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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Rosie

      

      “You look like you could do with a trip to the spa and a tub of concealer.”

      I glare at who I thought was my best friend, as he takes in my appearance with a snicker. Granted, if I look half as rough as I feel, after battling this yucky cold all week, he may have a point. But he doesn’t have to rub it in.

      “You’re mean,” I grumble, dragging two large garbage bags through the lobby to the front desk where he is laughing at me.

      “Just telling it as it is, girlfriend,” he drawls, doing that side to side snake thing with his head. “Keeping it real.”

      I snort at that, taking in his carefully waxed eyebrows and newly extended eyelashes. Grant Peabody—an incongruently pompous name that doesn’t fit the massive black man—is as artificial as they come. Real? My ass.

      Shaking my head at his deep chuckle, I choose not to take the bait, and instead redirect the conversation to the buzz that has been filling the hotel the past few weeks.

      “So? Have you met him yet?”

      The him I’m referring to is the outrageously sexy, daytime-gone-big-screen actor, Kyle Steele, who along with his entourage, has taken over the top two floors of the Spring Ridge Suites. They are filming a movie in and around Grand Junction and picked our hotel for their base. Of course that comes with some annoyances. Like having our personnel parking lot reallocated for their use, while we are relegated to the public parking lot, or the horny fans digging through the towels and sheets in the laundry room in the basement at all hours of the night. Not to mention the trays upon trays of room service leftovers shoved outside almost every door on the top two floors.

      Even so, the thrill of having bona fide film people—crew, producers, directors, and best of all, actors—roaming our hotel, is admittedly kind of fun. Especially after discovering I share my immature crush on the star actor with my friend, Grant. Ever since admitting that to each other, he and I have a running bet on who’s going to meet him first. Since both of us work the nightshift, we’ve struck out so far. Hell, one of the reasons I give the hotel gym such a thorough scrubbing every night is because I harbor fantasies of Kyle Steele walking in for a midnight run on the treadmill. So far, no luck on that, clearly, because who would willingly exercise in the middle of the night? From what I hear from the hotel grapevine, the guy is an asshole in reality. Still, it’s my fantasy and I haven’t given up hope yet.

      “I did,” Grant says smugly.

      “You did not!” I lean over the counter to punch his solid shoulder, only to shake out my fist from the painful impact.

      “He walked up to me, smiled—oh God, you should see his smile, it’s to die for—and held out his hand for me to shake. I touched him, Rosie, and it was electric.”

      My mouth falls open in shock, but Grant clearly can’t keep up the ruse because he starts laughing, and I almost make the mistake of hitting him again. Instead I growl, bend down, and pick up my garbage bags.

      “Just kidding, Rosebud. All I did was catch a glimpse of him heading into the bar.”

      If asked, I will deny with my dying breath that I actually performed an internal fist pump hearing that. Catching glimpses is not meeting someone, which means I still have my fantasy. It’s the little things that give my life some color, even if it is a childish bet.

      “Not nice, Grant. Not nice,” I admonish him before heading for the back door.

      -

      These past eight months, since moving back to Grand Junction, haven’t been a cakewalk. Looking after a mother with Alzheimer’s that’s progressed to a point where she can’t take care of herself anymore is a challenge. Especially when you weren’t on the best of terms to begin with. I hate to admit it, but her rapid descent into dementia is almost a blessing. Most of the time she can’t remember who I am, which means she also can’t remember how much of a disappointment I’ve been to her. Something she used to remind me of any time I fulfilled my daughterly duties and checked in on her.

      After my father died too young from a massive heart attack when I was twenty, I tried hard to fill the hole he left behind in her life, but whatever I did was never enough. How could it be, when I was the reason he died in the first place? At least that’s what Mom liked to point out to me at every turn. Eventually, I gave up, but it was still seven years of listening to her tell me how my father would be turning in his grave if he knew I never took the Colorado Mesa University scholarship, before I packed up what little I had accumulated and hit the road. I never wanted to go to school locally, I had my mind set on NYU, which is what our last argument had been about. It took me seven years to rediscover my determination, and follow my own path, and set out for New York. That was fifteen years ago, and sadly, I never made it farther than Denver.

      So yeah, I don’t miss Mom’s scathing tongue, but I hate seeing the confusion in her eyes those moments when a random memory surfaces, dragging her back to a reality she no longer recognizes.

      When I received a phone call from one of Mom’s neighbors eight months ago, letting me know she’d gone to check on Mom and found her in the tub sitting in ice-cold water because she couldn’t remember how to get out, I knew it was time to step in. My mother had warded off any kind of involvement on my part over the years, and other than checking in on her from time to time by phone, I’d respected those boundaries. Until now.

