffee stain.

      “Coffee,” he whispered. Then smiled. It was sad, full of regret. “I bet that’s reminded you of my office all day.”

      I looked down at the stain, saw the healing scars on his knuckles as he held onto my shirt, and forced a smiled.

      His lips connected with my forehead in a soft, lingering kiss, and then he was gone.

      Trust Damon to notice. Trust Damon to see me.
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            “Tricky things spiders. They hunt with patience. They sit and wait for their prey to come to them. You should try it, Keen. Sometimes you can catch the spider as he spins his own web.”

          

        

      

    

    
      There was no point wasting the battery life of the button camera and microphone bug on Damon while he and Nick’s agent were inside Angelo’s. So we watched the outside of the restaurant from Police CCTV footage, unable to hear what Damon and Abi were saying.

      We weren’t the only ones hacking the street cameras, though. Nick confirmed that a wireless feed was going to Sweet Hell as well. Kyan’s security team proving quite capable, but nowhere near in Nick’s league.

      “Can they tell you’re hacking it too?” I asked, looking over his shoulder at basically nothing.

      Damon and Abi had been inside eating for over an hour.

      “Amber, one of my tech team, has written a code that covers our tracks,” he explained. “We were pretty much stealthy before when we did this. Now we’re the invisible man.”

      “That’s not legal,” I pointed out.

      Nick looked up at me, big smile on his face.

      “You gonna tell?” he asked.

      I bit my tongue. Making an enemy of Nicholas Anscombe probably wasn’t a good idea. Besides, he received, no doubt, various dispensations from Auckland Police, when assisting on operations such as this. He’d only deny hacking the CCTV system outside of sanctioned jobs. And proving otherwise would be damn near impossible, I was betting.

      These guys were big news. Good or bad, I still couldn’t tell.

      But they were the least of my problems right now. We had nothing. Not really. This was a fishing exhibition, and we were handcuffed and blindfolded while we did it. If Sweet Hell was involved in Samantha Hayes’ murder it would be difficult to prove, unless Damon came up with something tonight.

      As for Eagle and Carole. I had my doubts they were there unwillingly. If they were there at all.

      My gut churned and roiled. Forensics had come up with nothing at the murder scene. The medical examiner had confirmed asphyxiation by strangulation as cause of death, but had discovered nothing else that would aid in singling out who had done it. Samantha was well liked, well courted by her elite customers, and from all accounts, well furnished with sexual conquests.

      Maybe this had just been a liaison gone too far. Her boyfriend had admitted to what could only be called kinky bedtime pursuits, including erotic asphyxiation, or breath control play. Exactly what her murderer may have been doing to her at the time of death.

      But on the street? Not even down a side alley? But across the road from a venue which was having an open night, well past normal business hours for clubs on Karangahape Road.

      Coincidence? Hard to say.

      Kinky could include exhibitionism. It might have all been a game.

      But then there was the doctored video surveillance footage. My gut said connection. On paper the case said circumstantial evidence at best. The camera had been playing up for three weeks. Computer Forensics couldn’t prove the damage was intentionally done.

      Sabotage to hide a crime? Hard to say.

      Last but not least was Rooster. Where did his reaction in Eagle’s alley fit in?

      I let out a long breath of frustrated air and then abruptly sat forward in my seat when I spotted Damon and Abi emerge from Angelo’s on the screen. I was the first to notice them. Which was ironic. Because I was the one who had been off inside my head while Pierce and Nick talked quietly about the case, about politics, about which rugby team would win the Bledisloe Cup.

      It took them a few seconds to catch up, but in that time nothing untoward had appeared on the multiple camera angles we were monitoring. Damon and Abi parted ways in the front of the restaurant, the diminutive blonde offering him a hug and peck on the cheek.

      He didn’t even know her, and he was receiving an intimate farewell.

      I snorted internally at my ridiculous flare of jealousy. It was a job, an act. They were both playing the part to perfection.

      Intelligently, I knew why trust came hard to me. Realistically, it was damn near impossible to overcome it.

      I am a product of my upbringing, mixed up with a good dose of post traumatic stress. I’ve seen things, done things, survived things that a normal person wouldn’t. And all in the name of the job.

      The Emergency Services is a hotbed of hazards, interspersed with an obstacle course of emotional strain. It takes a strong constitution to avoid the pitfalls. But even though I am the daughter of a cop, the granddaughter of a cop, I am also myself.

      And “myself” can’t seem to file things. Deal with them, tuck them away out of sight, and move on. I obsess. I remember. I dissect. And I tell myself I could have done better.

      I could have saved Carl.

      I could have helped Damon.

      Then neither would have let me down in the end. Broken my trust.

      “He’s on his way now,” Pierce said, watching Damon drive off from Viaduct Quay towards Queen Street. The most direct route up to K Road.

      “What’s happening at Sweet Hell?” I asked Nick.

      Several camera views were shifted to the main screen, where moments ago an image of Angelo’s had been. There was a crowd outside the club. A line of hopeful attendees. The open night had obviously drummed up some interest, but whether they’d get inside the building was another thing. Members only tended to mean exclusive, and this crowd seemed your typical run of the mill nightclubbing hopefuls and nothing else.

      I checked the other view angles. Down the driveway was a dark sedan waiting for access to the locked carpark at the back.

      “License plate on that vehicle,” Pierce demanded, pulling out his cellphone as Nick rattled off the digits just visible in the murky light.

      Pierce began talking to Comms, requesting a Query Vehicle, while Nick and I simultaneously watched Damon park his car down nearby East Street, close enough to the entrance of Sweet Hell.

      “That Lexus belongs to a David Gordon of Remuera,” Pierce announced, swiping at the screen of his smart phone. “And look at this,” he added. “He’s the CEO of Bainbridge’s.”

      Nick and I both arched our brows at him.

      “Interesting,” Nick offered. “Your vic’s employer.”

      And the plot thickens.

      “Perhaps a visit to his address tomorrow might elicit something,” Pierce suggested, looking at me.

      “Married?” I asked.

      “Yes. No kids. And his name wasn’t on the membership list ASI have provided.”

      “I should think a lot of names aren’t,” I agreed. “There were only a dozen on that list.”

      “I never said it was complete,” Nick offered. “But I’ll have Eric and Amber work on it over the weekend. See if we can flesh it out a little.”

      “We don’t want to show our hand,” I warned.

      Nick looked over his shoulder at me and grinned. “Detective, have a little faith.”

      His words were intentional. Chosen with care from my speech to Abi earlier. I held his smirking face with a level stare. I might have trust issues, but I could see a dangerous opponent when he grinned at me.

      “OK,” Pierce announced, breaking our staring match. Well, for me it was staring, for Nick I think it was a game. “Damon’s approaching Karangahape Road now.”

      “His camera and microphone have just come on line,” Nick advised, adjusting dials and switches and swiping at the tablet that controlled the sound.

      “This is it,” Pierce said, as my heart rate sped up and my palms became moist with nervous sweat. Nervous for Damon. Nervous for so many reasons I couldn’t count.

      “What the fuck?” Pierce suddenly said.

      Both Nick and I swung our gazes toward him.

      “What did you see?” Nick asked, flicking glances back at the screens to try to determine what had just made Pierce go a mottled shade of red.

      I looked toward the screen he’d been staring at myself. There were so many people milling around the entrance to Sweet Hell it was difficult to tell at first.

      But then I spotted him, just as Pierce pulled his cellphone up to his ear and started to dial.

      “Wait!” I said, my mind racing, nerves replaced with the adrenaline of a hunt.

      “He shouldn’t be there. He could ruin the sting,” Pierce explained. “He has no idea we’re sending Damon in tonight. He’s just trying to get a drop on the case and kiss up to Hart.”

      “Just hear me out,” I said, holding up a finger to make him pause.

      I stared at Joseph Cawfield on the screen, my eyes darting from the focused expression on his face, to the dark club appropriate clothing he was wearing, to the circle of space he’d managed to acquire around him, indicating he was there alone.

      My mind whirred, connecting dots, lining up possibilities, trying to think of a motive.

      “Out with it, Keen,” Pierce ordered, the cellphone still sitting in his hand ready for him to call Cawfield off.

      I pulled my gaze away from the screens and looked at him.

      “Why would he be there?” I asked. “A night out on the town and you go to a scene potentially linked to a crime?” I shook my head. “And buttering up Hart? I don’t buy it. That’s not how Cawfield works. He’s more a schemer, a behind the scenes chess player. He likes to be in the know,” I conceded, “but everything he knows he keeps close to his chest until it can blow something apart.”

      “Sweet Hell,” Pierce pressed. “Why the fuck Sweet Hell?”

      I held my senior officer’s gaze for a very long time. Let him work it out. Let him come to the conclusion I’d been toying with for a while now.

      Finally Pierce lowered the cellphone and let out a devastated breath of air.

      “You peg him for...” He didn’t finish the question. We had an audience, and CIB’s problems weren’t up for public debate. “What have you got on him?” he asked instead.

      I looked back at the screen and watched Cawfield as he surveyed his terrain. He was there for a reason. My gut told me it wasn’t to impress Hart. But to hide something from the Inspector?

      “I’ve got nothing,” I admitted.

      “Just your gut,” Pierce said, not sounding as convinced of my instincts as he’d been earlier.

      I shook my head.

      “Not even your gut?” he guessed.

      My eyes closed and I reached up and pinched the bridge of my nose. I couldn’t tell what was what anymore.

      “He’s there for a reason,” I said softly. “A club we’re investigating in relation to a murder and the disappearance of two people. Why?”

      “I’m still going with arse kissing,” Pierce offered.

      My eyes opened and I looked blankly at the screen. It took a moment for me to put it all together. To register the fact that he was looking in one direction only. At one thing only. Aware of his surroundings, as any decent detective would be, but focused, in particular, on one thing. On one person.

      “He’s watching Damon,” I said, on a breath of shocked air. Why was he watching Damon?

      “Jesus Christ,” Nick said, the first time he’d spoken since Pierce and I had gone into freak out mode. “She’s right. He’s target locked on your man.”

      “What the fuck?” Pierce repeated.

      “You can’t call him off,” I said quickly. “If he is who we think he is, he’ll go to ground.”

      “He could blow this sting wide open,” Pierce argued. “Damon. Carole Michaels. Your informant.”

      I swallowed thickly, watching as Damon was allowed into the club before any of the wannabe attendees lined up outside. And as Cawfield slunk off into a shadowed corner out on the street to wait.

      “He’s not going in,” I said, mind racing. “He’s on a stake out.”

      “Why?” Pierce pressed.

      Another head shake. “I don’t know, but we won’t find out if we ask him.”

      I turned to look at Pierce again.

      “You know this, Ryan. Push him and we’ve got nothing. Maybe it is innocent.” I laughed at that. It wasn’t in amusement. “But if it isn’t, we have to ask ourselves why? Why here? Why now? Why Damon?”

      “Has he got something on your man?” Nick asked, and only an extremely brave man would have done that. Or an overconfident one.

      I didn’t rise to the bait, just shrugged my shoulders. Damon was there for his sister and no one else. Sure, he’d play the part to help me out with Eagle. But his main focus, almost his only focus, was getting Carole out. I believed him, when he said he’d only been to Sweet Hell twice before. And I believed why. I couldn’t see there being a nefarious reason lurking in the background. Reason enough for Cawfield to be staking him out.

      What did Cawfield know? What was his endgame? And how did this all fit in with betraying CIB?

      I had to know. And leaving Cawfield where he was, unaware of the sting or us watching, was our only chance.

      Which meant we’d be endangering the sting. Endangering Damon.

      And Carole. And Eagle.

      Maybe endangering our chances of solving this murder case.

      “We do nothing,” I said, eyes still on the screen, where Cawfield had faded into the darker recesses of the street. “We wait and we watch,” I added. “And then we catch the spider as he spins his web.”

      Tricky things spiders. They hunt with patience. They sit and wait for their prey to come to them. You should try it, Keen. Sometimes you can catch the spider as he spins his own web.

      “OK,” Pierce said, finally putting his cellphone away. “We do nothing.”

      But the look on his face was anything but content with that idea. Joe Cawfield had just become Ryan Pierce’s thorn. He’d pick at it, scrub at where the thorn had struck. And he wouldn’t stop until he plucked it out of his side. Like Inspector Hart, Pierce could be a dog with a bone.

      We turned our attention back to the screens, back to the interior of Sweet Hell. Viewed through Damon’s button camera. The picture was crystal clear. The low, heavy beat of the sensual music a percussion through the speakers in ASI control.

      We watched as he played roulette. As he moved on to the baccarat table. We watched as he bid and lost over a thousand dollars in thirty minutes. Looking bored. Looking nonchalant. Looking the epitome of rich boy needing something else. Something more.

      It was obvious he couldn’t see Carole. He was too relaxed. Playing the role, creating the illusion. Not for me. But because he hadn’t found his sister.

      I felt a pang of heartache for him. I nibbled on my bottom lip as I contemplated the disappointment and frustration he must have been feeling.

      And then when Nathaniel Marcroft finally approached Damon at just past the hour mark, I discarded all those superfluous emotions and focused on what comes next.

      Because what comes next wasn’t on the main floor of the casino.

      What comes next was down a plain, guarded hallway, similar to the one Jones and I had traversed, and through a double-height black door. With a gold embossed and stylised image in the centre. The Roman numerals for two, with flaming concentric rings surrounding them. I counted each one.

      There were nine.

      It wasn’t a Roman numeral. It didn’t mean two.

      Irreverent Inferno.

      And around it was The Nine Circles Of Hell.
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            “Paradise is only attainable to those worthy and no others.”

          

        

      

    

    
      Marcroft paused before the black door, turning to face Damon at last. He’d barely said two words to him since collecting him from his card game out on the main floor and leading him down this nondescript hallway. We needed him to say something.

      We needed Damon to get the man to start talking.

      But until now, both had remained mute.

      “The rules are simple,” Nathaniel Marcroft explained. “To enter Paradise you must prove your worth. To prove your worth you must obey the rules. Until now you have simply existed. The moment you step within the hallowed walls of this chamber you transcend to the afterlife. But that does not guarantee you entry into Paradise.”

      I glanced at Pierce beside me. He had the same look of incredulity that I wore.

      “What is Paradise?” Damon asked.

      “That which you seek.”

      “What the fuck?” Nick said from his seat in front of Pierce and myself. “This guy has to be on something.”

      “Shhh,” I admonished as Damon spoke again.

      “I want to…”

      Marcroft raised his hand and shook his head to stall Damon’s words.

      “It doesn’t matter what you want. That is yours to claim. All we provide is the means necessary to obtain it.”

      “So I could want anything and you’d give it to me? Just like that?” Damon asked.

      “Good. Good,” Pierce whispered, encouraging Damon on even though he couldn’t hear us.

      Nathaniel Marcroft smiled, his face half cut-off by the angle of the button camera lens. But enough of him showed to convey his superior attitude.

      “That is why, Mr Michaels, we charge for the privilege.”

      “How much is Damon paying for this?” I asked, unsure if the fee to the back room of Sweet Hell had been discussed while I was inside my head earlier.

      Pierce swallowed, eyes still on the screen. But he looked uncomfortable.

      “Forty thousand.”

      “What?” Nick and I said in unison, proving the ASI owner was just as shocked as me. But we couldn’t get any further with Pierce; Damon was talking again.

      “Yet that price does not guarantee me Paradise.”

      “If Paradise were so easy to obtain, don’t you think everyone would pay for it?” Marcroft offered, turning away and for a short time going out of the camera’s range. Damon must have been staring at the door - or the floor - in consternation.

      Forty thousand dollars and he may not even get to where inside Sweet Hell his sister was.

      Marcroft returned in front of the camera lens holding something out to Damon. For a second I couldn’t make out what it was. Dark. Fabric. Clothing of some sort.

      “Just as we at Sweet Hell do not need to know what it is you seek in Paradise,” Marcroft said, “those members of the Irreverent Inferno do not need to know who seeks Paradise.”

      “It’s a cloak,” Nick announced. “They hide their identities inside a fucking cloak.”

      Bloody hell. How were we to pin down suspects if they were all covered in what appeared to be, now Marcroft was placing a cloak on as well and we could see it, a full length, flowing black robe with deep set hood?

      “Am I the only initiate tonight?” Damon asked, making Pierce almost salivate with excitement. His pet undercover agent was performing right on point.

      I didn’t have it in me to smile. This was shaping up to be something entirely more than I had expected.

      “Not at all,” Marcroft replied, his voice distorted now his face and mouth was hidden inside the folds of the robe. “You’ll know who they are, if not exactly who they are, in due course.”

      Marcroft looked toward Damon, the edges of the cloak flapping in front of the button camera when Damon shifted.

      “Do the robe up, Mr Michaels,” Marcroft admonished in a tone of voice that had me believing he suspected something. But he couldn’t. The button camera was impossible to detect. “We don’t want anyone to identify you from your clothing,” he added.

      Damon obeyed the command, sending our screen into darkness.

      “Damn it,” Nick exclaimed. Pierce just ran a hand over his goatee and growled low in his throat.

      We were blind, but at least not deaf. And then Damon did something while Marcroft turned toward the door, making the screen where his camera’s images had been on display flicker. In the next moment his thumb appeared before the lens and then the camera settled.

      It wasn’t a perfect view, but we could see again.

      “What did he just do?” Pierce asked.

      “Buttoned up his shirt,” Nick provided. “You sure this guy’s not been undercover before?”

      Pierce shook his head, a bemused expression on his face.

      I just smiled. Damon wouldn’t win any fashion contests, but then, no one should see his outfit now that it was hidden behind a cloak. And spotting his high collared Henley in the opening at the top of his robe, would be difficult as well.

      It occurred to me, that Damon wanted his sister back. But he also wanted to catch the bastard who had pulled her back into this underworld of sin.

      And sin it was. Because when Marcroft finally opened the door and led the way into the “chamber,” as he’d called it, there was no denying that something sinful was about to go down.

      The room had a high vaulted ceiling, with sweeping arches that peaked at the centre, almost creating a church-like scene. The walls and arches looked to be made of stone, possibly sandstone, but my guess was they were painted to appear that way. Sweet Hell was housed in a modern building, nothing about it indicated an ancient religious site. Despite the fact that the glowing naked flames in several torches dotted around the echoing chamber and the roughly hewn stone flooring beneath Damon’s feet gave the impression that this was an abbey or a cathedral buried beneath a modern urban street.

      There was no music playing, and for a moment that surprised me, but one look as Damon angled himself first to the left of the room and then to the right, as he walked behind Marcroft, told me why. The occupants were waiting in silence. The silence alone would have given the impression that this was ritualistic. Add in the long shadows formed from the sconces, the dull echo of shuffling feet, the odd breath that could be heard in the cavern-like surroundings, and it was clear this was a stage set for something possibly sadistic, definitely debauched, and quite likely sinful.

      That and the woman lying on an altar in a sheer white flowing dress.

      “Can’t spot any bindings,” Nick advised, enlarging Damon’s camera image on a separate screen.

      “She doesn’t match Carole Michaels’ description,” Pierce added and I let a relieved breath of air out, even as I realised her not being here didn’t necessarily mean anything good.

      “Twenty-five cloaked forms,” I offered, counting off the figures standing resolutely silent and still around the periphery of the space. None of them lifted their heads enough to get a good look inside their hoods. The material too long and dark, the lighting too shadowed to allow anything more than the odd flash of teeth.

      “She’s lying there unrestrained,” Nick commented, as the cloaked figures we could see from Damon’s camera moved forward, closing the circle around the altar. Tightening the ring. “Drugged?” he queried.

      “She’s watching them,” I observed. “Doesn’t appear freaked.”

      “Willing or not, what the hell are they going to do to her on that thing?” Pierce asked in a low voice edged with anger.

      “If she’s willing, Pierce,” I warned; he had a tendency to get riled up about borderline abusive scenes. “Then it might explain Samantha Hayes.”

      Pierce flicked his eyes to me and quirked an eyebrow.

      I shrugged. “She ran a little hot on the kinky side of things. Wouldn’t this be right up her alley?”

      “You may have a point,” he conceded. But he was still scowling when he turned back to the screen.

      A low hum had started up over the speakers, the bodies of most of those we could see through Damon’s camera lens started to sway. I was picking the cloaked figures a little slower to pick up the bizarre movement were initiates like Damon, and unfamiliar with the rites the group were about to perform.

      “This is freaky as fuck,” Nick commented.

      I agreed, but I was too busy watching it all unfold to voice it.

      One of the cloaked figures stepped forward, on the opposite side of the altar. The woman watched on, her lips parted, her body beginning to writhe along with the escalating hum. The cloaked figure raised his arms up high, as though appealing to a deity above him. Then after several long moments brought his hands down in a swift motion, laying palms flat on top of the woman’s stomach and chest.

      She groaned. The humming stopped. Almost simultaneously.

      The speaker seemed to echo when he spoke. I had no idea how the sound would have felt like in the room itself, but over the microphone it was eerie.

      “We are honoured,” the cloaked figure began, and I tilted my head trying to identify the speaker. I couldn’t. But the voice did feel familiar. I just wasn’t able to place it, right then, what with the distortion of the echo. “To have six new initiates to welcome to our numbers.”

      The ring of cloaked figures mumbled something in unison. It was impossible to make it out.

      “Latin?” Pierce asked, but the main speaker had started talking again.

      “To have made it through limbo,” he said, “is but an easy task for those who seek. But to progress further the stakes are much higher. Paradise is only attainable to those worthy and no others,” he announced, in a manner of speaking that reminded me of Carl lecturing. “Tonight you may prove your worth. For when tomorrow dawns, the door to Paradise will close again.”

      The mass of dark figures repeated the mumbled words I couldn’t decipher and then fell silent.

      “Step forward, Initiates,” the speaker ordered, raising his hands toward the ceiling again.

      Damon moved forward, and from what we could see, four others across the circle of cloaked figures did as well. That left one we couldn’t see with the current angle of the lens. And twenty full-fledged members of the Irreverent Inferno standing back and slowly swaying. The hum had started up again. It was deep and resonant, even through the microphone and speakers. In a way it sounded uplifting, the type of noise you hear Buddhist monks chanting up in the Himalayas.

      It echoed off the vaulted ceiling, making me revise my earlier assessment of the room not being made of actual stone. The acoustics made me believe differently now. Which seemed overkill, but then the entire experience was tending towards “sect on steroids.”

      “One of you,” the speaker said, his hands still raised, but his head down, ensuring the hood kept his face hidden from view, “will receive the highest of honours this night. The privilege of proving your worth before your brothers. Of slaking your lust and rising above your peers. Of advancing to the third circle before you even leave this chamber.”

      “Third circle,” Pierce murmured.

      I just held my breath, because I had a very bad feeling about all of this. Not necessarily illegal bad. Nothing so far had indicated this was anything other than a cult type scenario. But bad bad. As in, the woman now actively writhing on top of that altar, as though in some sort of sexual bliss, and the six cloaked figures around the room who would get to “slake their lust” before they left the chamber.

      Add them together and you got sex show under duress.

      But was it? These initiates were here to seek Paradise. So far, Paradise appeared to be whatever they wanted it to be. It left a lot to the imagination. But you didn’t need to be a genius to figure out what that would mean right now. Slake their lust seemed to be on repeat inside my skull.

      “Lamb,” the speaker said, lowering his arms and cupping the face of the woman on the altar. “Choose wisely. And receive your reward.”

      “Oh, fuck,” Nick said in a low voice. “She gets to choose?”

      “It’s better she chooses than the cloaked, masked, otherwise unidentified figures around her,” Pierce pointed out.

      Nick opened his mouth to say something, but wisely chose to hold his tongue.

      But what about Damon? I was sure that had been his next question, because it was certainly mine.

      What about Damon? He was there because he sought something. To Marcroft senior it was Paradise, but what form, he didn’t care. To the man who killed Samantha Hayes, was it murder?

      “Oh, fuck,” I murmured, my mind connecting dots. “Paradise is anything they desire,” I whispered, as the woman on the screen tilted her face first one way and then the other, eyes scanning the initiates as they stood waiting to be picked.

      “Your point?” Pierce urged, gaze still intent on the screen.

      “Say you wanted to commit a crime,” I said, as the woman looked back toward Damon. “But you needed not only an opportunity to do so, but a way to achieve it and sleep well afterwards at night.”

      The woman lifted her hand, finger outstretched.

      My heart thumped against the wall of my chest.

      “What better than a group of rich men,” I said, as the woman announced, “That one,” her finger pointing towards Damon. Fuck! “Who are sworn to secrecy?” I went on, needing to keep talking or I’d start swearing, possibly start kicking and hitting something as well. “Who have done borderline immoral things that could bite them in the arse publicly if revealed? What better than a cult which rewards bad behaviour and exonerates your sins? What better place to hide behind than this?”

      “Shit,” Pierce exclaimed, but it could have been because Damon had taken a step towards the altar.

      I closed my eyes. I felt ill.

      “No,” the woman announced. “Beside you.” My eyes flicked open and a dark figure brushed past Damon and eagerly approached the altar.

      “Never fear, Initiate,” the speaker declared. “Your eagerness has been well noted. You will do well, I think, tonight. But not in here.”

      “Thank fuck,” I said, unaware I’d say those words aloud until they gushed out of me.

      Neither man present indicated they’d seen the crack in my façade.

      The cloaked figure who had been “chosen” approached the altar. The humming of those watching rose and turned haunting. Surprisingly sensual in its ebb and flow, wrapping around the bare skin on my forearms and raising the fine hairs.

      “Prove your worth,” the speaker announced, bowed his head and blended back into the circle of Irreverent Inferno members, adding his hum to the voice of the rest.

      It rose and fell, the sound echoing off the high vaulted ceiling, bouncing against the stone arches, rebounding off the tiled floor. It swelled as the chosen initiate reached out and touched the bare skin of the woman’s leg, just below the knee. Her dress rose up further as she writhed with the chanting, she moaned loud when his finger caressed down her shin.

      The initiate wrapped a large hand around her ankle. It was clearly a male’s. He pulled hard against her leg, making her body jolt across the surface of the altar. Her hands, definitely unrestrained, raised above her head, and fingers wound tightly around the edge of the plinth, ensuring she couldn’t be pulled off the top altogether.

      The man stepped between her legs, both hands firmly holding her ankles and drawing her legs apart. She was naked beneath the sheer fabric of the dress, I watched strangely mesmerised as the material slid off her thigh and pooled at the base of the altar, baring her for not only her “chosen” to see, but everyone who watched on.

      The humming rose. Almost a reward. For her or the cloaked figure who leaned down and licked up the inside of her calf, I’m not sure. The arms of those across the chamber rose, their dark cloaked figures swaying. Their faces hidden, but it was clear they were watching. Seething with a lust of their own.

      “Holy fucking shit,” Nick muttered as Pierce just shook his head. “Never heard of anything like this existing in Auckland before. Have you?”

      “Nah-uh,” Pierce murmured. Eyes glued to the screen and the erotic display unfolding before him.

      It was clear the woman was enjoying it. It was obvious the cloaked figure, now lying across the base of the altar and burying his face between her legs, was in heaven - or was that Paradise? - as well.

      And it was plain to see that those hooded, unidentified figures around the chamber were extremely pleased with the experience too.

      “Lust,” I said into the stunned silence of the ASI control room. The woman peaked, her cries of release adding to the echoing chant of the men in the room. At least, I assumed they were all men. I couldn’t tell. And I guess that was the point.

      But each and every one of them let out a deep, rumbling breath of combined desire and heartfelt hunger, as if on cue.

      “Fuck,” I heard softly spoken over the speakers. The type of expletive given in awe, not anger or fear.

      Damon.

      Nick started laughing. Pierce just offered a knowing smile. And then both men turned and looked at me.

      “Lust,” Pierce repeated. “But hardly illegal.”

      I stared at him for a suspended moment, and then turned around and kicked the chair I’d used earlier, sending it careening across the small room.

      It was better than hitting Ryan Pierce.
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            “It gets easier, Keen. This job. Easier, but at the same time it slowly suffocates the fuck out of you.”

          

        

      

    

    
      “I don’t know which way this is going to go,” Pierce said carefully, filling the strained silence that had erupted between us.

      We were standing out the back of ASI, next to my car. I had my arms crossed over my chest. He’d been scrubbing at his goatee bearded jaw. We were at a stand-off.

      Hardly illegal. That’s what he’d said. A sex cult acting out some bizarre Dante’s Inferno ritual that didn’t necessarily link it to the homicide on Karanaghape Road, and indicated even less that Carole Michaels had been in Sweet Hell unwillingly.

      “What about my theory?” I pressed.

      “Hiding a crime behind all of that,” he waved his hand around in a vague circle above his head to indicate the Irreverent Inferno, “and then getting forgiven for it, like some Hail Mary ordered by a priest as penance?”

      “Well, when you say it like that…”

      He glanced off into the distance, unseeing.

      “You could be onto something. It’s weak, but it’s all we’ve got,” he conceded. “Convincing Hart will be difficult,” he mused.

      “You want me to come with?” As if he’d be going to the Inspector right now. It was late, way past eleven at night. Hart wouldn’t be at CIB and approaching him at home on a Friday evening was damn near suicidal.

      Pierce let out an unamused huff of breath.

      “He’ll expect an update in the morning.”

      “Then I’ll see you there.”

      “No.”

      What? “What do you mean, no?” I asked, voice steady, my pulse anything but.

      “This is going to take some convincing, and even I’m not convinced yet, Keen.”

      “What are you saying, Ryan?”

      He rubbed at his jaw again and then shook his head, as though to clear it.

      “Tell me this,” he asked, lifting his eyes and staring directly at me. “What would you have done if Michaels had been the one that woman had chosen?”

      My turn to shake my head. “But he wasn’t.”

      “He could have been.”

      “He wasn’t,” I growled.

      “You’re not that naive, Lara,” Pierce said softly. “And at the moment he’s our only way into Sweet Hell. If Hart goes for this, and I’m not saying he will, because fuck, it’s weak as shit. But if he does, Damon may have to do things you would rather not see him do.”

      “What exactly are you saying, Pierce?” I demanded, enunciating each word carefully.

      He let a long breath of air out.

      “What I’m saying is maybe it would be best if you’re not there when I approach Hart with the full breakdown of this sting.”

      “You think I can’t do my job?” My stomach dropped unpleasantly.

      “I think your emotions are close to the surface.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “You kicked a fucking chair across the room when Damon got turned on by that scene. And,” he held up his hand to stall my next tirade, “he wasn’t the only one to get turned on, all right? Nick and I were enthralled as well. So don’t think his reaction was anything other than that of a normal man’s. It was fucking hot,” he added, as if an afterthought.

      I raised an incredulous eyebrow at him.

      “It was fucking freaky,” I countered.

      “But freaky hot,” he snapped back.

      Men!

      “So,” I finally said, when the silence had grown uncomfortable again. “I can’t see Hart with you, but I’m still on the case. Right?”

      The need to clarify that, to seek acceptance, made me mad. But the desire to ensure I wasn’t being sidelined was too great to ignore. I had to know. I’d been on probation and hadn’t even been aware. If I was pushed aside again, I’d damn well be prepared this time.

      “I’m not going to take you off the case,” Pierce said carefully, as though there was a “but” to come afterwards.

      He didn’t go on, so for now I’d accept his words at face value.

      “OK. Tell me what Hart says as soon as you can.”

      “No problem. Go get some sleep. Your man looks like he’s gone home as well.”

      I nodded and took a step towards my car, then had a thought.

      “The speaker said something about the initiates needing to prove their worth before dawn tomorrow, otherwise the door to Paradise would close.” Pierce held my gaze with a steady one of his own. “You’ve already thought of that, haven’t you?”

      “Go home, Keen. I’ll take it from here.”

      “What aren’t you saying?”

      Another head shake. “I don’t know what to tell you, Keen.” He sighed, scrubbed at his goatee again and then turned toward the back entrance of ASI. “If I think of anything you’ll be the first to know,” he announced as he slipped through the door when it clicked open automatically.

      Nick was watching from control. And Pierce had just given me the brush off.

      If there’d been another chair nearby I would have kicked it.

      I stared into the dark corners of the carpark and then finally admitted defeat and climbed into my car. I knew what they were doing in there. I knew the sting tonight wasn’t over. But I’d been pushed out, the door closed in my face. Because my emotions were too fucking close to the surface.

      I slammed a hand down on the steering wheel and growled my frustration.

      Damon needed to complete this task to make it into the third circle. If he was to be used at all for infiltrating Sweet Hell. Right now that was still a possibility; Hart not passing his final judgement on the sting until tomorrow.

      And this task Damon needed to pass involved lust.

      My head fell back on the headrest and I felt my eyes burn with the need to cry.

      It gets easier, Keen. This job. Easier, but at the same time it slowly suffocates the fuck out of you.

      I was suffocating, all right. No longer drowning, but gasping for breath instead.

      I put the car into gear and slowly rolled out of ASI’s carpark, entering the late night traffic on Broadway.

      My chest ached. The taut skin over my knuckles stung as I gripped the steering wheel too tightly. I had to blink my eyes to ward off the burn of tears. I’d never been a weepy kind of person, but lately I couldn’t seem to stop the waterworks.

      Which just went to prove how right Pierce actually was. I was emotional and I was wearing my heart on my sleeve for all to see.

      I contemplated stopping off at a pub and having a drink; pretending I had friends by sitting anonymously amongst a crowd of strangers, living vicariously. Not the alcohol, that I’d consume myself. But the feeling of not being alone.

      It had been a long time since I’d felt this alone. Carl had started this recent cycle. Disappearing, pretending to be gone. And now Damon. I’d just let him back in, opened myself up again to his brand of kindness. Only to have it torn away when I needed it the most.

      Anger was a good accompaniment as I drove across the CBD, my head full of twisting ribbons of unconnected thoughts. I pulled the police issue sedan into my driveway, noting that the wind had picked up, stray leaves flying across my windscreen from a nearby acacia tree. Someone’s dustbin rolled across the street, clattering enough to scatter neighbourhood cats from their hiding places. Wind always made creatures jumpy. Windy nights were the worst.

      All the crazies come out during a windstorm. Central Police would be swarmed.

      I slid out of my car and quickly ducked my head as I ran across the front yard to my porch. My car beeped as I remotely locked it and my hands, I realised, shook as I inserted my key into the door. Within seconds I was ensconced inside my sanctuary, surrounded by the smell of Damon.

      I closed my eyes and leaned back against the door and just breathed. Through my nose. Even though I told myself not to, I did it. Some sadistic part of me hell bent on making me just as crazy as those who would embrace the wind tonight.

      I let a long breath of air out and pushed off from the door, walking blindly into the kitchen, flicking switches as I progressed, stopping when I pulled down a Whisky bottle and a heavy crystal tumbler from the top shelf. The liquid sloshed into the glass, splashing over the side and leaving droplets on the granite bench. It burned going down. That I embraced.

      I turned and stared at nothing as I leaned against the bench, downing the rest of the shot and then pouring some more. I sipped the next. Then forced myself to slow down when I started to feel my fingers and toes again. Not realising that for a moment, I’d felt absolutely nothing at all.

      My eyes landed on my kitchen table and a book that I hadn’t placed there before.

      The Whisky turned sour. The glass thunked as it settled on the granite surface at my side. There was still an inch or so of brown liquid inside it. I ignored it as my body took me closer to the intruding item sitting innocuously on my table. In a position I couldn’t possibly ignore.

      I stared down at a battered and dogeared copy of Dante’s The Divine Comedy and contemplated the reasons why it would be sitting on my table. Inside my house. Behind a locked door. My head came up and I glanced at the kitchen door. Locked. My eyes scanned the windows I could see. Closed. Then settled back on the entranceway. The alarm system deactivated.

      I hadn’t done it. I’d completely forgotten to check when I came in.

      Carl had been to visit.

      My fingers trembled as I reached for the book, lifting it up off the table. Something fluttered out from between the pages, landing upside down on my hardwood floor. I reached down and picked it up, turning it over with a sense of anticipation mixed with dread.

      A photo taken with a high powered lens. Cawfield reaching into the boot of his police issue sedan and pulling out what looked like a black, hooded cape.

      I pulled a chair out and promptly sat down, my legs dead weights, my head spinning. I lay the photo next to the book and just stared.

      “What are you telling me, Old Man?” I whispered. “What have you given me?” I shook my head, my mind a jumbled mess of discordant thoughts. Dots disconnecting. “What the fuck am I meant to do with this?”

      It was circumstantial. The source untrustworthy. But a picture tells a thousand words. I ran a hand over my face and thought back to the images on the screens at ASI tonight. There was no way to tell initiate apart from full-fledged member. All the cloaks looked the same, and when the initiates had stepped forward, there had been nothing to single them out from the rest, other than positioning.

      Fuck. Had Cawfield been the one to bring that woman to orgasm?

      The Whisky threatened to expel itself from my gut. I rubbed at my stomach.

      Cawfield with a cloak that looked suspiciously like those worn at the Irreverent Inferno. Seen, tonight, outside Sweet Hell. Oh, God. If he was the CIB traitor, how did this cult fit into the profile I’d amassed of the betrayer so far? What possible gain would he get from infiltrating this back room members only club?

      Or was it purely personal preference? Was he like my father? Seeking pleasure in a controlled environment that smelled of something immoral.

      But was hardly illegal.

      I didn’t buy that. Not completely. My gut told me something was going on at Sweet Hell. Something that culminated in the death of Samantha Hayes.

      And Cawfield being linked in any manner just made me jumpy.

      I moved on from the photo and picked up the book, flipping through the pages, hoping Carl had circled passages that would help make sense of any of this. The book was well used. But contained no indication of what secondhand store it might have been purchased at. And no markings of any kind that would single out what the hell this all meant.

      I started reading at the beginning.

      It was easy to see where the Irreverent Inferno got their references to Purgatory, Paradise and Hell. But gaining any further insight from the poem itself was going to take more effort. I needed help. English literature had not been my strong suit in high school.

      I pulled my cellphone out and swiped the screen to bring up a browser, then spent the next ten minutes reading the CliffsNotes version. Three beasts; a leopard, a lion and a she-beast later and I knew the poem was not so much the golden standard the Irreverent Inferno wished to emulate. But the reverse.

      Dante wanted to progress through Hell. Wanted to reach God. Become a better person in the afterlife.

      The Irreverent Inferno wanted to celebrate Hell in order to reach their own version of Heaven. By debasing themselves and others in the here and now.

      Maybe it wasn’t as distasteful as that. Maybe they were simply egotistic, nihilistic, and hedonistic.

      What is Paradise?

      That which you seek.

      Nathaniel Marcroft had been adamant when he’d spoken those words to Damon; Paradise was different for each member of the Irreverent Inferno. Their goal was not aligned with Dante’s. They wanted to mimic his journey, of a fashion, but their chosen method lacked respect.

      Irreverent Inferno.

      Contemptuous Divine Comedy.

      They were making a mockery of the nine circles of Hell. And in the process providing something that obviously appealed to a section of our society. A section that my father, Eagle and Carole Michaels - and Samantha Hayes - frequented.

      It said more about them than it did about Sweet Hell. The club was a business, providing a service that met public demand. Irreverent Inferno catered to the next level of self-indulgent, pleasure-seeking, sybaritic thrill seekers. And someone had taken that indulgence a step too far.

      I flicked through the book, trying to identify the nine circles. I knew lust was circle two, but what of the rest? I had to resort to an online encyclopedia. Lust was definitely there, in the second slot. But so was limbo, right at the beginning.

      Damon had said he felt like he was in limbo, while he waited for Marcroft to bring him into the Irreverent Inferno fold. Circle one had been achieved earlier this evening.

      Circle two, lust, was still on the agenda if Damon wished to continue with this sting.

      I forcefully pushed all those emotions associated with that train of thought aside and went through the remaining circles of Hell. Gluttony, greed, anger, heresy, violence, fraud, treachery. Quite a cocktail of potentially immoral, possibly illegal, things.

      Bringing this to Pierce’s attention would not necessarily provide us with the evidence required to get Hart to sanction the continuation of the sting. But it might just give us some leeway to convince him another twenty-four hours was on the cards.

      I wasn’t sure what we could achieve in twenty-four hours, but something was happening at Sweet Hell. Something that I felt certain tied in with Samantha Hayes. Something that would lead us to Carole and Eagle. That would answer the questions I had about Cawfield as well.

      Sweet Hell was important, I just had to prove it was in a very short period of time.

      I slipped the photo of Cawfield inside the book and took both to my bedroom, flicking off light switches as I went. I didn’t bother to shower. I was too exhausted. And when my body told me sleep was possible, I wasn’t going to argue. I needed sleep. Proper sleep. Not the kind found in an armchair out in the lounge.

      I needed sheets that smelled of Damon, his pillow crushed against my chest. I needed a moment in time where the thoughts stopped spinning and the emotions were drowned out by pleasant dreams.

      I needed to forget. Carl. My father. Eagle. Even Carole Michaels.

      I needed to forget.

      I woke to lips on the bare skin of my neck and a warm, hard body moulding to mine.

      “Shh,” he said. “I need this, love. I’m sorry.”

      And I remembered why I needed to forget.
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            “The emotional cop, is not necessarily a good cop. But that doesn’t mean we’re not meant to feel.”

          

        

      

    

    
      Damon’s hands knew just how to inflame me. His touch was heat. Everywhere a callous rubbed, the soft pad of a thumb caressed, the firm, unyielding press of his fingers held, I came alive. All superfluous thoughts leaving my head. Just this. His touch. His heat. Him.

      Damon had always been able to get me to live outside of my mind. To experience life. To love. To need.

      A moan escaped me, and he whispered hotly against my collarbone, “Again.”

      My hands delved into his thick head of curls, gripping wildly as his teeth scraped skin. A wet stroke of his tongue across my nipple, and then the whole areola was sucked into his mouth. My back arched, my breaths came in little pants, fire coursed through my veins and settled between my thighs.

      My reaction to Damon had always been instinctive, but this was something else.

      “Lara,” he breathed out across my bare chest, one hand sweeping lower, while the other wrapped around my wrist and pulled it high above my head, holding me still.

      I didn’t struggle. I still had one hand free. It wasn’t about containment with Damon. It was all about being set free.

      He licked up the side of my neck, then bit gently into the fleshy part of my underarm, where he held it suspended above my head. The sharp sting, which was really nothing more than a nip, had me moaning. Damon groaned in response, rocking his erection against my thigh.

      This was crazy. Maybe it was the wind. But a part of me knew it had nothing to do with such mundane things as the weather. And everything to do with the lust-filled scene at Sweet Hell. Damon was on fire. And he was taking me with him into Hell.

      “Why are you here?” I demanded through little breathy pants. Why now? For me? Or because he needed to find release?

      “Shh,” he repeated.  “I need you.” Not I need this. It made all the difference. Because I needed him too.

      It had been a shock, that revelation. I’d denied it for so long that when I finally realised I needed Damon my mind had simply shut down. Not entered the debate. Frozen.

      But when he touched me like this, loved me like this, it melted the ice that encased me. He made me feel. Ours was a complicated relationship but sex simplified things.

      He rolled me onto my stomach, stretching my arms high above my head, lying me out full length on the bed. Street lights filtered in through the partially opened curtains, but he hadn’t switched any lamps on when he’d walked in. The shadows that danced across the headboard painted a surreal fantasy picture of twisted tree limbs and dark hooded figures.

      My body shuddered at the allegory. His tongue lay a path down my spine, his hands running down my sides, sending tingles out to every single nerve ending. I didn’t move my arms, even though they were no longer restrained. I lay perfectly still, my body a taut bowstring away from snapping.

      He spread my legs, big hands inside knees, moving my thighs wide. Displaying myself for him in the dim illumination from outside. I heard him suck in a breath of air. It sounded tortured. Then his tongue was on me, right there where I needed him the most. Licking, flicking, teeth nibbling. And I couldn’t stay still any longer. My fingers wrapped around the bedhead, my body bowed, my hips lifted off the sheets, and I cried out. Wretched, miserable, sweet hell.

      He tormented me. Licking deep, rubbing hard, and then backing off when I begged for more. Light flicks and torturous licks, then a deep thrust of two fingers inside. I panted. I moaned. I writhed beneath him on the bed and he didn’t once give in. He licked and bit and stroked and thrust, but it was never enough; I wanted all of him.

      “Come for me, love,” he murmured, when I thought I might have just gone out of my mind with desperate need.

      I moaned through the climax, my body shaking, my fingers bled of all blood, my arms aching from holding them so still for so long.

      And then he lifted me by my hips, pushed my knees right up to my chest, holding my head down with a firm hand between my shoulder-blades. And then impaled me from behind with a groaned out, “Yes.” I yelped at the invasion, and then sank into the oblivion of his hard, purposeful thrusts.

      “Say my name,” he demanded on a forward rock of his hips. His name? Had I not called him by name? “Say my name,” he repeated more gently, his pace not abating at all.

      This was a slightly different Damon from what I was used to. He was still there, in the softer voice, the teasing touch, but shadowed in something darker, more commanding, more controlled. It turned me on, I was ashamed to admit. Damon in complete command of my body, of my orgasms, was simply downright hot.

      “My name, love,” he encouraged, pounding into me, making speech almost impossible right then.

      “Damon,” I breathed between thrusts. “Damon!” I said louder the closer an orgasm came.

      “Don’t come,” he ordered, burying himself deep, his whole body vibrating with the need to climax.

      What was he doing? To me? To us?

      Why was he here?

      A soft hand caressed down my spine, his breath came out in a quaking shudder. Strong fingers wrapped around my hip, holding me steady. He leaned his chest down my back and kissed the back of my neck, lingering there for a sweet second. And then his free hand slipped around my waist, fingers seeking until he found my swollen nub and pinched hard.

      I came in a rush, so surprised I couldn’t get breath in fast enough to scream my release. A silent wail emerged from my lips, all hot breath and glorious freedom. I felt Damon jerk behind me, hot liquid spurting my internal walls. His orgasm was just as silent, but no less violent. And then he collapsed down on top of me panting for air.

      We stayed like that for several moments, neither of us capable of speech or movement beyond that necessary to breathe right then. He eventually moved off me, stroking a hand through my hair, whispering words I couldn’t decipher but knew I should try to translate. He pulled me into his chest, wrapping his stomach and legs around my rear. And held me close, as though allowing any distance to come between us could prove fatal. He clung to me and for a moment I wanted to ask… why?

      Why risk finding his sister by turning up in my bed tonight? Why the demands now, when he’d been slowly building to a more dominant performance in bed for a while? Why me when he’d pushed me away and I feared that he meant it? Still meant it.

      This was a lapse, nothing more. Lust brought on from his undercover sting. Heightened emotions needing an outlet. They teach you many things at Police College. One of them is the dangers of false intimate reactions post traumatic scenes. The Irreverent Inferno was hardly traumatic, but then again, maybe it was.

      If Damon’s sister had been on that altar at some stage then he would be feeling a hell of a lot.

      I let him hold me. I didn’t ask a single question. I buried my doubts and fears, I suppressed my wild emotions. In other words, I acted like a Keen.

      The emotional cop, is not necessarily a good cop. But that doesn’t mean we’re not meant to feel.

      When I awoke in the morning, he was gone. No note. No rose lying on his pillow. Just his cologne and the smell of him, and the heady scent of lust. I lay there and watched my neighbour’s tree wave in the wind through the slim crack in the curtains. Every now and then a leaf would fly free and I felt its loss deep inside my chest. A part of me being swept away on an inexorable breeze.

      My life was out of control. A homicide case that had little evidence. A missing informant. A colleague possibly betraying the only family I’d ever truly believed in. And a boyfriend who was becoming a ghost to me.

      It was amusing to note that Carl didn’t even feature. Right now he was the least of my worries.

      I rolled off the bed feeling every burn and stretch from the night before and took a long, scalding hot shower. It was the phone ringing that saved my power bill. I reached it just before it switched to the answer phone, dripping steaming puddles of water onto the floor.

      “Keen,” I said, a little breathlessly, which only managed to remind me of how breathless Damon had made me last night.

      I felt uneasy about his visit. But that didn’t stop me from wanting him to visit again tonight. I sat down on the edge of the bed and crossed my legs, trying to dull the throb that had taken up residence between my thighs. What was wrong with me? One debauched scene in a fire lit cavern and I was as horny as a teenager.

      “Hello?” I said, realising no one had replied to my greeting over the phone line.

      I let a little breath of air out, recognising my silent caller.

      “You have to say something,” I whispered, unsure why I was lowering my voice. “I can’t help you unless you talk.” It wasn’t until that second that I realised that was what the caller wanted.

      Did Carl need my help after all?

      The phone clicked dead, but I didn’t lower it from my ear. I stared blindly at the puddles I’d made on the wooden floor and gripped the phone as though it possessed some magical remedy to the imminent shattering of my heart.

      “I’m here,” I said to the disconnect tone. “I’m not going anywhere,” I added. “Just talk.”

      The room was silent. My heart cracked.

      I lowered the phone and forced myself to my feet. Ten minutes later I was leaving the house, fully dressed in chocolate coloured dress trousers, a crisp white fitted blouse, and a caramel lightweight trench coat that hid my service weapon as well as a dogeared book.

      I phoned Pierce once I was in the car.

      “Have you seen Hart yet?” I asked, before he’d managed to even acknowledge the call.

      “Good morning to you, too,” he replied, voice dry as a desert.

      “Well, what did he say?”

      “He’s not convinced,” he admitted.

      I ignored the stab of irritation I felt at those words.

      “I received a delivery last night,” I told him, as I made my way to Karangahape Road. It was automatic. The scene of the crime. I needed to walk it again, feel the moment. Connect some dots.

      “Sounds interesting.”

      “Dante’s The Divine Comedy.”

      “And this means what exactly? We knew Irreverent Inferno was connected somehow to the nine circles of Hell.”

      “Do you even know what the nine circles of Hell are?”

      “Purgatory?”

      I snorted. “Try lust, limbo, gluttony, greed, anger, heresy, violence, fraud, and treachery.”

      “That in order?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So violence is before fraud. And what the hell does treachery entail?”

      “We can assume violence speaks for itself,” I said, finding a park down East Street. “Now fraud, what a coincidence.”

      “Just because the Serious Fraud Office is interested in Kyan Marcroft does not necessarily mean it has anything to do with the Irreverent Inferno.”

      “Doesn’t mean it’s not either.”

      “And if it is, we’d have to hand over part of this investigation to the SFO. You want that?”

      No, I didn’t. Complications would undoubtedly ensue.

      “OK, how about treachery?” I said instead of answering. He knew how I felt about governmental departments. The fact that the Police Service was considered a governmental department by some was irrelevant. “The last circle of Hell. That would indicate the most perverse.”

      “Perverse. Like where you’re going with this. These guys are definitely perverse.”

      “So,” I said, drawing out the one syllable, “what constitutes treachery?”

      “A betrayal of trust.”

      Silence.

      “There was something else in the delivery I received.”

      “Your wise old helper?”

      “Well, he wasn’t in the delivery, but I am assuming it came from him. It was on my kitchen table. The house alarm had been switched off.”

      “Jesus, Keen.” I knew what he meant, but what could I do? Carl was a force of reckoning and out of everyone’s, especially my, control.

      “Anyway, there was a photo inside the book. Taken with high powered surveillance equipment.”

      I could hear Pierce scrubbing his goatee.

      “Go on,” he said, almost resigned.

      “Cawfield pulling a cloak very similar to those worn at the Irreverent Inferno out of his police issued sedan.”

      “Motherfucker.” It was whispered. But sometimes Ryan Pierce whispering was more threatening than if he yelled.

      “Circumstantial,” I admitted, wanting him to know I had both eyes wide open. Well, they were opened and currently narrowed on Detective Joseph Cawfield. “But enough to convince Hart we need another twenty-four hours just to be sure?”

      Pierce breathed heavily though his nose for a moment and then sighed.

      “Yeah, I’ll convince him.” The relief was short-lived. “But we’re not shutting down other avenues of investigation. Samantha Hayes’ employer, David Gordon. Meet Jones in Remuera and question him about his whereabouts Thursday night.”

      It made sense, but anything that took me away from nailing Cawfield chafed.

      “Keen? Here’s where you say, ‘Sure, Sarge. Anything you ask, I’m on it.’”

      I smiled and let out an amused huff.

      “Sure, Sarge,” I repeated dutifully. “Anything you ask, I’m on it.”

      “I knew there was a reason why I liked you.”

      “Not just my good looks?”

      “Nor the bitching coffee you brew.”

      “Or my sharp wit and time perfect one-liners.”

      He laughed down the phone and then asked, “You OK?”

      I shook my head. I liked Ryan. I liked him a lot. But I wasn’t ready to let him that far in. Invited or not.

      “Fine. I’ll phone Jones and arrange a time to meet.”

      “You do that,” Pierce said, following my lead automatically. “And we’ll touch base over doughnuts later.”

      “Daisy’s?”

      “You betcha.” And then he was gone, no doubt smiling a mile wide thinking of his wee daughter.

      I slipped my phone away and climbed out of the car, checking my surroundings. Damon had parked here last night, before heading into Sweet Hell. I checked for the CCTV cameras I knew were situated down this small roadway. Spotted the one ASI had hacked into and wondered if Kyan Marcroft was watching right now. It was early Saturday morning, so the chances were that he wasn’t. But it still left an icy feeling trickling down my spine.

      Those cameras were meant to help the Police not hinder them. I suddenly realised how human rights activists feel when they complain about freedom from government spying.

      I walked up onto K Road and took in the early morning bustle of Auckland’s premier sex street. The gloss of neon lights had rubbed off in the harsh glare of the day. What had seemed salacious in darkness only appeared rundown when doused in the sun’s rays.

      I ignored the condom wrappers and fast food litter blowing in the wind. I inhaled impassively the petrol fumes and overcooked oil tainted with a sweetness that was either vomit or spilled alcohol. I simply crossed to where Samantha Hayes had been killed, neither unobservant nor affected.

      There was no chalk outline like you see in b-grade movies. No yellow police tape to indicate where it had happened. No stained concrete reminding people of spilled blood. There’d been no blood. No bodily fluids to speak of. She’d had sex earlier that night, but had showered afterwards. Dressed again to go out on the town.

      I crouched down and stared at the spot where she breathed her last breaths. Ignoring the strange looks I received from passersby. He’d held her against the window of The Whiskey Lounge, but forensics hadn’t found any DNA at the scene. The pathologist believed he’d been wearing gloves.

      No semen. No spit. No fingerprints. Nothing. Just a dead woman with a ring of bruises around her neck.

      I reached up and touched my own neck, feeling the ghost of Damon’s kisses. Then I touched fingers to wrist, pulling back the sleeve of my jacket. Darker indentations marred the pale skin. Three little dots. The size of his fingertips.

      I stood up and glanced across the street. Sweet Hell looked polished, whereas the rest of K Road seemed dulled in comparison. I sighed. There was nothing to speak to me here. The victim had moved on. Her killer was in the wind. All I had was a gut feeling and a hollow chest.

      And then someone screamed.
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            “Life sucks. Death sucks harder.”

          

        

      

    

    
      It came from across the road, down Boardman Lane. My gun was out and I was running across the road, hand up to stall traffic, before I could think. That scream had sounded terrified, but not the kind a victim gave at the time of death. More like a shock that tore at the fabric of life, rather than destroyed it outright with its fists.

      Several members of the public had begun to congregate at the entrance to the small lane, faster to respond than a police detective functioning on such little sleep. And didn’t that evoke images inside my mind. Karangahape Road, though, was busy even on a Saturday morning. No street workers or club goers, but plenty of cafe strollers and Queen Street shoppers wending their way to greater things.

      “Police! Let me through,” I ordered, shouldering between the raised cellphone cameras and stretched rubber neckers, to see what had caused all the fuss.

      A woman stood over the slumped form of a man. She was dressed in running shorts, had her earphones hanging limply around her shoulders, and had gone a shade paler than white.

      The man was breathing. But only just.

      I moved forward and reached down to check his pulse, despite having seen his chest rise and fall shallowly.

      “Call an ambulance,” I ordered one of the cellphone camera bearers. My fingers came away bloody. Rookie mistake. One I could well do without making right now.

      I wiped them on his shoulder surreptitiously and then pulled ever present latex gloves from my pocket, and donned them after the fact.

      “Do you know him?” I asked the woman jogger.

      She shook her head, while I lifted the man’s eyelids, seeing little to no reaction to the light that filtered in. He was dressed in a dark dinner suit, finely made, but it had seen better days. The wear was recent. He had a swelling on his right cheek and blood dripped from a crooked nose. A contusion had started to form on his right temple.

      “This how you found him?” I asked the woman, as I searched his pockets for a wallet. It hadn’t been stolen; the first indication this wasn’t a simple mugging.

      “I live back there,” the woman said in way of answer, indicating the rear of an apartment building down the back of the lane. “Just coming back from my morning run and found him like this.”

      I flicked through the gentleman’s wallet and located his driver’s license. Malcolm Francis Warren. Three surnames for a name. Aged fifty-three.

      “You leave for your run using this lane?” I asked, returning his wallet to his jacket and rechecking his breathing and pulse.

      “Yeah. An hour ago.” She knew why I was asking. Clever girl.

      “And he wasn’t here then,” I guessed.

      “No.”

      I looked at the man, tried to put a personality to the slack features, but couldn’t. He was breathing. His pulse still beat. He’d been battered to a pulp. I didn’t move him any further.

      I pulled my cellphone from my pocket as I heard the nearby ambulance from Pitt Street fire up its siren as it approached. While I waited for Police Communications to answer I pulled a pad and pen from my pocket and stepped toward the crowd. Some of those at the back started to move away.

      “No one’s going anywhere until I have your name and contact details on here.” A few groans sounded out just as Kathy at Northcom answered. “I have a 14:10 on Boardman Lane, in the CBD,” I said into the cellphone. “Detective Lara Keen 10:7.”

      “Roger, Detective. Sending a unit now.”

      I disconnected and started taking details just as the ambulance crew arrived to treat the man. He remained unconscious throughout. When the uniforms turned up, I let them take over name and details duty, and turned my attention to the scene of the crime.

      Another assault, just down the road from Sweet Hell. Another victim dressed up for a night on the town. Two obvious dissimilarities: This was a man and he was alive.

      I confirmed Auckland City Hospital as the victim’s destination with the paramedics and waited for forensics to arrive. Something told me there’d be little evidence, if any.

      Something also told me this was tied into Sweet Hell.

      All circumstantial, and I was beginning to hate that word. But if the murderer had tried to strike again, then I’d take circumstantial over hard evidence any day. Maybe this would convince Hart that we had to dig deeper into Sweet Hell.

      Pierce put a stop to that happy train of thought.

      “An assault versus homicide,” he said when he finally arrived on scene. “Near K Road but not on it. Male versus female. You count up the ways this does not connect.”

      “So, coincidence,” I said, voice a low growl.

      Pierce flicked his eyes to mine, but didn’t comment on my tone.

      “The guy got beaten up on the way home from a night on the town. Happens all the time.”

      “There’s cash still in his wallet,” I pointed out.

      “He pissed someone off. Probably high as a kite and obnoxious to boot.”

      “Cameras?” I said, looking up at the CCTV lens above our heads.

      “I’m on it,” Pierce advised. “You need to be on David Gordon and your official case.”

      I snorted. Official, that was a laugh. I had so many unofficial cases that the official one seemed lost in the chaos. Which, I guess, was his point.

      “OK,” I said, rubbing at my face.

      “You had coffee?”

      I shook my head. Coffee hadn’t been on my mind when I’d left my bedroom this morning. I rubbed at my wrist instead.

      “Grab a coffee, meet up with Jones, and find me something to work with.”

      “Sure thing, Sarge,” I said, offering him a mock salute. I could hear his grumbling all the way back onto Karangahape Road.

      I drove towards Remuera alternating between amusement at Pierce and frustration with this case. And as Jones was running late, I had time to flip and flop some more. I sat outside David Gordon’s multi-million dollar home and sipped at a triple shot latte. Letting caffeine create magic and accelerate my heart. My fingers kept getting pulled back to the ever so pale bruises on my wrists. A visceral memory of Damon’s touch. The callouses interspersed with smooth skin. The firm press of his fingers. The pounding of his cock.

      The blood on his knuckles.

      I hadn’t seen them in the darkness of the bedroom, but they’d still have been there. Healing? Or reopened?

      And where had that thought come from? Coincidence and an exhausted, emotionally spent mind.

      That’s all.

      A finger tapped on the side window of my car. Jones’ moustache twitching face beamed back at me through the glass. The wind making his hat lift off in the breeze. I watched on as he chased it across the street.

      I was smiling when I emerged from the car, minus coffee and with a perfectly blank mind. I’d force those emotions deep down inside if it meant I could just do my bloody job.

      “Keen!” Jones exclaimed, hat in hand as he walked back toward me. “You and me again. We make a good team.”

      “Everything all right at home?” I asked, as we made our way to the front gate on David Gordon’s property.

      “Yeah, yeah, just had to collect the wife from treatment. She’s all good.” I think Jones forced those emotions deep down inside as well. His wife had a rare form of cancer.

      I took his lead and nodded my head, not asking anymore invasive questions and not offering empty platitudes. Life sucks. Death sucks harder.

      I let Jones knock on the front door. It reminded me of the back door at Sweet Hell, except the topiary weren’t shaped into sexually explicit positions and just resembled lollipops on thin sticks. The dichotomy was shockingly perverse. Which seemed to match Sweet Hell. There can’t be anything sweet about Hell. Can there?

      Mrs Gordon answered, which would make things either uncomfortable or interesting. And a police detective never shies away from the fascinating.

      “Mrs Gordon?” Jones asked.

      “Yes. How can I help?”

      “Detective Jones and Keen, Auckland CIB. We’d like a word with your husband, please.”

      “Is this about Samantha?”

      Jones’ moustache twitched.

      “Yes, ma’am. We’d just like to ask a few questions, is all.”

      “Of course. Anything to assist the Police.” She held the door open and waved for us to come inside.

      Both Jones and I had that split second awkward moment of do we or don’t we remove our shoes at the door. It would be ridiculous for a police officer to take any of their uniform off while on the job. A compromise which we could not afford. But this place was immaculate. And Mrs Gordon wore indoor house shoes and stared at our feet until it was obvious we wouldn’t kowtow to housekeeping rules.

      She cleared her throat and then led the way toward the back of the four thousand square foot palatial home. CEO of Bainbridge’s on Queen Street paid well. He’d certainly be able to afford the forty thousand dollar entry fee into the Irreverent Inferno without having to tell his wife.

      David Gordon was pruning roses. His broad back to us, his head bent, as he crooned to his Portlands and Noisettes. Mrs Gordon cleared her throat again and I got the impression it was her go-to move when feeling out of her depth. Either we made her uncomfortable or the reason why we were questioning her husband did.

      “Mr Gordon,” I said pleasantly. He didn’t turn around. “Detective Keen and Jones from Auckland CIB. We’d like to ask you a few questions, if you don’t mind.”

      “I’m late,” he said to a stunning pink rose with copious curled petals. There was a strong damask fragrance on the air. “These should have been dead-headed weeks ago.”

      “Then I’m sure a few more minutes won’t make much difference,” Jones suggested in what was clearly a cajoling voice, but David Gordon turned to him and looked down his nose, disgruntlement obvious in his glare.

      “We won’t take up much of your time, I promise,” I offered, slipping into the good cop role. I didn’t look at Trevor, his moustache was probably flapping at yet again being stuck with the bad cop routine.

      “Oh, very well,” the gentleman said.

      “It’s about poor Samantha,” Mrs Gordon offered and then promptly bit her lip.

      “Ah, of course,” her husband said, deflating like a popped balloon. Genuine looking sadness crept into his pale blue eyes. “Be a dear and make us some refreshing drinks,” he said to his wife.

      She nodded her head, eyes cast toward the ground, and shuffled off to follow his orders. Which hadn’t been a demand, but somehow felt like it.

      “Have a seat,” Gordon said, indicating a set of robust outdoor furniture off to the side. “Best we get this over with before Gloria returns. She’s been most upset about all the fuss.”

      “‘All the fuss,’ Mr Gordon? A woman was killed,” I advised steadily.

      “Yes,” he said, slumping down in a chair as though he could no longer hold his weight. “A most tragic end.”

      “You knew Samantha Hayes well?’ Jones asked.

      “I was her boss, several layers removed. I knew her as well as a CEO knows any one of a one hundred and twenty strong labour force under him.”

      “Would that be well?” I asked sweetly.

      Sharp eyes met mine. A chill raced down my spine and then evaporated when he ran a hand through his hair messing it up. It looked like it would never have been messed up in his entire forty-eight years of life. It also matched the colour of the murderer’s hair in the blurred image taken from the video footage at Sweet Hell.

      So did Jones’. And half of Auckland as well.

      “We shared a ‘good morning’ on occasion. A smile and nod when we passed in one of the halls. Nothing personal.”

      “Nothing personal at all?” Jones pressed.

      “That’s what I said.”

      “What about this woman?” I asked, pulling a photograph of Carole Michaels from my jacket pocket and showing Gordon.

      His head shook before the photo had even stopped moving.

      “Just take a closer look, Mr Gordon.”

      “No,” he said, having steadied the image with his fingertips. “I don’t recognise her at all.”

      “And this man?” I offered a smaller shot of Eagle. Gordon frowned, but it was more a confused brow furrow than one of regretful recognition.

      “Who are these people, Detective? And what have they got to do with me? With Samantha?”

      I didn’t show my disappointment.

      “Where were you on Thursday night, Mr Gordon?” I asked instead.

      “What time?”

      I smiled. It wouldn’t have reached my eyes. “Walk us through your evening until six in the morning on Friday.”

      “I didn’t kill her.”

      “We didn’t suggest that you did,” Jones offered.

      “Why ask where I was, then?”

      “Crossing our Ts,” I offered.

      “Dotting our Is,” Jones finished for me. We looked and sounded like a slick, cohesive team.

      “Placing all the pieces on the chessboard accordingly,” I added.

      “Is this a game?” Gordon asked, fingers lacing together and resting on his crossed knees. They didn’t fidget and the knuckles weren’t white.

      “To the murderer, it could well be,” Jones remarked.

      “I’m not the murderer.”

      “Then help us cross you off,” I said, leaning forward and looking him dead in the eye. “Thursday night through to Friday morning,” I prompted. Then sat back and said, “I wonder if Mrs Gordon needs a hand with those drinks.”

      David Gordon raised his hand and pointed an agitated finger at my face. “You leave my wife out of this.”

      “It’s a simple question, Mr Gordon,” I said. “Where were you Thursday night?”

      “I think we’re done here,” he said rising to his feet and turning back to his beloved roses.

      “Refusal to answer our friendly enquiry here will result in being asked to attend a formal interview at Central Police Station,” Jones advised.

      “Then contact my lawyer.”

      “Is there reason to involve your lawyer, Mr Gordon?” I asked.

      “I don’t like being browbeaten, missy,” he said, turning and offering me a haughty glare. “Who the hell are you to come into my home, upset my fragile wife, and insinuate I was involved in a young woman’s murder? A woman who is only connected to me through her employment in the company I run. Tenuously connected at that. She’s never even been up to the executive floors.”

      His indignation was palpable. The last words spluttered as he delivered them.

      “Who do you think killed her?” I said, a seriousness having entered my tone.

      He noticed. His shoulders relaxed, he stared at the pruning sheers in his hand for a moment.

      “I didn’t know her well enough,” he whispered.

      “But?” Jones said softly.

      The back door opened and glasses tinkled on a tray.

      “Quickly now,” I urged, giving him an out.

      He glanced up at his wife and then back at me. Ignoring Jones completely.

      “I saw her once. One night a week ago.”

      “Where?” I pressed.

      “At my club.”

      “Sweet Hell.”

      He didn’t look shocked, just nodded.

      “Did you engage in sexual relations with Miss Hayes?”

      “No,” he said, just as Mrs Gordon made it far enough across the patio to be able to hear. “But I know who did.”

      The look in his eyes changed from haughty to compassionate. I didn’t like it. I took a step back and almost made Mrs Gordon drop her tray of lemonade and scones. Jones swept in to steady her behind me.

      “Who?” I whispered, dreading the answer, knowing I couldn’t allow the tumultuous emotions threatening any purchase at all.

      The tray clattered to the table at my side, the glasses tinkling. The very air seemed to hold its breath.

      “I saw him with her. I saw him take her into the back rooms.”

      “The back rooms?” Jones queried. Mrs Gordon just stared at the paving as though she wasn’t listening. As though she wasn’t even there. But she heard every single word, I’d bet my life on it.

      She knew her husband attended Sweet Hell. She probably knew what transpired there. I had no idea what she thought from the meek look on her face right then. I had no idea what to think of this interview, at all.

      I turned my face back to Gordon’s. He held my stare.

