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Chapter 1

 


 


 


Jimmy stared over Diana’s head, past her
long blonde hair; the clock on the nightstand showed it was 2
a.m.

Something was nagging at him without even
hinting at what it was, and it was keeping him from sleep. Diana’s
bare back was warm against him, her breathing gentle and
steady.

He was so lucky to have her.

Their relationship wasn’t what was
keeping him awake. It had
almost fallen apart between Sharon Lewis’ attempts to kill
him, and how she had made it seem that Diana was the one after him.
It took a long time–and Sharon’s final attempt to kill them both–to
restore trust between them and bring them back together. They’d
been solid ever since.

But something continued to pester Jimmy.
Maybe it was just something as foolish as his subconscious
wondering what would go wrong next. Or maybe it was just him
getting closer to fifty. He didn’t want to disturb her sleep, so he
slid out from under the covers. He threw on a black silk robe,
stepped out into the hall, and closed the door quietly.

Knee-level night-lights lit the carpeted
hall, interrupted by moonlight seeping through the occasional
curtained window. He entered the kitchen, took a half pint of rocky
road from the freezer, sat on a stool at the stainless steel prep
table and sucked on a spoonful.

The mansion used to be the home of Raymond
and Sharon Lewis. Sharon had resented her husband’s use of his
fortune–and her inheritance–on his Southside Restoration project
and the Working Sisters Foundation. So she murdered him, not
realizing that his last will and testament endowed his projects
with substantial funds. It also bequeathed the Lewis estate to the
Working Sisters Foundation.

Diana resided at the estate, and living
there under her wing were generally around twenty members of the
Foundation; women who had chosen a career change away from
Barnstow’s legal sex trade.

A curvy redhead padded into the kitchen in a
skimpy silk kimono. Adrienne had joined the Foundation last week,
but Jimmy had come across her before then, back when she was still
with the Sisters of Solace. She was in her early twenties, and
hadn’t been in the profession long before she left it for the
Foundation.

Adrienne opened the refrigerator and took
out an orange juice and an apple juice. She closed it and turned to
leave.

Jimmy said, “Hi Adrienne. Can’t sleep?”

She froze, then turned her green eyes in his
direction.

“Oh, hi Mr. Delaney,” she said. “Yes,
I’m having a little trouble. I thought some juice might
help.”

“Usually people drink warm
milk.”

“Well, I suppose that makes me an odd
duck.”

“I wouldn’t think juice would help,
especially mixing apple and orange,” Jimmy said. “Unless one bottle
is for someone else.”

“Someone else? No, of course not.”
Adrienne took a slow breath, shifted from panicked and turned on
her professional charms. She opened the apple juice and sidled up
to Jimmy. “I mean, who would it be? Would you like to share some
juice with me?”

She wrapped her lips around the mouth of the
bottle in a way that couldn’t help but suggest something more
intimate. Jimmy was proud of how quickly he realized that he was
staring. He redirected his attention to his rocky road.

“You know, whoever’s coming to visit
you won’t make it past the drones unnoted.” he said.

Adrienne choked on her juice.

“There you are!” Diana stood in the
doorway, wrapped in her own blue silk kimono, her blonde hair
hanging below her shoulders. Piercing blue eyes studied the two of
them.

Adrienne shifted subtly away from Jimmy. She
smiled at Diana as she screwed the cap on her juice bottle and
wiped her mouth.

“Hi, Misty,” Adrienne said.

Like most of Barnstow, she knew Diana as
Misty Devereaux–the name given to Diana by the late Raymond Lewis
when he first hired her to run the Foundation. He had also had
Diana’s record expunged.

Diana eyed Adrienne. “You’re up late.”

“I was telling Mr. Delaney I’m
restless, but I think I might finally be getting
sleepy.”

“Good! You should hurry back to your
room then. Goodnight.”

Diana watched Adrienne pad down the hall,
then came to stand by Jimmy so that her musky perfume filled his
thoughts.

“It looks like you survived that
little assault.”

“It was a near thing.” He set down the
rocky road and settled his hands on the curve of her hips. “Why
don’t you take a stab at me?”

She put her lips against his ear and
whispered, “Maybe later,” then released herself from his embrace
before the shiver had finished running up and down his spine. “I
need to make sure our intruder is gone first.”

Diana entered the control room off the
kitchen. Jimmy followed.

“So the system picked him up already?”
he asked.

“I had an alert that someone was
sneaking around behind the house, but I set one of the drones to
chase him off with some kinetic rounds.”

