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  Chapter One

Wednesday


Angela Hammond, or Angel to anyone who knew her, hated anything to do with training or exercise. But it was a necessary evil in her line of work. Twenty years with the St. Augustine City Police Department had taught her the importance. Even now, retired at forty-five years old and working as a private investigator, she still demanded a lot of her body. Because you never knew what was going to be needed. Or when. Like now. 
She glanced at her watch. Late. Again. Dammit. Her reservation at The Hot Box was in precisely two minutes. If she arrived late, the manager, Leeza would give the spot away. No grace. A power play, no doubt about it. However, Angel was at the petty manager’s mercy. Picking up her pace, she hit a dead run.
She yanked the door to The Hot Box open and lunged inside, gasping for air. The timer on her watch sounded. Angel smiled at a scowling Leeza. “One second to spare.”
Leeza raised an eyebrow. Disdain etched on her face in a lopsided sneer and wrinkled brow. “You’re lucky. Mr. Thompson is waiting in the café in hopes you’d miss your appointment yet again.”
“Not a chance.” She lifted a hand and offered a friendly smile while trying to catch her breath, bent at the waist with her right hand on her quad. “No. No. I’m here. Hope he won’t be too disappointed.”
“He’ll live.” Ever a twin to Oscar-the-Grouch, Leeza glowered, making a point to scan her up and down. “You really are out of shape. Maybe you need to get in here a little more often since you’re not working.”
“Thanks for pointing out the obvious.” Angel stood, shaking her head on a laugh. “Always the Queen of Customer Service, Leeza. That’s what I love most about you. And I do work. I’m just retired from the St. Augustine City Police Department.”
“Yeah, that’s what you say.” Leeza applied lip gloss. “I’m pretty sure you don’t work.”
Angel shook her head, refusing to explain herself to a twenty-something millennial who was in her first real job ever. She never understood why some people worked with the public if they didn’t like people, why the hell would they take a job primarily customer service-oriented?
“Get going, or you’ll run over for the next appointment. You know these slots are at a premium.”
“Yeah, yeah. And for the premium monthly membership fee I’m paying, I shouldn’t have to be rushed in and out the door.” Angel pointed at Leeza. “And you know it.” 
Leeza perched primly on a high stool, the red neon Hot Box logo glowed on the wall over her shoulder. “Have a great workout,” she lilted in a sickly sweet voice. Then, she lifted her cell phone and snapped a selfie, pursing her lips and tugging at her shirt to reveal a little more cleavage in her next snap. She realized Angel hadn’t moved, “What? It’s promo. Chantelle likes me posting pics since I’ve lost so much weight working out here. It’s great marketing.”
Angel wanted to stay and argue the finer points with the misguided girl, but decided she’d better high-tail it to the workout room she’d reserved with the heavy bag, instead of wasting her precious remaining time.
Behind her, Angel heard the door jangle open again. She glanced over her shoulder, caught a flurry of gray curls as a woman fell through the door, but she kept going.
“I’m here, I’m here.” The older woman gasped for breath, holding her chest.
“Ahhh. Ms. Hopkins. Late again, I see. Your appointment was just given to Mr. Thompson. I’m sorry. We’re booked solid until late tonight. You can try again then, if you’d like.”
Angel slowed her pace. Curious to hear the outcome. 
Appointments were made daily online through The Hot Box app on a first-come-first-served basis. And Leeza was nothing if not rigid with appointments. She gave them away regularly if you were a minute late. 
However, Leeza had not had time to give the appointment away. Not really.
Was Mr. Thompson even in the café?
What game was she playing? 
“We’ll see about that! I want to talk to Chantelle immediately,” the older woman’s raised voice carried easily in the quiet morning hours of the facility.
“I’m sorry. The owner isn’t in yet. You’ll have to take that up with her at another time.”
“You bet I will. I’m a licensed therapist. And in all my years of therapy, I have never seen anyone with more pronounced Passive-Aggressive Personality Disorder than you. Excuse me. Let me get it right.” She held up a hand. Paused. “They’re calling it Narcissistic Personality Disorder now. But, clearly, dear, you exhibit all the signs. You need help.”
Leeza sounded incredulous as she sputtered, “I beg your pardon?”
Angel had fully stopped now to listen, in the hallway outside her assigned workout room. The heated conversation reverberated down the hall. Another patron poked her head out of a classroom, peering down the hall toward the front desk, bewildered at the disturbance.
Angel shrugged. “You know how she is.”
The woman nodded. “I do. Hateful. Why I continue to pay for this B.S., I have no clue.” She ducked back into the classroom and closed the door with a resounding thud.
Angel wasn’t sure whether the woman had directed the hateful comment at Leeza or the therapist. At the moment, either could vie for the part.
“You heard me,” the therapist continued the battle.
“Out. Before I call the police.” Leeza’s voice was a mere growl now. “And you’ll be lucky if I don’t block your membership entirely.”
“I will be calling Chantelle.”
“You do that.” Something slapped the counter. “Now get out. There are no appointments.”
“I’ll have your job.”
“We’ll see about that,” Leeza said, mimicking the woman’s earlier words.
The security indicator above the door beeped. The older woman evidently retreating as her continued diatribe faded. 
People never failed to surprise Angel, and almost never in a good way. No one had a filter these days. Rare were the instances where someone tried to de-escalate a situation. Everyone flew off the handle, giving in to their hair-trigger anger. Spewing hatred. Not caring who felt the shrapnel or blowback. Not caring who they hurt in the process. The world was an ugly place these days.
She dropped her gym bag inside her classroom. Closed the door so the infrared sauna, or hot box, would do its work to heat her core during her workout. Beating a bag, in a climate-controlled room of a sweat-inducing one-hundred-twenty-five degrees did wonders for her. Infrared sauna workouts were all the rage. And this fifteen-minute HIIT workout suited her needs just fine. It was fast and effective. Not to mention convenient. The twenty-four-hour infrared fitness studio made it easy for her and anyone else in St. Augustine City proper to workout any time, night or day. No excuses.
Angel fished out her knuckle wraps, wrapping her hands in a few seconds, and tugged on her boxing gloves before she removed her shoes and stepped onto the mat in front of the heavy bag, delivering the first of many blows to give her her cardio workout for the day. Mirrors on every side of the small workout room helped her keep track of her form.
Despite Leeza’s nasty comments, Angel did work on keeping in shape. These days, this was the only way she got her energy out—exercise, workouts, and daily runs. No more policing. No more beat cop patrol. Chasing perps. Or wrestling bad actors to the ground when they came at her because she was the weak link, the woman. No, no more official scales of justice. No more one right way to find justice. Retired is what they were calling it. It felt more like a sentence.
Like giving up. Giving in.
No. She hadn’t given up. She’d sacrificed the best twenty years of her life for the city PD, the good people of St. Augustine. Retired with honors. With a full pension. Now she could afford to do something else—a new career—what she wanted, the way she wanted. She was just doing it a bit differently now. As a private investigator instead of a public servant. She worked out regularly to tone and hone her body so she could continue fighting for the underdog. Help people who didn’t know where to look for answers. People who needed a protector.
Now, she found justice for the underdogs. Some paid, some not. She was a dog with a bone with her cases. That’s why she’d picked up the street name Ancient City Angel. Word was she’d go the distance to find the truth. To protect and serve St. Augustine—The Ancient City and its people.
Wherever that distance took her. 
Which is what made her dangerous.
Not everyone realized she was dangerous, though. 
Certainly not Leeza.
Because Angel always did whatever she did with a smile. Calm. Controlled. Kind. People mattered. She took that into consideration. No need to spew anger and hurt like you were wielding an emotional AK-47. No. People deserved better. They deserved the truth, but they also deserved compassion. Kindness. Along with their justice. 
She, unlike those upholding the letter of the law, no longer had to abide by the rules and regulations of society to the letter—maintaining law and order—as was required by police forces today to keep civilians safe from harm.
That burden belonged to others now. And she was okay with that. 
                                                    Most days. 

