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Synopsis


Remy Devereux is an ace homicide detective with the SFPD. At work, shes embroiled in a months-long murder investigation that has yet to show any signs of breaking. At home, shes on the skids with her soon-to-be ex-girlfriend, while nightmares of the gruesome murder scene keep her up at night.


On the other side of the country, Giana Falco has just made the biggest change in her life. Shes ended her engagement and now shes moving to the west coast to take a job as a forensic scientist in a town where she knows practically no one. Its either the bravest or the stupidest thing shes ever done.


Sparks begin to fly the moment Remy and Giana meet. Remy has never seen a woman more intelligent or more beautiful than her new colleague, but she knows that allowing herself to fall for a straight woman would be a uniquely masochistic kind of folly. For her part, Giana is intrigued by the tall and reticent detective. She sees no reason why the two of them shouldnt become the best of friends.


The stakes couldnt be higher as the two women put their heads together to work the case, drawing ever closer to finding the killerand ever closer tofinding each other. Try as they might to ignore it, the attraction they feel becomes something neither one of them can deny.
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Chapter One


Despite Remys best intentions, the conversation had not gone well. For the twentieth time in an hour, she stole a glance at the wall clock, then focused her gaze back on Erica before the other woman could notice her audience was less than rapt. Christ, it was nearly two a.m.


In retrospect, it was hard to imagine an occasion where one might consider it a good idea to open a discussion with: I think we should see other people. Yet, inexplicably, Remy had done precisely that. And she had waited until well past midnight to start down that particular rabbit hole. With a prosecuting attorney on the other side of the kitchen counter, no less.


The situation would be laughable if it werent so depressing. Stifling a groan, Remy rolled her head from side to side, trying to loosen the band of tension at the back of her neck. It wasnt like shed been sleeping much anyway. The dreams had returned several months ago, more vivid than ever. Or rather, the dream. It was always the sameimmutable and inescapable, repeating on an endless loop. Remy wondered briefly if shed done this to herself on purpose. As if spending half the night bickering with Erica were preferable to what awaited her once her eyes were closed.


She took an objective view of the woman standing across from her. They were going on two hours of fruitless debate now, and Erica did not appear to feel the strain. Her face was fresh and unlined. Her short blond hair fell across her forehead in that intentionally careless way it always did. She was still talking even nowin the midst of litigating her caseand it looked as though she was prepared to go several more rounds.


perfectly willing to own my part of whats happened between us, of course. But more importantly, I think you need to stop and take an honest look at whats holding you back.


Remy had missed the first part of that sentence, but she didnt need to ask for a clarification. Shed caught the gist of Ericas argument. Shed caught the gist of it hours ago. Her only defense was to reiterate the fact that they had come to an understandingright at the very outset. Remy had stated her intentions clearly, and Erica had agreed. Apparently, however, this was a minor detail, with little to no bearing on the case at hand.


In the few months theyd been seeing each other, what had started out as casual had morphed into something else. Remy could admit that. Even accept some of the blame for it. But only to a degree.


I mean, what are you really afraid of? Erica went on. Can you ask yourself that and give me an honest answer? She paused, her eyes wide and unblinking.


When theyd first met, it had been those eyesthe stunning, mercurial quality of themthat had impressed Remy the most. They could turn softly seductive, when there was something Erica had her heart set on, or sharp and calculating the moment she sensed an opponents weakness. And they could slip from one permutation to the next in an instant.


Right now, they were enormous. Tumescent blue splashes, brimming with unshed tears. Erica was pulling out all the stops, resorting to the most lethal device in her arsenal. Remy recognized it immediately because shed fallen prey to it too many times to count. But it wasnt going to work this time. Not at two a.m. on a Monday morning.


Remy pried her gaze from Ericas beautiful face, steeling herself against the womans talents. Look, Im not afraid of anything, all right? I just think we need to admit that this thing isnt working between us. That it hasnt been working for a while now. And just, justshe motioned in frustrationmove on.


Remy let the silence drag out as long as she could stand it. Reluctantly, she looked up again. Yep, there it was. Not a torrent, just a solitary tear. Bright in the glare of the kitchens overhead light. Tracing a silken path down the curve of a very soft, very smooth cheek. The urge to reach over and brush it away was almost overwhelming. Remy wanted to use her lips to do it, and then her tongue. Inhaling deeply, she shook the thought from her mind. It would be the end of the discussion if she did that. And then theyd wake up naked a few hours later, Erica sated and nestled up against her, Remy bleary-eyed and defeated, furious with herself for having allowed it to happen again.