      Clearly she was no longer able to look after herself and it was time to put the hurt behind me and come home. I’m ashamed to say I had no idea how bad things had gotten. Not just healthwise, but financially as well.

      It was surprisingly easy to let go of my life in Denver. Sad, really, after setting out all those years ago with big plans. I sold the small condo I didn’t love anyway, gave my two weeks’ notice for a job I hadn’t particularly enjoyed doing, and I said goodbye to a man I would never have, despite his promises.

      Before I knew it, I’d moved back, living in a double-wide trailer with my mother.

      -

      “Let me take those bags,” Grant offers, as I struggle to open the side door with my hands full.

      “If you can just get the door. I’m heading out anyway. I have a hot shower and a soft bed waiting for me.”

      “I have a hot guy and a hard ride waiting for me,” he counters.

      “Nobody likes a bragger,” I admonish him, but I can’t help smile when I see the massive grin splitting his face.

      For two weeks, ever since those movie people settled into the hotel, he’s been eyeing one of the cameramen. A nice guy: mid-to-late twenties, with a blond shock of hair, pretty blue eyes, and a shy smile. While he’s been eyeing blondie, I’ve done my best to catch a glimpse of one of the security guys I’ve see a few times. Dark, rough, and dangerous; the proverbial bad boy and very different from Grant’s fresh-faced pretty boy. How my somewhat threateningly large, black friend managed to charm the much younger kid, I have no idea, but apparently they went out for ‘drinks’ the other night.

      I, on the other hand, have no such luck and Mr. Dark and Dangerous has stayed well on the sidelines of my social life. Truthfully, I never really had much of one, even when I was still living in Denver, but these days I’m a bona fide spinster at only forty-two. I can’t even remember the last time I rode anything hard, let alone a hot guy. Who has the time? Between working nightshifts in housekeeping at the Spring Ridge Suites and days looking after my mother, the only interaction with the opposite sex I have is with my buddy, Grant, the very gay night clerk manning the hotel’s front desk. Not exactly conducive to any kind of social existence, not to mention sex life.

      Grant holds open the door, so I can wrestle through toting the industrial-sized garbage bags, but holds me back by the arm at the last minute.

      “We still on for lunch on Tuesday?”

      Grant and I mostly work the same shift on the same days. Mondays and Tuesdays are our weekends, and for the past six months or so, we’ve taken my mother to lunch at the Golden Corral every week. Such is the sum of my weekly excitement.

      “You bring the wet wipes,” I joke in confirmation.

      The reason we choose the Golden Corral is because being a family restaurant, its clientele is very forgiving. They’re used to food flinging, drooling, and spitting kids, so my mother, who often resorts to the same antics these days, doesn’t stand out like a sore thumb. We tried other places, but having to apologize constantly wreaks havoc on the appetite. The staff at the Golden Corral is familiar with us and shows our odd trio to the same table in the far corner—where we are out of the way and can do little harm—every Tuesday.

      The outside air is crisp for the season. It’s only just after four in the morning, and unlike most people, I go into work when it’s still light out, and head home in the dark of night. Come winter, it’ll be dark on both ends of my shift, making my days even longer and more tedious.

      I breathe in deep, ignoring the pungent odor coming from the dumpsters at the edge of the parking lot. One of these days, when I can get Hillary—the nurse who looks after Mom overnight—to stay a few extra hours, I’d love to go for a hike in McInnis Canyon Conservation Area. It’s been at least fifteen, maybe even twenty, years since I’ve been up there. When I lived in Denver, I used to head out into the mountains regularly to hike one of the many trails, it’s the one form of exercise I truly enjoy. These days the only exercise my body gets is at work from scrubbing toilets, or at home from lifting my mother. Neither of which includes the fresh air I crave so much.

      The containers are enclosed with fencing and the gate is locked with a keyless numeric padlock. I punch in the code and hear the noisy scramble of a few of the resident raccoons, when I pull the gate open. It’s not unusual to open one of the containers to have a pair of eyes staring up at you. I’m too short to lift the lid though, and have to climb onto the frame at the bottom of the fence to reach.

      I’m just lifting the heavy cover when a loud crash startles me, along with the rev of an engine. From my vantage point, I can look over the enclosure to see down the alley on the other side of the road. An expensive-looking car is backing away from a pile of garbage stacked next to a dumpster, in the back of one of the restaurants on the next block. I don’t think too much of it and return my attention to the two bags I hauled out here, throwing the first one over the side of the bin. Another look in the direction of the car shows it moving erratically down the far alley, almost veering into another trash receptacle, before it crosses right into Third Avenue. Luckily, at this time of the morning, there is no traffic.