      “Who, Mr Gordon?” I asked again, internally cursing the man for making me repeat myself.

      “Keen,” he said, and for a split second I thought he was simply addressing me. For a small moment in time I clung to the innocence I no longer had any right to feel.

      But then reality came crashing back in when he added, “Ethan Keen.”
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            “I work the facts. I sort the evidence. I leave my emotions at the door.”

          

        

      

    

    
      I stared at Detective Inspector Hart’s closed door and sucked in a deep breath of air. It was a Saturday. He wouldn’t usually be at CIB. But I could hear low voices behind the tipped down Venetian blinds.

      And he wasn’t talking to Pierce.

      “Who do you think’s in there with him?” Ryan asked from over my shoulder. “On a Saturday,” he added, confirming my own suspicious-filled thoughts.

      “It ain’t the cleanin’ lady,” Jones supplied, chewing on a toothpick, legs crossed at his ankles as he rested them on his desk a few feet away.

      “I’ve no idea,” I managed, my throat dry, my palms moist with nervous sweat.

      “This changes nothing, you know,” Pierce said, reaching into a brown paper bag of doughnut holes and popping one in his mouth. “Still coincidental and circumstantial.”

      “And it’s not like cops don’t attend private members clubs,” Jones provided in a carefully modulated tone.

      I appreciated their effort, but it only made the doubts and fears escalate inside my mind.

      We’d kept our continued investigation into Sweet Hell under wraps; as per Damon’s request. But now it was threatening to burst wide open. A police superintendent connected to a murder victim whilst visiting a private members club across the road from where she’d been found dead.

      I wanted to bury my face in my hands but it would have given too much of my emotions away, right then.

      “OK,” Pierce said. “This is what we do. Just facts. That’s all. We give Hart the facts and let him decide where to from here.”

      “Want me to give the run-down on the interview with David Gordon?” Jones asked, no doubt because he thought I wasn’t capable of being impartial.

      He’d be partly right. But I was damned if I would let anyone, even super helpful Trevor Jones, see me as anything other than a detective.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but Pierce beat me to it.

      “No, Keen and I’ve got this. You needn’t stick around. Go home and check on that wife of yours.”

      Jones gave Pierce a strange look. I didn’t blame him. He was being sidelined, when obviously I was the one who should have been. But Pierce was trying to protect the sanctity of the sting. Even if Trevor Jones was so far removed from being a traitor that he couldn’t be pegged for CIB’s.

      “At least one of us should enjoy the weekend,” I offered with a playful punch to his right shoulder.

      He rubbed at it absently; the punch hadn’t been that hard. And nodded his head.

      “I get it,” he said, slamming his booted feet to the ground. “I wouldn’t have told anyone,” he added, swiping up his hat from the desk in front of him.

      “Just balancing staff hours and Keen has insider information that we could use,” Pierce offered as his lame excuse for fobbing Jones off.

      “Whatever,” Trevor muttered and strode from the room.

      “Fucking hell,” Pierce said with restrained venom as he threw himself into a nearby chair. “Bunch of sensitive pansies.”

      I smiled and kept staring at the tauntingly still closed door.

      “What do you think he’ll say?” I said after a while of silence, nodding towards where we knew Hart was.

      “I’m not playing this game with you, Keen,” Pierce shot back.

      I turned to look at him, really look at him. He looked like shit. Much like how I felt.

      “What do you have to say?” I asked with a pertinent look.

      “You want me to speculate? Or offer you an impartial synopsis of what I see so far?”

      “Go with the unbiased route.”

      “OK,” he said, leaning back in his chair and getting comfortable. Then he lifted his hand and started ticking off points on his fingers. “Dead woman across the street from the Irreverent Inferno. Said to have a kinky lifestyle. Witnessed at Sweet Hell one week before with a member who happens to be a prominent cop. Those are the facts. What do they tell us? One: There is no way to officially connect her with the back room cavern and the group of hooded perverted men. Two: She was, however, the right type of person to visit an establishment like that. Three: Due to those proclivities, her presence in the Sweet Hell part of the club therefore makes sense, and leads us to believe she was probably there willingly. And four: Superintendent Keen knew her, was at least seen with her, but that is all we know for sure.”

      He shrugged his shoulders and then crossed his arms over his chest.

      “And that’s it. That’s all we’ve got. But tie in her boss, the CEO of her place of work and husband to a timid and meek woman, add in his membership admission to Sweet Hell, where the victim was seen, according to him. Throw in his testimony that she was witnessed accompanying Ethan Keen to a back room, and you’ve got a potential red herring. That’s my unbiased opinion.”

      “You think Gordon’s good for it,” I surmised.

      “I think David Gordon could have been hiding something, using Superintendent Keen as a shield. He needs further investigation.”

      “But so does Keen.”

      “Are you so sure you want to uncover your father’s secrets?”

      “Are you so determined to be blinded to them because he’s a cop?”

      We stared at each other and then Pierce rubbed at his goatee beard.

      “All right,” he finally said. “What do you have to say?”

      “A woman was strangled to death, during a liaison across the street from Sweet Hell. Her boyfriend confirms breath control play as being a regular part of their sexual activities. Sweet Hell has a kinky cavern and group of perverted men who get off watching an anonymous member of their group perform oral sex on a “lamb” presented on an altar. Superintendent Keen and David Gordon are both confirmed members of that private club. Both knew the victim, or in the case of Keen, is believed to know the victim. But let’s assume this intel is correct. Gordon treats his wife like a submissive. We don’t know about Keen’s persuasion, but he was seen heading to an intimate setting with a woman who openly embraces kinky sex. We can’t confirm or deny their involvement with the Irreverent Inferno part of the club, but we don’t need to. The murder was on the street. The men both knew the victim. The victim enjoyed public shows of affection, and affection for her was kinky in origin. Ergo both men need to be investigated further and kinky sex gone too far is the key.”

      Pierce stared at me for a very long time.

      “You scare me sometimes, Keen.”

      “Thank you,” I said, not sure if that was the correct answer.

      “No, really,” he said with meaning. “This is your father we’re talking about.”

      “This is a suspect in a murder case we’re discussing,” I corrected.

      He whistled low, under his breath.

      “Hart’s going to flip,” Pierce finally said, giving me the answer I was after all along.

      “Keen will put up brick walls.”

      He turned to look at me. I was staring at the still closed door to Hart’s office but I saw him move out of the corner of my eye.

      “Tell me about him,” he murmured.

      I closed my eyes and tipped back my head, letting a long breath of air out. I wouldn’t be able to do this with anyone unless it related to work. Damon didn’t even know half of this.

      But this was work. Pierce was asking for the case. It wasn’t personal.

      That’s what I told myself, anyway.

      “I don’t know what his sexual preferences are,” I started.

      “And thank fuck for that,” Pierce threw in.

      I ignored the interruption.

      “But after my mother died he never lacked for company. And those women were… exotic.”

      “Exotic? Explain.”

      “Lots of skin,” I said, eyes still closed, visualising his many conquests in my mind. “Slinky outfits. They always smelled of too much perfume and hairspray.”

      “How old were you when this started?”

      “Six.”

      “Your mother died when you were six?”

      “She died when I was five years old, driving home from dropping me off for my first day of primary school.”

      “Shit,” Pierce whispered. “I didn’t know.”

      I shook my head and looked at my clasped hands resting on my lap.

      “He mourned her for exactly three-hundred and sixty-five days.”

      Pierce raised an eyebrow. “And your memory of these exotic women of his is that good? Going back to when you were six?”

      “I don’t remember the earlier ones, I just remember being alone all the time. It wasn’t until I was in my teens that I realised they all fit a certain description.”

      Pierce stopped breathing.

      “What description?”

      “Tanned skin, dark hair, brown eyes, lots of make-up, very little clothing. The exact opposite of my mother.”

      Of me.

      “The exact description of the victim,” Pierce concluded. “Fucking hell.”

      “It’s circumstantial.”

      “You’re defending him now?” He almost sounded put-out on my behalf for the childhood I’d been forced to live.

      “I’m a cop,” I argued. “I work the facts. I sort the evidence. I leave my emotions at the door.”

      Carl would be proud.

      Pierce sighed. “And you’re a damn fine cop, Keen. But are you sure you want to pursue this?”

      “What’s the alternative? Ignore a lead?” I shook my head.

      “Let me talk to Hart. Stay out of this, hang in the background.” At least he was offering it as a suggestion. And I understood his reasoning, I just couldn’t accept being sidelined as easily as Jones just had.

      “Not happening.”

      “This is fucking complicated,” Pierce exclaimed, reaching into the paper bag for another doughnut. I couldn’t eat a thing. My stomach was churning and churning and churning.

      I hadn’t eaten a thing all day. And a few sips of tar-like coffee didn’t count.

      We both sat and stared at Hart’s closed door.

      “Whoever’s in there is important,” Pierce said after a long while of him chewing thoughtfully and me drowning in my thoughts.

      “We’ve been here for close to an hour,” I agreed.

      “Closed door and closed curtains.”

      “On a Saturday when the place is usually bare.”

      “Hmmm,” Pierce said, and I had the feeling he’d guessed who was in there. But he didn’t enlighten me.

      I didn’t try to guess.

      Pierce’s cellphone interrupted our silence. He fished it out of his pocket while staring at the perpetually closed door.

      “Pierce,” he said around a mouthful of sugary delight.

      His whole body stilled. He didn’t look at me, but I knew the conversation was one he didn’t want me to hear.

      “When did you find this out?” he said, dusting the fingertips of his free hand off on his jeans leg.

      I pulled my own cellphone out and checked my calls, giving him as much privacy as I was prepared to right then. My silent caller hadn’t been back in touch. And neither had Damon. Not that I’d expected him to. But after last night I’d wondered if he’d find a way to do it that couldn’t be traced.

      He must have parked down the road, maybe even caught a cab to my address. Parking his car in my front drive would have been a dead giveaway to Nathaniel Marcroft, and as Damon had worked so hard to convince the Sweet Hell owner that he and I were through, then I was sure he’d taken the necessary precautions not to ruin it all with a booty call visit in the dead of night.

      Which, once again, raised the question of why? Why did he do it at all?

      Pierce rung off his call with a curt, “I’ll be in touch.” Then stared at the door.

      “Progress?” I asked, knowing damn well he didn’t want to talk about it.

      He did another of those frustrated, exhausted, why-me? sighs and scrubbed at his jaw.

      “You know I’ll find out eventually,” I pressed.

      “What, is this kindergarten? I can’t have a private conversation without being harassed?”

      I lifted my hands up in the universal sign of surrender. “Hey! Just saying, you’re all pissed off and huffy, and haven’t looked at me once since you answered that secret phone call.”

      “God, sometimes I hate that you’re a decent cop.”

      I smiled at that. Big beaming, teeth-showing grin.

      He looked at the ground, face serious.

      “Michaels is on for tonight.”

      What did that mean?

      “Oh?” I managed.

      “Passed the second circle test. Moving onto the third. What was it?”

      “Gluttony,” I said absently, my mind reeling.

      “Yeah. Gluttony. I guess he’ll be eating a shit-load tonight.”

      “Gluttony may not refer to just food,” I countered, trying desperately not to think what I was thinking inside.  “You know the saying, ‘Glutton for punishment.’ Could be he has to show gluttony for something, not necessarily overindulgence in eating.”

      “What do you think a place like that would expect you to be gluttonous about?” Pierce asked, looking at me for the first time since the phone call.

      He looked shattered.

      He looked embarrassed.

      “How did he pass the test?” I asked, my throat dry. My heart crushed under a weight of emotional torment.

      “Proved he could succumb to lust.”

      “How?”

      “You don’t want to know.”

      “I have a right to know, Ryan.”

      “Yes,” he said. “Yes you certainly do.”

      I opened my mouth to demand he tell me then, when Hart’s door unlocked and he appeared, back-lit by sunshine, his greying hair slicked back as per usual, his large form taking up the entirety of the doorway, so we couldn’t see clearly who stood behind him. His tie was undone.

      “Ah, fuck,” Pierce muttered, when Hart turned to let his guest past. “His tie’s undone.”

      Detective Inspector David Hart was a tough old bugger who prided himself on dressing well. Shirt pressed and clean. Trousers professionally laundered. Hair immaculate. Tie always done up and straight.

      If it was crooked or missing, all hell was about to break loose.

      But I didn’t need the tie to clue me in on how hell was about to fall apart. The man behind Hart had stepped into the CIB main room, no longer hidden by his shadow.

      I stood up. Pierce followed my move, a solid figure supporting me at my shoulder. He even moved closer. I was sure it was unintentional. It showed too much. How he cared. How I needed his strength right in that moment.

      “Lara-Marie,” my father said, walking towards us as though he hadn’t just spent over an hour in my superior’s office, right when information had arisen connecting him to a homicide. “Working on a Saturday,” he added. “I’m surprised.”

      “Crime never takes a break, sir,” I said, suddenly realising, with a stomach somersaulting whoosh, what the formal address actually meant. From the age of six, my father had insisted I call him ‘sir.’

      Holy shit.

      I wondered how many of his exotic beauties had used the same title in his bedroom.

      Oh, God. I felt sick.

      “Are you all right?” he asked, cocking his head at me. I must have paled. Or turned green.

      “Doughnuts,” I said weakly. “Too many doughnuts.”

      “My fault,” Pierce offered quickly. “Can’t get enough of the things.” He picked up his half full bag of doughnut holes and held it out in offering. “Would you like to try one, Superintendent?”

      God, we looked like the keystone cops.

      “The Superintendent has more important things to do than eat your damn doughnut holes, Pierce,” Hart exclaimed. “I expect more from a senior sergeant than this!”

      “Indeed,” my father announced, superciliously. He didn’t say anything more. He didn’t need to.

      He turned toward Hart and gave him his full attention. Dismissing us with that simply move.

      “You’ll deal with this as requested, then?” he asked.

      Hart didn’t so much as bristle, but something dangerous shifted behind his eyes.

      “I’ll do what’s expected, sir.”

      “Good. Right then. Good day,” my father said, not offering a personal farewell. He turned on his heel and we all watched him walk out of CIB and down the hall.

      Ryan crossed to the door and peered around it, then came back in once he’d seen my father board the elevator down the hall. He let a low whistle out and thrust his hands in his pockets, rocking back on his feet.

      His eyes locked on Inspector Hart.

      “I gather the plot just thickened,” he said softly.

      “If it got any thicker we’d be up to our bloody necks in treacle,” Hart replied.

      Then turned and looked at me.

      “You up for this, Keen?”

      Was I up for it? Up for what?

      “Sir?”

      “Don’t give me that shit, Detective. Your father just presented me with a signed affidavit pinning him at Sweet Hell for three hours with our murder victim, Samantha Hayes, last Saturday night. He’s admitted to carrying out a casual liaison with the woman on the Sweet Hell premises and in various hotel rooms around town. He’s given dates and times, as well.”

      Holy fucking shit.

      “He’s also confirmed his alibi for the morning of her death.”

      I felt nothing at that news.

      “What I want to know is why it took him over twenty-four hours to come here, even after you visited his office and personally advised him of our investigation into Sweet Hell. What I want to know is why am I being ordered by the Assistant Commissioner to leave the man alone.”

      I swallowed nervously. Pierce remained silent. I wasn’t sure what the Inspector was after.

      “Did he mention the Irreverent Inferno?” I asked, surprising all of us, I think.

      Hart stared at me for a very long time.

      Then, “No. He did not mention, either verbally or in writing, a connection with the Irreverent Inferno. Why is that?”

      I blinked, started to pace. Both men remained silent.

      Then I stopped.

      “Because he can’t.”

      “Not because he isn’t involved?” Pierce queried.

      “Oh, he’s involved. But he just can’t talk about it.”

      “Not unless we make him,” Pierce finished for me. “An NDA.”

      “Fuck,” Hart muttered. “And my hands are tied.”

      Both men looked at me.

      “And mine aren’t?” I said, more as a question than a statement.

      “What you do in the privacy of your family home with your father is your own concern,” Hart pointed out.

      Pierce smiled. It was evil. “Just tell us about it afterwards.”

      Oh, holy fucking shit.
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            “We all need someone to lean on, Sport. That’s why God gave us broad shoulders and strong arms.”

          

        

      

    

    
      I promised myself I’d never come back here. Too many wasted hours spent crying over an empty grave. But when I left Pierce and Hart at CIB, discussing “the case,” with instructions to corner my father at his house as soon as possible, I’d somehow ended up here.

      Standing in front of a vacant space on a length of brick wall where a memorial plaque had once been.

      The wind buffeted my body, flicking strands of hair into my face. My chilled hands held my cellphone in front of me, willing it to ring. He wouldn’t stay silent if he was watching me falling apart right here.

      I needed focus. I needed an anchor to stop me spinning away. I felt lost and adrift and I couldn’t tell which way was up and which was down. I gasped every single breath as though I couldn’t get enough oxygen.

      I was being strangled by invisible hands. One minute they were attached to the elegant, manicured fingers of my father’s. The next the fingers had bruised and cut knuckles, blood dripping down my chest.

      Two more nights. Forty odd hours. And I’d see my shrink again.

      For the first time since I started my sessions with Hennessey the next one couldn’t come fast enough.

      But what good would he do? Teach me to count my breaths? Ask me how I felt? Patiently wait for me to empty his tissue box and open up a part of myself even I don’t allow myself to get.

      I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t go on like this. This was not me.

      My father never asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up. Don’t parents ask those sorts of things? It was just understood. I’d follow in his footsteps. I’d join the police force. Rise up in the ranks. Maintain the Keen name, the Keen tradition.

      I wonder now if that was the case. Maybe he would have acted exactly the same way if I’d become a librarian. Seen through me. Not even cared.

      Classic abandonment issues. Not that Hennessey has diagnosed my problems as such. Clinical Psychologists don’t diagnose. They treat. They help the patient recognise the triggers that set them off and give them tools to avoid them. But you don’t need a PhD in philosophy to figure out my daddy issues are rooted in his indifference.

      And now my boss expects me to walk into the one house I’ve always felt so very alone in and ask my father personal questions about his sexual predilections and not call him sir while I do it.

      “You won’t be on the job,” he’d said. “You cannot be asking any questions as a police detective.”

      What did he think my father and I talked about? The job. Cases. Or nothing at all… for six long years.

      I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t go there and be someone I’m not. But I didn’t know who I was anymore.

      What would Carl have said?

      I stared at the phone waiting for it to ring. It didn’t.

      My hand reached out and touched the space on the wall where Carl’s plague had been. He wasn’t here. Not even in spirit. Hell, he may well have never come here at all. It was just my imagination and the remnants of a license plate number sprayed on the wall.

      The Crown Prosecutor’s license plate number. The last man my former partner had killed.

      A humourless laugh burst out of my mouth. And I wanted to use Carl as an anchor?

      It didn’t make sense. Nothing did. Not a murder across from a private club, nor the activities that went on around the back.

      Where was Carole? Where was Eagle? Who the fuck were these hooded men?

      I let a slow breath of air out and pocketed my cellphone, taking one last look at the empty spot on the wall, I turned around, my eyes meeting the dark brown of Damon’s.

      My heart stopped. Oxygen, though, no longer depleted. Despite the lack of a pulse right then, I could breathe.

      I closed my eyes, sure I was seeing things. But when I opened them again he was still there. A few feet away, leaning against a post that marked this section of the cemetery.

      He looked tired. Worried. The wind caught little curls of his hair and danced them across the skin at the back of his neck. His lush lips were pressed in a thin line, his hands deep within the pockets of his long coat. He was dressed like I’d last seen him. Jeans, long sleeved Henley, thick soled boots.

      It might have been the very same clothes he’d worn last night, which meant he hadn’t been home since he left me naked in my bed. He hadn’t been home since leaving Sweet Hell. He hadn’t been home since he passed the second circle of hell and entered into the third.

      Maybe he was a glutton for punishment.

      I crossed my arms over my chest and walked toward him. My posture could have been attributed to the chill wind, but we both knew it wasn’t.

      “Congratulations,” I said softly, my words floating away, but he’d heard. “How did you convince Marcroft?”

      His eyes never left mine. His posture never changed. He was guarded, I realised. Holding himself taut as if he would break.

      “Have you found out anything more about where Carole might be?” he asked, and I felt the air I’d so easily been breathing, since I’d spotted him standing right there, disappear.

      I shook my head, reaching up to pull strands of my wayward hair behind an ear.

      “The jury’s still out on the Irreverent Inferno connection,” I admitted.

      “And yet, Pierce has told me I can go back in.”

      I shrugged. “It would be a wasted opportunity to not do so.”

      “What aren’t you saying, Lara?”

      I stared at him.

      “How did you convince Marcroft you passed?”

      “How do you think?”

      “Was he watching my house?”

      “No.”

      “Then how… Oh. You recorded it.” I shook my head, struggling for breath. “Camera as well as mic?”

      “I faced the camera lens to the wall. There were only shadows.” Like the shadows on my headboard. Hooded figures in between twisted trees. But those shadows had been my imagination. Nathaniel Marcroft would have seen shadows of me.

      “How could you?” I whispered.

      He took a step toward me, but I held up my hand to ward him off.

      “If I’d asked you to help me would you have?” he whispered back.

      My eyes flicked up to his. Searching for an answer he wasn’t going to give me.

      “Do I have to say it?” I said. “Do I need to?”

      “Your job always came first, so there was a chance that you’d agree,” he admitted. “But you’re also very private about that sort of thing, very black and white about what’s right. About what’s wrong. And I needed ASI’s system to view it and get a copy of it, before handing it to Marcroft this morning.”

      “Who saw it?” I demanded.

      “Just Nick Anscombe. He cleared the control room.”

      My head still shook. Utterly blindsided by this development.

      “So, you chose to use me instead,” I said, but the words seemed so very distant.

      “I had no choice.”

      “Oh, no, Damon. There is always a choice.”

      “Bullshit, Lara! I had until dawn to pass the test. Who the hell would I have passed it with, if not you?”

      “But not telling me!” I yelled back. “God! Damon! They heard me…” I couldn’t say it. I couldn’t say the word. I could barely think it. Come. Orgasm. Climax. Pant. Scream. Fucking beg!

      I started walking back towards my car.

      “It’s Carole,” he said behind me, as if those two words made it all better.

      I spun back and crossed the distance between us, my finger slamming into his chest.

      “Yeah, and you know what?” I snarled, and I was picking it wasn’t pretty. “It’s always been Carole, Damon. For you Carole is your work.” Like Carl and CIB had been mine.

      His eyes flicked all over my face, looking for something, I don’t know what. He would have seen my anger. My embarrassment. My rage.

      But he chose to say, “You sounded beautiful.”

      I wanted to laugh. But nothing about this was funny. We were a train wreck. And if we were a train wreck, what did that make my life?

      “I can’t do this,” I said, staring at the ground, at the trees, at the tombstones. Anywhere but at him.

      “I need you,” he replied.

      My head shook. “You need whatever is necessary to find your sister and I just happen to be a fucking cop.”

      “Love…”

      “Don’t call me that! You lost the right to call me anything other than Detective Keen when you taped us having sex and shared the recording with other people.”

      “So, it’s the sharing that worries you? Neither men kept copies.”

      “Damon,” I said, exasperated. “Can’t you see it was wrong? You should have told me.”

      “And what? Have you deny me my only chance of getting back in that door and maybe finding my sister before she overdoses again.”

      Oh, God. This was awful. Wretched. A quagmire of utter emotional crap. I scratched at my face with both hands, trying to pry the ugliness of it all off my skin.

      “I would have said yes,” I finally whispered.

      Silence.

      I looked up over my hands and stared at him. He looked completely devastated.

      “I don’t believe you,” he whispered back, swallowing thickly. “I can’t,” he added and then turned away, giving me his back.

      His shoulders heaved; I could hear his ragged breaths above the wind in the nearby trees.

      “How can you not believe?” I said to his back.

      He didn’t answer. He just stood there staring at the ground sucking in oxygen which had only seconds ago been mine to take.

      “Say something,” I urged.

      His head came up as though he was looking for an answer in the clouds.

      But no words came out of his mouth.

      I stood there, looking at a man I thought I knew. I thought knew me. And I realised there was nothing more to say.

      Turning around and walking away was the hardest thing I’d ever done. I wanted to stop. I wanted to turn back and rail at him. Yell at him. Make him say something, anything, to make this right.

      But Damon was just as lost and alone as me. His sister had done this to him. Again and again she’d crashed into his ordered world and fucked it all up. And again and again he’d tried to save her. It was ingrained in him now.

      Just like Carl was ingrained in me.

      I stopped as I reached my car, a type of understanding settling in my soul. Was this how we’d always be? Moments of connection, disconnecting when our weaknesses interfered.

      My weakness was Carl. His was Carole.

      We all need someone to lean on, Sport. That’s why God gave us broad shoulders and strong arms.

      I was moving before I even realised it. Taking the same path back to the memorial wall, desperate to see him. I had no idea what I’d say when I got there, but something needed to be said, and one of us needed to be the first to say it.

      I’d do it. I’d open up and let him in. I’d lay my heart on the ground before him and take the chance. We were both fucked up, both twisting free on an unwanted breeze. Both lost, but maybe not alone. I needed him. He said he needed me.

      What more was there?

      I knew my limitations. I knew just how far I could go before I cracked. The fissures had started when Carl disappeared. They’d become chasms when I found out he was a murderer. One more disaster in my life would turn the cracks into canyons, and there’d be no hope of bridging the gaps.

      My one more disaster had arrived. I wasn’t blind. I could see the writing on the wall. My childhood come back to haunt me. My father. This case. I’d reached my limit. I could take no more.

      And the only way I could see to make it to the other side was Damon. And if that meant taking on Carole as well, then so be it.

      I came out by the memorial plaque wall and found it abandoned. He’d not been on the path I’d taken so his car must have been parked in one of the other parking areas in the cemetery grounds. I started in the direction of the largest when something caught my attention out of the corner of my eye. I instinctively slipped in behind a tall statue of an angel.

      And watched as fucking Joe Cawfield crept along behind Damon towards his car.

      A rush of air left my lungs and my hands fisted. All manner of questions roared inside my head.

      It was clear my colleague was following Damon as surreptitiously as he could. Lurking in the shadows, maintaining a suitable distance, using a fucking high powered lens to keep an eye on his mark.

      “What are you up to, Peacock?” I murmured under my breath.

      Both men moved far enough ahead to be lost from my sight. I crossed the open ground before me in a dead run, body crouched, eyes peeled for further flashes of clothing indicating Cawfield wasn’t doing this surveillance trick on his own. But none eventuated, and I made the corner of the path undetected, then peered around the side of a flowering cherry tree to a large carpark.

      Damon was slipping into his HEAT vehicle, Cawfield was harder to spot. But I found him, though. Hiding. Watching. Taking pictures with that bloody high powered lens.

      My stomach cramped. Just what images had he capture? And why?

      Damon’s truck started up and then he was moving out of the carpark, between a surprising  number of cemetery visitor cars. Once he’d made the winding drive that led to the front gates of Purewa, Cawfield wove through the throng of vehicles and unlocked his own car. An unmarked Holden Commodore. There’s a reason why the Police Service uses this car as its vehicle of choice. There were at least two others in the carpark alone, and there’d be dozens more out on the main road.

      Damon wouldn’t think twice if he saw it in his rear vision mirror.

      Cawfield slowly followed the way Damon had gone, close enough to see his vehicle up ahead, but not so close as to cause alarm.

      I knew I’d lose them. My car was parked on the other side of the cemetery. For a moment I considered my options. And then I was running. Back down the path, passed the flowering cherry tree, through the angel statues, around the memorial wall, cellphone out in hand, thumb dialling. My voice was a panted breath of over exertion when the call connected.

      “Anscombe Securities & Investigations,” a woman said in my ear.

      “Nick Anscombe. Now!” I shouted down the line, my car unlocking with a press of a remote key, the jubilant beep almost drowning out the woman on the other end of the phone.

      “And who exactly may I say is calling?” the woman asked, no small measure of sass entering her tone.

      “Detective Lara Keen, Auckland CIB,” I said, slipping into my car and starting it up. “Put him on the phone now.”

      Silence. But not the silence of a phone call being connected. I could hear the woman breathing down the line.

      I let a long breath of air out myself, trying to calm the fuck down. I didn’t need this.

      “Look,” I said, closing my eyes and pinching the bridge of my nose. “He’s working a case with me and there’s been a development. It’s time sensitive. I need access to his system right now.”

      “Don’t get your knickers in a twist, Detective,” the woman announced most unprofessionally. “He’s just walked in the door. Guess it’s your lucky day.”

      Hardly.

      The phone became muffled, like she’d just put her hand over the mouthpiece, and then Nick Anscombe’s deep voice came down the line.

      “You upsetting my receptionist, Detective?” he said.

      “Gate keeper more like,” I shot back.

      “Carmel has her talents,” he agreed. “What can I do you for?”

      I looked out of the windscreen towards the exit. Even if I had a good line of sight from here, I knew I wouldn’t see either Damon’s or Cawfield’s car. They’d be long gone.

      But there was one way to catch up.

      “Do you still have access to Damon’s GPS signal from his HEAT truck?” I asked.

      Silence. Again. These people loved pertinent pauses.

      “OK,” he finally said. “You’ve piqued my interest.” Like I needed to in order to get his help. “I’m walking to control right now.”

      I put the car in gear and moved toward the exit. Cawfield was following Damon for a reason and I intended to find that reason out.
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            “Never a good drop of whisky around when you need it. So always carry a little spare.”

          

        

      

    

    
      “He’s on Remuera Road, turning into Upland,” Nick said over the open line.

      “I’m still back at Purewa Cemetery,” I advised. “Give me a sec.”

      Silence. I was getting used to it.

      “Comms, AKX3,” I said over the radio in my car.

      “Go ahead, AKX3,” came the distorted voice down the line.

      “QV, Remuera Road.”

      “Receiving.”

      I scanned the cars passing me as I sat at the entrance to the cemetery and picked one at random.

      “Romeo-oscar-yankie-two-four-eight,” I said as a blue Honda whizzed by travelling too fast.

      “Stand-by.”

      “What are you up to, Detective?” Nick asked over the still open phone line.

      I flicked my beacons on, blasted my foghorn once, twice, and then silently merged into traffic, and overtook a steady line of cars. Making the time taken to reach the corner of Remuera and Upland Roads that much quicker.

      “Giving someone something else to focus on.” Cawfield would have seen me with Damon at the memorial wall. He’d also be listening in on the Police radio frequency. But he’d be on the lookout for my car in his rear vision window, as well. I was giving him the impression I was busy, pulling over a vehicle back on Remuera Road. Thereby lowering his guard.

      “That vehicle comes back registered to a Jason Marcus Milton. A blue, 1989 Honda Accord,” Northcom advised.

      “Copy,” I replied, turning my car onto Upland Road. I switched the beacons off and merged back into normal road traffic.

      “Now who would you want to think that, Detective?” Nick asked, amusement in his tone.

      “Never you mind, Mr Anscombe,” I shot back. “Where is he now?”

      “Still on Upland, skirting the Orakei Basin now.”

      I wasn’t far behind. In fact, I spotted Cawfield’s car as it turned at a roundabout up ahead. In the direction that Damon’s was going.

      “Gotcha,” I said under my breath. But modern cellphones have great microphones.

      “I hope I’m not offering you my advanced technological investigative services just so you can catch up with your boyfriend and have it out with him.”

      My turn to offer silence. Nick had seen and heard that recording. He knew more about me in that second than any other man besides Damon.

      Oh, and Nathaniel Marcroft.

      Anger made my knuckles turn white on the steering wheel. I forcibly relaxed them.

      “Crossing over onto Shore Road,” Nick advised. “You do realise that he’s heading towards ASI?” he asked, casually.

      Damn. It was getting late. Damon would want to head there and gear up for tonight’s events at Sweet Hell.

      I tapped my finger on the steering wheel, trying to decide what to do.

      “Pierce has just walked in, Detective,” Nick announced, making it become obvious that they’d arranged to meet at this time and Ryan had not advised me. “He’s listening in,” Nick added, in a show of consideration I hadn’t expected from the man.

      “Keen?” Pierce’s voice said. “What have you got?”

      The CIB traitor was a problem we were keeping in house. To voice my concerns now, over an unsecured line to ASI, with who knows how many people in the control room along with Nick, was not sound policing practice.

      “Just checking something out, Sarge,” I offered, using my abbreviated title for him, to show him it involved work.

      “OK,” he said slowly; I could practically hear the cogs turning inside his head.

      “Ayr Street,” Nick advised. “He’s getting close, Detective. Make your move now or you’ll be doing it at my back door.”

      Anscombe had figured it out. Not exactly what I was doing, but that it didn’t involve Damon directly. The man was more intelligent than I’d feared.

      I scanned the road ahead. Cawfield was still doggedly following Damon’s HEAT truck. Several cars behind, but well within sight. If he saw Damon go into ASI’s back parking lot, he’d connect the dots. He’d see Ryan’s car. He’d know Pierce was using ASI to bug Damon. He’d back off.

      I couldn’t have him backing off. He was doing this for a reason and if it related to betraying CIB in some way, I needed to know. Hart needed to know.

      “Someone phone Damon and get him to stop for something,” I suddenly said, speeding up and closing the distance when a gap in the traffic allowed.

      “Stop for what?” Pierce asked.

      “I don’t know,” I cried back, adrenaline making my voice rise uncharacteristically. “Milk. Fucking sugar. Anything that would seem normal for Damon to stop and buy.”

      “What the hell is going on, Keen?” Pierce demanded.

      “Just do it! There’s not much time.”

      “Nick’s phoning him now. So tell me. What… have you… got?”

      “Classified, Sarge.”

      “One of your cases?” he queried, cottoning on.

      “Yes, I think so.”

      “OK. Your plan?”

      “Distract, while Damon’s buying his tea making supplies, and then he can slip away and make it to you guys safely.”

      “Sound idea, but you’ll be showing your hand.”

      “He saw us together at Purewa Cemetery,” I pointed out. “It wouldn’t seem too unusual to see me again heading in the same direction as Damon.”

      “You and Michaels met up?” Pierce asked incredulously.

      “He’s pulling over on Parnell Road. Probably by the dairy there,” Nick advised.

      “Good,” I replied, turning onto Parnell Road myself.

      “What the fuck, Keen? Can’t you two spend one fucking day apart?” Pierce demanded.

      “Wasn’t my choice,” I snapped back.

      “If he saw you, someone else might have seen you, too,” he pointed out.

      “At a fucking cemetery?” I growled.

      “He’s got a cloak.” Fuck, Pierce was right. Cawfield had a cloak suspiciously like those worn at the Irreverent Inferno.

      “I’m getting out of the car,” I advised, opening my door. “Make sure Damon doesn’t leave until I’ve made my mark.”

      “Keep your line open,” Pierce said, voice clipped. He was pissed off. I couldn’t blame him. Everything seemed to be working against us right now.

      I spotted Cawfield sitting in his car a few ahead of mine. His eyes were locked on the dairy Damon had just entered. I strolled up, not bothering to hide myself, knowing he’d spot me in his wing mirror before I reached his driver’s side door. He’d either hope I moved on, or move on himself. I was betting he was going with the former.

      Cawfield always underestimated me. He probably thought I was here for Damon and had overlooked his vehicle completely.

      I tapped on the roof of his car. He let out a beleaguered sigh and wound down his window.

      “Just happened to passing by, huh, Keen?” he said, when I leaned down and looked inside. I made a point of scanning the back seat and his passenger side, checking out the surveillance equipment he hadn’t bothered to hide.

      “Didn’t know you were on a case here, Cawfield?” I said pleasantly. “Need a hand?”

      “You bored?” he asked. “Tired of being sidelined?”

      I shrugged, ignoring the pinch my heart felt at his jab. “Departmental cooperation.”

      “Since when have you ever cooperated with me?”

      “Come on, Cawfield,” I said, all mock smiles. “We’re on the same team. What’re you working on?”

      “Top secret,” he shot back. “Above your pay grade.” His pay grade was exactly the same pitiful level as mine.

      “Not even a hint?” I teased.

      “Not even a bone,” he said with meaning. Joe Cawfield thought I was a bitch.

      I laughed, genuinely amused. I had no idea if Damon had left the dairy yet; my back was to it. Cawfield kept his eyes on me, but I was sure he was watching Damon’s car out of the corner of his eye.

      “I tell you what,” I said, making myself comfortable rubbing up against his car. “I’ll tell you mine, if you tell me yours.”

      “You got a secret, Keen?”

      “I’ve got a ton of them, Joe.”

      “Now, that is interesting,” he said, giving me what appeared his full attention; shifting his body in his seat to better face me. “A woman like you having secrets. I bet they’re juicy.”

      “Is yours?”

      “Nah-uh,” he said, with a shake of his head. “You first. Tell me something I don’t know, Lara?”

      He rarely called me Lara. It sounded foreign on his tongue.

      I stared at his stunning blue eyes. He stared unabashedly back. Oh, what secrets I could tell this man.

      I smiled. His lips quirked, matching mine. He really was a handsome bastard. Fucked in the head, but good looking at the same time.

      I held his gaze and considered my options. If he was the CIB traitor, then there’d be one thing he wanted most of all.

      Carl.

      “I get these phone calls,” I said, voice lowered, as though my secret was intimate.

      “I bet you do,” he said with a smirk.

      “No one talks in them, but I know.”

      “Know what?”

      “Who it is.”

      He leaned forward, close enough that I could smell whatever off the shelf cologne he wore. “Who is it, Lara?”

      “Who do you think?”

      A huff of amused laughter left him and he moved back in his seat, placing distance between us.

      “So, he’s not just simply disappeared into thin air.”

      “Oh, he’s still out there. Biding his time. Watching. Waiting.”

      “Waiting for what?”

      I shook my head. “Fucked if I know, but I wouldn’t put it past Carl to have a plan.”

      His eyes came up to meet mine.

      “You are one crazy woman,” he commented pleasantly, as though discussing the weather and not my sanity, or lack thereof. “You attract the most fucked up men I’ve ever met.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him.

      “Carl was a singularity.”

      “You think?”

      “I know.”

      “Sweetheart,” he drawled. “You don’t know nothin’.”

      “Care to enlighten me?”

      He smiled, shaking his head softly.

      “Wanna know my secret?”

      “Yeah, Joe. I do.”

      His hands flexed on the top of the steering wheel in front of him. His eyes looked out of the windshield at an empty parking space in front of the dairy across the road.

      Damon had gone.

      I was so busy trying to check my peripheral vision to see if I could see Damon’s car further down the road that I missed any sign that Cawfield was about to move. His hand shot out and wrapped around my shirt, pulling me in through the window before I could raise a finger in defence. His lips crashed against mine, tongue forcing entry. My chest crashed against the window frame, my knee connected with the side panel of the car. Strands of hair came loose as his free hand twisted in amongst them at the back of my head.

      A gun being cocked beside his ear made him stop.

      We were both panting when we pulled apart. For entirely different reasons.

      “Always wanted to do that,” Cawfield said on an unhinged laugh.

      “You fucking lay one hand on me ever again and I’ll pull the bloody trigger,” I ground out.

      “So melodramatic, Keen. Do you do that with Michaels? Do you swear and kick and spit like a rabid dog in heat when he ties you up to fuck?”

      “You bastard,” I said, flicking the safety back on my gun and holstering it with shaking hands.

      “Does he whip you when you fight back? Does he reward you when you beg? How does it go, Keen? I’ve never been into that whole master and slave shit? Help me out? Should I try it? Does the chick orgasm harder when your hand is wrapped around her throat as she comes on your dick?”

      “You’re sick,” I managed, taking a step away from the sedan. Feeling entirely too imbalanced to fight back. Cawfield had always brought our conversations down to the gutter, but never like this. Never so personal, so raw, so offensive. There was a fine line between black humour and taking things too far. Joe Cawfield had just crossed it.

      And the shit of it was, he’d crossed it because he thought Damon enjoyed kink. He’d seen him at Sweet Hell. He knew about the Irreverent Inferno and what went on in their back room. He’d pegged my lover and tarred me with the same brush.

      That’s OK. I could have put him in his place.

      But lately Damon had become more demanding in bed. Lately Damon had pushed my limits and more.

      And let’s not forget the murdered woman on Karangahape Road. Death by erotic asphyxiation.

      “Fuck you,” I said, voice soft and lethal.

      “No, Lara. Fuck you. That’s what he does, isn’t it? Fucks you? Not just sex. Not just making love. He pushes you up against the wall, spreads your legs like a whore, then shoves his cock between them and makes you scream. Doesn’t he?”

      “What is your fucking problem, Cawfield?” I demanded.

      “You. You’re my fucking problem, Keen. You get everything handed to you on a silver platter because of your name and your sex. And the fuck of it is, you’re just a kink toy. To your father. To your lover.” He started his car, revved the engine, and then looked back at me. “To any man. That’s all you are. That’s all you’re fucking good for. And from what I hear,” he offered me a salacious wink, “you’re fucking good at it, too.”

      Then he roared out of the parking spot, almost driving over my toes and collecting a passing car.

      Holy fucking shit, what just happened?

      I stood there, practically in the centre of the street, staring after a police issue sedan driven by a lunatic. A misogynistic lunatic who carried a fucking gun. You couldn’t make this shit up. I shook my head, feeling completely out of sorts, and walked back to my car. Needing the safety of metal and glass around me. Needing to get off my shaking legs and suck in much needed air.

      A glass of whisky wouldn’t have gone astray either. Which just reminded me of my father and his penchant for a wee dram or two after work. And Carl who carried a flask in the glovebox of his car, sometimes stashing the fucking thing in mine.

      I slipped into the vehicle, reached over to my own glovebox, knowing there was nothing there but needing a miracle, and opened it up. Papers, pens, wet wipes. That was it.

      Never a good drop of whisky around when you need it. So always carry a little spare.

      Good advice, Carl. Shame I never listened.

      A long pent up breath escaped me as I sat back in my seat and stared out of the window at nothing.

      “Keen!” I heard, muffled by my jacket pocket.

      I reached down and pulled my cellphone out, noticing the call was still running to ASI. My eyes closed, my head tipped back, and I let a frustrated growl out from the back of my throat.

      “Keen! Pick up the fucking phone!”

      Louder this time. Filling the inside of the vehicle up with Pierce’s shouted words.

      “I’m here,” I said, once the phone reached my ear. “Stop yelling. You’re as bad as Carl.”

      Pierce let a long breath of air out down the other end.

      “You OK?” he asked, voice soft as if soothing a baby.

      “Peachy.”

      “We got it on tape,” he advised. “You could file a sexual harassment suit against him. He’d lose his job, for sure, with the shit he just threw at you.”

      Silence. At both ends of the line.

      It wasn’t worth it. If I went after Cawfield for this, we’d lose any chance of pinning the CIB traitor tag on him. Besides, you don’t go there. You just don’t, if you’re a cop. It was only words. We all say things when the job gets too much for us. Sometimes we regret them. Sometimes it’s the truth. If I pursued this, the whole department would know. And I wasn’t sure if they’d believe what he said was not the truth.

      I rubbed a hand over my face and sighed.

      “Who heard it, Pierce?” I asked.

      A long pause. “All of it? Nick and myself.”

      I waited.

      “The last bit?” he added. I closed my eyes. “Michaels was here.”

      Brilliant. Fucking brilliant.

      “Lara,” a voice said that wasn’t Pierce’s. My shoulders drooped, my chest compressed. “I’ll fucking kill him, love. Just say the word.”
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            “Public spaces, where cameras might be lurking, make for an interesting playground, indeed.”

          

        

      

    

    
      It took five minutes to arrive at ASI, in which time Damon had calmed down enough to stop threatening the life of a man in front of a senior police detective and a private investigator who tended to tape that kind of thing.

      Of course, he was still steaming. But it was a simmering kind of heat as opposed to a volcanic one.

      I entered the control room, having met the face that went with the sass at reception, and came to a halt across the small space from Damon. Pierce and Nick watching on with mild intrigue.

      We stared at each other for a long, drawn out moment, and then he was across the room, hand at the nape of my neck, hot breath washing over my cheek, smooth lips to my ear, as he whispered, “I’m sorry.”

      I closed my eyes and let him hold me.

      I held him back and to hell with Pierce and Nick.

      “OK,” Pierce said eventually, signally the end of his patience with the whole scene.

      Damon and I pulled apart reluctantly, but he wouldn’t look me in the eye. He might have apologised, and really, what was the apology for? Saying those things back at the cemetery? Cawfield’s horrific words? Everything? But it hadn’t changed a thing.

      We were still standing on different sides of a wide divide. He pulled at my heart, but not in the way my body wanted.

      Damon needed to find Carole. I could aid him in that. Right now that was all I was to him.

      His singular focus was commendable. As a police detective I admired that trait. If it wasn’t for the fact I was the one being cast aside, in order for him to focus on what he needed to achieve.

      “It’s likely they’ll up the game tonight,” Pierce went on to say, when it was obvious Damon and I had turned our attention to the job at hand. “At some stage they’re going to want to get you to sign a Non-Disclosure Agreement. Our guess is that they wanted to see how committed you were with pursuing this and last night’s task would have indicated that. So, tonight, it’ll all be on.”

      “Also,” Nick added. “It appears the cloaks are a permanent part of this set-up. But we need to see identities. So, aside from the cameras and mics I’ve had sewn into the cloak itself, I’m also going to attach one to your watch and give you another in a signet ring for you to wear. They should give you a better chance of catching a facial image underneath one of those hoods.”

      “But be careful,” Pierce said. “One false move and you could show your hand.”

      “I know what to do,” Damon said with a stiff nod of his head.

      “Well,” Pierce said, scratching at his beard. “That’s debatable. Gluttony,” he added, looking at each of us in turn. “Keen made a valid point earlier today. It could mean overindulgence in practically anything.”

      “I’d narrow that down to overindulgence in practically any addictive type activity,” I clarified. All three men looked at me. I shrugged. “This place reeks of immorality. Overindulging in knitting is not going to get you into the fourth circle of Hell.”

      Pierce and Nick smiled. Damon remained stoic.

      “Good point,” Nick agreed. “So what does that leave us with?”

      “Sex, drugs and money,” I replied. “It’s what makes the world go ‘round, isn’t it?”

      “OK,” Pierce said, picking up that thread. “Sexual pursuits, all manner and probably some we don’t even want to consider. Drugs and alcohol and a lot of them. And gambling. All of it in excess.”

      “That’ll be the theme,” Nick mused. “Excess.”

      “So,” Pierce said, looking directly at Damon. “How good are you at gambling?”

      “Good enough.”

      “They’ll expect you to pick something that is a weakness for you. An addiction.”

      Damon’s jaw tensed. His lids fluttered. As though he wanted to look elsewhere. But he kept his gaze on Pierce and resolutely said, “I’ve been attending the casino part of Sweet Hell for the past week or so. That should do it.”

      “It will have to do it,” Nick said, looking purposefully at me. I raised an eyebrow but didn’t make a comment.

      “Right, if you’re ready?” Pierce said, indicating the cloak lying over a chair in the corner.

      “Do I need to do anything?” Damon asked, walking the short distance to pick the cape up. He stared down at it with ill concealed dislike.

      He might have been focused on finding his sister, but he was not enjoying doing so at all.

      “Just press the little lump in the right hand sleeve to activate all cameras and mics,” Nick advised. “Same timeframe as last night: Three hours.” He handed Damon a watch and ring as well. “These will activate at the same time. They’re all locked on the same frequency.”

      “What’s the chance of these being detected by Marcroft?” I asked.

      “As long as he doesn’t employ any additional security, other than what was used last night, you should be fine.”

      “And if I’m not?”

      Silence filled the room.

      Then Pierce said, “Worse case scenario: They find you out and chuck you out.”

      “You don’t believe that,” Damon challenged.

      “Well,” Pierce said, squaring his shoulders. “It’s a good thing you know how to throw a punch.”

      My eyes were drawn to Damon’s knuckles immediately. Which could have been Pierce’s goal all along. Damon didn’t try to hide them, but then he didn’t have anything new to hide. His knuckles were healing just fine. No reopened injuries.

      “All right,” Damon announced. “I’m going to swing by my home and get a clean change of clothes.” Both Pierce and Nick made a point of sweeping their eyes over last night’s outfit. “Then I’ll head on in.”

      “Good luck,” Nick offered.

      Damon shared a nod of his head with both men and then moved to the door.

      “I’ll walk you out,” I offered.

      He paused, let out a long breath of air, and murmured, “I’ll be fine.”

      He was through the door before I could register the brush off and decide how it made me feel.

      “We need to talk about David Gordon,” Pierce said, in an obvious attempt to fill the awkward silence left inside the room.

      I grasped at the lifeline he offered. I could feel myself scrabbling for it, in fact.

      “We know he’s a member of Sweet Hell. And we know he had a working relationship with Samantha Hayes.”

      “He also blatantly placed suspicion on Superintendent Ethan Keen,” Pierce countered, using my father’s title in an effort, I think, to keep things professional. Offering a buffer for my brutal emotions to batter ineffectually against.

      “Who has admitted to his connection to the murder victim as well as Sweet Hell.”

      “Two possible suspects, but there’s more,” Pierce added. I arched my brow at him. “The assault victim found in Boardman Lane, just down the road from Sweet Hell.”

      “What about him?”

      “Also a member of Sweet Hell and an employee of Bainbridge’s.”

      Nick whistled, listening in on our conversation while he manoeuvred  and manipulated CCTV camera angles.

      “Is he conscious? Can we question him?” I asked.

      “I’ve got Jones on it. Managed to confirm his Sweet Hell membership. But he refused to admit knowing the Irreverent Inferno.”

      “Gag order,” I surmised.

      “That’s what I’m guessing.”

      “And to have an NDA, there’d need to be a valid reason.”

      “Morality not enough?” Nick asked. “Some of these men are in prominent public positions. And any leak about the sort of thing that we witnessed last night, would be enough to scare the crap out of them.”

      “Gag orders are one thing,” I mused. “But a murder? Surely someone would break their contract anonymously for that.”

      “You’d think so,” Pierce agreed. “Unless more than one person is involved.”

      I rubbed a hand over my face and muttered, “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “So,” Pierce said, ignoring my theatrics. “We’re betting on Sweet Hell, at least the Irreverent Inferno part of the exclusive club, being involved. Which brings in the Marcrofts. Kyan Marcroft is already under investigation with the SFO, his name was always near the top of our suspect list. Add in David Gordon, tied to both victims and Sweet Hell. Throw in the superintendent, likewise linked to both through Sweet Hell, at the very least. And we’ve got three obvious candidates for a team up.”

      “We need more names,” I said with a shake of my head. “There were twenty-six members inside that cavern. Assuming that’s their complete membership then we’re short twenty-two potential suspects.”

      “Sixteen,” Nick corrected. “Six of those twenty-six were initiates. We can assume they’re joining the club after the fact.”

      Both Pierce and I nodded our heads in unison.

      “There’s a luncheon tomorrow,” Pierce suddenly said, but I got the impression he’d just been building up to the correct moment to drop it into the conversation. “Charity event. Black tie. At the Town Hall on Queen Street. ‘Auckland City Supports the EMS.’ The Marcrofts are attending. So is David Gordon and his wife.”

      “Great,” I murmured, throwing myself into a vacant chair. I could tell where this was going.

      “So is your father,” Pierce concluded.

      Fucking great. He’d called him my father, not the superintendent.

      “He has a plus-one listed.” I lifted my eyes to Pierce’s. He was unashamedly holding my stare. “You need to convince him to take you.”

      I started shaking my head.

      “Pull rank.”

      “Pull rank? He’s higher ranked than Inspector Hart and I don’t know the assistant commissioner.”

      “Not that sort of rank.”

      “Then wh…?” Oh, no.

      “Mend bridges. Guilt trip him. I don’t particularly care. You need to be there. Question each one. Public spaces, where cameras might be lurking, make for an interesting playground, indeed.” Fuck, it was almost a Carlism. “They could slip up.”

      “‘Auckland City Supports the EMS,’” I said softly.

      “Yes.” Pierce kept his steady gaze on my face. “All prominent emergency services personnel will be in attendance.” Including Damon. The Chief Investigator at HEAT.

      I hadn’t heard about it. But then, it had probably been organised several months ago, and Damon and I had only just got back together. It possibly had slipped his mind. Or he’d intended to take someone else with him.

      I wasn’t used to feeling this sort of doubt. This sensation of being so lost. Damon confused me. Confused what was already a fucked up outlook on love. In everything else in my life, I was confident. In a relationship, I was a mess.

      I wondered what Hennessey would have to say about that.

      “All right,” I said on an expelled breath of air. “I’ll contact my father and tell him to change his plans.”

      “Good. We need something, Lara. We’ve got jack shit.”

      I nodded, but a sick feeling had settled in my gut.

      “Damon’s arrived at Sweet Hell,” Nick said quietly, no doubt picking up on the tension and rocky emotions flying around the room. “Heading to the back door now.”

      I watched as he walked down the side alley to the carpark at the rear. We’d lose sight of him around the back; only Sweet Hell’s cameras were operative behind the building itself. And Nick’s tech team had still not gained access to those.

      Hence the cloak riddled with cameras, that Damon carried over his arm as though it was normal fashion wear.

      He stepped out of view and a few seconds later the cameras came on, lighting up several screens in front of Nick. He twirled a few dials, swiped a few switches, until he was happy. And then we watched as Damon did a three sixty, showing us a deserted parking area, save for the Rolls Royce and Jaguar, which we’d confirmed belonged to both Marcrofts.

      He knocked on the door to the Irreverent Inferno, and was ushered inside a few moments later by a hooded figure we couldn’t identify. He handed over his holographic invitation, which was checked under a UV light and returned.

      “You need to sign this,” the hooded figure announced, indicating documents on the table beside the velvet chair Kyan had used. His voice was muffled. I couldn’t identify it as one of the Marcrofts’, but I was betting it had to be.

      Damon pretended to read the fine print and then signed where he needed, handing the documents over to the hooded man.

      “Welcome to the club,” the man announced, identity still hard to detect. He pocketed the NDA and turned away in a swish of flapping robes I was sure he’d practiced to effect the theatrical move.

      No further words were exchanged as the guide led Damon down a different hallway than the one Jones and I had used. Opening up a grand door, similar to the one on the Sweet Hell side of the building, to the flame lit cavern within. Several men stood around the shadowed space, but the room itself had changed from last night.

      The altar, for one, was gone. Which was a relief, until you noted several spaces, hidden by sheer screens that showed only shadows behind, dotted around the four corners of the room. In each the shadows were detailed enough to make out some of what they contained. One had a large bed, framed with soft hanging curtains, another a hard backed chair with God knows what lined up to the side. The third corner housed a rack. I could only identify it because I’d seen a similar one in a sex club just over three weeks ago. Memories of that night had my palms becoming moist with nervous sweat.

      The last corner was the most concerning. Because it was already occupied. A lone figure hung suspended, arms pulled taut above their bowed head. It was obvious the captive was male; he was naked and even shadows artfully arranged gave enough insight into the state of his arousal. He was alone, no hooded figure kept him company. But even though he hung limply, his erection let you know he was aware.

      There was silence in the control room as we took in more and more of the cavern at Sweet Hell. Damon did an excellent job of turning casually to display the entire space, but the multiple cameras Nick had fastened to the cloak provided the most coverage. Letting us see the card table and roulette wheel set-up on one side. The fully stocked bar and stripper pole across from it. Sofas and lounging areas carefully arranged for optimum viewing existed here and there. But the real action would be in the corners. Even if gambling was your drug of choice, it was clear the Irreverent Inferno wished for its members to overindulge in sexual delights.

      Sweet Hell was a boutique casino. These members could have gotten their drug and gambling fixes out there. This was darker and more sinister, and definitely not for the lightweight glutton who frequented these sorts of hells.

      A thick haze had already started to turn the area into a murky and dimly lit twilight. Damon coughed under his breath and muttered, “Incense,” into his mic. Music had started up in the background, haunting, sensual, a rhythmic beat that reminded you of sex. It hid his words from any hooded figure who might have been too close. But he needed to be careful, comments like that could raise alarms.

      “Well,” Nick said, leaning back in his chair and watching all of the screens at once, it seemed. “That’s some set-up they’ve got going there. This should be entertaining.”

      Pierce ignored his comment.

      “No Carole Michaels,” he said.

      “Not yet, anyway,” I added, staring at the lone figure hanging in the fourth corner of the room.

      “Hold up,” Nick announced. Sitting forward in his seat.

      “What is it?” Pierce asked, crowding the other man and making me have to move in order to see what was happening as well.

      “Isn’t he one of yours?” Nick remarked. “The same one following your man last night?”

      “Jesus,” Pierce whispered, flicking a glance at me. Then returning his attention to the screen.

      Where Joe Cawfield casually walked down the driveway of Sweet Hell towards the back door. Carrying a cloak over his arm.

      “Well, I guess that answers that,” I said, feeling shocked even though this wasn’t really a surprise.

      My eyes found Pierce’s. He looked sad, disappointed even. He always did have too much faith in his fellow man.

      “Do we add a fifth suspect to that list?” I asked, making Pierce clench his jaw.

      Cawfield stepped out of sight.

      And two minutes later a new hooded figure stepped into the cavern-like room from the same door that Damon had used.

      We watched him standing still just across the threshold through Damon’s cloak cameras. Then saw his hood look directly at where Damon stood.

      With determined strides he crossed the room and walked up to Damon’s side.

      “What’s your poison?” he said, his voice sounding different. Deeper. More resonant.

      “What’s yours?” Damon returned, sounding just like himself.

      “He’s using a voice distorter,” Nick offered. I could practically hear Pierce grind his teeth.

      Cawfield nodded towards the lone figure hanging behind the sheer screen in the fourth corner.

      “That’s the winning ticket, over there.”

      “Winning ticket?” Damon queried, a hint of disgust showing through in his tone.

      “You claim that one and you’ll skip right to the eighth circle,” Cawfield drawled in that strangely tonal voice.

      Damon said nothing. Probably trying to reason it out like me.

      The third circle was gluttony. Where they were now. The fourth through seventh were greed, anger, heresy and violence respectively. Making the eighth fraud. It didn’t make any sense.

      “Come on,” Cawfield said. “I’m your mentor. You’ve been assigned to me.”

      “What… the fuck?” Pierce announced very succinctly.

      Damon followed behind Cawfield, an obedient student trailing his teacher. They came to a stop on the other side of the screen. Where that lone figure hung. My stomach somersaulted inside my belly. My heart attempted to do the same thing.

      “I’ve got high hopes for you, Initiate,” Cawfield said. “Very high hopes.”

      Then Damon turned to look at the man hanging in the corner, bringing the cameras into a position so we could all see.

      “Oh shit,” breathed Pierce, swinging towards me.

      But I was already running across the control room, pulling on the door handle. Finding it locked.

      “Open the fucking door,” I growled at Nick. Who simply looked toward Pierce, watching as he raised his hands in a placating manner, trying to get me to still.

      “Now hang on, Keen,” Pierce urged. “Just take a breath.”

      My eyes swept past his shoulder until I could see the screen.

      And Eagle hanging from a hook in the ceiling, swaying slightly, sleek body glistening in the flickering light from a naked flame, glazed eyes looking directly at Damon.
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            “It’s hard to tell fact from fiction, Sport. Never make the mistake of believing something until you know it’s the truth.”

          

        

      

    

    
      “He’s been drugged,” I exclaimed.

      “Possibly willingly,” Pierce offered in a placating manner that did not placate at all.

      I made a scoffing sound and started to pace. It was clear Nick wasn’t unlocking the control room door for me, until Pierce indicated he could. And pulling my service weapon felt too dangerous in the current mood I was in. I’d already pulled it once on Cawfield for a simple unwanted kiss. I was too close to losing it. A gun in my hand with people who weren’t actually harming me, was a step too far for me, at least.

      “Think about this,” Nick offered. “Yes his eyes looked glazed and he’s tied up. But he’s not struggling and he’s clearly enjoying the attention right now.”

      “That could be the drug,” I countered, resolutely.

      “Do you know of a narcotic that can make your eyes glazed, steal your will to fight back, and turn you on?” Pierce queried.

      I stood still, totally stumped. Most benzodiazepines used in date rate type scenarios stole your will and gave you glazed eyes. But they did not induce arousal. In fact, they were known to reduce it.

      “Could it be laced with an erectile stimulant?” I asked, wanting desperately not to believe my friend would seek this out willingly.

      But Eagle was a unique young man. He sought excitement on the streets. He revelled in the dichotomy of providing a little slice of heaven in a filthy back alleyway. He was unashamed at his choice of profession. Proud of his role in offering a service as old as time. And definitely unafraid of the darker side of what his lifestyle could bring.

      Eagle was defiant in his adventurous nature. Making a mockery of those less sexually free. I’d been the recipient of his teasing in that regard for years.

      “Possible,” Pierce conceded. “But unlikely. I haven’t heard of anything like that on the streets and to acquire it from scratch would indicate a level of production I just don’t see Sweet Hell undertaking.”

      “Indulgence and excess seem to be their thing,” Nick added, watching the screen again. “But obtained in a most basic and simplistic way. Quick fixes. Easy highs. Immediate reward. That’s how I see them.”

      “Nick’s right, Keen,” Pierce said softly. “And Eagle went willingly to that open night, he’s probably there willingly now. To interfere and pull him out could be for nothing. And would definitely ruin the sting.”

      I stared at the screen. Watching Eagle swaying in front of Damon and Cawfield. Watching him lick his lips hungrily as he stared at the two hooded figures before him. He angled himself front on, as though trying to get their attention. Or maybe seek relief for what was embarrassingly an impressive amount of stimulation.

      I lowered my face into my hands. I couldn’t watch any longer. I’d caught glimpses of Eagle in action, but I’d never hung around to watch. This seemed remarkably personal, whereas those encounters on the street had been more business than pleasure.

      Eagle was a good actor. But this didn’t seem like an act.

      “OK,” Pierce said, seeing I was calmed enough not to run off and bust Sweet Hell blowing Damon’s cover. “Now, what the fuck is Cawfield doing there?”

      I did look back up at that, angling my attention to the camera lens on Damon’s cloak that showed Cawfield.

      “He’s a full member,” I said, feeling sick. We’d known cops were involved. Hell, Cawfield had said as much. Never had I thought he’d been referring to himself, though. And I still didn’t believe that he had. It had been a stab, directed at my heart. At my father.

      And then the nausea swelled. Was this what my father did nowadays?

      It’s hard to tell fact from fiction, Sport. Never make the mistake of believing something until you know it’s the truth.

      What was the truth here?

      “And he singled out Michaels,” Pierce added.

      “Or did he just single out an initiate,” Nick offered.

      “And how did he tell an initiate apart from a member?” I asked, pushing all superfluous emotions aside. “Their cloaks all look the same.”

      “Michaels was standing alone. The others are talking,” Pierce suggested. “Looked like a newbie?”

      I shook my head. “He said he had high hopes for him. For Damon.”

      “Or for the initiate who had been singled out last night when Michaels stepped forward from the circle,” Nick countered.

      “Unlikely,” Pierce argued. “This is the third time we’ve seen him following Damon.”

      “It’s personal,” I whispered. “The warning at the murder scene. The taunts across from Damon’s car on Parnell Road. Joe Cawfield has it in for me.”

      It felt strangely liberating to say that aloud. And yet bizarrely foreboding.

      “What did you do to piss him off?” Nick queried.

      “I’m a female,” I said with a shrug of my shoulders. “And I’m good at what I do.”

      Nick nodded his head slowly, as if that made complete sense.

      “Bloody hell,” said Pierce. “I’m going to have to go to Hart with this.”

      “It’s not looking good,” I admitted. Even if Cawfield wasn’t the CIB traitor, he was definitely corrupt. This type of behaviour was not appropriate for a police detective to have.

      Pierce scrubbed at his jaw. “Let’s see how this plays out. Will Michaels recognise Eagle?”

      “Yes.” They’d met.

      “Then he’ll keep an eye on him.” It was an assumption, but a good one. Damon knew what Eagle meant to me. He would also know I was watching this play out.

      Our attention was drawn back to the screens at the Irreverent Inferno. Damon hadn’t said a word and Cawfield had just let Eagle’s eagerness speak for itself. But the room seemed fuller now, from the cameras that showed the view behind Damon’s back. I countered up those hooded figures I could see and came to twenty-six. I recounted just to be sure.

      “There’s an extra person present,” I whispered into the silent control room.

      “I count twenty-six,” Nick offered.

      “Did you count Damon?”

      “Ah,” he said, clearly recounting. “Twenty-seven with your man.”

      “So, maybe they don’t all attend when they have one of these meetings,” Pierce surmised.

      “Which means we have no way of knowing how many potential suspects we have,” I concluded.

      “Fuck,” both men murmured.

      “Welcome,” a hooded figure said from the centre of the room. The music swelled and then tapered off to nothing. Echoing silence filled the room. “We are in the third circle of hell,” he advised, arms raised momentarily and then returning to his side. “Choose your vice wisely, for you shall be there all night. Prove your worth.”

      Then the music returned as the members all said that phrase we couldn’t decipher. We watched as the hooded figure who had just spoken started to wend his way around the room, stopping here and there to check on members, clearly asking questions to determine their “vice” for the night.

      “So,” Cawfield said next to Damon. “Are you as promising as you appear?” It seemed a genuine question. “You have a chance to prove your worth beyond those of your fellow initiates. Will you accept?”

      Damon’s body shifted, it was obvious he was looking back at Eagle again.

      “And if I say no, someone else will claim this corner?” he asked.

      I seemed to be breathing under water. I couldn’t get enough air. Everything felt heavy. My heart. My head. The world right then. A pressing weight that threatened to crush. I wanted out from underneath it. I wanted out from this voyeuristic room. But I couldn’t leave Eagle.

      And there was nothing that could tear me away from Damon, it seemed.

      “Of course,” Cawfield said. “This is the prime spot. That’s why he was already here. A temptation. An illicit invitation. To those of us who have what it takes to accept.” A lengthy pause. Then, “Will you accept, Initiate?”

      “What is expected of me?” Damon whispered. “Here?”

      Cawfield moved closer, as though to whisper back in his ear.

      “Let yourself go. He’s willing. Paid well for his participation tonight. Let yourself go. Open up the darkest parts of your soul and let… yourself… go.”

      “Holy fucking shit,” I breathed.

      Cawfield reached over for something just out of sight and returned with a riding crop.

      “Oh fuck,” Pierce muttered.

      He used the crop like a feather, running it lightly down Eagle’s chest, onto his thigh. Eagle’s cock jumped. He let out an aroused moan.

      My hand covered my mouth to stop the insistent need to scream inside. I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t stand by and watch. This was sick. Not just the act of stimulation through pain. I’d seen that before. I may not understand it, but I’d seen the evidence that it existed. That there were people who needed this sort of thing. I’d never considered Eagle one such as that. But what did I know? He offered a varied service to his clientele.

      But this set-up. This sensual tease Cawfield was performing. It felt like a trap. I hated it. I hated him.

      Gluttony. Greed. Anger. Heresy. Violence. It didn’t make sense. I couldn’t work out what Cawfield was doing. But I didn’t trust him. I didn’t like this. It felt wrong. Not just morally wrong, but gut clenchingly wrong.

      I shook my head as Damon contemplated his options.

      “When this is over,” I said to the room at large. “I am going to beat the ever loving crap out of Joseph Cawfield.”

      Nick and Pierce both looked at me, but neither man said a single word.

      “Your choice,” Cawfield said on the screen. “Prove your worth.”

      He stepped back, behind the screen. Still close enough to see what would transpire. To direct. But also in a position to turn people away from entering. He’d claimed this corner for Damon. Why?

      Was it some sort of sick need to prove Damon was all those things he’d suspected? Was it a twisted and perverse illness that gave him some form of satisfaction to watch a man fall? Was this his obsession? His gluttonous cause?

      They were all in the third circle of Hell. Initiates and full-fledged members. Did this debauchery provide them something they all needed?

      I fumbled with my pocket, hauling my cellphone out and staring at the screen.

      “Who’re you calling?” Pierce asked distractedly, as he watched Damon take a slow step toward Eagle up on the screen.

      I didn’t answer him. I couldn’t speak.

      I swiped at my contacts list and hit dial. The phone rang five times before slipping to voice-mail. I listened to the sound of my father’s voice as I watched Damon walk a complete circle around a panting Eagle on the screen.

      Voice-mail. On a Saturday night. I hadn’t called my father on his phone for a very long time. Even if he was out with friends, entertaining a woman, wouldn’t he answer to see if I was all right?

      No. He’d not see me. His not answering was par for the course.

      But it didn’t stop me looking at the various hooded figures on the multiple screens in front of me and wondering if he didn’t answer because he was busy in the third circle of Hell.

