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      Witnessing a double homicide dumps Aaron Clinton into the middle of a gruesome murder investigation. To stop the budding serial killer from striking again, Aaron’s forced to join forces with a reformed cop and a colony of cranky cats.

      Warning: this novel contains cats, murder, more cats, mayhem, cheetahs, mischief, felines, a serial killer, romance, humor, puns, generalized hilarity, and whipped cream used in inappropriate fashions. Proceed with caution.
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            Why couldn’t I get one of the more interesting jobs?

          

        

      

    

    
      Miss Sharon Gray locked onto a shoe store at Park Lane, a woman on a mission refusing to accept defeat. Someone was going to lose, and I wasn’t sure if I pitied her wallet, her new shoes, or the horrified woman in the store. Under the guise of checking my phone, I photographed the pair, the building, and to make things more difficult on myself later, I snapped a few shots down the sidewalk where the Saturday shoppers congregated.

      My client’s target recruited the store employee, and I worried she’d stay there all day. Had I been wise, I would’ve dumped the problem onto Sassy’s lap. Sassy liked shoes. Sassy even enjoyed keeping other women company while they shopped for shoes.

      Sassy also found—or created—trouble wherever she went. Chaos nipped at the cheetah’s heels. If I called her, she’d storm into my quiet afternoon of information gathering. Miss Gray matched the usual shadowing target, a pretty woman with expensive tastes and as much of a magnet for trouble as my feline partner.

      Women like her put me on edge, usually because they viewed me as candy for their arm. When they found out I was a private investigator, most lost interest—or immediately made assumptions.

      As I often did when following someone, I questioned every decision leading up to the acquisition of my private investigator’s license. Generally, I enjoyed questioning people and seeking secrets.

      Unfortunately, most of my cases involved figuring out who was cheating who, and if my client was correct, Miss Gray spent her evenings with Senator Sterling, a married man up for reelection in a few months.

      My client wanted Senator Sterling’s job, and he meant to get it through any means possible. Investigating Tom Heatherow on the side might land me in hot water later, but I’d seen a few too many PIs burned by politicians to take any chances.

      A single conviction would lose me my license, and I meant to keep my reputation spotless.

      I second-guessed my decision to accept my client’s offer, a sum sufficient to cover my expenses for an entire month and then some. A few incriminating photos would wrap the job. Mr. Heatherow would need a lot more than a single sex scandal to win a senate seat. As I hadn’t been paid to offer advice, I’d let him learn from his mistakes.

      Senator Sterling was already on route for a divorce. I’d located the filing after ten minutes of work. In his case, it was a matter of who had cheated who first.

      One day, people would learn cheaters never won. With men like me around, secrets always surface. It was just a matter of when.

      Why couldn’t I get one of the more interesting jobs?

      Oh, right. The firm of defense lawyers still wasn’t talking to me after I’d proven without a shadow of a doubt their defendant was guilty of embezzlement, blackmail, and extortion. Add in an accessory to murder charge and evidence presented to the prosecution, and I’d burned more than a few bridges with the firm.

      They couldn’t touch me for following the law, but they refused to hire me again.

      I found the entire situation ridiculous. The job of the defense wasn’t to clear guilty men of crimes, but to ensure the punishment fit the crime.

      My job was to find the truth. That was it, that was all.

      I figured my parents had pegged me right from the start. In any other life, I would’ve become a cop.

      If they’d gotten their way, I would’ve been a married cop, but I’d learned the hard way the cheated never won and to never trust a woman on the prowl. Ladies enjoyed their dalliances as much as men, and once the lies started, all bets were off.

      I’d evicted myself from the dating pool, determined to stay single until I died of old age. It might’ve worked if not for Sassy. I still didn’t date, I still lied to myself that I never would, but every time I crossed paths with my partner, I wondered.

      I reined myself in, packed up my misgivings, and chucked it into the bin to worry about later. To offer the illusion of purpose, I ducked into the shop beside the shoe store, browsing the selection of overpriced watches while waiting for Miss Gray to finish making her purchases. Ten minutes later, she remained in the store, and when I checked, the store’s employee looked ready to throw up.

      What Miss Gray had done to terrorize the woman interested me far more than infidelity. While I tried to limit my interactions with someone I photographed for a job, I couldn’t leave the poor clerk to suffer.

      Damn it. Sassy didn’t need yet another pair of heels, yet I had no other excuse to play rescuer or snoop. I’d lose hundreds of dollars, but I always budgeted for excess expenses when shadowing someone.

      I just hadn’t planned on making contact with Miss Gray yet, and I disliked when something snarled my plans.

      It would take work, but I’d convince myself buying shoes for Sassy technically counted as a business expense. Technically.

      Realistically, I couldn’t mark a pair of shoes on my taxes, which meant I’d be buying Sassy another pair of heels out of my pocket.

      Bracing for the worst, I stepped into the store. Both women stopped and stared, and Miss Gray’s gaze roamed over me while she licked her lips. Having been treated like a dessert at a buffet more times than I cared to count, I could handle the situation one of three ways: I could run, I could ignore her, or I could smile, which would inevitably be treated like an invitation.

      Whoever invented the social requirement to smile needed to be taken out back and shot.

      “Howdy, ladies.” I tipped the brim of my baseball cap, forced a smile, and turned my attention to finding the perfect pair of shoes for Sassy, expecting her to beat me with them when she found out I’d unwillingly flirted with someone I was tailing. After she finished beating me, she’d probably kill me. Before killing me, she’d remind me I suffered from an allergy to women first.