Determined not to give in, she watched and waited. The dull metallic clicks of the clock marked the widening gulf between them. Then finally, abruptly, Erica relented. Well, okay then.


Remy felt her own eyes widen in surprisebefore they quickly narrowed again in suspicion. She kept her mouth shut.


I can see youve made up your mind. Ericas tone was suddenly light, almost brisk. So I suppose theres no point in arguing about it any longer, is there? Her features shifted into an easy, vaguely unsettling smile. Remy felt the elation of a runner at the end of a thousand-mile journey. Right before she steps off a cliff.


Erica stuck out her hand. Friends?


It was a trick. Erica Forsyte, U.S. Attorney, Northern District of California, had never given up on anything that easily in her life. No, she was merely shifting tactics. Staging a retreat in order to reevaluate and alter her line of attack. In a few daysor a couple of weeks at the outsideshed be right back at it again, guns blazing. Remy knew this with a cold certainty only achieved in the smallest hours of the morning. But she was too goddamned tired to do anything about it now.


Drained, she leaned against the doorjamb and watched as Erica clicked down the stone pathway to the tree-lined street in front of the house. It was a dark and moonless night, but it might as well have been the middle of the day for all the energy coiled in that high-powered step.


Ericas vehicle chirped to life as she opened the drivers side door and slid gracefully into the sleek interior. Moments later, the engine awakened with a low rumble, and Erica paused to look back. She gave a small wave, then steered the car away from the curb and disappeared down the street.


Remy let the air escape from her lungs, her chest like an old deflating tire. Like shed been holding her breath for hours and had only just realized there was fresh oxygen in the room. She threw the deadbolt on the door and headed for her bedroom at the back of the small house, closing windows and flipping off light switches along the way. She refused to allow herself one more glance at the clock. Her alarm was automatically set for five oclock every morningno need to fixate about how little time remained between now and then.


The sheets were crisp and blessedly cool when they struck her skin. The pillow still held the scent of jasmine. Ericas scent. Remy wondered groggily how long it would take the aroma to completely fade from her linensand whether she was certain she really wanted it to. Erica was a gorgeous, intelligent woman who obviously cared a lot about her. It should have been as simple as that. And yet, for whatever reason, it wasnt.


As the night rose up to wrap in an ebon shroud around her, one of Remys last coherent thoughts was to hope, and then doubt, that she and Erica could be friends. That, and a desperate prayer to the powers that be. That they grant her this night, for a few hours at least, a merciful and dreamless sleep.





He set the cereal bowl down with a thud, causing the spoon to clatter and the milk to slosh out on the table. There was no concentrating behind that incessant sniveling. He got up and crossed the room to the radiator and stood there staring down. He nudged at the flesh with the toe of his boot, then he squatted to check the bindings. The ankles were still snug, but the wrists had loosened up a bit. He yanked at the sheepshank to draw it tight again. Then he straightened and hawked a spit. He crossed the room and resumed his position in the recliner, but the whimpering sounds were louder now than before. He snatched up the remote and stabbed at the volume until the television noise swelled to fill the corners of the room. But he could still hear it. Chafing at him beneath the din. Mewling, like a polecat caught on a wire. He exhaled and dropped the remote on the table. Then he picked up the hunting blade and stood to cross the room again.





Remy snapped awake and sat upright, automatically reaching for her service pistol on the table next to the bed. She rested her hand on the firearm and waited, straining to hear anything besides the drum of her own heart in her ears. The bedroom was silent, as still and empty as the rest of the rooms beyond. If there had been anyone present in the small house with her, she would have sensed it immediately. But there was no one.


She blew out a breath and sank back against the cooling sheets. The remnants of the dream still played in a fading montage across her mind. The shabby room. Poorly lit and sparse with rundown furniture. The woman. Bound and gagged, with the man standing above her. The glint of the steel blade in his hand. Remy could never make out his face in the dream, nor that of the young woman who made those terrible, piteous noises. But she knew.