      I swiped the call closed without leaving a message. I simply could not talk right now.

      “Eagle,” Damon murmured, his back to the screen and Cawfield who stood guard there. A few other members had moved closer, but not close enough to listen in.

      Damon kept his voice low, only loud enough for us to hear over the sensitive listening equipment Nick had sewn into the cloak.

      “Eagle,” he said again, leaning closer to the swaying boy. “Are you all right?”

      Eagle’s face lolled to the side, dilated pupils looked up at Damon. He nodded his head. Once.

      “Are you here by choice?” Damon pressed.

      Another single nod of his head.

      “Do you understand what will happen if I step away?’

      “Yes,” my young friend murmured.

      “I don’t know if I can do this, Eagle,” Damon whispered back.

      “Then why… are… yous… ‘ere?”

      Damon’s cloak shifted with his agitation. “I’m sorry. You’re on your own.” He moved to turn away.

      “Want… yous,” Eagle said so softly even we had difficulty hearing. “Please.”

      The camera lenses on Damon’s cloak fluctuated with his sudden movement. It took a second for the images on the screens to settle.

      “I won’t give you what you want,” Damon said, voice low. “This isn’t what I do.”

      I closed my eyes, relief a rush of emotion I could barely process.

      Eagle was smiling when I looked back. A beautiful stretch of lush lips.

      “Keen likes yous,” he managed, swinging slightly. “I like yous,” he added, and it sounded salacious, even if his head drooped. “Just do it.”

      “You’d rather me than someone more…” Damon hesitated. “More accomplished.”

      Eagle chuckled, it sounded weak. “Turned on… just seein’… y’in that… hood.”

      Damon let a long breath of air out.

      “How long have you been here?” he asked, slapping the crop against his thigh, I think. We could see it move in one of the cameras, but it didn’t land on Eagle.

      Damon must have sensed his time running out. And one look at the camera angle that showed behind him towards the screen, indicated he’d amassed quite an audience.

      “Few days.”

      “Have you seen a woman? Dark curly hair, dark eyes. Might be drugged.”

      “Are you going to chat him up all night,” a voice said over Damon’s shoulder. “Or give in to your obsessions.”

      A harsh breath of air escaped Damon, but he didn’t spin around to face the heckler.

      “Others are keen to try this one out,” the same voice added.

      “Eagle?” Damon pressed.

      Eagle’s head rose a half inch, his eyes stared unfocused past Damon.

      “Make it hurts,” he whispered. “You gots… to make it.. hurts.”

      A low growl came from Damon’s throat.

      “Please,” Eagle begged.

      Fuck. I breathed heavily through the hand covering my mouth. Pierce looked pale and wouldn’t glance at me. Nick Anscombe had his lips pressed in a thin line. Neither man was comfortable with how this was going.

      Neither man had a solution to the disaster we were witnessing up on the screen.

      “God help me,” Damon murmured and we watched as he swept the crop down Eagle’s side like Cawfield had done before.

      Eagle moaned loud. Loader than I would have thought the act would warrant.

      “He’s helping Michaels out,” Pierce said. “Making it easier.”

      “This is easier?” I demanded, voice a little too high pitched.

      “Putting on a show for those watching. Selling Damon as best as he can.”

      That was Eagle. A showman. Even drugged, strung up, and bared.

      A sob escaped my lips before I could stop it. There were things in this job that made me question the world. Dark, devious, disgusting things. Eagle was not an innocent. Far from it. He stretched the prostitution laws pretty thin. But he was sweet and young, and someone I considered mine to protect.

      I couldn’t watch. Maybe I was a coward. Maybe I was just too weary of it all. I should have stayed. I should have borne witness to Damon’s discomfort. To Eagle’s sacrifice to make it easier on my boyfriend. But a part of me also knew Damon would not welcome me seeing this.

      I stood up from the chair I’d been glued to and crossed to the door.

      “Open it up,” I said, not taking my eyes off the door handle as loud moans were interspersed with the thwacking sounds of a riding crop hitting flesh.

      “Keen. Where are you going?” Pierce asked.

      “Open it up,” I repeated, my voice about to break apart.

      “You can’t drive over there. You can’t ruin the sting.”

      Something about those words struck me, making my whole body jolt as I gasped a breath.

      This was wrong. All so fucking wrong. And it had nothing to do with the sting.

      “We’re being played,” I said to the door as panting and moaning and murmurs of fervent appreciation came out of the speakers, pounding against my ears. Sharp pinpricks of pain against my skin, as though an icicle struck flesh and not the soft leather of a crop.

      “What do you mean?”

      I turned around and looked at Pierce, thankfully he blocked the screens.

      “Can’t you see it? Damon was set-up. Cawfield singling him out. Taking him to Eagle, of all people. Making him have no choice but to do what needed to be done to protect my friend from greater harm. It’s a set-up.”

      “Why would Joe Cawfield want to set-up Damon?” Pierce asked slowly, but he had that contemplative look on his face that meant he was listening.

      “To get at me.”

      “I don’t buy it.”

      “He’s had it in for me since I started in CIB,” I pointed out.

      “Yes, he has,” Pierce surprised me by agreeing. “But this is different. This is malicious in a way he’s never been with you before.”

      “He gets off on it.”

      “Possibly, but there’s more.”

      Pierce was pushing me. Forcing me to go where I didn’t want to go. Knowing I was onto something. And only I could get the answer out of the depths of my jumbled mind.

      Only I could join the dots correctly.

      I stared at the floor. The sounds of Eagle orgasming reverberating off the walls, on the inside of my head. Clouding my thoughts. Stealing my resolve. Shattering the line of dots as soon as they formed.

      Damon. How the hell would Damon get over this?

      I hated this job. I hated this room. Right then I hated Ryan Pierce for standing there patiently and waiting for me to work this out.

      Joe Cawfield was a misogynistic bastard. But he was, I’d thought, a damn fine cop. Was he the CIB traitor? Did he have a secret life?

      Hell, my father had one, couldn’t Cawfield too?

      “I don’t know,” I said at last. Ryan’s shoulders slumped. “I just don’t know.”

      “Well,” Pierce said softly. “That makes two of us. Because I think you’re right.”

      He looked back at the screen. I forced myself to follow his line of vision. Cawfield, I was guessing, approached Damon, and slapped him on the shoulder.

      “Knew you had it in you, Initiate,” he said in that same digital tone of voice from before. “You like the kink, don’t you? You like the control. This place is right up your alley. Just what else are you capable of, I wonder? Just how far are you prepared to go?”

      “He’s setting us up,” Pierce said into the stunned silence. “And I don’t know why either.”
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            “I hear things. See things. I know things.”

          

        

      

    

    
      He wasn’t setting us up. He was setting Damon up. And I only realised that when I walked into my house. An envelope lay on the wooden floor, obviously pushed through the gap at the bottom of the front door. It was several feet inside, so had been delivered with a hard thrust.

      I stared at it for a long moment, after I’d turned the alarm off, making sure it hadn’t been activated, or deactivated, by Carl. Somehow the sensors had missed the envelope, though, but then there is always a grey area of insensitivity to these things.

      I leaned down and picked the envelope up, then turned it over to see if it was addressed. There was nothing written on the yellow packet, so I slipped a finger under the seal and broke it. Tipping out the contents onto the hall table. I used a pen to push the different pieces about, until I had a clear view of the four enlarged photos it had revealed.

      Someone, and I could just guess who, had used similar technology to Nick Anscombe. Enabling identification under the cloaked hoods that were worn at the Irreverent Inferno. We’d managed to get seven clear pictures of hooded attendees at the event tonight. Nick and Pierce were working on identifying them.

      But I didn’t need to use sophisticated computer equipment to identify the hooded figure in these shots. They were all of Damon.

      I stared down at photographic evidence of what had transpired tonight. Cawfield hadn’t spared me any consideration. They were graphic. Eagle mid release. Damon striking hard enough to raise a welt on the young man’s smooth flesh. Anger shining in his dark hooded eyes.

      The anger was for the situation, not Eagle. The anger was his frustration at not having found out anything more about where his sister was.

      But Cawfield wanted me to think otherwise. The black block lettering that spread across a picture of Damon landing his crop across Eagle’s buttocks was clear enough.

      Is this what he does to you, too?

      Cawfield had just played his trump card. Assuming I wouldn’t know where and when this had been taken. Assuming I wasn’t aware of the role he’d played in setting this up.

      I was moving before I’d finished that thought. Checking my dining table to ensure Carl hadn’t visited, and pulling the whisky bottle down off its shelf as I dialled my phone.

      Pierce answered on the second ring.

      “Everything all right?” he said in way of greeting.

      “Cawfield’s been to my house.”

      “Motherfucker.”

      I explained further, detailing the photos, while I poured whisky into a glass.

      “If you go after him,” Pierce said, “we could blow this thing wide open and have nothing to show for it.”

      “If I go after him as a cop, we could blow this thing wide open and have nothing to show for it.”

      “How else are you going to go after him?”

      “As a woman scorned,” I said, as I dipped my fingers in the glass of whisky and dabbed them on my neck like perfume.

      I shrugged my shoulders as Pierce thought about that and then sloshed the drink over my shirt for good measure.

      “I’ll back you up,” Pierce finally said.

      “If you’re spotted he’ll know.”

      “Then at least come back to ASI and we’ll bug you.”

      “No. Joe Cawfield and I have a few things to get off our respective chests. This is personal.”

      “For you or for him, Keen?”

      I paused in my screwing of the cap back on the bottle of booze.

      “He’s just made it personal for me.”

      “And him?”

      “I don’t know yet. I’m not sure.” Cawfield hated me. But he also wanted in my pants. And neither of those facts meshed with what was happening here.

      “Jesus,” Pierce breathed. “I don’t like this.”

      “It’s just a fishing expedition,” I said steadily. “I’ll have more to go on if I do this alone.”

      Silence.

      “Trust me,” I added, unsure if those words would mean a damn thing to Ryan Pierce.

      But they must have. Or he had a better capacity to trust than I did, because he just let out a long breath of air and finally said, “OK.”

      Nothing was OK. Joe Cawfield was after Damon and prepared to use me to get him. We still had nothing solid on Samantha Hayes’ murder or the Boardman Lane assault. Sweet Hell was skirting the law, but not enough to warrant moving on it. And the Irreverent Inferno was in the middle of it all.

      What the hell it all meant, I didn’t know. But as I grabbed my keys off the hall table, shoved the photos back inside the envelope uncaring of fingerprints now, I knew I’d fucking find out.

      I was sick of being in the dark. Tired of chasing ghosts. It was time I proved my worth.

      My phoned rang as I approached Cawfield’s street in Point Chevalier. I didn’t look at the screen when I answered it.

      “Keen,” I said into the Bluetooth device.

      Silence.

      I closed my eyes briefly and pulled the car over to the side of the road. Enough already. I shook my head. Just enough!

      “I’m not in the mood for this, Carl,” I growled down the line. “If you’ve got something on Cawfield, now would be the time to fucking give it.”

      A light gasp sounded out. More noise than I’d heard from my silent caller in all of the calls over the past week. I stared down at the phone, sitting in its holder beside me, and frowned.

      That hadn’t sounded at all like Carl.

      “Who is this?” I said, voice soft.

      Nothing.

      And then the phone went dead and I couldn’t devote any more attention to the high pitch of that sound as Cawfield stood in front of his door.

      Watching. Me in the car. Possibly me on the phone. His eyes were knowing. And in that moment, to my mind, evil.

      Cawfield the evil CIB traitor? Or Cawfield the evil Damon crucifier?

      Maybe both.

      I opened the door and stumbled out of the car. My foot caught on a rough bit of pavement, and I staggered, one hand holding tight to the door frame, the other letting the envelope I’d picked up off the passenger seat fall to the ground. The photos spread out in a lazy arc, taunting me.

      I sucked in a sobbed breath.

      Cawfield appeared beside me, his nose wrinkling when he smelled the alcohol.

      “You drove here like this?”

      “How the hell else would I get here to do this?” I yelled as I took a wild swing at him, promptly losing my balance and landing on my arse.

      I shook my head, as if to clear it, and stared at the pavement, looking stunned.

      “Jesus! You’re a wreck, Keen. Does he know he’s done this to you?”

      It was hard, perhaps the hardest thing I’d done in days, to not bite his fucking head off.

      “Why’d you send them to me, Cawfield?” I moaned.

      “Because you have no idea who you’re sleeping with.” He shook his head, bent down and snatched the photos up, and then gripped me under the arm and hauled me to my feet.

      I couldn’t help it. I kneed him in the balls. It felt good. Too good. So when he doubled over, I took two steps away and swiftly swerved, landing on my side in a pathetic looking weed strewn garden. If I’d watched him writhe around on the ground any longer he would have realised I wasn’t drunk.

      “Fuck, you’re a bitch!” he gasped.

      “Arsehole,” I shot back.

      “Crazy fucking woman.”

      “Sexist bastard.” This was more cathartic than I thought it would be.

      Cawfield climbed to his feet, bending over slightly, which forced me to hide a smile.

      “Do you want to pay him back?” he asked through gritted teeth.

      “I’m not fucking you.”

      “Nice thought, but that’s not what I meant.”

      And this was where it would get interesting. And dangerous. Because Joe Cawfield could spot a trap a mile off, that’s why he was so fucking good at setting them.

      “I’m not listening to you, fucktard.”

      “You’re cute when you’re pissed. But I didn’t do this to you. He did.”

      “What the fuck do you want from me, Cawfield?” I cried, throwing my hands up in the air for good effect. I looked him dead in the eye. Hoping all he’d see was an inebriated, heartbroken woman.

      But he could just as easily have been seeing the seething, vengeful detective instead.

      He crouched down in front of me, then lifted up the picture showing Eagle finding his release with Damon standing behind him, riding crop in hand, sweat glistening on his wide eyed face. I didn’t need to fake closing my eyes.

      A rough hand landed on my chin, gripping my jaw tightly.

      “Look at it!” he growled. “This is your man.”

      “You’re wrong,” I choked out. “I don’t know what that is, but it’s not what you think.”

      “Fuck!” he exclaimed, showing me a close-up version of that anger management problem of his. “What the fuck has this prick got that keeps you coming back to him?”

      He moved to within an inch of my face. I held my breath, scared he’d pick up on the lack of alcohol fumes if I breathed.

      “He’s into something, Keen,” he murmured softly, his thumb stroking along the bottom of my jaw. I clenched my teeth. “I’ve got more photos. Of him beating the crap outta some guy.  He did that assault in Boardman Lane, I’m sure,” he added, eyes searching mine.

      Oh, fuck. This was new. And unexpected. What evidence did he have?

      “I think he killed Samantha Hayes, too.”

      “Impossible,” I breathed. “He was with me.”

      “Was he?”

      I thought back to that night. To the phone call from Pierce to attend the murder scene. To the fact that the bed had been empty beside me when I woke up.

      “He had the Sky Tower climb. He was with the boys from Pitt Street.”

      “Which is it, Keen? Which excuse will you use next?”

      “Check!” I shouted, uncaring now if he picked up my non-alcoholic breath. “He would have been at Pitt Street.”

      “I did check,” Cawfield said softly, leaning back and landing on his own butt in the dirt. “He didn’t arrive at Pitt Street until after five a.m.”

      Samantha Hayes was murdered at approximately four-thirty. I was called out at seven. I didn’t hear what time Damon left my bed.

      “He fits the description taken from the video surveillance at Sweet Hell.”

      “That was doctored,” I pointed out.

      “Just blurry, not doctored,” he countered. “It could have been him.”

      I shook my head. Not believing a word of this.

      “He doesn’t know the woman,” I murmured.

      “She attended Sweet Hell on the same nights he did.”

      “How do you know all of this?”

      Cawfield sighed and looked off into the distance.

      “I hear things. See things. I know things.”

      “God. Don’t go all Carl on me now.”

      He chuckled. It was surprisingly natural. As if he wasn’t a hairbreadth away from wearing my fist.

      I lowered my face into my hands. It matched my mood and the act I was still half using.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I have to go to Hart with this.”

      “So, you were warning me? By dropping off scuzzy photographic evidence in an unmarked envelope? There’s something seriously wrong with you, Cawfield.”

      “You bring out the worst in me.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “I made the offer, you turned me down.”

      “God, you’re a creep.” I shook my head and looked out across the deserted street.

      “Where are you getting all this shit from?” I asked eventually.

      “I can’t reveal my source.”

      “So, you have a source?” I queried, looking up at him again. “This isn’t just something you’ve uncovered the old fashioned way?”

      “I’ve worked hard on this. I crossed my Ts before I came to you. I am giving you the heads up before it all hits the fan back at CIB. You can do without this shit. Your father’s involvement in the club will come out in Court. Your involvement with a murderous dom will ruin your reputation on station.”

      “You don’t give a fuck about my reputation,” I snapped back.

      He laughed. It lacked humour. “No, I don’t. But I can make this go a hell of a lot easier on you. Spread a few counter rumours. Let everyone know you’d been screwing him in order to help me solve this case.”

      “You are delusional.”

      “What’s it worth to you, Keen? Your reputation? Your standing with Hart? How far are you prepared to go to save it?”

      Those words, the same fucking words he’d said to Damon at the Irreverent Inferno. How far are you prepared to go?

      I shook my head.

      “How far have you gone to get this, Cawfield?” I said whisper quiet.

      “I’ve just been doing my job.”

      “Really? Because the way I see it, you’ve got a hard-on for Damon. He got the girl. So you’re gonna get him. Good and proper.”

      “You don’t know shit, Keen.”

      “So prove it. Who’s your source?”

      He shook his head, eyes flicking off to the side.

      “Someone at Sweet Hell?”

      Nothing.

      “Someone at the Irreverent Inferno?”

      His eyes snapped back to me.

      “What do you know about the Irreverent Inferno? We’re not investigating it.”

      I shrugged. “Saw the sign on the back of the building when we were questioning Kyan Marcroft about the murder across the street. Sounds like the type of place that would encourage riding crops and padded chains hanging from a roof.”

      He stared at me for a long moment and then said, voice devoid of emotion, “Carl always swore you had a sixth sense. A type of gut reaction to cases. Called bullshit on that a few times, but your close-rate was pretty fucking high.”

      “Is it someone in the Irreverent Inferno?” I repeated, holding his steady gaze.

      “I’m not revealing my source.” The words were spoken slowly and with purpose.

      “You know who this is?” I asked, tapping the photo he still held of Eagle.

      “One of your informants,” he said, lips twitching. “Heard he had a thing for your man. Didn’t believe it went both ways until tonight.”

      “Where did you hear it?”

      He smiled, it was snide and cocky. “Not telling,” he said, leaning forward slightly to deliver the words.

      “Will you tell Hart?”

      His smile slipped.

      “Anonymous sources are our prerogative.”

      “Not when it involves misleading evidence in a murder case.”

      “How is this misleading? The clues add up.”

      In a warped kind of way they did. I wasn’t sure of the time line exactly. But the circumstantial evidence was strong. No stronger than what we had though.

      “You’re being played,” I said, hitting the target with that one. I just knew it. “Is it a trusted source? One you’ve used before?”

      He looked at me, eyes searching, face impassive.

      “Yes or no, Cawfield. He or she come to you? Or you found them?”

      “What do you know?” he said quietly, and for a moment I saw the police detective. I saw him through the obnoxious arsehole and sleazy pervert. I saw the good cop I’d thought him to be. Arrogant and an utter bastard, but damn good at what he did.

      Was he the CIB traitor? Or the cog in someone else’s wheel?

      “Yes or no, Cawfield,” I whispered. “Do you trust this source?”

      “You are one fucked in the head, bitch,” he said, ruining all evidence that he was remotely decent.

      I shook my head, stood up off the ground, and dusted myself down.

      “And you’re a…”

      I didn’t get to finish that statement. In the next breath Cawfield’s house exploded.
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            “When your emotions have been worn down to such a base level like this then it’s harder to think before you speak.”

          

        

      

    

    
      The sound was deafening and the percussive wave a hard thump against my chest. Then I was covered by Cawfield, his chest to my chest, his face and arms above my head, protecting me from flaming hot flying debris as it rained down around our ears.

      Sirens started blaring. His car. The neighbour’s house. Maybe even his fire alarm inside the broken, burned, destroyed shell of his home. Heat flared on one side of us, a vast stunned silence on the other. And then people were outside on the street, screaming, crying, yelling. And all I could see was the look of utter shock on Cawfield’s face above me and all I could feel was the way his body moulded around mine protecting me.

      This was not the act of a betrayer. This was the selfless act of a somewhat conscientious man caught off guard. It changed everything.

      And then he smiled, settled in a little further on top of me, and said, “Well, this was entirely unexpected.”

      Creep.

      I shoved him off and pushed up to a sitting position. His shirt was smoldering. I stared at the tiny tendrils of smoke as they twirled up into the sky, back-lit by yellow-orange flames licking up into the night.

      “You leave the gas on?” I asked, my head ringing, my balance a little shot, my throat dry making it difficult to talk without coughing.

      “I’m not on gas,” he said, patting absently at the smoke rising from his shoulder.

      My eyes scanned the neighbourhood. Half the people were in pyjamas, the rest in trackies and bare feet. They’d run out to see if anyone was hurt, not bothering to grab appropriate clothing. None of them stood out as an arsonist.

      I let a slow breath of air out on that thought, then pulled my cellphone out and called it in. Cawfield had risen to his feet, slightly steadier than me, and was looking at the devastation to his property. His police issue sedan was crushed under an entire side wall of his house. The lounge was exposed, blackened and still in flames. The chemical smell of plastic burning saturated the air.

      My skin felt like it might be blistering, so I grabbed hold of the back of Cawfield’s shirt and dragged him back across the street, closer to the neighbours. I watched as he ran a hand through his hair, ruffling up the soot darkened blond strands.

      He looked in shock. Not even cataloguing the environment. Utterly stunned and, if I didn’t know any better, lost. I’d never seen Cawfield like this. I’d never seen Cawfield anything other than cocky.

      Sirens sounded out in the distance. Police and Fire. They have distinctive sounds. I could always tell them apart. One overlaid the other, twining together in discordant tones. They grew louder and louder the closer they came, until I realised we’d both been standing there, out in the open, easy targets for whoever had done this.

      I looked around warily, but no new faces had joined the crowd. Clearly we were both off our game though, so I raised my cellphone and shot off a series of images, taking in the still burning house, the crowd of onlookers, and a few more of the street, lined with parked cars.

      “Who would do this?” Cawfield said, but I got the feeling he was just speaking aloud.

      I let a long breath of air out and then promptly started coughing. By the time the first fire engine arrived I was doubled over and Cawfield was thumping my back.

      “Smoke inhalation, arsehole,” I managed, shrugging off his “help.”

      Police cars screamed into the road, beacons flashing, tyres squealing. Followed by three HEAT vehicles, one of which I recognised on sight.

      I stood up, taking an offered bottle of water from one of the Firies as they ran past, and took a sip as I watched Damon approach.

      His eyes scanned my body first, looking for injuries. Then my face, looking for a reason why I was here. With Cawfield. Outside his burning home.

      “Are you hurt?” he asked, ignoring Cawfield altogether.

      “Bruises, flash burns, nothing serious.”

      “Get the medics to check you out.”

      I blinked. “I’m fine.”

      “What happened?”

      “House blew up.”

      He raised an eyebrow and then turned to Cawfield at last.

      “You were outside?”

      “Obviously,” Cawfield growled.

      “Saw it happen?” Damon asked, glowering back.

      “Wasn’t looking at the house when it went up,” Cawfield said in a lazy tone of voice which told me what was coming.

      Damon either ignored it or didn’t know Cawfield well enough.

      “What were you looking at?”

      Cawfield smirked. “Keen’s tits.”

      I wanted to roll my eyes, but they stung too much from the grit that had been airborne. Besides, it only took Damon a split second to respond.

      His fist hit Cawfield square on the jaw and then they were tumbling. Arms swinging, shoulders connecting, elbows smacking, feet kicking. It was not pretty. I took a step towards them, intending to pull them apart, and the world suddenly twisted in a brightly coloured rainbow of psychedelic lights.

      And then I found myself sitting on the ground, ambulance blanket around my shoulders, head between my legs, as Marc Holland pressed a hand to the back of my neck and Ryan Pierce held both Cawfield and Damon separate by rigid outstretched arms.

      “You OK now?” Marc asked. I nodded my head and slowly looked across the ash covered street to Pierce. His chest was rising and falling too quickly, matching those of Cawfield and Damon. Sweat glistened on their faces; could have been from the heat of the fire, or from the exertion of the fight. Cawfield had a bloody nose, Damon had bloody knuckles, both wore more than a few cuts and bruises. Pierce even looked like he’d taken a fist to the cheek as well.

      “How long was I out?” I asked Marc.

      “Just a few minutes.”

      “They did all of that to each other in just a few minutes?”

      “They were both motivated,” came his unflappable reply.

      “What are you doing here, anyway? You’re Prevention.”

      “It was a bomb.”

      I lowered my head into my hands and just breathed.

      “The nature of the explosion led us to believe it was purposeful,” Marc went on to say. “Investigation scoured the scene and found evidence of a small man-made device. I was called in.”

      “A few minutes, huh?” I challenged. Marc smiled, showing off a dimple in his chin.

      “Maybe a bit more than that.”

      I tried to get to my feet, but Marc held me down with a hand to my shoulder.

      “Give it a bit longer, Keen.” I nodded and resettled on the grass.

      “So, a bomb,” I mused.

      “Won’t know much more until Damon’s team has finished their assessment and returned the evidence to our lab. But mine’s about to do a sweep and determine if there’s anything live in there still.”

      “A secondary device?”

      “Always a possibility.”

      I closed my eyes and tipped my head back, staring at a smoky sky. The house still smoldered and heat swept across the road in persistent waves, but the flames all appeared to be doused. I took one last look at a shrouded sky and then forced myself to my feet.

      Damon was before me by the time my vision had settled.

      “We need to talk,” he said levelly. No rechecking that I was all right. No explanation for beating the shit out of Cawfield. Nothing but a monotone voice.

      “OK,” I said, just as Pierce came up beside us.

      “Your thoughts, Keen?” he asked. “I’ve heard what Cawfield has to say, I want your take.”

      Damon’s jaw tensed, his back was rigid, but he didn’t say a word.

      I shook my head. It pounded.

      “It happened too quickly to have caught anything prior. The house blew up. The shock wave knocked us to the ground. Cawfield landed on top of me, covering my head and face with his arms.”

      Damon’s fists clenched and unclenched. Neither Pierce nor I missed the movement.

      “Any unusual smells or sounds beforehand?” Pierce asked.

      “Just whisky.”

      “Whisky?” both men said.

      I offered a smile. “Eau de parfum,” I explained. Pierce smiled. Damon just scowled.

      “He bought it?” Ryan asked, lowering his voice.

      “Hook, line and sinker.”

      “Who bought what?” Damon asked. Yes, we needed to have a talk.

      “Won’t give his source up,” I said to Pierce, saving confronting Damon until later. Putting off as much as I could right now.

      “But he definitely has one?” Pierce queried.

      “Yep. And my gut says he’s being played.”

      “Are you sure? That’s quite a turn-around,” Pierce pointed out.

      I shrugged, looking over at Cawfield as he talked to Flack, second in command to Damon’s HEAT Investigation team.

      “I’m getting mixed signals from him.” Damon shifted on his feet. I could practically feel his eyes boring into me. “He has no idea we’ve been watching the Irreverent Inferno. No idea we knew what happened tonight.” Damon stilled, all motion ceased. “And is determined to nail this thing on Damon.”

      “Excuse me?” Damon asked. And maybe there were better ways to “talk” about this. But it was getting complicated. Multiple suspects. No hard evidence. And now a bomb at Cawfield’s house, while I was there, dealing with tip-offs Joe had been receiving that looked like a frame-up of my boyfriend.

      “This doesn’t make sense,” I said, wanting to pace, knowing if I took a step away, I’d probably fall over.

      “Talk us through it,” Pierce encouraged.

      I felt sick. Exhausted. Hungry because I hadn’t eaten a thing all day. Nauseated because this was getting lethally dangerous now. One person murdered. Another assaulted to within an inch of his life. And now an explosion in a police detective’s home.

      I’d almost been killed tonight.

      I swayed, I think. I’m unsure. But the next thing I knew Damon had me in his arms and was walking fast towards the back of a waiting ambulance. I struggled when my wits returned. Feeling mortified to be held like a baby in amongst a plethora of my colleagues and peers. But his arms were bands of steel and his face was set hard. And underlying it all his eyes looked terrified.

      I let a breath of frustrated air out and stopped fighting his determined hold. He lay me down on a stretcher, said, “Out!” to the paramedic inside, and then slammed the doors in Pierce’s face.

      Ryan thumped a hand on the rear window, but Damon ignored him. Settling himself onto the stretcher opposite mine and running a hand over his head.

      Silence spread out between us. Filled with so many unsaid words.

      He looked as bad as I felt. Worn out. Bone tired. Lost.

      “What the hell is going on?” he whispered. His head shook, his hands - those knuckles bleeding slightly - fisted. His jaw was hard as granite. “I can’t get anything out of that disgusting, vile place they call a club. I can’t find my sister. Nothing makes sense and now you almost got killed.” His eyes finally found mine. They were haunted. “Should I assume Carole is already gone?”

      Carole. It was always Carole. Even now when he was being set-up for a murder he didn’t commit, when his girlfriend had just escaped death at an explosion, his first thought was of his sister.

      “I don’t know,” I finally said, because I didn’t know anything anymore. I didn’t know where we stood. I didn’t know where the case stood. And I sure as fuck didn’t know jack shit about his bloody sister.

      I wanted to sleep for a week and pretend none of this was happening.

      I wanted to rewind the clock to before Friday morning and never let Damon out of my bed that day.

      I wanted Carl back.

      I wanted a childhood that hadn’t been so fucking lonely.

      I wanted a fairytale and fairytales don’t exist.

      But in none of it did I want Carole Michaels back in her brother’s life so she could fuck with it.

      God, there was something wrong with me.

      “Cawfield has a snitch,” I said into the strained silence. “He’s been feeding him information about you.”

      “Me? Why me?”

      I stared at the back door, at Pierce’s shape outlined in flashing red and blue lights on the other side of the tinted window. He was either guarding us, or waiting until we let him in.

      As he wasn’t a particularly patient kind of guy, I was going with guarding. Which meant he suspected someone was here who wanted access to Damon. Which meant Pierce was taking this set-up seriously.

      And how could he not? What with Cawfield’s house blasted to smithereens.

      I blinked. The dots connecting, but still missing big gaps. How did this tie in with Samantha Hayes?

      “Lara?” Damon called, drawing my attention back to the ambulance. “What’s going on?”

      “What time did you leave my place on Friday morning?”

      “The day of the Sky Tower climb?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Four o’clock. Why?”

      I let a slow breath of air out.

      “Did you go straight to the station?”

      “No. Why?”

      “Where did you go?”

      “What aren’t you saying, Lara?”

      “I need you to have an alibi.” The words were out before I could stop them.

      Damon stared at me, his face a shade paler all of a sudden.

      “Fucking hell, Keen. You still doubt me?”

      I shook my head too vigorously. It hurt, and the back of the ambulance swum, but I forced the nausea back down.

      “Just tell me,” I pleaded.

      “I’m tired of this,” he said, the words flung harshly, but his voice hadn’t even risen in volume. “Of giving and giving and giving just a little more and you hold it all back. You won’t give an inch. It’s so fucking black and white. Never grey. Never shadows of fucking grey. I don’t know how to reach you and I don’t know if I can keep giving all of myself like this anymore.”

      So many thoughts tumbled through my mind. So many emotions choking off my air. I could feel my pulse racing in the pounding of my head. I reached up a shaking hand to rub my temple, but ended up staring at the tremors in my fingers instead.

      Fuck this!

      “And you don’t hold back when you drop everything for Carole?”

      “Jesus, Lara. She’s missing. What would you have me fucking do? Take you out for a romantic dinner while my sister might be unconscious somewhere at the mercy of a drug dealer? What do you take me for?”

      “It’s not just this,” I growled. “It’s every single time she can’t sleep or she feels a craving she doesn’t understand or she has sex with a stranger and wants you to pick her up from an address she’s never been to before. It’s every single day you check and recheck on her health status. You obsess over her living arrangements. You lose the train of our conversation because you see a waif-like girl who reminds you of your fucked up sister.”

      God, this was going all wrong. The words were like sharp knives I was flinging at his heart and head. He flinched with each one. But I couldn’t seem to stop them. I was exhausted from it all too. Emotionally spent. And when your emotions have been worn down to such a base level like this then it’s harder to think before you speak.

      Carl had taught me that.

      I didn’t want to hurt Damon. I wanted to protect him. I wanted to ensure his name didn’t get dragged through the mud by some psycho who was using Cawfield for an agenda that didn’t yet make sense. I wanted to hold him, love him, tell him everything would be all right. Do for him what he had done for me for the past three weeks.

      Unfailingly.

      Sure, his sister interrupted our days and nights. Sure, she was a constant worry, always on his mind. But never once had Damon truly let me down when my world had been spinning out of control.

      Not once.

      I was a bitch. And it was a part of me I found increasingly difficult to turn off.

      “You have no heart, Lara,” Damon said, voice uneven and roughened around the edges. “Cold as ice.” I closed my eyes. I’d been called that many times by Cawfield. “You don’t feel things like a normal person does.”

      I did. I fucking did. I just didn’t know how to express them.

      “I keep waiting for you to get it,” he whispered. “I keep hoping today will be the day she opens up. Lets me inside. I think I glimpse it and then you freeze over. You push me out. I don’t think you know you’re doing it.”

      I do. I see it. I can’t seem to stop it. But I do see it.

      “Maybe this was a mistake,” he added, looking at his ruined knuckles, flexing his fingers while he talked. “Maybe you and I can never meet in the middle. I need a sign, love.” His eyes came up to mine. Still haunted, but now a little empty. “I need a sign you’re never going to give.”

      He stood up, having to duck his head slightly as the roof of the ambulance was not high enough for his six foot plus frame. He walked to the door and hesitated.

      “Whatever Cawfield has on me I’ll deal with Pierce about it.”

      He was shutting me out. He was walking away.

      The door opened and he stepped down beside Pierce.

      I looked at his broad shoulders, at the soft curls lying on the nape of his neck. I saw the flashing beacons out in front of him, the multitude of emergency services personnel criss-crossing the scene. I smelled the burned house and dusky whisky off my shirt. I heard Pierce ask Damon if he was staying to overlook the scene.

      His head shook.

      He was leaving.

      And then he was gone.
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      “So, we know it’s an intentional explosion,” Pierce was saying. Hart just nodded his head for him to go on.

      We were back at CIB. It was six in the morning. I hadn’t slept for well over twenty-four hours. I hadn’t eaten for almost as long. I was showered and clean, dressed in a spare beige trouser suit and cream blouse from my locker at Central Police. But I was barely here. Barely present.

      I was back in that ambulance. Back facing my worst nightmare.

      I have a problem. I know this. I’ve lived with it for twenty-six years.

      I fear being alone.

      Oh, I can be by myself. I don’t need a lover or a boyfriend. What I need is to be busy. To have the illusion of not being alone. Work with a partner. Part of a team. Long hours. Be a part of something bigger than my lonely lifestyle. Walk out of my quiet house and into a busy city and not look back. Surround myself with other emotions. View the world through someone else’s pain.

      I do live with ice around my heart. But not by choice. Because I’m scared. Scared to let it melt and realise I feel so very alone.

      “Have you had a chance to corner your father regarding this banquet?” Hart suddenly said. And it was only my strict upbringing that had me seamlessly shifting back into the conversation without either man knowing I’d been inside my head.

      “I haven’t yet, sir. I’ll phone him again after this meeting.” The fact I’d tried my father last night for an entirely different reason was irrelevant. It meant I wasn’t necessarily lying when I spoke right now.

      “You’ve got less than seven hours to change his plans,” Hart pointed out.

      “I’ll get into the banquet one way or another.”

      “Good. This is dragging on too long and we’ve got nothing to show for it. Pressure to solve Samantha Hayes’ murder means anything Cawfield brings to the table the assistant commissioner will consider.” Hart looked directly at me again. “Does Michaels have an alibi?”

      I kept my face neutral, but inside I was melting.

      “If he does, I don’t know it, sir.”

      “We need to know it,” Pierce advised. “It doesn’t ring true. Cawfield swears by his informant, but he hasn’t actually met the man.”

      “So, it’s a man?” I asked. “How does he get the tip-offs?”

      “Phone calls. Photos dropped in his mailbox.”

      “So, the informant has been to his house?” I queried.

      “Where are you going with this?” Hart demanded.

      “I don’t know yet, but I find it a strange coincidence that his house happens to blow up while I’m standing outside discussing the information Cawfield has on Michaels. Which in turn calls the HEAT Investigation team on call to that address.”

      “And the HEAT Investigation team on call contains Michaels,” Pierce concludes.

      “Exactly.”

      “It could still be a coincidence,” Hart pointed out.

      “I believe in those less and less.”

      “What do you believe in?” Hart asked.

      “I believe Damon’s being framed.”

      “That’s becoming more and more plausible,” Pierce advised, pulling a sheet of paper out of a folder resting on the Inspector’s desk. “Preliminary on-site reports show the accelerant used to aid the explosion at Cawfield’s house was the same type used in a shed fire on HEAT Rescue member Andrew (Stretch) McIntyre’s property in Henderson. It also matches the accelerant used in a bush fire next door to HEAT Prevention member Malcolm Whiting’s Titirangi property. It’s the same one used in a fire bomb that killed several sheep on HEAT Investigation member David Spencer’s Kumeu lifestyle block. And it is identical to that found in a garage fire at HEAT Prevention member Marc Holland’s Westmere home.”

      Silence followed all of that. It wasn’t something I didn’t already know. That file was in fact mine.

      “It’s too obvious,” I said.

      “What? A house explosion being linked to a series of unsolved arson attacks directed at HEAT members?” Hart queried.

      “Cawfield is not a HEAT member,” Pierce said carefully. “But he has been a thorn in your side.”

      “My side?” I looked at Pierce. “What are you saying?”

      “Damon threatened to kill him when Cawfield sexually harassed you yesterday afternoon.”

      “And we’ll be having a talk about that incident at a later date, Detective,” Hart exclaimed.

      I was thinking the talk involved why I hadn’t informed the Inspector myself. Why he had to hear from Pierce and not me.

      I wasn’t stupid. I’m the daughter of a cop. I didn’t even look at Hart when he spoke. Keeping my eyes on Ryan Pierce I said, “So he rushes to Cawfield’s house and plants a bomb. A bomb he had made up already for just such an occasion in a house that has a state of the art security system.”

      “No need to be facetious, Keen,” Hart grumbled.

      “Sir,” I said. “This is a set-up.”

      “Of course it is!” he almost shouted back. “But a clever one.”

      “Clever?”

      “The devil’s in the details, Detective. Or lack thereof.”

      “It’s simple,” Pierce added. “It’s clean. Not enough evidence to convict. But enough to cause suspicion.”

      “Enough to cast doubt,” Hart finished for him.

      My stomach plummeted. It’s exactly what Damon had thought I’d felt. Doubt.

      I didn’t doubt his innocence. This arsonist was not the man I cared for. But I did doubt everything else.

      “So, what now?”

      “Now we need to find out if this has any bearing on Samantha Hayes’ murder and the Boardman Lane assault,” Hart provided.

      “Did we get the CCTV footage of Boardman Lane yet?” I asked.

      “Missing,” Pierce replied, holding my raised eyebrow with one of his own.

      “The cameras at Sweet Hell were doctored. A Police CCTV camera in Boardman Lane is missing coverage. That’s a hell of a coincidence,” I concluded.

      “And you don’t believe in coincidences,” Pierce shot back.

      “Not anymore.”

      “Then find the connection,” Hart ordered. “There has to be one. Sweet Hell. Boardman Lane. Both security cameras interfered with.”

      “So, we’re going with Sweet Hell’s being purposefully blurry?” I queried. “Computer forensics couldn’t confirm it.”

      “Didn’t rule it out either and with Boardman Lane’s tapes missing it sheds new light, doesn’t it?” Pierce offered.

      I nodded my head.

      “So,” Hart said, bringing his feet down flat to the floor from where his legs had been crossed as he stared at the ceiling, contemplating the crimes. “Links between the cameras. Links between the bomb at Cawfield’s house last night and the murder. For now we’re saying Michaels is being set-up, but if we go with that, I need another name. Keep your eye on the prize.”

      “And the prize, sir?” I asked, holding his steely gaze.

      “The prize, Keen, is a murderer who may be an arsonist. And if he or she is not, then what the fuck are we actually dealing with?”

      “Two separate crimes,” I offered.

      “The photos Cawfield had were of Michaels beating up members of Sweet Hell,” Pierce said quietly at my side. “This is not two separate crimes.”

      I let a long breath of air out at that.

      Coincidence? I could hardly use that argument now.

      I walked out of Hart’s office feeling like I’d been railroaded. I had to corner my father and force him to take me to a black tie event when I hadn’t even shared so much as a cup of coffee with the man in over six years. I had to link our known suspect list, including the Marcrofts, David Gordon, and Superintendent Keen, with not only Samantha Hayes and Boardman Lane, but possibly a bomb and a string of arsonist attacks on members of my boyfriend’s HEAT teams.

      I had to deal with my boyfriend being set-up to take the fall.

      I had to deal with my boyfriend looking very much like my ex-boyfriend right about now.

      But this all smacked of the HEAT saboteur, and if it was, if the murder and the assault and the bomb were all from the one person trying to tear HEAT apart, then Damon needed to know.

      I slid into my car and stared out of the windshield. Damon would be at the HEAT lab, going through the evidence from Cawfield’s house with a fine tooth comb.

      The Hauraki Emergency Assistance Team’s Fire Investigation laboratory was located in Mt Albert in the same building as the Police Science Centre, where all our additional forensics are housed that can’t fit into the Central Police building in the centre of town. It took me forty minutes to get there. Sunday shopping traffic had started up by the time I’d made it out of CIB.

      I parked next to his truck around the back. And stared at it for way too long.

      There was so much to say and no way to say it. I was losing him. I refused to believe that I already had. But I knew I was also fooling myself. Damon had had enough. He’d walked out of the ambulance and not looked back.

      I could let him go. I could be professional, stick to the case. Treat this like any other inter-departmental job. I let a long breath of air out. I seemed to be doing that a lot lately. It wasn’t that I was breathing too quickly, like I had been for the past three weeks. It was as though I couldn’t breath enough.

      My chest hurt.

      No. My heart did. There was no more ice to protect me now. I was bare.

      I climbed out of the car as though my body weighed a thousand tonnes. I stood with my face tipped up to the early morning sunshine and told myself I could breathe. I could do this. I could go on without him and live my life.

      We weren’t so special, him and I. He made me laugh. I made him smile. He touched me where no man had ever reached before. Inside. But that didn’t mean he’d be the last. He was just one man. And I was encased in ice.

      I shut and locked my door and strode over to the back entrance, hitting the intercom button because I didn’t have the lock code that would let me in. A woman answered.

      “Detective Lara Keen,” I said in answer to her greeting. “Auckland CIB. Can I come in, please?”

      “Show your ID up to the camera, Detective.”

      I flashed my badge where required and the door clicked open.

      “ESR is to your left, HEAT to your right,” she advised before I slipped through the door.

      Cool air conditioning met me, the soft hum of electronics filled the air. Maybe the air con unit, maybe wiring in the walls. This place was meant to be something straight out of a science fiction story. Normally, I’d go left, to our forensics lab. But this time I took the right branch and walked the long white corridor to the staff only entrance at HEAT’s lab.

      I pushed through the double doors and came to an unmanned desk. The woman I spoke to over the intercom would have been at reception around the front of the building. This area was purely set-up for HEAT staff.

      Who were inside a pristine looking lab, much like those found at Central Police and back down the hall.

      Charred detritus spread out over a stainless steel bench. Bright lights shone down illuminating every facet of every single piece they’d collected from the scene of the crime. Bubbling solutions boiled off to the side in clear pots, small fragments of unidentified objects floated forlornly inside. Electronic equipment beeped and whirred, computer screens flickered on the walls. A microscope’s image displayed on one of them.

      Damon had his head down over the viewing piece of the microscope and was adjusting the magnification, while Flack looked up at the screen.

      “Any luck?” I said from the doorway.

      Flack turned slowly, but Damon jumped.

      “Detective,” he said, causing Flack to raise a single eyebrow.

      “Damon,” I returned. His eyes closed slowly and he reached up and pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “I think I need a coffee,” Flack announced. “Yeah, I definitely need a coffee. Anyone else want a coffee? I could do us coffee.”

      I smiled. I was sure it didn’t reach my eyes.

      “Thanks,” I managed and Flack nodded his head, took one last look at Damon, and then ducked out of the room.

      “We don’t have anything more than what I’ve already conveyed to Pierce,” Damon announced, returning his attention to the microscope. Or so it seemed.

      The image on the screen up on the wall was out of focus. Damon was looking at the same blurred scene.

      “It’s a set-up,” I announced.

      His hands came up onto the bench, fingers clenching the edge, and he raised his head to look at me.

      “What is?” he asked.

      “The bomb. The information passed to Cawfield. Everything.”

      “The murder?”

      It hurt, that he could slip back into work so easily. That he could stand there and discuss a case so reasonably hours after walking out on me. He said I was encased in ice. He did a damn fine impersonation.

      “That’s where it gets messy,” I admitted.

      “Tell me about it,” he encouraged, the knuckles on his hands not looking quite so strained as he grasped the edge of that stainless steel bench.

      I rubbed at my face, feeling so very tired. Feeling so very much alone. Could he see? Could he tell the ice was gone? Did he even see me?

      “Cawfield’s anonymous tip-offs about you. All of it relates to Sweet Hell in some way. The only hard evidence that’s been supplied so far, though, has been photos of you beating up a couple of Sweet Hell members from earlier in the week. I’m guessing they’re the ones you questioned about Carole.”

      “Probably,” he said with a frown.

      I almost didn’t ask. But he made it fucking difficult.

      “Probably? Who else have you beaten up?”

      He shook his head.

      “Damon,” I said carefully. “You can’t say probably to a police detective and expect them to ignore it. We work in facts. Hard truths. Probably is not a hard truth.”

      “Black and white,” he murmured.

      “Yes,” I said, getting angry. I tried to rein it back in. “Black and white are facts. It’s what we’re trained to uncover. There will always be grey, but grey doesn’t stand up in Court. We might use it, to get a feel for things, for certain people, to give us a lead. But not in Court. And Court is where justice is served. Not out here. Not on the street. But in front of a judge and jury. In front of a very black and white law.”

      He stared at me, his chest rising and falling heavily.

      And then he said, “I’d never thought about it like that before.”

      All the breath left me in a rush. I felt lightheaded. I had to lean my butt against a cupboard.

      “So,” I said, aware his eyes were watching my every move. “These tip-offs have been enough to convince Cawfield you’re up to no good. And he started following you.”

      “Following me?”

      I nodded. “I don’t know for how long, but long enough to see you enter Sweet Hell. To connect you to that world. To make him question just what sort of man you are. And then Samantha Hayes was murdered, and he says you don't have an alibi.”

      “That’s why you asked.”

      “So I could shove it in his smarmy face,” I growled. Damon smiled. It stole my breath. But in a way that made it easier to breathe. I couldn’t explain it. He just did.

      When Damon was happy, even just fleetingly happy, I was ecstatic.

      “He was at the Irreverent Inferno.” Silence met my words.

      Then, “He’s a member?”

      “Apparently his informant got him in. Told him you’d be there. That your actions would speak louder than words.”

      “Fucking hell.”

      “Eagle was a set-up. I don’t know for sure if Cawfield’s informant arranged it, or Cawfield did. But Joe took photos of what happened and delivered them to my house.”

      “Jesus,” Damon whispered, looking away, unable to face me.

      “Eagle said he was there willingly, so we have to go with that being the truth.”

      “He was drugged,” Damon argued.

      “But coherent.”

      Damon shook his head.

      “It’s not the real problem.”

      “There’s more?”

      I nodded. “We suspect the bomb at Cawfield’s house was the informant attempting to clean shop or, more likely, set you up again.”

      “The accelerant,” he guessed.

      “It’s circumstantial. But enough to cast a shadow of doubt over your head.”

      He moved away from the bench and crossed his arms over his chest. A defensive move that wasn’t aimed at me.

      “What now?” he asked.

      “This links the HEAT saboteur with Sweet Hell, which is under investigation in regards to the Samantha Hayes homicide and the Boardman Lane assault. Both victims are connected to the club. Either a member, in the case of Malcolm Warren, the Boardman Lane victim, or had attended the casino at one time, in the case of Samantha Hayes, the murder victim.”

      “Fucking hell.” He seemed unable to say much more.

      I understood. I felt every single blow along with him. I felt his pain. I felt his joy. I realised, what Damon and I had was special. I’d never felt so much through someone else before. And I’d lived my life through others.

      “We have four current suspects,” I said. “Kyan and Nathaniel Marcroft, the owners of Sweet Hell. David Gordon, Samantha Hayes’ ultimate boss. And my father, who had a relationship with the woman.”

      Damon’s mouth dropped open.

      “A potentially kinky relationship,” I added.

      His mouth snapped shut.

      “I need your help.”

      “My help?”

      “I can’t do this alone.”

      He swallowed.

      “I don’t want to do this alone anymore.”

      “Lara?”

      “This is me,” I whispered. “This is me standing before you telling you that I care.” My eyes began to sting. My heart started racing inside my chest. “Telling you that it's easier to breathe when you're with me. That Carl is quiet when I feel your touch. That only your heat can melt the ice I've been forced to live with since I was just a young girl.”

      The tears were flowing freely now. I couldn't stop them. I didn’t want to. I had to get this out. Something drove me. Held me in its fisted grasp and squeezed tight. I was sucking in gulps of air, while parts of me sluiced away in a torrent of melted ice.

      “And I don’t know what to do with this... this need,” I stressed, my words becoming desperate. “This obsession you've created inside of me. I don’t know how to breathe when you're not there. You're my air, Damon. And part of me hates you for it, but another part, the biggest part, the part right here,” I slapped a hand over my chest, “it wants to shout to the world that you're my air!”

      I stared at him, holding my breath, while he stared back slack jawed.

      Time stretched, the room seemed to close in.

      And for the longest moment I was sure he wouldn’t talk.

      I stood there, bared to him, the ice all melted and gone, and realised I finally knew what true loneliness meant.

      How being really alone actually felt.
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            “The dead demand our attention.”

          

        

      

    

    
      “Lara,” he finally said, his voice reaching me down a very long and desolate road. “That's not just caring, baby.” He took a step closer, then another. “That's what we call mad, crazy love.” He smiled. It reached the very core of me. “I feel every torturous bit of it along with you,” he added. “I feel it here.” He slapped a hand over his heart, in a mimic of me. “I feel it everywhere. You’re in my blood. And I’m in yours. Always have been.”

      He stopped advancing, now just this side of the bench he’d been working at. Still a few feet away, but he’d never felt closer. Not even when rubbed up against me, skin on skin. His eyes held mine, melted dark chocolate; beautiful, rich, and so fucking compelling. His lips spread in a small smile, but one that lit up the room brighter than any halogen. He held out a work roughened hand.

      “Now,” he whispered, voice low and seductive. “Come here, love. I think I deserve a kiss after waiting this long.”

      “You deserve a kiss?” I remarked, taking a step closer. “What about me?”

      His head shook, his eyes sparked with humour and… love.

      I saw it now. I recognised it. I felt it along with him.

      “No way. You’ve kept me waiting, hanging on a string,” he mock growled.

      I reached him, staring up at dark brown eyes that seemed to suck me in, and waited. His hand came up, cracked knuckles bent to stroke my cheek. I felt the roughness of the scrapes on them. I felt his control when the wounds barely brushed my skin.

      “I intend to use that string to bind you to me,” he whispered. “To never let you forget how you feel about me. Every time you think of closing down, of shutting me out or using ice to hide behind again, I’ll pull on that string. I’ll tug it and wind it, and wrap you up until there’s nothing but you and me. Me and you. And this.”

      His hand wrapped around the back of my neck and his lips crushed down on my mouth. Our bodies crashed together, two opposite magnetic forces set to collide. I wound myself around him, as if we’d never been apart, as if he’d always been a part of me. I kissed him back as hungrily, greedily, possessively as he kissed me. Hot bodies, wet tongues, racing hearts.

      “You’ve said the words now,” he whispered against my lips, in between heated kisses and soft licks. “You’ve said it aloud.” Another nip, another tongue tangling thrust. “You’ve admitted it to yourself.” Kiss. Lick. Bite. “To me.” A moan, either his or mine, I couldn’t tell. “You’re mine,” he breathed against me, one hand tangled in my hair, one hand holding my chin at just the right angle. “I’m never letting you go again.”

      I melted into him. Lost all sense of the here and now. Just him. His strong body, his firm hands, his devouring mouth.

      His soul destroying words.

      “And I am yours,” he said, kissing across my cheek and down the side of my throat, until he buried his face in the crook there, where shoulder meets neck, inhaling deeply. “I’ve missed you,” he whispered, moistening the skin deliciously with his breath. “So much, love.”

      “I know,” I said, running my fingers through his thick hair. “I was so lost without you, too.”

      His arms tightened around me, held me like that for the longest time, and then we both smelled the coffee. I made a move to step back, but Damon’s hands gripped me harder. He growled low in the back if his throat, hot breath coasting over my skin, making it pebble with goosebumps. The air conditioning in the lab suddenly felt too cool. Or my skin was too hot.

      The doors behind me swung open and caffeine permeated the air.

      “You two finally kiss and make up?” Flack asked. I could hear the sound of cups being set down on stainless steel.

      Damon still did not release me, though. Ignoring Flack’s presence easily. I couldn’t. I turned my head enough to catch a glimpse of Flack grinning. He rarely grinned. He was as serious as Damon, but with a harder edge to him. Flack was all strong lines and sharp angles, mixed in with tight shirts and a couldn’t-give-a-shit attitude. It was appealing, or at least, seemed so, to half the female population out there.

      “Not finished with the kissing yet,” Damon murmured.

      “Is that a hint for me to get out?” Flack asked, picking up a mug and grinning into it. Clearly we were amusing him today.

      “Not at all,” I returned before Damon could, pushing against his chest ineffectually while I was at it. “We were just discussing the case.”

      “Yeah, Keen,” Flack drawled. “That’s how you discuss the case with all your colleagues.”

      “Damon,” I ground out, still pushing against his chest and shoulders. “Cut it out.”

      “Stop fighting it and I will,” he shot back. Then leaned down, intent evident in his dark assessing eyes, and whispered in my ear, “Surrender.”

      A bubble of laughter burst out before I could stop it.

      “I wasn’t being funny,” Damon remarked.

      The laughter died but the smile still held in there.

      “Argh! OK,” I said, lifting my hands up in a show of defeat. It reminded me of the way the hooded figure at the Irreverent Inferno kept lifting his up in a mock prayer to God. I stilled, sucked in a breath, and stared at Damon’s chest.

      “What?” he said, not exactly releasing me, but easing his grip and pulling back to look at my face. “What are you thinking?”

      “Why was she murdered?”

      “Isn’t that always the question?” Flack asked behind me.

      “It looks like a kinky lover’s tryst gone too far,” I commented.

      “Erotic asphyxiation,” Damon provided.

      I nodded my head, found myself pacing, and hadn’t even realised Damon had let me go. I was no longer touching him. He was no longer touching me. But I still felt as if we were.

      Had we resolved everything? There was still Carole. Still Carl. Maybe we’d never resolve everything, but I knew I couldn’t breathe properly without him. And he knew I was in his blood.

      I wasn’t sure if it was healthy, what Damon and I had, but it was essential. As essential as breathing and blood.

      “Yeah,” I said, refocusing on Samantha Hayes. Or more appropriately, the Irreverent Inferno. “Breath control play but was it?”

      “The victim enjoyed those types of sexual pursuits,” Damon pointed out.

      “She also attended that member’s only club more than once, didn’t she?” Flack offered, leaning against a bench and sipping his coffee. He wasn’t used to the way I thought through a case. The way I connected the dots in my head like a case-map on a white-board. But he was prepared to follow Damon’s lead. “Where sex was just another form of gambling.”

      “Another addiction,” I murmured. Then shook my head. “What if she was chosen on purpose? Because of exactly those things. Her penchant for kinky sex. Her presence in the casino part of the club. Of course, once we started looking into her background we’d suspect erotic play gone too far. We’d look at her boyfriend, who happened to have a solid alibi.”

      “A liaison with two women witnessed by security cameras in every hallway and lift in a hotel downtown at the exact time of death is pretty hard to fault,” Damon commented, striding over to Flack and picking up a coffee cup.

      “But entirely believable, if you credit their open relationship,” I added. “So, boyfriend’s out, we look at her boss. Merely because he attends Sweet Hell.”

      “And has a submissive wife,” Damon offered.

      I wasn’t convinced he did. Certainly David Gordon was very protective of his wife. He called her fragile. Easily upset. But when she opened the door to Jones and myself she didn’t look cowed. She even glared at us for not taking off our shoes once inside. A submissive would not behave that way with authority figures, would she?

      “Maybe,” I concurred. “But he’s not our only suspect.”

      “The Marcrofts,” Damon supplied.

      “Because they own Sweet Hell,” I mused. “Because the murder was performed across the street from their building at a time where they’d obtained an extended license to open beyond normal closing hours. Because they are shrouded in secrecy and gag order their clientele. Because their cameras failed.”

      “Convinces me,” Flack offered.

      I nodded. “But not because of all of that.”

      “Then what?” Damon asked.

      “The hooded figure who does all the talking,” I said, still pacing.

      “The Grand Master,” Damon supplied.

      “That’s what they call him?” I asked, coming to an abrupt halt.

      Damon nodded his head, then sipped from his coffee mug.

      “Like the Knights Templar and similar religious orders?” I queried.

      “I guess so.”

      I huffed out a breath. “And yet they’re not religious.”

      “Neither are the Freemasons and they have Grand Masters as well,” Flack provided.

      I rubbed at my face.

      “What are you getting at, Lara?” Damon asked.

      “I don’t know. This is too… mixed up. We’ve got high profile businessmen, prominent police officers, a boutique gaming establishment, and a secretive order that meets in a cavern not to honour Heaven, but celebrate Hell.”

      “And a murder across the street,” Flack added.

      “Don’t forget the assault in Boardman Lane, the missing street workers, and Carole.”

      I looked over towards Damon and held his steady, slightly challenging gaze.

      “You know we’ve found no evidence of Carole being anywhere near the Irreverent Inferno,” I pointed out carefully.

      “But she was seen in Sweet Hell.”

      “Once. The weekend she broke free of her halfway house restrictions.”

      “Then where is she?” Damon demanded.

      I forced myself not to sigh or show any defeat.

      “We’re still looking,” I offered.

      “But a dead body trumps a potentially dead one any day.” It wasn’t said bitterly, but the words most definitely were.

      I moved on. He was hurting. Worried. I understood. Really I did. It’s just that he was right. The dead demand our attention. Carole wasn’t confirmed dead or alive.

      Just missing.

      Samantha Hayes was lying on a cold slab of stainless steel waiting for her family to bury her.

      “The Grand Master,” I said, pulling us all back to the original topic.

      “What about him?” Flack said, when Damon remained silent. He wasn’t pouting, his body looked relaxed. I just think he was unable to talk.

      “He makes a show of it,” I offered. “Raised hands and cries up to Heaven.”

      “The goal is to traverse Hell so you can be worthy of Heaven, isn’t it?” Flack said.

      “Is it?” I shot back. “Dante’s Inferno is all about exploring one’s excesses of desire. In the higher circles it’s personal, pertaining to man’s own lusts and greed. In the lower, it’s desire through someone else’s pain.”

      “Sadomasochism,” Damon said, joining the conversation again.

      “Cawfield was your mentor,” I announced.

      Damon almost dropped his cup of coffee. He’d known. I’d already told him Cawfield had been present last night. And the photos should have told him which hidden face Cawfield’s had been under those hooded robes that had watched on behind the screen. The set-up involving Eagle would have only clinched it.

      But I was thinking it would take Damon a while to get over what he’d had to do in that cavern. What Eagle had begged of him. What Cawfield had witnessed.

      “He wasn’t a member, but his informant knew the rules,” I went on.

      “The rules?” Flack asked.

      “The rules for the Irreverent Inferno. The fact that each circle is a personal test. ‘Prove your worth.’ The member pushes himself outside his boundaries in order to exit each one, to pass the test and move on, but he knows it will get harder and the stakes higher, the further he progresses through Hell. Cawfield tried to sell Eagle’s corner last night. What did he say?”

      “‘That’s the winning ticket,’” Damon said, staring at the floor. His cup of coffee forgotten in his hands.

      “Yeah,” I said. “‘You claim that one and you’ll skip right to the eighth circle.’”

      “How?” Flack asked.

      “Last night was all about the third circle: Gluttony. Overindulgence of addictive activities. Fourth through seventh are greed, anger, heresy, and violence. The eighth is fraud.”

      “So how does it work?” Flack pressed. “Damon skipping five circles in one night?”

      “If Cawfield is to be believed. And I believe him,” I said. “Or, at least, I believe his informant is a full member of the Irreverent Inferno and was not leading him astray. In which case, gluttony was achieved because it was assumed Damon was exploring his excess of desire through the sexual aspect of whipping Eagle. Overindulging in it, in fact.” Damon had been forced to stay with Eagle all night. Until Sweet Hell closed its doors at four.

      Damon made a choking sound and turned away. His coffee cup sat half empty on the bench. I could tell his arms were crossed over his chest, even though his back was to us.

      I pressed on. This wasn’t enjoyable, but necessary. I had a murderer to find. An arsonist to track down. And, God willing, a missing woman to locate. I wasn’t convinced Carole was still tied up in Sweet Hell. But if Eagle had been lured there, then there was no telling what a barely reformed sex and drug addict would do.

      “And the others?” Flack asked, his eyes on Damon and not me.

      He knew too. That we had to do this. Work it out. But he was also worried about his friend.

      “Greed, essentially because he chose to accept the offer of claiming that corner. Putting himself before any other initiate. Anger in the action of whipping someone, or in having to perform in such a way, at all. Heresy, carrying out an act that is not considered Christian.”

      “And that act?” Flack pressed, when Damon just lowered his head and stared at the ground.

      “Adultery,” I whispered.

      “How is what Damon did considered adultery?”

      “We’re not married, but we’re also not in an open relationship.”

      “It looked like he cheated on you,” Flack said, astounded.

      “To Cawfield and his informant, yes.”

      “But you guys had broken up,” Flack argued.

      Damon did turn at that, the brown of his eyes darkening.

      “I passed the lust circle test with Lara.”

      “Oh,” Flack said softly.

      “Broken up or not, it would have been clear to Nathaniel Marcroft that we still had deep feelings for each other.” My hands had fisted, my words were clipped. I was breathing too fast.

      “I’m sorry,” Damon mouthed from across the room.

      I nodded, forcibly relaxed my fingers, and sucked in a deep breath, holding it for the count of three.

      “I think we can safely say that cheating on your girlfriend at a sex club type scene is not a Christian act,” I said after a few long seconds, where both men ignored the fact that I was battling my own demons. “Therefore that just leaves violence. And I don’t think we need to explain how whipping someone, even for sexual gratification, can be construed as anything but a form of violence.”

      “Holy shit,” Flack said. “So, Damon’s made it to the eighth circle of Hell.”

      “I’m not going back,” Damon suddenly said.

      I cocked my head and took a good look at him. He was serious. Doing what he’d had to do to Eagle had been too much.

      “What about Carole?” I asked.

      He adamantly shook his head.

      “You can’t say my sister is not connected to Sweet Hell and then use her as lure to get me to be your undercover agent.”

      “I didn’t say there was no connection,” I pointed out carefully. “I just said there was no obvious or official one.” I paused, then added, “We could still find out where she went after her Sweet Hell visit last weekend.”

      “At the Irreverent Inferno?”

      “You said it yourself,” I offered quietly, “Carole would have been drawn to a place like that.”

      “Once upon a time,” he whispered back.

      “Look,” I said, glancing down at my watch and then stilling.

      “Look what?” Damon pressed.

      “Is that the time?”

      “Eleven-forty by me,” Flack helpfully supplied.

      “Damn it. I’ve got to get a move on.”

      “What about the Grand Master?” Damon asked. “You figured something out about Samantha Hayes just now. And it had to do with the Grand Master. What was it?”

      I lifted my head from rummaging around in my handbag for my cellphone. I pulled the device out, dialling, as I said, “Death is the ultimate betrayal. Treachery. She knew her murderer. She trusted him.”

      “The ninth circle of Hell,” Damon murmured, his face whitening. “Not erotic asphyxiation gone too far.”

      “It was purposeful,” Flack agreed.

      I placed my cellphone to my ear and listened to my father’s voice-mail message. Just over an hour until the banquet started. He’d already be dressed, probably on his way to pick up his date. I was so fucking screwed.

      Hart was going to kill me.

      I pocketed my phone and looked across the room to Damon.

      “The Emergency Services banquet at the Town Hall,” I said.

      He frowned. “Is that today?”

      “Were you going to go?”

      “No, Marc is, on my behalf. I can’t be bothered with that crap half the time. And you sure as hell don’t like attending those things.”

      I laughed. It sounded a little crazy.

      “Phone him,” I said. “Beg, steal, bribe. I don’t care. But we have to go.”

      “We do?” he said, already pulling his cellphone out of his jacket pocket. I loved that about Damon; when he saw I was on a mission, he paved the way with gold. Didn’t even hesitate.

      “The Marcrofts are going to be there,” I offered, as I waved good-bye to Flack and started for the door. Damon was on my heels. “And David Gordon with his submissive wife. Not to mention HEAT representation that ordinarily would have included you, if you didn’t have an anti-social girlfriend, that is.”

      Damon chuckled behind me, then held open the door to the carpark by stretching his arm out over my head. I could smell his cologne. I wanted to turn into him and not cross the threshold. But then I noticed he hadn’t correct me either. So, I moved on.

      “And,” I added, when I came abreast of my sedan, “I have a feeling that whoever is behind this will be unable to ignore the lure.”

      “Why?” Damon asked, his cellphone already to his ear.

      “Because my father will be there as well.”

      “Hold on,” he said into the phone. “Just a minute.” He lowered it. “And that’s relevant because?”

      “Because I haven’t been to a meal with him for over six years, and if all four suspects for the murder case are at this banquet, then I have be. And for me, that’s my kind of Hell.”

      Damon stared at me.

      “You’re saying the murderer is personally interested in you?”

      I shook my head. I wasn’t sure what I was saying.

      HEAT arsonist. Carole Michaels dragged into Sweet Hell. Damon forced to follow into the Irreverent Inferno looking for her.

      Our relationship facing the greatest test of all.

      “Not me,” I said. “You. And if I’m in Hell, you’ll be right there with me, too.”
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            “Time’s marching, you better pick up the pace.”

          

        

      

    

    
      The murderer was the HEAT arsonist, I was sure. I just needed to prove it.

      The fact that I didn’t have an identity, as such, was a definite disadvantage. But the dots connected. Including why Eagle was lured in. Why Cawfield was chosen as the recipient of the tip-offs. All because of my connection to Damon Michaels. All because the murderer/arsonist knew that I would follow the clues, dragging Damon with me. Putting us at odds.

      I just couldn’t quite fit in the Boardman Lane assault, unless it was just to escalate the evidence against Damon, choosing a method he’d already succumbed to: Bloodying his knuckles. But that didn’t ring true. Not enough, anyway. It was the thorn in the side of my theory.

      I had to work to get it out.

      Damon was picking me up in half an hour, having to swing by Pitt Street and grab the invitation from Marc, and then get himself dressed up appropriately for a black tie event. Thankfully traffic was light. I was still tearing down side streets, though, and even considered using my lights and sirens to cross major intersections, as I raced towards my house trying to picture what I had in my wardrobe.

      Fashion and I don’t mix, but I was sure I had something I’d worn more than six years ago that would suit. Back when my father insisted I attend these sorts of things. It would have to do.

      I pulled into my driveway like a madwoman racing and was out of my car before I realised I was not alone. My cellphone started ringing in my pocket as I came to an abrupt halt on my front path. My breaths stalled. All the blood rushed from my head. I wanted to puke.

      “Hello, Sport,” Carl said conversationally, standing up from my front steps and sweeping his eyes over my frame. He looked OK. Not good, but OK. Clean clothes, cleanly shaved. He’d lost some weight; probably had needed to, but this looked harried, not controlled. His shoulders slouched slightly; an unconscious stance that said more than his cared for clothing ever could. Who had been feeding him? Housing him? Watching out for him? Where had he been? “Caught you in a bit of a hurry, I see. This won’t take long,” he added.