      “What’s a handsome man like you doing in a store like this?” Miss Gray murmured, and to make certain I understood she wanted to catch my attention, she fluttered her lashes.

      The poor store employee deflated, but it was better than an imminent loss of her lunch.

      “A friend of mine’s dating someone new, and I thought I’d congratulate her with a pair of shoes. She lives for shoes. What would you ladies suggest? I’d like to make them something special.” I paused, faked a cringe, and added, “Preferably something special but affordable.”

      According to their expressions, the world had ended in a blaze of glory. Rather like my laptop, a relic in dire need of replacement, they struggled to comprehend my question.

      Maybe if I’d stop buying Sassy shoes I’d have more money to spend on replacing things like my laptop.

      The employee’s brain finished rebooting first. “This way, sir.”

      She led me straight to the front window and pointed at a pair of black heels. “This is a classic heel good for everyday use. If you want something a little wilder, I just got in a pair of leopard print.”

      Leopard spots would infuriate my cheetah partner, which tempted me into making the purchase to watch her reaction. “Anything in cheetah?”

      “If you’re willing to spend a thousand, yes. It’s a three-inch stiletto, open toe.”

      “She wears a size 8. I checked five different brands to be sure.”

      “Do you remember any of the brands?”

      “One had a funky red bottom.” Despite feigning ignorance, I could list almost every brand she owned; the more expensive the shoe, the more passionate she became, and I loved watching her when she forgot herself and rambled about the latest and greatest.

      “A size 8 should fit. I’ll be right back, sir.” The employee, Danielle according to her name tag, scampered off.

      Miss Gray glanced at my left hand. “How is a nice man like you still single?”

      Her question led me to believe she thought any man without a ring was fair game, something that often led to single women taking married men to bed. Fighting the urge to sigh, I forced another smile. “I haven’t met the right woman yet.”

      While the truth, I also lied right through the tiny gap between my front teeth. Sassy churned through boyfriends, mostly cheetah lycanthrope, and came to me with her current war cry: cheetahs never win.

      I gave it another few years before she realized she could date every cheetah male on Earth without finding one loyal pre-mating. I’d done my research.

      The females mated with one male for life.

      The males slept with each other until a female convinced him it was time for a lifetime of cubs.

      Sassy only dated lycanthropes.

      The only woman I wanted, lycanthrope or not, only dated lycanthropes.

      I’d need a miracle to dig out of the relationship mire I’d made for myself. Until then, I’d pretend being hopelessly single was what I wanted.

      Miss Gray took her time looking me over. Again. “You could come give me a try tonight. There’s a party. It’ll get rowdy, I’m sure. You got yourself a suit? If so, I’ve got the ticket. My date cancelled.”

      On the PI front, a cancelled date was a bust. “Well, that’s a pity. Know why?”

      “He’s a cheap dick. Fucker picked some other broad.”

      I could think of a few reasons why. “I’m sorry, ma’am.”

      Miss Gray wrinkled her nose. “Turns out the bitch is his fucking wife.” Clicking her teeth together, she shook her head and averted her gaze. “In our club, the rules are clear: either the wives are in or the men are out. Why can’t everyone just follow the rules?”

      Why did I always meet the odd ones? Oh, right. I was a private investigator. I courted trouble on a daily basis. I’d been around long enough to deduce she had kinkier tastes than most. Dallas also had more swingers clubs than I cared to count, and I’d been invited to at least half of them during jobs. I’d gone exactly once as an observer.

      Some liked to be watched, and I’d sworn to reject any job that might drop me into a den of depravity. Obviously, I hadn’t vetted Tom Heatherow and the potential for uncomfortable situations thoroughly enough.

      Why had I accepted his proposal, anyway?

      Oh, right. A month’s worth of income, which I needed to pay for Sassy’s new pair of thousand dollar shoes.

      Damn it.

      “Swingers club?” I made a show of looking over the cheaper shoes, and a pair of baby blue flats caught my eye. I picked them up and turned them over in my hands. Sassy sometimes wore a dress the same color, one capable of transforming me into an emotional wreck. “Are these a good shoe?”

      Miss Gray snatched the shoes. “On the lower end, but yeah. They’ll do. These ones would be in an 8, too. Your friend has trouble dating?”

      “You have no idea,” I muttered. “Is the party tonight with your club?”

      “Yeah. It is. There’s no sex tonight, though. You interested?”

      Damn it, damn it, damn it. Why couldn’t I keep my license with a conviction? Mr. Hearthrow deserved a one-way trip to hell. “As a matter of fact, I am. When and where?”

      “The Ritz-Carlton at nine. It’s a mixer. It’s how we find new people to partner with. You’ll be a hit. It’ll be a good way for you to see if you like it.” Miss Gray handed over the shoes and dug into her pocket, retrieving a small white envelope. “Arrive thirty minutes early.”

      I slid the invitation into my back pocket, already hating myself for what I did for money. A hidden camera would do the talking for me if Senator Sterling showed up. I doubted it if I held his ticket, but I couldn’t be certain.

      The ticket could’ve belonged to another man easily enough.

      However, if he had acquired his own ticket and brought his wife, things would become interesting for my client, who would lose his sex scandal angle. Miss Gray’s commentary led me to believe infidelity factored, but considering the relationship between Mr. and Mrs. Sterling was all but over, the information I gathered wouldn’t create much of a scandal.

      I needed proof of a scandal. Proof got me paid, and I couldn’t break the law while I worked, which made the job challenging on a good day.

      Oh, well. I’d figure something out.