      The lid of the container is getting heavy, so I quickly toss in the last bag and close it. I step out to shut the gate, and barely miss getting hit by the black luxury sports car heading straight for me. My front is plastered against the fencing as I turn my head and watch the car go by and pull into the small parking lot beyond, which has been sectioned off for the film crew.

      It was fast, and the glass was tinted, but I’m pretty sure I recognized the guy behind the wheel. It’s hard not to when we were just talking about him. Anger gets rid of any remaining hopes or fantasies I might have had, and I’m left shaking and upset. Despite the fact I’d love to give the self-righteous prick a piece of my mind, it might well cost me my job, so instead I turn resolutely in the opposite direction where my 2001, ugly-ass, wood-paneled and rusted-out PT Cruiser is parked in the public lot.

      My hot bath and soft bed are waiting.
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        * * *

      

      Jake

      

      “Hutch, did you find him?”

      I grind my teeth at my boss’s voice.

      Fuck.

      Should’ve known better than to check with Dimi if he’d seen the asshole leave. First thing he did was probably call his brother. I get this is a make or break contract for PASS, the security company I work for, but I didn’t exactly sign on to hold the hand of a spoiled, arrogant prick intent on self-destruction. Three tours in Iraq didn’t exactly prepare me for babysitting duty.

      Sadly, Kyle Steele is not only an actor, but he’s also co-producer and therefore someone to keep happy. That means I constantly have to handle the man with kid gloves, when I really just want to rip him a new one. He seems intent on making my job difficult, which in turn makes my boss very nervous. I’d wrongfully assumed the trouble might come from groupies and rabid fans, following their favorite actor around, but the bigger threat to the production is its own damn star.

      PASS stands for Protection And Security Services, a company owned by Yanis Mazur, older of the two Mazur brothers. I grew up with these guys, was best friends with Dimas, the younger of the two, and even enlisted with him when we were barely eighteen. Dimi was injured during our second tour in Iraq and lost his left leg below the knee. Something Yanis to this day holds me responsible for. I can’t really blame him, after all, I was a bit of a self-destructive asshole myself at the time, and I had no qualms dragging my friend along with me. Dimi would never have signed up for that second tour if not for me.

      I ended up signing on for a third and did my best to alleviate my guilt by volunteering for the riskiest goddamn missions, but as irony would have it, I walked away unscathed from each and every one of them. Not a fucking scratch. Back stateside, I’d had a hard time adjusting and drifted for a while, made a decent living as muscle for hire, until Dimi tracked me down. He read me the riot act, and I let him talk me into joining his brother’s security company.

      PASS mostly handles short-term contracts and individual assignments. Often referrals from GFI—Gus Flemming Investigations—but after that company moved their headquarters to Cedar Tree a few years ago, our less-established business had suffered.

      This contract with Guild Film Productions means long-term work for every single PASS operative. A considerable benefit is this job will add to the company’s credibility; solidify the PASS name in the business, which is why Yanis is on my case and why I’m trying hard not to lose my shit on the asshole I am assigned to.

      “Not yet. Working on it. We should sit his ass down when I get my hands on him. Maybe call in Drexler?” I suggest, referring to Phil Drexler, who is the big dog at Guild and might be able to lean hard on his prize pony.

      “Track him down first,” Yanis barks. “Not about to admit to Drexler we can’t keep their pretty boy leashed. Call me when you have him.”

      Sure, let me get right fucking on that.

      First place I checked when I found Kyle gone was the hotel bar, but it closed at two and the bartender had already left. The night clerk, a big black dude, remembered seeing Kyle enter the bar sometime around one, but couldn’t recall seeing him leave. A quick check of the parking lot showed his black Lexus LC gone. That’s when I touched base with Dimi, who mans the hotel surveillance room, working with in-house security. He hadn’t seen him leave either.

      My frustration only growing after having Yanis dress me down, I tuck my phone in my pocket, check the suite one more time, and then head down, taking the stairs. Just as I step into the lobby, one of the maids—the tired-looking redhead I’ve seen around—gets off the elevator, carrying two garbage bags, and heads straight for the front desk. I watch for a moment as she chats up the night clerk, before I slip out to the parking lot.

      It’s after fucking four o’clock in the morning, I’ve barely slept, and I’ve already run out of patience. Starting my truck, I pull out of the lot and turn down Third Street, toward the railroad.

      The newly updated hotel is right in the middle of historic downtown Grand Junction, with a small back parking lot reserved for the production. The film crew picked the Spring Ridge Suites in Grand Junction to stay at while they focus on some inside scenes after two weeks of filming outside. The movie they’re shooting is called Basics, some post-apocalyptic survivalist tale, most of which is being filmed in the McInnis Canyon National Conservation Area. For the inside work, they rented an old warehouse, just at the base of Third Street, with use of the rail yards behind it as well. That’s where I’m heading.