      My cellphone stopped ringing, the call diverting to voice-mail, no doubt. Silence echoed in my little suburban street.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, but my words were mere whispers on the wind.

      “You got a bullseye,” he said in his gruff and familiar voice, ignoring the waver in my tone completely. “Right on your forehead, Keen. It’s getting larger and larger the longer it takes you to get this.”

      “Get what?”

      “Everything.” Carl wasn’t the same. I’d known this the moment I’d realised he’d been killing his former informants off one by one, culminating in the great staged hanging that was the Crown Prosecutor. He’d been cleaning up the streets. Protecting me from a hit Simon Kahui had ordered. A hit carried out by Carl’s former informants. Now deceased.

      I had a thought. A not altogether pleasant one. It certainly would throw a spanner in the works regarding my theory, that was for sure.

      “Did you kill Samantha Hayes?” I asked, my right hand unbuttoning my jacket, making access to my gun in its shoulder holster easier to gain.

      Carl tracked the movement like a hungry hawk eyeing an ignorant rodent. I’d not always been so far beneath his disdain.

      “You’re not getting it, Sport,” he said, shaking his head with obvious disappointment. “The world doesn’t revolve around just you.”

      Well, that was putting it bluntly.

      “Do you know who did it, then?”

      “Knowledge is a powerful thing,” he said, as I heard the distinct sound of Damon’s HEAT truck turn into the street. “I know it’s not just about revenge. I know it’s not just about evading capture. I know it’s not just about the nine circles of Hell.”

      Damon’s car pulled up to the curb behind us. I heard him get out of the truck and carefully close his door. I held a hand up, to the side and behind me, telling him to stay where he was. To not come any closer. Carl was a loose cannon. A loose cannon that was misfiring.

      Carl’s eyes lifted over my head; he must have been looking at Damon. I wasn’t going to turn around, place my back to my old partner. I’d keep him firmly in my sights.

      “Then what is it about?” I asked.

      He chuckled. A sound so familiar and heartbreaking at the same time.

      “You need to take care, Sport,” he said softly. I didn’t relax my rigid frame at his concerned tone of voice. “What is it I used to say?”

      Jesus, that was an open ended question. What didn’t he say?

      “‘If it’s not one, it’s the other. And if it’s not the other, it’s something else.’”

      And then he smiled, as if he hadn’t just given me a shitload of cryptic nothing, and reached up to tip an imaginary hat at Damon. Then he started to walk off.

      I took a step toward him. His shoulders stiffened. Just a little, just enough for me to tell he was unsure of what I would do next. My hand went for my gun. He didn’t stop walking; out the front gate, passed a silently watching Damon, and off down the cracked concrete sidewalk.

      I turned enough to follow his progress. My heart pounding. My throat dry. My chest so tight it hurt.

      What was I doing? Letting him walk away?

      My hand shook when I pulled my gun. Ridiculous.

      I licked my lips and opened my mouth, but no words came out.

      I watched my former police detective partner stroll down my street and out of sight. My knuckles were white when I looked down at my trembling hands as they gripped my service weapon. My breathing was so fast I was starting to get tingles around my lips. I sucked in a breath and held it, the empty street taunting me, accusing me, chastising me. My hands lowered, the gun pointing towards the path, and then my head was down and I was crouching; a silent scream reverberating inside my skull.

      I couldn’t do it.

      For the second time in just a few short weeks I let a murderer go.

      I couldn’t do it.

      And if I couldn’t do that, then what could I do?

      I was a cop. It was my job. My life. And I couldn’t do it.

      “Lara, love,” Damon said beside me. He was crouching too.

      “I let him go,” I whispered. “Again.”

      What was wrong with me?

      “I let him go.”

      “I know you did,” Damon said softly. Nothing else, just agreement. Confirmation that I had failed at my job.

      Again.

      “Put your gun away,” Damon instructed. I struggled to follow the command. “Let’s get you inside,” he murmured, wrapping an arm around my waist and hauling me to my feet.

      The world spun, but not because I was lightheaded. It spun because it was out of control.

      Damon used my key to unlock the door. I entered the alarm code automatically, my mind twisting and turning and making no sense at all. If I didn’t know who I was, how could I know who the bad guys were? Clarity seemed a million miles away.

      “What are wearing to this thing?” Damon asked, guiding me to my bedroom and depositing me on my bed. “It says black tie, but for a luncheon banquet it’s always a little more relaxed. I mean,” he went on, as though talking about banal dress codes would somehow erase what had just happened out on the small patch of grass in front of my home. “I could have bucked tradition and worn a lounge suit or even a business suit. As opposed to a dinner suit with black tie.”

      Sometimes I forgot that Damon came from old money.

      “You, on the other hand,” he went on, “could get away with any style of dress you desired. Spice things up a bit.”

      “For luncheon?” I asked, eyebrow raised.

      “Absolutely,” he shot back, rummaging through my wardrobe. “Of course,” he said after a few minutes of coming up with nothing, “it does help if you actually own a dress.”

      I got up off the bed and wandered out into the hall, making my way to my spare bedroom. I could hear Damon’s soft footfalls on my wooden floorboards behind me. I swung open my second, more neglected, wardrobe and scanned the plastic wrapped dresses on offer.

      Eenie meenie miney mo. “This one will do,” I announced, reaching forward and grabbing one of six identical white clothing bags.

      I turned to find Damon watching me, arms crossed over expensive, made-to-measure dinner suit - with black bow tie - a small smile playing on his mesmerising lips.

      “Your father?” he guessed. I nodded. “How long since you unpacked them?”

      “They were professionally laundered and packaged.” I shrugged my shoulders, lying the garment bag on the bed and reaching down to unzip it. “It shouldn’t be too moth eaten.”

      A chuckle sounded out as Damon leaned back against a set of drawers to watch.

      It was the blue one. I’d forgotten about it. Sleeveless fitted bodice, bias cut skirt which flowed around my ankles when I moved. If I’d been a girlie girl it would have been my favourite. It shimmered and shone like a calm lake on a crisp winter’s morning. Instead I frowned at the dress and wondered where I was going to hang my badge and hide my gun.

      Damon whistled when I lifted it out of the bag. It looked in excellent order. I’d worn it exactly once. It might not be in the correct fashion colour for the season, but it still looked beautiful. And if I knew my father, it would have dented his retirement fund significantly at the time.

      “How old is it?” Damon asked, coming up to stand at my shoulder and peer down at the dress.

      “It’s just a dress,” I argued. His head shook.

      “I’m trying to figure out when in your relationship your father purchased this for you. I’m trying to understand how you could go from this to nothing for six whole years.”

      I dropped the dress, letting it fall unceremoniously into a heap of luxuriant material on the bedspread.

      “It’s just a dress,” I repeated, fisted hands on hips as I glared at him.

      “Why do you do that?” he asked softly. “Why do you shut down when we talk about your dad?”

      “Have you met my dad?”

      “No.”

      “Then hold that thought until we get there. I’ll introduce you.”

      “But Lara…” I held up a hand for him to stop.

      And when it looked like he wasn’t going to, I started to undress.

      That shut him up pretty fucking fast.

      I managed to get down to my cotton underwear when I realised I had a problem. I’d have to go without a bra. The fitted bodice would work quite well on its own, but going bra-less was not something I encouraged. At all. I stared at the bodice and then stared down at my still bra encased breasts.

      God, had I grown? How old was this dress?

      “Problem?” Damon asked cheerfully.

      “I don’t know if it will fit,” I admitted.

      Damon smiled. It was deliciously sexy, hinting at so many naughty, devious things.

      “Shall we at least try?” he asked. “Time’s marching.” An old Carlism. Time’s marching, you better pick up the pace.

      And it was. Not just the banquet, but the whole case. Carole Michaels disappeared over ten days ago. Samantha Hayes was murdered on Friday morning. The Boardman Lane assault had occurred just yesterday. Three seemingly separate crimes. Were they connected? And if so, what was going to come next?

      Time was marching. Not because murder cases were usually solved within a few short hours. But because murder, missing persons, and an assault all within a few days of each other signified a larger picture. A larger crime. I had a bad feeling this wasn’t the end.

      If they were related. And I needed to line up the dots to figure that out. And to do that, I needed to look at our suspects all in one room. See how they interacted. See who looked at who. Drop in a pertinent question or observation, and watch which one unravelled first.

      I handed the dress to Damon and slipped out of my bra. He didn’t do anything as obvious as lick his lips, but his eyes did darken, the lids lowering ever so slightly. And something electrifying settled on the air. I lifted my gaze up to his and held it. I’m not sure why, but I seemed to see challenge there more and more often lately. But unlike the challenge he’d shown me over the past few days, daring me to sweep his missing sister under the rug and ignore the implications of her lifestyle and how it could relate to my case, this was heated.

      A challenge we simply did not have time to explore.

      I took the dress from his reluctant fingers and stepped into it, willing my hips to not have expanded too much in the past six to eight years. The dress slid over my waist with a rush of silk and relief, but before I could raise it to cover my breasts, Damon was there.

      Hands holding me steady above my hips, stopping the dress from rising higher. Hot breath washing over a pebbled nipple, his eyes flicking up to mine as he slipped out his tongue and wrapped his lips around my already hardened peak. He sucked hard, eliciting an unexpected groan. And then my hips were pulled firmly against his own, trapping me with his body and hands, as his mouth devoured my breast, sending shock waves of deliciousness through my body, pooling between my legs.

      He moved on to the neglected nipple, offering kisses and nibbles and then that powerful suck that seemed to be tied to the centre of me. Making my back arch and my hips grind and my breath rush out in little noisy pants. He hummed his pleasure against my skin. Sucking, biting, licking. And then when he was sure he’d brought me closer to the edge than anyone had ever managed with just his tongue and teeth and lips, he stepped back and left me swaying, waiting for me to catch my breath and cover my breasts.

      He offered a carefree shrug of his shoulders, then straighted his jacket, and played with his cufflinks, as though he hadn’t just had his lips to my breasts and made me gush.

      I pulled the dress up, giving him an amused look, and then turned for him to zip me up.

      His fingers were hot and I could feel their rough tips as he dragged the zipper up slowly, drawing the moment out, sealing me away from his touch and sight, leaving me somewhat suitably presentable for a black tie event.

      I still needed to redo my make-up, maybe throw a brush through my hair. But right then, looking presentable was the last thing on my mind.

      The zip finished its torturous journey up my back. The dress felt too restrictive. I had filled out a little since I was in my early twenties. To be expected. I had a hell of a lot more muscle mass now days. I made a move to turn around and face him. Considering a kiss. A nip. Hell, I would have taken one more look from those dark and hungry eyes, I was so desperate for him.

      But I didn’t make it. Damon’s hard hand landed in the middle of my back and he pushed me forward the few steps it took until I faced the wall by the wardrobe door. Excitement unfurled inside my stomach, my heart sped up, my breaths shallowed. I felt a fine sheen of sweat grace my skin.

      “Hands shoulder width apart,” he whispered in my ear. “Spread your legs.”

      I laughed. How could I not? Was he about to strip search me?

      “I’m not being funny,” he murmured, running a hand down my side, following the contours of the dress, letting me know the outfit left nothing to the imagination. It fit like a second skin. It might have been in the most brilliant shade of crystalline blue, made of luxurious and decadent silk material, but its shape was all me.

      “Beautiful,” he rasped behind me, after I’d placed my hands on the wall and spread my legs like he’d demanded. I wasn’t sure if he was referring to the dress, to my figure as he stroked it through the material, or to my position.

      “Not a word,” he murmured, his lips trailing over my exposed shoulder. “Not a sound. Can you do that?”

      “Why?”

      “Can you do it?” Of course I could, so I just nodded my head.

      This was the new Damon. The one I hadn’t met when we’d dated all those months ago. The one I was introduced to in the past few weeks.

      The one I feared I’d lost just this morning.

      The edges of my dress were brought up slowly, both his hands fisting the material, bunching it up, heedless of creases, as he drew his knuckles across the outside of my legs. My underwear clad rear was exposed in short measure, and then he moved the fabric of the dress to one hand and slid his fingertip down the edge of my knickers.

      He’d never complained about the perfunctory underwear I wore. But in this dress I suddenly felt exposed. I was not raised in the same world as Damon and his sister. I was not used to fine things or expensive tastes. He had them. I knew. But he managed to hide them behind his HEAT job and his love of fire engines and big SUVs.

      Damon was male through and through, but that didn’t mean he lacked taste.

      “It would be a shame,” he said as I heard the sound of his belt coming undone. “Not to celebrate you in a spectacular dress.”

      “Damon, we don’t have time.”

      His zip came down, then a firm hand gripped my waist, pulling my butt back towards him. He ground his erection against my rear, making me suck in a ragged breath.

      “Quiet,” he growled. “I’ll talk. You listen.”

      I nodded, falling into the sensation of his cock as it slid between my thighs, right in the cotton covered groove of my sex. I could feel the material getting damper. I could feel every ridge through the flimsy fabric that seemed too much right then.

      “First,” Damon whispered, pulling my underwear aside, not bothering to remove it, “I’m going to finger you, coat my hand in your juices. Make you come from my touch alone.”

      I nodded my head, letting it fall forward, hanging between my shoulders as I leaned my hands against the wall. In that strange release of all control I’d found myself doing lately whilst in bed with Damon, I simply followed his directives eagerly. I wondered briefly, if that made me submissive. If Mrs Gordon behaved like this with her husband behind closed doors. Shoes off, of course.

      I suppressed a smile as Damon’s broad finger slipped down the wet crease between my legs. And then groaned loud as he dipped two digits inside, using his thumb to rub tiny circles over my clit.

      Submissive or not, Damon knew how to get me to forget. To live in just his touch, the deep rumble of his voice in my ear. To cut off work, life, Carl, and just feel. Damon knew how to set me free and all it took was handing over a part of me I’d never given to another soul before.

      “Then,” he went on, fingers pumping, thumb swirling, orgasm quickly approaching, “I’m going to make you suck my fingers as I slide my dick inside where they’ve just been.”

      I jolted, surprised at his hungry tone, at his crude words. But not surprised at the response they elicited from me. My lips parted, my back bowed, my hands fisted on the wall, and with eyes closed I came around his fingers, riding the hard thrusts and firm sweep of his thumb, moaning load and long into the heated air of the room.

      “Fuck,” he breathed against my shoulder. Then laid a kiss on my skin and slipped his hand out from between my legs.

      Then fingers were at my lips, wet and tasting of me, and before I could close my mouth, catch my breath, the broad tip of his erection was entering me from behind, at the exact same time as his fingers claimed my mouth.

      Fuck! I exploded. The sound coming from my mouth, lips wrapped firmly around his fingers, was animalistic. He rocked into me with such force my breasts hit the wall. One hand held my hip steady, hard fingers bruising skin, the other hooked over my lower jaw, turning my head to the side, fingers still between my lips.

      His eyes met mine as he rocked and pumped and fucked me in my spare bedroom. He didn’t look away once. In that second, he owned me. Completely. In that second, I wasn’t a police detective. I wasn’t the daughter of a cop. I wasn’t the woman who pulled a gun on a suspect and read him his rights.

      I wasn’t the girl who pined after her mentor and then let him walk away from justice because she was weak.

      I was his. And I was free. Powerful. Full. Feeling, loving, living.

      And not thinking of another fucking thing than just this.
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            “You can deny anything to anyone, Sport. But you can’t deny the truth to yourself.”

          

        

      

    

    
      We were late. The banquet would have already started. Wheeling and dealing and political ladder climbing all over a five course luncheon, with light entertainment on the side, had to be well underway. Cheques were no doubt being written, handshakes given, deals struck. In the end it would be debatable who would benefit the most from an event like this. It raised awareness, sure, but it was stuck in the quagmire of someone else’s cogs.

      And we were late.

      “I’m not going to apologise,” Damon announced, as he manoeuvred the car into the Civic multi-storied parking garage. “That’s the best midday fuck we’ve had yet.” As though he had every intention of repeating it and bettering it.

      I doubted he could. I still had tingles between my thighs from that last orgasm, when he’d moved his fingers from between my lips and dragged them wet and hot and slippery down my throat to cup a breast. His breath had been ragged, exertion and arousal making it difficult to consume enough air. He’d groaned into my shoulder as his hips rocked and his cock pounded and his release felt hard and hot and everywhere.

      In short, he’d been magnificent. And then he’d pulled out, replaced my pathetic underwear and slightly crumpled skirt, and spun me around to kiss the ever loving crap out of me. The kiss had lasted as long as the sex. And had been almost as orgasmic.

      But now we were here. To work. And all thoughts of hot, powerful, take-no-prisoners fucking was out. We had to focus.

      “Arriving late isn’t such a bad thing,” I said, as I put my cellphone to my ear, having seen I had a waiting voice-mail message. I’d forgotten about it. Like I’d forgotten about Carl and what I had done. Again. Which had been Damon’s intention, I was sure. Well, that and fucking me while I was in a dress. “It’ll give the appearance of relaxation, which is hardly what you’d associate with police business.”

      Damon parked the car and as the voice-mail played the engine quieted enough for me to hear my caller’s breaths.

      Female. Definitely. And she was scared. The breaths short and shallow. The hitched gasps high and desperate. I know fear. I’ve felt it, seen it, witnessed it in others. I know it as well as I know myself. This woman, this silent caller, was petrified.

      And I suddenly wished I’d pushed her, pressed for more. Because if this was who I now suspected it to be, I might be too late to help.

      “What is it?” Damon asked, as I played the message a second time, trying to determine background noises and anything that might tell me where she was calling from.

      No words. Not even a voice to be sure. But my stomach twisted and my heart thumped and a sick feeling settled inside my gut.

      Damn it. Why hadn’t I put two and two together?

      There wasn’t enough to go on. Barely a sound coming from her lips. I shut the phone off and stared at it in my hand, as it rested on my pale blue dress skirt.

      “Lara?”

      How did I tell him? How did I tell him I’d been receiving anonymous phone calls from his missing sister for over a week? How did I admit to my lover that I had let him down? Drastically.

      “Lara, love. You’re worrying me.”

      “It’s nothing,” I said in a fit of understated treachery that he would surely see through in a second flat. “Just Cawfield being a dick.”

      And now I’d lied. Not just omitted or overlooked. But outright lied.

      “Come on,” I said, reaching for my door and receiving a growl for me to wait while Damon scrambled out of his. I sat there, as he made his way around the hood of the truck and grasped my door handle, and wondered just how much worse this day was going to get.

      We needed to be in the banquet, questioning and observing our suspects. I had my orders. I had to make this happen. And if it was tied into Carole Michaels then all the better. But as Damon helped me from the vehicle, an intense but concerned look in his eyes when they met mine, I knew I hadn’t fooled him. And I knew it was me who had been a fool.

      I couldn’t tell him. Not yet. Not here.

      But I would.

      You can deny anything to anyone, Sport. But you can’t deny the truth to yourself.

      I felt wretched as we made our way to the Town Hall. I felt duplicitous and evil. Using Damon for my own needs as we moved through the arched entranceway to the neo-Baroque styled building, the clock tower casting a shadow over our path. As we moved out of the sunlight and under the arched ceilings of the hall, and made our way towards the ‘Auckland City Supports the EMS’ event, I wondered what that made me.

      A cop just doing her job? Or a heartless woman playing with the trust of a good man. He deserved to know about his sister. To know my suspicions, which were just that. Suspicions. But my gut knew. So I did too. My silent caller had been his sister, which meant as of midday today she’d been alive.

      I looked up at Damon as he handed over the invitation to someone on the door. He’d want to know. I’d want to know if I was in his position.

      And then we were through the door, entering a large room with sweeping, curved ceilings and stone arches and deep set eaves, moulded and decorated in ornate plasterwork. Deep red velvet curtains trailed along the floor, shutting off windows, but they could just as easily be hiding secret pockets. Liaison appropriate settings out of sight, but not completely out of earshot. It reminded me of the Irreverent Inferno cavern. The opulence and grandeur, pared back by cream stucco and an echoing stud height.

      My eyes scanned the tables, a series of round white cloths surrounded by ten gilt framed chairs. Third course was underway. Cutlery scraping, crystal glasses clinking, conversation a low hum to the string quartet sitting under a spotlight on a far away stage. The dresses were bright. Pale was not in this season. But the men all matched. Dinner suits and black bow ties, no lounge suits or business suits here.

      Small arrangements of white flowers topped the centre of each table, their perfume mixing on the air with more artificial ones. Laughter, polite and raucous, the odd black humour joke announcing just what sort of clientele was in attendance here.

      I spotted the Marcrofts first, sitting at a table together with other businessmen and their wives at a guess. Someone at that table would be from an Emergency Service. No point putting all the wallets in one place and all the beggars in another. The goal would be to impress and hopefully when the gentlemen and their wives left they’d be a little lighter in the pocket.

      I wondered who we’d be seated with, but the Marcrofts’ table was full, which ruled them out. My father I found next, as we were guided through the room to our table. His eyes met mine, a small smattering of surprise there, then vanished. He didn’t raise a glass in greeting. He didn’t even smile. The conversation at the table drew his attention before we’d taken another step.

      Our guide came to stop at a table with two empty chairs. Luck seemed to be in our favour.

      I took my seat, answered greetings from those around the table, while Damon apologised for our late arrival. And then turned and smiled at David Gordon. His returning expression was not as welcoming. I could hardly blame him, but understanding was all the empathy he’d get.

      “Mr and Mrs Gordon, how lovely to see you here,” I said, accepting a glass of wine from the waiter.

      “Detective Keen,” Mr Gordon replied. “And is this another partner?”

      The man liked to take control of the conversation. Just like he took control of his wife behind closed doors?

      “This is HEAT Chief Investigator Damon Michaels,” I announced. “Damon this is David Gordon and his wife, Gloria.”

      I smiled at Mrs Gordon, who offered a plastic smile in return. There was no warmth there. But no chill either. It just was. She took a large gulp from her wine, the only indication she was uncomfortable.

      “HEAT?” Gordon asked. “Now there’s a worthwhile occupation.”

      And so went the next few minutes. David Gordon steered the conversation around to topics appropriate for a gala event, and avoided all other extraneous subject matter. Not that I tried to pull the rug out from under his feet. I let him go for it, secure in his control of the situation, while I watched Mrs Gordon drink more and more wine until I was sure she was quite tipsy.

      “How are you, Mrs Gordon?” I said, leaning over the table and lowering my voice. David Gordon paused in his recitation of fire regulations for large department stores, but Damon pounced, drawing him back in.

      “I..I’m fine. Thank you,” Mrs Gordon replied, sipping from the second glass of wine I’d seen her with since we’d arrived. I was betting she’d had at least one more before we’d got here, though.

      “I’m so sorry about the other day, Mrs Gordon,” I said, taking a bite from the rather disappointingly small meal in front of me. When had I last eaten?

      “The other day?”

      “When I was at your house.”

      David Gordon stopped talking mid-sentence and turned angry blue eyes to meet mine.

      “Now, come, come, Detective,” he announced, in a voice loud enough to carry. “We’re not here to discuss work.”

      Damon laughed. Several others around the table, and from nearby ones as well, joined in.

      “I’m afraid, David,” Damon exclaimed good naturedly, “that you may well have attended the wrong event. If not the Emergency Services then what shall we discuss? Politics? Gambling?”

      All levity left Gordon’s face, making me realise he’d been at least attempting to keep things light until then.

      “Perhaps politics would be better,” he said pointedly, voice level and somehow still a command. “Such as the politics of public service appointments. Your position, I believe, is one such appointment, is it not?”

      Gordon was quick to rile. But utterly controlled when it transpired. Could he have strangled Samantha Hayes out of necessity? Yes, I think he could. Which meant he was definitely a possibility for my new theory, but how was he involved with HEAT?

      The arsonist was targeting HEAT property, targeting Damon, I believed. David Gordon was an unknown in that scenario. Unknown to either Damon or HEAT.

      “Have you seen HEAT in action before, Mr Gordon?” I asked pleasantly, swiping up a last mouthful from my barely touched plate before it was swept away.

      “I’m aware of what they do.”

      “Have you had reason to use them?” I pressed. “They’re very good, you know.”

      “I have not used them, no,” he said, voice hardening.

      “Would you?” I queried.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Would you call in HEAT if, say, you had a fire related crime at Bainbridge’s to solve?”

      “It’s the law, isn’t it?” a gentleman across the way said as Gordon held my gaze with a determined one of his own. “HEAT are automatically called in when fire is involved.”

      “We’re advised, but we need either permission from the Police to enter,” Damon said as Gordon and I had a mini staring match. His wife just looked into her near empty glass of wine longingly. “Or if the owner of the premises believes fire is involved, but the Police have not yet confirmed it, permission from them.”

      “You can go above the Police?” someone else asked.

      Damon looked toward me and smiled. I knew that smile, it was laced with debauched things. “When required.”

      Mrs Gordon snorted into her wine. She was listening and she had a sense of humour.

      “Or beneath them,” Damon added, causing a stir amongst the well dressed guests, clearly following Mrs Gordon’s lead. “One in particular, anyway,” he muttered, but several of the men heard.

      It shattered the moment. Took the sting out of the frozen air. Gordon relaxed, visibly. His hand even went to his wife’s on the table, lacing his fingers with hers. She looked up at him, clearly besotted. He pulled her fingers to his lips and kissed them, then looked directly at me.

      “How well did you know Malcolm Francis Warren, Mr Gordon?”

      The question was a direct hit, but not for the reason I’d intended. Confusion briefly filled his eyes, then was immediately replaced with recognition. Which was quickly followed by annoyance. I’d caught him off guard with the police-type query, then he’d placed the name, realising that Malcolm Warren worked for Bainbridge’s. And then, if my guess was right, he was put-out that I had trumped whatever game he’d been about to play.

      He was like a book, too easy to read when off-kilter. But the moment he clamped those emotions down he became invisible.

      The man who answered was a mystery to me.

      “Works at my store. But you already know that.”

      He turned to his wife and lifted his free hand up and cupped her face. The kiss was at once tender and also possessive and inappropriate for the setting. David Gordon liked to take control.

      I dropped my line of questioning, if Gordon had anything to do with the assault, I’d not discover it here. And my gut was telling me he’d have behaved differently if he was in any way guilty. That brief moment of clarity he’d allowed me with his initial unchecked emotional response was enough for now.

      The conversation continued, but Gordon barely said a word, his eyes holding mine, as the hand, holding his wife’s, slipped under the table.

      I wasn’t sure about this man. He was definitely controlling, in command. But that could have been how a CEO of a prominent department store behaved. He didn’t like being questioned. He had issues with the Police. His record was clean. No priors. No history to speak of. An exemplary business career with a stellar resume. He was at the pinnacle of his professional life.

      And privately? He’d been married for seven years. First marriage at the age of forty-one. Before then, I had a sneaky suspicion, he’d been sowing his wild oats.

      Mrs Gordon shifted. Just slightly, but enough for me to notice it coincided with Gordon’s creased brow. He didn’t stop looking at me and I started to feel a little uncomfortable, but staring down a suspect had never made me so before.

      I couldn’t place it. Where this feeling of disquiet came from. The man himself was nondescript in appearance, and his mannerisms seemed all too practised to induce raw fear. But there was something about him that made me uneasy. It’s hard to recognise evil. It’s hard to see it in the fine lines of a well made suit, in the brush of expensively cut greying hair. In the pale blue eyes that challenged, and it was then that I began to realise what was setting me on edge.

      His challenge was sexual in nature. Not because he’d been questioned about a dead employee, or the assault of another, and had to sit through a public event with one of the detectives who’d invaded his home. His challenge was personal. A man to a woman. Heedless of my professional position or the man who sat at my side and had just publicly made a claim.

      Maybe that was it. Damon’s slip-up of before. He’d shown his cards. Declared his possession. Albeit in a joke that meant no harm.

      I’m a cop. I’m used to it. Blatant shows of testosterone mixed in with the job’s heightened emotional strain. But David Gordon was an executive, a businessman who always wore suits and spoke in hushed tones behind boardroom doors. He wasn’t used to such displays. It incited something in him.

      Add in my question about Malcolm Francis Warren and his path was set.

      He ruled his empire. He ruled at home.

      And when sitting across from a woman who had invaded both without caution, questioned him in public without heed, and having had what appeared a challenge thrown down at his feet, he reacted. He slipped into a role that I had only glimpsed in Damon, that I had only ever read about before.

      Mrs Gordon’s lips parted, her free hand tightened around her glass. The conversation at the table continued, dessert was delivered and consumed, and all the while David Gordon held my gaze with a question in his eyes, as he held the hand of his wife under the table. Out of sight, but not the picture.

      I smiled.

      He smiled.

      And in the middle of the beautiful old Town Hall building, in the centre of the elaborately decorated Great Hall, surrounded by exquisitely dressed dinner companions, Mrs Gordon shuddered. Her whole body spasming; a minute movement contained through training and nothing else.

      As her chest rose and fell swiftly, her eyes darted around the table, the room, anywhere but at the man at her side, and landed on mine. And she knew. She knew I’d seen it. Watched it. Was aware of what exactly had happened three feet across a table from where I sat.

      Her eyes were just as challenging as her husband’s, but for entirely different reasons.

      This woman was a submissive, to no one but this controlling man.
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            “Guilty by process of elimination.”

          

        

      

    

    
      Did that make him a murderer? Did that make him good for the assault in Boardman Lane? Had David Gordon abducted Carole Michaels and even now kept her somewhere locked up as a sex slave?

      And what the hell did he have to do with HEAT?

      He acted as though he didn’t even know or care about Damon, only in so much as Damon’s claim on me had raised the hackles on his neck.

      The man was a controlling sexual exhibitionist, which definitely placed him on the list for killing Samantha Hayes. But any connection to the HEAT arsonist was a bust. I just couldn’t connect the dots.

      And the longer I sat opposite the man, who seemed to have relaxed into the dinner conversation without a ruffle in his evil cape, the harder it was not to demand answers. Answers that would get me nowhere and could escalate his crimes if he did do any of this.

      I just didn’t know, and I couldn’t spend anymore time on him. I had the Marcrofts to corner and my father to check in with. Gordon was going to have to stay on the maybe pile, and I just had to hope I ruled out the other three. Guilty by process of elimination. It was something that Carl would say.

      Or Sherlock Holmes. Sometimes their imagined voices in my head overlapped.

      “There’s someone I’d like you to meet,” I said, leaning over to Damon and talking just loud enough for Gordon to hear. I felt dirty sitting here at the same table as him and his wife. But my chosen target for distraction would no doubt make me feel small. I wasn’t sure which was going to be better.

      But for now I’d had enough of David Gordon, that was for damn sure.

      “Great,” Damon replied, a little too eagerly. I blinked at him as he rose from his seat and clasped my hand in his. “Nice meeting you all,” he offered and practically dragged me away from the scene of what may not have been a crime exactly; it would be hard to prove, both the Gordons would deny it. And if it was a crime, it was only a misdemeanour.

      Just my innocence the victim of the day.

      And it appeared Damon’s.

      “Bloody hell,” he whispered in my ear. “That man is a sexual deviant.”

      “Deviant,” I repeated, thinking that choice of word was bang on.

      “Both of them, because she enjoyed it as much as he did.”

      “Were we the only ones who noticed?” I asked, astounded he’d been able to pay attention and still maintain a conversation with another couple at the table.

      “Not by a long shot. Maybe not the women, but the men were well aware of Gloria Gordon climaxing just across the table from them, you can be sure.”

      “That’s disgusting,” I commented.

      “Different strokes, Lara. The world is made up of many different sexual preferences, but that does not make him our man.”

      “Makes him a good target for it,” I argued, keeping my voice quiet as we wended our way through the throng of diners towards my father’s table.

      “I don’t think so. Was that the act of a man trying to avoid police attention?”

      “Or was he trying to scare me off.”

      Damon barked out a laugh, making several women we passed look up and smile appreciatively. “Love, he was offering you an invitation. Should you have excused yourself and gone to the bathroom right afterwards, he would have followed. To hell with me. To hell with his wife. It was for you that act was performed.”

      “Bullshit,” I grumbled, receiving a few looks that were not appreciation. “He was challenging me. Telling me the fight was on.”

      “Oh, it was a challenge, all right. One you beautifully ignored. Ignorant to its delivery or not, you shot him down. By inviting me to leave with you from the table.”

      “What?” I squeaked, embarrassingly.

      He pulled me behind one of those velvet curtains, sealing us away mere feet from the chattering, laughing, midday drinking guests at the Town Hall.

      “Damon,” I began. We didn’t have time for this.

      “Shh,” he said, wrapping his arms around me and leaning in to offer a chaste kiss. “Just a few minutes to send the right signal to Gordon.”

      “The right signal?”

      “That you’re mine and he better start fishing elsewhere.”

      “Neanderthal,” I muttered.

      His laugh was a low rumble emanating from his chest. I lifted my hand and rested it there, feeling his happiness through the fine weave of his dinner suit.

      “He was too involved in the game to be thinking of anything other than bedding you,” Damon whispered. The words not exactly intimate, but the setting certainly was. “I sincerely doubt that man can think past his next conquest, his next moment of controlling splendour, to be able to commit murder or assault.”

      “He riles easily,” I pointed out.

      “And his response is completely controlled. Right down to his emotions.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You should run his profile by Hennessey, but I’d bet my left nut he’d agree.” I frowned at him, he waggled his eyebrows at me. Then added, “David Gordon is a predatory dominant who is too busy seeking his own sexual gratification to be interested in anything else. Including the death of one of his employees.”

      He was right. It was too elaborate of a smoke screen to be real. Because it wasn’t a misdirect at all. David Gordon was a self obsessed, egotistical, sexual deviant, who needed control.

      “I still like him for the murder,” I grumbled.

      Damon laughed, leaned forward and rubbed his nose against the edge of mine, and then clasped my hand.

      “By all means, keep an open mind,” he said, as he pushed the curtain aside and walked out as though king of the world. A cocky swagger to his step, a proprietary hand on the small of my back. “But I’d move him to the bottom of the list.”

      My eyes found Gordon’s across the room, and even from here I could see the disappointment staring back.

      We’d taken two steps when our path was blocked. Dark eyes flicked over my face, noting the lack of suitable make-up, then moved onto my dishevelled and free flowing hair, then down to my still slightly crumpled dress. Then he made a point of looking over our shoulders at the velvet curtains we’d just come out from behind.

      Finally, my father looked toward Damon.

      “Superintendent Keen, I presume,” Damon said, offering a hand. It took four long seconds for my father to accept it.

      “HEAT Investigator Michaels,” he said voice clipped. “Hardly the venue to seduce my daughter.”

      Strangely his comment made me feel warm. My desperation for any attention from my father was appalling.

      Damon didn’t make excuses. He held himself rigid, slightly taller than my father, and said, “I’ve heard so much about you.” In a blatant lie that my father saw through immediately. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet.”

      “Lara hasn’t said anything about you,” my father threw back.

      They stared at each other, having some form of pissing contest I was expected to ignore. To hell with that.

      “Are you here alone, Dad? Or did you bring a date?”

      My father stiffened, and then he turned slowly and held out his hand. A small, willowy woman with short dark hair and tanned skin stepped forward, accepting his offered hand meekly. She wore a stunning dress I immediately knew my father had chosen. It showed too much skin. Around her neck was draped a length of chain, wrapped tree times securely, with the bulk of the studded emerald and sapphire length hanging loosely between her breasts.

      It was unusual and mesmerising; sparkling as she shifted and swayed with a sense of grace I severely lacked.

      “This is Haydee,” he said, bringing his hand up to the back of her neck as she stepped to his side, then running a finger across the jewels on the chain at her nape. It was purposeful. That movement. For me? Or for her?

      She flicked Kohl rimmed eyes up to his, head still somehow lowered, and then smiled benignly at both Damon and myself.

      She did not talk.

      “Hello,” I said. “I’m Lara. Ethan’s daughter.”

      The smile remained in place. The lips serenely sealed.

      “This is my boyfriend Damon,” I added, waiting for her to return the greeting.

      Nothing.

      My eyes lifted to my father’s, who was watching me.

      “It’s strange to see you at an event like this,” he commented, ignoring the glaringly big elephant in the room. Why wouldn’t she talk?

      Couldn’t she? Then why didn’t he say something to cover the awkward silence? And not something about how strange it was to see me here of all places.

      “I’m on the clock,” I said, unable to think of a single thing to say otherwise.

      “Ah,” he said, looking Damon up and down again, and making a show of glancing towards the velvet curtains at our back. “Clearly CIB has changed its tactics since my day.”

      “We utilise all avenues available to us,” I said back in a steady voice.

      Damon didn’t shift as such, but suddenly the heated pressure of his touch was at my back. Reassuring me. Calming me. Letting me know I was not alone.

      “I can see that,” my father replied, just as steadily, just as devoid of emotion. “How is your case progressing?”

      “Slowly,” I admitted. “We have suspects.”

      His eyes stared intently at me.

      “Narrowing it down?” he queried.

      “Making some headway, but I could use your advice.”

      “Of course.”

      This was how we talked. If we talked at all. It was sad. Terribly, unbelievably, utterly sad.

      “Do you have a moment now?” I asked, looking around for somewhere for us to go.

      “I’m not sure now would be appropriate,” he replied in that same emotionless voice.

      “Just a few minutes. I’m sure Damon could take Haydee for a drink.”

      My father stiffened, his eyes flicking to Damon. The look one of challenge. Bloody hell. Everyone was challenging everyone today. And I still couldn’t figure out what this one said.

      “Very well,” my father replied, and there was a note of emotion in his voice for once. Regret.

      He didn’t want to spend any alone time with me. Because of who we were to each other? Or because of the case?

      Damon offered an arm to Haydee who immediately looked toward my father. As if seeking permission, or direction of some sort. He nodded his head, and said, “You know what to do.”

      She nodded back, a sense of calmness invading her frame, making her appear even more graceful as she swept off with Damon, silently walking at his side. Not accepting the offered arm.

      I whistled low and raised an eyebrow at my father, who ignored my immature response and indicated a vacant settee off to the side. We would still be in plain sight of the luncheon guests, so couldn’t start arguing - which was highly unlikely with Ethan Keen - but close enough to the velvet curtains to make me feel uncomfortable. I had a feeling everyone had seen Damon and I come out from behind those.

      “So, how can I help?” my father asked as soon as we were both seated.

      “You can tell me if you signed an NDA with Sweet Hell.”

      He stared at me for a very long time. It was hard to say if he was pleased I wasn’t beating about the bush or appalled at my lack of detective skills.

      “A non-disclosure agreement would make it impossible to confirm or deny that.”

      “No, it wouldn’t.” Did he think I graduated Police College just yesterday? “It would prohibit you from speaking about the subject of the agreement, not whether you had signed one.” It was in fact a defence; mentioning your lips were legally sealed.

      He sighed, and stared off into the middle distance. I waited, offering only silence and an endless supply of patience that was entirely a ruse.

      “I never wanted you to be aware of my lifestyle,” he suddenly said, and for a second I could not comprehend the words. So foreign. Or maybe it was his tone. So… normal. Laden with feeling. Something Ethan Keen never, ever showed.

      “Excuse me?” I ridiculously said.

      “Your assumptions are correct.” Not exactly breaking his NDA, but skirting the legalities of it.

      “You’re a full member of the Irreverent Inferno,” I said. He remained silent. To confirm it wouldn’t break his contract. But it was obviously all I’d be getting.

      But he didn’t deny it, either.

      “Why tell me now?” I asked.

      I felt, more than saw, him shrug. A non-Ethan Keen move if ever there was one.

      “It will come out if this reaches Court. You need to be prepared.”

      Cawfield had said the same.

      “That woman,” I said, looking over to where Damon and Haydee had gone. I couldn’t see them through the throng, but I knew they were there. I always knew when Damon was there. “What’s with the silence?”

      “I don’t know what you mean.” And we were back. To this… nothingness that we shared. Biology but little else. He’d confirmed, in a round about way, that he belonged to the Irreverent Inferno and his lips were sealed. But any more and I was on my own.

      “OK,” I said, an edge entering my tone, letting me down. I rallied, and when I spoke again all emotion was gone from my voice. “When did you last see Samantha Hayes?”

      He stood up, straightened his jacket, and walked away.

      I watched him leave, not giving chase, not having an answer to the myriad of questions that swirled inside my head. I should have been used to this. It was how he behaved. Avoidance at its most cutting. Turning his back on me. The familiar made it easier to continue to breathe.

      Could I see my father strangling a woman to death? Honestly, despite our dysfunctional relationship, no. I couldn’t. He liked the law.

      The law is there to protect us, Lara-Marie. Stay on the right side of it, and it will always be your guiding light. Cross it, and it becomes a laser beam.

      But he was hiding something. His lifestyle? Or more? Had the law become a laser beam for my father? I didn’t know.

      But I also couldn’t see him setting fire to a storage shed and a hotrod car and killing sheep in a paddock with a fire bomb. My father, for all his stiffness and closed off expressions, did not fit the profile.

      Was this just about Samantha? The assault, as well, at a pinch? Two separate crimes? Three, if we count HEAT?

      What had Carl said, outside my house this afternoon?

      “I know it’s not just about revenge. I know it’s not just about evading capture. I know it’s not just about the nine circles of Hell.”

      Carl wasn’t being evasive. He was talking in Carlisms. His twisted mind giving details that were just as twisted to me.

      Not just about revenge.

      Not just about evading capture.

      Not just about the nine circles of Hell.

      It was about all three.

      HEAT was the revenge crime. Murder and assault were the evasion of capture. And the Irreverent Inferno tied them all together.

      Damn it to hell. I was back at square one.

      I looked up and saw Damon approaching. His face set in the polite political mask he wore at events like this. Shaking hands, smiling, sharing an innocuous word or two. I let my eyes wander. I still had the Marcrofts to corner, but I couldn’t spot either of them.

      What I did see, though, was my father and Haydee standing just this side of a set of velvet curtains that matched the ones Damon and I had used. He slipped through them. She stood staring at the floor for a moment, waiting with that graceful patience I was beginning to envy. And then his hand snaked out and grasped the chain hanging between her breasts and pulled.

      Leading her like a puppy into a velvet lined kennel.

      The fucking chain was a collar. And if I had a left nut to gamble with, I’d bet it on Haydee being my father’s sexual pet.

      My head was resting in the palms of my hands when Damon reached me.

      So sure my world was about to be torn apart by a homicidal arsonist I couldn’t seem to fucking identify and an exclusive gaming club that seemed just out of my reach.
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            “If you can’t stand the heat, then hand in your badge. It’s a simple as that. Cases don’t get solved without a few uncomfortable questions.”

          

        

      

    

    
      Damon’s body heat announced his arrival. He settled himself beside me on the settee and leaned forward, almost matching my current pose.

      “I take it, it didn’t go well?” he asked, elbows to spread knees, eyes on the floor like mine.

      I couldn’t say the words. I couldn’t even form them in my mind. How does one announce to the world that their father has a sexual slave? Maybe I’d gotten it wrong. Maybe he just grabbed the first thing he could and pulled her into their secret alcove for a passionate kiss.

      It’s not like I could ask him. If it didn’t pertain to the case, there was no way I was ever going to go there. But I couldn’t help the way I felt. The emotional turmoil I’d just ridden as I watched him grasp that chain and lead his docile girlfriend behind velvet curtains and out of prying eyes.

      Had he done it because of me? Turned to his woman to drown out whatever the fuck it was I made him feel?

      And Haydee. That graceful poise that was swamped with an edge of excited anticipation when my father’s hand snaked out between the curtains and dragged her back toward him.

      Oh, God, I felt a little sick.

      I sat up straighter and scanned the crowd, trying to focus on what was important. My father’s sexual activities were not. Despite the fact that he’d confirmed he was a full-fledged member of the Irreverent Inferno where borderline immoral acts were performed in a flame lit cavern by anonymous men in hooded robes.

      Despite the fact that the murder victim was killed across the street from the building where the Irreverent Inferno met and performed those borderline immoral acts.

      Despite the fact that he’d dated the murder victim and when pressed for more information by a detective on the case he chose to run.

      Fuck.

      “What do make of Haydee?” I asked Damon, keeping my eyes on the bright spectacle that was the crowd.

      “Not much,” he replied, sitting upright and placing a casual hand along the back of the settee behind me. “She didn’t speak a word.”

      I did turn to him at that. Eyebrows raised.

      He shrugged. “Tried to make conversation, but all I got was that serene smile and nothing else.”

      “Is she deaf?”

      “No. She moved when people asked to pass when they approached from behind.”

      I slouched down in my seat, looking every inch a police detective and not an elegant banquet attendee.

      “My father is a member of the Irreverent Inferno.”

      The words met silence from Damon. The benefit for ‘Auckland City Supports the EMS’ didn’t even bat an eye.

      “He’s signed an NDA, but he won’t talk about Samantha Hayes either,” I added.

      “Refuses to?”

      In his way, he had. His way just happened to be aloof, cool, and detached.

      “Yes.”

      Damon whistled low. “What are you going to do?”

      I looked back down towards the velvet curtains my father and Haydee were still hidden behind. They’d been in there longer than Damon and I had been behind ours. My eyes scanned the tables nearest, finding an addition to one I hadn’t spotted before.

      Everything about this made me feel uncomfortable, but being a cop was not a job for the faint of heart. If you can’t stand the heat, then hand in your badge. It’s a simple as that. Cases don’t get solved without a few uncomfortable questions.

      Carl was right. He often was. That’s why I’d trusted him so deeply.

      That’s why his betrayal had cost me so much.

      I stood up and Damon followed suit. Then I considered my options.

      “I need a drink,” I said, lifting my eyes up to his for a brief moment.

      “All right,” he said, a little uncertainly. “Shall we head to the bar?”

      “How about you go grab us something and meet me back here. I just need to check on something.”

      “Are you getting rid of me, Lara?”

      “Yes.”

      He chuckled. It was more bemused than humorous.

      He lifted his head and scanned the nearby tables, spotting who I was after.

      “Are you sure?” he asked, worry etched in his tone.

      “Yes.” I wasn’t, but why Nathaniel Marcroft had suddenly sat himself down just outside the curtains my father and Haydee were hiding behind right now was important. I knew it was. And I also knew I’d get more out of him if I was unarmed.

      Damon was a defence I was more than happy to use when needed. But that also meant I had to be prepared to put him away when appropriate as well.

      “Five minutes,” I said, my voice steady, my face impassive, my cop persona well in place.

      “Five minutes?”

      “Five minutes and then you stake your claim.”

      “Lara…”

      “Trust me.” I was using that statement a little too often. I wasn’t comfortable with it at all. But I understood its power. I’d been subject to it in the past.

      And been destroyed by its falsity as well.

      “OK,” he said, voice clipped. “Five minutes.”

      He started to walk away.

      “What makes you so nervous about him?” I asked, before he’d made it two steps.

      Damon swung back and looked at me. Then lifted his head and glanced across the busy space to Nathaniel, still sitting patiently at his table, still watching the red velvet curtains like a hawk.

      “It’s not him I’m worried about,” he finally said.

      I stilled. My eyes searching Damon’s face. He turned slowly back and looked down at me.

      “These men are used to these games of theirs. They’ve spent a fortune designing them,” he whispered, moving closer so I could hear every word. He didn’t touch me. He didn’t even reach for me. But by simply being there I felt held. “I have a feeling you’re about to step onto their chessboard. And, I have to admit, that feeling doesn’t sit well.”

      I smiled and shook my head.

      “It’s my job.”

      “No, love. It’s you.”

      Then he turned away and headed towards the bar, just as I’d asked.

      It took a second or two to get my bearings, and then I was wending my way through the throng and approaching Nathaniel Marcroft in such a way that he couldn’t possibly miss me. I wanted his attention. I wanted him to have a few seconds to realise I was coming for him. I wanted to watch his face as the daughter of the man he was so intently waiting on came within inches of her father’s sins.

      He knew who my father had behind that curtain.

      He knew why they were there. What they were doing.

      And, I was certain, he knew what that chain looped around her neck meant. And I had to wonder, if he had a chain somewhere as well. If he’d wanted to use it on Samantha Hayes.

      This was an intricate dance, not a game as Damon had suggested. This was shadowed in layers of secrecy and riddled in excess and desire. It was a dance performed in Hell. And as I came closer to Nathaniel Marcroft, who was now watching me and not the curtains, I realised that this man could well be the devil himself.

      His suit was bespoke, gold and diamond cufflinks glinting in the low lights of the room at each wrist. His hair was an intriguing salt and pepper shade, cut to accentuate his square jawline and strong, straight nose. His skin was tanned to perfection, not too much, not too false, just right. As though he had obtained it on the exclusive beaches only the rich and famous attend. Everything about his appearance was the height of elegant fashion. Everything about his mocking smile and calculating eyes represented a sense of entitlement and boredom only the supremely wealthy can effect.

      He was gorgeous, for a man well into his fifties. A true fallen prince.

      “Mr Marcroft,” I said, offering a smile as I came abreast of his seat. “What a pleasure.”

      He stood up in a move that would have been considered gentlemanly, if he hadn’t stepped into my personal space with such apparent disregard for social etiquette.

      “Lara-Marie,” he said softly, the hint of his accent shining through in just my name. His body emanated a type of heat. One that made me think of lower circles, and fire and brimstone, more than anything else.

      “Are you enjoying yourself?” I asked, purposefully ignoring my father’s curtains. I couldn’t go there. Even if I was prepared to use them to corner Marcroft, I still couldn’t look at those blasted curtains.

      Nathaniel raised a single eyebrow and then indicated the vacant seat at his side.

      “If you were to join me,” he said, “then I am sure to enjoy myself.”

      I smiled and took the offered seat. He waited for me to be seated and then sat himself. He was a man of manners. But I suspected those manners were only for show. What really existed was beneath the exquisite exterior. What really existed could have killed a woman, I told myself.

      “I met Kyan the other day,” I said as a way to start the conversation.

      “Yes. I’m aware.” His attention kept straying to the curtains. I’m not sure he was aware of that fact.

      Or maybe he was and he was using it.

      “He hasn’t changed a bit since we were young.”

      “I do hope he has changed some, my dear.” He looked at me again with such delight it made me wonder if he’d been looking elsewhere at all. “Men need to grow up eventually.”

      “Well, you know what I mean. He still looks so young and full of life,” I said, wondering just what Nathaniel had meant.

      “He is a Marcroft,” he replied in what was obviously a tease. He winked when I smiled at him. It should have been creepy. I needed it to be creepy. But his smile seemed genuine and his humour self-deprecating.

      “Your new venture seems quite the success,” I offered, wishing I had a glass of champagne in my hands, as for some reason I suddenly felt the need to fidget.

      It wasn’t that he was looking at me in a way that made me nervous. It wasn’t that I found questioning an old family friend in such a veiled way disturbing. It wasn’t even the fact that my father was doing God knew what to his collared and graceful girlfriend just a few feet away.

      Something about all of this was off. And I couldn’t quite put my finger on it.

      “We were lucky to find a niche that was underrepresented,” Marcroft replied, taking a sip from his own glass.

      It was the first slip-up he’d made in regards to being a gentleman.

      “And you, my dear,” he added. “I hear you are doing very well in your chosen profession.”

      “I like what I do.”

      “You look happy. Or is that for more personal reasons? A man, perhaps?”

      OK, and the creepy had arrived. And yet, his questions were light and well intended. Casual conversation between an established businessman and the daughter of his old friend.

      But something was off.

      I had to force myself not to look at my watch, wondering how much longer I had before Damon arrived to rescue me. The uncomfortable of earlier had become a tight noose around my neck.

      And still he’d done nothing, absolutely nothing, to have set the fine hairs on my arms up on end as they now were.

      I offered a smile. I feared it was patently false. Nathaniel’s eyes assessed me and then he looked toward the curtains, even though they hadn’t moved. This time it was definitely purposeful. Drawing my attention, even as he added, almost absently, “Don’t mind me, Lara. I’ve been hounding Kyan to settle down, and I’m afraid matchmaking is on my mind of late.”

      “Do you have someone lined up for Kyan?” I asked.

      He smiled, still looking at the curtains.

      “In fact, I do,” he said, almost wistfully.

      Damon’s arrival couldn’t have occurred at a better time. And then not. This was the Nathaniel Marcroft beneath the perfectly presentable gentleman facade. This was the evil behind the prince.

      There was something wrong about this man. Something that set a primal part of me on high alert. He was intelligent. Poised. Every action and emotion well contained. For all intents and purposes he was the picture of charm. But he’d forgotten one thing.

      I grew up next door to him. I saw him at our dining table on many occasions as a young girl.

      This man before me was not the Nathaniel Marcroft I had known. This man was all calculated charisma, masterful manipulation, and errant elegance. The Nathaniel Marcroft I had known was full of potential but also quite unable to shut the fuck up.

      He could have trained himself to be more circumspect. He could have learnt to hold his tongue and mete out conversation as though it was priceless.

      Or he could have been completely inside his head, otherwise unengaged, but somehow managing to cover the shortfall.

      What had happened? And did that make him good for Samantha Hayes’ murder?

      “There you are, darling,” Damon announced, handing me a glass of champagne and garnering Nathaniel’s attention. How long he’d hold it, I wasn’t sure.

      Because that was becoming more and more evident. I’d thought him charming, but charm requires attention to detail. And for Nathaniel Marcroft I was suspecting the details were a little off.

      “Damon Michaels,” I said, smiling up at him in a way I hoped looked convincing. “This is Nathaniel Marcroft.”

      Nathaniel smiled. It was a Cheshire cat grin.

      He stood up and held out his hand to Damon, murmuring through a smirk, “Pleasure to meet you, Mr Michaels.”

      They’d met before of course. At Sweet Hell. But I wasn’t meant to know this. I looked toward Damon, hoping he’d play along. But Damon was more switched on than your average investigator.

      Plus he had a reason to continue to dupe Marcroft. He hadn’t found his sister yet.

      “Mr Marcroft, my pleasure as well.”

      “Are you taking good care of our Lara-Marie?” Marcroft asked, his voice low and conversational, but I had the sudden impression that he was trying to keep my presence overlooked by those still obscured by the curtain.

      I have a suspicious mind. I’m a police detective who sees the darker side of life more often than not. I’ve witnessed some truly devious acts. Seen the repercussions of them. The fallout that ensues. The far reach of nefarious crimes. Nathaniel Marcroft was not doing anything illegal, not right now that is, but he was setting the stage for something. And my money was on it being wicked.

      “Absolutely,” Damon replied, placing his arm around my waist and ‘staking his claim.’

      Marcroft noticed. Of course he did. He smiled, lifted his glass up in salute, and said, “To matches made in Heaven.”

      We all took a sip, repeating the words.

      “To relationships that can traverse Hell,” he said immediately afterwards, in a way that would have received an automatic repeat in normal circles.

      But we were no longer in normal circles. We were somewhere in the lower circles of Dante’s Hell.

      Because I realised as Damon repeated the words and I mouthed them, and then he sipped his drink and leaned in to kiss my temple, showing affection and possession in that one simple move, that he’d just played right into Marcroft’s hands. Danced directly into position.

      And been caught in his treacherous web.

      To Nathaniel Marcroft I was ignorant of what Damon had been doing. Blinded by his soft kisses and tender caresses. Unaware of the nature of his evenings in a back room of Sweet Hell.

      The eighth circle was fraud. Damon had just passed it. Acting as though he didn’t know the man I had introduced him to. Behaving as though I was the centre of his world.

      To Marcroft that was as good as a lie. A deception worthy of a true fraud.

      To Marcroft, Damon had just become his poster boy. And that meant his journey through the ninth circle, the remaining circle, would be personally orchestrated by the man.

      I knew this. I knew it with a sense of clarity that alarmed me.

      But it still did not mean Nathaniel Marcroft murdered Samantha Hayes.

      I had nothing. Except a predatory sexual deviant who fit the role but seemed more concerned with winning his next conquest. A closed-off, ice sculpture for a father, who kept sexual slaves as pets. And a strangely compelling but completely hollow psychopath, who enjoyed fucking with people’s lives.

      Either one could have done it, really.

      None of them I could conclusively peg for committing the crime.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter Thirty

          

          

      

    

    







            “If you think you saw it, you probably did. If you pretend you didn’t, it never exists.”

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t want to stick around and corner Kyan. I certainly didn’t want to spend another second in the company of his chillingly, fucked-in-the-head father.

      And staying long enough to see Haydee emerge with her jewel studded collar from behind those curtains was a definite no-no, as far as I was concerned.

      But if wishes were horses, I wouldn’t have been so lonely as a child.

      Kyan approached from over the shoulder of Nathaniel. A look of abject terror on his face and then gone in the blink of an eye. I didn’t mistake it. His skin was still blanched and his fingers shook when he attempted to brush hair out of his eyes. A move designed to look relaxed, and it would have succeeded, but my bullshit meter was set at its most sensitive.

      It was dinging a mile a minute right about now.

      Then, in the next breath, my father pushed through the curtains. No Haydee, but he shut them quickly at his back, and effected a look of casual surprise when he spotted the group who awaited his arrival. His eyes skimmed over Kyan, hesitated briefly on Nathaniel, and then took in Damon and myself without so much as a pursed lip or narrowed gaze.

      Or appropriate blush.

      The emotionless expression on his face suddenly meant something. The look I had seen so often as a child made sense. I’d known it was an act, a cover for whatever the fuck went on beneath his chilly exterior. But I hadn’t realised just what that act tried to hide. Just how much it said by saying nothing.

      He’d made a mistake. Exiting the curtains without taking care that the coast was clear. He’d made a monumental mistake and he was angry. The type of anger that consumed a soul. The type of anger my father had been living with all of these years and then some.

      Anger was better than indifference. But he wasn’t angry at me.

      He was angry at himself.

      “Well, this is cosy,” Nathaniel said, breaking the silent stand-off first. My father said nothing. “A Redoubt Road reunion.”

      “Dad,” Kyan urged, moving closer and laying a hand on his father’s arm. “I think it’s time we should go.”

      “Nonsense,” Nathaniel countered. “We’ve only just all arrived.”

      It was almost a childlike gleeful statement. An innocent announcement couched in that shadowed, multi-layered unease I’d begun to feel. And, by the looks of it, Kyan felt it too. The need to get his father out of here overrode any act he had managed to perform in the past.

      “We have a late afternoon meeting, Dad,” Kyan pushed. “I’m sorry,” he said, finally addressing the rest of us. “But we’re expected and must leave.”

      “Not a problem,” I replied. “The day is still young, after all.”

      “Indeed,” Marcroft said, his attention springing to me in that instant. “You never know what the night will bring.”

      I smiled. Pleading ignorance in that one vacant look. Marcroft grinned; the Cheshire cat look again. And then looked toward Damon.

      “You two make a fine couple,” he offered, ignoring the continued efforts of his son to get him to move. “We should have an official reunion, Ethan,” he said, still looking at us and not my father. “Lara-Marie brings her Damon.” Now he looked at my father. “And you bring your latest pet.”

      I’d thought he was icy before, but the chill that emanated from my father almost froze our heated breaths on the tense air.

      Kyan struggled with his composure, such a contrast to who he had presented at the back door to Sweet Hell. Marcroft floated in the blissful turmoil he’d created, watching first my father’s cold, feigned indifference and then me. It wasn’t the surprise he’d thought it would be. It wasn’t the distraction he’d hoped he’d achieve.

      I stared into the eyes of a treacherous spider and smiled. It was hopefully confused, shocked and mortified all at once.

      I glanced at my father, a nervous and uncomfortable look shared between daughter and parent, then said, “I’m sure Mr Marcroft doesn’t mean that.”

      “Of course he doesn’t,” Kyan offered, grasping his father’s wrist and starting to haul him away. “Too many glasses of champagne,” he added, his grip tightening.

      “We’re all family here,” Nathaniel declared, as if that allowed for such blatant rudeness.

      “Come on, Dad,” Kyan said, and finally his father agreed to be turned away. Kyan’s eyes met mine, a look of shame crossing his features and then replaced suddenly - and I suspected purposefully - with a haughty smile. “It doesn’t help that we spend our nights surrounded by every manner of vices.” He lowered his voice, his words aimed at me and not my father, the subject of Nathaniel Marcroft’s darkest vice of all. “Sometimes I think my father wishes the rest of the world were as open as those who frequent Sweet Hell.”

      “Open about their sexuality, Kyan?” I asked.

      He paused, his father now deep in conversation with someone else further along. We were all but forgotten to the man. At least for now.

      “Any vice, Lara,” Kyan offered. “We’re a gambling establishment which caters to the many sins known to man.”

      “Those would be what exactly?” I pressed, my words still only mildly interested. “Lust? Gluttony? Greed?”

      He stilled, but returned to his polished performance in the next heartbeat.

      “Come now,” he said jovially. “Surely you’re not entirely unfamiliar with any of those. You do see some interesting things in your line of work, I should think.”

      “Yes,” I said, keeping eye contact. “It makes it easier to see the truth amongst the treachery.”

      “Well,” he replied softly. “A worthy trait for a police detective to have.” He nodded to my father. To Damon. But not to me. And then left.

      We watched him approach his father, but couldn’t hear what was spoken or see what expression Kyan wore. Their backs to us, they made their way toward the exit of the banquet hall. Somewhat faster than strictly necessary.

      “Are you aware of any illness, mental or otherwise, that Nathaniel Marcroft might have?” I asked, still watching the men leave, but my father knew the question was all for him.

      “You’re playing a dangerous game, Lara-Marie.”

      “One you think I’m not adept at,” I countered.

      “On the contrary,” he remarked, straightening his cuffs and taking a step away. “I think you play it better than me.”

      Was that a compliment? He was gone before I could ask.

      “Fuck me,” Damon whispered, somehow managing to break the strain of the last few minutes and allow me to breathe. “What the hell just happened?”

      Good question. Kyan Marcroft was a performer, an actor who excelled at his chosen role. Was his initial terror at seeing his father cornered by me the act? Or was the conversation afterwards part of the play? Who was the more treacherous? Father or son?

      “There is something seriously fucked up about the Marcrofts,” I offered in way of answer.

      “You’re telling me,” Damon murmured, and then took a step towards the curtains my father had appeared through and parted them slightly.

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what he was seeing.

      “But what the hell have they got to do with HEAT?” I added, in a poor attempt to get him to butt out of my father’s - out of what was now my - secrets.

      He turned to look at me and smiled. “I don’t know either of them. Never met them before last weekend. They’re more connected to you than me, love.” The curtains at his back slid together. They hadn’t been parted long enough for me to see behind them, but they taunted with the way they continued to softly sway.

      I ran a hand over my face. Carl insisted it wasn’t just about revenge. Or just about evading capture. Or just about the nine circles of Hell. It was about all of them.

      HEAT had to be the revenge. But for what?

      Evading capture? Was it to cover the crime of murder, or was it something else? And if it was something else, how did Samantha Hayes fit into all of this?

      Lastly, the nine circles of Hell. That was perhaps the easiest to solve. The Irreverent Inferno was involved. Providing the stage? Or hiding the actors?

      “She’s not there, you know,” Damon said from beside me.

      “Who?”

      “Haydee.”

      I glanced up. He shrugged. “Magic.”

      I let out a small laugh.

      “What’s our next step?”

      I slowly shook my head. “I need to plot the case. Map it.”

      “You’re close enough to the end to do that?” He knew me so well. The white-board only came out when my mind was too full of potentially connecting dots.

      I nodded. It didn’t make any sense. And yet my gut was telling me I had everything I needed to solve this thing. I just had to line it up and take a step back to see the bigger picture.

      “Your place or mine?” he asked, slipping an arm around my shoulders and leading us in the direction of the exit.

      “Mine,” I offered, just as he stilled mid-stride. I glanced up at him, then toward where he was looking, eyes narrowed, frown in place. “What is it?”

      “Nothing.” He shook his head. “I’m not sure.”

      “Do you want to check it out?”

      “Nah, it’s nothing.” He started to walk forward, but I remained rooted to the spot.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way,” I started, making him turn to look down at me. “But Carl had a saying.”

      “He did?” His smile said it all.

      I ignored the way it made me feel. Like warm sunshine and a fresh, clean breeze. Like heat and him, and a lung full of air.

      “‘If you think you saw it, you probably did. If you pretend you didn’t, it never exists.’” He raised an eyebrow at me.

      “Never exists?” he queried. “Or never existed?”

      “Exists,” I confirmed. “Kinda like the tree in the woods saying.”

      “The tree in the what saying?”

      “‘If a tree falls in the woods and no one is there to hear it, does it make a sound?’”

      “Of course it does.”

      I shook my head. “How do you know unless you’re there?”

      “And this has what to do with Carl’s saying?”

      I sighed. “Observation. Knowledge of reality. It’s a thought experiment.”

      “Like Schrodinger’s cat?”

      “Yeah. But not as macabre.”

      “OK,” he said, sounding lost.

      Ah, crap. Philosophical discussions right now were not a good idea. Too much was fogging my brain.

      “My point is..”

      “I’m so glad you’ve got one,” Damon joked.

      I gave him a mock scowl. “If you think you saw something, then believing it helps to prove it. A cop has to follow their hunches, or in this case, a moment in time where you thought you saw something then weren’t so sure immediately afterwards.” Damn Carl for fucking up my brain. “Basically, if you ignore it, you’ll never know and it might as well have not existed at all.” I took a breath then added, “It’s as if it doesn’t exist at all.”

      “Fucking hell, this is what you have inside your head? This is what he put there?”

      I shrugged, suddenly feeling uncomfortable.

      “Hey,” he said, taking a step after my rapidly fleeing body. “It’s… deep, that’s all. And I never took Carl Forrester as being particularly deep. It explains a lot.”

      Maybe it did. Maybe it didn’t. Maybe I read too much into his wise words and they weren’t in fact wise at all. Maybe I was the one fucked in the head.

      “What did you see?” I asked, as we came out into the entrance foyer of the Town Hall.

      “Oh, just an old boyfriend of Carole’s.”

      The world stopped on its axis.

      “Lara?”

      “Good or bad boyfriend?” The words were whispered.

      Damon immediately pulled me to the side of the foyer out of the stream of brightly dressed foot traffic.

      “It probably wasn’t him,” he argued. “I’ve just been thinking about all her boyfriends and he must have been on my mind.”

      “Why wouldn’t it be him?”

      “Not his scene.”

      “Good or bad boyfriend?” I repeated.

      He sighed, looked out across the packed foyer - everyone was making their way from the benefit now - and then rubbed at his jaw.

      “I didn’t like any of her boyfriends, but this guy was the worst of all.”

      Oh, this was bad. My fingers itched to pull my cellphone from my handbag. To play the message for Damon and admit what I’d held back. Now would be the ideal time to confess.

      “And you’ve been thinking of him because Carole’s missing,” I said instead.

      He nodded his head, offered a wry smile and then shoved his hands in his pockets looking infinitely lost.

      “Could he be a suspect?”

      “I thought he’d left town,” Damon admitted. “When I managed to get Carole into her last rehab he disappeared.”

      “How close were they?”

      “Too close.”

      “Be more specific.” His eyes darted down to mine and his body stilled.

      “You’re acting like a cop.”

      “Because I am a cop, Damon.”

      “Does my sister have anything to do with the murder case?” Right to the point, that was Damon. Also capable of seeing through the shit to what was really important.

      “I honestly don’t know.” He opened his mouth, but I spoke before he could get a word out. “But I’m not ruling it out.”

      “Why?”

      Why indeed? It would have been too easy to shake my head and admit defeat. But this was Damon. His sister, who ruled his world like Carl had ruled mine. If anyone understood that type of devotion it would be me.

      “She was at Sweet Hell,” I said.

      “Yes, but only seen there once, and even then it was hearsay.” Now it was his turn to play devil’s advocate? He wasn’t going to make this easy for me.

      “The informant who’s been playing Cawfield used you. Why you and not another HEAT member?”

      “I don’t know. Convenience? Coincidence?”

      I huffed out an unamused laugh.

      “The lure was Carole. The web the Irreverent Inferno. The murder is tied up with Sweet Hell.”

      “Are you sure?” I wasn’t, but I was getting closer after today.

      “I’ve been getting silent phone calls all week,” I said, instead of answering that.

      “Oh?”

      “The last one was on the way here.”

      “The one you said was from Cawfield.” Sometimes I hated that he was so fucking astute.

      “Yeah.”

      “And it wasn’t. The silent caller?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What aren’t you telling me, Lara?”

      I turned and looked up at him. It was written all over his face. Worry. Fear. Hope.

      “I suspect they’ve been from Carole.”

