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products of the author’s imagination. Any similarities to persons,
living or deceased, actual places or events are purely
coincidental.

 



~~~***~~~


Prologue

“What have you got for me?” Agent Harris ducked under the
police tape and approached Sheriff Warner. 

 


“Female, late twenties, death by asphyxiation.” Warner led
Harris to the body, and took his notepad and pen from his
pocket.

 


“Looks like a hooker.” Harris eyed the short skirt, which had
been hitched up, the ripped fishnet stockings and scant shirt that
had been ripped open. “Over-enthusiastic John, maybe? What do you
need me for?”

 


“See here?” Warner crouched and indicated the symmetrical
puncture marks on either side of the victim’s neck. They were
joined by ligature marks across her throat. “She’s the third vic to
have these bite marks in this exact spot.”

 


“Shit,” Harris crouched and squinted at the bite marks.
“Alright, I’ll need to bring in my team. Get everyone out of here,
I don’t want the scene contaminated further. This is now a Federal
matter.”

 


Warner
nodded and rose to address his men.

 


“And I’m gunna need space for my task force in your station and
all your files on the other two vics on my desk,” Harris continued.
“Where’s the nearest phone?”

 


A skinny
deputy who looked fresh out of high school led Harris to the pay
phone on the corner of the street and then lingered
awkwardly.

 


“Got anywhere to stay in this goddam dump of a town?” Harris
demanded of the awkward youth.

 


“Got the Lake View Motel just off of 5th,” the young man
suggested. “Lake’s been dried up ever since I’ve lived here, but
‘Parking Lot View’ just doesn't have the same ring, I
guess.”

 


“Book it.” Harris did not smile. “Whole thing. Don’t want
interruptions. Bill it to the Bureau.”

 


“Yes Sir.”

 



~~~***~~~


Chapter One

 


“Hey, sweetheart,” Marty grabbed the server’s wrist and pulled
her closer to him. “How about you join us, you must be due a
break.”

 


“Leave the poor girl alone, Marty,” Clara Hunter looked up
briefly from the case notes she was studying. “No one wants
that.”

 


“Give it a rest, Hunter,” Marty released the woman’s wrist and
stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray. “Just because you like
snuggling up to case notes at night, you don’t speak for all
women!”

 


“Just the sane ones,” Clara didn’t look up again when she spoke
but the server sniggered and moved away.

 


“Now look, you scared her off!” Marty teased. “Not that the
rear view is a disappointment…” He leaned back in his chair and
studied the woman shamelessly.

 


“Christ alive, Marty!” Clara glanced at the retreating woman.
Her black leather mini skirt and red off-the-shoulder top left very
little to the imagination, and Clara swallowed. “You’re old enough
to be her father,” she concluded weakly.

 


“I’d let her call me ‘daddy’!” Marty laughed, took his pack of
cigarettes from his pocket and offered the pack to
Clara.

 


“No, thanks, I’m cutting back.” 

 


“You need to get a vice, Hunter!” he laughed as he took one and
lit it. “Guys don’t trust you if you don’t have something human
about you.”

 


“I’m drinking, aren’t I?” Clara swirled the whiskey over the
ice cubes in her glass and took a sip.

 


“You can’t call that drinking,” Marty downed his drink and eyed
her. “Lose the shoulder pads and loosen up a bit!
Jesus!”

 


“Fine!” Clara snapped, downed her drink and slammed the folder
shut. “Same again?”

 


“Now you’re talking, Hunter!” he laughed as she picked up her
purse and headed to the bar.

 


“Same again?” The server greeted her.

 


“Yes please.”

 


“Your friend had a bit too much?” the woman asked as she poured
the drinks. “You want me to call you a cab home?”

 


“He’s not my friend, he’s a colleague,” Clara handed over a ten
dollar bill. “I got my own transport, thank God!” She grinned at
the server, their eyes met and they looked at each other briefly.
“Thank you for asking that, though, it was thoughtful.” She smiled,
picked up the drinks and moved back to the table.

 


“Last one for me, Hunter,” Marty said as he took the drink from
her. “I told Donna I’d call her from the motel at a reasonable
time.”

 


“Hope her idea of reasonable matches yours,” Clara observed as
she reopened the file and continued to study it.

 


“She gets it. Job’s tough, guy needs to unwind.” He rose and
took his raincoat from the back of his chair and pulled it on,
keeping his cigarette between his lips. Once the jacket hung
loosely at his sides he removed the cigarette and added: “Try to
relax, it’ll get too much for you otherwise, the job. It’s tough on
all of us; you have to unwind. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

 


She offered him a weak smile as he turned to leave, before
returning to the file. It was all very well, him saying that. She
had worked really hard to get here, and she fought every day to be
taken seriously. She had to be better than everyone else just to
stay where she was. They were just waiting for an excuse to shove
her behind a desk where she couldn’t break a nail or something. She
knew it and she wouldn’t let that happen.

 


“Hey,” it was the server again. “You forgot your change.” She
placed it on the table next to Clara.

 


“I didn’t,” Clara smiled. “Think of it as
compensation!”

 


“Don’t apologise for them,” the server said firmly, placing the
change in front of her. “It’s about damn time men started taking
responsibility for their own behaviour, don’t you
think?”

 


Clara
felt herself smiling despite herself and looked up from her case
file.

 


“Now, wouldn’t that be something?” she grinned.

 


“We can dream, right?” the woman winked at her. “I’m Red,” her
eyes sparkled.