      The rundown building is owned by a developer, who by all accounts, is waiting for the appropriate permits before turning the place into high-end lofts. He saw dollar signs when Guild Film Productions showed interest in the place, and since construction was held up for the time being, he wasted no time signing on the dotted line of the short-term—and very lucrative—rental contract.

      The place looks deserted. No cars, no lights. I drive around the back to the railroad yard, which looks to be abandoned as well. No luxury cars and no activity at all.

      “Yeah,” I answer my phone when it rings. It’s Dimi.

      “Your detail just stumbled into the lobby. Dude’s wasted. Where are you?”

      “Heading back. Keep your eye on him.”

      “Ten-four.”

      It takes me two minutes to get back to the hotel parking lot, where I easily locate Steele’s Lexus. It’s almost parked fucking sideways, across two accessible parking spots. Figures. From my vantage point, it almost looks like he rammed the bumper into the production trailer parked in the next spot. I park the truck and walk over to check it out.

      The Lexus isn’t touching the trailer, but the front end looks damaged. Nothing on the trailer, though, so I don’t think that’s what was hit. Fuck. I don’t exactly have a good feeling about this.

      -

      “Exhausted…can’t talk…”

      I roll my eyes at the theatrics of the grown-ass man rolling on the bed. Exhausted—my ass. Drunk out of his mind is more like it. It takes everything out of me not to wake him up with my fist in his face. I don’t have time to play games.

      “Keep your goddamn eyes open, or I swear I’ll dunk your ass in an ice bath. I need to know where you were and why there is damage to the front end of your car. Were you in an accident?”

      “F–fever titty-bar. F–fuck me, that Brandi could pull the dollar bills from my fingers with her pussy lips. Ne’er seen anything like it,” he snickers, slurring his words.

      “What about the car?” I prompt him.

      “Dunno.”

      That’s the last word I manage to drag out of him before he passes out cold. I roll him on his side, just in case he pukes during the night—it wouldn’t do to have my charge end up choking on vomit—and back out of the room, making a note to check the Fever Gentlemen’s Club on the west side of town.

      I’m not getting paid enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Rosie

      

      “I’m not hungry.”

      I’m on my knees, trying to pull my mother’s support stockings back up after she, once again, stripped them down her swollen legs. A dance we engage in all too often. Just like the back-and-forth we do every time we have to leave the house. Of all the things Mom might have forgotten; who I am, day of the week, or even her own name at times, she never forgets how to be stubborn.

      “Grant is waiting for us, Mom,” I try, hoping today she’ll remember who Grant is, but the blank look in her eyes tells me she doesn’t have a clue.

      Luckily, Grant is a master at charming my mother. When I finally get her dressed, out the door, and over to the restaurant, he’s there waiting with his disarming smile and endless patience. My mother shrinks back when she sees his large, looming body, an involuntary response to a nonexistent threat. Grant doesn’t fault her for that, which endears him even more to me. He instead ignores the fact she clearly doesn’t recognize him today and gently coaxes her to her chair, while updating her on this week’s headlines from the gossip rags.

      My mother and Grant share a passion for movies and for the National Enquirer.

      “Come sit by me, Connie,” Grant coos, never letting go of my mother’s small, bony hand in his massive paw. The man is exceedingly gentle for his size. “Did you hear they’re remaking Murder On The Orient Express? The lineup of actors is unbelievable…” I listen to him prattle on, slowly engaging Mom, for which I’m grateful.

      Most days I feel like I’m carrying the weight of the world on my shoulders, the sense that I can never take my eyes off the ball or my precariously balanced life collapses. The only time I feel true relief is during our standing lunch date at the Golden Corral with Grant.

      I catch his wink over Mom’s head. He knows.

      Mom, like a lot of folks suffering from Alzheimer’s, more frequently will mentally revert back decades, easily remembering people, events, thoughts, feelings from her youth, but is at times unable to recall her own daughter’s name. That’s tough, when, despite the less than stellar relationship I had with her, she’s all I have. Except now I have Grant too.

      I never was very good at making friends. I’m not sure why that is. Maybe because I tend to live inside my head? I guess I’m outwardly quiet, even though inside my head it’s never silent. I sometimes simply forget to say things out loud. It makes me seem demure, or boring, even when I’m not. Not really.

      Grant never appeared to notice my relative silence to his nonstop banter. From the moment we met, he was determined for us to become friends, even though we are the most mismatched pair there ever was. His size, his bubbling personality, his deep ebony skin, and his ready smile stands in stark contrast to my short, stocky body, red hair—complete with pale skin and freckles—and my pensive nature. You’d think I’d have the cheerful smile and he’d be the brooder of the two. Not so.