      ***Fifteen minutes later, Angel’s smartwatch bleated. Workout over. She peeled off one boxing glove, grabbed her towel, draping it around her neck, and picked up her gym bag to exit the workout room. She was standing in the hallway unwrapping her knuckles when Leeza came marching around the corner with her iPad and a can of Lysol. “Oh, good. You’re out.”
Angel smiled, a genuine smile, giving her all teeth. “Yeah, I’m good at managing a schedule. Pretty self-motivated.”
“Harrumph.” Leeza pinned her with a stare. “Couldn’t tell by the number of appointments you’ve lost.” She hooked her thumb toward the room Angel had exited. “Did you wipe down the bag?”
Angel toed her gloves in the open bag on the floor. “No. No need. Didn’t touch it with anything but my gloves.”
“There is always a need.” Leeza clicked her tongue, then stepped inside the room, dousing it liberally with Lysol. She came back out, touched her iPad, apparently checking off some imaginary or real digital box, and gave Angel a curt nod before moving to the next room.
Angel picked up her bag and headed to the front door. “I’ll check myself out. You have a great day.”
“Mmhmm,” was the only response she got from Leeza.
Angel tapped her watch, checked out on The Hot Box app, and pushed out the front door. Tomorrow she was bringing back-up for her workout. Haven Jameson-Daniels, owner of the spa Essence down the street and best friend to Chantelle, the owner of Hot Box, also Angel’s best friend. Leeza loved Haven. She had a girl-crush on her. Always on her best behavior around her, partly because she had a direct line to Chantelle, no doubt.
Maybe Angel would bring donuts, too.
Yes, definitely. She’d bring donuts. Snap a shot with Leeza and the box of donuts. That’d be great promo for The Hot Box marketing.