      Danielle returned with Sassy’s new shoes, and as I suffered from a complete lapse of good judgment, I got her the blue pair, too. She might kill me over it later, but for a few minutes, one of us would be happy.
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            That girl’s going to kill you one of these days.

          

        

      

    

    
      Nothing soured my day quite like gunfire and bodies.

      The gunfire, two ear-piercing shots, led me to the bodies. The busy steps ascending to Park Lane’s parking lot made a terrible place for a murder. As though in celebration of the deaths of a young woman and her son, confetti rained down from the nearby second-story roof.

      In the moments it had taken me to round the corner, the killer had escaped, two bodies and scraps of paper the only evidence of his deed. A single glance told the bitter truth: bullets to the head killed instantly, merciful as far as brutal murders went.

      With a heavy heart, I retrieved my phone and called the police.

      “9-1-1. What’s your name, your number, location, and the nature of your emergency?” a man asked in a gravel-rough voice.

      I gave him everything he’d asked for before stating, “There’s been a double homicide at Park Lane near the parking lot. A woman and her child were shot in the head.”

      “How long ago? Did you witness the incident?”

      “No, sir. I was down the street, heard the gunfire, and found them on the steps.”

      “Has anyone else been injured, Mr. Clinton?”

      “No, sir. The shops are crowded, but it doesn’t seem like anyone else has been hurt.”

      “Please stay where you are. Do you know if anyone is armed?”

      “Sir, we’re in Texas. I’m probably the only one who isn’t armed. No one I can see actively has their firearm out. I didn’t see the shooter, but I think he fired from the roof.”

      “Why do you believe that?”

      “The woman and child were shot through the top of their heads, sir. Someone has also dumped scraps of papers onto the steps.”

      The scraps still rained down, caught on the breeze and swirling towards the sidewalk and parking lot.

      “Officers are on route to your location, sir. Can you please give me your description?”

      I complied, wondering if the cops would identify me from my hat, or their knowledge of me as a PI with a reputation of sticking my nose where it didn’t belong.
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        * * *

      

      By some miracle, everyone on the street gave the bodies a wide berth. It didn’t save the evidence from blowing away, and several scraps of the confetti, made of newspaper clippings, found their way into my pocket, stuck in my hair, and otherwise turned me into walking evidence.

      Sirens announced the arrival of the police, and I sighed my resignation when a midlife-crisis-turned-cop led the charge. During his political career, Maxwell Smith had single-handedly set back women’s health by a decade, triggered an endemic of newborn fatalities, and otherwise destroyed stable family life for Texans before a severe case of humility and morality led him to paying penance working the streets as an officer of the law.

      When I could ignore his sins, I liked the man despite his enjoyment of giving me a hard time.

      “Aaron,” he greeted, taking the steps two at a time to join me. When he spotted the bodies, he whistled. “That’s brutal. You didn’t see the shooter?”

      I knew the drill; to keep my PI license intact, I needed to clear myself as quickly as possible. “I’ll verify everything I witnessed and my innocence by angel at the station. I was down the lane buying bribes for Sassy.”

      “That girl’s going to kill you one of these days. Stick around and don’t touch anything,” he ordered.

      Beyond the confetti pieces I’d pocketed, fouling evidence was last on my list of things to do. “I have an engagement at eight-thirty. Wish I could give you something concrete, but I was around the corner when the shooting happened. I didn’t see anything.”

      “I’d call that partner of yours to cover for you. I think you’ll be busy, even with angelic verification. The chief wants us thorough on the cases involving kids. My shift ends at seven, and I have no idea who you’ll be with if you’re still in questioning.”

      In Maxwell Smith’s language, he wanted to talk off the record about the murders, he’d probably pull strings to make sure I got out the same time he did, and I’d save myself a lot of aggravation if I went with what he wanted. I couldn’t imagine what he wanted to talk to me about. I’d find out soon enough.

      I dug out my phone and dialed Sassy’s number.

      “What do you have for me, Aaron?” my partner growled.

      “I need help with a job, and I bought you two pairs of shoes for a stay of execution. There’s been a double homicide at Park Lane. I was around the corner and called it in. I need you to put on your new shoes and go to a party for me. Formalwear. I’ll also need you to extend my apologies to someone.”

      “Sure. I can do that. I can be at Park Lane in twenty. Call me if they take you to the copper shop.”

      “What about your date?”

      “Cheetahs,” she hissed.

      “Caught him with his tongue down his buddy’s throat?” I guessed.

      “Basically. If this didn’t happen at least once a week, I’d ask if you were following me.” She sighed. “Again. I’m impressed you didn’t shadow me today.”

      “Had I been available, I might have. I have to practice shadowing, and someone has to bail your ass out when you forget to watch where you’re walking. I’m concerned. The one pair of shoes has a heel.”

      “You’re joking about shoes when I know you can’t stand them. You’re rattled. Who was shot?”

      “A mom and her kid.”

      “Shit.”

      “Yeah.”

      “All right. Twenty minutes, Aaron. No one likes the cases with kids, so sit tight, don’t touch anything, and play nice with the police officers.” Sassy hung up, and I returned my phone to my pocket.

      It was a good thing I wasn’t a cop. If I got a hold of the killer, I doubted the bastard would make it to trial. Some things I couldn’t forgive, and young lives ended early topped the list.
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        * * *

      

      No matter how many times I swore off women, whenever Sassy came around, I forgot all the reasons why and risked dying from suffocation. Holding my breath while watching her, a haphazard blend of feline grace, clutzy charm, and tanned Texan cowgirl, might kill me one day.