Samantha Kaye Willard was an elementary school teacher and mother of three. Her body had been discovered three months agonude, with its throat cut, in a dumpster in the Tenderloin district of San Francisco. Samantha Willard was 32 years old, coincidentally the same age as Remy, born in the same year and the same month, only a few days apart. Remy had started having the dreams a few days after theyd caught the case.


As of now, she and her partner Cookie were three months and eleven days into it. Three months and eleven days without a suspect. Three months and eleven days without a lead.


Remy glanced at her bedside clock and groaned. The glowing numerals read 4:58 a.m. She turned off the alarm before it could sound, slapping at the button harder than she needed to. Stiffly, she climbed out of bed. Unable to bear the thought of turning on a light, she squatted half naked and groped through the inky blackness of her closet, stepping into socks and sweatpants and running shoes as she happened upon them. Waking now, she made her way unerringly through the dark house. Splash of cold water in the bathroom, earbuds and house key by the front door.


Outside, the neighborhood still slept. Remy leaned on the railing of her front porch and gently stretched her calf muscles. The shadowy street lay empty in both directions. No movement. Barely a sound. She hit the play button on her phone, and Fatboy Slims Rockafeller Skank struck up a throbbing chord in her ears. Bobbing her head in time, she cranked the volume a little higher, then skipped down the steps and headed up the street at a rapid clip.




Chapter Two


Panting, Giana leaned her weight against the cardboard box and shoved. The heavy carton barely budged at first, but then it suddenly gave way with a gritty scrape across the concrete floor, nearly throwing her off balance with it. She shouldve taken Lenas advice and donated the damned books to the library. Someday, shed learn to listen to her aunt, she really would.


Giana stepped back to catch her breath, surveying the wall of packing boxes that now rose from the floor to the ceiling of her aunts garage. It was a humbling experience to look at the entirety of ones own life, wrapped in crumpled newspaper and tucked away in a corner.


A lump was beginning to form in Gianas throat when her aunt Lena strolled into the garage and stood beside her. With slender builds and dark, shoulder-length hair, the two women were carbon copies of one another, separated by thirty years. The older woman placed an arm around her nieces shoulder and squeezed. Itll all be here waiting for you, sweetie. Whenever you decide you want to come back.


Giana exhaled and nodded. The truth was, she couldnt care less about the stuff in these boxesit was her auntie she didnt know what she would do without.


As a child, Giana had shown the typical young girls adoration for her father and her big brother, Tony. But it was her aunt who had always formed the true cornerstone of her universe. The closest thing to a mother shed ever known, Lena was her best friend and her most loyal confidante. In a house dominated by strong-willed men, she was her biggest defender. When Giana had gone away to college at nearby U Penn, her aunt was the one whod helped her decorate her dorm room. Four years later, when shed moved off campus to complete her postgraduate work, Lena had helped her find an apartment. And then, some years after thatwhen Giana was devastated to discover that her fianc was in fact a lying, conniving, shitheel of a cheatit was Lena whod been there to pick up the pieces.


What about this one over here? Lena kicked her toe at a lone open box, sitting apart from the rest.


Giana walked over and stared down at its contents. A scrapbook and various picture frames. Davids favorite cable-knit sweater. A stuffed animal hed won for her at the fair. All of them remnants of a life lived together. A life she had finally summoned the courage to leave behind.


Oh, that, she finally answered. Thats all junk for the dumpster.


Lena nodded, her eyes on her nieces face. After a moment, she said, You can do this, you know. Dont be afraid. You got this, kid.


Giana nodded vigorously, blinking against the sting in her eyes. She was no longer a kid, far from it. But Lenas use of the old endearment suddenly made her want to weep.


Come on. Lena gave her shoulder a final squeeze. Your brother is on his way over here. If you want anything at all to eat, youd better get in there now.


The women abandoned the gloom of the garage for Lenas sun-filled kitchen, where Giana settled herself in her customary spot at the dinette by the window. Her aunt mounded steaming piles of food onto her plate, and Giana beamed her gratitude.


All of her favorites were represented. A fluffy egg frittata with pesto, olives, and roasted red peppers. Mini Italian sausages, succulent and sweet, tucked inside of rosemary-scented bread rolls. But what nearly brought her to tears for the second time that morning were the cornetti al mielethose classic homemade pastries only her auntie seemed to know how to properly bake.