  
  Chapter Two


Angel jabbed the heavy bag. Once, twice. Then again. Today she added strategic kicks with her bare feet. Her core screamed. Half-baked in the heat, she was minutes away from finishing her workout. Soaked and dripping. But feeling good. 
Haven Jameson-Daniels, lay on a yoga mat a few feet away from the boxing bag, doing her Zen thang. Maybe Savasana. Angel didn’t quite know. She wasn’t one for Zen. She was more the Kickass Barbie to Haven’s Zen Barbie. Haven, a former massage therapist and bodywork healer, owned Essence, a spa resort at the edge of town. Her husband, Pace Daniels, owned the golf course next to the resort. Together they ran a hopping business, drawing locals and clients from all over the country looking for a destination getaway to the Ancient City. 
She’d known them for a couple years now. Ever since Jason Daniels, Pace’s brother, called her for a domestic at Essence—Haven’s friend and co-owner Sally had had a run-in with her ex-husband at the spa. That had been three years ago. She’d just been on the cusp of retirement with the city PD. Now Haven and Pace were married and so were Sally and Jason. She’d been to both weddings. Considered them all in her close circle of friends. While she still lived alone with her dog. And she was good with that, again, most days.
“You done beating the shit outta that bag?” Haven called out. “I want a protein shake.”
Angel dropped her gloved hands at her sides, her chest heaving, to catch her breath. “Yeah. I just hit the fifteen-minute limit. An iced coffee sounds good about now.” She used her forearm to wipe the dripping sweat from her brow. “Give me ten to shower.”
Haven rolled up her yoga mat and squeezed it into a bag with a strap. “Sure. Take your time. I’ll hit up Chantelle. See how business is going.”
She walked out of the hot box, yoga mat on her shoulder.
Angel undid the Velcro of her boxing gloves with her teeth on the right hand, then used her right hand to remove the left glove. Tucking them into her armpits to carry, she unwrapped the boxing bandages from her hands as she walked. Slipped her feet into her shoes. And dropped her gloves and wraps into her bag on the floor.
A high-pitched scream down the hallway had Angel sprinting toward an open door where the screams continued. A young girl in a sports bra and leggings stood just inside the door of a classroom, hysterical. Angel took in the scene. Another woman, older—maybe sixties or so judging by the gray curly hair—was laying on the Pilates Reformer platform, her legs and arms at odd angles like a marionette, caught up in the pulley system. The lady’s head had been trapped between the slider and the coil springs and severed at the neck. Coagulating blood pooled on the floor.
Angel gripped the young, screaming woman by the shoulders and backed her out of the room into the hallway, lowering her to a seated position on the floor. “Breathe. Deep breaths. What’s your name?”
“Wanda,” the girl gasped between sobs. 
“Okay, Wanda, did you see this happen?”
Clearly, she didn’t, the body had been in position for hours. Angel wasn’t quite sure how that was possible at the Hot Box, since usually business thrummed through the gym at all times, night and day. But Angel had to ask. And she had to distract the girl.
“No!” Tears streamed down the young girl’s face. Her voice caught.
“Do you know who this is?”
The girl nodded. “Madge Hopkins.” The girl continued to cry. Sucking in a deep breath, clearly trying hard not to hyperventilate. “She usually comes in around six in the morning. I follow her at seven. But today I got a late start. How could this happen?”
The therapist from Wednesday’s altercation.
“Stay here.” Angel dialed 9-1-1, calling in St. Augustine PD. “I’ve called the police. They’ll arrive any minute. You’ll need to give them a statement. So don’t move, okay?”
The girl hiccupped. “All right.”
Angel stepped toward the Pilates room.
“Wait. Where are you going?”
“Just going to take a quick look around. Stay here in the hallway. Let the police know Madge is in here.” Angel looked down the hall to see others were running toward them. “Don’t let anyone else in.”
“Okay. I can do that.” The girl stood. Chin up, she sniffed, taking her job seriously.
Angel ducked back into the Pilates room, closing the door behind her to keep the others out. Several reformer machines sat side by side. Madge lay on the one at the far end of the small, mirrored room.
A crowd grew at the door.
She could see people craning their necks to try to see the gruesome scene, but Madge was in the back corner, in the door’s blind spot. And, apparently the hallway cameras. But not the camera mounted in the back corner of the hot box room.
Careful to touch nothing, Angel studied the floor and the reformer, focusing on the facts. A woman of approximately sixty to sixty-five years old, whose arms and legs had been caught up in the pulleys and ropes of the reformer trapeze combination—her body suspended in weird marionette fashion—while her head lay severed at the neck on the ground. Blood pooled under the reformer. Glassy and congealed. The slider’s wooden edge, covered with blood, had served as a guillotine as effective as any used in the French Revolution.
The door opened. “Angel Hammond. Hot-shot private investigator. Well. Well. Well. How’s retirement treating you?”
The soft, husky draw of the man’s voice sent warm shivers up Angel’s spine and told her St. Augustine’s finest had arrived. Detective Lieutenant Zachary Smith Barnes. And Detective Lieutenant Barnes was St. Augustine’s finest. Sexy. Solid muscle. All alpha.
“Hello, Smitty.”
“You’re looking good. A little hot and bothered.” His cobalt blue eyes took her measure in a slow, smoldering sweep. Those dark blue eyes always did it. They were so unusual. Set her on fire.
Her nipples tightened under her boxing compress bra.
This man got under her skin.
Always had.
Always would.
But he’d been her boss.
Not any more, the voice whispered in her head.
“Yeah, had to beat the shit out of something. You know how it is.”
“Totally understand.” He chuckled, then sobered as he took in the scene. “What do you think happened?”
“Not for me to say.”
“When did that stop you?”
She felt her mouth hitch into a reluctant smile. Smitty knew her. She was sassy and smart-mouthed. Usually spoke her mind. It had gotten her in trouble more than once. “I don’t know. But it doesn’t look natural. Kinda looks posed.”
“You got that right.” He pulled out his pocket notebook and a pen. “Why don’t you hit the showers before the rest of the squad arrives. I’ll get your statement after I assess the scene.”
“I’ll be in the coffee and juice bar at the front when you need me.”
He stilled at her use of words. She knew it was the NEED. They’d both needed a lot over the years. But Smitty had moved up through the ranks faster than Angel and he was always just off limits for her because of it. “I’ll be sure to remember that. Now, go. Before we have a conflict of interest.”