      It didn’t take Grant much time to drag me out of my shell, at least with him. In the almost eight months I’ve known him, he has fast become the best friend I’ve ever had. This is why I can sit back and let my mind empty, while he looks after my mother, and therefore me. I trust him.

      “…When are you going to make an honest woman of her?”

      My head whips around as my mother’s words drag me out of my daydreams. I can tell from the sharp look in her eyes that she’s present in the moment. Her awareness comes and goes, with the pendulum swinging more and more toward the going.

      “Mom! We’re just friends.” I glare at Grant who can’t keep a straight face.

      “You wound me,” he quips, dramatically grabbing for his chest.

      “See?” Mom jumps in. “You’re forty-two years old, overweight, without any education to speak of, and the only work you can find is cleaning toilets. You should consider yourself lucky.”

      I close my eyes tightly, reining in the equal feelings of anger and inadequacy my ruthlessly sane mother invokes. It doesn’t help every word she uttered is the truth. Perhaps not all of it, the fact I didn’t get to college doesn’t mean I’m uneducated, and my job in housekeeping is not the only one I can find, but it’s the only one that allows me to look after her during the day. But I don’t say that out loud. Why would I? By the time I’m done defending myself, my mother will have disappeared again, lost in the maze of her memories. The only reason her words still have the ability to wound me is because those rare moments of brutal lucidity in her otherwise permanently clouded mind surprise me.

      “Au contraire, ma belle,” Grant addresses her, interjecting on my behalf with his rich Cajun heritage shining through. “I should be so lucky. Your daughter is smart, funny, and stunning, but she’s a girl and I like boys.” He smiles at Mom, but I can tell she’s already lost the thread.

      “See you tomorrow night?” he says, closing the car door after having buckled my mother into the passenger seat. My shifts start at eight, he doesn’t work until nine, but I make it a habit to stop by the front desk on my break.

      “You will.”

      With a wink and a wave, he turns and I get behind the wheel, my mind already on getting Mom down for her nap and finishing up the loads of laundry before the workweek starts again.

      -

      “Hey.”

      I look up from the pile of laundry I’m folding on the kitchen table when Hillary walks in.

      Hillary Glenwood is my savior. I met her the day I returned to Grand Junction and walked into the emergency room at St. Mary’s Medical Center, where they had taken my mother after she was found by the neighbor. The young woman calmly directed me to the ward where they’d kept her for observation, since she was hypothermic and clearly very confused. She’d checked up on us when her shift was over and found me overwhelmed and quietly crying by Mom’s bedside. With Mom fast asleep, Hillary had resolutely walked me to the cafeteria where she made me eat the first meal I’d had all day.

      She helped me get a handle on what to expect in terms of Mom’s needs and her care. There’d been so much I didn’t know, but Hillary didn’t give me time to feel guilty. In the days that followed, she helped me connect with the right people to discuss my mother’s care. When it became clear Mom needed someone around twenty-four hours a day, she made me an offer I couldn’t refuse. For half of what I would have to pay for daytime help, Hillary would stay with Mom overnight, five nights of the week. She needed the additional income to finish paying off student loans. It worked for everyone.

      “Hey,” I respond, smiling.

      “How was your weekend?” She sets her bag on the kitchen counter and turns to face me.

      “Relatively uneventful. She was good enough on Monday to play a game of cards, after we finished her exercises, and yesterday at lunch with Grant, she had a moment of clarity, but other than that she’s been quiet. Sleeping a lot.”

      “Have you seen any improvement in her tremors?” Hillary asks. Just two weeks ago, she was started on a new medication that’s supposed to minimize her disabling tremors.

      “Not really,” I grudgingly admit. “She insisted on drinking tea from a mug, but even with my help, ended up wearing most of it, so we reverted back to her sippy cup.”

      “I’m sorry,” she commiserates, but I wave her off.

      “Meh, such is reality. On a more exciting note,” I tease her, smirking. “How was your date with Dr. McDreamy? Or was it McSteamy? I can’t seem to keep them straight.” Hillary rolls her eyes, but I can see the smile pulling on her mouth. That’s a good thing, I’m guessing.

      “Well, during dinner he started off as McDreamy…” she drawls, fanning herself with her hand as she drops down in the chair across from me, “…but he totally morphed into McSteamy after he drove me home.”

      “Way to go, Hill,” I encourage, leaning over and slapping her a high five.

      I’m happy for her, after a few, short, failed relationships and a string of disastrous dates, Hillary deserves to find a good guy. One who appreciates her. At thirty-two, she’s ten years younger, but a lot more discerning and aware of her self-worth than I was. Or am. She doesn’t need a man; she wants one. There’s a huge difference.

      I thought I needed one and let myself fall for the first handsome smile and sparkling eyes that came along. Even if it was in the form of my boss: my very married boss.