      If she liked me half as much as my bribe of shoes, I’d be set for life. She snatched the bag and invitation out of my hands, bouncing from foot to foot while digging for her prizes. The gathered cops, working hard to make sense of a senseless murder, stopped and stared.

      I remembered I needed to breathe. “Sassy. We’re at a crime scene.”

      Without looking away from my bribes, she pointed behind her. “There’s a spent casing in the step’s shadow in the confetti someone missed.”

      Sure enough, she pointed right to the missed evidence.

      “I’m going to buy you a cheap pair of shoes for that.” I marveled at her photographic memory, the original reason I’d joined forces with her. I tailed people better than she did, she caught the little details I missed, and we both did well at interviewing and intel gathering for defense attorneys, which made up half our workload.

      Without that damned case from a few months ago, it would’ve made up the entirety of our workload.

      “These are good. Your best friend was about to find it anyway.”

      Maxwell sighed. “You don’t have to live up to your name, Sassy.”

      “Screw you, Max. Has Aaron gotten around to requesting an angel yet?” She abandoned her examination of her new shoes to give the cop her full attention. “I’ll be accused of having rabies if he hasn’t.”

      “It was the first thing he did when we arrived. I already called it in. Keep your rabies to yourself, Sassy. If you need a dose of neutralizer, go to the clinic. I’m not your personal supplier.”

      I tensed, ready to grab my partner around the waist so she wouldn’t assault an officer and lose her PI license. “Sassy, if you need to vent about your scumbag date, come over to my place tonight after the party.”

      I wanted to suggest she wear her blue dress with her new shoes, but that would send the wrong but also right message. If she came over, I kept a stock of treats meant to keep cranky cheetahs happy. A happy cheetah purred, and if I got lucky, she’d shift for me.

      I’d never live it down if Sassy figured out I’d violated my sacred vow of never loving a woman again. If she realized I wanted to offer what she hunted with other men, we’d fight. By the end of said fight, I’d either be left on the curb or infected with lycanthropy. I hedged my bets on the curb.

      We’d partnered together because we were utterly incompatible.

      I wore my clothes to death. She worshipped new shoes. She drank. I grabbed a beer every blue moon. I still snuck smokes in the back. She was allergic to cigarette smoke and always caught me.

      I’d forced her to coin cheetahs never win thanks to an ill-timed cig.

      Neither of us acknowledged a painful truth: we wanted the same thing.

      Sassy tugged on my jean jacket. “You okay, Aaron?”

      “I hate when kids are brought into it. What a fucking waste.” I told the truth yet I lied. I did hate when kids became involved in the problems of adults. I hated my helplessness more. If I’d moved faster, if I’d been closer, could I have stopped one of them from dying? I had no idea if the shooter had gunned down mother or son first. It didn’t matter. I replayed the seconds between their deaths and my arrival over and over again.

      If I'd arrived ten seconds sooner, could I have done something to save one of them?

      The past I couldn’t change would haunt me for a long time.

      Maxwell thumped my shoulder. “If you ever get tired of being a PI, join the force. You could do good things. I have.”

      I wished I could forget Maxwell’s past. I bet he wished he could, too. The chasm of bad choices and circumstance divided us, but I pushed my feelings aside and buried them for a while. He tried to pay penance for his sins.

      I couldn’t say the same for most.

      “We’ll see. Maybe if I finally get tired of figuring out who cheated who and snap.” I shrugged. “I respect your beat, Max. You’ve got a tough job.”

      He carried the burden of saving lives on his shoulders.

      I searched for the truth on behalf of the defense. If Max and his fellow officers found the killer and an attorney approached me for the case, I wasn’t sure what I’d do. I wanted the truth, but the idea of helping a lawyer defend a killer of children didn’t sit well with me. I didn’t trust myself to look for the unbiased truth.

      It might result in an innocent going to jail.

      “Give it some thought. The two of you would make a good pair.”

      Sassy growled. “I don’t have the hybrid form, Max.”

      “Tough luck. Well, I still think you’d make a good cop despite your feline disposition. Go on and get out of here before you earn a case of rabies along with your scratching post.”

      “You’re an ass, Max. And Aaron isn’t my scratching post.”

      “Why not? He’d be a good catch for you. We’ve all heard you yowling about how useless unmated cheetah males are. I’ve witnessed it for myself. Aaron is capable of tying his own shoelaces without help.”

      I counted to ten, my estimated time for Max’s jab to sink in and blow a fuse in Sassy’s head. I made it to eight before my partner hissed, stomped down the steps, hissed again, and howled, “Men are jerks!”

      “I can’t tell if you’re a help or a hindrance, Max,” I admitted.

      “I’m helping. I planted the seed you’re a viable solution to her dating problems. I’ve bought my wife shoes from that store, Aaron, and a man doesn’t just buy any old girl shoes from that store without a lot of love and money involved. A lot of money. That said, she’s out of your league, but I tried. Good luck. You’re going to need it. Now, let me see where we’re at and get you to the station for a proper questioning session. I’ll check on the status of the angel while I’m at it. There’s been a wait for them lately.”

      “Off the record, any reason why?”

      “Stalkers. Women have started asking for angels to prove they haven’t done anything to deserve the unwelcome advances of their stalkers. It’s a mess.”

      Sometimes, I really hated Texas, its backwater ways, and so many who insisted on treating women like fodder or accusing them of guilt for the crimes of men. I’d heard Sassy rant.

      No matter what, it was her fault.

      She wore too much. She wore too little.

      Her shoes were too flashy. Her shoes weren’t flashy enough.