      ***“What’s going on in the Pilates room?” Chantelle was pacing at the front desk, but directed the question at Angel as she walked up. Haven stood beside her, a worried look in her eyes. Chantelle pushed her long blonde, tricolored braided hair off her forehead. “They won’t tell me. It’s my studio, dammit.”
Angel nodded to O’Donnell, the policewoman standing at the front door. Silent. Observing.
“Well, I can tell you this, it’s not good.” Angel grabbed a donut from the box and took a bite. “I’m gonna get a coffee from the café, I’ll talk to you after the police have interviewed you. Don’t want to contaminate their investigation.”
“Did you really bring a dozen donuts to a fitness studio?” Haven asked.
“Yep.” Angel chuckled. “Brought them specifically for Leeza. Thought she could use them for her promo.”
“She’s not in until noon.” Chantelle eyed the donuts like they might bite her, but closed the lid and shoved them out of sight. “I’ll make sure she knows you brought her the poison.”
Angel laughed harder as she walked toward the café.
These fitness types really needed to lighten up.
The barista, a young pretty strawberry-blonde twenty-year-old with freckles in slick shorty running shorts and a tank top that showed her toned, cut biceps and shoulders, took their order. Guess that was a type of promo in and of itself. The Hot Box worked all the angles.
Haven ordered a healthy protein smoothie with kale and flaxseed.
Angel a double-shot iced coffee. Nothing healthy about it. Though she’d read coffee was good for your liver. She’d go with that. At least one health benefit.
As they stood at the counter waiting for their drinks, Nico came out of the back room. He could have been a younger version of Fabio—muscle-bound in a stringer tank and thigh-hugging biker shorts with long, dirty-blond hair that hung below his shoulders, pale blue eyes, square jaw and chiseled good looks. He flashed them a perfect white smile, opening his arms wide. “Ladies, beautiful ladies. How can I help you today?”
Angel rolled her eyes. Haven laughed, ever good-natured. She’d known Nico longer than Angel. He was Chantelle’s boyfriend and co-owner of The Hot Box Studio. “No, no. We’re good, Nico. Sunny already took great care of us.”
“Good, good.” He draped an arm across the barista’s shoulders and bounced her into his side, jovial. “I think we’ll keep her. She does an excellent job.” He let go of Sunny and stepped back. “Plus, just look at her. Perfect advertisement for The Hot Box. She works hard.”
Sunny glanced at Nico a second, her mouth twitched into a forced smile, but then

      ***
      ***
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