      Don’t judge me. I had no idea. I was twenty-seven and just out on my own for the first time. An innocent with dreams to study psychology at NYU. My first stop had been Denver, when my car irrevocably broke down, and my meager savings were quickly decimated by lodging and food. I’d walked into a temp agency, working as a receptionist that afternoon, and fell for my new boss within the week. There were no pictures in his office, no indications of a life outside of work, and I was too naïve to look beyond the boyish charm and exciting flirting he drew me in with. I almost left when I discovered he had a family: a wife and two kids. He swore he only stayed in the marriage because of the kids, that there was nothing left between his wife and him. He promised me I was the only one he loved, and I bought it. Hook, line, and sinker. Not something I’m particularly proud of.

      I can admit now that I was willingly gullible. It’s amazing what a few flattering words and some well-timed attention can do for an insecure and fragile ego.

      Excuses, all of them. The truth is it was easier to be weak and stuck in a reality of someone else’s making, than it was—is—to stand on your own without a safety net and risk discovering you are not even a fraction of the person you imagine yourself to be in your mind. So I stayed, eventually learning all the empty promises were just that; nothing would change.

      The call from Dora Shipman, Mom’s neighbor, had been a bucket of ice water, a healthy dose of reality.

      “He says he’ll take me to his cabin near Moab one of these weekends.”

      Hillary’s voice drags me from my thoughts and I smile, listening to her wax poetic about her tall, blond Adonis, ignoring the pang of jealousy at the hopeful glow on her cheeks.

      “Make sure you check him out first, okay?” I caution her. A date or even a one-night stand is one thing, but the promise of a weekend away deserves closer scrutiny. Safety first.

      “Of course.” She rolls her eyes, and I suddenly feel a hundred years old.

      “I’m happy for you.” I smile and give her shoulder a squeeze when I stand up and move past her to put away the laundry.

      It’s time to get ready for work.
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        * * *

      

      Jake

      

      “You don’t need to hold my hand, you know?”

      It’s been a rough fucking couple of days already, and the last thing I need at this point is his prima donna attitude.

      “Just get in the elevator, Steele.”

      “I just don’t get why I can’t drive myself to the warehouse.”

      I swing around and plant the flat of my hand in the middle of his chest.

      “Then let me refresh your memory. You got wasted Sunday night in a fucking strip club, flinging your name around when the bartender tried to take your keys from you. You ended up driving while under the influence and somehow, somewhere, you ran into something. Your damn car is in the shop, and I wouldn’t trust you with a tricycle at this point, so suck it the fuck up.”

      “You can’t talk to me that way,” he blusters, getting in my face, his cheeks flushed in anger. “I could fire you.”

      I don’t flinch, even as the spittle flies from his lips. I just stare him down, unblinking, until he eventually starts fidgeting. That’s when I respond. “For the record, you can’t fire me since your name isn’t on our contract. That would be Phil Drexler, so if you have a problem with the way I do my job, take it up with him.”

      Without another word, I turn and step into the elevator, a distinctly more demure Kyle following me. Good. I would’ve tossed his ass in there otherwise. When Dimas called a few minutes ago to tell me to get Steele the fuck out of the hotel and to the warehouse, I didn’t stop to ask questions. I’ll get the answers eventually.

      -

      It was just two days ago the idiot was still sleeping off his bender in his room, while I met up with Yanis in the small coffee shop in the hotel lobby to give him an update.

      “Where was he?” Yanis asked, before my ass even hit the chair across from him.

      “Fever. That place off the 70 on the west side? According to the bartender—who, by the way, was not too impressed with the early morning interruption—Steele came in just before two in the morning, already half in the bag, and made short work of getting in the rest of the way. The guy tried and failed to convince Steele to take a cab. He said, normally he’d have called the cops on him, but Steele threatened the club with a lawsuit. Not wanting to get in trouble with his boss, the guy let him go.”

      “Is he gonna keep his trap shut? Can we suppress this without alerting Drexler?”

      “That depends.”

      I explained about the damage to the Lexus and that Steele had no recollection of what he may have hit. I informed him that, since before the sun came up, the car was at the mechanic we occasionally use when we need discretion. Other than Dimi watching the monitors, no one had seen Steele come back into the hotel. According to the security monitors, the night clerk had been in the bathroom at the time.

      “We may appear to be in the clear, but there are a shit-ton of variables that are unknown or unaccounted for—like the busted fucking front end of his car—so we best not get too comfortable. Not yet.”

      Yanis agreed to hold off alerting the big honchos at Guild Film Productions until I had some more information.

      “Update me the minute you have something.”