They sat before the monitors and Diana took
them through the available cameras, including the handful of drones
that policed the grounds. A male figure was spotted near the
property’s back wall on a cell phone. His light hoodie shielded his
face, but couldn’t have done much to keep off the autumn drizzle.
Jimmy admired the man’s persistence.

When the drone came in for a closer look, he
pocketed his phone and retreated over the wall.

“The way Adrienne was acting, you know
she’ll have him try again.” Jimmy said.

“If he does, the drones will upgrade
to tranquilizer darts.”

Jimmy didn’t envy Adrienne’s friend; he’d
had to deal with those darts before.

“I’ll take that image and find out who
he is. Maybe I can convince him it’s not a good idea to come
around.”

“Don’t involve your police friends.
They might take it more seriously than they need to, and then
Adrienne might rebel even more.”

“Sure, I can keep it to
myself.”

Diana put her arms around him and whispered
again in his ear. “It’s so nice to have a detective in
residence.”

Jimmy couldn’t help thinking how much nicer
it was to be that detective.

If he could think at all.

 


 



Chapter
2

 


 


Jimmy spent the morning in his office. The
image of Adrienne’s visitor was too fuzzy, so he tried refining it.
He was able to make it a little clearer, but when he tried
searching for a facial match, the results were too numerous and
varied to be of any value. He’d need some assistance before he
could go further.

He switched to the dossier he was assembling
for one of Martin Stein’s cases. Sometimes the lawyer worked for
Jimmy, but more often it was the other way around; that was
fortunate, because Jimmy couldn’t afford to engage an attorney very
often, especially one of Martin’s stature.

Martin had taken on a wrongful death case
against Waldren Medical’s pharmaceutical division. John Mercer was
a Waldren Pharma employee, a whistleblower who had exposed some
bribery and quid pro quo improprieties between Waldren Pharma and
the FDA. He was assassinated using the company’s Exxitus–a heavily
controlled substance produced for state executions.

Exxitus replaced the traditional three-drug
method–sedative, paralytic, and a heart-stopping agent–with a
proprietary, time-released drug that seemed to avoid the cruel and
unusual effects and mishaps that resulted from poorly trained
individuals attempting to perform a complicated, lethal injection
protocol. Exxitus did it all for you.

Mercer’s wife had been awakened when her
husband cried out suddenly. She heard someone fall on the gravel
driveway outside their open window and then scramble away. She
shook her husband to have him go check who it was. His eyes were
open, but he was totally still, and there was white froth dripping
from his mouth. The autopsy found a needle prick between his toes
and Exxitus in his system.

In a sign of how critical the resulting
accusations were to Waldren Pharma’s financial wellbeing, Patricia
Lewis-Waldren stepped forward as spokesperson for her company. She
had made several public statements denying any wrong-doing on the
part of her company, and insisted that this was a nuisance lawsuit
brought on by anti-death-penalty activists who opposed Waldren
Pharma’s production of Exxitus. There was an organized crowd of
these from Life Before Death that were regular picketers at
Waldren’s facilities. Patricia even suggested that these activists
had somehow infiltrated Waldren Pharma, procured the Exxitus, and
used it to kill John Mercer to cast suspicion on the company.

Jimmy had engaged Stefan to keep an eye on
Waldren Pharma’s labs. He’d been able to sneak a squadron of his
micro-drones into the facility to monitor activities specifically
related to the production, storage, and distribution of Exxitus.
They’d discovered a potential source. Security monitoring in
storage had been shut off, and ten ampoules of Exxitus had been
removed before the system was restarted. The drones had followed a
middle-aged security guard named William Birch out of Waldren
Pharma. The drone following him had registered low battery a couple
of miles from the facility and had automatically retreated to a
wireless charging station at a café.

They didn’t know where William Birch was
going, but it at least implied lax security by Waldren, if not
outright criminality. Martin should be able to leverage law
enforcement or court action to secure additional evidence for his
case.

Finally done with the dossier, Jimmy stood
and stretched. Time for lunch.

He opened the oak door with ‘Delaney
Investigation Company’ etched over ‘D.I.C.’ in the frosted glass
upper panel and stepped out onto the landing overlooking
Kaczmarek’s. The bar was full, typical for the lunch hour. The
bar’s owner Pete Kaczmarek was tall, with an imposing physique. He
was behind the bar fixing drinks while a couple of waitresses
served them to the dozen round tables spread about the floor.
Pete’s woman Laura came out of the kitchen, holding a tray of food
over her head. The blonde, femininely muscular Pole and Working
Sisters Foundation alumni delivered orders to a couple of tables,
then headed back to the kitchen for more.

Jimmy snaked his way through the tables and
sat in what seemed to have become his reserved seat at the bar’s
center, between Marco and Stefan.