Warm and flaky, the cornetti from Lenas oven were infused with honey and love. They were normally reserved for Christmas dinner or Easter Sunday or some other very special occasion as that. Giana supposed her last meal at her aunties houseon her last day in the only city shed ever knowncertainly fit the category.


She could hardly believe it, but it was finally about to happen. Whether she was truly ready for it or not. Shed sold her car last week and handed in the keys to her apartment this morning. By this afternoon, shed be on her way to the airport. Off to the West Coast to start a new career and a new life in a town where she knew exactly one person. It was either the bravest or the stupidest thing shed ever done, and she never would have had the nerve to even try it without her aunts support.


The screen door leading to the backyard opened and shut with a bang as a massive body in a dark blue uniform eclipsed the doorway. The grinning giant crossed the small kitchen in one stride, leaning down to give his aunt a peck on the cheek. In another stride, hed reached the kitchen table.


Anthony. Giana nodded a greeting.


Squirt! Tony grunted in reply. He reached out a huge paw to ruffle her hair, as if she were still six years old and in pigtails. Giana ducked her head in annoyance. She watched over the rim of her coffee cup, mildly impressed as her brother managed to seat his bulky frame at the cramped little table without upsetting any of the glassware on top.


With a sigh, he shifted his gun belt to a more comfortable position. You still got time to change your mind, you know. He was about to say more, but his attention was quickly waylaid by the small mountain of food Lena set down in front of him. He grabbed a fork and began to attack it before the plate had fully come to rest.


Their aunt seated herself at the table with them and joined in on the meal. For several minutes, the only sound in the room was the scrape of forks against plates. Anthony finally paused to take a slurp from his coffee cup, his eyes homing in on Giana once again.


So, Squirt, he said with a lazy drawl. You come to your senses yet? Its not too late to save yourself the embarrassment, you know. Maybe you can get a refund on that plane ticket you bought. So this whole fiasco doesnt turn out to be a waste of time and money.


Giana took a sip of coffee and gave her brother a contemplative stare. Then she returned her attention to her breakfast plate. Tony was trying to bait her, but she wasnt going to bite. Not today. In the end, she supposed it must be difficult for him. Finally being forced to face the fact that, after so many years of blind devotion, his baby sister was now an adult and no longer subject to his influence. If he wanted to spend her last meal at home taking potshots, so be it. She wasnt going to participate.


Giana took another bite of her cornetto and released a small sigh. It was still warm. She gave a nod of acknowledgment to the cook, and Lena gave her an approving wink in return.


Anthony watched the two women ignoring him. He snorted and shook his head. I cant believe Pop is really gonna let you do this, he grumbled. He couldve got you a job in two seconds flat. Right here in the department. You know that, right?


Eyes flashing, Giana set her fork down with a clank. I guess it still hasnt occurred to you that maybe I dont want a job right here in the department. And Daddys not letting me do anything. I dont need his permission to decide where Im going to live, Tony. And I certainly dont need yours.


So much for calm detachment.


The two of them stared each other down, neither wanting to be the first to look away. Giana knew what rankled her brother the most, even more than her moving away, was the fact that hed been shut out of the decision-making process altogether. It rankled the Chief too, but at least her father was trying to make his peace with it now. The men in her family had grown far too accustomed to being in charge of things for far too long. It was one of the reasons shed applied for a job on the opposite side of the country. Nor did it hurt that thered be zero chance of running into her ex-fianc if she were three thousand miles away.


Lena cleared her throat. This was their aunts unsubtle directive to cease and desist. So, Anthony, she said mildly. How are Grace and the kids?


Tony stubbornly eyed his sister for several seconds longer before he finally glanced at his aunt. He shoveled another forkful of food into his mouth and mumbled around it. Good. Junior just made All-City for the second year running. And Petey is just killing it in Little League. That kids a monster.


Of course, Giana thought. Always the boys. She would never doubt her brothers love for each one of his children, but she knew what it was like to grow up the only girl in a household full of males. Giana was therefore her nieces most committed champion, and it pained her to know she would now have to fill that role from afar. What about Chloe? she interrupted. I heard she went out for soccer tryouts the other day.


Soccer? Judging by the look on his face, this was the first Tony had heard about it. And he clearly wasnt sure if he liked the idea or not.