      Later that afternoon, I questioned Kyle again, after pouring a gallon of coffee down his gullet, and he remembered hitting a dumpster. That was a relief, and rather than rustling the bushes, drawing more attention, I opted to lay low and keep my ear to the ground. My charge however, had other ideas.

      I was in the surveillance room, talking with Dimi, when I spotted one of the baristas from the coffee shop sneaking out of Steele’s suite, still buttoning up her goddamn shirt. So much for studying lines. Dimi kept me from charging upstairs for an ugly showdown with the stupid son of a bitch. Instead we intercepted the young girl, escorted her to the monitoring room, and proceeded to scare the living shit out of her. Dimi checked her phone for incriminating pictures or messages, while I had her sign a non-disclosure form and sent her on her way with a pile of cash, enough to pay off her student loans. I stayed out of Steele’s way the rest of yesterday.

      -

      I fucking hate this assignment.

      The moment the elevator hits the lobby and we get out, I can feel a charge in the air. Something is going on. Not that there is anything visible, but the hair on the back of my neck stands on end. My eyes scan the lobby, but other than a few people at the front desk going about their business, there is nothing obvious.

      Yet as soon as we step out the service door in the back and turn to the parking lot, I see it. Flashing lights from at least six police and first responder vehicles down the alley on the other side of Third Street. An officer is cordoning off access and exit to the alley with yellow tape and looks this way. I pretend not to notice, but Steele is gawking, so I yank on his arm and march him to my truck.

      “What’s going on?” he wants to know, and I shake my head sharply by way of response. I’m focused on getting us out of here as instructed.

      Instead of driving out to Third Street, like I normally would, I turn down the narrow alley that takes me to Main Street. There I turn west, avoiding Third Street altogether, as I take an alternate route to the warehouse. I don’t know what the fuck is going on, but I know it’s not good.

      Dimas is already waiting outside and motions for us to follow him to a service door around the side of the building.

      “What’s going on?” Kyle asks again, but before I have a chance to shut him up, Dimi has him up against a wall, a forearm cutting off his air.

      “That was you, wasn’t it?” he spits in Steele’s terrified face.

      “Dimi…” I try to get his attention, but he is on a roll.

      “You self-centered fuck! You don’t care how much havoc you wreak as long as you get what you want—am I right?”

      “Dimi,” I call out a little firmer, putting a restraining hand on his shoulder, but still he won’t let go. Steele’s eyes are bulging out of his face.

      “Fuck. Dimas!” I finally yell, wrapping my arms around him from behind and wrestling him off the guy, who collapses, gasping for air.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Yanis storms into the empty storage space and casts one look at Steele’s crumpled form before turning his focus on us. “Anyone?” he bellows.

      It takes his brother only two minutes to fill us in, and then all three of us turn our glares on the man on the floor.

      “We need to be sharp,” Yanis finally announces. “Get hotel surveillance video from one to five early Monday morning, ASAP,” he starts barking out orders. “And go over it frame-by-frame. Tag anyone you spot by time and location, and call the office the minute you’ve got something so Radar can pull as much background info he can get his hands on. I’ll get Bree to put out her feelers with our contacts in the police department. We need to know where they are at all times. No time to waste.”

      I don’t bother answering and neither does Dimi. This is what Yanis is good at, damage control and delegating. We all have our roles within PASS, Dimi and I are more hands on than, for instance, Radar or Bree, who spend most of their time in the office. Radar is a former hacker, now our resident techie, and Bree has a background in social work and focuses on behavioral analysis and liaising with authorities when needed.

      I lift my chin in acknowledgment and with one last pointed look, Yanis heads for the door, where he turns around, his hand on the knob.

      “You—” he barks at Steele, who in the meantime has scrambled to his feet, his face white as a sheet. “You’re coming with me. I’ll let you explain to Drexler how you managed to put a sixty-five million dollar project at risk.”

      -

      “I remember seeing her.” I point at the screen where Dimi just spotted the redhead dragging her garbage bags to the front desk.

      “Rosie Perkins, forty-two,” Dimi says, scrolling through the personnel files. “Assigned to housekeeping and on nightshift per request, according to her file. Hasn’t been here quite a year, and from what I can see in the note, doesn’t have a blemish to her name.”

      “Rosie short for something?”

      Dimi turns his head slowly away from the screen and eyes me with one eyebrow raised. “Come again?”

      “Rosie—is that her full name? Not Rosanne, or Rosalind, or something like that?”

      “It just says Rosie. Why?”

      I shrug, not quite sure myself why that seems important, but something about the woman nags at me.

      “She was chatting with the front desk clerk that night. I talked to him when I was trying to find Steele, but I never checked with her. I probably should.”

      “She’s off Mondays and Tuesdays. Her next shift starts at eight tonight,” he informs me.

      “Good. I’ll catch her when she gets here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake

      

      “Hey.”