      She’d made eye contact. She hadn’t made eye contact.

      Sassy counted herself as lucky. Lycanthropy gave her an easy out plus sharp claws and teeth. It helped, but I still worried.

      Everything circled back to her belief that she never won at life, beginning before birth and being infected with the lycanthropy virus, the middle child of a pair of cheetahs determined to up the percentage of feline lycanthropes without help.

      “This city pisses me off.”

      “Cool your heels, Aaron. Get through questioning, and as soon as I’m off shift, we’ll go grab a beer. Well, I’ll grab a beer while you nurse a coffee.”

      Fuck it. “I’ll have a beer, but you’re buying and driving.”

      “Well, I know you’re having a rough day when you decide it’s time for a drink. No worries. I’ll get you home safe and sound.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            A man can hope, can’t he?

          

        

      

    

    
      My questioning session lasted less than ten minutes. I supposed the cops had interviewed other witnesses before getting around to me, confirming my alibi and story before asking me to confirm my name, something that made us all laugh.

      Everyone in the station knew who I was. My willingness to give my statement before an angel, who confirmed the truth of my words, made things easier on everyone. I classified as a second-tier witness, and I offered to give them copies of my photographs. They refused on the grounds I hadn’t been in the right location and lacked images of the victims.

      I’d keep copies of the pictures in case I’d somehow photographed the killer during my time at Park Lane. It annoyed me that the cops didn’t want the potential evidence.

      They had no proof I had pictures of the killer, but they lacked proof I didn’t have pictures of the killer.

      I scored a few brownie points and a donut for not giving them a hard time on a shit case. After my questioning, I waited for Maxwell so he could live up to his word on buying me a beer. To kill time, I checked over the images, wondering if some secret lurked in plain sight.

      “You ready?” Maxwell appeared at my shoulder. “I doubt your phone holds the secrets of the universe.”

      “A man can hope, can’t he?”

      “The DA is miffed you’re involved, but he changed his tune when he saw the interview recording. He even said if we could nab you to run cases involving kids, our solve rate would skyrocket. He liked you were willing to share your photos.”

      “The DA is involved already? It’s early.”

      “That’s what I was thinking, too. Mostly. I’ll explain at the bar. How does the place by your apartment sound? I can drop you near your truck, and we can meet there.”

      “That works. I think I can handle staggering two blocks home.”

      “I’ll make sure you get there. While the DA’s happy with you for a change, don’t test your luck with him on this one.” The way Maxwell arched a brow led me to believe he wanted some unofficial help.

      I could do that. “I’ll keep my nose clean.”

      “You always do. Why’d you think your photos might be useful?”

      “I took pictures of the crowd while investigating. I’ll see what I can find and tip you off if I learn anything important.”

      “This is what I like about you. You always do what’s right. I’d be a much different—and better—man had I known back then what I know now. I really hope we find this bastard before he has a chance to go after someone else.”

      He would. They always did. Then I thought about it and wondered why Maxwell assumed the killer was a man. “He?” I asked.

      “Women are creatures of passion given flesh. If it were a woman, she would’ve gotten in their faces and killed them at point-blank range. No, my gut feeling says a man did it.”

      I’d take the sane route and collect evidence. While women were creatures of passion in the flesh, men were as well.

      Everyone had the capacity in moments of passion to do the unthinkable, but the mother and child hadn’t died from someone’s unleashed, raw emotions.

      They’d been killed in cold blood, and the murderer had left them in a shower of paper confetti, irrefutable evidence of meticulous planning.

      Women could be meticulous. Women could be cruel. Women were equally capable of planning murder as men.

      I wouldn’t argue with Maxwell over it; it wasn’t worth wasting my breath. “Well, if there’s anything I can do, ask.”

      “We’ll talk at the bar,” Maxwell replied.

      I wondered what he knew that I didn’t, but I’d find out soon enough. All I could do was hope he wouldn’t ask for something I couldn’t give him.
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        * * *

      

      A rusted-out family car tailed me halfway across Dallas, and I took a few detours to shake off the vehicle. Once satisfied I’d lost the driver, I headed home, grateful my apartment building had an indoor garage. It wouldn’t stop anyone from finding me, but it’d make their work a little harder.

      Maxwell waited for me in the bar at a table tucked into the corner. “That took longer than I expected. What held you up?”

      “I picked up a tail. I figured I’d give him a tour of Dallas.” Had I worked in any other profession, I might’ve been more worried about it, but I’d dealt with it time and time again, usually in the form of an angry boyfriend, side man, or soon-to-be ex-husband wanting to blame me for his abusive ways. If the tail showed up again, I’d get the plate numbers and report it to the police. If it related to one of my jobs, the incident would become part of the case one way or another.

      I needed to fit in some time at the range and start carrying again soon, especially if I kept having to deal with clients like Tom Heatherow.

      “Get a look at him?”

      I shook my head and sat across from Maxwell. “Not really. No front tags on the vehicle.”

      “Welcome to Texas. You worried?”

      I shrugged. “Not yet. If I see the junker again, maybe. What do you want to talk about? You obviously want it off the record and on the sly, else we would’ve been in the break room entertaining your badge buddies.”

      “Thank you for not calling my co-workers badge bunnies this time.”

      I grinned. “I save that for when I’m in the break room and they’ve annoyed me. I also try to wait for Sassy to be around because she enjoys the entertainment.”

      “Obviously. That’s because she’s the one who usually gets mouthy with the police. A damned pity she doesn’t have the hybrid form. She’d be a real asset on the force.”