      “Jesus,” he whispered, turning away and starting to pace. I watched him, as I felt my heart pull apart at the seams. Not just for hiding this for a few hours and the guilt associated with that. Not just because I thought this was a breach of trust he’d use as a reason to walk away from me. But also because he was frantic. Beside himself with utter panic. And I felt every torturous emotion along with him.

      He stopped pacing and walked up to me. Loomed above me. Looking down and searching my face. His was so still, so devoid of emotion, and yet I could tell he was drowning in it.

      Because I was.

      “How do you know it’s her?” he asked, quite reasonably, I thought.

      “I don’t. Not for sure. She hasn’t ever said a single thing.”

      “But you know.” Meaning my gut did.

      I looked him in the eye, heard Carl’s words inside my head.

      And said, “Yeah. I know.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

          

      

    

    







            “Gotta love a cop’s penchant for not mincing words.”

          

        

      

    

    
      CIB was deserted, save for the light on in Inspector Hart’s office. The Venetian blinds were angled, but still open, allowing light from within the glass walled room to filter out in horizontal stripes. Pierce’s jacket was draped over the back of his chair as we walked past it. Low voices hummed louder as we approached Hart’s partially open door.

      I knocked twice, but as the door wasn’t closed, walked in without waiting for an answer.

      “Afternoon, sir,” I said, interrupting whatever Pierce and Hart had been discussing. “Sarge,” I added, nodding towards Pierce.

      “You’ve come straight from the banquet?” Hart asked, moving to take a seat behind his desk. Damon walked in behind me, making Hart sit up straighter and a scowl to appear across his lips. “Michaels.”

      “Inspector.” Damon and Pierce shared a male chin lift.

      “Well, out with it then,” Hart grumbled. “Clearly this is an ambush.”

      I settled myself into one of the vacant chairs, determined to not show any emotion. The fact I had to do this dressed up to the nines in an out of date ball gown did not help matters. Thankfully, both Hart and Pierce were beyond office type jokes.

      Where to start? Pierce must have seen something on my face, because he spoke before I could.

      “Malcolm Francis Warren has provided a statement.” I grasped the diversion with relish.

      “And his assailant?”

      “Hooded.”

      “In a robe?” Damon asked.

      “The exact same robe worn by Irreverent Inferno members.”

      “Could he identify his attacker?” I pressed.

      “No,” Pierce offered. “At least, not willingly. But he did confirm he never completed his initiation.”

      “What about the NDA?” I asked.

      “Hadn’t made it to that part, apparently,” Hart provided. Which meant Warren dropped out before the third circle: Gluttony.

      “Did he give up anything else?”

      “He’s scared, that’s why he stalled on giving a statement,” Pierce said. “Hardly surprising considering the beating he got. But it was more than that.”

      I looked at Pierce, he was looking at Damon

      “Your sister was definitely at the Irreverent Inferno at the time of his introduction. Post limbo.”

      All the colour washed from Damon’s face; I was sure his legs were about to buckle. But he locked his knees, scrubbed a hand over his stubbled cheeks, and just nodded. Eyes wide and perhaps unseeing, but back straight as a rod. Both Pierce and Hart were impressed with his stoic control. I was melting on the inside.

      We all knew what it meant for Carole Michaels to be in that cavern when the initiates passed the limbo circle and tested themselves in lust. We’d all seen it. No one needed to say the words. But where was she now?

      “And afterwards?” I asked. Allowing us all to skip the whole second circle of Dante’s Hell.

      “He couldn’t confirm that, but she was there willingly.” Just like the woman draped in a flowing white dress that we’d seen on the Irreverent Inferno’s altar.

      Still, we had nothing. Other than confirmation that she was tied up in this mess and was in theory alive at midday today.

      “When did this happen?” I asked, Damon seemed incapable of questions.

      “Last Saturday night,” Hart provided. The night Damon had been in the Sweet Hell part of the building.

      He did sit down on those words. With his hands clasped knuckle white together, he rested his elbows on his knees and stared at the floor. It reminded me of how I reacted to the knowledge my father collared a woman as his sexual pet. Stunned. Mortified. Worried.

      But Damon’s worry was for his sister, not for his reputation being harmed by her choices. I didn’t like what that made me.

      “You said there was more to his fear than just the beating he received?” I asked, wanting desperately for my own reasons to move on from Carole’s plight.

      I was a bad person, I knew it.

      “This is where it gets complicated,” Hart said, his eyes on Damon, just as Pierce’s were as well. I started to feel uncomfortable. “Warren says he passed the lust test in the cavern.”

      Oh, shit.

      “What?” Damon demanded. Both Hart and Pierce stilled. That readiness a cop gets before it all hits the fan and punches are thrown. My hand came out and rested on Damon’s arm in warning. Both detectives’ eyes glanced down at the move, but immediately raised them again to hold Damon’s angry stare.

      “You heard right,” Hart said carefully. “He was the initiate chosen by Carole Michaels whilst she was in the lust circle.”

      Oh, fuck. Gotta love a cop’s penchant for not mincing words. Hart was a hard-nosed bastard, but he also respected Damon in a warped kind of way. He wasn’t pussy-footing around, because Damon wouldn’t have wanted it that way.

      “So he passed the lust circle test?” I asked. Damon just sat statue still beside me. I couldn’t begin to fathom what he was thinking, processing. I gave him his space to work through it the only way I knew how. By asking the questions he’d be thinking, but was unable to voice aloud.

      “He passed,” Pierce offered. “And was beaten to a pulp because of it.”

      Silence.

      I leaned back in my chair and let out a slow breath of air.

      “What have you got, Keen?” Hart pressed, seeing the move for what it was. Clarity.

      “Why so many days afterwards?”

      “Don’t know,” Hart snapped. “What have you got?” he repeated.

      I flicked a glance towards Damon. He was watching me as well. Pain, worry, anger, fear. All of it was there in those dark eyes. He nodded. Just a small shift of his head. Enough to let me know he was ready.

      “I’ve been getting phone calls,” I said, thinking it was the best place to start. “A silent caller for the past week.”

      “And you didn’t report it?” Hart demanded.

      “I thought it was Carl.”

      “And now?”

      “I think it’s Carole.”

      “She give you anything to go on?” Hart asked, jotting a few words down on a pad. He didn’t question my theory, he rolled with it. It was an acceptance I hadn’t been sure I’d still get.

      “Nothing, but I did pick up a higher pitch in gasp yesterday when I called her Carl. Made me realise then it wasn’t, but I still didn’t put it together until today. I’m not sure why.” My eyes flicked to Damon’s again. The words were woefully inadequate as an apology.

      “And today?”

      “She was scared.”

      “That’s it?” Hart demanded.

      “This is all connected,” I explained. “Damon saw an ex-boyfriend of Carole’s at the banquet.” Pierce let out a whistle, recognising the significance before I’d even gone on. “Not his usual scene. But he was there. Why? Cawfield’s informant set him on Damon. The bomb at his house is linked through the accelerant to the HEAT arson attacks. Carole was the lure. The Irreverent Inferno was the web. And the murder occurred across the street from Sweet Hell.”

      “We still going with coincidence not being a part of this?” Hart asked, it seemed a genuine query.

      “Definitely not,” I said with conviction.

      Both Pierce and Hart sat up straighter. Somehow my words meant something.

      “Then walk us through it, Keen.”

      I stood up. I worked better when I paced. All three men turned so they could watch me as I moved.

      “We’ve always suspected the HEAT attacks have been revenge based,” I started. “Dragging Carole back into that lifestyle is definitely vengeful. Not to her. But to Damon. He worked hard to get her out of it. So hard, in fact, he destroyed his relationships.”

      Damon slowly closed his eyes, but didn’t show any further signs of emotion. They were steady when he looked back at me.

      “This arsonist is fucking with Damon. Why?” I asked. I was answering before anyone else could. “Because Damon took Carole from him and locked her away.”

      “The name of the ex-boyfriend?” Hart demanded, looking at Damon with his pen poised. Pierce had his cellphone out, ready to act on the identity immediately.

      “Andrew Falkner,” Damon supplied.

      “Don’t know him,” Pierce said, tapping away on his screen. “Name’s not in the Wanganui.” The Wanganui Computer was the National Law Enforcement System.

      “Could be an alias,” Hart suggested.

      “More than likely,” Damon concurred. “He dealt in drugs.”

      Pierce lowered his cellphone at the exact same moment Hart lowered his pen. Dead end.

      “And this connects to the murder, how?” Hart asked, eyes back on me.

      This was where the dots started straying.

      “David Gordon is a dominant sexual predator, but otherwise not a good fit for this,” I said, picking up my pacing again.

      I noticed Hart leaning back in his chair, no longer straight backed, ready for me to blow him apart with my detecting skills. He’d picked up on the shift. Either in my tone of voice or general confidence.

      “Superintendent Keen…” I stopped. I hadn’t even discussed this with Damon. But he’d seen the jewel studded chain that was undoubtedly a collar. He’d figured out who my father was with behind those curtains. He’d even tried to converse with the strangely mute Haydee. But discussing this with Inspector Hart and Ryan Pierce was too much.

      Even for an ice princess like me.

      “Superintendent Keen?” Hart pressed, even though his tone was careful, not forceful.

      “Superintendent Keen has provided an alibi, sir,” I pointed out. “Even though it took him twenty four hours to do so. It still stands.”

      Silence. Hart didn’t trust my father’s alibi. I’d already suspected this, otherwise he wouldn’t have been pushing for me to get more. I hadn’t seen the alibi, but I was betting it involved Haydee; his pet.

      Was she or was she not a strong alibi?

      “He did confirm he was a member of the Irreverent Inferno, but I don’t like him for this crime,” I added in an extremely lame display of detecting skills. “Kyan Marcroft, however, is a superb actor,” I went on. “And I can’t make out what exactly he is hiding. But he is hiding something. And Nathaniel Marcroft is a psychopath somehow managing to function in normal society.”

      “Anything solid?” Hart asked, voice level.

      “Not a damn thing,” I admitted.

      “Your gut?” Pierce pushed.

      “If I had to pick one?” Both men nodded. I shook my head. “I’m happy to rule out Gordon and Keen…”

      “Why Keen?” Hart finally pressed. “I need more, Detective.” He really hadn’t liked my father coming into CIB and throwing his weight around.

      “His life is the law,” I said, staring off into the distance. “His world is controlling himself within it.”

      “Even though he’s confirmed his involvement in the Irreverent Inferno?” Hart asked.

      “Yes, sir. His coping mechanisms aren’t the same as ours.”

      Silence again.

      I’d realised something today, watching my father hide his anger behind an icy shield. I’d realised that whatever had made him into who he had become after my mother had died, had been because of rage. A fury so large he lashed himself down with exquisite control. Cutting himself off from all triggers. Me. Anyone who looked or dressed or acted like my mother. The Irreverent Inferno was his stage, but not his cover.

      The murderer was using Sweet Hell’s darker side to hide what he had done.

      “The Irreverent Inferno is the murderer’s protection, his screen,” I added. “My father uses it as his platform. He is not hiding behind it, he’s employing it to help strengthen his control.”

      That was as good as they were going to get out of me. If they wanted more, they could do what my father had initially suggested and have Hart question him. Privately.

      I had no obligation to protect my father. He’d been absent from my life for six long years. And even before that, he’d been an icicle that split my world in two. Before my mother died and afterwards. I owed him nothing.

      But I still couldn’t sell his secrets in order to satisfy my superior’s demands.

      I was awash in grey and I’d chosen to be, purposefully.

      “OK, so how do the HEAT arsonist and the Marcrofts fit together?” Pierce asked, once again coming to my rescue. If we made it out of this fiasco and I still had a job in CIB, I was asking to team up with this man. Permanently.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “But a guess would be one is using the other. The HEAT arsonist, let’s just call him Falkner for now. His intention has been to get back at Damon all along. What better way than lure his sister into that hell. Then make Damon follow her there. The murder happened unexpectedly, at least for Falkner, but this is a guy who’s not afraid to use whatever comes to hand to help him out. He chose to set Cawfield onto Damon by implicating him in Samantha Hayes’ death. Just to fuck with him. But whether Falkner knows who did it, I can’t be sure.”

      “This does raise one pertinent question, however,” Hart added. Every eye turned to him. “Where exactly were you when the victim was killed?” His eyes were on Damon.

      I couldn’t believe it. After everything we’d been through we were still going back to this. Damon had left my house at four, and had arrived at HEAT after five a.m. He didn’t have an alibi.

      “I was driving to work,” Damon announced.

      “It took you an hour from Keen’s house to Pitt Street?” Hart pressed.

      Damon shrugged. “I drove around for a while.”

      “Why?” I asked, having not heard this before.

      “Looking for Carole.”

      “K Road,” I said, understanding dawning.

      He nodded. “I went in search of Eagle.”

      “But you didn’t find him.”

      “No.”

      “So, no alibi,” Hart concluded.

      “And no doubt picked up on CCTV footage in your distinctive HEAT vehicle on the road where the murder occurred at around the time it did as well,” Pierce offered, sounding pissed off. For Damon? Or because Damon had just landed himself back in the hot seat complicating our suspects list?

      “Look, this is all irrelevant, because Damon didn’t do it,” I pointed out.

      “Jesus, Keen,” Pierce muttered as Hart said, voice hard, “And yet he’s now a suspect. Again.”

      That’s it. I’d had enough. I stood up from my chair, making Pierce rise as well in preparation to hold me back, no doubt. But Hart just crossed his arms over his chest and stared me down, unperturbed.

      “He’s being framed by Falkner!”

      “No one’s framing him, he chose to go to Karangahape Road in search of one of your informants at exactly the same time Samantha Hayes was killed,” Hart explained succinctly.

      “Coincidence!” I growled and silence met my outburst.

      “Look,” Hart said eventually. “I’m with you on the Marcrofts possibly being tangled up in this. I even believe you’re on to something with the HEAT arsonist motives and Carole Michaels involvement. But I can’t overlook this avenue either. I just can’t.”

      “Are you arresting me?” Damon asked, reasonably. Too reasonably.

      “Not yet,” Hart snapped. “But don’t go too far.”

      “Very well,” Damon replied, standing from his seat and straightening his dinner jacket. He looked immaculate. He looked stunning. He didn’t look like a fireman or a fire investigator. But unfortunately murder does not distinguish itself by fashion. “I’ll advise my lawyer you may be in touch.”

      He turned and walked to the door.

      “Damon, hold on,” I said, starting after him.

      “Let him go, Keen,” Hart ordered, halting my feet in their track.

      “Sir?”

      “I said, let him go.”

      Damon’s eyes caught mine as he turned to close the door after him. Understanding, which broke my heart, in the deep brown that looked back.

      The door clicked closed and I still stood there.

      “We need to discuss whether to bring in the Marcrofts or try for more evidence first,” Hart announced.

      “We’ve only identified three of the hooded figures, that Michaels pictured the other night,” Pierce advised, “and none of them have offered anything up that could aid us. That NDA is silencing them good.”

      I saw Pierce, out of the corner of my eye, watching me as he spoke. But my focus was really on that closed door.

      “How’s your relationship holding up with the son?” Hart asked. “Kyan Marcroft,” he added, the question clearly for me.

      “Not good,” I said, my answer automatic. My back still to Hart, my eyes on the door.

      “Maybe you could approach him in a neutral setting,” Hart offered.

      “The banquet was neutral,” Pierce pointed out.

      “No, that was a room full of all the suspects in a very public environment,” Hart argued, ignoring my statue-like performance completely.

      “So, a coffee?” Pierce queried. “You think that will work?”

      “Worth a try,” Hart replied.

      “On it,” I said and sprang for the door.

      I didn’t look back. And I didn’t pause long enough to close the door. So I heard Hart’s words clearly.

      “Not even two full minutes,” he mused. “I’d pegged her running after five.”

      “Things have changed,” Pierce replied before I made the far side of CIB. “Keen’s all grown up now, boss.”

      “Don’t call me boss,” was the last grumble I heard as I hurtled down the hallway after Damon.
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      What those two were playing at, I had no idea. But I wouldn’t put it past Inspector Hart to have had an ulterior motive to that strange last minute conversation. Sure, he wanted me to question Kyan again, somewhere where I could get him to open up, quietly.

      But he also didn’t reprimand me for vacating his office without leave. He ran a tight ship. My actions just now were insubordinate. Yet, he’d carried on a conversation with Ryan Pierce as though they were sitting around drinking beers at a barbecue.

      He’d known I’d go after Damon. He didn’t stop me. Therefore Inspector David Hart had plans.

      I caught up to Damon in the public carpark where he had parked his HEAT truck. He’d just opened his driver’s side door when I came barrelling up to him; breathless, flushed, and probably looking a little wild in my out of fashion ball gown, no make-up, and wayward hair.

      “Damon,” I said, but he must have known I was there. Even I couldn't hear a damn thing other than my gasps for much needed air.

      “Let’s not do this right now, Lara,” he said, not turning around to face me. He folded his frame into the driver’s seat, all long limbs and lithe body, wrapped up in a beautiful package.

      “Ignore Hart,” I urged. “He’s got to say those things. The fact he hasn’t arrested you already means he’s got jack shit.”

      “I’m tired of defending myself,” he said, slipping his seatbelt on as though he was going to leave.

      I walked up to his open door and stood there, making it impossible for him to shut it before he drove off. I could smell his cologne. I could feel his addictive heat. I wanted to touch him. To reach out and burn my hand. I wanted him so much it actually hurt.

      “I believe you.”

      “I know you do,” he said, surprising me. “But I’m just so fucking frustrated right now, I can’t think.”

      “Don’t push me out,” I pleaded.

      “Lara,” he said, a sigh chasing my name on his lips. “Love, you’ve got a job to do and right now I’m on it. It’s better if I stay away.”

      “Bullshit,” I spat on a harsh whisper. “You are not my job.”

      He looked up at me, the late afternoon sun just at the right angle to make him have to raise his hand and shield his eyes. His cuff link glinted in the light, dazzling me for a second. I shifted. I told myself it was because of being blinded, but it was a lie. It was because I was uncomfortable with his silence and hard stare.

      “No, I’m not your job,” he said levelly. So much left unsaid with those simple words. My job was my life. It always had been. Carl had been entangled in that philosophy as well.

      Not anymore.

      I reached out and wrapped a hand around his wrist, changing the angle of his cuff link so I could see him clearly, and seeking that delicious heat I craved at the same time. I licked my lips and looked into his dark eyes, then willed myself to say something. Anything. Whatever was needed to keep him from running away.

      “You’re more important than my job, Damon. My job just fills the empty spaces inside my head. You fill the empty spaces in my heart. I’m not saying I would do well if I didn’t have CIB. Actually,” I admitted on a small laugh,” I don’t think I’d do too well at all. But I’d do worse without you. You keep me sane. Keep me healthy.” Keep Carl away. Make me forget my father. “I need you both,” I finished.

      Please don’t make me choose.

      “Come here,” he whispered, voice deep and speaking to parts of me best left at home and not on display in a police carpark.

      I shifted closer anyway.

      “No, Lara,” he said. “Come… here.”

      I swallowed, took the last step necessary to bring me alongside his seat, and leaned my face down.

      His free hand came up and cupped my cheek, a calloused thumb gently brushing across heated skin. Then his lips pressed to mine, tongue seeking, teeth nibbling, that thumb entering the side of my mouth and holding me still; like a vice.

      I made a sound, that really should not have been on display in a police carpark. He reciprocated, delving his tongue in deeper in a rhythm I couldn’t deny was making me all kinds of hot. Then he pulled back, looked into my eyes and sighed, his forehead coming to rest against mine.

      “I hate this,” he whispered. “Not knowing. She’s out there, probably addicted again. To all of it. The drugs, the sex, him.”

      “Tell me about him,” I urged, still bent over so his head could rest against mine. The hand that had slipped his thumb into my mouth in a move that did all kinds of wicked things to my insides, was now wrapped around the back of my neck. The other had fingers laced with mine down by my thigh.

      “He owned her,” he admitted. “In every single way. She was addicted to him as much as the substances. He fuelled her desires and then trapped her with them.”

      “Were they exclusive?”

      He pulled back and rested his head on the headrest of his driver’s seat. The absence of his heat and touch was almost debilitating. Talk of ownership seemed to only make the void he’d just created by pulling back too real.

      “She was strictly controlled, so for her exclusivity was a given. But I’m not so sure about him. He had a small entourage, but he was definitely seen on the club circuit. Sometimes with Carole, sometimes not.”

      “Someone must know more about him than just his alias,” I pointed out.

      “I never had a chance to look too deeply,” Damon admitted. “By the time I realised what sort of relationship it was, and how damaging it had become to Carole, I pulled her out and then he disappeared.”

      Damon was a good investigator, but he wasn’t a cop. He didn’t have the suspicious mind of a police detective who had seen too many dark and dangerous things. His investigations were often undertaken after the fact. And rarely stretched into motive.

      Andrew Falkner, for want of a real name to call him, would have believed Carole was his property. And Damon had stolen her. Revenge was obvious. But not for a fire investigator. I would have checked Falkner out before going in. I would have done my homework. But then, Carole wasn’t my sister.

      “Listen,” I said. “Hart wants me to corner Kyan Marcroft and try for something solid again on Samantha Hayes. Falkner is involved in the Irreverent Inferno, he had to be, to give Cawfield that much guidance.” Damon grimaced, but didn’t comment. So, I forged on. “I can try to push Kyan on that angle as well as the murder case.”

      “Is that wise?”

      “Probably not,” I admitted. “But I’m doing it.”

      “Is it what a detective would normally do?” Damon pressed.

      “It’s what this detective will do.”

      “Lara.”

      “Damon.”

      He shook his head, but there was a smile on his lips now. It reached his eyes.

      “There’s something you can do too,” I said.

      “Yeah?”

      “Go back in.”

      “Hart won’t want me near the Irreverent Inferno and Carole will be long gone by now.”

      “Last night there were twenty seven members in attendance, including the initiates. The night before there were twenty-six. The difference was Cawfield. Which leads us to believe that the stable number of attendees is twenty-six. He was there, Damon. And if he was there, then Carole’s not far from him.”

      “That’s when she calls you,” he guessed.

      “She has some freedom, that’s obvious. But she’s too scared to really use it.”

      “Fuck!” he said, slamming his hand down on the steering wheel and almost bending it.

      “Go back in. If there’s twenty-six attendees, he’s there.”

      “You trust me to hold it together.”

      “I’d trust you with my life.”

      He blinked. His fingers flexed around the steering wheel. His voice was gruff when he spoke.

      “I want you. Right now.”

      I smiled, my body tingling. “Police carparks aren’t generally a good place to ‘park up.’”

      “Ha ha,” he shot back. Then sobered. “I don’t know how long she’s got.”

      “I don’t know how long we’ve got before the murderer strikes again,” I countered. “The first act was showy. A performance he was prepared to undertake across the street from an open gaming club. A club he is most certainly a member of. He staged the body. Crucified her. She was paying for her sins, or his, I’m unsure. But whoever did this will be in the Irreverent Inferno tonight. I know it. The nine circles of Hell. He’s tested himself on each one. He’s already reached his version of Paradise. What happens now?”

      “He enjoys it,” Damon whispered.

      “And enjoyment for him involves breath control play on a grand public scale. This man will perform again. You can count on it.”

      “And Carole could be there.”

      “I can’t see it,” I said, shaking my head. “If what you’ve said about Falkner is true, everything he’s done is to get her back. Why put her in a position to be harmed?”

      “He put her on that fucking altar and let a stranger do disgusting things to her in front of hooded men.”

      “And then beat up the man who did those things to her, almost killing him,” I pointed out. “Maybe he regretted it. Maybe it was punishment for escaping him, and now she’s paid. But either way I can’t see it.”

      “Lara, he owns her. To keep or throw away.”

      Fuck, maybe Damon had seen dark and dangerous things in his line of work. Maybe he wasn’t as shut off from my world as I’d thought.

      “Then you need to go back there,” I said, feeling a strange sense of despair that he would jump to such a conclusion. Even as it justified my fucked up world.

      “OK, but the batteries on the cameras and mics are flat.”

      I glanced at my watch and then slipped my cellphone out of my handbag. I had it to my ear before Damon could raise an eyebrow in query. Carmel answered on the fourth ring.

      “Anscombe Securities and Investigations. How can I help?”

      “Hi, Carmel. This is Detective Lara Keen. May I please speak with Nick Anscombe?”

      Damon snorted at my overly polite greeting and request. I turned my back on him or I’d give myself away.

      “Of course, Detective,” the gatekeeper said in a matching false polite tone. “One moment please.”

      Too easy. It had been too easy.

      Then the phone clicked and went dead.

      Motherfucker! She did not just do that.

      My cellphone rang while I was staring at it in shock. The name on the screen was “ASI.”

      “Keen,” I growled down the line. “That was rude. What the fuck do they teach you at receptionist school? How the hell you keep your job, I don’t know.”

      “Detective,” Nick Anscombe’s recognisable deep voice said. “You wanted me?”

      I tipped my head back and closed my eyes.

      “I’m not fond of your receptionist,” I admitted.

      “No shit,” he shot back. “I think the feeling might be mutual.”

      “Yeah, well,” I said, in way of apology.

      “Carmel’s part of the furniture, Detective,” Nick said. “You get used to her.”

      Unlikely, but I finally held my tongue.

      “Need your help,” I advised.

      “I wouldn’t have guessed.”

      “Damon’s going back into the Irreverent Inferno, he’s on his way to you now to change the batteries in his gear.”

      “Pierce hasn’t sanctioned this.”

      “I’m sanctioning it.”

      “You’re not lead detective on this case.”

      “Since when do you follow the rules?”

      Silence.

      Damon slipped out of his car and came ‘round to face me. His eyebrows were still raised, his arms crossed in a deceptively calm stance. He could hear every word, no doubt. And he did not like it.

      But he didn’t butt in. Damon knew me well. I liked to fight my own battles.

      “Here’s the thing,” I said when Nick still refused to answer. “We’ve narrowed down the murderer and we’ve got a bead on Carole Michaels. All roads lead to Sweet Hell.”

      “OK,” he finally said. “Send him in.”

      “Great. Tha…”

      “But if you want my help again, Detective, try a little sugar.”

      “You got a sweet tooth, Anscombe?” I said, attempting to lighten the mood. He had every right to be ticked off. I was pissing all over his territory.

      He made a sound. I couldn’t tell if it was laughter or something less inviting.

      “For you, Keen, I’d accept a fucking lemon.” The line went dead.

      “I don’t think he likes me,” I admitted to Damon as I slipped my cellphone away. “But he’s waiting for you at ASI.”

      “Are you going to tell Pierce?”

      “I don’t know. He is primary on this. But you’re right about Hart not wanting to send you back in. He can’t.”

      “And Pierce?”

      “I don’t think we need to worry about that. Nick and Ryan go way back. He’s likely to bust my arse to Pierce just out of spite.”

      “You are a charmer,” Damon quipped.

      “Why, thank you,” I replied, with mock sincerity. “I try my best.”

      We smiled at each other and then he checked his watch. It was approaching five already.

      “Are you coming as well?”

      “I have to touch base with Kyan. Orders,” I added when he frowned.

      “Be careful, love.”

      “Always.”

      We stared at each other a little longer and then he reached forward and drew me close, one hand twisted in my hair, one cupping my jaw, tilting my face up to his.

      “I still want you,” he whispered against my lips. “When this is over, later tonight,” - he was being optimistic - “I’m going to strip you down, until your beautiful bare skin is glowing in the light of the moon as it shines through your bedroom window. All those dips and curves coated in an alabaster sheen. And then I’m tasting every inch of you. Every. Single. Delightful. Inch. And once I’ve made you beg for more, I’ll make you come, I’ll make you scream my name. And only after I’m convinced you’re about to break apart from my touch, from my kiss, I’ll slide deep inside you, pin you beneath me, and take you with every part of my soul. I’ll fuck you into oblivion, Lara. I’ll pour every inch of me inside every inch of you. I’ll make us come together, sweaty, breathless, limbs like marshmallow. And then I’ll do it all again, just to be sure.”

      “To be sure?”

      “Yes,” he whispered, still not kissing me, his breath the only touch he allowed my lips. “To be sure you know how much I love you. To be sure you know how much I need you. To be sure you know how much I crave you.”

      His forehead came down and rested against mine. Such an intimate move, but so innocent in appearance.

      “I’m yours, Lara. You own me.” The words hung on the air between us. Meaning something, I was sure, completely different from what they meant to Falkner and Carole.

      But he’d said them. Damon had voiced his deepest desire aloud.

      And it had come crashing down to haunt him.

      “Damon,” I started and he moved his lips to mine.

      The kiss was soul destroying. An attempt to exorcise his choice of words. To prove to me or himself, I’m not sure, but to prove his type of ownership was an entirely different thing than anyone else’s.

      Than Andrew Falkner’s.

      He pulled away, reluctance and regret making a strange combination of his features, and then he slipped into his vehicle and shut the door.

      “I’ll be in touch,” I said, through the window. “Good luck,” I added, not sure what else to tell him, knowing I should have been putting his mind at rest, unable to find the fucking words.

      He wouldn’t have listened. Damon was neck deep in his sister’s woes. His words bringing back the importance of tonight. Sealing his fate, and I feared, sealing ours.

      I watched until the truck disappeared onto Hobson Street. I watched until the sun disappeared behind the ten storey Central Police building. I watched until I realised I was standing in a police carpark in an out of date ball gown with no means to drive home and get my car.

      And then my cellphone started ringing.

      The number on the screen said, when I fished it out of my bag, “Unknown Caller.”

      Carole.
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      “Keen,” I said into the mouthpiece. My steady voice belying the tremors in my hand. I’d shaken when I’d taken a call from my silent caller before, but not because the stress of the moment, the repercussions of fucking this up, were so great.

      Because I’d thought it was Carl and it screwed with my head.

      Carole didn’t screw with my head. This was what I was made for.

      “This is Detective Lara Keen,” I said, when she continued her shaky silence. “Carole, I know it’s you,” I added softly. “I can help.”

      A hitched breath. A near silent sob.

      “Where are you, Carole? Your brother is beside himself with worry. Let me bring you to him. Let me help.”

      “You can’t help,” she whispered, so quietly I had to strain to hear. I searched for a better place to stand, out of the wind, away from a busy city street. The only option was back inside the Central Police building and I didn’t have time.

      I covered my free ear with my palm, pressing the cellphone into the other, and crouched down behind a dark blue Mitsubishi Galant.

      “Where are you, hon?” I said, willing her to find her courage and speak out. “I can get you out of there with a minimal amount of fuss. Falkner won’t even know you’re gone.”

      Another hitched breath, or it could have been a gasp. Was she surprised we’d figured it out? Or just scared shitless when I mentioned his name?

      “He’ll know,” she said, making me believe the latter reason for her gasped breath. “I can’t escape.”

      “Let me come and see. OK? I’ll check it out, and if we can get you out of there, we will.”

      “Not we, you.”

      “I have close colleagues I can trust. We might need them, Carole.”

      “No.” She was adamant. “Just you. I trust only you.”

      I hardly knew this woman. She’d been nothing more to me than a thorn in my side every time Damon was called away to rescue her. She didn’t really know me and I didn’t really know her, but her trust seemed monumental. Seemed important in a way it shouldn’t have been.

      This was Damon’s sister. She trusted me.

      “OK,” I said. “Just me. Where am I coming to?”

      “113, apartment 28, Greys Ave,” she whispered and my head swung in the direction of the address. It was just one street over. I could walk there, if I wasn’t in high heeled shoes and a fucking ball gown.

      And who knew what state Carole Michaels was in. But Greys Ave? One block away, bordering Pitt Street, and where her brother worked. Is that why Falkner chose it? So when it came out, and it would have, eventually, Damon would know he’d been that close to his missing sister all along.

      Son of a bitch.

      “OK, Carole, I’m just going to find a car and come get you. I’m not far away.”

      “Come quickly!” she said urgently. “He only went out to buy some milk.”

      You have got to be fucking kidding me. Milk? Psycho kidnapping arsonists need milk?

      “OK, OK, hon, stay on the line, I’m coming.”

      “I think he’s back.”

      I stopped in my tracks, halfway between where I’d been crouching and the door back into Central Police. It would take at least ten minutes to be assigned a new sedan.

      “Oh, dear God,” she cried. “Someone’s at the door.”

      I was running, kicking off my heels and praying I didn’t stand on a rusted nail or a heap of dog shit. I couldn’t hang up the phone, she was getting near hysterical on the other end of the line. I couldn’t waste a second longer tracking down a uniform, that, all of a fucking sudden, were in severe shortage on the street. This was fucking central Auckland, the busiest metropolitan police station in New Zealand, and not a single blue and white to be seen.

      I bounded down Mayoral Drive, knowing I would be coming into Greys Ave at its bottom. 113 could be near the top, up the steep slope that led to Pitt Street.

      “Carole, you still with me?” I panted into the phone.

      Dodging pedestrians, skipping out of the way of a taxi as it turned into an underground carpark right in front of me. My free hand came down hard on the hood of his car. He shouted out obscenities in Hindi and received a kick to his fender for his efforts.

      I refused to limp when I picked up speed again.

      “It wasn’t him,” Carole whimpered down the line.

      My heartbeat made it difficult to hear properly. “What?” I said, rounding the corner onto Greys Ave and frantically searching numbers to get my bearings.

      “It must have been the neighbours,” she said, almost as breathless as me. “But he’s been gone ten minutes. He could be back any time,” she pressed. I understood her fear. I just wished she’d stop scaring me.

      This was Damon’s sister. I had to get to her before Falkner did.

      “How mobile are you?” I asked, spotting a 48 embedded in a wall on my left. Halfway up, at a guess. I dug deep.

      “I can walk,” she admitted.

      “Can you run?”

      “He doesn’t feed me much,” she said in a hollow sounding voice.

      I pressed on, both psychically and verbally.

      “What locks are on the door?”

      “Big ones. I don’t have a key.”

      “A deadbolt?”

      “Yes, I think that’s what you call it. Where are you?”

      “On Greys Ave. Not long now, Carole. Hang in there.”

      “Please hurry. Oh, God, please hurry.”

      “I am,” I said, almost drowning the words out with my desperate gasps for air. “Where are you in the apartment?” I asked.

      “In the dining room.”

      “Which is where in relation to the front door?” I huffed, spotting her building. A set of refurbished council flats. I’d been in them before; a drug bust. Not long after they’d been sold and done up for urban yuppies.

      “I can see the door, but I’m several feet away.”

      “Open plan living?”

      “Yes.”

      “How many rooms?”

      “Just the main one, where I am, and the bedroom and bathroom.”

      “And you’re alone?” I asked, pressing several buttons on the intercoms at once.

      Some careless individual unlocked the main door, while voices rang out over the speaker demanding who I was.

      I swung the door open and paused to catch my breath. It wasn’t going to happen any time soon, so I sucked it up, shouldered my handbag, and pulled my gun out, while I checked the state of the elevator - broken - and headed for the stairs. So much for the yuppie refurbishment.

      “I’m almost there,” I whispered into the cellphone, my voice echoing up the stairwell, but no other sounds indicating someone was ahead of me.

      “Hurry,” she said, then she just kept repeating it. “Hurry, hurry, hurry, hurry, hurry, hurry.”

      It just about did me in. My throat was already parched from all the exertion and heavy breathing, now it closed over with emotion as well. She was terrified, and the closer I got, the worse it seemed to get. So scared of being caught trying to escape. So scared of this bastard who had taken her.

      I bounded up the two flights of stairs, thankfully quietly as I was in bare feet, a fact I would pay for dearly later, once the adrenaline wore off. I pushed the door open onto Carole’s landing and crouched as I came through, gun raised, cellphone still to my ear, Carole still repeating her mantra. It was bare, but I could hear life existing behind the closed doors; TV’s blaring, people arguing, someone clearly playing a high octane video game. Sunday apartment living in the big city. And not one of them knew their neighbour was a criminal.

      That there was a woman trapped across the floor.

      “Carole,” I whispered. She kept repeating, “Hurry.” I could picture her rocking on a chair. “Carole, I need you to stand clear of the door.”

      “Hurry.”

      “I’m going to make a loud noise.”

      “Hurry!” More desperate, more high pitched, more full of fear.

      “Carole!’ I hissed. “I’m using my gun.”

      That shut her up.

      “I need you to stand clear of the door.”

      “OK.”

      I came abreast of apartment 28 and stared at the handle. It seemed so normal. Was it coated in his fingerprints? Had he worn gloves when he came and went? I looked left and right, checked to make sure the coast was clear - it wouldn’t be for much longer - and then reached out and tested the door knob. Any chance not to use your service weapon, you grasp it. Paperwork’s a bitch, Carl advised in my head as the handle stuck fast.

      I sucked in a deep breath of air and said, “Cover your ears, Carole.” Counting to ten, I fired.

      Two shots, directly above the door handle, aimed toward the floor, through the deadbolt.

      The door creaked when  I pushed against it. Another squeaked down the hallway as I guy peered out and  shouted, “I’m calling the Police!”

      “Tell them a detective is in attendance, requesting immediate assistance at a 12:10,” I shouted back and slipped my still functioning cellphone into my handbag. “Carole,” I called out. “This is Detective Keen, I’m coming in.”

      More doors opened down the hallway, but no one was brave enough to confront the armed, and clearly willing to use it, detective.

      I crossed the threshold, my gun pointed towards the floor, safety still off. And checked right, into a lounge that appeared empty, and then left, into a dining room that led to an open plan kitchen. Carole Michaels sat at the dining table, tears and snot running down her face, a cellphone, screen facing skyward, lit up to display an open call, on the table’s surface.

      Her hands and legs were locked securely to the table by a long length of chain.

      Motherfucker!

      “Are you hurt?” I said, she just blinked at me and sniffed. “Did you get caught by any shrapnel?” I tried, she blubbered out a sobbed breath. “Hang tight,” I instructed, lifting my gun and moving toward the back of the apartment, and the as yet unseen bedroom and bathroom.

      It took thirty seconds to clear them, the apartment wasn’t big. I came out into the main room, reluctantly flicking the safety on and placing the weapon in my handbag, then crossed the short distance to Carole at the table.

      I crouched down and assessed her visually. She was pale, when like her brother, she should have had a natural year round tan. Her wrists were bony, her elbows stuck out. But no worse than she’d looked when I’d last seen her, recovering from a thousand dollar a day drug habit. Her dark, curly hair hung in ringlets down over her hunched shoulders. Mucus and saliva had dribbled onto her t-shirt, which looked otherwise clean. She was wearing boy-short underwear, it left little to the imagination, but there was no blood and there were no obvious bruises that I could see.

      She looked trapped, skeletal, but unharmed.

      “This could be a problem,” I said under my breath as I turned my attention to the chain that secured her to actual holes bored into the table’s thick wooden surface. The table was bolted to the floor. Even if it had been small enough to drag through the doorway after us, it was stuck fast. “I don’t suppose he kept the key within sight?” I asked.

      She shook her head, staring at me strangely. Almost like she hadn’t ever met me before.

      “You know who I am, right?” I asked. “Damon’s girlfriend.”

      She smiled; relief shot through me. Trauma could make things go south pretty fucking fast if she couldn’t place me.

      “OK,” I said, standing up and admitting defeat on the chain. “I’m calling in some help.”

      She started crying, hitched breaths, full on tear streaking mess.

      “Hurry, hurry, hurry, hurry,” she murmured, rocking back and forth on the chair. It was wooden, I noticed absently. No cushion. Her butt must have ached sitting there.

      I pulled my cellphone from my handbag and cut the now redundant call to Carole’s phone.

      “How did you have access to a phone?” I asked, as mine dinged with about half a dozen voice messages and double that in texts.

      I hadn’t expected her to answer, what with the near catatonic repetitive motion and words, but she whispered, “I get rewards.”

      Strange reward for a kidnapper to give their abductee.

      I couldn’t listen to all the messages, but something made me press the button for the first text.

      Nick Anscombe. Second strange thing to have happened in less than a minute.

      The message read, Identified another hooded figure. Michaels knows him as Andrew Falkner. Radar has him as Rhys Weston. Linked to Declan King and others. Hands in many pies. PS. Answer your fucking phone.

      I smiled, which probably wasn’t entirely appropriate considering Carole was looking up at me right then, and swiped the phone for Ryan Pierce. I put it to my ear and waited for the dial tone. Sometimes there can be a delay, if the network’s busy. So I didn’t immediately worry when it took several seconds to make a sound.

      But then the fire alarm in the building sounded out, screams and shouts abounded down the hall, and Carole started laughing.

      I pulled my phone away from my ear when it made a disconnect tone. With dawning understanding, I stared down at the screen and noticed it had no service bars. I looked at Carole, her laughter was unhinged and slightly panicked. Not quite genuine amusement, more like the kind of laughter that comes out when you’re severely stressed and laughing is your go-to when the shit hits the big fucking proverbial fan.

      “He’s coming,” she managed to get out between hiccoughing bouts of quasi-mirth.

      I dropped my phone, it was useless. And pulled my gun. Swinging ‘round to face the still open door. The hallway was silent of stampeding feet, no more shouts or screams could be heard above the persistent blare of the fire alarm. A fire engine at Pitt Street, no more than thirty seconds away, started up.

      I was out of time.

      My eyes flicked down to Carole sitting tied securely to the table, then back up to the front door, my heart in my throat, my stomach bottomed out and on the floor.

      Oh, fuck.

      “It’s gonna be all right,” I said, both hands steady on my service weapon. I would shoot him if he stood in that door.

      This had been a trap. I knew that now. I couldn’t leave, not with Carole still sitting chained up here. I couldn’t call for help, something was suddenly jamming the signal on my phone. I flicked my eyes around the open plan room, trying to find inspiration for a better strategy of defence.

      And landed on a dome covered camera mounted on the ceiling in the corner.

      “He’s been watching, hasn’t he?” I asked.

      Carole laughed. Snorted back some snot and said, “He’s coming.”

      And then a canister rolled into the room and a burst of gas and light and smoke filled the air.

      I didn’t even have time to pull the trigger. I wouldn’t have been shooting at anything anyway. The canister had been the advance guard. As my body doubled over, and my eyes welled shut with bitter stinging tears, and my throat clogged up with gunk, and my chest burst apart with the need to breathe fresh air, I knew the rear guard was still coming.

      “He’s coming,” Carole whimpered through her own toxic hell on earth.

      And then I blacked out.
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            “When it looks like the end and you know you’re on your own. Don’t fucking think for a second you can’t still win.”

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up in small increments. The sound of a low, rhythmic humming fluctuated in my ears. And then the smell of burned candle wax tickled my nose. Followed, an indeterminate amount of time later, by the stretch of my neck as my head lolled back and forth.

      My eyes felt like dead weights; I struggled to lift my lids. My arms ached. My chest hurt. Breathing was difficult. I was sure I couldn’t feel my hands. When I tried to shift my legs something rattled.

      Oh, God. This was not good.

      I forced my eyes open, but saw only black. It took too long to realise I was blindfolded. Panic set in big time after that.

      My breaths sawed in and out of my mouth. My chest constricted with anxiety and whatever the fuck had been in that gas canister back in Greys Ave. I was sure I wasn’t there anymore. The fire engines would have arrived and even if Falkner had closed and locked the apartment door, ignoring the fire alarm, the neighbours who had seen me enter would have told the Police by now.

      Something echoed in the room. Feet? Steps? Whatever it was, it sounded far away and nearby at the same time. I knew where I was long before I accepted it. My brain trying futilely to think of another conclusion, anything than ending up here.

      Awareness returned in jarring and colourful clarity, despite the black cloth that covered my eyes. I was in the Irreverent Inferno. And I was tied to a fucking cross.

      Another sound; a thump, followed by a swish. My mind raced trying to put an image to the indistinct noises. My imagination fuelled by too many dark years as a police detective and honed to perfection by a warped and twisted world.

      I almost whimpered. The pathetic sound so close to spewing out of my lips. I bit down hard on my tongue and tasted blood. Then lifted my head and spat the tainted saliva out. I heard it splat as it hit the tiled floor.

      “Do I need to gag you as well, Lamb?” a voice said with a very recognisable accent.

      “Grand Master,” I replied, for all intents and purposes sounding quite normal.

      Nathaniel Marcroft laughed. It was predictably chilling.

      “Where’s Kyan, Mr Marcroft?” I asked.

      “He’ll arrive with the others. Are you prepared to behave, Lamb?”

      “You know my name,” I insisted. “Why not use it?”

      “Here you have no name. No identity. Just the chance to transcend Hell.”

      “I don’t want your Paradise,” I said, twisting my head when his voice moved in front of me. I tried to picture the cavern at the Irreverent Inferno. I tried to imagine the cross I was chained to where the altar would have been. That meant the majority of the vaulted space was before me, providing a vast area for my captor to roam.

      And then come at me from.

      “We all want Paradise, Lamb,” Nathaniel said. “Even when we think we don’t deserve it. Do you deserve it?”

      I ignored the question. Answering would not serve a purpose here. Nathaniel Marcroft was batshit crazy. Any conversation with the man would only end up going around in circles. Probably nine fucking times, at a guess.

      “Why am I tied to a cross?” I asked instead.

      “It has to be a cross,” he mumbled, as though talking to himself. “Pay for our sins.”

      “Have you paid for yours?”

      “Little lamb,” he said right beside my ear, making me jump. The chains rattled, my wrists twisted, sending shooting stabs of pain down each arm. I couldn’t feel my fingers, but the coldness where they should have been told me I’d been hanging here a while. “We shall pay together, no?”

      The blindfold came off in a sudden rush of brightness. Even though I knew the cavern was being lit by naked flames, I squeezed my eyes closed, feeling tears streak down my cheeks from the sting the light had caused. I sucked in a deep breath and blinked them open, aware Marcroft had just given me an advantage I couldn’t waste.

      It took too long to focus. My vision was blurred beyond what normal light deprivation should have allowed. I didn’t feel drugged, but whatever had been in that cannister had a lasting effect. By the time I could see more than a few feet in front of me, I’d already heard her snivels.

      “Carole,” I said, straining against the chains on my wrists and ankles. “It’s going to be OK,” I promised, in a blatant attempt to calm her with absolutely no regard to the facts.

      I was chained to a cross in a madman’s chamber. And so was she.

      Both crosses faced each other across the grand space of the Irreverent Inferno cavern, in a macabre display that made me think of a tragic Shakespearean play. Our feet were mere inches off the floor, making our bodies suspended low enough to be reached by any man of reasonable height. Nathaniel Marcroft was over six feet tall. He could reach our necks easily.

      Had I got it all wrong? Was Falkner even involved? Had Carole actually said his name? Or was that gasp she’d given when I did over the phone been confusion, not fear? What the hell did Nathaniel Marcroft have to do with the HEAT arson attacks?

      I felt woefully ill equipped to figure it out. The dots weren’t just disconnecting, they were flying apart inside my head.

      We were both dressed in sheer, white, flowing dresses similar to what the woman had worn the night of Damon’s lust circle test. Carole’s swamped her fragile frame. Mine left little to the imagination. At least she’d been wearing a bra. I closed my eyes and then snapped them open locating Nathaniel Marcroft across the room.

      He stood watching me. Not Carole. It was as if he couldn’t hear her murmured pleas to be set free. She couldn’t rock back and forth, like she had in the apartment on Greys Ave. But her body swayed, making the chains rattle and clink against the wood of the cross.

      She hadn’t been blindfolded, which may or may not have been a saving grace. But Marcroft didn’t even see her, his eyes all on me.

      “Comfortable, Lamb?” he asked.

      “Is this what you did to Samantha Hayes?” I asked. “Helped her pay for her sins?”

      “There are no names in here. Just transcendence.”

      “You took her life, by squeezing her neck so tightly she couldn’t breathe,” I persisted.

      “The pursuit of Paradise is paved in the depths of Hell,” Marcroft commented mildly.

      “You left her lying on a pavement across the street, arms outstretched.”

      “My pursuit has been more particular than others.”

      “Legs crossed at the ankles, displayed as if crucified.”

      “A work of art.” Was that in reference to Samantha? Or in regard to his path through Hell?

      “But it wasn’t enough to just kill her,” I pressed on. “You had to make her lust for it.”

      “Lust is immutable.”

      “Was that why you killed her? Because she lusted?”

      “Carnal malefactors, all of us.”

      “Samantha was a carnal malefactor, wasn’t she, Nathaniel?”

      “The journey to Paradise is the cleanser of sins.”

      “You are a carnal malefactor, as well, aren’t you, Nathaniel?”

      “Each circle is our right to atone.”

      “Were you atoning for your sins when you asphyxiated Samantha Hayes with your bare hands?”

      “The trap is being willing to leave them.”

      I paused.

      “You haven’t left them,” I whispered, suddenly seeing the dots connect. “You’re still trapped in the nine circles of Hell. And enjoying it.”

      “There is so much to enjoy, Lamb. I shall show you.”

      “And Samantha? Did you offer to show her too?”

      He smiled. The bastard was several sandwiches short of a picnic, but still managed to stay just shy of crazy enough to admit premeditated murder.

      “She was perfect, I should think,” I added. “A true believer in sin.”

      “Lust,” he agreed, but said no more.

      “Your favourite circle?”

      “One of them.”

      “The others? What circles make the top of your list, Nathaniel?”

      “Grand Master,” he corrected.

      I nodded my head, accepting the reprimand, feeling the stretch of my arms as I effected the movement. In this second he was lucid. He’d allowed the use of his real name before, because he’d not even heard it spoken. I had to press now or I’d lose him before he admitted his guilt.

      “What are your favourite circles, Grand Master?”

      He slowly walked toward me, the black of his robe swirling around his feet, swishing over the tiles in a manner that made it look like he floated; hiding his shoes. I forced my eyes to his face, unencumbered by the hood, which hung ineffectually down his back. He was alone in his domain with his lambs. He didn’t need to hide in here. Not when he was setting the stage.

      I held still as he came abreast of me, his elegant finger coming out and resting under my chin. He tilted my head, making me look up at the arches in the ceiling. I felt his breath against my exposed throat, my rapid pulse more noticeable at this angle, the flesh taut over the fluttering flow of adrenaline fuelled blood.

      A hot palm wrapped around my neck and pressed. Not enough to cut off my air, but enough to hint at it. The top of my head bit into the wood of the cross at my back. I wanted to swallow, but swallowing would hurt under the pressure of his hold. He tightened his fingers, the tips of them reaching far around the side of my neck, his thumb directly above my pulse.

      I gasped for breath as he increased the pressure; short burst of air incompletely sucked in. My body strained, the chains rattled almost delicately above my head. Sweat started to coat my brow. I was beyond panic now, but I would not show it. I fought my body’s physiological response to being slowly strangled.

      “Can you feel it, Lamb?” he asked. I couldn’t answer, even if every fibre in my body wanted to yell at him to get the fuck off. “I control your level of oxygen. I control how dizzy you become. How lightheaded. Sensations that mimic pleasure. You’ll start to hallucinate,” he whispered against the underside of my chin. “And if I time it right, if I perfect the art, I can have you addicted to the sensation and begging for more.”

      “Sick,” I gasped, the pressure of talking making my vision darken. “Bastard,” I hissed.

      His hand tightened and then all pressure was gone. I was left gasping for air, desperately wanting to touch my neck where I was sure bruises would be showing, and shaking from head to toe with a sudden release of endorphins.

      I was alive. Always a cause for the body to celebrate.

      “You would not have been a good example,” Marcroft commented, lifting his hood up to cover his face. “You aren’t yet willing to relinquish control. You fight your pleasure. It is offensive.”

      “Then why am I here?” I croaked.

      “Your circle is not one of the lower. Your circle is right at the top.”

      I struggled to list the nine circles of Hell in my mind. I got as far as gluttony and had to start again. I could breathe easier now, but my body was remembering the feeling of not getting enough oxygen. The sensation of being out of control. There was no pleasure in it for me. And even if I failed Marcroft’s little “example” I was betting he received some form of pleasure from the act, all the same.

      Limbo. The first circle.

      Lust. The second.

      Gluttony.

      Greed.

      Anger. Heresy. Violence. And Fraud.

      That left only one at the top. The upper echelon of Dante’s Hell.

      Treachery. I was destined for treachery, but for the life of me, couldn’t work it out.

      “Is Samantha in Paradise?” I asked, in one last ditch effort to corner Marcroft. I knew he’d done it. The evidence was all there. And although nothing connected him directly to the actual homicide, the circumstantial nature of it was impossible to ignore.

      I was lashed to a fucking cross and he’d just tried to asphyxiate me, all in an effort to mimic sensations of lust.

      Sick. Fucker!

      But I needed him to say it. It was a lifeline I seemed to be grasping for. I needed to hear him say it.

      “Am I to end up in Paradise with her?” I pressed. “Is this what you do?”

      Nothing. Not a fucking thing. I bit back the sob as though a lifeline had slipped through my fingers and disappeared.

      When it looks like the end and you know you’re on your own. Don’t fucking think for a second you can’t still win.

      Did you think that, Carl? When Kenny Tyndall pulled the trigger and you felt that bullet slide in? When the air rushed out of your lungs and wide open space yawned at your back? Did you think you could still win?

      He promised to watch over me on the street. “Michaels for immediate protection. Pierce to keep an eye out for you in CIB. And now on the street, I’ll watch over you too.”

      I lifted my head and looked toward the door to the cavern, willing Carl to come barging in.

      He didn’t.

      But Kyan Marcroft did.

      He was dressed in his robe already, hood down, dark hair dishevelled, dress slacks peeking out from the gap in his open cloak. I could smell his cologne; expensive, subtle, it suited him. And didn’t. He was distracted, not paying attention. Clearly preoccupied. Until he made it several feet into the vast cavern and came to an abrupt halt.

      His eyes landed on Carole first. A frown marring his handsome face. Then with a type of resigned fury he scanned the space for his father… and found me.

      “Jesus,” he whispered. “Fuck!” he added. “What the fuck have you done now?”

      Me? No, his father. Who came out of the shadows like some Machiavellian wraith.

      “You like my lambs?” Nathaniel asked pleasantly.

      “She’s a cop, Dad,” Kyan growled, taking a few steps in my direction.

      “Stop!” Nathaniel barked. “She is willing.”

      “Are you?” Kyan asked coming to an immediate halt. As if it could be at all possible I’d agree to be strapped to a fucking cross in a see-through white dress.

      “No,” I ground out.

      “Ah but, Lamb,” Nathaniel said. “Of course you are willing.”

      “Not in this lifetime, psycho.” Not a negotiation tactic they teach you at Police College.

      Nathaniel chuckled and then clapped his hands. A sick feeling settled in my stomach.

      “Please don’t so this, Father,” Kyan pleaded.

      “Unfortunately, you are unable to prove your worth this evening, son. She is destined for one who shows more promise.”

      “I’ll do it,” Kyan said, standing taller. “Whatever you have planned, I’ll do it. But now. Here. With no other witnesses.”

      What the fuck?

      Nathaniel just shook his head. “The path to Paradise is not a secluded one, son.”

      “She’s not willing!” Kyan shouted.

      Nathaniel smiled. It was the smile I’d expected at the banquet earlier today. The one he’d kept securely under wraps. Creepy.

      A hidden door scraped open on the opposite side to the one Kyan had used. Through it came another hooded figure. Bile rose up my throat as I thought of the possibilities. They were infinite. Not all the members of the Irreverent Inferno had been identified. But one in particular kept springing to mind.

      Please, God, don’t let this be my father.

      But I didn’t recognise the man. Relief was short lived when the body he dragged behind him was unceremoniously thrown on the cold, hard floor.

      “Eagle,” I whispered, as Carole woke up from whatever stupor she’d been under and screamed, “Andy! Andy! Get me out of here!”
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            “We have reached the ninth circle of Hell.”

          

        

      

    

    
      “You are willing, aren’t you, Lamb?” Nathaniel Marcroft asked, coming to stand in front of me, directly beside the sprawled body of Eagle.

      Who lifted his head, bloodshot eyes staring up at me full of sorrow.

      “Fucked up, Keen,” Eagle whispered, his voice clearly too hoarse to speak louder. “Didn’t know yous would be the one.”

      “What have they done to you, Eagle?” I asked, horrified to see him so wasted. His pupils were pinpoint. His limbs shook with the effort to hold himself up off the ground. His clothing was ripped and dirty. A row of needle marks dotted the crook of his elbow.

      I closed my eyes and breathed through my nose. Eagle didn’t do hardcore drugs. He abhorred them.

      My eyes snapped open and I screamed, “What the fuck did you do to him?!”

      “He came to our establishment of his own free will,” Nathaniel advised in a cheerful voice. “Such a fine example.”

      “You sick motherfucker!” I growled. “Prison is too good a place for the likes of you!”

      “Tell her, Lamb,” Marcroft said, leaning down and stroking Eagle’s hair. My chains rattled with the force I used trying to break myself free. I felt the skin tear at my wrists. Trickles of blood slowly wended down each forearm.

      “It’s all right, Keen,” Eagle mumbled. “I’s ‘ere for someone else, eh?”

      “Who, Eagle? Who?” I cried.

      “Dave,” he whispered and then started crying. “They promised me, Dave.”

      Oh, fuck.

      I looked at Nathaniel. He just smiled. My eyes sought out Kyan.

      “What the fuck, Kyan?” I said.

      “He got what he wanted,” Kyan said very slowly, very carefully, the words sounding like knives in my chest, but also doing something to Kyan as well. I doubted they hurt as much, but guilt has a way of making you pay. “His friend Dave is an honorary member. Eagle has been his path to Paradise.”

      Jesus Christ. What was wrong with these people?

      “I didn’t know they’d pick yous,” Eagle said, snivelling on the granite floor. “I won’t do it!” he said. “I won’t hurt, Keen.”

      “Your path is not here, Lamb,” Nathaniel said, stroking his hair again as if Eagle was precious to him. “But your time in Hell is coming to an end.”

      “No!” Eagle cried, clearly not wanting to leave this fucked up place.

      They’d drugged him. They’d made him into an addict. Not just on narcotics, but on whatever the fuck this Dave person did. I could see it in his desperation to stay, in the way he clawed at the floor, and dragged himself towards Nathaniel’s legs, wrapping himself around them and pleading forgiveness for his sins.

      “I’ll die out there! I’ll die!” Eagle screamed. “Don’t let me die. Please! Please! Please!”

      Oh, shit. The reality outside this cavern no longer existed for Eagle. This was his world now. They’d conditioned him to believe he’d not survive out of it. Is that why Rooster was so fucking scared? Not just a sex club. Not just a gaming hell. Not just a drug den.

      But a life you choose to sink yourself in, until you simply existed no more.

      “Your choice, Lamb,” Marcroft said softly, stepping away from Eagle and coming to stand before me. “He will die, you know.” I wasn’t sure if that was because Marcroft would see to it, or because he’d brainwashed Eagle that expertly.

      I wasn’t prepared to risk it. Eagle would need a lot of help once I got him out of here. So I needed to get us both out of here. Alive.

      “Is this what you do, Kyan?” I asked, knowing full well I’d get nowhere with his father.

      “It’s consensual,” he argued. But I saw the doubt in his eyes.

      “And Samantha Hayes? She consented to being killed?”

      “We had nothing to do with that.”

      “Don’t lie now, Kyan,” I said with a soft laugh. “We’re all here. We’re all about to enter a circle of Hell. Admit your sins. Pay your penance. That’s what this all about, isn’t it? Finding your path to Heaven. Seeking Paradise. Enjoying Hell.”

      “You don’t understand. It’s consensual. Everyone is willing.”

      “And Samantha?”

      “She knew what she was doing.”

      “Are you willing, Lamb,” Nathaniel suddenly said. Kyan had spoken out of turn.

      “Did you kill her, Kyan?” I asked. “Or are you covering for your dad?”

      He lifted his head and stared at me. The heat of his gaze was almost too much. I felt Nathaniel shift closer. I realised the other hooded figure I’d overlooked was doing the same.

      “It’s time,” Nathaniel said. “Ask her.”

      My eyes flicked from first one face then to the other. Nathaniel was the only one with his hood up, covering his face. The man who had dragged Eagle in here and been called Andy by Carole stood to his left. He was dressed as immaculately as Kyan who flanked him on the other side.

      This was Andrew Falkner. Rhys Weston. The HEAT saboteur.

      We were all here. The only one missing was Damon and he’d be getting suited up by Nick and arriving any moment now.

      How did they think this would play out? How the hell did they get tied up in this fucked up mess together to begin with?

      “Are you here willingly?” Kyan asked once they’d all come within touching distance.

      I could hear Eagle snivelling on the floor, but could no longer see him. I could hear Carole’s chains rattle, but she wasn’t attempting to get loose anymore. Somehow Falkner had calmed her and I’d missed it. No one was worried about her. All eyes were on me.

      I looked at each man. I couldn’t quite see Nathaniel’s eyes, but I knew they’d show charm and hide the sickness. Falkner looked assessing, an intelligent mind working behind the shadow of his madness. And lastly, Kyan looked hopeful. For what?

      “I’m not here willingly,” I said, holding his gaze. He let out a frustrated sigh.

      “He will die,” he said, matter of factly.

      “By your hand or your father’s? Or will it be the hired help? Mr Weston here.” I looked at Falkner. His smile was one of amusement not surprise.

      “I’m only here to watch the show,” he commented mildly. His voice was deep and melodic. Almost hypnotic in nature. It oozed self-confidence and unending control, it slithered down his expensive suit and pooled on the floor at my feet. Tempting. This man was dangerous.

      “They all die, Lara,” Kyan said and somehow that changed the atmosphere in the room.

      “It’s time,” Marcroft senior announced. “She won’t let him die. Accept her willingness and let us begin.”

      Both Falkner and Nathaniel turned away, leaving me with Kyan. I watched as Falkner picked Eagle up and carried him from the room. Then Nathaniel crossed to Carole and whispered something in her ear.

      Whatever was about to happen was about to happen. Marcroft reached up and tied a piece of soft material around Carole’s mouth. Then slipped a dark coloured cloth bag over her head. She didn’t even struggle.

      “Kyan?” I said, as he started to do the same to me. “Your father is sick,” I said quickly. “He killed Samantha Hayes. Weston, Falkner, whatever you call him, he beat Malcolm Warren to a pulp. They’re both going away for a long time.”

      The gag came up to my lips.

      “Listen to me,” I begged. “You are an accessory to these crimes. I can help you.”

      “You should worry about yourself, Lara,” he whispered back.

      “You’d let him kill me? Your own father?”

      “I’ve covered for him before.”

      “How…?” I said, but couldn’t get any more words out, the gag slipped into place and tightened enough to draw tears.

      “I’m good with cameras,” he said as the bag slipped over my head.

      I started struggling. Probably a little too late, but what the fuck. The chains rattled. My hands damn near got cut off. Blood oozed out of the wounds at my wrists. I made a muffled angry sound behind the gag, accentuated in my ears by the covering of the cloth bag. I sucked in air through my nose and attempted to scream.

      None of it worked. I was chained up to a cross and about to become someone’s path to Paradise.

      My heart pounded so hard I could feel every single beat. Sweat ran into my eyes and was wiped away by the material of the bag over my head as I continued to doggedly struggle. I was tiring, but I was determined to show my unwillingness to be a part of this.

      Nathaniel Marcroft was crazy. Certifiable, murderous, loony bin type crazy. Falkner. Jesus, I couldn’t figure Falkner out. He owned Carole. He did everything in his power to get her back. His revenge against Damon had been methodical. And now he’d used her to trap me and was throwing her away, just like Damon had suspected.

      And Kyan? He was as bad as both of them but somehow his deception hurt more. He covered for his father, doctoring that security camera footage. His act was brilliant. I’d believed his surprise when we realised the recording was blurred. He’d just said he was good with cameras. I let a frustrated laugh out behind the gag at that. Of course he was. He owned an electronics company, which he was currently being investigated for by the SFO. Embezzlement or maybe something else. Like his links to the CCTV camera footage around town. In particular, Boardman Lane.

      The dots made sense, but I still couldn’t quite connect Kyan to Falkner. But maybe the connection was Nathaniel. Falkner knows he killed Samantha Hayes. Blackmail can be such an insidious thing. No one deserved being the recipient more than the Marcrofts.

      I hoped they rotted in Hell.

      A humming started up. Deep, resonant, rising to the arches and bouncing back down again. A door opened; I heard the minute creak. The same creak as the main door to the cavern had. Footsteps sounded out. No doubt hooded figures entering the room. I was unrecognisable under the hood. So was Carole. Would Damon still see us? What would they do when he did?

      But my father. Surely when the hoods were withdrawn he’d stop this insanity. Seeking control through borderline immoral acts was one thing. Breaking the law by allowing this to continue was something entirely else.

      “Welcome!” Nathaniel, the Grand Master, said loudly, making the humming cease and the silence that followed sound echoing. “We have reached the ninth circle of Hell. Here lies the hardest of tests. Here our initiate can prove he is most worthy of acceptance into Paradise. Failure will induce expulsion.” I could just imagine what that was a euphemism for. “Success will allow transcendence. We shall begin now.”

      The bag on my head was removed, but the gag left in place. It hadn’t been as long with my eyes blindfolded, so it took only a few seconds to get my vision back. Enough to know the room housed only four hooded figures. Not the entire Irreverent Inferno membership. Not my father at a guess.

      One of the hooded figures stepped forward. Then abruptly stopped.

      His features were hidden, but I knew it was Damon. His face swung one way and then the next as he looked from me to Carole. Then back again in rapid succession.

      “What is this?” he said, pulling his hood down and breaking the rules. His hands shook, his face was blanched of all colour. Dark eyes came to mine and he let out a wretched breath. “Lara?” Another sweep of his head towards his sister. “Jesus, Carole.”

      He took a step towards her and stopped, spinning ‘round to look back at me.

      Chaos ruled his expression. Utter, mind-numbing confusion.

      “Initiate!” Nathaniel Marcroft shouted, the word echoing around the chamber. “Make your choice.”

      “What?” Damon exclaimed. “What do you mean, choice? Take them down. Take them down, right now!”

      Falkner stepped forward, until he was beside Carole on her cross. His hood swept back as he effected the movement.

      “What’s it gonna be, Michaels?” he asked, in a conversational tone. “Will you save your sister or your girlfriend?”

      “You!” Damon growled taking another step in Carole’s direction. “Let Carole go!”

      “Is that your choice?” Nathaniel asked gleefully. He rubbed his hands together, as though about to receive his most fervent wish.

      “What? No!” Damon cried, his hands fisted. “This is ridiculous. Let them down now!”

      “Them?” Nathaniel repeated. “Oh, no, Initiate. You only get to choose one to pass this test.”

      It all suddenly made sense. If Damon picked me, he’d be betraying Carole. If he picked Carole, he’d be betraying me.

      “Get her out of here, Damon,” I said, behind my gag. It was muffled and indistinct. But it made him swing his gaze back towards me.

      Nathaniel laughed. “Shall we hear what the lamb has to say? Remove her gag!” he ordered.

      It was the last hooded figure who approached. Kyan. I glared at him, willing him to do the right thing and stop this farce. There was no way this wouldn’t end in bloodshed. Their game was over. The dance winding down. I was a police detective. Damon was a HEAT investigator. Either they killed us, or they went down.

      Four against one and Damon wouldn’t be armed. I had no idea where my handbag had gone, but I’d been holding my gun when the gas cannister consumed me. My guess, it was back at Greys Ave.

      Kyan reached up and untied the gag, pulling strands of my hair while he was at it. I winced, stretched my mouth wide to bring the circulation back, and then rattled my chains making Kyan skip out of the way in fright. It was juvenile, but I smiled.

      “What were you saying, Lamb?” Nathaniel asked politely.

      I shook my head as I looked at him. Crazy motherfucker. He thought this was real. He thought this was sane.

      “I’m placing you under arrest, Nathaniel Marcroft,” I said, hanging on my cross while I was at it. “For the murder of Samantha Hayes. The abduction and consequent assault and maltreatment of a street worker called Eagle. And for hanging me on a fucking cross.”

      He started laughing. Falkner wasn’t far behind.

      “Oh, there’s more for you too, Weston. Abduction, grievous bodily harm, arson.”

      Falkner just shook his head, entirely too amused.

      “Enough!” Marcroft senior shouted. I forced myself not to show a reaction to the thunderous echo that ensued. “Choose wisely, Initiate. Because your choice dictates their fate.”

      I let a slow breath of air out. It was a trap. No matter what he chose, Damon would pay for it.

      “Take her and go, Damon,” I said. “Get your sister out of here.”

      He looked at me as though I was mad. I wasn’t the crazy one here. Not by a long shot.

      “This is my job,” I said with meaning. “She didn’t sign up for this.”

      “And you did?” he asked, his voice rough with some turbulent emotion.

      I shrugged. The chain rattled. My wrists screamed for release. A steady beat started up in my fingertips. It hurt like fucking hell.

      “She’s a civilian,” I said. “I’m a cop. Get her out of here. Please.”