Marco was an old, balding black
photographer. Stefan, his blonde hair combed back, was a dapper
young electronics wiz in his early twenties. Both had been doing
work for Jimmy on occasion once he was fired from the Barnstow
police department and transitioned from being a homicide detective
to a private investigator.

Jimmy ordered a chicken salad and chips.

“Here it comes again,” Marco said,
pointing at the big screen television behind the bar.

The screen showed an attractive couple
sitting on a sofa, with enough space between them for a third
person to sit. They were dressed to the nines, as though they’d
been out on a date. They watched television dispassionately.

The screen cut to a woman whose shapely
figure was barely concealed by her tailored white lab coat, “Having
trouble getting things started? Want to make sure you’re both on
the same page? Consider Ledzav-6 by Waldren Pharma.”

The camera returns to the couple on the
sofa, but now the woman in the lab coat is sitting between
them.

“Our labs have gone to great effort to
find just the right combination of ingredients to inspire gender
specific arousal for him…” She hands a blue inhaler to the man.
“…and for her.” She hands a pink inhaler to the woman.

“Ledzav-6 is specially formulated to
heighten interaction with your partner–or whoever else might take a
puff.”

She then stands up and leaves the
screen.

“Darn,” one of the patrons down the
bar said, “I keep hoping that Waldren woman is going to stay
there.”

Some of the customers chuckled.

On the screen, the couple look at their
inhalers curiously, then at each other. They both nod, and each
takes a pump. A close-up shows their pupils dilating. They move
closer until the space between them disappears, as does their
clothing, tastefully replaced with redaction squares to satisfy the
FCC and keep the scene from thrusting into the X-rated
category.

Sex sells.

Jimmy supposed this would make Patricia
Lewis-Waldren happy; Waldren Medical might finally have a product
to pull them out of their bankruptcy spiral. The company’s
prospects had taken a nose dive since the Barnstow PD won their
suit against Waldren for the security lapses that had exposed the
department’s Augmonitors to hacking. Of course, if Martin’s lawsuit
about Exxitus came to fruition, Waldren would have even more red
ink and bad PR to recover from.

“But who are they going to market that
to?” a man at the bar asked.

“Everyone, apparently. Otherwise, why
run a commercial in the middle of the day?” Pete asked.

“Now that could be a real problem,”
Laura said as she put Jimmy’s plate down in front of him. “Imagine
if the guilds started using it to create more
clientele.”

“I don’t think the pros will risk
their licenses by abusing it. They have plenty of demand, and the
skill to drum up more,” Jimmy said.

“You would know,” someone down the bar
said, to scattered laughter.

Jimmy didn’t bother disputing the dig. His
reputation for patronizing hookers was totally undeserved, but he’d
been approached by enough of Barnstow’s professionals to know the
truth of the point he’d just made.

He continued, “The real problem would be
with amateurs–someone who thinks their seduction skills aren’t good
enough to get what they want. So they sneak a whiff in there when
their date isn’t looking.”

The commercial concluded with a voiceover
from the Waldren woman. “Be sure to pay attention to the label
instructions. Overuse may cause undesirable changes in heart rhythm
and breathing. Not for use in nonconsensual situations. Consult
your doctor and your lawyer to find out if Ledzav-6 is right for
you and…whoever.”

“Yep, the lawyers have that covered,”
Pete said. “I wonder if they’d treat it like date rape?”

“Better make sure you get that consent
in writing,” Stefan said.

“I’m glad I’m not involved in the
modern dating scene,” Marco said.

“It’s not that bad,” Stefan said. “At
least it forces everyone to think through what they’re getting
into.”

A woman at a nearby table laughed. “As long
as their brain can stay ahead of their libido.”

The voiceover concluded with, “Release the
passion with Ledzav-6 from Waldren Pharmaceuticals, a division of
Waldren Medical.”

“No spontaneity, natural or otherwise.
How can they call that passion?” Marco said, but then a broad smile
brightened his face. “Now, you want to see real passion? Watch
this!”

Laura had stepped behind the bar and sidled
up to Pete. He had just set a completed drink on the counter, but
before he could start another order, Laura took hold of his hand
and turned him so they were face to face.

“Piotr Kaczmarek, wyjdziesz za
mnie?"

Jimmy didn’t know the words Laura was
speaking, but he was sure of what was happening. Laura had
confessed to him that she wanted to marry Pete. She’d said it would
be nice if Pete asked her, “but a woman sometimes needs to take
charge of her own happiness.” She had decided it was time.