      Trying to imagine Sassy as a police officer gave me a headache, and I hadn’t even gotten around to grabbing a beer. “I’m afraid to ask.”

      “You’re both smart, you’re both good at getting information, and you both understand the importance of finding the actual truth and not what the DA’s office wants you to find. Or your attorneys, although word down the line is the local firms are still giving you the cold shoulder for finding evidence against a client and turning it over to the police, thus losing the defense the case.”

      “It’s right in my contract. It’s not my fault they didn’t read the contract closely enough.”

      “I bet the lawyers were not happy when you told them that.”

      “Precisely. I think they blacklisted me more for beating them at their own game than exposing their client. As I told them, they hired me to find evidence. I found it. It’s not my fault they didn’t like the evidence I found and that their client was so guilty they had no chance in hell of being able to reduce his sentence.”

      Maxwell sighed. “I sometimes believe the law enforcement system and judiciary systems have nothing to do with justice and everything to do with personal prestige.”

      I suspected the former politician understood that better than most. “You won’t hear me arguing with you. What do you need that’s important enough for you to cross town to have a beer with me?”

      “I’m worried the shooting at Park Lane is just the beginning. In the past few months, we’ve gotten a lot of calls about women being stalked. It’s following the same trend as the killing; every report has involved single mothers with children. Most are only bothered for a week or two before the stalking stops.”

      The first thought to come to mind bothered me; when I did work for a client, I usually wrapped up the initial profiling within a week or two unless I needed to uncover deeper, darker secrets. “PI?”

      “Doubtful. There’s too much overlap, but it could be a pair of PIs working together. Some of the detectives brought your name up, but when we showed the women your pictures, only two of them recognized you or Sassy, and they confirmed you weren’t the ones stalking them.”

      “That’s something. But why involve Sassy?”

      “We all know you send her in to do your dirty work if the woman you’re shadowing either likes shoes or is skittish around men.”

      Considering Sassy could charm the shoes off other women without much work, I couldn’t blame them for assuming I’d use her like that. Sassy did pick up that role when needed, although she volunteered as often as not. “Are we cleared off the suspect list?”

      “You’re clear. You two were cleared early. That said, you’re being monitored, so keep your nose clean. You’ve ticked most attorneys in the area off one way or another. The local prosecutors would love to have your license revoked.”

      Of course they would. I’d been a thorn in their side since the day I’d been licensed as a PI. The rare cases I found incriminating evidence against the defense’s client didn’t make up for the number of times I’d put a kink in their cases. I flagged a waitress for a beer to buy myself time and some liquid fortification, which I’d need to get through the conversation. “Same shit, different day. Let me see if I understand this correctly. You want my help while some dicks from the DA’s office want to sink me?”

      “That’s right. We’re going to need all the help we can get on this one if the stalking case is connected. So far, we’ve identified at least three PIs involved with the stalking cases, and we have had over a hundred unique reports in three months.”

      It’d take a lot more than three PIs to profile over a hundred different single mothers. “How many women total?”

      “At last count, one-ten.”

      I whistled. The waitress returned with my beer, and as promised, Maxwell paid. Aware I’d be buzzed halfway through the bottle, I sipped with care. “Well, you have my attention. What do you want me to do? I can’t profile that many women even with Sassy’s help.”

      “I want to hire you to do what you do best. I want you to stick your nose where it doesn’t belong while staying within the letter of the law. I’ll give you the intel I can. Try to find out what connects these women, why they’re being profiled and stalked, and anything else you can dig up about them. We’re spinning our wheels, and we just don’t have the manpower needed to check them all. I know you have other work, but I’d appreciate however many hours you can give me. We don’t have jack shit about this, and with one of the women who’d reported already dead, we’re worried we’ve been given advance notice of future hits.”

      As a general rule, I tried to avoid the police during an investigation; they typically viewed me as an obstruction to their cases, especially when they thought I might find something they’d missed. For Maxwell to want to hire me, he believed something big was going to happen, something that his partners on the force wouldn’t be able to handle alone.

      That Maxwell came to me told me one truth I couldn’t ignore: he believed more children would be targeted and killed. We didn’t see eye-to-eye on a lot of things, but the cases with kids always worked out the same way.

      When kids were involved, I did my best work, and I would toe every line possible to see justice served.

      I took a sip of my beer and got ready to make a deal I’d likely regret later. “I’m in. I’ll find out what I can. How do you want me to deliver the intel to you?”

      “Use the anonymous hotline. That way, if anyone does come poking around, it’ll take them more work to link us. Technically, what I’m doing isn’t illegal, but it’s toeing some lines I’d rather not people be aware of.”

      With Maxwell’s background in ruthless politics, I bet he understood the risks of his actions better than most. “Yeah, your buddies aren’t going to be happy with you if they find out you hired me. The DA’s office would have a conniption, and so would your chief.”

      “Nonsense. Despite how often he gets annoyed with you for messing up his investigations, you do good work and have better ethics. He’s just pissed you’re not on the force and choose to play with the defense. Anyway, you haven’t asked me how much I’m paying.”

      With kids involved, I would’ve done the work for free and faced Sassy’s wrath for losing us money. I lifted my beer in a salute. “If I don’t ask, you get this one on the house. That bastard killed a kid.”

      “Well, you’re getting paid for this one. You’re getting seven thousand, Sassy is getting seven thousand, and I’ll add two more payments each in a few days so the banks don’t hold them for too long. For every solid lead you bag, I’ll add an extra grand.”

      I raised both brows. “I couldn’t have possibly heard that right. You’re paying us twenty-one thousand each plus lead bonuses?”