      “Make a choice,” Nathaniel barked.

      Damon sucked in a ragged breath of air. His knuckles were white, streaked with the dull red of old grazes. I knew what he was going to do before he did it. I’d asked him to. I shouldn’t have felt such shocking pain in my chest. It was the only thing he could do. Save his sister. Appease the Grand Master.

      Pass the ninth circle of Hell so he could demand his Paradise.

      He took a step towards Carole. I couldn’t keep watching and lowered my face to the floor.

      Then he said, “I choose Lara.”

      My head shot up. My heart tried to break free of the confines of my ribs.

      And then all Hell broke loose in Hell.
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            “You can’t solve everything at once. But you can sure as hell solve everything eventually.”

          

        

      

    

    
      The door burst open and several gas cannisters were thrown in the room.

      “Not again,” I managed to say, before I sucked in air and held my breath.

      Shouts and demands for “Get on floor! Get on the floor! Hands out where we can see them!” sounded out.

      Flashes of light, and the thump of multiple heavy booted feet echoed under the arches. Tasers were fired, the zap and hum of their fifty thousand volts singing through the air. The walls thudded, the floor sounded like it cracked, and in the melee I lost sight of Damon.

      I prayed he was on the floor and letting the Armed Offenders Squad do their thing. But all I could hear was what sounded like hand to hand combat. And all I could think was that Damon was in the middle of the world’s most chaotic fist fight.

      He’d go after Falkner, knowing the AOS would take care of me. And in the distraction of the Marcrofts resisting arrest and hidden by the God-awful smoke screen shielding the room no one would see them fighting. And I didn’t trust Falkner. I laughed, sucked in gas and shit and then coughed. Of course I didn’t trust Falkner. He blew things up. He played with fire. And he was out for revenge.

      “Damon!” I screamed, sucking in more life sapping chemical fumes. He didn’t answer.

      But shouts and cries rose above the cacophony, the distinct sound of flesh meeting flesh joined in the fun. Chains rattled. Grunts burst forth. My head spun, the room tipped sideways, but I could tell I was still hanging upright on my handy dandy cross. And then a crash sounded out, that could have been caused by a bomb, and had the entire room scrambling.

      Colour began to whirl in front of my eyes, noises sounded warped and twisted as the gas from the cannisters finally reached my nervous system and fucked with it for good measure. Streaks of light flashed by. Bursts of illumination blinded my eyes. Swirls of brain fogging smoke swirled all around me, like some creepy ghost fingers stroking across my bare arms.

      Then strangely silence. Just me coughing, my chains rattling, and the plunk of blood hitting stone. I blinked back streams of tears, my eyes stinging like crazy, my vision warped from too much fluid, but I could tell the smoke was finally dissipating and I wasn’t the only one in the room.

      Several masked AOS members held down Nathaniel Marcroft and his son. A few were groggily trying to get up off the floor, their masks ripped off and their faces blanched of all colour. I scanned the room for Damon. I searched for Falkner, because where he would be, Damon would be too.

      I found Carole’s cross bare. The chains hanging loosely down the wooden beams, her gag and cloth bag hood pooled on the floor.

      “Keen,” someone said beside me. “Let me get you down from there.”

      “Where’d they go?” I demanded, but I don’t think I made any sense.

      “One robed figure escaped in the chaos. Worst fucking AOS rescue I’ve ever seen.”

      I turned my head toward the speaker, surprised beyond words to find it was Cawfield.

      He looked me in the eye as he released one of my wrists. The pain was excruciating and for a moment Cawfield didn’t even exist.

      When I came to I was huddled on the floor and Joe Cawfield was covering my body with his jacket.

      My teeth started chattering. So when I spoke, the words were stuttered.

      “Wh..where’s D..Damon?”

      “Here,” Damon’s voice said from over my shoulder.

      “You got her?” Cawfield asked, rising to his full height and staring warily at Damon.

      “I’ve always got her, arsehole,” Damon succinctly replied.

      “Whatever,” Cawfield said and walked away. I reached up and gripped his jacket, pulling it closer. Unsure why I felt indebted to a man I’d thought a traitor.

      Was he? Or was he just the most aggravating, obnoxious, cocky peacock that ever existed and rubbed me entirely up the wrong way?

      “Hey,” Damon said sitting himself down on the floor beside me. “You OK?”

      “We should get out of here, those gases linger,” I said, not making an attempt to stand. I was sure I wouldn’t be able to.

      I kept staring at that empty cross. The one that was opposite mine.

      “The AOS guys said it’s harmless. Short acting. We’ll be fine.”

      “And the Marcrofts?”

      “Under arrest,” Pierce said as he walked into my line of vision. “Good work, by the way. Whatever you said to Kyan has made him sing like a canary. He wants to give his statement to you.”

      “Me?” I said, feeling like it was the last thing I wanted to do.

      “It’d be a solid arrest on your record, Keen. The sort that makes a sergeant out of a cop.”

      The cross beckoned, like Samantha Hayes’ body had once upon a time done.

      “Nathaniel killed her,” I said. “All part of walking the path to Paradise and atoning for his sins. But he couldn’t stop atoning. The atonement became a drug.”

      “He would have kept going,” Pierce said in agreement. “And I’m guessing his son would have kept covering it up.”

      “Fucked in the head,” I offered.

      “The SFO has agreed to join forces. Give us what they’ve already got,” Pierce advised.

      “Too late,” I said. “If they’d opened up their case sooner we might have seen what Kyan was capable of.”

      “Which is?”

      “Doctoring security camera footage. Circumventing Police CCTV recordings.”

      “Shit,” Pierce said softly.

      The cross was a loud siren inside my head.

      I swallowed. Tasted blood that should have been on my hands.

      “Where’s Carole?” I asked, unable to stop staring at an empty crucifix.

      I realised Damon had been very quiet. I forced myself to turn my head and look at his face.

      My eyes closed at the pain and guilt on display there. At the torment he was suffering.

      “Rhys Kyle Weston,” Inspector Hart’s voice announced, breaking into my own type of agony. “Aka Andrew Falkner. Aka Terrence Watson. Aka Brandon West.”

      I moved to stand. You didn’t sit when the Inspector was standing. Not just correct policing etiquette. No one wanted David Hart towering over them.

      “Don’t get up on my account, Keen,” he grumbled.

      I made it upright, pain and fatigue and utter heartache making it difficult to remain there.

      An arm wrapped around my waist, heat washed down my side. I leaned into Damon while I still could.

      If Hart was impressed with my fortitude, he didn’t show it. He turned and looked at the empty cross.

      “I’m sorry, Michaels,” he said, and it sounded genuine.

      “Ultimately, it was her choice,” Damon surprised the fuck out of me by saying.

      Is that why he chose me? Because he thought his sister had asked for it?

      “He’s brainwashed her,” I said softly. “Just like the Marcrofts brainwashed Eagle and possibly more of the street workers who disappeared. I wouldn’t put it past Weston to have shown them how. He’s an expert mind manipulator. Cunning. Intelligent. At a guess, a high functioning psychopath. She didn’t stand a chance.”

      “Exactly,” Hart agreed. “Which is why I’m placing you in charge of finding him and getting her back.”

      I blinked at him.

      “He’s not done with you either, Michaels,” Hart added. Damon stiffened. “You might have chosen Keen, but this type of criminal doesn’t think like you and me. He’ll be either offended you didn’t try harder and want to punish you. Or he’ll think you’re playing dead, and he’ll strike back before you get the chance. In his mind, you’ll still be a challenge.”

      “To his ownership of Carole Michaels,” Pierce added.

      “He’ll go to ground for now,” Hart continued. “But not for long. We know who he is now. At least we have a name. A face to put to it. I want a complete profile on this nutcase by close of business tomorrow. And I want you, to tell Keen everything you know, or think you don’t know, about your sister. Likes. Hates. Desires. Hang outs. Places she despised. Places she dreamed about. People she trusted. People she didn’t. Everything.”

      Damon slowly nodded, a look of resolve entering his tired face. He wasn’t giving up on Carole. He probably never would have, he’d just been shell shocked. Worn down. Blindsided. But Hart was giving him a goal, a focus. Enabling him to find the energy, the drive, to get his sister back.

      “This won’t be easy,” Hart said, looking back towards the cross. “She trusts him more than she trusts you now. But this isn’t just about your sister. This is about HEAT and Malcolm Warren and Joe Cawfield. This about fucking with my department and thinking he can get away with it.” His voice was a low growl now. “You’ve got the use of any resource required, Keen. Get this done.”

      He started to walk away then stopped.

      “All other assignments are on hold,” he added.

      “Oh,” I said, not sure how to take that. Cawfield might not have been the CIB traitor I’d thought him to be, but that didn’t mean I’d given up on pinning something on the bastard just the same. I shrugged his jacket closer when it began to slip off.

      Then checked the pockets for evidence.

      Nada.

      “Head home,” Hart ordered. “Interview the Marcrofts together with Pierce tomorrow afternoon. Once that’s a wrap, you’re on the Weston case indefinitely.”

      I nodded my head.

      Pierce beamed a proud smile. Damon pulled me closer as though he couldn’t get close enough.

      “And Michaels?” Hart said, still half turned away, half turned to us.

      “Yes, sir,” Damon said in an exemplary show of professional respect.

      “You’ve been seconded to CIB. Meet your new partner.” He nodded towards me and then walked away before he could see Damon’s reaction.

      “What?” Damon said, but Hart had already gone. “I’ve got a HEAT division to run.”

      “Welcome to the world of public service and interdepartmental cock-ups,” Pierce offered. “Oh, and welcome to the team.” He slapped Damon on the back and went off in search of something else to bother.

      “What just happened?” Damon asked, staring after a retreating Pierce and a now disappeared Inspector Hart.

      “You just got screwed. Big time,” I offered.

      He turned and looked down at me, his face a picture of blank understanding for a moment. And then he let a whoosh of air out in what had to be a release of tension that rivalled the volume of a hot air balloon.

      “Lara,” he said, pulling me closer, leaning his forehead against mine. “Jesus, Lara. I almost lost you.”

      “It wasn’t that bad,” I replied automatically.

      He laughed. It was strained, not his normal rumble. Almost a mixture of frustration and fear.

      “You weren’t getting out of there alive.”

      “Neither were you,” I whispered.

      “Your wrists,” he suddenly said, picking up my hands and gingerly holding them while he stared at the marks the chains had made. A growl emerged from the back of his throat. “Let’s get them seen to. There has to be an ambulance around here.”

      “Damon,” I said, as he started to herd me out of the Irreverent Inferno cavern.

      “They must be painful,” he blurted, interrupting my argument. He was deflecting, and for a moment I almost let him.

      My heart hurt. My body ached. Damon was a solid shield at my side. I could be his too.

      But Carole was missing. He’d chosen me over her. And I knew what he’d be feeling inside.

      “Damon,” I said again, halting him in his tracks by pulling back on his tender grip of my hand. He stopped immediately, too scared to hurt me more than I already was.

      I looked up at him. This man who had chosen me. I looked into his dark eyes and saw my future there. As well as my present and past. I saw everything good there was in my life. I saw his pain and it almost ruined me.

      “We’ll get her back,” I vowed. “We won’t stop looking until we’ve found her and Weston is behind bars. I promise you this.”

      “Lara,” he breathed, the weight of his guilt and worry plastered all over his face.

      Carl once said, you can’t solve everything at once. But you can sure as hell solve everything eventually. Samantha Hayes’ murderer was going away for a very long time. Eagle would get the help he needed, as would those street workers who went before him into Marcroft’s Hell. And we knew who the HEAT arsonist was and it wasn’t a HEAT member.

      The CIB traitor may not have been Cawfield, although I refused to consider other options any time soon. And Carole may have been found and then lost. But I was not giving up on either.

      I would solve them. I would find her. I would capture Weston and make him pay. I would track down the betrayer who threatened my professional family, even while I tried to come to terms with my father’s place in my world.

      And I would look after this man before me, take care of him when his heart ached and his mind clouded with fear. I would trust him with my life. With my heart. With my body.

      I would trust him.

      And one day soon I might just be able to face Carl and solve that mystery too.

      “Take me home,” I said, holding Damon’s hands and looking up into the most stunning eyes I’d ever seen. They weren’t any different from their usual dark brown. Not heated with desire. Or flashing with power. Or darkening with an impressive anger.

      They were just him. And they were stunning.

      “Take me home,” I repeated.

      “Where’s home, love?” he asked, voice low and wrapping around me with a touch of heat that curled my toes.

      “Home is with you,” I said, and watched those gorgeous eyes disappear behind closed eyelids and then reappear and pin me to the spot.

      “Then let’s go,” he whispered. “Moonlight and alabaster await.”
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      “I sometimes wonder if life had gone differently would I be a different man? It’s hard to say. I can’t imagine being any other way. I am who I am and I relish it. I breathe the air I want to breathe. I drink the wine I want to drink. I touch the flesh I want to touch. I am in control of my world and no one can tear it asunder.”

      

      Ethan Keen lives by a certain set of strict rules. Secrecy and discretion are paramount. And memories must stay locked away in a mental drawer. It makes him hard and uncompromising. It means his role as Superintendent of South Auckland Police is kept clean of all that taints his private life.

      It means he hasn't spoken to his daughter in six long years.

      And then a new pet arrives. On his doorstep, eyes downcast, face serene. Her grace is exquisite. Her silence a siren call to his soul. Her surrender is his undoing. But also his salvation. For his sweet Haydee he'll break his rules. For his sweet Haydee he'll remember.

      

      Wild passions ignite in a twist of heat that sears them both together. And for Ethan, nothing will ever be the same again.
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      I sometimes wonder if life had gone differently would I be a different man? It’s hard to say. I can’t imagine being any other way. I am who I am and I relish it. I breathe the air I want to breathe. I drink the wine I want to drink. I touch the flesh I want to touch. I am in control of my world and no one can tear it asunder.

      The Scotch tastes like honey going down. I clink the ice in the tumbler as I hold it up to the soft light in the room. Golds and bronzes, ambers and mahoganies glint in the many facets of the cut glass. The fire crackles in the background but there is little else to distract the mind. Heat. Warmth. The flicker of a candle.

      It’s not been lit to set a romantic scene. Tonight is not about romance. That may come. Or not. Tonight is a performance we’ll both have to play. And the candle is a prop, nothing more. The fireplace a tool to make her comfortable. It’s not particularly cold in Auckland, but this house is old. Insulation could have been better.

      But in here she’ll not think of the cool night air. Nor the seasonal wind that buffers the window. The world outside this room ceases to exist when she walks through that door. For her it will be an escape. Turning her back on whatever it is that she runs from. Opens herself to whatever it is I can give her.

      And I can give her a lot. Freedom in the form of surrender. Unending pleasure in the form of controlled release.

      They give up their bodies for a moment in time free of everything but this.

      My eyes find the clock on the mantel, an old carriage clock that belonged to my father. It’s two minutes fast. No matter what I do, no matter how often or not I wind it, it is always two minutes fast. I don’t mind. You’d think I would. But punctuality is essential in my world. If she arrives on time, the clock on the mantle will already read two minutes too late. If she arrives early, I’ll keep her.

      I take another measured sip of whisky and feel the burn as it coats the back of my tongue. I shift in my seat with an unusual amount of anticipation. I haven’t met this woman before but I’m told she’s perfect for me.

      I don’t believe in perfection anymore, even though I aim to attain it. Too many have let me down in the past. Too many have fallen short when they should have succeeded. I force my mind not to dwell on the past; I keep it locked away, but tonight it threatens to escape the confines of my carefully built filing cabinet.

      My eyes land on my desk. It’s clear of the case files I brought home and the memo I was drafting. Even the laptop has been stored securely in a locked drawer beneath. Just one single item sits in the centre of the dark wood. Glinting like the Scotch in its crystal glass.

      I smile. I have no expectations but when they see the chain they try harder. I admit to myself I’m looking forward to her trying harder.

      The doorbell rings, two deep, full sounding gongs. Most unlike what you’d think a weatherboard house would have. But this is an old house. A big house. When my father built it, it had been sitting on several flowing acres. Not anymore, but the beauty is still retained in the detailed fretwork, the moulded plaster ceilings, and deep set skirting boards. She is a grand old lady.

      I place the whisky down on a side table, and move to my feet in a smooth glide. I know how strong I am. I know how fit I am, how long I can keep going without needing a break. I’ve honed my body to meet the demands of the lifestyle I live. And that does not just include my profession. Which, unfortunately, is spent more behind a desk now than in front of it.

      I see her silhouetted behind the stained glass in the door. I have no idea what she will look like. Only what she won’t look like. That is essential. Jason would never have sent her to me if she didn’t meet that most basic of rules. I pause taking in her willowy frame, the indistinct features of her person. Once I open that door the fantasy of her potential will be over.

      Am I ready?

      I think I’ve been ready for a while. My usual pursuits have not sustained me.

      I reach forward and turn the handle, pulling the door wide and catching my first glimpse of her.

      Her dark head of hair is bowed, eyes to the floor, hands clasped loosely in front of her body. She’s tall. But at well over six feet, I still tower above her. Her hair is short. I usually prefer it long; the one concession to history. I can’t tell what style it’s in, but her nails are painted, her clothes of a high quality, and her handbag a fashion brand-name that speaks of class rather than show.

      She is exquisite and I haven’t even seen her face, her eyes, yet.

      She waits patiently with a type of grace that does wild things to me. She says nothing, does nothing, but waits. I could leave her here, shut the door, and know she’d still be standing outside my house until I told her otherwise. I know this, as easily as I know that she’s turned on right now.

      “Haydee,” I say, my voice deeper than normal. It’s the voice I reserve for just this. “Come in.”

      She steps towards me, her face still tipped down to the floor, and brushes past in a sweet cloud of vanilla and rose petals. It’s not as overpowering as I would have thought. Subtle. Like her breathing. Measured like her graceful steps. Controlled like her still tipped down head.

      I feel something I haven’t felt for a while. Hope.

      Will she break the pattern?

      I quickly quash that thought and close the door behind her, then walk past and into my office, which is directly off the main hall. The rest of the house is lit up; an invitation to explore she won’t accept unless I tell her to. The lure is in the potential, which I will deny her tonight. She will see my entrance hall floor and the inside of my office. And that is it.

      I sit down in my chair and pick up my Scotch, taking a sip and staring at the doorway. It’s empty. My pulse spikes.

      “You may enter,” I say into my glass.

      Soft footfalls sound out on the polished wooden floors and then she rounds the doorway and steps across the threshold.

      She’s here now. There’s no backing out. It’s as good as a contract. She knows it and I know it. And yet neither of us have said yes.

      Mid-thirties, at a guess. Jason hadn’t said. Age is irrelevant in our lifestyle. Of course, consenting age is a given and I refuse to consider anyone as young as Lara. But mid-thirties is pushing it. The night just took on a shade of regret.

      “You may lift your head,” I say, placing my glass on the table beside me and resting my hands on the arms of my chair.

      Her eyes are brown, a deep chocolate that looks like it melted. Her face has a natural tan and her hair is cut like a pixie. I like it. But fuck! She’s young.

      Her gaze lands on the chain on the desk and skip off it. Not too quickly. Not too slowly. Just right. She’s seen it. She’s noted its significance. She’s moved on.

      Will she move on so quickly after tonight?

      She hasn’t looked at me yet. She’s taking in the books on the shelves, I even think she recognises a few of them. She’s spotted Lara’s brass monkey figurine. See no evil. Hear no evil. Speak no evil. Why my daughter left it behind, I don’t know. Maybe it was a message.

      Clearly one I couldn’t ignore because I’d moved it from her bedroom and placed it in here.

      I suddenly wish I hadn’t.

      Haydee’s eyes finally rest on me. There’s a soft curve to her lush lips that brings to mind an erotic image of her on her knees. I wonder what sounds she’d make with that mouth. I wonder what she tastes like.

      “Have you done this before?” I ask. Such an easy question to trip them up on.

      She nods her head once. It’s slow and purposeful and executed with infinite grace.

      This woman is better than expected.

      “Tonight is an audition, if you will,” I say. “For both of us. If at the end of the evening you are not satisfied and have no wish to continue, you may walk out the door with no regrets. Likewise, if at the end of our evening I am not convinced you’ll meet my requirements, I shall ask you to leave. No regrets. If we both agree to explore this further then you may take the chain.”

      Her eyes flick to the length of delicate emerald and diamond studded platinum chain in that instant. She immediately looks at the floor realising her mistake.

      Sweet woman. I’ll let her have that one.

      I stand up from my chair and walk toward her. Her head remains tipped down. I walk around her body, taking in the straight elegant slope of her back, the long line of her neck, and the soft curves of her hips under the silk dress she’s wearing. I wonder what she has on underneath it. I stop my perusal standing directly in front of her and place one finger under her chin.

      Her face comes up with the minute amount of pressure I execute, until she’s looking at the ceiling and tipped her head in just the right way to bare her throat.

      Her invitation is greatly accepted.

      I run my tongue up the side of her neck, feeling her pulse beat wildly under that beautiful, delicate skin. My lips press to her ear, hot breath washing down moist skin. She shudders.

      “I wonder what turns you on, sweet Haydee,” I muse. “Would you like dinners and dancing? Being showed off while you wear what’s mine? Or do you like dark corners and sinful deeds? Hot bodies, and eager limbs, a litany of dirty words slipping over your skin?”

      She moans. It’s soft, barely there. So well controlled. She’ll give if I give. And she’s just told me without words what she likes.

      “I’m going to taste you,” I whisper, moving my lips across her cheek, bypassing her mouth, and then down the other side. “I’m going to lick you until you scream. Will you scream, Haydee? If I suck on your clit? If I stroke your pussy and fuck you with my mouth? Will… you… scream?”

      She nods her head, still looking up at the ceiling, even though I’ve moved my finger from under her chin.

      “Sweet Haydee,” I say with genuine pleasure. “Take the dress off and lie back on the desk.”

      I move to the fire and stoke it, my back to her, my eyes for the flames. I rest my hand along the mantel and stare into the orange glow, allowing myself to get hypnotised by the flickering light. The heat warms my hands and lips, as I hear the sound of silky fabric slithering to the floor.

      I’m hard for this woman who hasn’t said a word. I’m aching to sink myself inside her and lose all sense of time. My clothes feel too restrictive; I envy her freedom right now. But I don’t loosen my tie. I don’t adjust the erection that is pressing painfully against my belt buckle.

      I turn around and find a goddess lying back across my desk, surrounded by emeralds and diamonds.

      “Feet on the desk,” I say, watching her chest rise and fall rapidly. “Wider.” She obeys. No hesitation. No annoying efforts to hide herself. In this she is mine. Completely.

      She’s experienced, I can tell. And for a moment I am jealous of whomever trained her. I should thank them. This night is shaping up to be the most entertaining I’ve had in a very long, long time. But that curl of emotion digs deep. This exquisite creature needs to be mine. And mine alone.

      I move to the edge of the desk and run a finger down between her breasts; they are small, like she is small. Easily fit inside my palm, my mouth. My finger dips into her belly button, she’s wearing a belly ring. I’m amused to note it matches my chain.

      I reach over and lift the chain off the desk from beside her. Her eyes meet mine. It’s too early to be offering her this gift, but that’s not why I’ve picked it up.

      “Hands down by your ankles,” I whisper.

      Her responding smile is like a thousand lit fireworks exploding in the sky. She wraps a delicate hand around an equally delicate ankle and repeats it on the other side.

      I take the chain and drape it over her wrist, then wind it around her ankle, draping the length of it across her pubic bone to the other side. I repeat the motion, securing her hand to her ankle on this side, until I’m satisfied she can’t escape. The notion of her imprisonment pleases me.

      “This will hurt if you move against them,” I say. “The jewels are hard against flesh.”

      And oh, what flesh. Dark skin, the pale silver of the platinum chain, the brilliant green and sparkling white of the gems contrasting strikingly against it. I have a sudden desire to bathe her in jewels. Which is ridiculous, I don’t shower my pets with gifts. The chain is more than enough.

      “Are you wet?” I ask. She nods her head, then bites her lip seductively. I shake mine and tsk her. “What do you want, Haydee?”

      She makes a sound. It’s unintelligible.

      “You may talk.” It’s an unusual request and we both know it. For a moment I hold my breath. My bizarre need to hear her voice, to hear what she sounds like when she talks, has taken me by surprise.

      Haydee recovers better than me.

      “You, Master. I want your lips, your tongue, your teeth, and your fingers. I want them on me.”

      Sweet Jesus, this woman is beautiful.

      “Where?” I demand. I swallow my reaction and say in a controlled voice, “Where do you want my touch?”

      “Between my legs,” she whispers in that soft lilt that almost makes me come.

      “On your cunt?” I stress the last word. If she likes it dirty, I’ll give it to her fucking dirty. I’m a little worried I may give this woman anything she desires.

      “Yes,” she says. “On my cunt.”

      I’m on my knees in the next breath, but I don’t give her what she asks for immediately. I kiss the inside of her thigh, follow that up with a soft nuzzle at the crease where leg meets pelvis, pressing the chain and its jewels into her flesh gently.

      Her hips rock. I smell her arousal. Her fingers clench around her ankles, but she doesn’t attempt to move them from their posts. I blow against her swollen flesh, watch mesmerised as her back arches and moisture pools between her thighs.

      I want to taste her. I want to drink her down and wash in her desire. I have never wanted anything quite so much.

      The first stroke of my tongue is light, a feather kiss that promises so much more. She moans, moves her hands instinctively, making the chain dig into her flesh, which elicits a little gasp.

      “Easy,” I murmured against her swollen folds. She tastes of honey; a nectar so sweet I already crave more.

      My tongue circles her clit and she rocks against me. The movement makes the chain dig in, but she doesn’t stop. I tease her with long flicks, then mix it up with swirls and a flat stroke of my entire tongue up her centre, licking her out.

      Her moan is music. Her gasps when the chain creases her flesh is a symphony to my ears.

      I lick and stroke and then suck when she least expects it. My tongue delving in as deep as I can go, and then back out to flick lightly against her engorged clit. She wants more. She’s desperate for it. But she won’t speak again because she knows my earlier transgression will not be repeated. Not tonight. Maybe not ever.

      Pets don’t speak, they scream.

      Her orgasm is a thing of beauty. I thrust two fingers inside her tight pussy and flick them mercilessly against her G-spot making the orgasm become a tsunami. My teeth fasten on her clit and bite, sending her to another dimension she may not have had the pleasure before to find.

      She’s panting and writhing and vocal in a way that I usually only ever allow them to be. And while she recovers I unwind the the chain, relishing the indentations of the tiny jewels dotted over her perfect skin, and let it pool beside her head on the desk.

      I lean over her, still dressed in my dinner suit, her naked body a delicious invitation beneath my chest. I could take her. She would let me. But standards have to be set. Rules established. I let my lips brush hers in a barely there kiss of appreciation and then lift up and away, moving to my chair.

      The whisky hides her taste. I immediately regret taking a sip, but I don’t place the drink on the table at my side. I hold it, as though nursing it, aware my hands are shaking slightly and my control is borderline.

      “Dress,” I whisper, my voice too loud for the silence of the room. Moments ago Haydee was singing, and now the fire is all the sound I hear.

      No, that’s not true. I hear the beat of my heart.

      Seconds later, maybe minutes, I’m not sure, she appears at my side and sinks to the floor at my knee. Her face is tipped down, cheeks flushed, lips open as she breaths in my cologne. I’m so hard I can barely think.

      My hand comes out and I run my fingers through her silky short dark hair. I want this woman to stay. I have to send her away.

      “You did well,” I say, my voice back to normal volume. It fills the room up and threatens to break the glass in the windows. “Your answer?”

      She looks up at me, confusion in her so expressive eyes. I like that. She says so much with just one simple look. Her head tilts to the side, that long graceful length of her neck on display again. I want to touch it. Then her eyes stray to my arousal and she tips her head back, exposing her throat.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” I say. She nods.

      It takes everything in me to stand up from the chair. To move away from the compliant, submissive woman who has placed herself at my feet, in my care. But I need control. If I take her tonight, I will surely lose it.

      And… I don’t want to lose Haydee.

      “The chain is yours,” I say crossing to the door. I don’t look back. “There is a key to the front door on the hall table. I’ll expect you waiting here in my office tomorrow night at ten. Your position is the one we just trialled on the desk.”

      Then I force myself to walk out of the room and down the hallway into the kitchen. A second glass of Scotch is already sitting there poured. I’ve never had to use it before this evening. By the time the velvet liquid has flowed down my throat she’s walking through the front door.

      She didn’t even hesitate.

      I hear the door click close and shut my eyes. My heart is thundering inside my chest. My cock is throbbing in my pants. I feel shaken to my very core.

      I try not to, but I end up walking faster than strictly necessary, flicking my eyes over the hall table, but unable to see the key from the angle I’m at right now.

      I move into my office and stand there for a full minute, staring at the desk.

      The chain is gone.

      I let out a breath. And then I’m smiling as I saunter back out into the hall.

      The key is also missing, but in its place is something else.

      My smile falls. This isn’t part of the game.

      I reach forward and pick the small folded piece of card up. It’s exquisite, like her. And on it are two words that make my mind spin and my heart miss a beat, because no one has ever said them to me before.

      Thank you.

      There is no way I’m not keeping this woman.
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            “Do we need to have another talk?”

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m out of sorts. I know it. Haydee is coming tonight and I can think of little else. I can’t work. I can’t answer the phone. I can’t function. It’s been a long time since I was this close to losing control.

      I need a distraction. I need to take back control. There are two ways to achieve it. I know this. They’ve worked for me in the past. I throw myself into work and not go home. Not see my pet.

      Or I go to the club and drown myself in an indulgence. Test my resolve. Just a few hours should do it. Because already I know I will not miss Haydee’s visit. Already I know she is my drug, my indulgence, of choice.

      It’s too soon. There’s too many ways this could go wrong. We haven’t even established a routine. But my mind craves her. My cock is hard for her. I’m losing my mind with the images of her on my desk. Wrapped up in my chain.

      Will she wear it tonight?

      Of course she will. They all do. But something tells me Haydee wearing my chain will be different. I’m not sure why, and I’m tempted to phone Jason and ask the thousand questions clattering for prominence inside my mind. Where did he find her? Where did she come from? Why does she choose this lifestyle?

      I’ve never asked before. I’ve never been moved enough to consider asking. And even now, I know I will keep my silence, because silence is control. And I must have it.

      I didn’t choose this lifestyle. It chose me. I didn’t wake up one day and decide dating was an inconvenience I couldn’t suffer. I didn’t give up on relationships or marriage or a partnership where the television becomes the central conduit of our lives.

      It all gave up on me.

      I turn away from my desk, suddenly unable to breathe. My eyes stare at nothing, but I know what it is I should be seeing. The road outside my office. Police cars coming and going from the station carpark. I don’t see it, because all I see is her.

      Why now? Why Haydee? What has this woman got that has made my past come crashing back in uninvited?

      My phone rings on the desk behind me. I ignore it.

      Several seconds later there’s a soft knock at my door.

      “Superintendent?” Christine asks, her mousy voice an irritant I can do without right now.

      “What is it?” I say, not turning around to face her. I can see the street now. At least Christine’s interruption has banished unwanted memories from my mind.

      “A call from the assistant commissioner, sir. Shall I take a message?”

      There are many people I can ignore should they phone me. But not Jason. Sometimes I wonder if he reads minds. How did he know to phone me right now?

      “I’ll take it,” I say, turning back to my desk. “Line two?”

      “Yes, sir,” she says, and ducks out of the room before I make eye contact. She’s new, and completely submissive. Strangely not once have I considered her as a pet.

      “Jason,” I say into the hand-piece as I settle myself back into my chair.

      “I thought I’d hear from you first thing,” he says in way of greeting. “I send such an exquisite package to your door and you don’t even thank me?”

      My free hand fists on the blotter-pad on top of my desk. An unexpected rush of jealousy laden adrenaline fuels my system. How well does he know Haydee?

      “Where did you find her?” I ask instead of the accusations that taunt me.

      “She’s just returned home from overseas,” he says. “Ten years in London doing an extended OE.”

      “And she just happened to walk into our world?”

      “Oh, no. She came with references.”

      I want to ask. I don’t want to know. Confusion is a foreign emotion for me.

      “The Inferno?” I say, voice devoid of any emotion at all.

      “She visited Sweet Hell and David Gordon found her. He had high hopes she’d agree to a session in the Irreverent Inferno, but she politely declined.”

      “Politely declined?” Not many subs turned down an opportunity to enter an exclusive sex club.

      “Something about David turned her off.” That wasn’t surprising. But still…

      “And your connection to her?”

      “I was there when she did it. I’m not sure what’s she after, you’ll have to discover that for yourself, but there was something about her poise that made me think of you. I approached her after David got distracted with someone else, and asked if she’d be interested in a more formal arrangement with an experienced Dom.”

      “She obviously said yes,” I guess.

      “She said she was open to an invitation.”

      “I see.”

      “I gather the invitation was accepted?” He’s fishing. He isn’t sure if she’s agreed to be my sub or not.

      “I thought she might have been more experienced than that, you should have warned me,” I offer.

      “She wasn’t suitable? I got the impression she’d be perfect for you. It’s been too long since you’ve had a regular pet.”

      “No, she was lovely,” I counter. “But you know my requirements. Did you even warn the girl?”

      “She seemed happy for a trial. I thought you could iron out the details together.”

      “Jason,” I say in warning.

      “No, Ethan. It’s time.”

      “It’s never been time. And it never will be. Especially if you set me up like this.”

      “It’s for your own good,” he presses, the words carefully spoken.

      I turn my chair until I’m staring out the window at the clouds as they scuttle across the sky. Jason has never done anything like this before. He’s always approved of how I handle my pets. He’s never passed judgement or interfered. Often he refers someone to me. I’d thought Haydee had been vetted as had those prior to her.

      “Are you seeing her again?” he asks.

      “I’m not sure now.”

      “But you’ve arranged for her to return?” he pushes. “Did she at least take the chain, Ethan?”

      I sigh. He won’t have heard it. It is merely a bodily function that helps to calm. It’s not for effect.

      “She took the chain,” I reply, not mentioning the card she left in place of the house key. That would confirm Jason has made a mistake. And even though I am angry with the outcome, I can’t seem to make myself confirm my disquiet with those words.

      “Well, then. It seems you’ve got off to a promising start,” he remarks. “So, no harm, no foul.”

      Oh, there’s harm been done. There is definitely a foul. And he knows it. But for now I hold my tongue.

      “I have to go,” I say, getting ready to end this.

      “She could be good for you, Ethan,” he has to add. As if I am incapable of finding my own happiness.

      “And you’re so sure of this?”

      “I know you,” he says. “I know you’ve not been happy with your usual pursuits. It’s time for a change.”

      This is worrisome news. How many others in our world have picked up the clues to my unease? I had thought I had hidden it well. From everyone. Including me.

      A sense of burgeoning agitation seeps into my frame. I shift in my seat. I flex my fingers. Stretch my neck.

      “Will you stop by the club on the way home?” he asks.

      “Yes,” I say, because not to go now is impossible. Jason thinks he can manipulate everyone. Place them where he needs them on his perpetually evolving chessboard. He is the King, I am a knight. And I fear he’s just set me up with his Queen.

      There is something about Haydee that has caught my friend’s eye. If David Gordon’s initial reaction is anything to go by, she’s caught more than just Jason’s attention too. Gordon is not one for abstinence of any degree. But Jason thrives on it. I am not concerned about his intimate interest in Haydee, more concerned about his ulterior motives to this partnership he has devised.

      Jason is planning something, and playing directly into his hands would give him too much power. For now, I must show only mild interest, while I work out what it is he is after.

      As for Gordon. He needs to know Haydee was not all she had appeared to be.

      It wouldn’t hurt to discover if any others had spotted her at Sweet Hell, as well. So a visit on the way home is now essential.

      I end the call and move to my door, peering around the edge at my secretary.

      “That’ll be all for today, Christine,” I say, making her jump an inch off her seat.

      “Y…yes, sir,” she stammers, flushing delightfully when she notices my attention. I make her nervous. I make many people nervous. But Christine’s is sexually motivated. She’s attracted to me, and trying to hide it. It would be so easy to help her test her limits. To stretch her boundaries and give her pleasure through strict controls.

      At any other time, I would be tempted. Even if she is my secretary. But the desire to train a new pet is all but gone. Haydee had performed brilliantly. Educated in our way of life or not, she had been a natural.

      And it is that which those like me have already seen.

      The urge to protect her rises. It is not unfamiliar. At my most basic, my need to protect is overwhelming. My need to protect Haydee from the Irreverent Inferno members is now paramount in my mind. The fact that Jason is already more than aware of her sits uneasily. But David Gordon’s interest just compounds my desire.

      I shut my office door and move to my en-suite. Being Superintendent of South Auckland Police has its advantages. My secretary for one. And my own personal bathroom for another.

      I keep a dinner suit and shirt here at all times, should the need to take a detour on the way home arise. It wouldn’t take long to drive to Redoubt Road, where my house sits, but once I cross that threshold I know I will have difficulty leaving again. All I really want is to see Haydee. But needs must.

      I make my way to my car in the rear parking lot, passing a few officers I know by name and some I just know by look alone. None comment on my attire. I often attend functions after hours, seeing me in a dinner suit is not uncommon. The drive to the city centre takes more than an hour. Rush hour is officially over, but tell that to the southern motorway. It gives me time to contemplate my next move.

      It is obvious to me that the complicated and twisted pathways of the lifestyle I lead is as much an attraction as the immediate rewards. But all I seem to be able to think about at the moment are those rewards. I force myself to address the reason why I am going out of my way to show my face in a place I have quickly become dissatisfied with. How this will play out I don’t yet know. But still I pull my vehicle around the rear of the Sweet Hell building on Karangahape Road, and park it in the members only carpark by the Irreverent Inferno part of the business itself.

      A Lexus, a Jaguar and Rolls Royce make up the vehicles already in attendance. It’s early for Sweet Hell, but that doesn’t stop the post work swing-by for the most debauched amongst us.

      I recognise David Gordon’s Lexus. The other two cars belong to the owners themselves. There will be more inside the venue than is represented here. Only those who are Irreverent Inferno members have access to this carpark. But Sweet Hell boasts a much larger clientele than just that.

      I lock the vehicle and cross to the rear door. Privacy is essential, and walking around to the front entrance would be ill advised. The door opens before I reach it, a security guard acknowledges me with a stiff nod of his head and indicates the book where I must sign in. It is housed in a locked box that only Inferno members know the combination to.

      I enter the code and then sign my name. I don’t look back at the guard as the box closes and locks behind me, and I head through the internal doors towards Sweet Hell. There is no scheduled Irreverent Inferno scene set for tonight, so the chamber in which those are carried out in would be abandoned.

      Not so with Sweet Hell.

      The sound of low, sultry music hits me first, followed swiftly by the rattle of die and the sound of a croupier calling “Last bets!” Smoke fills the room, making for a heady combination of tobacco and rich spices. Someone is smoking a cigar over by the bar, but the scent I identify is not from the Cuban. Ice clinks in glasses, low murmurs fill up the empty spaces, the odd delicate laugh sounding out as a light accompaniment to the more bass sound of the gentlemen in attendance.

      One sweep of my gaze and I know there is sixteen people in the room. Including two guards. Not a large turn out, but enough to send a message to Jason and anyone else who happens to care.

      I move towards my favourite table, taking a seat beside David Gordon and someone I have not yet met. To David’s side sits one of only three females in the entire room. Their inferior numbers an essential part of Sweet Hell’s micro-balance. Too many, and the desire to pursue would be snuffed out. Too little and the competition would be performed by only a select few amongst us.

      I’ve never had to fight too hard for my conquests. Perhaps that has been what has made everything seem dull of late.

      Yet Haydee does not seem dull. Despite her easy acquiescence. There is something mesmerising about her self-confidence. About her graceful acceptance of surrender. About the way she moves. The way she watches. Even with her head tipped down and her eyes hidden behind long lashes, Haydee is aware. There is nothing complacent about her.

      Compliant. Submissive. Certainly she is all of those. But she is also so much more and I realise I am eager to find out what. What makes her tick? What takes her interest? What do I have to do to challenge her? Surprise her?

      Because she has already surprised me. My reaction to her notwithstanding.

      “Keen,” David Gordon says in greeting. “Good to see you, old man.”

      I nod my head and place a bet on the table, all the while taking in the scene Gordon has set. Samantha hangs off his left arm, her gaze on me and not her chosen partner. It is the first time I have seen her show interest in the man. He’s her boss, out in the real world. She’d always said she wouldn’t go there.

      But David can be persuasive. His ability to charm the pants of anything that moves is renown in our circles.

      Samantha offers me a coy smile, that I know is false in every single way. There is nothing shy about this woman. She steals pleasure as easily as she breathes. And her increasing interest in me right now offers the perfect solution on every level.

      I win my hand, and play the next without speaking. I don’t look back at Samantha, knowing her eyes are still on me. She may have chosen her conquest for the night, but she is still keeping her options open. Gordon, for his part, appears oblivious to her wondering gaze. He runs a hand up the back of her dress, baring her garter belt for all to see. No one looks twice. It is not an unusual occurrence at Sweet Hell to be on display such as this woman is now.

      And she thrives on it. Her lips parted in a soft exhale of desire. Her eyes darkening when they meet mine. It might be Gordon’s hand under her clothes, against her skin, but it’s me she’s picturing doing it.

      Three more rounds and Gordon is ready to leave.

      He looks up at Samantha as she perches on the edge of his seat, and offers her a calculating smile.

      It is time to play my final hand.

      “It’s been a while, Samantha,” I say, giving her the opening she’s been waiting for.

      “I’ve been here all along, Ethan,” she offers.

      “I must have missed you.”

      “You weren’t looking,” she counters, hitting too close to the truth for my current plans.

      “I’m looking now,” I say and Gordon turns an incredulous arched brow towards me.

      “I heard you had your hands full already, Keen,” he barks, garnering the attention of several people at nearby tables.

      “I can handle more than one pet at a time.”

      Samantha preens. I have never offered her the position. My words just now seal the deal.

      She stands up from her semi-seated place at Gordon’s side and walks towards my seat.

      I place the hand I was about to play down on the table and turn my body slightly toward her.

      “One for old time’s sake?” she says, seductively.

      I feel nothing, and that’s the moment I realise Jason was correct.

      But if I have any chance of downplaying Haydee’s significance, to both Jason and David Gordon sitting at my side right now, then I have to do this. Appearances are essential, even if the outcome ends up being entirely something else.

      Samantha’s hand comes out and she runs long fingers through my hair, her left leg moving to between my knees, as she positions herself over my right thigh. I reach up and wrap my hand around the nape of her neck. I know my face will be impassive. My emotions closed off. My body, in contrast, will look relaxed and inviting.

      I grip her hair and pull her down. But not to sit on my thigh. Not to bring her face in line with mine for a possessive kiss. I force her to her knees and look down at her with only mild interest. She is panting, flushed, aroused and ready for anything I decree.

      “Well, I can see where this is going,” Gordon says in what has to be a huff from beside us.

      Neither of us look towards him when he speaks. In this moment Samantha is mine. In this moment she is all I should be interested in. Her care, her surrender, her pleasure should be paramount on my mind. Yet all I can think is how far do I need to take this? How much do I need to show the men in this room to make them believe?

      “You could at least share, Keen,” he continues, in what appears a pleasant tone of voice. He’ll be pissed off. But he’s hiding it well. Control is our master. David Gordon is as subject to it as I. “If not this pet, then the other.”

      Anger rushes through me. So swift and consuming. It takes a moment for me to realise I’ve stopped breathing. My reaction is out of place and very not wanted. I know nothing about Haydee. Except that she has taken my chain.

      I’ve shared pets in the past, but not always. It is not a given. But I already know, Haydee will not be one I can give up so carelessly. Even if that is what she needs from me.

      I reach down and grasp Samantha’s hand, then bring it to my crotch. I’m not even remotely erect. She’ll be confused when she realises I’m not turned on yet. But stimulation can be achieved most perfunctorily. My job is to look after her needs. Hers is to get me ready to service them.

      She smiles, ignoring the obvious, accepting the challenge, and begins to palm me through my trousers.

      “Not interested in sharing?” Gordon asks, watching on with clear enjoyment as Samantha succeeds in her skilled efforts.

      “I never share what I haven’t fully tested myself,” I offer.

      “And you’ve tested Samantha?” Gordon counters.

      I smile, my eyes still on the woman between my knees. “Frequently,” I say.

      “And this new one? When shall we expect her to be set free?”

      “I’ll let you know,” I say absently, pulling Samantha up by her hand and leading her towards the private back rooms.

      The minute the door closes at our backs, she’s on her knees, undoing my belt and pulling the zip down on my trousers. Her hand slips inside and grips my cock; it’s still at half mast, but that doesn’t deter her.

      I reach down and grip her hair tightly, pulling her face away from my crotch before she makes contact with her lips. I’ve been here before with this woman. I’ve done more than any man could imagine to her body. She thrives on sexual exhibitionism, something I have toyed with, but not mastered. And yet, she has been more than happy to seek her pleasure behind closed doors with me as well.

      “Ethan?” she queries.

      “Not a word,” I whisper.

      She smiles, thinking it’s all part of the game.

      “I’m surprised to see you with Gordon,” I say. She offers a shrug of her delicate shoulder, pulling purposefully against my hold. It has to hurt. “I’m disappointed,” I say, gripping tighter.

      She lets out a mewl of distress, but ruins the effect by moaning immediately afterwards.

      “Do we need to have another talk?”
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      I have a responsibility. Anyone who chooses my lifestyle does. We take it seriously. Without that trust, without that commitment, we would fail and word would get out. Our reputations are important. I wonder, as I lead the woman before me across the room to the large four poster bed, if Haydee had heard of me beforehand. Is that why she agreed to a trial invitation when Jason suggested it? Had she heard of my reputation and gone from there?

      That is the only reason why I go through with what I’m doing. Because I am a man of my word. And those who seek my company are aware of it.

      Samantha is nothing more than a pawn in our games tonight. But that does not mean she mustn’t be taken care of.

      I leave her standing by the dominant feature in the room and move to pull out a chair, that sits innocuously in the corner by a faux fireplace, and shift it to the centre of the room. The scrape of its feet on the wooden floor is purposeful. I position it so it faces the end of the large bed, then unbutton my jacket slowly, slipping it off my shoulders and draping it over the partner chair in the corner. I walk back to the centre of the room and my waiting throne leisurely, and then take a seat. Making myself comfortable, I lean back, legs parted, hands resting on my thighs.

      She is already trembling with anticipation. If I checked, I’d find her sopping wet.

      “You promised you wouldn’t accept Gordon’s offers,” I say, pulling out a cigar and clipping the end nonchalantly.

      Samantha lowers her head demurely - an act and nothing else - her body shuddering, her hips rolling, she knows what comes next and she’s already envisaging her part in it.

      I light the Cohiba and let the rich flavour coat my tongue, on the exhale I nod towards her dress. Nothing needs to be said, the implied is in the setting, in the anticipation hanging on the air. Samantha does well with an audience. Tonight her audience will be just one, but that does not mean she won’t get what she needs.

      The desire to move this along swiftly has me inhaling another mouthful of smoke; I don’t even savour the taste before I exhale. I purposely lower the cigar and watch as Samantha performs her striptease. She’s in the zone now, fully participating. Excitement pebbles her nipples, her chest rising and falling with fluttering breaths.

      She stands before me in nothing but her high heels, stockings and white lace garters; the brightness of the garter contrasts with her even tan. Her body is honed to perfection, curved where it needs to be curved, flat where it needs to be flat. I lift up my cigar and blow on the tip; the dismissal would be like a sharp slap.

      “He is your boss, Samantha,” I say, taking another mouthful of smoke between my lips. I make sure to savour the flavour before I look back up at her again.

      I nod towards the bed. She moves with a type of fluidity that should speak to me, but somehow it is lost amongst the smoke that hovers before my eyes. My heart is not in it, I realise, even if my body proves me a liar.

      She doesn’t need further instruction. Lying back on the bed, her head towards the top and feet towards me at the bottom, she moves her heels apart, knees bent, and lets me take my fill. Her hands lie palms flat at her sides; waiting.

      Her breasts rise and fall with the eagerness of each inhale and exhale of oxygen. A fine sheen of perspiration adorns her dark flesh. She’s weeping, her folds moist and swollen. Desperate for stimulation, but already a soft breath away from climax. I say nothing for several long moments, enjoying my cigar, enjoying the view, telling myself I’m enjoying the moment of absolute control over this woman.

      Another lie.

      “One hand,” I say, puffing out a plume of bluish-grey smoke. “Two fingers. Inside.”

      She obeys to the letter and I feel myself swell involuntarily inside my pants. This type of control is usually heady. Her reaction one I consider pure beauty. Perhaps in this moment one of the most beautiful things I have ever seen.

      No. The persistent memory of a goddess spread out for my taking on my desktop is perhaps the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.

      Still, I tell myself, there’s no denying the draw I feel towards Samantha in this moment. The complete surrender she offers, the trust she gives, the acceptance of my dominion over her.

      But I just can’t envisage anything more with her tonight than this.

      “Good girl,” I say encouragingly, the smoke from my cigar rising in hypnotic twirls to my side as I murmur the words.

      She writhes, bringing my attention back to her body. Her lips part, her fingers pumping, moisture dribbling down her inner thighs and pooling on the bedspread.

      “Stop,” I say.

      She whimpers. Her movements cease, her fingers buried inside her wet and wanting cunt.

      “Your boss,” I add, casually. “We’ve discussed this.” And we have. Samantha is one of the few women I have taken who I have allowed to talk. But then, I never took her as a pet. She would make a very poor pet. But as a distraction she has proved perfect in the past. “How will this play out at work, do you think?” I ask

      She doesn’t answer. She knows better. In this she does perform well as a pet.

      I shift in my seat, letting her know from the sound alone that I am still watching her. She lifts her head up off the bedspread to see my face; in the movement her fingers thrust further inside. She thinks I won’t notice.

      “Remove your hand,” I order, flexing the fingers on my thigh, bringing her attention to my erection. Her eyelids close, her head tips back and her lips part, and I can’t help but be taken in a little by the sight of a woman on the cusp of orgasm.

      Samantha is so easy to lead to this moment.

      “He’ll demand more and more,” I say conversationally. “You’ll suddenly find your role at work held over your head,” I add, well aware of how men like David Gordon behave. “You’ll get your pleasure, but at the consequence of your job.”

      She shakes her head. Her fingers clenching at her sides, her hips rocking, her centre weeping, begging for a touch.

      Not yet.

      “He’ll pass you over for someone else,” I say, stopping to inhale the Cohiba. “He’ll be determined not to show you favouritism, or questions will be asked. But he won’t be able to stop seeking you out whilst at work. The game will become one sided,” I add. “His conquest, his control over your body. But the payoff will be your promotions. Your bonus reviews. He’ll even vet your clients. Anything to stop it getting out.”

      She’s still now, my words making it through the fog of arousal. I almost feel sorry for her. Enough to give her what she needs.

      “One finger. On your clit.”

      Her body shudders at the instruction, her hand moving in lightning swiftness to offer relief.

      “I am very disappointed you have forgotten all of this,” I say, as she starts to pant and moan before me.

      “I won’t now, sir,” she promises between little expulsions of air.

      I finish the cigar as I watch her climax on the bed. I let her have her audience of one, silent and apart, but as much a participant in this scene as she is. For Samantha the need to be on show is paramount. Her body is her currency. Her orgasms a gift she bestows on those who pay attention and give her what she needs.

      And I have been very good at giving her what she needs.

      Control. Attention. Recognition.

      Her body a musical instrument I have been a master at playing.

      Even if, tonight, I only touched her with my voice, with my eyes, with my will. I just hope it has all been worth it.

      When I leave I am on edge in a way that I have never been before. It’s nine-thirty, in half an hour Haydee will let herself into my house and place herself up on my desk. I need her. Not just because of what I have had to do at Sweet Hell. I just need her.

      And it’s been too many years since I’ve needed anyone.

      My cock is straining behind my trousers. I am ashamed that part of this is because I just brought a woman I don’t really want to orgasm by my words, by my direction, alone. I can smell Samantha on my suit, mixed in with the sweet scent of cigar. In the past this wouldn’t have been a problem. I took care of a sub in my care. I made sure she received what she needed. And in the process I protected her from a predator like David Gordon. Samantha is an experienced submissive, but even she would have been eaten alive by the likes of him.

      I should feel elated. I have performed as my responsibilities insist. And yet I can’t wait to bury the memory of tonight in a mental locked drawer. I can’t wait to get home and shower her scent off me. I can’t wait to dress in something clean and untainted before I walk in that room and take my just reward.

      I deserve Haydee, I tell myself. She is mine to take how I wish. But I wonder tonight, if she deserves the likes of me.

      It is a novel thought. One that I can’t allow too much time considering. One that I have refused to consider for twenty-five long years.

      It doesn’t help that I have two messages from Jason on my cellphone. And that David Gordon’s car was still parked at the rear of Sweet Hell. He’d expected me to come back out into the gaming room. To lord my win over him in front of a crowd. I hadn’t. I’d slipped out the back and run like a coward. Will he question my resolve? Will he think my premature departure was because it had all been an act?

      If he questions that, then he’ll question my ambivalence regarding Haydee. And right now, Haydee is all that matters.

      I can’t let a man like Gordon near her. Ah, hell. Who am I kidding? I can’t let a man like Jason, a man I semi-trust, near her either.

      I’m losing control and my visit to Sweet Hell was meant to rectify that. Instead, as I pull my car around the back of my property with minutes to spare, I feel more out of control than ever.

      I cross to the rear entrance and unlock the door, entering the alarm code. Before I do anything, I switch lights on in the hallway and out on the front porch. Then ignite the set fire in the office, making sure the desk is secure and bare. I leave the room with a welcoming glow of firelight and little else.

      I’m showering when I hear the alarm beep announcing the front door has been opened. My cock hardens without a single thought. I stare at it, at the soap suds as they sluice off my body. It grows harder as I hear the alarm announce the door has been secured at her back.

      She’s downstairs, heading towards the office. And for the first time tonight nothing outside of this house exists.

      It’s a type of freedom I seldom experience. It’s a type of quiet acceptance that soothes the soul while it ravages the body, making everything go rock hard. Sweet Hell pales in comparison to this.

      I step out of the shower and towel dry off, then dress in worn jeans and a soft t-shirt. I don’t bother to cover my feet and I leave the top button on the jeans open. Already I know I will take her hard. I will make her mine tonight and I will fuck all other men from her memory.

      All other women from mine.

      What is it about this graceful, silent woman that has consumed me? For a second I am stuck fast, one foot in my bedroom, one in the hallway, as I contemplate the addiction she has started within me, using little more than her body and sweet smile. I know nothing of where she has come from. The pitiful amount Jason has told me only fuels my need to know more.

      This is unlike me. Pets are possessions, nothing more. But I have a strange disconcerting feeling that owning Haydee will take a little more.

      I consider not walking down those stairs. I consider going to the kitchen and finding the bottle of Scotch I keep there and just getting drunk. I consider ignoring the fact that she is undoubtedly naked, lying back on my desk with her feet up on the edge and her hands wrapped securely around her ankles, legs spread. Ignoring the fact that she is probably as turned on as me right now. I consider walking away from it all.

      But my feet move and my body follows and slowly my mind catches up as I find myself standing outside the office door.

      I clench my fists, suck in a deep but quiet breath of air, and then take the one step needed to enter the room.

      It occurs to me that I am the one accepting the contract this evening. That Haydee has lain down the gauntlet at my feet and is patiently waiting for me to baulk.

      I walk completely inside the cosy room, taking in her position in one sweep of my eyes.

      She’s not entirely naked. She’s wearing my chain around her neck, the ends of it lying tantalisingly between her breasts. I halt in my tracks and take in the sight of her. She is comfortable in her skin. Aware of the effect she has over me. Completely at ease being on display.

      She is a woman in her element and there has been nothing in my existence as seductive as this moment.

      I walk, as though hypnotised, towards the edge of the desk. Her doe-like eyes follow my every movement and a small encouraging smile graces her lush lips.

      It’s simply too much to ignore. I lean forward, grip the length of chain in one fist and pull her up off the desk’s surface until she is sitting on the edge.

      “Sweet Haydee,” I say, staring down at the way the chain looks wrapped three times around her slender neck.

      Mine.

      “I think you need to greet your master appropriately,” I murmur, the deep sound of my voice like velvet over cut glass.

      I tug on the chain, making her slip off the edge of the desk. She elegantly slides to her knees with the barest hint of pressure from my hand. I flex my wrist, wrapping the chain around and around its circumference, tying her to me as much as I am tied to her.

      Her lips part on a soft sigh. I want to fuck them.

      Her eyes sweep up my body, appreciation in her gaze, and settle on my face. I want her to see my hunger.

      “Undo my trousers,” I instruct.

      Her hands don’t shake when she raises them. What would it take to make her lose all control? She pulls the zip down, her attention solely on the task. I like that. It’s a small detail, one so often overlooked by subs. It’s a reflection of what I give. A balance to the focus I offer as they seek their pleasure through surrender.

      This woman balances me. The notion is so foreign I push it from my head.

      A hot hand, so small and delicate it’s dwarfed by my erection, slips into my pants uninvited and pulls out my cock.

      I tighten my hold on the chain, tipping her face up to mine with fingers cupped under her jaw.

      I tsk her, shaking my head.

      “Are you trying to tell me something, Haydee?” I ask.

      She nods her head, her bottom lip slipping between her teeth in a way that mesmerises. I wonder now if it isn’t an act, but a tell.

      “You want my cock?” I ask

      Another small but controlled nod of her head.

      “How much?”

      Her eyes widen.

      “All of it to the back of your throat? Or just the tip, as you lick it like an ice cream cone?”

      She tips her head back, offering me her throat, opening her mouth and showing complete submission. I am in heaven. This woman is a siren call to my soul.

      I take the base of my cock and place the head of it on the edge of her lips. Her tongue flicks out and licks.

      “Uh-ah,” I say, shaking my head. “You wanted it, Haydee. Now take it. All of it. I want my cock so far down your throat it’s all you can feel. It’s all you can think about. Giving me pleasure, giving me what I want. Letting me fuck your mouth until I come.”

      She moans, her breath heated against my distended flesh. Her body quivers, her pulse beats unmercifully fast on the side of her neck. She licks her lips and I rock forward, sinking myself to the base without any warning.

      My hands come up to her hair, the chain clinking as I shift it. Her eyes are wide, her lips stretched around my circumference, saliva pooling in the back of her throat, seeping out the side of my cock and down her chin. I have never seen anything like it. She swallows, her throat muscles tightening around me, and I am the one to groan.

      I start to rock gently, but I know I won’t last at this pace. She takes everything I give her. No complaints. A completely silent acceptance of my body in hers. I feel like a king. And this woman kneeling at my feet is my queen. I show her my reverence by gripping her hair tighter and starting to pump at an increased speed.

      The sounds she makes sends me into overdrive. She struggles with my length, making me harden and swell further. Her eyes well with tears, but she sucks with all she is worth. Her tongue flattens against the underside of my cock each time I withdraw.

      “That’s it,” I say, my breaths uneven, my voice deep and rough and desperate. “That’s it, sweet girl. Take it all. Every inch.”

      Fuck! But she does. She sucks me to perfection. She licks and strokes and scrapes her teeth up the sides of my cock until I am nothing but an animal fucking her mouth, taking what I want, using her for my pleasure. And she moans when I come. Complete and utter abandon. Her body writhing, her cheeks flushed, the smell of her arousal mixing with mine.

      I grip both sides of her head at her temples, fingers twisted in her short hair, as my release pumps down her slender throat. The sight of her swallowing, the muscles working in the long length of her neck, make me groan out a “Fuck” as I shudder, completely out of control.

      Jesus. This woman is going to be the death of me.

      I stand there, still deep inside her mouth, connected in a way I have not been with a pet for quite some time. I cannot help who I am. I have long since stopped trying to justify it or comprehend it. It is what it is. I need the submission of a woman to feel in complete control. My doubts today have been alien in their origin. Thought processes I have never had before.

      I can’t explain them. But with my cock down the throat of the woman before me none of that uncertainty registers.

      I am what I am. And I just used this beautiful, willing woman to achieve climax.

      I pull out of her mouth, my cock already semi-hard again as it slips from her swollen lips. She looks up at me, hunger for more written all over that stunning face. A drop of my come is smeared at the edge of her lips and I bend down, my hands still fisted in her hair, and kiss her deeply. Tasting me on her tongue.

      Fuck. I’m hard for her again.

      I force myself to take a step back. Figuratively, not physically. I am still wound up in her chain and unwilling to let that go until she is ready to leave or I am ready to let her. I pull her to her feet; she’s unsteady. My free hand comes out under her elbow as I guide her to my chair. I sit down and help her onto my lap, cradling her lithe body to my chest, feeling her ragged breaths against the curve of my neck, heating my skin.

      My chest rises and falls, making her entire frame shift against me. It only makes me eager for more.

      “Thank you,” I say into her cropped hair. Her small hand comes up and wraps around the back of my neck in a move no other sub has ever effected.

      We sit like that, the fire crackling, our breaths becoming more controlled, less laboured, and I feel a sense of contentment I have no right to claim. We still know nothing about each other. Ordinarily this would not be too much of an issue. Pets usually last no more than a half dozen sessions before I tire of them and take back the chain.

      Haydee is different. She was different the moment I opened my door and saw her head tipped down towards the floor. The moment her slender neck tilted at an angle that invited my touch. None of that is singular. None of that is unique. What is unique is her cropped hair and willowy frame.

      What is unique is her innate sense of grace.

      She’s broken the mould and in no way meets the requirements I have insisted on from day one. The hair is a non-issue. Anna had long hair not short. But I have allowed myself that one weakness and Haydee has thrown it, unintentionally, back in my face.

      But the grace. Dear fucking God. That is something I have not faced in a very long time. And Jason would have known it.

      Haydee’s grace, her silent, serene surrender, is what makes her different.

      “We need to discuss limits,” I whisper, my hand running through her hair and down her back. “A safeword,” I add, feeling my body stir at the thought of pushing her boundaries. Of finding that fine line between pleasure and pain.

      “Tell me,” I urge, giving her permission to talk in that one simple command.

      “Hard limits,” she says, perfectly relaxed in discussing them. “Urophilia, and any type of salirophilia.” I’ve never been one to subject the object of my desire to a soiling. I nod my head; she feels the agreement more than sees it.

      But she says no more, as if that is her only hard limit.

      “Erotic asphyxiation?” I query.

      Her head shakes. “Not a hard limit.”

      “Exhibitionism?” I press.

      Another delicate shake of her head. “Not a hard limit.”

      “Paddles, whips, the cane?”

      “Not a hard limit.”

      “Handcuffs, rope, suspension?”

      “Not a hard limit.”

      “Group sex?”

      “Not a hard limit.” I’m not sure, but I think it might be for me. Where this woman is concerned.

      I ignore the urge to qualify that emotion.

      “Anal?” I ask instead.

      “Not a hard limit.”

      “You are very accommodating, Haydee.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      I’m not sure what to make of her. Most subs have at least two or three things on their hard limit list. For a moment I am unsure if I can trust her. Trust is essential. It throws my mind into a spiral of what-ifs that make me pause for breath.

      I had intended more tonight. I want her so badly my balls are going blue beneath her pert little arse. Talk of anal is making it impossible to think of little else. But I need distance. She needs distance.

      “That will do for tonight,” I say, she moves to get off my lap. So obedient.

      The chain pulls her to a halt halfway to standing. I don’t release it.

      “How many nights per week?” I say, slowly unravelling the chain from around my wrist.

      She watches, mesmerised, then lifts calm eyes to my face.

      “Three.” It’s standard. I should accept.

      “And the weekends.”

      Her face immediately tips to the floor. That was a no. Her weekends are hers. She wants to keep them. And suddenly I want nothing more than to claim some part of them for myself.

      “At least one night per weekend, in addition to the three nights per week,” I say. “Dinner, maybe a show,” I add, in way of incentive.

      I have no idea if it is anything that could possibly persuade this woman.

      “One night per weekend,” she says slowly.

      “You’d like dinner? A show?” I can’t help but ask. I shouldn’t care, but I know I do.

      Her head nods in that graceful, controlled way she has.

      “Excellent,” I murmur. “You have pleased me.”

      Her smile is all encompassing. With reluctance I release her chain.

      She doesn’t flirt as she dresses. But it isn’t a perfunctory act either. It’s art in motion and as hypnotic as her grace. Within too short an amount of time she is clad in a simple shift dress, her legs covered in silk stockings, her feet encased in four inch heels that make her ankles look almost too delicate.

      She stands in the middle of the room and looks towards the floor. It is in no way cowed or nervous in nature. Serenity pours from every cell in this woman’s body. She is beautiful. Maybe even as beautiful as she looked swallowing my cock.

      “Thank you, Haydee,” I say. “Sunday night. Seven o’clock. Let yourself in and kneel by the front door. Clothes on or off at your discretion.”

      She nods her head and offers me a small lip twitch. Her eyes are sparkling, even from this angle.

      “You may go,” I offer and watch her sweep from the room in a haze of vanilla and roses.

      I listen for the door opening, the soft beep of the alarm. It takes slightly longer than I would have expected. The moment she is gone I rise from my chair and walk out to the hall table.

      Sitting in the dish is a folded piece of card.

      On it is written, Salutem. The Latin word for safety. And her safeword.

      I think I might have just been given a glimpse inside this intriguing woman’s mind.

      And it only makes me hunger for more.
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      Sunday takes too long to arrive. I throw myself into work and avoid the club at all costs. It’s a combination that for some reason fails to settle my mind. Work is hollow. And the distraction the club could provide is a gaping hole in my routine.

      But although more than one invitation has been issued to meet at Sweet Hell, I have turned each down with the exception of a drink on Sunday afternoon with Jason. Avoiding him could prove fatal to whatever burgeoning relationship I have chosen to start with Haydee.

      He is in fine form when I arrive at the Whiskey Lounge on Karangahape Road. It’s too close to Sweet Hell, but far enough away for me not to be sucked into it. Even if it is just across the street.

      “Ethan, you look strung out, my friend,” he says as I take the seat beside him and accept the offer of Dalwhinnie he has already ordered for me.

      I take a sip, let the smooth warmth of the fifteen year old whisky soothe me, and then turn an impassive face to my friend.

      “Work is busy,” I offer. We both know it is a lie.

      “And yet none of it has crossed my desk.”

      “I would be a very poor superintendent if I came running to you with every single case that clogs up my desk.”

      He smiles, it makes the corners of his eyes crinkle. He’s genuinely pleased to see me and for a moment I second guess his motives.

      “And how are things with your new pet?” he asks, bringing us full circle again.

      “Progressing,” I offer as I sip my drink.

      “David Gordon is not happy with you,” he points out as if I wasn’t already aware of this fact. Gordon has been insisting for days that I return to Sweet Hell and face his wrath.

      “Has he been seen with Samantha?” I query calmly. I don’t feel calm, but you would not know it to look at me. The whisky soothes as more slips down my throat.

      “She’s been busy with someone else,” Jason advises, watching a woman across the room who has been unable to look elsewhere for several minutes. He lifts his glass in a salute, receiving an inviting smile in return. A calculating expression crosses his face as he no doubt plans the rest of his evening based on that one come-hither look.

      “Who’s the lucky man?” I ask. Not that I’m interested, Samantha is of no real concern to me. I feel no obligation to ensure her safety or that her choices are well founded. But interest in someone other than Haydee will downplay my addiction.

      “Don’t know. She’s not been seen at Sweet Hell, but she’s certainly been busy,” he says. “Gordon thought it might have been you.”

      I laugh. Jason is fishing again. He’s been unable to work out my motives and like any decent policeman he’s obsessed with discovering the truth.

      “There are certain things that Samantha can offer,” I say carefully. “Occasionally she fills a void.”

      “Is she filling one now with your new pet?”

      “It’s early days, Jason,” I counter. “I have yet to decide what role Haydee will play.”

      “That is unlike you, Ethan,” he points out. “You’ve never had to pause before you act before.”

      He’s right and I suddenly think meeting with him is very dangerous.

      “And you? It’s been a while for you too,” I say. The non sequitur does not fool him, but he plays along for now.

      “I’ve been broadening my horizons.”

      “Is that so?” I take a sip of whisky and smile at him over the rim. He offers a beaming grin back.

      “I thought I’d try blondes for a while.”

      I laugh. It’s exactly what Jason had been aiming for.

      “Just one?” I query.

      “Well, it all depends on the blonde, doesn’t it?”