      Her eyes grow big in her small face, as she swings around at my voice, and presses her back into that ugly as shit rust bucket she drives. When I approach, her hand comes up and slaps against her chest, right where the skin shows over her V-neck shirt. My eyes are automatically drawn to the dusting of freckles over her generous cleavage. It takes effort to lift my gaze up to meet the fear swimming in hers. She casts a quick glance around the quiet parking lot before finally coming back to me.

      “Yes?”

      Her voice is soft, like her body, and a little breathless. If I wasn’t watching as she tries to disappear into the ratty wood paneling on her piece of shit car, I could’ve sworn she was trying to seduce me with that near-whisper.

      I’m well aware of the intimidating presence I have. I actually work at my dark, forbidding exterior. At just shy of six feet, it’s important to maintain my bulk with exercise. I don’t really smile, generally have little reason, and have what Bree jokingly calls, a resting asshole face. With my mostly black clothes and gravelly voice, I usually capitalize on the badass vibe I give off, but I don’t even know if she’s seen anything. I’m not getting any satisfaction seeing this woman cower in front of me, and scaring her may be premature.

      So I wrestle my face into what I hope is a passable smile and soften my voice.

      “Didn’t mean to startle you,” I assure her, reaching out and touching her lightly on the shoulder, before quickly pulling my hand back, flexing my fingers.
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        * * *

      

      Rosie

      

      Holy crap.

      He spooked me, calling out like that.

      Especially after seeing the heavy police presence on Third Street. I have no idea what’s going on, but it makes me uneasy.

      I’m always aware of my surroundings, especially at night. A habit I brought back with me from the big city, where such vigilance was merited. I have to admit, spinning around to see the dangerous-looking security guy I’ve occasionally ogled approaching, turned the initial cold stab of fear into something a bit warmer.

      My heart is still beating in my throat, but right now almost as much in excitement as in fear. The man is hot, in capital letters. His voice is rough, but quiet, and my mind instantly associates it with a lazy morning in bed. I can feel myself blush at the wildly inappropriate leap my imagination takes. Sadly these are the thoughts of a woman with no life to speak of. The mind is where all the fun stuff happens, because it isn’t happening anywhere else.

      His words are intended to soothe, as is his touch, but the brief brush of his fingers on my shoulders has the effect of a cattle prod. It sets off a charge that seems to spread along my skin in a hot tingle.

      Yowza.

      “I just got here myself, and heard about what happened. Came back out to have a look when I saw you.” He tilts his head to one side, and I’m so focused on his face, it’s all I can do not to mirror his move. “You work the nightshift, right? Name’s Jake—my team provides security for the movie people, I’ve seen you around.”

      I nod stupidly, still a bit flustered that I’m standing here talking to him. Well, technically he’s talking to me, since my mouth doesn’t seem to be working.

      “I do, and I know. I’m Rosie,” I manage—barely—sounding more like a phone sex operator than a middle-aged spinster on a dry spell the size of the Mojave Desert. I clear my throat and try for a more natural tone. “You mentioned something happened?”

      “Yeah, behind one of the restaurants on the next block.” I notice he doesn’t specify what and is looking at me closely as he continues. “They say it probably happened in the last couple of days. It wasn’t discovered until this morning when someone took the garbage out.”

      My skin goes clammy as my mind travels back to an incident I’d all but forgotten over the weekend.

      “Discovered what exactly?” I cringe at the note of anxiety in my voice, and quickly try to hide it with a smile.

      “Homeless guy. Found him dead beside the dumpster. Crushed.”

      There is no hiding my shocked intake of breath. My thoughts start spinning. The sound of a crash. An engine revving. The familiar face behind the wheel, belonging to a man who used to make my heart beat faster, but has lost all his appeal since he almost ran me over.

      “My God,” I whisper, my hand covering my mouth.

      “Shit, I’m sorry,” Jake apologizes, his hand once again reaching out, giving my shoulder a squeeze before dropping it back to his side. This time his touch helps to anchor me when it feels like the ground is shifting under my feet. “Really,” he continues, “I didn’t mean to be insensitive.”

      “No, no,” I jump in; masking the panic I feel encroaching me. “It’s just so horrifying, and sad. Crushed?”

      He nods somberly. “Pretty horrific scene from what I hear. I just came out here to see if I could find out anything more.”

      I wrap my arms around myself protectively, trying to ward off the shakes that want to take over. I’m eager to go inside where I can hide out in the laundry room and gather my thoughts.

      “Afraid I can’t help you there.” I force an apologetic smile. “I should go in or I’ll be late for my shift.”

      “Of course,” he acknowledges and steps out of the way when I start moving around him. But I can feel his eyes on my back all the way inside.
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