      A former politician with a reputation of being good with money had the cash, but he’d never used his personal assets on a case before.

      “You heard me right. I want this solved as quickly as possible. You two make a damned good team, especially on the cases involving the kids. You’re motivated, and you won’t sacrifice an innocent to wrap a case faster. You in?”

      “I already told you I was in. Sassy’ll jump at the chance to work this one, too.” While lycanthropes often got the short lot, when it came to kids and family, they scored top marks for determination.

      “Got your wire details handy?”

      I dug out my wallet and retrieved the pair of cards with our payment details on them, which Maxwell photographed with his phone. I waited for him to pocket the device before asking, “Do you have a map of the incidents?”

      “I’ll email it to you from a dummy account. Expect it in the morning. I’ll also send over everything else I can.”

      “I hope you realize people are going to ask why you hired us later. It’s going to be impossible to hide it forever. It could wreck your reputation in the force,” I warned.

      “There’s nothing on the books barring me from hiring you with personal funds. I’d rather pay you than be too slow on the draw. I can handle the heat. You just keep things legal on your side of the fence.”

      I’d be earning every penny of my pay and sweating every minute of the job, but some prices were worth paying. “I’ll keep my nose clean. Sassy will, too.” It’d be a little harder for the cheetah; as soon as she found out we were hunting someone killing kids, she’d plunge right into the deep end. Reining in her enthusiasm to solve the case in record time would challenge me in more ways than I cared to think about.

      With no other choice, I’d cross that bridge when I got there.

      “Good. What do you think about the murders today?”

      I wished I could forget the memory of the bodies on the steps while confetti rained down on them. “Someone planned it well,” I admitted. “A professional. The shots were fast and accurate. At first glance, I’d peg it as ex-military. The shops were busy, and the shooter picked the ideal place to wait for them. Just about everyone shopping at Park Lane takes those steps at least once. The public place implies he wanted the bodies found fast. Why? That I can’t tell you. The confetti bothers me.”

      “It bothers us, too. I can tell you this much. The pieces were printouts of two types. One had the number one on it. The other had a date with no year: April 10th.”

      “Newspaper clippings?”

      “Yes. We haven’t been able to identify which paper they came from yet, but the font matched in all the samples we’ve found so far. The paper’s going in for analysis to see if they came from the same newspaper batch or not. Considering the number of pieces, I don’t think the paper will be the same, but it’s possible.”

      “Do you think it’s the start of a serial killer spree?” The serial killers who wanted to be remembered left clues and taunted the police. They had an agenda, and they wanted to let the police know they were a step behind at all times.

      Maxwell sighed. “If the shoe fits. I think it does. I’m concerned the stalking incidents are the killer looking for ideal victims for his spree.”

      “Had the woman killed today filed a stalker report?”

      “If so, I haven’t been told yet; another pair is working on that portion of the investigation. But, not everyone reports, and there’s been so many stalking cases, I’m worried that the cases may be connected.”

      “Get me as much intel on the woman and her son as you can. In the meantime, I’ll see what I can dig up.”

      “Will do. And Aaron?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Make sure your conceal carry permit is up to date and you’ve gotten in your hours at the range. Don’t take any unnecessary risks. Whoever this guy is, he means business. Try to talk Sassy into wearing a vest while you’re at it. You, too.”

      When Maxwell wanted me wearing protection, it meant trouble. I couldn’t tell if he was indulging in paranoia or he knew something he wasn’t telling me yet. It could go either way with him. I sighed. “I’ll talk to her about it.”

      “Just be careful. I worry this is only the beginning.”
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        * * *

      

      I left the bar after finishing my beer and took a headache home with me. If I left without delaying, I could contact Sassy and take over the meeting with the swingers and spare her from attending the party. Within minutes, my headache would develop into a migraine, the kind determined to stick around for days. Bracing for the inevitable rush and misery involved with arriving on time, I called her cell.

      “The copper shop released you already?”

      “They did. I might be able to make it to the hotel on time if I head over now. I’m almost back to my apartment.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’ve already contacted your lady friend and introduced myself as a friend—one hoping to land you permanently but still willing to share for a while. At least until you’re contagious.” The laughter in her voice promised Sassy knew she’d been fibbing and waited for me to call her out on it.

      Sassy didn’t share, not when it came to her men.

      “Why do I get the feeling you’ve already discussed my assets?”

      “Well, we’ve certainly been discussing your ass.”

      I wasn’t sure if I was to interpret that as the cheetah having an actual interest in my ass, a situation I wouldn’t mind in the slightest, or if she was trying her best to sass me straight to a migraine. “What’s this about the contagious commentary?”

      “They like the thrill. It took her a few minutes to warm up to me, but when she saw the shoes you’d bought for me today, she relaxed. I told her you had gotten an emergency call at work.”

      At least she’d been honest enough about that. “You’re sure you’ll be okay at that party? It’s not really your crowd.”

      “It’s more of my crowd than it is your crowd. Remember, cheetah? The males of my species love things like this, especially when there aren’t any women involved. I’m sure. You head on home and try to relax. You sound ready to come unhinged. I’ll check in with you later. Then we can talk about this in-ter-est-ing party you sent me to. In detail.” She added a bit of a growl, and as always, I had no idea if she was yanking my chain because she could, or if she meant to get the payback she was rightfully owed.

      I smiled. Lycanthropes. Send the loyal types to a swinger’s party, and it was the end of the world. “I secured us a contract for forty-two thousand dollars today, and it has potential lead bonuses.”

      Sassy sucked in a breath. “You have my attention.”