      I finish my drink and he holds his up in question. I shake my head. One whisky is more than enough with Jason Farland. I still haven’t worked out his endgame.

      “I have a date,” I say, pushing up from my seat and moving to leave.

      “Haydee?”

      There’s no point denying it. “Yes.”

      “And what’s on the agenda for tonight?” The way he asks has me thinking he already knows. But how he does is a mystery. Jason is just very good at making you see things that aren’t necessarily there.

      “Dinner and a show.”

      “Well, that is something new.”

      “Maybe I’m broadening my horizons too,” I offer.

      Jason just smiles. I nod my head and turn to leave.

      “Word of warning, friend,” he says, halting me in my tracks.

      I turn back and raise a single eyebrow, unimpressed.

      His back straightens at the obvious reaction he’s received. The challenge I’ve thrown back at his feet. He stands from his own stool to meet me, eye to eye.

      “Gordon’s out for blood. You pissed him off with that move the other night. Samantha is his in every way that it counts. You overstepped, Ethan. He’s going to make your life a living hell.”

      “Gordon doesn’t frighten me,” I offer. “But what is interesting, is your role as messenger. Since when do you let yourself be bullied into doing anything as lowly as pass on warnings?”

      He smiles. The skin around his eyes doesn’t crinkle.

      “The warning’s mine, not his,” he argues. “I see a change in you, Ethan. I’m not sure if it’s for the better. But I have hope.”

      “I don’t need your interference.”

      “Then shall I take her back?”

      My hand comes out and wraps around his shirt collar before I think better of it.

      “You believe threatening me will make a difference?” I hiss.

      His eyes dart down to my unforgiving grip of his clothing, then slowly come back up to my face.

      This time when he smiles his eyes are surrounded by laugh lines. True humour fanning out from each orbit.

      His hand comes down and slaps me on the shoulder. Then he spots something behind me.

      “Care for a bit of sport before you go?”

      I release his shirt and look in the direction of his gaze. The blonde he’d been eyeing now has a friend. Brunette, dark eyes, long hair, tanned skin. The fact she meets my criteria so perfectly is surprising. The knowing look Jason gives me is alarming.

      “Friends of yours?” I ask.

      “Come on, Ethan. Wet your whistle before your dinner and show. Nothing better than taking the edge off to keep your pet begging for more. It’ll do you good.”

      The offer is at once familiar and also calculating. In a way that lets me know refusing would count against me in whatever this battle is Jason and I are now entwined in. If I accept, and spend a few soulless minutes in a dark corner with Jason and these women, I’ll convince him Haydee is nothing but a potential pet. One of many.

      If I refuse, I confirm her significance.

      Right now I’m not sure either would be wise, but I have to make a choice.

      Jason signals the women and they approach. I’m immediately comparing the brunette’s lack of grace with Haydee’s infinite supply of it. She walks with her head held high and her back straight, but the challenge in her eyes counters her serenity. This woman would spark under careful controlled command. She wouldn’t simmer on low and then slowly burst into heated flames. She’d explode.

      An interesting thought, but unusually irrelevant.

      I check my watch purposefully, as though I haven’t the time to humour Jason and his perfect match. The women make our sides and the blonde immediately sidles up to Jason, her breasts spilling out of a too tight top. The brunette eyes me speculatively. There is interest there, I just can’t tell if it is engineered because of a deal with my friend.

      This is a test. One I am about to fail.

      “Well, hello there, ladies,” Jason says in his non dominant voice. He’s testing the waters. Or playing a role to make me think this hasn’t been planned. “My name is Jason and this is Ethan. Are you looking for some fun tonight?”

      “Definitely,” the blonde says, allowing Jason’s hands to wander.

      “How about we find a secluded corner to get to know each other better?” Jason suggests. The brunette hasn’t stopped eyeing me, but as yet is not as eager as her friend for contact.

      “As tempting as this is,” I start.

      Jason turns towards me and holds my stare with an impassive one of his own. Nothing further is said, but so much is conveyed in that one steady look.

      “An interesting choice,” he finally remarks. “What’s five minutes between friends?”

      “I don’t have five minutes to spare,” I counter.

      “You may lie to me,” Jason says wrapping an arm around the blonde’s shoulders and moving to do the same to the brunette. “But never to yourself, Ethan.” He starts directing the women away.

      I watch, aware I’ve just exposed my underbelly to another dominant, as they make their way to a dark corner in the back of the bar specifically designed for just such entertainment. Jason’s face is already in the crook of the blonde’s neck, teeth scraping skin. While his hand is slipping down the rear of the brunette’s skirt and squeezing her arse.

      Both women drape themselves over my friend, clearly ready to party.

      I shake my head, dispel the unease I feel at where our friendship is going, and then head out the front of the bar not looking back. I feel eyes on me, but they could just as easily be too busy to care. Once again, Jason is making me see things that may not actually be there.

      The drive home is a disconcerting one. David Gordon is not a good enemy to have. I’d been aware of what the potential consequences could have been when I’d chosen to take Samantha from him the other night. But reality is a good leveller. If he seeks retribution, Haydee would be his goal.

      I’ve lost my touch. I’m completely acting out of character. In trying to manipulate the game to my advantage I’ve walked right into a trap. Maybe even two. Jason is up to something. Part of me thinks it is purely an intervention, an attempt to get me to feel. But the cynical part of me, too long left to flourish, believes he’s pushing my buttons for an entirely self-motivated reason.

      What does he want?

      I decide there is no option but to stake my claim on Haydee publicly. To declare her mine and no one else’s. A dark thought occurs to me as I pull my car around the back of my house. Maybe Haydee isn’t interested in exclusivity.

      The solution is simple. I won’t give her a choice.

      It is within the realms of my role as her master to dictate the rules. Even if doing so fails in my responsibilities in providing her what she desires. The thought her wishes could be counter to mine is chilling.

      The realisation that I am spending too long analysing this arrangement is frustrating.

      It is in anger that I enter my house.

      My first stop is the office where I empty my briefcase and sort through those files that need my immediate attention. Bringing work home is part of my job. If I didn’t, I’d spend every God forsaken hour at the station. There are several items I’ll have to attend to before I return to work tomorrow. And they only crossed my work desk this morning.

      Weekends don’t mean close of business for the Police.

      I sort the files, slipping those more urgent into the top drawer and then stash my laptop in its locked cupboard beneath the desk The only item left on the table’s surface is a single sheet of paper with a list of words and a mark in the negative column beside each.

      I stare at the confirmation of my sexually transmitted disease status and then pick it up and move it to the hall table. It will be the first thing Haydee sees when she enters my house. It is standard procedure to have one done at the start of an arrangement. Mine was executed last week, the day after she first appeared at my door.  Depending on our exclusivity agreement, one may need to be carried out weekly.

      I have no intention of having to perform another test any time soon.

      I turn away from the document and walk upstairs to shower and dress.

      The alarm beeping to announce Haydee’s arrival brings me out of a moment where I hadn’t realise I’d been standing staring at a picture of Lara as a child beside my bed. She’s dressed up as Pippi Longstocking, about to attend a birthday party for one of her school friends. She’s eight years old in the photo and looks nothing like herself in the disguise.

      That is, of course, why it’s the only picture I have of my daughter in my house. And the fact it is in my bedroom means more than I’ve cared to admit to myself in the past.

      I turn my attention to the full length mirror, allowing Haydee enough time to prepare herself for my arrival. I’d given her a measure of control this evening. Her choice whether to be dressed when she kneels or not. It tells me a lot about a pet which option they choose. I have yet to be surprised by their choice.

      I have yet to have one still clothed.

      I am already hardening as I make my way down the stairs.

      I see her before I reach the ground floor. A small figure, on her knees, facing the hallway, back to the door. Her hands rest on her thighs. Her head is bowed in perfect submission. Her short hair hides nothing of the high cheekbones and the slight flush that graces them.

      I stop on the bottom most tread and appreciate my prize.

      She is not naked.

      Nor is she fully dressed.

      Haydee has decided to gift me a present. Silk stockings adorn her long legs, attached to dark red garter belts on each thigh. Her underwear is silk and lace, in a luscious deep red colour. It’s a one piece, cinching in her small waist, allowing her breasts to spill out of the half cup brassiere. Her nipples are accessible above the lace line of the decolletage. Both are hardened to impressive peaks. She wears her chain wrapped securely three times around her neck.

      This woman has control over me. I would never have guessed that possible. She surprises and my reaction is refreshing. It has been a long time since I last invited surprise into my life.

      Shock and devastation made it impossible.

      But looking at Haydee now and I wonder if it is time to embrace the delight that can be found in the unexpected.

      I take the last step to bring me onto her same level and walk toward her, my shoes announcing my arrival with dull, purposeful thuds on the wooden floor. I realise she’s still wearing her high heels, the long spike of the heel just visible at her butt cheeks as I come to rest a foot before her.

      My eyes catch on the hall table to the side. My confirmation letter has been replaced with an almost identical one. The name at the top reads Haydee Elizabeth Armstrong. All the negative boxes have been checked and at the bottom the testing facility has also confirmed the implantation of an intrauterine contraceptive device.

      I let a slow breath of air out at the implications. Implications I’ve never considered before. Despite clear bills of health, I have always insisted on using a condom. No condom, no intercourse. But Haydee has offered a first. When will the surprises stop?

      My hand shakes as I reach out to stroke her hair. I close my eyes and will the memories to recede. Will the emotions they inevitably bring to disappear. I am shaken by her offer. I am humbled by the fact she would allow me this intimacy.

      It shouldn’t change anything, but in our lifestyle, it simply does. It’s a measure of trust that invariably is withheld. We all hold something of ourselves back. It’s human nature. The easiest is to deny your partner that.

      Can I move past my own fears for this woman? Do I want to?

      I decide now is not the time to answer that. We have still not confirmed exclusivity.

      “You look delightful,” I murmur and receive one of those small but somehow blinding smiles. “Good enough to eat,” I add.

      She tips her head to the side, exposing her throat. This is Haydee’s “Yes.”

      “Stand up, sweet Haydee,” I order. She rises to her feet in a smooth glide that rocks my soul. “Dinner is booked for nine o’clock, then we’re seeing a late showing of an art house movie at ten-thirty,” I advise.

      She says nothing, her eyes on my shoes, her breathing measured and relaxed.

      Does she like movies? Will she like the Italian restaurant I have booked us into?

      “That leaves well over two hours before we are expected anywhere,” I point out. Her chest rises and falls, bringing my attention to her breasts. They look fuller like this. More than a handful, when I know they are just right. Her nipples strain as goosebumps emerge all over her skin.

      Just from my gaze and the sound of my voice.

      “What shall I do with you, my pet?” I ask. She doesn’t answer. She is perfect in every way.

      I reach out and wrap my hand around the chain as it hangs low by her belly. I can see her belly ring through the sheer material of the bodice. I twist my wrist, ensuring she is tied to me, and then turn away and lead her past my office and toward the formal dining room.

      Her soft footfalls bely the fact she is wearing heels. I like that she walks so carefully. I like more the look of her wrapped up in such rich colours inside the darkness of the room I bring her to. The polished mahogany dining table is a long oval with lushly upholstered cream chairs spread out around it. The table’s surface is bare, an invitation to place something upon it. A chandelier burns softly from directly above, illuminating the wood and making reflections dance on it as if a mirror.

      I turn to Haydee and note she has not looked up. She won’t until I allow it. Has there ever been a more perfect submissive?

      “What do you think?” I ask. “Do you like my dining room?”

      The invitation is accepted and she brings her head up, eyes scanning the rich woods and dark curtains, and soft light. She glances at the china cabinet, full of things I have no use for but can’t seem to be rid of. She takes in the artwork. Nondescript and not at all noteworthy, but suggestive all the same. I can stare at those paintings for hours, imagining me in them. Imagining the women depicted under my control.

      Her eyes land on the chandelier and a puzzled look sweeps over her face. There one minute and gone the next. Her control of her features is astounding. Her intelligence and quick observation skills is impressive.

      “Step up,” I say, leading her to a chair that has been pulled out enough to use as a ladder. She puts one high heeled foot on the cushion of the seat and rises up until she towers over me. I direct her onto the shining surface of the dining table with a simple pull on her chain. “Watch yourself,” I say. “The surface can be slippery.”

      She nods and steps, heel up so as not to mark the furniture, into the middle of the table. Her reflection in the table’s surface is mesmerising.

      “Kneel,” I instruct. She lowers herself gracefully to her knees, hands clasped casually in front of her.

      I bring her chain down and unwrap it from my wrist, then proceed to wrap the length of it around both of hers instead. In seconds her hands are bound, the jewels pressing into sensitive flesh.

      “Now, Haydee,” I say. “You know if you struggle you will feel the chain dig in to your skin.”

      She nods, eyes calm and speculative. Her pulse has sped up at the base of her throat.

      “You remember your safeword?” I ask. This is not a rhetorical question. When asked this a submissive must verbalise their response.

      “Yes, sir,” she softly whispers. “Salutem,” she says in a husky voice that sends an immediate jolt of awareness to the base of my cock.

      “Good girl,” I murmur, standing up on the chair and taking the ends of her chain with me. I raise her hands above her head and loop the chain over the chandelier. If she moves, the light will sway. And shadows will dance all over her body.

      “This is reinforced,” I point out. “You can’t pull it down. The worst that can happen is the chain can break your flesh. Do you want that?”

      One shake of her head. She enjoys pain in the pursuit of pleasure, but not blood. A soft limit I am more than willing to appease.

      I step down and move to the end of the table, pulling out a chair and then grabbing the bottle of Scotch and a waiting glass off a side table, and then sit down. I pour myself a finger of amber liquid and settle back to enjoy my table setting. Dark eyes watch my every move with a type of controlled hunger that speaks to me.

      “Now,” I say, the smoothness of the whisky making my voice sound like rich honey. “Tell me about your wildest sexual fantasy.”

      She smiles. My cock shoots rock hard.

      And then she starts, taking me with her, drawing me in. Stealing my soul.

      “It’s under the stars,” she says. “Out in the open. The night is a dark tapestry of brilliant diamonds, winking in a velvet sky. I’m tied up. I can’t get free but I know I am not in any danger. I wait. It seems like it takes him forever. But there is no doubt in my mind that he will come. I can hear people. They are close, but I cannot see them. I am unsure if they can see me. Their murmurs become whispers and I know he is here. I feel immediately safe at his arrival. Even though he does not release me. Instead he takes his time. Kissing every inch of me, sucking my breasts, biting my nipples, while his hands own my body.

      “I’m panting and whimpering, and the voices I hear rise in equal anticipation. I am still unsure if they can see me, but I am unable to stop my reaction. He is in control. Complete control. I battle my need for escape and sink further into my surrender. He brings me so close, so very close, I am sure with one more thrust of his fingers, one more lick of his tongue, bite of his teeth, I’ll be there. But time and again he denies me.

      “When I am sure I can take no more, he positions himself above me, holding me still while he thrusts inside. I am wet with wanting. I am lost to a need and hunger I have no hope of denying. I beg him for more and harder, but he covers my mouth and takes the option of using words away.

      “I am left with only my body. My heart and soul are flying. My mind has long since abandoned me. The voices are gone, but I know they are in all reality still there. It doesn’t matter. He sees me. He knows what I want and he gives it to me.

      “I shatter into a million pieces, the burn of the ropes and the dig of his fingers into my skin a counterpoint to the exquisite pleasure he wrings from my body. I am limp with exhaustion. I am nothing more than flesh and bones and breathlessness.

      “I am safe and I am free.”

      I’m not sure what to say. It’s not exactly vanilla, but it’s certainly not an answer I have received from any pet before either. But I know one thing. And right then, as I look at this beautiful creature contained for my viewing pleasure, I realise it is the most important thing of all.

      I want to be her safety.

      I want to be the man who sets this perfect, exquisite, self-possessed woman free.

      I rise from the chair and take off my jacket, undo my tie. I say nothing until I am standing before her in just shirt, trousers, and socks.

      Then I climb up onto the table and make my way behind her, my hand coming out and stilling her gentle swaying.

      “I’m going to fuck you now, Haydee,” I say, laying a soft kiss on the bare skin of her shoulder. She shudders. “I’m going to fuck you on my dining room table, while you hang from my chandelier. But make no mistake,” I say, slipping a finger into the crotch of her teddy and snapping the domes open.

      She’s wet. Hips already angled for my taking.

      “I will fuck you under the stars before this ends,” I add. “I will keep you safe and I will set you free.”

      I thrust into her. No warning. No preamble.

      The world distills down to just the tight feel of her hot, wet pussy. And nothing else.

      Fuck! I don’t want this to end.
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      I lose myself in her body. I lose all sense of time and space. Just soft skin, quiet moans, and panted breaths. I feel every thing. The stretch of her core as it accommodates my size, the rush of heated moisture as she takes each long stroke of my cock. The silky smoothness of her skin beneath my fingertips. The rapid pulse beneath my palm as it wraps around her neck, holding her still for my possession.

      I am totally focused on her responses. The soft whimper when I thrust so far I reach the end of her. The gasp of breath when I change my angle and hit her G-spot. The rattle of the chain as she leans into each hard rock of my hips, meeting me, greeting me, matching me pound for pound.

      She likes my hand on her neck, even though it is only sitting there, not exerting pressure. Its presence seems to calm her. When I remove it, gripping her hips to take her deep and hard, a small mewl of protest spills out of her lush lips. My hand returns to her neck immediately. She groans, her muscles gripping me tightly; a reward for giving her what she needs.

      Her breaths are becoming uneven. I haven’t even really started yet and already she is falling.

      “I’ll catch you,” I whisper in her ear, my voice low and rasping.

      “Please, sir,” she begs and instantly receives a hard pinch of her nipple in reprimand. The sound she makes in response nearly undoes me.

      “I don’t want to gag you, Haydee. But I will,” I say, slipping the hand that had cupped her neck up to her mouth, two fingers moving between her lips, thumb cupping her jaw. I tip her head back, so she sees her bound hands and the sway of the chandelier overhead. I hold her there as I take her body with unmerciful thrusts of my hips.

      The table is rocking. Small squeaking and scuffling sounds as the legs shift on the wooden floorboards. Her breasts, small as they are, bounce up and down on her chest, the bodice having moved down, freeing their bounty completely. My balls slap against her thighs. Each time I thrust forward and feel them connect she moans, followed quickly by a tightening of her internal muscles.

      She is so responsive. So hungry for pleasure. I pull my wet fingers from her mouth and touch her clit.

      “Good girl,” I encourage. “You’re doing beautifully.”

      Her head lolls on her shoulders, the muscles along her back flexing with the effort used to remain on her knees and not exert too much pressure on the chain wrapped around her wrists. The small jewels must be digging into her flesh, sharp stabs of pain which will radiate down her arms the longer this progresses.

      She’s close. Her breathing has altered. Sweat glistens along sun kissed golden skin. A small keening sound has started up at the back of her throat. Her clit is hard to the touch, her folds swollen. Her back arches, threatening to do real damage to her wrists. I wrap my arm around her middle, directly under her breasts and take some of her weight. A sigh slips out between panting breaths.

      She’s shaking, a tremble races through her body. I’m not sure how much longer I can go on. She feels too good. She reacts too perfectly. Seeing her arms held above her head with my chain is too erotic. Watching her breasts lift with every thrust is driving me crazy. Her wet centre feels like heaven. But my Haydee meeds more.

      I reach around and place a finger and thumb on either side of her clit. The pinch is small, but the reaction is magnificent.

      I have to stop thrusting when her body convulses. Her cries of release are high pitched and desperate. The tightening and relaxing of her muscles around my cock crumble my last defences. My hand wraps around her throat and I pull her back against my body. I tighten my hold, as the fingers of my free hand circle her clit, drawing the moment out for her sublimely. My cock thrusts three more times into her quivering centre.

      My climax is almost as long as hers. I’m blinded for a moment. Floating. Lost. The only thing grounding me to this earth is the woman shaking in my arms. Her heated body flush against mine, the contours perfectly fitting my curves and edges. I stroke her throat tenderly; a thank you in that one simple touch. Then remove my hand from her neck, and watch her head fall forward in utter exhaustion.

      I pull out, making her spasm around me as I retreat, and discard the condom I’d put on without even being aware of the action. Then I’m up on the table, undoing the chain from the chandelier, and lifting Haydee’s sated body up into my arms. My legs shake as I step down from the table’s surface. I have to lock my knees to stop myself from falling to the floor, my precious cargo along with me.

      I take a deep breath as Haydee’s face falls into the crook of my neck, and then start walking from the room. The shower steams up almost immediately, I settle Haydee on a seat inside the stall, after removing her under garments, and stripping off the last of my clothes. Then join her under the spray. I lift her up, and take her seat, resettling her on my lap. Then start gently covering her still trembling body with liquid soap, washing the sweat and smell of sex away.

      She is docile, compliant. A weak limbed body under my tender care. Within minutes I am hard for her again. Her head lifts up, drops of water clinging to her long, dark lashes, and she looks at me. I’m not sure what that look says.

      “Are you all right?” I ask and she nods. “Your wrists?”

      She lifts them up for me to see. Little dents mar her skin, but there is no blood. Relief washes through me, but then I remind myself I had been aware of the pressure that had been exerted at every single moment. The study of her reactions, both minute and awe inspiring, is second nature to me. At no time did I give her more than she could handle.

      “You are beautiful,” I whisper. A compliment that I have given many women before in the past, but never so honestly. “Stunning,” I add.

      I want her to talk. I want to hear her say similar words of praise in return. I am greedy for her affection, not just her body. I harden my resolve and turn my attention to her hair. The shampoo runs down between her breasts, pooling in the chain she still wears around her neck. I won’t let her remove it whilst in my presence. Not even in the shower.

      She’s more awake now. Revived a little. As I lift the chain and wash beneath it, checking there is no injury around her neck that I may have missed, her eyes follow my every movement. Her nipples are hard. Her pulse is fluttering again at the base of her throat. Her lips are parted and I’m reminded of sinking my cock inside her mouth and coming down her throat.

      She makes a sound. Somehow she’s seen my arousal. She would have felt it moments ago, but something has made her realise how close to the edge I actually am.

      I move her, until her back is to my chest, her legs spread wide, knees over each of my thighs. I start to wash her breasts.

      “I have a hard limit,” I say to the back of her neck, where the short cut of her hair allows me such delightfully unhindered access. I like her neck. It is long and elegant and begging for my hand to wrap around it.

      My chain alone is not nearly enough.

      “I will not share,” I add, bringing my teeth down on her shoulder. Nipping hard enough to let her know I mean business. “Do you accept?”

      Her answer is long in coming. Then finally, one short shake of her head.

      I am struck dumb. I hadn’t expected refusal. There have been others I have not wished to share, but none of their answers held such sway. I don’t know what to say in return. My hands have stilled. My breaths are all but gone. I’m not sure, but I think my heartbeat is irregular.

      “May I speak, master?” she says, shattering the stalled moment and making me wrap an instinctive hand around her throat, tipping her head back, face to the ceiling of the shower. The water is undoubtedly falling in her eyes, her mouth, but I can’t seem to release my hold of her.

      This woman has stolen all reason.

      “Speak,” I say, the word harsh and unforgiving.

      “I will agree to your hard limit of not sharing me, if you allow me one more hard limit addition in return.”

      The negotiation tactic surprises me. Her easy acquiesce the last time we discussed hard limits had me believing she was open to most things. To add another hard limit now makes little sense.

      “What is your additional hard limit?” I say, my thumb stroking the side of her neck absently. The move letting me know I’d consider any hard limit this woman suggested just to stake my exclusive claim on her body.

      “I will not share you either.”

      All my breath rushes out of me in one quick expulsion. My heart beats so hard I can feel it inside my chest. I stroke my hand down her throat, allowing her head to tip back down, and then I’m lifting her up off my lap, positioning my cock at her entrance, and pulling her hard back down on top of me.

      We both grunt with the sensations created. I’ve impaled her without even agreeing to her terms. I start thrusting my hips up, as I grip her waist on each side, fingers digging into flesh, and guide her up and down my already straining shaft.

      “Take this as a yes,” I say between each hard pump up into her body.

      “Oh,” she manages, and then moans loudly as my hand finds her nipple and pinches.

      I don’t know where this is going with Haydee. I don’t know how long we can both sustain this type of desperate hunger. I don’t know anything but that I can’t get enough of her.

      I fuck her hard. I want inside her body. I make her scream again and again and again, coming all over me in heated rushes and spasming muscles and gasping breaths. Her body falls forward, arms extended to hold her aloft on the other side of the shower stall. Water pours down over her back, splashes up into my face. Her hair is plastered to her head and she’s never looked more beautiful.

      I stand up, taking her hips with me, and slam into her from behind, making her elbows give. In the next instant I have her trapped against the tiles, my chest to her back, her breasts crushed with each unforgiving pound of my cock inside her cunt. I own her. Right now, I make Haydee mine.

      My fingers in her mouth hold her steady. My fingers on her clit make her shudder as she releases. I know she has reached her limit. So I pull out, spin her around and guide her to her knees, and then stroke my cock above her parted lips, watching my come spurt all over her chin.

      I am lost. I am enraptured with this woman. I have never wanted something to work so much before.

      And as she closes her eyes, a look of pure abandon on her soft features, her tongue darting out hungrily and licking my release, I think maybe this just might.

      I am demanding. I know this. I am a hard task master. I revel in the debauchery, my longing for control too hard to deny. It is through the defilement that I find peace. It is through the domination that I find freedom. But as I look down at her glorious upturned face, her eyes flicking open and staring up at me with such trust, such hunger, I realise none of that would mean a thing, if Haydee were not happy.

      “What makes you happy, Haydee?” I ask.

      She doesn’t answer as so many pets would by saying, “You, master.” She doesn’t make a big show of thinking up an answer that would appease.

      She looks me in the eye and says one word.

      I should have guessed it. Her fantasy told me everything I need to know about this woman. Everything sexual that is.

      “Safety,” she says, her tone steady. Her voice strong. The word a benediction, not just a desire.

      “Has there been times when you have not felt safe?” I ask.

      Her head tips down immediately, her eyes to the floor in a Haydee reply that says, “No. Not going there.”

      I don’t allow it. I kneel down in front of her and tip her face up to mine with one finger under her chin.

      “Answer me,” I demand.

      She searches my face, looking for the challenge, gauging my resolve. Slowly her shoulders droop in defeat.

      It is not a look I like to see on her, but I will not allow her to circumvent this.

      “I have feared for my safety before,” she whispers.

      It’s an incomplete answer. I could press for more. More honesty. More details. More pain. But I do not wish to hurt Haydee in that fashion. If there is pain, there always needs to be pleasure. This would lack the latter, I fear.

      “It’s all right,” I reassure her. “For now, know you are safe.”

      Her face comes up and tears well in her dark eyes. A reaction that steals my breath, steals my resolve. Steals everything from me. I reach forward and wrap my arms around her, pull her close to me, heartbeat to heartbeat, breath to breath. I stroke a hand down her back and hold her, while her body trembles and her breathing finally evens out.

      I don’t know what has happened to Haydee in the past. We all have one. No one who chooses this lifestyle does it simply because they are bored. She needs something. As I need something. We just have to work that need out for each other. Find it. Provide it. Protect it.

      I want so badly for this woman to discover mine.

      The water begins to turn cold and we finally emerge from our cocoon. Haydee walks carefully, I have used her very well. I dry her off with an overlarge towel, taking care to not rub too hard against areas that have been chafed. Seeing tiny indentations of my fingers on her hips, that will surely turn to bruises, excites me. Likewise, when she returns the favour, seeing my arousal sends a heated blush over her golden skin. So tempting I lean forward and kiss her collarbone, following the creep of colour until my lips claim hers.

      I put everything into the moment. I tease and tempt and tantalise with my lips and teeth and tongue. I give her my complete focus, my utter devotion through my lips on hers. I kiss her until she is once again limp in my arms and we are almost too late to make our reservation.

      It is with a dawning sense of familiarity that I feel surprise when I see Haydee slip into a long, elegant black cloak at the front door. With nothing but the deep red teddy on underneath it. Her high heeled shoes are red. The stockings black. She is a femme fatale on my arm as we walk out of the house towards my car.

      Before I settle her in the passenger seat, I turn her towards me and adjust the collar of her coat, making sure the chain is visible through the opening.

      “This looks good on you,” I say, and watch her give me a knowing smile. “Tomorrow, I want you lying back on my bed in nothing but this.”

      She raises an eyebrow at me.

      I cock one back at her in reply.

      “Ten o’clock,” I say. “And you’ll be spending the night.”

      Her head comes down in a barely there nod of acceptance. A small part of me rushes to point out that I am asking too much too soon. But I can’t seem to stop. I can’t seem to see anything further than this dazzling woman before me. And I realise, I don’t care.

      It’s dangerous and unforgivable. Twenty-five years I’ve lived by certain rules. But, as though some sort of hourglass is counting down the minutes until the end of time, I am frantic. Frantic for Haydee. Frantic for something I can’t even put into words.

      The restaurant is bustling when we arrive fifteen minutes late. I recognise a few politicians, a local councilman, and a couple of high ranking public servants. They all recognise me. I chose Angelo’s intentionally. If I want to make a statement that cannot be missed then this restaurant is the best venue to achieve it.

      The maitre d’ asks for Haydee’s coat. She just smiles serenely, and shakes her head denying him the pleasure. My chest swells. We haven’t talked about the rules when out in public, but I have a feeling Haydee will again be a natural.

      We’re shown to our seats and I wait until Haydee is settled before I take mine. The smell of garlic and tomatoes and basil wafts on the air. Conversation is a low hum in the background. Haydee reads the menu, but I quickly take it from her hands. She tilts her head, a soft smile tipping up the edges of her delightful mouth. I may have to take that again later tonight.

      “I’ll order,” I say. She nods, stretching that long neck invitingly. “You’re a natural at this, Haydee,” I comment, taking a sip of the wine the waiter had poured not long after we arrived. “But when we’re alone like this you may talk. I like to hear your voice.”

      Her whole body stills. I’m unsure if she likes this concession. Maybe to her it isn’t one.

      “As soon as we have company,” I add, “you are not permitted to say a word, unless I direct it.”

      “Of course,” she whispers.

      “Of course, what?” I counter.

      The smile returns. “Of course, sir,” she corrects in that husky voice that curls something deep inside me.

      My sweet Haydee likes the game, and clearly that game extends to public settings.

      “Where do you work?” I ask. I haven’t performed a Query Person check on her in our system. If she has any convictions, I do not know. It is an oversight I’ll correct tomorrow.

      “I teach,” she says. “At the Wilson Home.”

      “On the North Shore?” The Wilson Home is a private establishment for children with severe disabilities. A more selfless role I could not have imagined.

      She nods her head in answer. Even when given the opportunity to talk, Haydee chooses silence.

      The more she reveals, the more I can’t help thinking she is perfect. But perfection and I have not gone hand in hand in the past. It makes it difficult to believe this is real.

      Maybe it isn’t. Maybe I’m dreaming it all, like some comatose patient attached to machinery, kept alive because their loved ones can’t say goodbye.

      A vision immediately appears before my eyes, taking me from the pleasantly lit restaurant, taking me away from the miraculous creature sitting opposite me. White sheets. White walls. And the green screen of a heart monitor. The sound of slow, mechanical breathing fills my head. I realise, when a soft hand lands on my wrist, grounding me, that the noise I hear is my own laboured breaths.

      I slam the door closed on my mental filing cabinet and shake Haydee’s hand off, reaching for my glass of wine. It’s not Scotch, but it will have to do for now.

      Haydee watches, concern etched in her soft eyes.

      Ask, I think.

      Don’t ask, I immediately correct.

      Haydee offers a smile and slips her stockinged foot between my legs, ingenious toes start massaging my cock.

      We don’t make it home. I take her in the bathroom at the back of Angelo’s between the dinner and the dessert. It might not be under the stars, but there’s still time.
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            “Free and safe.”

          

        

      

    

    
      Monday arrives with all its usual rush of business. It’s well past noon by the time I can spare a minute to check on Haydee’s legal status. I’m calm when I enter her name in the system. Not because I have faith in Haydee’s innocence, as such; I’ve been a police officer too long to be blinded by appearances. But because this is just another part of my job. How many times have I checked up on a status of a suspect? How many times have I delved into a pet’s criminal history to ascertain their impact on my professional standing?

      Too many. Haydee is just one more.

      But when I hit enter, I realise I’m fooling myself. Haydee was never just “one more.”

      Her name comes back clean. No prior arrests. No outstanding warrants. Nothing but a speeding ticket when she was seventeen. I stare at her name on the screen. At her date of birth confirming she is almost too young for me. At her visa requests and international travel history.

      Ten years she was in England. Returning home only once during that period. Ten years is a long time. Why did she return after such a lengthy stay? There’s something there, but it’s not until well past six in the evening that I have time again to devote any attention to it.

      My contact at the Department of Internal Affairs will have left for the day, so I use what I can in our system. It’s limited, as far as international travel for New Zealanders is concerned. But I manage to pin down a flag in our access to Interpol. It’s not attached to Haydee’s name, but her name is attached to the file. And the file is classified.

      I could try Interpol itself, but instead I delve deeper into our local governmental computer systems and locate an address in London that Haydee used as an overseas contact. Anything else and I’ll have to either wait for my acquaintance at the Department of Internal Affairs to arrive at his office tomorrow or try Interpol itself.

      I already know Interpol will be a bust. If a case of theirs is classified, then chances are it involves terrorism. Terrorism makes the authorities very nervous and my enquiring about a lover would not sit well.

      No, my only chance is her former home in England, and as luck would have it, I have a contact there that could work.

      I stand up from my desk and check that Christine has indeed left for the day, then take a moment to consider my options. This is more invasive than I have ever been with a sub before. I take my role seriously. Their care and needs are paramount in my mind. Haydee is no different in that regard. What she needs, even if she is unaware that she may need it, I will give. But this, what I’m about to do, I fear is my need. Not Haydee’s.

      Will it make a difference if I discover her secrets? Will not discovering them mean I fail to provide what she may need? What if whatever secret lurks in her past affects our present?

      I can’t lose Haydee and so my mind is made up.

      I settle myself into my seat and flick through my Rolodex. I pull out the card I need and then enter the international number into my telephone. It’s now close to seven in the evening here, which means it will be close to seven in the morning there. If I know Gerald, he’ll already be at work.

      The line is unusually clear when the call is connected. The number I have is not a direct dial, so I end up going to the station’s main desk. A woman answers, her accent throwing me for a second. Haydee hadn’t picked one up, she sounds delightfully Kiwi.

      “This is Superintendent Ethan Keen, from South Auckland Police in New Zealand,” I say. “May I please speak with Chief Superintendent Gerald Minns?”

      There is a long pause, and I picture the woman translating my words into a recognisable form of English. It takes her ten seconds to come back with a reply. Equally as foreign to my ears.

      But in the next instant I’m transferred through to another line, which I take it to mean she finally understood my request. Three rings later and my friend picks up.

      “Ethan! This is a surprise. How long has it been?” Gerald says. “Four years?”

      “Possibly five,” I counter, a smile evident in my voice. “The conference in Hawaii,” I add.

      “That was some bloody conference, wasn’t it? I think it took me a solid week to recover.”

      “That’s because your lot was outnumbered four to one by the Antipodes.”

      “Yes, but we’re not counting the Australians, are we?”

      “Who does?” I offer.

      He chuckles for a few seconds and then cuts to the chase. “What can I do you for?”

      I pause to gather my thoughts. I could be honest; Gerald understands my world. But the classification of the Interpol file has me treading carefully. I just don’t know how far this reaches yet.

      “I’m looking into a New Zealander who recently returned from ten years living in London,” I say. “I need to know if you have anything on her that could shed further light.”

      “What’s the name and DOB, then?”

      I rattle off Haydee’s full name and grimace as I read her date of birth. God, she’s young. Only eight years older than Lara. Thankfully, I was still very young myself when we had Lara. It helps to dull the sting, but only marginally.

      “Hmmm,” Gerald says several seconds later. “Her name does come up.”

      My stomach drops. I lean back in my chair and swivel until I can see the clouds outside my window.

      “Any convictions?” I force myself to ask. If she had been convicted of a crime, it must have been minor. There was no indication she was kicked out of England on anything I’ve found so far.

      Gerald lets out a long sigh. I can picture him taking his glasses off and pinching the bridge of his nose.

      “Tell me this,” he says. “Has she been hurt?”

      The question throws me completely. I lean forward and stare at the floor, my mind racing.

      “Why would you say that?” I demand.

      “Has she?” he presses.

      “You mean physically?”

      “Well,” he says, hedging. “Is she in trouble?”

      “Jesus, Gerald. Give me something to go on here.”

      “Her file has been suppressed, Ethan. I can’t give you details.”

      “Suppressed?” Not many cases are subject to name suppression. Usually it’s invoked for the victim’s protection.

      Safety. When Haydee feels safe, she feels happy.

      “Gerald,” I say. “She’s not in trouble, but I need to know what I’m dealing with here. Was she hurt when she lived in the UK?”

      “If she’s not in trouble, why are you looking into her?” he argues.

      “It’s my responsibility,” I say automatically.

      “Keeping her safe?” he shoots back, no doubt already putting it all together.

      Silence ensues for a good few seconds. Neither of us willing to back down.

      “Her name is attached to a classified Interpol file,” I offer, instead of the myriad demands coursing through my head.

      “Look, I can’t give you specifics,” he finally counters. “Anything I say could have been learnt through the case file and not from national news. But if I were to offer you anything, it would be a tag-line. The tag-line was well used in all the main rags throughout this country. It was a big deal. I think it was The Sun who coined the term.”

      “And the term is?”

      “Harassing Hoorah,” he says, not making any sense. “It was a benchmark case,” he adds. “Brought about changes to one of our most controversial laws.”

      “When?” I demand.

      “Well, I can’t tell you when the case was, because that would be breaking suppression. But I can tell when the law was changed.”

      I wait patiently, but patience is not my friend right now. I almost open my mouth to yell at my old friend, when he speaks.

      “2012, Ethan. The law was changed in 2012. A lot of people have Haydee Armstrong to thank for it. They just don’t know her name.”

      We hang up not long after that. Having exhausted small talk and any attempts to lighten the conversation so our relationship doesn’t come out of this encounter too scathed. I already know it will be a long time before Gerald takes a call from me again. He pushed the limits to tell me what he could, and even then it wasn’t nearly enough.

      I find the law half an hour later. The Protection from Harassment Act 2012. Prior to that date stalking was not considered an illegal offence in the UK. It was considered harassment, and would usually result in a six month sentence if the evidence was exceptionally strong. Post 2012, stalking causing a fear of violence could gain the stalker a maximum sentence of five years behind bars.

      Forty minutes later I discover why the law changed. A primary school teacher in Redding was stalked by a colleague for two years. Details are more difficult to obtain. Name suppression was given early on in the case, but the location had already slipped out, causing Haydee to change schools and start all over again. I uncover more on whistle-blowing sites, some of which were prosecuted and had to withdraw half of what they’d published.

      But I find enough. I find Haydee. And a dark world of manipulative behaviour that led my precious goddess into fear. Fear for her life. Fear for her sanity. The type of fear that changes someone. The stalker received a three year sentence, that’s how bad the details of the case were.

      He’ll be released on parole later this year.

      That’s why she’s come home.

      I don’t know what to do with this information. I don’t know how to process it. How to proceed. Do I confront her? Bring up a part of her life she’s running from? Make her relive it all over again? But my need to know how bad it was, how much damage it did, is all consuming.

      I pour myself a Scotch and sit and stare at the clouds as dusk turns to night and the stars attempt to shine through the gaps in the heavens. I sit there for two hours nursing that one glass of whisky.

      And I come to a conclusion. Haydee will never suffer like that again. Even if it means she never relives it, never tells me exactly what happened. Even if I have to watch how far I push for her company, even if I have to deny myself the tools needed to see to her care in the most efficient and knowledgeable ways. I know enough.

      I know Haydee was manipulated to such a degree that things she had said were taken out of context and used against her.

      I know her stalker was unpredictable, so much so she was caught off guard on several occasions in public settings.

      I know she had trusted him and he had let her down in the most sinister of ways.

      I know enough. And it will never happen to her again.

      It is with a heavy heart and a turbulent mind that I make my way home to Redoubt Road. To my Haydee. She’s mine now, there’s no denying it. I’d like to think I’d claimed her before I knew an iota of her past. And it’s true. But I can’t deny the resolve that has settled over me since my phone call to England this evening. I can’t deny my need to protect her has been shot into overdrive, blasted into outer space.

      Haydee trusted him. She believed him someone he was not. And she paid the price.

      I unlock my back door and enter the alarm code. Then make my way to my office, switching on lights as I progress through my sprawling home. The dining room beckons to the side. I can’t help but flick a glance at the table, up to the chandelier. The office is a mesmerising light at the end of a very dark tunnel. I stand inside the doorway and stare at the desk. Haydee has marked my house. It’s as much hers now as it is mine.

      I drop my briefcase on the desk, not bothering to unpack it, and then take the stairs two at a time up to the second floor. There’s a fireplace in the bedroom, already set and waiting to be lit. I check the time and set a match to the kindling, watching as the flames lick higher inside the hearth.

      I have to tread carefully. My need to protect her has me wanting to just hold her in my arms. Do nothing more than whisper sweet words in her ear. Promises of safety. Assurances of trust.

      But I can’t do that. Haydee sees me in one light and one light only. She sees me as the man who comes to her rescue out under the stars, but doesn’t release her. She sees me as the man who gives her safety, while setting her free to explore her sexual side. She sees me as her master, who will take care of her needs. The man who chains her to him and then uses her body for his own release.

      Haydee needs that. She needs to know I control everything. Without that control she would be lost.

      As would I.

      It’s unfair. It crushes my heart. For the first time in twenty-five years I understand my lifestyle completely. And I wish it wasn’t needed at all. For her. For me. For both of us.

      But it is. Needed. I need her complete submission. And she needs me to dominate within certain set criteria.

      The bedroom.

      In public.

      Everywhere.

      Haydee needs me to handle it all, so she can breathe easy. Knowing she won’t say the wrong word and have it used against her. Knowing the chain is my promise to her, and when she wears it, that promise is reconfirmed. Knowing I will punish her for bad behaviour and reward her for good. Knowing I will lose myself in her body, any way I so choose. Knowing she will be set free in exquisite release, and still feel safe enough to enjoy it. Knowing it will happen every single time.

      She needs it. So I will give it her. Even though all I want is to hold her close, keep her safe, block out the rest of this ugly, foul world.

      I’ll give her what she needs. And maybe, with time, we’ll trust each other enough to keep each other’s secrets.

      I hear the door downstairs open, the alarm beeps its warning and then silence. If she is climbing the stairs, I do not hear her steps. She floats, this woman I am growing more fond of with every day. She glides. Such grace in face of such horror. How has she survived?

      I turn as she enters the room. She’s surprised I’m here, waiting. And ordinarily, I’d let her set herself up without my interference. But the need to see her overrides any sane thoughts. Relief is the first emotion I feel. She’s unharmed. Lust is quickly on its tail.

      I smile, running my eyes over her dress and heels. I love her high heels, they make her statuesque. The dress is simple, but well made. It moulds to her figure, hugging the curves and accentuating her assets. She has so many, I can’t even count.

      I spread my arm out and indicate the bed.

      “Aren’t you forgetting something?” I enquire.

      Her head tips down and she walks towards the large platform that dominates the room. I can already picture her golden skin against the plush black bedspread. Her hair will be lost in amongst the dark colours, but her body will shine like a precious metal.

      She starts stripping with each sensual step she takes. First one shoe, then she steps lightly out of the other. The dress slides down her perfect body and pools on the rug beside the bed. Her bra is next, then her lace panties. And finally, one leg up, foot resting on the side of the bed, and she methodically takes off her stocking. Unhooking it from the garter belt, rolling it down slowly, as though she has the entire night to get into position as requested.

      “You’re teasing, Haydee,” I remark. “I might just have to punish you for it.”

      She doesn’t speed up. If anything, she goes slower. I’ll take that as a “Yes, please.”

      I’m smiling, I realise. And quickly school my features. I lean back against the mantle to the fireplace and watch as she climbs up onto the massive frame. Her willowy body dwarfed by its utterly ridiculous size. I know for a fact that four people can easily sleep in it. At least, one man and three women can.

      But looking at Haydee as she lies back on the bedspread with such an infinite look of peace on her sweet features and I can’t imagine the bed taking more than just her. She’s made for it. She’s made for me.

      I watch as she adjusts her chain, making sure it lies down between her breasts and pools just above her pubis. A straight line to her centre that seems to taunt. I’m rock hard in my pants, and I realise I’m still in uniform when I glance down at my erection. No wonder she was so surprised when she walked in the bedroom.

      For a moment, regret fills me. Haydee doesn’t do well with surprises. But then I tell myself, it’s not this sort of surprise that she fears. Perhaps the uniform reassures her. It’s hard to guess, but her relaxed form suggests she’s calm.

      I walk to the end of the bed and look down at her body. Her eyes are on my epaulets, not my face. Still submissive, but curious.

      “Do you know what these mean?” I ask. She shakes her head, biting that bottom lip of hers, letting me know she’s unsure if she’s broken a rule by looking at them. “A crown and one pip,” I say. “It means I’m a superintendent. I’m a divisional head in the New Zealand Police. It means,” I say, starting to undo my tie and top shirt buttons, “that I’ve made it my life’s role to look after people. To watch out for them. To keep them safe.”

      Her eyes dart up to mine. The shirt is gone, I’m working on the trousers now.

      “Do you feel safe with me, Haydee?” I ask.

      Immediately, her head nods. And again I am consumed with relief.

      “Now,” I say, my trousers slip over my hips and I push them and my underwear to the floor. My erection springs free and slaps against my stomach. The sound seems very loud in the warm room. “Once I remove this uniform, I am still the same man. Still a cop. Still dedicated to my role. But there is one difference.”

      Her eyes reluctantly rise up from staring hungrily at my cock. This woman truly does undo me. Her lust could quite possibly match mine.

      “Do you know what that difference is, Haydee?”

      Frown lines mar her once smooth forehead, she tilts her head and blinks back at me.

      I start climbing up the bed, wrapping one hand around her ankle and lowering my lips to her toes and kissing each one. I move to the neglected foot and repeat the process before answering.

      “The difference, Haydee,” I say, between little nips on her calf muscle. “Is I am your cop. I am your protector. I am your safety.”

      I lick behind her knee and watch her writhe. Her hips lifting off the bed in invitation. I take my time. I don’t rush this. I worship her body with tongue flicks and open mouthed kisses. I bite the soft, succulent flesh of her thighs, leaving crescent shaped teeth marks in her skin. I rub my stubble over her lower stomach, bury my nose in her folds and inhale.

      My lips wrap around her clit and suck softly. My hands slip under her arse and lift her up for my taking. I lick her until she’s close enough for me to feel the tiny tremors in her centre. To smell her arousal and taste the sweet honey that’s pooling there.

      I pull back when she’s panting and start to kiss her belly, tugging the bar she has pierced at her belly button between my teeth. Perspiration glistens on her glorious flesh. I rub my cheek against it, then kiss every single rib.

      Did he break them? Did he bruise this wonderful creature’s skin?

      I push the thoughts aside and concentrate on Haydee. This is all for Haydee. My touch turns firmer; she’s ready. My fingers dig into her flesh, pinch her nipples. I suck her entire breast into my mouth, pulling hard, while my palm wraps around her neck and pins her to the bed. The chain presses into my chest, which in turn presses it back into Haydee’s stomach. We’re bound by it through that simple touch.

      She’s whimpering, mentally she’ll be begging. But my sweet girl knows not to talk. I move my lips over my hand at her throat, kissing her through my spread fingers.

      “How hard, Haydee?” I ask. “How hard do you want to come?”

      “Oh,” she moans, a delightful crack in her composure. I chuckle and start sucking on the skin over her pulse. It’s thundering beneath the sensitive skin.

      I settle between her thighs and rock against her clit, not entering, but teasing. She wraps her legs around my arse without permission.

      “Ah, Haydee,” I say, rolling us until she’s on top and I have access to those gorgeous cheeks.

      I run both hands down her back, smooth flesh under hot palms, and then smack both butt cheeks simultaneously. My lips pull back from her throat and I look her in the eyes. “How hard?” I say.

      She nods.

      “You may talk,” I offer.

      “Hard,” she breathes.

      I grip the chain hanging between her breasts and move it over her shoulder, letting it fall down her back, instead of her front.

      “Hands behind your back,” I instruct.

      She obliges so quickly, I can tell it’s what she’s been waiting for. The moment I contain her, take away something, but replace it with something more.

      I sit up, aware she’s watching my abdominal muscles bunching with avid delight, and reach around her back, grasping both wrists in one hand, while the other grips the chain and pulls it tight. It makes her head tip up, face to the ceiling, eyes no longer on her prize. I wrap the chain securely around her wrists and then lie back down again.

      “You know the rules,” I say. “The jewels can hurt if you pull against the chain too hard.”

      Her breasts are pointing up as well, pert little nipples begging for my touch. I reach up and pinch them, not releasing the pressure, but sustaining it. She writhes on top of me, panting, sweat glistened, chest rising and falling as she succumbs.

      Her hands move, but not enough to cause injury, only enough to give her focus when the sensations at her breasts become too much.

      “Rise up on your knees,” I say. She does as commanded. Face still tipped to the ceiling, nipples still held securely between my fingers and thumbs. I rock my hips, making my cock spring up into position. “You feel it there?” I ask.

      She tries to nod, but the chain restricts her movement. I understand her completely though.

      “I want you to ride me, Haydee. I want you to fuck my cock as though it’s your sole purpose in life. Make me feel it. Make me want more. And when I’m satisfied, I’ll release your nipples and send you into free fall.”

      She makes a sound; desperate, eager, frantic. We’re both frantic for each other.

      “Fuck me, Haydee,” I demand.

      She sinks down and it takes every muscle in my face not to cry out in relief.

      And then she fucks me. My goddess rides my cock like it was meant to be inside her. Fucks me with every inch of her being, every part of her soul. I watch her come apart on top of me. I watch her do it all. Completely in control, even though she’s tied up and doing what I have instructed.

      She’s mine to command, but this is all hers. Her moment. Her freedom.

      Her safety.

      I release her nipples when I start to see black dots in my vision with the effort expended not to come. She screams as she orgasms around me. She fills the room up with her ecstasy as I fill her up with my come.

      Jesus. The dots take over and for a minute I can’t see a thing. But feel? Oh God, I feel.

      We are both shuddering as I release her wrists and ease the chain around her neck. She slumps down on top of me, hard breaths, racing hearts, sweaty and sated limbs. I wrap my arms around her and hold her to me.

      I’ve given her what she needs and now it’s my turn.

      “Are you OK?” I ask eventually. Whispered words in her ear.

      She nods her head.

      “Say it,” I press, unsure if I should or not. “Say what you feel,” I add.

      “Free,” she whispers back, snuggling down further into my embrace. “Safe,” she says a few seconds later and then drifts off to sleep.

      I don’t know whether Haydee will ever be able to talk about London. I don’t know if that part of her life has any more claim. But I do know I’ll wait, patiently. I’ll not press. I’ll not ask.

      As long as her answer is always, “Free… and safe.”
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            “What happens now, my love?”

          

        

      

    

    
      The week blurs by in such a multicoloured hue of colours and sensations and Haydee’s cries of release. She stayed the night on Monday. And again on Wednesday. Then, in a fit of overindulgence, I insisted she stay again last night.

      I can’t tell if her open acceptance of my demands for more of her time is because she’s as eager as me, or if it’s now ingrained in her to do as I say, no questions asked. But we had settled on only three week nights, so tonight, a Friday, I am without my goddess. But I have arranged for her to have dinner with me tomorrow. That’s as long apart as she’ll get.

      It’s crazy. I’m crazy. I’ve never wanted someone as much as I want her. This woman owns a part of me and I couldn’t be happier. Even Jason’s persistent phone calls and David Gordon’s veiled threats can’t touch me. Jason is trying to live vicariously and Gordon is all bluster and wind.

      I’m even smiling. Sitting at my desk, staring out the window at the clouds as they rush by, I have a smile on my face. Christine doesn’t quite know how to take me. I can’t blame her. I chuckle to myself as I pick my phone up and dial Jason’s number, finally returning his latest call.

      “And he lives,” my friend announces down the line. Considering it’s his work line and I’m calling from the station, you’d think he’d take more care. Thankfully, I gave up on Christine putting any of my calls through for me the day after she first arrived and put me through to the commissioner instead of the assistant commissioner and I almost called the old man a dishonourable git.

      “And quite brilliantly, at that,” I say, propping my feet up on the desk in a fashion I’ve never even attempted before today.

      I don’t like it. So I remove them and settle for leaning back in my chair instead, ankle to knee.

      “So, the miraculous Haydee cures all that is ill?” Jason teases.

      “My lips are sealed,” I counter.

      “But, I was right, wasn’t I?” he presses. “She’s perfect for you, you can’t deny it.”

      “I’ll deny nothing and confirm even less.”

      “Come on!” he says, exasperated. “When I set you both up it was with the express understanding that I’d receive all the juicy details.” He pauses, then adds in a rush, “They are juicy, aren’t they?”

      “It’s no use,” I offer. “You’ll get nothing from me.”

      He laughs. It sounds genuinely pleased. “Well, now it’s your turn to return the favour,” he says eventually.

      “Oh, I didn’t realise it would cost me.”

      “Of course it’s bloody well going to cost you. Attendance at the Emergency Services banquet, that’s the price I ask.”

      I groan. “Auckland City Supports the EMS,” I say in way of confirmation.

      “That’ll be the one,” he replies cheerfully. “Oh, and Ethan. It’s black tie.” Then he promptly hangs up.

      Brilliant, is all I manage to think in disgust before my internal phone line rings.

      “Yes, Christine,” I say resignedly. For a week that had been going so well, it sure as hell looks like it’s about to end poorly. I hate fundraisers. I hate Emergency Services fundraisers even more.

      “Um,” she whispers into the phone as though she’s trying to hide her words from someone. “I think your daughter is here to see you.”

      Nothing in this world could have prepared me for that. I struggle to breathe, let alone answer my secretary. I stare at the phone as though it’s an alien being. My heart skips and jumps and I’m sure it’s that which is making me feel so lightheaded.

      I close my eyes and let out a long breath of air, and once I’ve sucked it back in again, I say calmly, “You may show her in.”

      I place the phone back in its cradle before Christine replies, and stand from my desk to look out the window. I don’t see it. I see nothing but blonde curls and a chubby pale face grinning up at me covered in chocolate. It’s been six years since Lara chose to last speak to me. Six years of a cold shoulder I know I deserve.

      I hear the door open and then shortly thereafter close. Then nothing as I stare at a scene I have looked upon several times a day, but couldn’t describe in that moment if my life depended on it. I know where she’ll be standing if I turn around. I know how she’ll look. I know the expression she’ll be wearing on her face. Lara doesn’t change much. Once she’s decided on a course of action it might as well be written in stone.

      I turn around and get the first glimpse of my daughter in close quarters for quite some years. She’s tired. More pale than usual. Her hair is windblown, her frame too thin by far. A coffee stain mars her blouse in a blatant display of disregard. If Lara could, she’d throw a fuck you at fashion and be done with it.

      Her mother was the same.

      And suddenly I am furious.

      I hide it all. My perusal. My observations. My rage. I take a seat at my desk and shuffle some papers. God alone knows what they’re all about, but I don’t care. The only thing that matters is that my daughter is standing before me and hasn’t said a fucking word.

      “Lara-Marie,” I say. “This is a surprise.”

      Why now? Why in this moment when everything is starting to make sense in my life? Why bring it all back, just to watch me bleed?

      “Superintendent Keen,” she says and I can’t help my reaction. My head comes up and I stare at her, relief, a somewhat familiar emotion of late, coursing through my body.

      “You’re here on business.” Thank fuck for that.

      “Yes, sir,” she says, taking a seat in one of the chairs opposite my desk. “A case I’m working on.”

      “How can I help?” I ask, eager to please. Work I can handle. Lara asking for help on a case is unusual, but I’ll accept the peace offering, and be thankful it’s not personal.

      Anything else is too painful to even think.

      “It’s delicate, sir,” she says, making me rise to the bait. As usual.

      “No point sugar coating it, Keen. You’re here for a reason, best you just get on with it.”

      Something flashes in her eyes. Something that tears at my heart. I become steel.

      “We’re investigating a gentleman’s club on Karangahape Road,” she announces, and the steel I am begins to heat.

      “And?” I press, calling her bluff.

      “It may be nothing, but we’re covering our bases.”

      “Of course,” I murmur, effecting a relaxed, but attentive pose. “Connected to what?”

      “A homicide.” Now that is unexpected. But strangely, well received.

      “How can Counties assist?” I ask, using the correct title for South Auckland Police.

      I’m not sure what this is all about. I certainly haven’t heard of a murder case, so it must have just transpired. And for it to be connected to Sweet Hell, if Lara is referring to that particular gentleman’s club on Karangahape road, then why is she here? In South Auckland.

      I don’t like where this is going.

      She watches me for a while, then suddenly leans forward. It’s too intimate, when all I’m thinking right now is what I did the last time I was at Sweet Hell. I settle back in my chair and hold her steady gaze.

      She’s good. She’s very good. I’m impressed with my daughter.

      I don’t show it.

      “We’re going through the membership list for Sweet Hell,” she suddenly says, and I know this is not a interdepartmental courtesy call.

      “Sweet Hell,” I say. “I know it.” She doesn’t move an inch. Not even a twitch of an eyelash. There’s nothing for it, she already knows. I can’t see the confirmation on her impassive face. But I see it in her pale blue eyes.

      So like her mother’s.

      “My name is on that list?” I finally say.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And what do you wish to know?” I ask. She expects me to fold. She thinks she has me cornered. I stare her down and demand with a look alone for her to up her game. I’m almost eager for her to show me everything she’s got. Lara has always been a challenge. One I had forgotten I enjoyed in the past.

      “What can you tell me about it?” she asks.

      She’s fishing, and I’m suddenly very disappointed.

      “It’s personal,” I reply, words clipped.

      “We understand it’s a gaming establishment and one must be invited to attend,” she presses, and I’ve just about had enough.

      “That’s correct. You hardly need me to provide you that information.”

      “We’re unsure at this stage if drugs are sold on the premises or not,” she continues. I remain silent. Anything I say now could be held against me. “But it’s the Irreverent Inferno that really interests us most.”

      I’m so shocked, I blurt out, “The what?” I gather my wits, ensure I appear outwardly calm, when inside all I see is chaos.

      Dear God, this can’t be happening.

      It takes too long, but finally I manage to say, “It rings a bell.” Pitiful. Absolutely pathetic. I’m angry at myself now, more than Lara.

      “What happens there, sir?”

      “You’re asking questions I cannot answer, Lara.” It’s easiest to stick to the law. I am bound to silence where the Irreverent Inferno exists. Contracted to disclose nothing under penalty of law.

      Lara doesn’t know this and she doesn’t need to. Whatever this murder case is, it won’t lead back to me or the Inferno. The Marcrofts, the owners of Sweet Hell, and the founding members of the Irreverent Inferno, will ensure it doesn’t.

      I mentally dust my hands of it all. Push it from my mind. Now I just need my daughter to leave so I can have a few moments to myself to banish Anna from my mind as well.

      “People will find out,” she doggedly offers. “This investigation is not closed.”

      “I can make it that way,” I throw back, silently willing her to leave and leave now.

      “A homicide,” she adds, incredulously. “Even you don’t have the clout for that.”

      That’s it. I’ve had enough.

      “Watch yourself, Detective. I hear you’ve been on probation. Would you like a return to it now?”

      I regret the words instantly. I see the hurt in her eyes and then she hides it. It’s an all too familiar expression on my daughter’s face.

      She struggles with herself for a moment and I lower my head, shifting my attention to something on my desk, to give her privacy. It’s what I’d want her to do for me. It’s what I want her to give me now.

      Privacy. To regroup. To mourn. To forget.

      “Just one more question, sir,” she finally says. She sounds strong again.

      I don’t look up. “Yes.”

      “When was your initiation completed?”

      The world stops. The room suddenly loses all air. To become a member of the Irreverent Inferno one must first pass through Hell. Dante’s Hell. All nine circles of it.

      She knows. How she knows, I have no idea. But the fact that she knows is what is most unacceptable. I have tried to protect her from my lifestyle. I have tried to keep the worst of my needs out of her line of sight. I have been discrete. Joined clubs that ensure silence and privacy. Chosen my submissives well. I have done everything to keep Lara free of this.

      And she throws it in my face.

      “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean, Detective,” I say steadily.

      “Your name…” she tries, but that’s it. No more.

      I can’t bear this another second.

      “Enough! These questions are out of line. You risk insubordination.”

      “It’s an investigation, sir,” she pushes one last time. And I have to respect her tenacity. “I’m obligated to ask the difficult questions.”

      “Never lower yourself to defence, Lara-Marie,” I scold in a voice I know will make her run from me. I use it purposefully. Mainly for me, but also for my daughter. She needs to run. “And should further inquiry into my private life be required,” I add, pulling myself up to full height in my chair, “I’ll expect a personal visit from Inspector Hart and no one else. Is that understood?”

      I know from the look she gives me, she has no clue who I am. If she found out what it is I need to survive, she’d despise me even more than she does right now.

      “Understood, sir,” she says quietly.

      I look at the door, and then down at my desk. I dismiss her in that one simple move.

      A few taut seconds later my daughter gets up from her chair and leaves without another word. The whisky is on my desk before the sound of the door closing stops echoing inside my head.

      The glass is to my lips before I breathe.

      It takes two phone calls to find out the name of the murder victim. One to Jason. And one back from him. I hang up the phone without a word.

      I see nothing. I feel nothing. On automatic I inform Christine that I’m going home. Several hours earlier than I usually call it quits on any given day.

      I don’t remember the path I take to reach my car. I don’t remember if I speak to anyone or say a single word. I slip into the driver’s seat and stare out of the window.

      I’m no longer afraid for just Haydee. I’m afraid for me. For my world. For my perfectly ordered life, for my meticulously protected privacy, for my secrets. All of it is spinning out of control.

      Samantha was strangled to death across the street from Sweet Hell.

      I know things. Things that would help in the investigation. Aid Lara. I know things and I also know I won’t tell.

      Jason is parked in my driveway when I arrive home. His face says it all: We’re in trouble.

      “This is a disaster.” I’d like to think he’s referring to a woman’s horrendous death, but I’m unsure. “This could have far reaching repercussions.”

      “You believe the Inferno is involved?” I query.

      “Do you think it won’t be plastered across the papers by the end of next week?” he counters.

      I let out a frustrated breath and lead him into the house. The whisky in the kitchen is already conveniently sitting out on the bench. I grab two clean glasses and pour three fingers into each.

      We both drink before either of us talks.

      “Whoever did this,” I say, “has no care that it leads to Sweet Hell’s door.”

      “That doesn’t mean it’s not one of us.”

      “Who would do it?”

      “Any one of us who gave Samantha what she needed and lost sight of our roles.”

      “Have you ever done that?” I ask. “Not murder someone, but take things so far you realise you’re no longer in control?”

      He shakes his head slowly. “I’ve always known how far to push and when to pull back.”

      “So have I,” I agree. “So, I say again, who could have done this?”

      Jason takes a seat in one of the tall stools at the bench and runs a hand through his blond hair. Unlike me, he has no grey. The strands so pale that even if he is greying, you can’t see it. It gives him a youthful appearance he is well beyond being able to claim.

      “David Gordon was angry,” he eventually says.

      “At me, not her.”

      He shrugs. “It might have been enough for him to lose control.”

      “Not him,” I say, taking a sip of my drink. “If there’s one thing to be said about David Gordon, he is always in control.”

      “Aren’t we all?” Jason quips. I don’t reply. “Look, it’s going to come out that you were with her last week. It might be best to bite the bullet and provide an affidavit.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “Time of death was apparently four-thirty this morning.”

      “I have an alibi,” I say, before he can ask.

      Silence meets my words.

      “I’m sorry,” he finally adds. “I’m sure you don’t want to drag Haydee into this.” He’s assuming my alibi is Haydee. In the past, that might not have been the case.

      Things have changed.

      “Do you think Lara has an ulterior motive for questioning you?”

      “Other than discovering her father is a member of Sweet Hell?”

      “She’s not aware of your connections to the Inferno part of the business.”

      “Not aware, but suspects. My daughter has a knack for connecting the dots.”

      “Maybe it’s time you and she built some bridges,” he says, staring into his Scotch. Jason doesn’t have children. He’s never been married either. His advice on this is skewed.

      I place my glass on the bench carefully.

      “Let’s just see where CIB takes this,” I suggest. “We’re jumping the gun. The case may lead them down a completely different path than to the club.”

      “Twenty-four hours,” he agrees, downing the rest of his drink. “And a no-fly zone around Sweet Fucking Hell.”

      “Agreed.”

      He stands up from the stool and slaps me on the shoulder. “Call your pet. Have her take your mind off things.”

      I offer a smile. I’m sure it doesn’t reach my eyes. Jason got one thing right: I don’t want to drag Haydee into this.

      He leaves the way he came and I pick up my half empty glass and walk into the office, settling myself into the chair. I haven’t lit the fire. It’s too early to switch on any lights. The smell of burned candle wax and charred wood fills the air. The leather creaks as I lean back and sip my drink contemplatively.

      I last five minutes before I’m unlocking the drawer and pulling out her picture. I stand it up on the desk and lean back and stare.

      “Anna,” I say, the sound of her name on my tongue, after so many years, is painful. “What happens now, my love?”
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            “Are you ready, pet?”

          

        

      

    

    
      The sound of my cellphone ringing wakes me. My body is stiff and cold and I realise I’ve fallen asleep in my office chair and it’s now dark. I scrub my face and reach for the phone, by the time it’s at my ear, I’m fully awake.

      “Ethan?” Haydee’s voice whispers down the line.

      “Haydee? Is everything all right?”

      “I think someone’s following me.”

      The room dims even further than it already is. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think someone was screwing with me. Just one hit after another after another.

      “Where are you?” I demand, walking to the front door and already setting the alarm.

      “I’m at a bar in Takapuna. The Dirty Martini.”

      “Alone?” I demand, as jealousy rears its ugly little green head.

      “My girlfriend’s just left. I was walking to my car, and I felt him.”

      Him. She knows her stalker is male.

      “Stay in the bar,” I say. “I’m on my way.”

      “Hurry,” she whispers. “I’ve locked myself in the toilets.”

      Sweet beautiful woman. “Stay put, little pet,” I murmur down the line. “I’m already on my way.”

      Manukau in south Auckland to Takapuna on the North Shore should take roughly forty minutes at this time of night. I make it in half that. Lights and sirens, of course, help.

      I stride into the overcrowded bar and it’s only then I realise I’m in uniform. Fucking brilliant. All eyes turn towards me, several unsavoury words are hurled from otherwise cowardly people. Someone tries to spill their drink on my trousers, but thinks better of it when I stare them hard in the face. Police in a drinking establishment this late at night never goes down well.

      I walk up to the bar and I’m immediately approached by the barman.

      “Problem, officer?” he asks, flicking unhappy eyes over the crowd.

      “It’s Superintendent,” I say. “And I’m looking for a woman who should be hiding in your toilets. Short dark hair, tanned skin, brown eyes, five foot eight, approximately sixty kilos.”

      “Could be any number that fit that description here, mate.”

      “Superintendent,” I say again. “And show me to your bathrooms.”

      He shrugs and hands over the keys to the register to someone else, leading the way to the back of the building.

      “Haven’t heard about anyone hiding,” he says over his shoulders. “Been a busy night, but nothing unusual’s happened.”

      “No one harassing the women?” I query.

      “Well, no one’s complained,” he qualifies. “Here they are. Um, shall I get a female to check?”

      I push past him and walk into a four cubicle bathroom. Two of the doors are shut, the rest are open and bare.

      “Haydee?” I say, aware the bar manager has followed me inside. I think better of him at that point.

      The far end stall opens and she runs out. I’ve never seen her this… dishevelled. Her make-up is smeared, her dress might even be ripped, tears are streaking down her face. She leaps into my arms and holds on for dear life.

      “Baby,” I whisper in her ear. “It’s all right, I’m here.”

      A sob escapes and then the second door opens revealing a startled young girl of about sixteen.

      “You here with your parents?” I automatically ask, then grimace and hold Haydee closer.

      “Um…” the young girl says.

      “Go home,” I snap and she bolts like lightning.

      “I didn’t serve her,” the bar manager announces, holding up his hands as though I’m about to arrest him.

      I shake my head. “Have you got a back way out of here?” I ask instead.

      “Yeah. Is that it? Just the lady?”