 


“Clara.”

 


“What’s this?” Red nodded to the open case file in front of
Clara. Fortunately she was currently working through an M.E.’s
report, and hadn’t reached the photographs yet.

 


“Nothing, just work.” Clara shut the file and put it back in
her briefcase.

 


“What’s work?” Red eyed Clara with curiosity.

 


“Can’t you tell from my outfit?” Clara grinned. “I’m not
usually this tightly wound!”

 


“Not many women feds,” Red sounded impressed.

 


“My boss’d tell you I’m enough,” Clara laughed
lightly.

 


“I bet you are!” Red met her gaze unflinchingly.

 


“Hey! I’m not paying you to chit chat!” An overweight, sweaty
man in a shirt that looked like it was losing the battle to
imprison his gut and a combover that was sliding forward almost to
his brow line stomped over to them.

 


Clara
reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out her badge. “Just a
couple more questions, if you don’t mind,” she said calmly. “That’s
rhetorical,” she added as he gaped at her.

 


“Right, yes, ma’am.” He scuttled back to the
kitchen.

 


“Sorry about that,” Red said. “Guy’s got a real hardon for
being in charge of women.”

 


“Don’t apologise for them,” Clara raised a teasing eyebrow. “I
ought to get going, anyway.”

 


“I get off at ten,” Red said suddenly. “Wanna go
somewhere?”

 


“Sure.” Clara surprised herself.

 



~~~***~~~


Chapter Two

Clara waited out in the back alley behind the diner/bar. It
was pretty seedy, with large bins and drunk men in groups laughing
and stumbling down the street a few feet away. She reached inside
her jacket, checked her side arm but retrieved her packet of
cigarettes. It was less that she wanted one, more that they gave
her a visible reason to be out there, if she was having a smoke
then no-one needed to ask if she was alright, or lonely or
whatever. She lit one and took a drag just as Red came out the back
with her purse on her shoulder.

 


“You’re here!” She grinned.

 


“Said I would be,” Clara went to offer her the packet of
cigarettes, but Red took the already lit one, took a drag and
handed it back. “I’m trying to cut back,” Clara said, taking one
more drag before dropping it on the ground and stamping it
out.

 


“Me too,” Red said. “They are just little sticks of cancer
waiting to happen.”

 


“Cheerful!” Clara said drily.

 


“My gramps died of lung cancer last year,” Red said sincerely.
“Survived a concentration camp, but the cigs got him.”

 


“I’m sorry,” Clara said sincerely.

 


“It is what it is,” Red shrugged.

 


“Well, maybe.” Clara took the pack out of her pocket and tossed
it in the dumpster behind her. “So, where are we going?”

 


“I know a place,” Red said. “But we need to make a stop first,
you can’t go in dressed like that!”

 


“What’s wrong with my power suit?” Clara teased as she started
walking. “I’m parked over here.”

 


“It screams ‘fed’ and I have a rep you know!” Red beamed. “Not
much of one, but still…” 

 


As they arrived at Clara’s black government issue vehicle Red
rolled her eyes. “I see you’re all matched up.”

 


“Even my purse!” Clara held the patent leather purse against
the shiny black hood of the car. “Don’t be jealous.”

 


“Oh, I’m not!” Red moved to the passenger side as Clara climbed
into the driver’s seat and reached across to pull up the lock. “So,
where to?”

 


“I live in the apartment building on Seventh,” Red said as she
strapped in. “Take a left here. You can use my space, I don’t have
a car. The lot is underneath.”

 


“Great.”

 


They headed up several flights of steps from the parking lot
and through a fire escape into a corridor. 

 


“I’m 214,” Red indicated the red door on the left. All the
other doors were white.

 


“Of course you are!” Clara laughed. “Did you choose it for the
door?”

 


“Just a happy coincidence,” Red deadpanned as she took her keys
from her purse and unlocked the door. 

 


It opened onto a comfortable living room/diner with a long red
couch facing a T.V. and small bookshelf. There was a side table
next to the couch with a half drunk cup of coffee.

 


“Bathroom’s through there,” Red indicated. “And that’s my
bedroom. I’m gunna find you something less official to
wear!”

 



***

By the time they had left the apartment, it was almost eleven
thirty and Clara was now in an off the shoulder red (obviously)
dress and more makeup than she would usually wear, even on her best
day. 

 


“Wouldn’t it be quicker to drive?” Clara asked as they hurried
down the street. She had her side arm in her purse which she hugged
tight against her, but she still didn’t feel very
secure.

 


“It’s not far,” Red said confidently, taking her hand and
leading her around a corner, where a pink neon sign read
‘Aphrodite's’ with a Greek female gender symbol in purple next to
it. 

 


“Oh…” Clara stopped, realising what type of bar it
was.

 


“This OK?” Red asked. Suddenly her certainty that it would be
OK had faltered. 

 


“Yes…” Clara said quietly. “I mean yes!” she said more
confidently. “It’s not like I’ll run into any colleagues
here!”

 


“I hope not,” Red smiled. “That guy you were with earlier would
really ruin the mood!”

 


“Marty’s OK…” Clara began but Red had already moved away to
speak to the bouncer.

 


She
beckoned Clara who approached.

 


“Have a nice evening, ladies,” the burly man said as he stepped
aside to let them in.

 


“No cover?” Clara asked.

 


“No,” Red took her hand and led her through the crowds to the
bar. “What
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