      “You won’t get paid if you kill me for sending you to that party.”

      Her laughter dulled the edge I’d heard in her voice. “Well played. All right. You win this time. You live. For now.”

      “You’re so gracious, Sassy. Whatever would I do without your forgiveness?”

      “Be bored, lonelier than you already are, and completely bereft of positive female attention in your life.”

      I needed positive female attention from anyone other than Sassy? I supposed having positive attention from my mother might do me some good, but my mother had an issue with lycanthropes and already considered me halfway into my grave from partnering with the feisty cheetah. I smiled and strolled towards my apartment. “Positive female attention isn’t just a myth?”

      “You’re an ass.”

      “But I’m an ass who got us a big contract. I’m also an ass who bought you two pairs of shoes.”

      She sighed, and I imagined her rolling her eyes and praying for patience. “Good job on the contract. I’ll properly appreciate your work tomorrow. Oh, by the way, go into your apartment through the window or you’ll be tarred and feathered.”

      Damned cat. “Tarred and feathered? What the hell did you do to my apartment this time?”

      “You’ll only step in whipped cream going through the window.”

      I wondered how I’d get in through the window without having the ability to land on my feet if I fell during the attempt. “Anything else I should know?”

      “Tread with care.”

      Sassy must have done some research and discovered what sort of party I’d sent her to in advance, resulting in her paying me back before she’d left for her unwanted date with a group of swingers at a mixer. “Remind me why I gave you a key again?”

      “I keep your life interesting. Have fun!” Sassy hung up, and I considered banging my head against the brick wall of my apartment complex. One day, she might remember I lived on the second floor and none of the windows were near the stairwells. Given the choice between being tarred and feathered or falling to my death trying to enter my apartment through the window, I opted for the extra clean-up but higher chances of survival. Taking off my jacket, I set it out of the way and unlocked my door.

      All remained quiet.

      On most days, I believed peace and quiet to be good things. With Sassy on the prowl, it meant trouble and humiliation.

      I cracked my door open and peeked inside, examining the frame, latch, and knob. In true prankster fashion, she’d rigged a bucket overhead designed to fall on the unwitting when they opened the door. I stood on my toes and worked my hand beneath it. If she’d used actual tar, it had cooled, which would’ve resulted in a hard knock to the head but little mess. Unwilling to take any chances, I eased the bucket off the door and lowered it so I could peek inside.

      Fluffy cotton candy obscured my view of whatever else might lurk within. To make things more interesting, Sassy had gone through the trouble of lining the inside with plastic wrap. As Sassy took food sanitation with surprising seriousness for a predatory feline who liked her meat bleeding on her plate, I assumed she’d decided to prank me with edibles. I plucked out a pinch of the cotton candy and munched on it.

      One treat pleased the cheetah over all other treats: chocolate syrup. I’d bet the entire contract with Maxwell she’d decided to tar me with her favorite treat to maximize my exposure to her favorite food. That mean she had one goal in mind: revenge through tongue bath.

      I shook my head, checked it for additional traps, and once satisfied the entry was safe, I retrieved my coat and hung it on the empty rack. I assumed she’d relocated my property to protect it from the tar and feathering I’d rightfully earned.

      After I got some payback of my own on the damned cat, I’d thank her for having some common sense. I’d also ask what I’d done to deserve her at her worst. The party had earned me some trouble, but not a complete booby trapping of my apartment. I could think of a few things that might warrant the booby trapping of my apartment.

      Actually, I could think of a lot of things that might earn me her at her worst, and not showing up to save her from a miserable date topped the list, with sending her to a swinger’s party coming in a close second. I’d earned the tarring and feathering for saddling her with Miss Gray.

      Damn it.

      There was only one thing I could do. I texted Sassy and asked her to come by my apartment before she headed home, begged for a ten-minute warning, and to provide her with a reason to make the trip worth her while, I told her I wanted to discuss the new contract.

      She confirmed she’d stop over and estimated she’d be at the party for four hours.

      Four hours gave me the time I needed to figure out what to do with the cotton candy, a bucket of chocolate syrup, and an obscene amount of whipped cream. The whipped cream would go down the drain; after sitting out in my apartment for an unknown period of time, I wouldn’t feed it to a dog. The rest left me no other choice.

      I’d wear it and pretend I had Sassy’s general inability to avoid disaster.
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            You’re such a cat.

          

        

      

    

    
      As requested, Sassy warned me ten minutes before she arrived. As I valued my floor, I dumped the bucket of cotton candy and chocolate syrup over my head in the tub, used towels to mitigate the worst of the damage, and waited in the entry for her amusement.

      She arrived right on schedule, opened my door, and stared at me with wide eyes. A giggle escaped her lips, and she clapped her hands over her mouth.

      Excellent.

      “You’re such a cat,” I announced. “Did you forget I’m not a feline? How am I supposed to enter through the second-story window with any expectation of not falling to my death?” I fought against my need to smile. A neutral expression would work best for my needs, which involved screwing around with Sassy and leaving her wondering how I’d handled my introduction to cotton candy and chocolate syrup. “How was the party?”

      “Senator Sterling showed up with his soon-to-be ex-wife. I got some excellent photos of them jousting with their tongues. I also scored photos of their other partners. They’re the talk of the town. They’re splitting so they can remarry, and their new partners used to be married to each other. It’s surprisingly amicable, and I think they’re participating in some hot foursomes. I believe they intend on remaining a sexual partnership beyond divorce. They just want some new waters for general house life from the looks of it.”

      Tom Heatherow would have a
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