      “Yes, just the lady,” I reply and walk past him with Haydee in my arms out into the hall.

      He leads us to the rear door which is designed to provide emergency egress. It’s bolted shut, undoubtedly for the bar’s security, not its patrons. I stare at his hands as he unlocks the door and then stare at him as he hangs his head waiting.

      I just want to get Haydee home. I just want this day to finally be over. I make a mental note to pass on the details to the correct division and walk out of the door. I’d told Haydee I was always a cop, in or out of uniform. But that doesn’t mean I can’t always put her first.

      “Where’s your car?” I ask.

      “Down the road,” she whispers. She’s not raised her voice once.

      “It’ll be fine,” I decree, taking her to my car. The beacons are still spinning lazily, flashes of red and blue through the grille.

      I settle her in the passenger seat, make sure her seatbelt is secured tightly, and then walk around to my side of the car. I switch the lights off once I’m inside, but don’t start the ignition.

      “You’re not to go there ever again,” I say into the silence.

      She nods her head.

      “It’s unsafe,” I add, because I feel like yelling and maybe hitting something, but the more I talk to her, the easier it gets to control it.

      Another bob of her head, eyes cast to the floor.

      “Are you hurt?” I ask, rather belatedly, but I’ve been thrown for a loop today and I realise I’m not coping well.

      She shakes her head.

      “Haydee,” I say.

      “Please, sir,” is all I get in reply.

      “Haydee,” I repeat more forcefully, and watch the tears well in her dark eyes. “What do you need?”

      She looks up at me, her bottom lip trembling, her lashes heavy with moisture.

      I’m in love with this woman. She breaks my heart. I want to be whatever she desires.

      “To forget,” she whispers.

      “Me too, little pet,” I murmur back, starting the car. “Me too.”

      The drive home is quiet, but peaceful. She stops crying as soon as we hit the motorway. Her gaze out the window is full of whatever is on her mind, not the scenery. I know. I’ve been there as well today.

      “My daughter came to see me this afternoon,” I say into the calm silence. I’m not sure why I’m telling her. But maybe she’d feel better if she knew my life wasn’t as perfect as I would like. “The first time I’ve spoken to her in six long years.”

      I know she’s watching me now. I know she’s seeing.

      “It was never meant to be like this,” I comment, changing lanes once we merge with the north western motorway at spaghetti junction. “But it was hard after her mother died.”

      I’ve not talked to anyone about this. No one. Not Lara. Not Jason. Not a soul alive.

      “I guess I shut down. Closed myself off, “ I admit.

      A small hand comes over the space between our seats and wraps around mine on my thigh. I breathe deeply for a second, and then squeeze her fingers back.

      “It’s thrown me,” I say. “Made me question things. Remember things I’d rather forget.”

      “What type of things?” she asks, and it’s no longer a whisper, but still so soft and quiet.

      “What it was like,” I say. “After the car accident.” I swallow. I can do this. I can give Haydee something of mine to possess. If only my worst memory. “Watching her on the machines,” I say, my voice damn near breaking. “Telling them to switch them off when it became obvious she wasn’t coming back.”

      “Oh, Ethan,” Haydee says, her voice full of my pain.

      I shake my head, clear the fog.

      “It’s been a fucking awful day,” I finally say, as I take the off-ramp at Redoubt Road.

      She’s silent all the way to my house, but when I switch the engine off she starts talking.

      “I was stalked,” she says, and I want to wrap her up and shout to the world how brave she is to say this. “He was meant to be a friend,” she adds, staring at the floor, her fingers still laced with mine. Tethered. “He made me believe things. Made me think I was seeing things. I thought I was going out of my mind. But it was all him.”

      “When?” I ask. I already know, but she needs to say it.

      “It started four years after I moved to London. I was thirty-two and loved my life. He was younger than me, but mature for his age. We had fun together and then rumours started. Spreading through the staffroom, through the entire school.” She lifts her face up and sees my house for the first time. She blinks and then says, “He stole three years of my life. Two of them while he screwed with me and the last while it was going through the courts. I refused to leave London and come home with my tail between my legs. I faced him in the courtroom and I told my story and once it was over and they believed me, I didn’t speak for three whole weeks.”

      A breath of air escapes me. My chest hurts with the need to hold her.

      “Tonight brought it all back,” she finishes by saying. “He’s being released in four days time; I thought I’d gotten the dates wrong.”

      Oh, sweet Haydee.

      I shift in my seat and turn her face to mine, then lean forward and rest my forehead against hers. Both hands on her cheeks holding her steady, grounding her to me.

      “He won’t be able to travel,” I say. “He’ll be denied a visa.” She nods. “Who followed you tonight? Can you describe him?”

      She pulls back and stares at me. Then, softly, “You believe me?”

      I nod my head. “There is a reason why we have flashbacks. Something triggers them. Usually something connected to the memory. For me, it’s Lara. She’s the spitting image of her mother. The image of what I assume her sister would have looked like, had she survived in Anna’s womb.” I’ve said too much. I pull back and open the door and slip out into the night.

      By the time I catch my breath, Haydee is before me.

      “What was her name?”

      “Hmm?” I manage.

      “The baby?”

      “Katy,” I whisper. “Catherine Elizabeth,” I clear my throat. “Lara has forgotten her mother was pregnant. She’s as bad as me for blocking things out.”

      “I’d like to meet her,” Haydee says.

      I offer a chuckle and shake my head. “Over my dead body.” I wince at her wide eyed look. “Lara and I,” I start. “We,” I try. “Well, it’s…”

      “OK,” Haydee says soothingly. “There’s time.”

      I look down at her, feel the world shift under my feet. And then my lips are pressed to hers, my tongue seeking refuge and possession, my body wrapping around her frame while the world spins out of control all around us.

      I’m dizzy. I’m addicted. I can’t get enough. I want more.

      I slip my hand down her arm and lace our fingers together and then lead her to the front door. We’re both breathless. Both needy. But it’s not until I’ve disconnected the alarm and turn back to Haydee that I realise she isn’t wearing my chain.

      Why would she? Tonight was not meant to be spent with me. There was no need. But I’m not sure how to proceed, how this should go. I’m not sure what to do.

      “Ethan?” Haydee says. “What is it?”

      “Your chain,” I say, face impassive.

      Her delicate hand comes up to her throat and she breathes out an, “Oh.” Then she’s rummaging in her handbag and pulling out the long length of platinum and diamonds and emeralds.

      “You have it with you?” I’m surprised. Why am I surprised? This is Haydee. She surprises me daily.

      “Of course,” she says, placing her handbag down on the hall table and beginning to wrap the chain around her neck.

      “Why?” I demand.

      She stops what she’s doing and looks up at me. Then whispers, “Because I feel safe when it’s near.”

      She finishes wrapping the chain around herself and then lowers her hands, holding them together loosely in front of her as her face tips down to the floor. It’s a transformation that could bring me to my knees.

      She is exquisite.

      “I want you to wear it always,” I say, the command in my voice unmistakable.

      She nods her head, then tilts it, baring her throat.

      “We need this, don’t we, Haydee?”

      Another head nod, a soft sigh as I trace my finger down her long neck.

      “But I like our talks as well,” I add. She blinks at me. “Do you?”

      Her head nods, her lips spread in a soft smile.

      “New rule,” I declare. Her eyebrows arch. “When we’re like this, you’re my pet.”

      Another nod of agreement.

      “When it’s not about pleasure, you’re my woman.”

      She stares at me for so long, I’m unsure if she’ll go for it. I’ve never had an arrangement like this before. I’ve never wanted more than complete control.

      “I’m still in charge,” I qualify. “You will not be returning to that bar,” I say with vehemence. “I might even have to punish you for considering going somewhere like that was a good idea.”

      She tips her head down and stares at the floor, but not before I see her amusement.

      “Haydee,” I chastise, because I’m smiling now too. What does this woman do to me?

      “Go up to the bedroom and remove your clothes. Kneel in the centre of the rug and wait.”

      She nods and moves off in a soft glide towards the stairs. I watch her climb them until she is out of sight and then cross the hall and enter the office. The light is dim when I flick the switch. I have to hurry. There’s no fire lit upstairs and Haydee will get cold very quickly.

      The thought of warming her up fills me with delight.

      I cross to the desk and sit down, steepling my fingers together, elbows to knees, as I lean forward and look at the photo of my dead wife.

      “Well,” I say. “This is it.” She smiles back at me from a twenty-six year old photo, her belly softly swollen with our child.

      A hitched breath leaves me, and I reach forward and take the picture, returning it to its drawer.

      “I will always love you,” I whisper, just before I close it. “But it’s time to let go now.”

      It takes a minute for me to settle myself, and then I’m checking the doors and setting the perimeter alarm, and taking the stairs two at a time to get to Haydee.

      The minute I cross the threshold, feel the warmth of an already lit fire, and see the goddess waiting patiently on the Aubusson, I know I’ve made the right choice. Haydee is perfect. She’s brilliant and beautiful and caring and capable. But she is also a submissive at heart.

      We need this. We both want it. And I have every intention of giving this stunning creature whatever she desires.

      “For lighting the fire without permission,” I say, crossing the carpet to stand before her. “You’re going to pleasure me.”

      Her eyes come up and watch me behind those dark lashes, then tip down when she nods her head in acceptance.

      “For going to a bar with less than stellar security and service,” I add. “You’re going to take every single inch of me and then some.”

      A small head nod is the only reply I get.

      “Hands behind your back,” I order. She obeys. My cock is already throbbing.

      I reach down, placing my crotch in her face, and secure her at her joined elbows with the chain. It will be uncomfortable, distracting. It will make her job harder to achieve. But punishments must be real.

      It will also make her as horny as fuck and desperate to touch me, touch herself.

      I pull back, undo my belt buckle and proceed to unfasten my trousers. I’m still in uniform. I’ve never had sex while still in uniform. I always undress first. But tonight’s a new beginning and Haydee is going to suck my cock while I stand before her in my work clothes. When she looks up she’ll see my badge, catch the glimpse of the crown and pip on my shoulders. She’ll know who she’s servicing. She’ll know whose come she’s swallowing. She’ll know who it is who holds her steady while he fucks her mouth without pause.

      I pull my cock out, it’s rock hard. I stroke myself in front of her, watch as her pupils dilate as she licks her lips.

      “Are you ready, pet?” I ask, my hand moving faster under her eager little gaze.

      She nods her head.

      “I’m not going to take it easy on you,” I add, placing the tip of my cock on the edge of her lips. “Lick it!”

      She does. First the flat head, and then the sides, up and down, up and down. Her tongue presses into the groove at the top making my balls tighten.

      “Oh, you’re a bad girl,” I say, gripping her head with both hands and holding her steady, lips to the tip of my shaft. “I like you bad,” I say and sink myself into her welcoming mouth, right to the base of my cock.

      Fuck! How could I have forgotten how hot her little mouth is? How sweet and hard she can suck.

      “Haydee,” I say as I start to fuck her between her lips. My grip on her head is punishing, but she takes it all. Balancing herself with her stomach muscles, making eager little humming noises as I sink myself in again and again and again. “Fuck, your mouth is pretty,” I say, staring down at my shaft covered in her lipstick and saliva.

      I want to spend the entire night in here. But there’s so many other parts of her body I’ve yet to discover. The thought almost makes me pull out, tip her over the edge of the bed, and fuck her stunning behind.

      But the scene has been set and my little naughty pet needs to learn a lesson.

      “That’s it,” I say as she swallows. “Work your throat, take me all the way.”

      I’m lost. She’s taking me there. She sucks and licks and takes everything I give her, and when I come in a torrent of ejaculate down her throat she moans a sweet, sweet sound.

      I have her chain undone and her body up and on the bed and my face between her legs in the next heartbeat.

      “Ethan!” she squeals, completely caught off guard.

      I growl into her pussy.

      “Master!” she purrs as I stick two fingers in her cunt.

      “Your turn,” I say and then fuck her with my fingers and mouth.

      She comes apart under my touch, at my command. She takes me with her. I curl her sated body into mine and watch her sleep in the light from the flickering fire.

      I don’t know what Samantha’s murder will bring tomorrow. I don’t know if the person who followed Haydee is someone I need to take care of. I just know, that in this moment, I could conquer the world.

      With this woman safe and trusting in my arms, it is I who am free. With this woman, I am invincible.
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      I drop Haydee off in Takapuna beside her car in the morning and then make my way to my lawyer’s office. Calling him in on a Saturday is going to cost a fortune, but Jason was right. I need to cut this off at the knees, before it becomes a problem.

      I laugh at myself, as I park my car and walk the short distance into Anscombe, Drake & Kline. As if this isn’t already a monumentally fucked up problem. Who the hell could have killed Samantha? And is it someone I know through the Inferno?

      I’m sure Lara is asking herself all these questions and for a moment I wonder what it would be like to really see my daughter at work. The notion is short lived. I might have said my goodbyes to her mother, but it still hurts.

      Dominic Anscombe is waiting for me at the front desk, and ushers me into a meeting room as soon as I arrive.

      “Coffee?” he asks, I shake my head. I want this over and done with. “OK, this isn’t our usual area of expertise, but an affidavit is an affidavit. I’ve had it typed up; read it, and just sign here and here,” he points to the necessary locations, “and I’ll sign here and stamp here.”

      I scan the document, letting my eyes rest on Samantha’s name and then several lines further, on Haydee’s. It’s all there, in black and white. Every time I met with Samantha. Every location. Every date. Too many. I hadn’t realised there were so many, until I went through my credit card receipts and jotted them all down.

      I hadn’t even liked her that much.

      I let a huff of breath out, run my finger over Haydee’s name, and then sign on the dotted line and date it.

      Anscombe does his thing and then hands me the notarised copy.

      “Will it do the trick?” he asks.

      I fold it carefully and slip it inside my jacket pocket.

      “I certainly hope so.”

      “If this goes to court,” he says, I stop what I’m doing and wait for him to proceed. “There’ll be no way to keep it quiet.”

      He’s not telling me anything I don’t already know.

      “I’m ready,” I say, because I am. I’m ready to walk away from the clubs and the submissives. I’m ready to turn my back on a lifestyle I’ve lived for twenty-five years.

      At least, I’m ready to start Haydee’s and my lifestyle. Behind closed doors. For our eyes only.

      It’s thrilling and immobilising at the same time.

      I shake my lawyer’s hand and head out to my vehicle. Five minutes later I’m pulling into Central Police Station on Mayoral Drive. I search the underground carpark for Lara’s vehicle and am relieved to note it’s not there. Hart had promised she wouldn’t be here.

      The affidavit feels heavy in my pocket as I ascend in the ancient lift up to the CIB floor. It burns a hole in my chest and I keep wanting to rub the spot above where it rests. Which, coincidentally, is exactly above my heart. I walk down the hallway and step into an empty open-plan room. A scattered array of over burdened desks and not a single detective working at them.

      Either David Hart is a man of his word or his department needs a shake up.

      I knock on his office door, noticing the blinds are already drawn. Professional courtesy, nothing more.

      “Superintendent,” he says. “Come on in.”

      I’m ushered into a standard police cell-like office, certificates hang on one wall, the New Zealand Police logo on another. The wall behind his desk is all glass. A fishbowl springs to mind.

      “Have a seat,” he says, waiting for me to sit before he does. Inspector Hart is old school. I appreciate the fact he’s trying.

      I pull the affidavit out and hand it over without a word. The less I say, the better.

      He scans it, then re-reads, and finally sets it down on his desk.

      “Who is Haydee Elizabeth Armstrong?” he asks, I don’t let him see my anger at his words.

      “My girlfriend.”

      “How long have you been dating her?”

      “Is this to be an impromptu interrogation, Inspector?”

      “Not at all, Keen.”

      “Superintendent.”

      He inclines his head slowly. “Superintendent,” is said even slower.

      We stare at each other.

      “Just seems like a handy alibi,” the Inspector finally remarks. “I wonder if it’s been hastily provided.”

      “Are you doubting my honesty?” I query.

      “Convenience,” he counters. “It’s very convenient. What would this Haydee…” He picks up the affidavit and reads Haydee’s name off it. “Elizabeth Armstrong say to one of my detectives if they turned up at her address? What would she say to Detective Keen?”

      “You want my daughter to question the woman I intend to marry before she’s had a chance to meet her officially?” The words are out before I can stop them, but they settle on the air quite comfortably.

      I’m going to marry Haydee. I’m going to make her mine completely one day.

      But first I have to deal with this Neanderthal.

      He whistles. “Really? Lara’s new mother.”

      The blow is significant and yet I was somehow prepared.

      I nod my head and smile, baring my teeth slightly.

      “Come on, Inspector,” Hart says robustly. “You were with this woman all night?”

      “All night,” I say pleasantly. “And all night last night as well, if you’d like to check.”

      “But not get Lara to do it?”

      “It would be a courtesy I would appreciate.”

      “She’s working this case whether you like it or not,” he blusters.

      “Then let her work it. I’m officially no longer a suspect.”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” he mumbles.

      “Pardon?” I heard him and he knows it.

      He waves a hand dismissively.

      “Then who do you think did it, Superintendent?”

      “You want me to solve your crimes as well as clear one of your suspects off the list?”

      “Hey now,” he says defensively. “You did sleep with the vic,” again his eyes dart down to the affidavit as he counts in a loud whisper, “one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten, eleven times. That you remember,” he tags on the end.

      I shrug my shoulders. “Samantha was a lot of fun.”

      It’s the wrong thing to say. A spark of predatory delight enters his eyes.

      “She was, was she? Liked it a little rough from what we hear. Did you accommodate her?”

      I stand up from my chair and straighten my sleeves and jacket.

      “I trust the assistant commissioner has been in touch,” I say casually.

      “He has. Was that your doing?”

      “He, like myself, is concerned with how this investigation is progressing. Samantha Hayes was a lovely lady who did not deserve to be killed in such a fashion.” My words are vehement, I let him see my anger. In this I am righteously mad. “As requested, we’d like regular updates on the steps you are taking.”

      “I don’t answer to you, Keen.”

      “Superintendent or sir, Inspector. Don’t make me repeat it. And you will answer to the assistant commissioner.”

      He stands up from behind his desk and stares me down, but he doesn’t correct me.

      Walking towards the door he says, “I’ll add your affidavit to the case file. I won’t hide it from my detectives.” In other words, he won’t hide it from Lara. I can’t blame him; it’s integral to the case. To clearing my name. My daughter will know more than she has ever been privy to in the past.

      I feel slightly ill at the thought.

      “Well, then,” he says, but can’t seem to bring himself to say anything more. He opens the door and steps through it.

      Immediately I spot Lara.

      God, just once, just one fucking time, I’d like someone to cut me a break.

      “Lara-Marie,” I say, taking control of the situation. “Working on a Saturday. I am surprised.”

      The detective next to her, Pierce I believe his name is, gapes at me as if I have two heads.

      “Crime never takes a break, sir,” she says and then instantly turns a shade too close to green.

      “Are you all right?” I ask, immediately taking a step closer. She looks like she’s going to be sick.

      “Doughnuts,” she croaks out. “Too many doughnuts.”

      Pierce moves forward and offers a somewhat unhinged, “My fault. Can’t get enough of the things.” He picks up a greasy looking bag and holds it out in offering. “Would you like to try one, Superintendent?”

      “The Superintendent has more important things to do than eat your damn doughnut holes, Pierce,” Hart exclaims. “I expect more from a Senior Sergeant than this!”

      If it wasn’t so ridiculous I’d laugh. They’re like the bloody keystone cops.

      “Indeed,” I say, trying my best to look affronted.

      I turn to Hart. “You’ll deal with this as requested, then?”

      He glares at me but offers a polite, “I’ll do what’s expected, sir.”

      I nod my head. “Good. Right then. Good day.” And then force myself to walk out the door.

      It’s difficult. I want to look back at Lara. I want to take her by the shoulders and yell at her to stay away from my private life. To protect herself from the fallout that’s about to ensue. She’s good at what she does. She’s made a name for herself in a male dominated profession. I’m aware my reputation could do more harm in this Police Force than just to me.

      I slip into my car and check my watch. Haydee has agreed to attend the EMS banquet with me tomorrow, instead of sharing dinner with me tonight. I wanted both. I didn’t ask for it. I’d let her feel her way a little in this as well. But now, sitting in a police carpark having bared the darkest parts of my soul in a legally binding document, I’m not sure I can survive without her until tomorrow.

      I start the car and head towards the Shore. She doesn’t teach on a Saturday, but she said she’d be touching base with some of her children at the Home. I might be overstepping the mark, but I feel drawn to her. I feel compelled to seek her out, wrap her chain around my wrist, and seal the deal with my lips caressing her mouth.

      I need her and the need is growing exponentially.

      My cellphone rings before I make it across the Harbour Bridge. I glance down and see Jason’s name lighting up the screen.

      Hitting the Bluetooth device I say, “So he’s complained to you already?”

      Jason whistles low. “You got some balls on you, Keen. I’ll give you that. Ropeable doesn’t even cover it.”

      “I think I might have stepped on his toes,” I point out.

      “That’s one way of putting it. Where are you now?”

      “Heading across to the Shore.”

      “The Shore? Oh,” he says, understanding dawning. “Your pet.”

      I almost correct him. So close my mouth actually hangs open. I snap it shut. Jason isn’t ready for that amount of change, even if he’s the one to have instigated it.

      “Well, if she turns you down, it’s poker night at Jimmy’s.”

      “I’ll pass,” I say. I couldn’t think of anything worse.

      “Yeah, well, the chances of a pet saying no is quite unheard of, isn’t it? Have fun!” he says and ends the call before I can remark.

      They’re on my mind, Jason’s words, all the way down Lake Road. I pull into the Wilson Home and just sit there. There are rules to this lifestyle. But each couple is different. Each arrangement created to suit its own individual needs. What Haydee requires, another pet may not. And even if my requirements are changing, hers may not change at all.

      Am I doing the right thing?

      I sit there so long I am spotted; a willowy figure with short pixie-like dark hair wanders out of the main building and walks towards my driver’s side window. In an instant all my fears disappear.

      I climb out of the vehicle and lean back against it, waiting for her to make my side.

      She smiles and stops before me. The chain sparkles at her neck making me instantly hard. This reaction I have is almost comical, if it didn’t feel so damn right.

      “Am I disturbing you?” I ask.

      “Never,” she says softly. And then waits for me to fill in the silence. She’s not impatient. She doesn’t fidget. She calmly and serenely looks up at my face, expectant and attentive. Completely focused on me as if I haven’t just interrupted her plans.

      “What is it you want, Haydee?” I ask, reaching forward and lifting up her chain. I have it wrapped around my wrist without even trying.

      She looks down at the jewels, the sunlight sparkling off each one and reflecting up into her eyes. Then her face lifts to the sun and she closes her lids, long lashes sweeping down over smooth skin. She’s stunning. And so fragile. A beautiful, complicated creature.

      “What is it you want, Ethan?” she says to the sky.

      What a question. And how do I answer it?

      Her face tips down and she smiles at me.

      “More,” I say softly.

      “Then ask,” she whispers back.

      “Haydee,” I say, my lips dry, my throat parched. “Will you give me more?”

      “More what, sir?” she says, and my heart swells, along with other parts of my anatomy.

      “More of your time. More of your life. More of everything.”

      “That’s a lot,” she remarks.

      “It is, isn’t it?” I agree. We both smile at each other and then she sighs. It’s at once wistful and also full of… regret? No, not regret, uncertainty.

      “You scare me, you know?” No, I didn’t know. This has me instantly worried. “I think you’ll take me places I’ve never been.”

      Oh.

      “I think you might just set me free.”

      “I will,” I promise. Because somehow I know I can. Even if I make it my life’s work to please this woman, I’ll do it. I’ll never stop. I’ll never give up. I’ll always keep trying.

      Isn’t that what a partnership is all about? Trust. Commitment. Dedication.

      I am all of those things to this woman. All of them.

      “OK,” she says.

      “OK?”

      She nods her head in that delightful measured way she has.

      “More time. More life. More everything.”

      “OK,” I say. “Ah, I’ve never done this before,” I admit making her laugh.

      I like it. Her laugh is delicate, but full of life. Bright and bubbly.

      “What about your wife?”

      “Anna? Anna was different. Anna was…” I hesitate, trying to find the right word.

      I find it and I’m not sure if I should use it. What does it say about us?

      “Tell me,” Haydee presses, leaning in to me, bringing her soothing scent of vanilla and roses nearer.

      “Anna didn’t need me,” I say carefully, watching Haydee’s eyes for a sign. For a warning I’ve gone too far.

      “That must have been hard,” she says, surprising me. Of course, she surprises me.

      “Hard?” I question.

      “For a provider, a protector, like you.”

      “Yes,” I say. “It was hard. But I loved her.”

      Haydee smiles, but doesn’t say anything.

      “Loved,” I repeat, almost to myself. Not love.

      I reach up and cup Haydee’s face. “Can we work it out as we go?”

      She nods, turns her lips to my palm and kisses.

      “I’d like that,” she whispers against the same spot she’s just kissed.

      “So would I,” I say, but the words are barely audible.

      She straightens and looks towards the Wilson Home building. “Would you like to meet the kids?”

      I can think of a million things I’d like to do more than meet the kids. But I don’t mention them. It’s quite possible she sees some of the more wicked alternatives in my eyes, all the same.

      “I’d love to meet the kids,” I say.

      She leads me into the building, her fingers laced through mine, her eyes flicking over her shoulder to look at me every few seconds. There’s an excitement there. She’s keen to show me her world. And suddenly meeting the kids is the most important thing in my life.

      We spend several hours there. I even end up on the floor, sitting cross-legged, with toddlers climbing all over me. It’s the strangest afternoon I’ve ever experienced, and yet seeing Haydee’s smile and hearing the way she communicates with these beautiful, challenged children, fills my heart with warmth. She is sunshine on a cloudy day. She is the soft touch of a summer breeze. The delicate stroke of a snowflake as it dusts your skin.

      She is stunning.

      And I have every intention of letting her know that.

      I follow her to her house in Bayswater, still on the North Shore. The journey she’s been undertaking to get across the city to my house finally sinks in. Part of me is honoured that I’m worth the effort. Another part is frightened the distance will be taxing.

      “You like living here?” I ask, as she sweeps through her modest flat and starts pulling ingredients out of her cupboards for dinner.

      “It’s close to work,” she says, seeming at peace with herself in the kitchen.

      “I hadn’t realised you lived so far away,” I murmur, picking up a book she’s been reading from beside an armchair. I smile as I read the description. It could be our lives written there.

      “I like the drive,” she admits. “It allows me to settle things in my mind. Switch off from work. Click into what we have.”

      My head comes up and I look at her. She’s humming happily, not at all concerned about what she’s said. But I am. I walk towards her and enter the open-plan kitchen, moving until I’m right at her back. She senses my presence and moves to turn around. I still her progress, lean forward and place my hands on the bench on either side of her body, hemming her in. My lips come down on the side of her neck, hot breath against the skin there. Goosebumps rise up in a wave of chilled delight.

      “You don’t think of me when you’re at work?” I ask against her ear.

      “I do,” she whispers back.

      I lean in closer, soak up the heat from her body, let her feel the hardness of mine. Solid, safe.

      “What do you think of when you think of me when at work, pet?” I say, letting her know this has moved on from a casual conversation.

      “I…” she starts, then licks her lips and closes her eyes.

      I lift a hand up and wrap it around her throat, pull her back against my chest. She fits in just the right places. Her pert little arse exactly where my aching cock needs it.

      “Tell me,” I order.

      “I think of what you do to me. How you make me feel,” she says, her words breathless.

      “And how to I make you feel?”

      “Good,” she says immediately. “Safe,” she adds.

      “Good girl,” I say, rewarding her with a nibble on her ear. “And what do I do to you?”

      “Set me free,” she whispers.

      “I make you feel good and safe. And I set you free?” I press.

      She nods her head.

      “Say it,” I demand.

      “Yes, sir. You make me feel good and safe. And you set me free.”

      I move my free hand down over her stomach, palm flat, fingers outstretched, lower, lower, and then grip the hem of her skirt and start to raise it.

      “So why do you need to switch off from work? Click into what we have?”

      My fingers find the edge of her panties and I slip under the material, drawn to her heat. She’s wet and I’d guess aching. I let my hand hover over her mound, but don’t touch anything yet.

      “Haydee?” I push. “Answer me.”

      “I…I don’t know,” she stammers.

      I thrust two fingers inside her and rock my erection into her rear. She gasps, head falling forward in her signature show of surrender, chest rising and falling as she pants out her breaths. I fuck her with my fingers as I hold her still with my hand against her throat.

      “Master,” she begs.

      “Tell me,” I say softly. My hand slipping out from between her legs and making her moan.

      “Two separate worlds,” she says, the words pleading, even though they aren’t a plea.

      I bring my hand up to her face, wet fingers to her lips.

      “Suck them clean,” I say.

      She snakes her tongue out and immediately starts licking her juices off my fingertips, then I slip them into her mouth completely, holding her still and tipping her head back, face to the ceiling.

      “I am part of your world, Haydee,” I say, moving my hand from her throat and bringing it ‘round to unfasten my trousers. “At work. At home. Out and about. And when you get in your car and drive across the Bridge to me.”

      I free myself, then pull down her panties, letting them hold her legs together at her knees.

      “There is no clicking into what we have, is there?” I say.

      She shakes her head,  moving my hand with the fingers still in her mouth, as she effects the motion.

      “There are no two separate worlds, are there?” I insist.

      Another head shake. I remove my fingers from her mouth, push her forward until she’s bent over the bench, and then thrust hard inside.

      Oh, fuck! She’s wet, and tight, and explodes around me as soon as I sink in up to my balls. I clench my teeth as I suck in a sharp breath of air, and wait for her muscles to relax. They pulsate all around me, drawing me in further, drawing me in until I feel like I’m beneath her skin.

      I want more.

      I start to rock, pressing her up against the bench, making her have to bring her hands up to stop the hard thrusts from pushing her too vigorously into the kitchen cupboards.

      I pound into her. I take what I want and in return let her know that she is mine. Always. Here at her home, in her kitchen. At school when she fantasises about me. In her car as she prepares to bare her body for my use. Everywhere.

      This woman is mine and I tell her so.

      I come violently. She shatters beneath me. Heaving breaths, high pitched keen, shaking around my cock as she leans her face down on the bench, hot breath steaming across granite.

      “You are mine, Haydee,” I say to the skin at the back of her neck, my cock twitching and jerking inside her.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “No matter where,” I add.

      “Everywhere,” she whispers, shuddering with delight as she delivers the promise.

      God, this woman is perfect.
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      The Emergency Services banquet is as boring as expected. We’re sitting at a large round table in the middle of the Great Hall in the Old Town Hall building. A banker and his pursed lipped wife sit opposite us. A real estate agent and his arm candy of choice are to the side. Some sort of land developer prattles on about capital gains taxes and all I can think about is getting Haydee into one of the curtained off areas and fucking her tight little pussy while my hand covers her mouth so she doesn’t scream when she comes.

      I’m hard. I’m bored. And I’m distracted.

      And then I spot Nathaniel Marcroft and my mood plummets.

      The owner of Sweet Hell is in fine form, chatting up a paramedic, smiling lasciviously to a councillor’s wife. Eyeing the low neckline of a way too young woman as she sweeps by. I study him. Our acquaintance is an old, but odd one. He was my neighbour for close to eight years when Lara was young. We’ve grown apart since, but he was once a regular at our dining table. We see each other, of course. My invitation to the Irreverent Inferno was issued by the man himself. But he is no longer one of my close circle. Hell, David Gordon is more a friend than Nathaniel Marcroft these days.

      But I can’t deny the man has made my lifestyle more accessible. He provided an environment, safe from the public eye, secure from exposure, and with a wealth of possibilities to try. Many of my pets were chosen from the Irreverent Inferno’s chamber. Many were referred to me from Nathaniel through Jason.

      He knows me, I realise, better than I know him now. And the thought is uncomfortable.

      I look to my side and watch Haydee for a moment. She looks beautiful. Not just her perfectly presentable cropped hairstyle, or the dramatic eye make-up that makes her eyes look larger than life. Or her glowing smooth skin under the accented lights. Or the black skimpy dress that shows off her figure and makes every man in the room drool. It’s her serene smile, her confidence and grace, and the fact that she hasn’t said a word to anyone unless I invite  it. The control is heady, and I find myself staring at her chain as it wraps three times around her slender neck. I find my fingers twitching to reach out and twist my hand up in its length. To tie her to me in a way none here can mistake.

      It is this preoccupation that makes me overlook his approach. Before I even realise it, Nathaniel Marcroft has taken a vacant seat at Haydee’s side.

      I am startled out of my fantasies when his hand lands on hers on the table’s surface. My eyes dart up to his face; so affable. My spine straightens and my jaw flexes.

      “Marcroft,” I say, voice low and threatening.

      “Who is your pet, Keen?” Nathaniel enquires, voice only loud enough for us to hear.

      “Remove your hand,” I demand, the urge to climb across the table and break his fingers makes my vision tunnel.

      He lifts his hand up and stares at it, then winks at Haydee, as if it’s all some sort of game.

      “Always was a bit possessive,” he says with seemingly genuine good cheer. “So, my dear. Is he sharing you yet?”

      “No,” I say. One word. Nothing else.

      “My son would so benefit from a lovely creature such as this,” Marcroft says with a sigh, his hungry eyes alighting on Haydee’s chain around her neck. “You always did have a knack for breaking them in wonderfully. I trust she is all trained up?”

      “This conversation is over,” I say, standing from my chair and holding out a hand to Haydee. She takes it immediately, and gracefully moves to her feet. To look at her, you wouldn’t know she was perturbed by what is transpiring.

      Marcroft rises to his feet as well.

      “Come now, Keen. It’s an honest mistake.” He looks at Haydee again, a type of greed there that I don’t like. As though he’s eyeing her up as a commodity, not just a possession, but something to trade.

      “Haydee is mine,” I say, succinctly. Annunciating each word carefully.

      “And when she bores of you, Keen? Or you of her?”

      “Never,” I say through clenched teeth. My control is alarmingly poor. I struggle to right myself. In front of this man, showing such weakness is unheard of.

      And suddenly, I see him very clearly. A predator with no morals. A junkie trying to get his fix.

      Jesus. Did he kill Samantha? Was he the one to follow Haydee outside the Dirty Martini?

      “Watch yourself, Marcroft,” I say leaning in to issue the threat. “Cross me and you won’t live to regret it.”

      It’s a stupid thing to say at an Emergency Services banquet surrounded by high ranking cops. But no one pays us any attention. I glance around to be sure and spot Lara.

      Coming out from behind a set of velvet curtains. The irony is not lost on me.

      “We’re done here,” I announce, and place my hand at Haydee’s lower back and lead her away.

      I feel like I’ve escaped something very evil. I feel like we’ve just slipped through Lucifer’s noose. I glance down at Haydee, and then back up at Lara. Fuck, this day is just going to get worse.

      Sweeping Haydee behind me as we pass through a narrow gap in dinner guests, I approach my daughter and the man I believe she is currently seeing. I shouldn’t be surprised to see them both here. He is a HEAT Investigator, heading up the Fire Investigation division, and she is a CIB detective. Both have every right professionally to be here.

      But there’s more to it, and part of me wants to challenge Lara simply because I was unable to challenge Marcroft and my blood is already high.

      We come to a stop in front of them, and my eyes can’t help sweeping over Lara’s slightly dishevelled frame. I recognise the dress immediately. It’s several years old, out of fashion, and one I purchased for her because she had no inclination to do so herself. A sense of regret swells up inside me. I may have provided for Lara as she grew into the capable woman she is today, but that’s all I did.

      And now I’m paying for it.

      “Superintendent Keen, I presume,” the Investigator says.

      I stare at his outstretched hand and make him wait before I grasp it tightly.

      “HEAT Investigator Michaels,” I reply, voice clipped. “Hardly the venue to seduce my daughter.” I may appreciate his acumen professionally, but this man is intimate with my daughter.

      “I’ve heard so much about you,” he announces, in what has to be a blatant lie. Lara pretends I don’t exist anymore; she’d hardly waste her breath discussing me with her boyfriend. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet.”

      “Lara hasn’t said anything about you,” I say steadily back. It’s beneath me, but the confrontation with Marcroft has left me out of sorts.

      Should I tell Lara my fears? Warn her?

      I don’t get the chance.

      “Are you here alone, Dad? Or did you bring a date?” Lara asks.

      I stiffen. This is it. The introduction. I have never introduced a pet to Lara before. Never.

      But then Haydee is no longer just a pet.

      I turn slightly and allow Haydee to step forward. The instant she makes my side the world rights itself. I am calm.

      “This is Haydee,” I say, pride too obvious in my tone. I bring my hand up to the back of her neck, unable to resist touching her, touching the chain. This woman is mine, I want to shout. See, I want yell. Mine.

      Haydee smiles with genuine affection towards Lara, but her silence is for me.

      God, I love her.

      “Hello,” Lara says, pleasantly. I’m grateful for her gentle tone. Haydee should be treated gently. By all but me when we’re alone. “I’m Lara,” my daughter adds. “Ethan’s daughter.”

      I’m too busy gazing down at the goddess at my side to gauge Lara’s reaction.

      “This is my boyfriend Damon,” my daughter says, and I realise the silence that follows is now awkward.

      “It’s strange to see you at an event like this,” I say, wrapping a protective arm around Haydee’s waist while I do it.

      “I’m on the clock,” she blurts.

      “Ah,” I manage, unsure what else to add, then fall into old habits. “Clearly CIB has changed its tactics since my day.”

      “We utilise all avenues available to us,” Lara replies in a mechanical voice that tells me I’ve hurt my daughter.

      Regret is an emotion I know well. I watch as her lover steps closer, giving her solace and support, but allowing her to lead. I study him. Maybe he isn’t a bad choice after all.

      “I can see that,” I say carefully. “How is your case progressing?”

      “Slowly,” she admits and I let out a little breath. Not for the progress or lack thereof on the case, but because this is territory I am familiar with and can handle. “We have suspects,” she adds.

      And that just raised the bar, didn’t it?

      “Narrowing it down?” I query, not letting her see she’s hit the mark.

      “Making some headway, but I could use your advice.”

      “Of course,” I say automatically, the conversation falling into old tried and tested patterns lacking any emotional depth.

      “Do you have a moment now?” she asks, looking around for somewhere for us to go.

      I don’t want to leave Haydee. I don’t want to have this conversation in front of the woman I love.

      “I’m not sure now would be appropriate,” I say, knowing Lara won’t back off, but hoping against hope that something will finally go my way.

      It doesn’t.

      “Just a few minutes,” Lara insists. “I’m sure Damon could take Haydee for a drink.”

      Not what I expected and not welcome one little bit. I stare down Michaels, but reluctantly have to admit defeat. Lara will not let this go. And she’s in danger. If Marcroft is who I think he is, she needs to know.

      “Very well,” I say and turn to Haydee. “You know what to do.”

      She smiles and my heart soars. I want to kiss her. I want to sink myself under her skin.

      I watch them walk away, a part of me leaving with her. But she wears my chain. She’s a good pet. She won’t say a word and she’ll come back to me.

      I turn to Lara and follow her lead, walking over to a two seater sofa that is a little too close to the curtained area she and Michaels just came out from. I stare down at my daughter and wonder if she inherited any of her mother’s traits. Or if she is more like my Haydee.

      I quash that line of thought immediately.

      “So, how can I help?” I ask, settling into the settee.

      “You can tell me if you signed an NDA with Sweet Hell.”

      I want to laugh out loud. Lara has run out of patience. I should think the gag order all Irreverent Inferno members must sign is causing her no end of blocked doorways.

      “A non-disclosure agreement would make it impossible to confirm or deny that,” I try.

      “No, it wouldn’t. It would prohibit you from speaking about the subject of the agreement, not whether you had signed one.” Good girl.

      I sigh as I stare off after Haydee. I want her back by my side. But this has to be said. Has to be done.

      “I never wanted you to be aware of my lifestyle,” I say with feeling. I don’t look at her. I can’t look my daughter in the eye.

      “Excuse me?” she says, shocked.

      Shocked at my words or that I’ve finally admitted them?

      “Your assumptions are correct,” I say, but can’t find the will to add more.

      “You’re a full member of the Irreverent Inferno,” she concludes. Then, “Why tell me now?”

      This is perhaps one of the most uncomfortable conversations of my life.

      I shrug my shoulders, trying to ease the tension across my upper back. It doesn’t work.

      “It will come out if this reaches court. You need to be prepared,” I offer.

      Silence, but unlike Haydee’s silence, this one leaves me empty.

      “That woman,” Lara says softly. “What’s with the silence?”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” I snap back; a knee jerk reaction I immediately regret having.

      I regret so much where Lara is concerned. I can’t do this anymore. I’m a coward. But it was only ever meant to be for her protection.

      “OK,” she says, an edge having entered her voice. When she speaks again, she has it under control. “When did you last see Samantha Hayes?”

      But I’m not nearly in control enough to discuss that with my daughter.

      I stand up, straighten my shirt sleeves, my cuff links, and walk away. It’s what I’m good at doing with Lara. I walked away from her childhood because it was too painful to see my wife in her eyes, in her hair, in everything that my daughter was. It damn near killed me.

      I think it might have done the same to Lara.

      I need Haydee. Dear fucking God, I need Haydee or I’m going to run screaming from this room.

      She’s there. Before me. Immediately attuned to my desires. She smiles softly, her head tilted in understanding, and I’m in front of her in three quick strides.

      “Did he hurt you?” I demand. She shakes her head, her eyes sad. Sad for me. Sad for my daughter. “I need you,” I admit, looking up and over her shoulder, spotting the perfect location for us to be. “See those velvet curtains over there, Haydee,” I say.

      She turns her head and looks toward where I indicate. She nods gracefully when she looks back up at my face, a small smile already curving those fuckable lips.

      “I’m going to walk through them and I want you to wait just on this side,” I instruct. I lean forward and whisper in her ear, “When I’m ready, you’re going to make your body available to me. You’re going to let me fuck you in this public place, just out of sight. You’re going to let me take my pleasure in your beautiful body, seek my release wherever I choose. And you’ll not deny me a thing, will you, sweet?”

      She bites her bottom lip and nods her head.

      “Are you ready, pet?”

      Another nod. I walk away, towards the curtains, knowing she’s trailing behind. Knowing she’s already wet and wanting. Knowing I’m about to use her and she’ll love every second of it.

      I take a surreptitious glance around the banquet hall and then slip through the curtains to the other side.

      The alcove is small, a curved plaster wall that houses nothing. Maybe it should have had a statue in it, or an overlarge pot plant, but whatever it was designed for is now gone. Just parquet flooring, smooth white walls and dark, thick curtains at my back. I glance up at the ceiling as I turn back around and smile.

      Then peer out between the curtains.

      She’s there. Head tipped down, eyes to the floor, hands loosely held in front of her. That smile is tickling the edges of her lush lips. I reach through the gap, grasp the length of chain as it hangs down between her breasts, and pull my pet inside.

      The curtains swish shut behind her. I visually check to make sure they’ve sealed us in adequately. I can hear the dinner guests, the clink of glasses, the titter of laughter. I can smell the floral arrangements from in the centre of the tables mixed in with the lamb and chicken and fish we’d all consumed for the third course.

      I look down at my goddess, who stands patiently, but expectantly, and reach up to tip her face towards mine, finger under her delicately pointed chin.

      “You are stunning,” I say softly. She smiles.

      I take her by her chain and move her so her back is to the curved wall, right in the centre. She’ll be able to see the curtains over my shoulder. Know who and what is just the other side of them. She’ll watch them, aware that someone could peer through them, pull them back, at any time. She’ll be unable to look away.

      Already she’s breathing too quickly.

      I grip her chain and say, “Hands behind your back.”

      She obliges.

      I reach around, brushing my lips across her cheek, unable to stop myself, and wrap the chain securely around her wrists at the base of her spine. It tips her head up, so far that all she can see is the ceiling. She gasps.

      “Do you like it, sweet Haydee?” I ask, knowing what she is seeing. “They’re not real stars, but they’ll do nicely, don’t you think?”

      She blinks back tears as she gazes at the myriad of tiny LED lights dotted all across the ceiling like a blanket of stars.

      “You’re tied up,” I say. “I’m not going to undo the binds,” I add. “You’re under the stars,” I whisper, “waiting for me to touch you. You can hear the voices of people nearby. You know they’re there. You just can’t see them. So,” I say, voice nothing more than a deep rumble. “Now I’m going to fuck you, Haydee Elizabeth Armstrong. I’m going to fuck your body for my pleasure and in the process set you free.”

      She whimpers. My beautiful girl.

      “Are you ready, pet?” I ask. She gives a minute nod of her head.

      I undo my trousers, watching her face as she listens to the zipper slide down. She’s panting. I thrust them and my underwear down my legs, letting my cock spring free and slap against my stomach. She moans. I reach forward and then slide my hands down over her sides, over her hips. She shivers. And continue down each thigh, then walk forward until my chest hits hers, forcing her to lean back against the curved wall.

      In a smooth, lightning quick move I lift her up and wrap her legs around my waist.

      Her head is pressed against the wall, her shoulders are back as far as they’ll go with her hands tied behind her, she’s looking at the stars but very much aware of the curtains and the low hum of conversation coming from behind them. I reach between her legs and snap the crotch on her teddy open, then thrust deep inside.

      She makes a sound, it would have been drowned out by the banquet, but my hand comes up and slaps over her mouth in any case.

      “Shh,” I say, as I rock into her welcoming heat. “That’s it,” I encourage. “Take all of me, little pet. Every inch of my hard cock  as I take what I want.”

      The noises she makes behind my hand make me dizzy. I start to fuck her harder. The chain rattles noisily at her back with each hard thrust forward. Air is pushed from her lips as I rut against her body, ensuring each rock stimulates her clit as my cock slides past it.

      “Ohhh,” she groans, muffled behind my hand. “Ahhhh,” she moans as she spasms around me.

      Beautiful.

      Stunning.

      Free.

      I fuck her with long strokes and everything I have for a few more seconds. I claim her, own her, consume her every thought and sensation, then empty myself deep inside. I’m shuddering as I slip out of her centre and lower her to her feet. She’s shaking as I release the chain and check her neck and wrists. A tear slowly rolls down her cheek. I kiss it.

      “Are you all right, little pet?” I whisper against her lips.

      She nods.

      “I think I’m in love with you,” I say and kiss her because I might have just said too much.

      I have to pull back several blissful moments later, as it’s getting hard to breathe for both of us. I rest my forehead against hers and catch my breath.

      “Did you like your stars, Haydee?”

      “I loved them,” she whispers back.

      “Stay here and recover, and then slip down the wall behind the curtains and come out by the coat stand. I’m taking you home to fuck again.”

      She smiles. It’s blinding. My heart damn near bursts out of my chest.

      “Good girl,” I say, and straighten my clothing and then turn away. My mind is on what part of her body I’ll be fucking when I get her home to Redoubt Road, as I slip through the curtains and come face to face with my worst nightmare.

      It takes everything in me not to look over my shoulder to check that Haydee is safe.
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      “Well, this is cosy. A Redoubt Road reunion,” Nathaniel Marcroft says as my eyes scan those surrounding him.

      Dear fucking God, really?

      Lara and her HEAT Investigator boyfriend stand there. She looks pale. He looks amused. Kyan, Nathaniel’s son, is trying valiantly to get his father to behave. And Nathaniel? Nathaniel is the cat that just got the cream.

      I’m so fucking furious I have to work not to clench my fists and punch a hole in the wall behind me. How could I have been such a fool as to walk into this?

      Haydee. Thank the stars that Haydee is behind that curtain and about to make her escape. I have to delay matters. Entertain this vile creature while my goddess makes it to safety. I do not want Nathaniel Marcroft anywhere near my woman.

      “Dad,” Kyan urges, moving closer and laying a hand on his father’s arm. “I think it’s time we should go.”

      “Nonsense,” Nathaniel counters. “We’ve only just all arrived.”

      Oh, yes. He’s in his element. Can Lara see it? Is she already aware of what this man is capable of?

      I watch it all play out with a sense of desperation that thunders through my pulse. Desperate for Haydee to be safe from the likes of this man. Desperate for my daughter to survive this case and catch Marcroft before he can do what he did to Samantha to someone else.

      I’m sure it’s him now. I just hope Lara is as sure, as well.

      “We have a late afternoon meeting, Dad,” Kyan is saying. “I’m sorry,” he adds, looking at everyone at once. “But we’re expected and must leave.”

      “Not a problem,” Lara says, cheerfully. The act is brilliant and I realise I’m getting my wish: Watching Lara at work. “The day is still young, after all.”

      “Indeed,” Marcroft says, drawn into Lara’s expert trap. She knows. My daughter knows, even if she hasn’t quite worked it all out yet. She knows what type of man Marcroft actually is. “You never know what the night will bring,” he says lasciviously.

      She smiles at him with a blank look that has never been one of Lara’s. She really is quite brilliant at this.

      “You two make a fine couple,” Marcroft offers, ignoring the continued efforts of his son to get him to move. His eyes rake over Lara and Michaels as he adds, “We should have an official reunion, Ethan.” Oh, so I’m to be used in this confrontation as well? “Lara-Marie brings her Damon,” Marcroft says and then turns piercing eyes towards me. “And you bring your latest pet.”

      Everything narrows down to just him and me and I let him see the challenge I issue. One more word, and I’ll cut him in two. I am so sure of my ability to end this man’s life as he knows it. I’m so sure, that I let everyone present see it.

      Lara glances at me and I force myself to meet her eyes, dreading what I’ll see there. But she’s in her role as detective, playing it to perfection, a million miles out of Nathaniel Marcroft’s stratosphere.

      She gives me a nervous look. Lara is never nervous. And then says, “I’m sure Mr Marcroft doesn’t mean that.”

      Brilliant.

      “Of course he doesn’t,” Marcroft’s son immediately offers, grasping his father’s wrist and starting to haul him away. “Too many glasses of champagne,” he adds, as his grip tightens.

      “We’re all family here,” Nathaniel declares merrily. The man is completely insane.

      “Come on, Dad,” Kyan says encouragingly, and finally his father agrees to be ushered away.

      The son looks up and meets Lara’s eyes. There’s a challenge there my daughter meets beautifully. “It doesn’t help,” he says, “that we spend our nights surrounded by every manner of vices.” I remain very still and wait for the axe to drop. “Sometimes I think my father wishes the rest of the world were as open as those who frequent Sweet Hell.”

      Yes, it’s as bad as I’d feared it would be.

      “Open about their sexuality, Kyan?” Lara asks without batting an eyelash. I stare at her, a part of me wanting her non-reaction to be true.

      Another part aware that my predilections are an entirely different thing than a semi-stranger’s.

      “Any vice, Lara,” Marcroft junior offers. “We’re a gambling establishment which caters to the many sins known to man.”

      “Those would be what exactly?” Lara presses, immediately. Going in for the kill, but even I am surprised by her next words. “Lust? Gluttony? Greed?”

      Oh, she is very good. Lust, greed and gluttony, three of Dante’s nine circles of Hell. Lara’s cracked the Irreverent Inferno. I’m so fucking proud even as I’m appalled she is now much too aware of my lifestyle.

      “Come now,” he says jovially. “Surely you’re not entirely unfamiliar with any of those. You do see some interesting things in your line of work, I should think.”

      “Yes,” Lara agrees, keeping eye contact. “It makes it easier to see the truth amongst the treachery.”

      Brilliant.

      “Well,” he replies softly. “A worthy trait for a police detective to have.”

      He nods his head towards me. I don’t return the favour. Then does the same to Michaels. But Kyan Marcroft can’t look Lara in the eye. He’s involved, I realise, as I watch him walk away toward his waiting father. He’s as much involved as his old man.

      Interesting.

      “Are you aware of any illness, mental or otherwise, that Nathaniel Marcroft might have?” Lara says into the stunned silence, her eyes on both Marcrofts, but the question undoubtedly for me.

      “You’re playing a dangerous game, Lara-Marie,” I say softly

      “One you think I’m not adept at,” she counters, feathers ruffled already. I want to sigh.

      Instead I murmur, “On the contrary.” She is brilliant my daughter.  “I think you play it better than me.”

      I nod towards Michaels and then walk away. Lara will have this crime solved before breakfast, I have every faith in our daughter.

      Anna, I think as I move towards where Haydee is waiting. She did all right without us, my love. So much like her mother.

      Anna doesn’t answer, but then I don’t wait to hear her imagined voice. My eyes have found Haydee. Hers have found me. I walk up to her, seeing my future, seeing it flowing out in front of me and shining under the stars. I wrap a hand around the nape of her neck and pull her in for a soul searing kiss.

      “I’m in love with you,” I say against her cheek. I bury my face into the crook of her neck. I can smell her scent here. I can feel the chain press against my chin.

      “Me too,” she whispers, lifting a hand up to stroke my hair.

      I pull back and look down at her.

      “Excuse me? What was that, little one?”

      She smiles up at me, mischief and something heated flaring in her dark eyes.

      “I’m in love with you too, master.”

      “Oh,” I say, chuckling. “I’m going to have you repeating that when my cock is deep, deep inside.”

      She sighs, lowers her face so she is grinning at the floor and waits patiently. Gracefully. Serenely.

      This woman would let me lead her anywhere.

      For now, I am leading her home.

      She’s silent in the car on the drive from the city centre south. But I couldn’t be happier. I’m unsure where things will go with Lara, but I have faith that Haydee can help me open up to my daughter just like she’s helped me open up to her. There’s something about this creature beside me, something compelling and intriguing and addictive. But also so very calm. She soothes me. She evens me out. Balances the rough with the smooth.

      She’s the half of me that has been missing. Perfectly matched. Beautifully crafted. Made just for my pleasure.

      I let a small laugh out as I pull into my drive. I know her eyes are on me. What does she see?

      I turn and offer a wink, then slide out of the car and swiftly walk around to her side, opening her door and helping her alight from the vehicle. She knows to wait for me. She knows this is something I like to do. For her.

      I slip our hands together, fingers laced and lead her up to the back door.

      “Have you got your key?” I ask before we reach it.

      She nods her head.

      “Then unlock the door.”

      She fishes it out of her evening bag and with steady hands slips the key in the lock. She’s only used it when I’ve already been home and waiting. But this feels significant. Important. A stepping stone I didn’t even know I needed to take.

      “Open the door, pet,” I say and watch her smile.

      Haydee’s heart might be my woman, but her body is all my pet.

      “The code is 58214, “ I say and watch as she enters it into the alarm system. “Lock the door behind us,” I instruct and walk through the utility room into the kitchen.

      I glance around as I hear the click of the lock on the door. I haven’t had Haydee in our kitchen before. Or the den. Or the library. Or any of the guest bedrooms. I guess we’ll be christening the entire house before long, but this evening I want to feast on my woman.

      I turn back and slap my hand down on the large wooden bench in the centre of the kitchen. It’s an old country kitchen, with rough hewn tiles on the floor, shaker style cabinets, and a pot rack hanging directly above.

      “Up you get, sweet one,” I say, indicating the bench. “Stand up and strip for me.”

      She drops her handbag and slips out of her shoes. I allow it. Climbing up onto kitchen benches in high heels could be dangerous. Then, as if she’s a gymnast, she vaults up onto the bench and lands on her rear. The move is playful, not sensual. And that’s what I love about this girl. She has fun. She takes while I take. And it just makes me want to give her more.

      She’s up on her knees, and then is standing, before I’ve taken a seat at one of the bar stools that rim the serving bench off to one side. I pour myself a Scotch and lean back, elbows to the bench as Haydee begins to slip out of her dress before my eyes.

      The window over the sink is bare; I don’t bother with curtains in here, but if a neighbour should look over the fence they could get an eyeful.

      “Are you worried about the window?” I ask between sips of my drink.

      She shakes her head. It is darker in here than outside still, but I get up from my chair and switch on the light, bathing her near naked body in a warm yellow glow.

      “And now?” Another head shake. She trusts me.

      My neighbours work late on the weekends, I know no one is home.

      I smile at her and settle back in my seat as she pulls off first one stocking and then the other.

      “Leave the garters,” I say. “And raise your arms above your head, wrapping your hands around the rack.”

      Her chain glints in the lights. Her body glistens.

      “I’m going to tell you my fantasy,” I say, and she beams down at me. “It involves the body of a goddess and the soul of a saint. And a heart so big and beautiful it brings tears to your eyes. But that’s not the best part,” I add, placing my drink down on the counter and pushing up from my seat.

      I walk towards her, our eyes locked on each other.

      “My fantasy is stealing her away from the world. Keeping her for my very own.”

      I start undoing my bow tie, slipping out of my jacket.

      “Of worshipping her body and cradling her heart. Of soothing her soul.”

      My shirt comes undone and then my trousers.

      “She sings to me in her silence. She screams for me when she comes.”

      My shoes and socks are gone and I’m naked, worshipping before my goddess.

      “She lets me take and take some more,” I say, as I climb up on the bench with her. “She fills me up when I empty myself deep inside. She’s mine,” I whisper. “In every way.”

      I lean forward. I don’t touch her chain or her body, just move my lips until they are just above hers.

      “As I have been hers from the very first day.”

      And then I’m kissing her. My arms wrapped around her body, one hand up and securely holding the back of her neck, the other cupping her butt cheek. Our tongues dance as she sways on the pot rack, not releasing her grip until I say. My cocks rubs up against her body, pressing back into mine when she tries to get closer. Hungry little noises spill from her mouth as I lick and bite and suck on her lips, my tongue flicking out and diving in deep, tangling us together.

      I know the feelings now. I’m familiar with them. As though they are part of me somehow. I want inside her. I want under her skin like she is under mine. I want to live within her, bathe in her beauty, float free on her sighs.

      I want it all.

      “Tell me,” I breathe into her neck, my hands roaming down her body until I pick her up and wrap her legs around my waist, like they had been back at the banquet. I know she’s remembering. Her head tips back looking for the stars and only sees brass pots and clattering utensils.

      “Tell me,” I repeat as I sink myself deep inside. Bliss. I start rocking, my eyes on her face, her breasts bouncing between our bodies, her gasps filling up the heated air and competing with the cooking equipment.

      “Tell me,” I urged, as my fingers dig into flesh and my cock impales her on long, hard thrusts.

      She bites her lip and then smiles at me.

      Little minx.

      I increase my pace, revel in her moans of ecstasy. She’s close. She thinks she’s in control. She draws me in, holds me prisoner, all with a soft pant, a pliant roll of her hips, a tight, wet welcoming.

      I am home.

      “Still won’t tell me, little pet?” I ask between small grunts of exertion. I give her everything.

      She shakes her head and then lets out a squeak, followed by a moan, when I circle my hips, surprising her with the change of angle, and then stealing her breath away with a purposeful thrust deep inside. I endeavour to reach the very heart of her with each long, hard pound of my cock inside.

      “Oh,” she manages and receives another limb quaking, body possessing thrust.

      “Tell me,” I demand, fucking her harder, letting our skin slap together in a rhythm as old as time, counterpoint to the rattle and sway of the pots and pans above our heads.

      I time the rhythm. Thrust of my cock, gasp of air as she takes me, circle of my hips. Rinse and repeat. She’s lost. She’s free. She’s taking me with her. She’s coated in sweat now, and I watch as she moans and writhes on top of me. She’s about to come, and I want her to say the fucking words.

      “Tell me,” I say, going perfectly still. She wriggles. I tilt my head to the side and raise my brow. I’m sweating, shaking, black spots dance before my eyes with the strain to hold back.

      I see the moment she realises she won’t get what she wants until I do.

      Her eyes meet mine, her smile is my undoing.

      Or so I thought, until she says the words.

      “I’m in love with you, Ethan.”

      Oh, fuck.

      I grab her hands from the rack, wrap them around my shoulders, feel her nails dig into flesh and then take her. My kiss is hard. My cock is pounding into her harder. And my careful hand around her throat promises protection and my kind of freedom.

      She comes, her mouth open, her eyes glazed, her scream silent. I release my hold of her neck and watch as oxygen rushes back in through gasping lips, watch as the imprint of my fingers turn from blue, to white, to red as blood flows back through her system.

      Fuck! I stare at the sensational sight as I come; my release goes on forever. I give her all of me, even as I take and take and take.

      “Haydee,” I say, clinging to her. Or she is to me? “Fuck, Haydee,” I add, and somehow manage to get us both down off our stage.

      I sink to the tiled floor with her wrapped around me, sitting chest to chest, knees on either side of my hips. I’m still buried inside her. I may never leave.

      “Wow,” she says, and the word is raspy.

      I chuckle and pull back, then check her neck again, feeling myself harden.

      She raises an eyebrow at me but doesn’t say anything.

      “Are you all right?” I ask. She offers me her signature serene smile and nods her head.

      “I’m not finished with you,” I warn, making my cock jerk inside her to prove my point.

      “I wouldn’t have guessed,” she teases softly.

      “Must I gag you, Haydee?” I ask, with mock grimness.

      “Please, master,” she purrs in my lap.

      “Naughty pet,” I scold playfully and then move up to my knees, and push up from the floor.

      I’m not letting her go.

      I take her up to my bathroom, turning on the shower and waiting for it to heat up. I realise she’s looking up at me. I glance down.

      “Beautiful,” she whispers and I don’t know what to say. I’ve never had a woman say that to me before.

      I’m fifty-one years old. I’m fit and athletic, well toned, but there’s grey threaded through my dark hair. I have tiny wrinkles around my eyes and I know I do not smile enough to have caused them. When I let my beard grow it is almost all silver. I don’t understand pop culture. And until recently I hadn’t spoken to my daughter in more than six years.

      And this woman thinks I’m beautiful.

      We stare at each other, no words needed. This moment will last our lifetime.

      I step into the shower, under the water, and then make love to my sweet pet, my goddess. I move slowly, I look deep in her eyes, I don’t break contact, I tell her every sweet thing I can think of, words tumbling out of my mouth as we gasp and moan and slide together.

      I watch her sleep again. I can’t help it. I’m in heaven. I lie down beside her, her body curved into mine, heated and sated and well used. I will guard her with my life.

      The phone ringing has me scrambling to answer it before she awakens. I made love to her twice more during the night unable to stop myself. I crave her even now. I know the next time I take her, she may be wrapped up in my chain, suspended from a light fixture, and begging for mercy. But tonight, was all about reverence.

      I put the cellphone to my ear and whisper, “Keen.” She sleeps on splendidly, a kitten curled up in my embrace.

      “Did I wake you?” Jason’s voice says, equally as quietly.

      “Haydee’s sleeping. I wore her out.” Old habits. What can I say?

      Jason chuckles down the other end of the line and then sobers.

      “They caught him. Samantha’s murderer. It was Nathaniel. His son helped cover it up.”

      I let that sink in. Then I pull my precious goddess closer and thank God for the gifts I’ve been given.

      “Lara?” I ask, once I’ve gotten myself under control again.

      “All on her. Hart is praising her name to whoever listens.”

      “Huh,” I say, a smile spreading over my lips and unbidden tears filling my eyes.

      Somehow Haydee senses my emotions. She sits up and cups a hand to my cheek, staring down at me with big, beautiful, dark soulful eyes.

      I smile back.

      “Just thought you’d want to know,” Jason says.

      “Thanks,” I whisper, my eyes on Haydee.

      “Don’t mention it.” A pause, then, “Take care of your lady.”

      The line goes dead and I know my friend knows.

      I’m in love with this woman.

      And I’ll never hear the end of his matchmaking skills.

      “Are you OK?” she whispers. I throw the phone to the side and reach up and cup her cheeks, staring into her eyes and losing myself willingly there.

      “I am now,” I whisper back, the words coming from somewhere deep inside me and meaning more, much more, than they ever should.

      She smiles. My heart is so full it threatens to explode.

      I’m twisted up in this woman, I realise. Tied to her as if it is I who wears the chain. Connected by something intangible, but immutable. Something larger than me, bigger than us. I have never felt so small in the face of such vastness. Never so insignificant, and yet at the same time never so full, so complete.

      Haydee heats up my days and burns through my nights. She is an hypnotic flame that ignites me. A fuel my body craves.

      She is everything.

      My secrets are hers to keep. My needs hers to satisfy. And in return I’ll keep her safe. I’ll protect her with my body, with my soul.

      And most miraculously, most importantly, I’ll protect her with all of my heart.
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        “The best vampire book I’ve read in a long time!” ★★★★★

      

      In a world where vampires, shapeshifters, ghouls and magic users co-exist in relative harmony, one young woman finds herself the centre of all supernatural desires. Born to hunt them and destined to love them, Lucinda Monk must find the strength required to save them and hold them all dear. But can she trust any of them? And is she more than she appears?

      
        
        Kindred is an Adult Urban Fantasy/Paranormal Romance Series set in modern-day Auckland, New Zealand.

        At its heart, Kindred is a romance story, that just happens to feature sexy vampires, vampire hunters, and a kindred connection between the two never before seen.

         Kindred - A sacred match, a suitable partner for a joining. To be a kindred there must exist a connection between the Nosferatu and their chosen; only those suitably compatible will be kindred to the other.

        

      

      
        
        This series is complete and includes the following titles:

        Kindred

        Blood Life Seeker

        Forbidden Drink

        Giver of Light

        Dancing Dragon

        Shadow's Light

        Entwined with the Dark

        Kiss of the Dragon

        Dreaming of a Blood Red Christmas (Michel's POV)
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          Want to read Georgia’s story?

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: Mixed Blessing]
          
        

        “ABSOLUTELY LOVED IT!” ★★★★★

      

      Working as a bartender at the most popular club in town, dating a handsome, sexy and ever so slightly mysterious Englishman, Georgia thought her life was finally going somewhere. Then one night a rogue vampire caught her unawares, introducing her to a night time life she never knew existed. Now Georgia not only has to come to terms with her new persona and night time cravings, she must also accept how dangerous her world has become.

      
        
        The Mixed Blessing Mystery Series is set in the Kindred World, with some cross-over, but can also be read as a stand-alone series. It is firmly in the Paranormal Romance category, but has a strong leaning towards Murder/Mystery as well.

        Georgia Deverell was a normal 26 year old bartender, living and working in the city. She had no idea that creatures traversed the night, but her path eventually crossed with theirs. And now she has been pulled, kicking and screaming, into that night time world.

        Trusting no one and struggling to come to terms with all the new talents that have appeared, Georgia fights the Dark Shadow inside, all the while fighting her attraction for the one man who could have warned her, but didn't.

        

      

      
        
        This series has one book published to-date and includes the following title:

        

        Mixed Blessing
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        “ELITE.WAS.AWESOME! No joke, this book was freaking amazing.” ★★★★★

      

      Selena Carstairs has been raised an Elite. She lives the life of privileged luxury, never wanting for anything. But her world is not what it seems... The island of Wánměi has a strict set of rules. Be a model Citizen and all will be rewarded. Disobey the law and the consequences are dire. For Selena, the urge to defy is in her blood. Out of boredom? Or something else?

      
        
        The Citizen Saga is a Totalitarian Dystopia set in a mildly futuristic world, with hints of Cyberpunk, Romantic Suspense and heart palpitating adventure.

        

        In a world where rules define model behaviour, and stepping outside the parameters set has drastic consequences, one woman inadvertently starts a war.

        

        Have you been a model Citizen today? Citizen versus Elite. The battle has begun.

        

      

      
        
        This series is complete and includes the following titles:

        Elite

        Cardinal

        Citizen

        Masked

        Wiped
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            With Over 800 5-Star Reviews On Goodreads…
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        “I abso-freaking-lutely LOVED it!” ★★★★★

      

      Genevieve Cain has just one dream in her life and she intends to do anything necessary to keep it. Sweet Seduction is her passion, her business and the most popular café/chocolatier/music store in town. But when her ex-boyfriend threatens her dream, she's forced to seek legal counsel. And the moment lawyer Dominic Anscombe walks into her life, things get complicated and very delicious indeed.

      
        
        Sweet Seduction is an Adult Contemporary Romance/ Romantic Suspense Series set in modern-day Auckland, New Zealand.

        The premise behind this series is foremost love at first sight. It does exist, I'm living proof of that. Mix in alpha males who know what they want and when they see it, set out to take it, claim it and possess it - completely - then add in danger, excitement and a dash of intrigue and you've got an adventurous, romantic, knock-your-socks off story.

        Love at first sight has never been so dangerous and so very delicious at the same time.

        

      

      
        
        This series is complete and includes the following titles:

        Sweet Seduction Sacrifice

        Sweet Seduction Serenade

        Sweet Seduction Shadow

        Sweet Seduction Surrender

        Sweet Seduction Shield

        Sweet Seduction Sabotage

        Sweet Seduction Stripped

        Sweet Seduction Secrets

        Sweet Seduction Sayonara
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