Pete stood there, his mouth hanging open in
apparent shock, then that changed to a great big smile. He grabbed
her up in a bear hug and kissed her long and hard.

Marco smiled. “I think that was a yes.”

A handful of people around the room started
whooping at the exhibition behind the bar. Pete became aware that
they had an audience; his face reddened as he set Laura down. She
spent a little time recovering, but once she’d caught her breath
she put her hands on her hips and stared at him.

“Well, misiu moje? I need an answer or
I will have to cancel at Saint Karol’s.”

“What do you think, królowo moje?”
Pete said. “Do I need to answer you again?”

“What do you think?” she glared.

“Yes, of course I will marry
you!”

“I’m going to be Mrs. Piotr
Kaczmarek!” Laura shouted.

The bar erupted in cheers.

“Drinks all around!” Pete
declared.

Dozens of glasses of vodka were distributed.
Being a recovered alcoholic, Pete poured himself a glass of water
and raised it high.

“Na Zdrowie!”

The crowd echoed the toast as best they
could–it was so loud, who would know whether they got it right–and
downed their drinks. There was a flurry of congratulations and
handshaking, and hugs that shut down any service at the bar for a
bit.

Marco gave Laura a big hug. “You did
good.”

Jimmy finished his sandwich and stood
up.

“Well, let’s see what you have,” he
said to Stefan.

The two walked upstairs to Jimmy’s office
and closed the door.

Stefan didn’t have anything new on the
Waldren security guard, but it might be a while before he needed to
supply more Exxitus to their mystery customer.

“I’ll be taking the dossier over to
Martin Stein this afternoon. Depending on what his plans are, we
may need to withdraw your drones. How quickly can they
disappear?”

“A half hour–forty-five minutes at
most. As long as they’re not being hunted.”

“Good. We have to at least pretend to
be staying within the law. Now, I have a small piece of work for
you.”

Jimmy showed Stefan the video of Adrienne’s
boyfriend.

Stefan frowned. “That’s poor quality video.
Who took it?”

“It was the drones you supplied to the
estate.”

“That can’t be–mine have ultra
HD.”

“Well, your drones are the only ones
the Foundation uses. Maybe something’s wrong with them.”

“Not likely. I’ll take that flash
drive back to my place and see what I can do with it.”

 


*****

 


When Jimmy returned from his meeting with
Martin later that afternoon Kaczmarek’s had quieted down
considerably, and there was only one waitress working the couple of
tables. Juan–the former owner and manager of Gialani’s from before
the Foundation took it over–was manning the bar. There was no sign
of Pete or Laura.

Jimmy closed the door to his office. He’d
been engaged to investigate some corporate espionage on the behalf
of Barnstow Breasts and More; someone had stolen the recipe for the
local fried chicken company’s proprietary seasoning. Jimmy was
about to enter updates on their dossier when there was a knock on
his office door.

“Come in.”

The door opened and Pete came in and closed
it back. Jimmy smiled up at him.

“Hey, that was quite a scene
downstairs. Congratulations!”

“It was, wasn’t it?” Pete sat in the
chair in front of Jimmy; he looked a little sheepish. “I was going
to ask her, but she beat me to it.”

“I’m glad you’re both on the same
page.”

“I told her about it when things
quieted down. I wish she had waited a little longer so I could do
it proper.”

“You know how Laura is when she
decides she wants something. Heck, she already reserved the church!
She was probably worried that you weren’t going to ask. You should
count yourself lucky your procrastinating didn’t have her looking
elsewhere.”

“Hey, that’s funny coming from you,”
Pete said. “When are you
going to stop procrastinating?”

“Me? About what?”

“You know what I’m talking about,
Jimmy; you and Misty.”

Jimmy shook his head; this wasn’t the first
time Pete had pushed him to take his relationship with Diana to the
next level.

“I think I’ll wait for her to ask me.
It seems to have worked out pretty well for you.”

“Well, look, I didn’t come up here to
harass you. Laura is from the old country, so she’s insisting on a
traditional Polish wedding. The bride’s family usually takes care
of the arrangements, so Laura wants to handle it all
herself.”

“She’s a brave woman, and firm;
there’s no point arguing with her. You might as well sit back and
enjoy the ride.”

“I want you to be my best
man.”

Jimmy was taken aback. “I’d be honored.”

“Now it isn’t going to be what you
think. The best man doesn’t do much in the traditional wedding,
anyway.”

“Well, at least I’ll get to set up
your bachelor’s party.”

“No, I don’t want you doing that.
You’ll just be there to keep me from getting nervous and making a
fool of myself.”

“Like that’s going to happen.” Jimmy
shook his head. “You’re both going to be very
happy.”
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