Giana suppressed a smile. Tonys wife Grace had a way of simplifying the most complicated situations. Shed learned years ago how to manage her husbandand their entire family unit, for that matterexactly the way she saw fit. The only one who didnt realize this was Tony.


The screen door opened and banged shut again, and Giana started, surprised to see her father standing in the doorway. The Chief was only a slightly smaller version of his son, with grayer hair and a dark blue suit in place of the uniform. Joseph P. Falco, chief inspector of the Philadelphia PD, hadnt been required to wear a badge in years, but Giana suspected he wouldnt have minded.


When it came to suits, the mans imagination was limited to navy blue or charcoal grayinvariably paired with a starched white shirt and understated tie. This was her dads uniform of choice, and her myriad attempts over the years to liven his wardrobe with the bold splash of a printed tie or the whimsy of a paisley pocket square had done nothing to change that. She imagined there was a drawer somewhere crammed full of these rejects. Like an abandoned pirates chest, with colorful bits of fabric for booty.


What are you doing here, Daddy? Giana was out of her chair and into her fathers arms. I thought you had to be downtown today.


What, and miss my girls big send-off? he rumbled. Not on your life. Chief Falcos reputation in the Philly police force was based less on his charm than on his formidable bearingthough he did possess the former in spades. These fine qualities, combined with an iron resolve, had all but guaranteed his meteoric rise in the department.


Giana stepped back and inspected her father now with atypical clarity. She noted his thinning hair and the slight paunch around his middle. The creases that had always sprung like starbursts from the corners of his eyes were deeper than she remembered. She reached up and hugged him again, her throat tightening as she tried to process the full weight of his looming absence.


The Chief returned Gianas embrace, holding on tight until she let go of him first, and this made her want to cry for the third time that morning. She watched as he removed his suit jacket and carefully picked his way around the crowded dinette, ultimately sandwiching himself in next to his son. The two large men looked like a pair of mischievous grownups raiding the childrens table for make-believe tea. Lena produced a fourth plate, as amply apportioned as the others, and the Chief joined the feeding frenzy.


Conversation bubbled around the table, and she took a moment to sit and quietly observe. The picture was complete. Flawed or not, these were her people, and this was her home. And yet, she was choosing to leave it.


She reached for another cornetto. She resolved to silence the doubts that niggled at the back of her mindat least for the duration of this meal. It was the last chance shed have for a long while to simply enjoy her familys company, and she vowed to make the most of it. A few hours from now shed be boarding a flight to San Francisco. Thered be plenty of time for angst, ambivalence, and everlasting regret once she got on the plane.




Chapter Three


Remy tipped her head back and drained the last disappointing dregs of her latte. She took aim at the waste bin in the corner and sent the paper cup flying. It clipped the rim of the can and hit the floor with a hollow thud. Two extra shots of espresso, and the fog on her brain had barely lifted. Rising from her desk with a lazy stretch, she bent to scoop the cup off the floor, depositing it in the bin on her way out into the corridor. She paused in front of the open door labeled Insp. A.P. Cook and peered inside. Her partners office was as cramped and cluttered as her ownand at the moment unoccupied.


Remys bootsteps rang hollow through the barren corridors of Homicide Division, each one as starkly lit as the last. She reached the main floor and found Cookie waiting for her at the coffee station, propped against the counter, a steaming mug of java cradled in his beefy brown hands. He watched her approach, his examination brief but incisive as one eyebrow inched upward in his rounded face. Hows it hangin there, boss?


Remy nodded and gave the question some thought while she went for the coffeepot at his elbow. She hadnt heard a word from Erica in ten daysnot that she was counting. Shed been eating right, for the most part. And getting plenty of exercise. And shed managed to get herself to bed by eleven oclock every night for a week straight. The dreams notwithstanding, she was in pretty good shape. She was exhausted, of course, but that was beside the point.


I guess I cant complain, she answered. She filled her coffee mug and waited for Cookies standard response.


Wouldnt do you any good if you did, he muttered.


Remy gave him a tired smile and took a sip of the scalding, flavorless brew. This was the point where they would normally hash out their plan for the day. The various calls to be made, which interviews to pursue, what leads to run down. But neither of them was very eager to jump right into it.


There was still no break in the Willard case. Samantha had disappeared on the morning of January 23 during her routine jog in the suburban town of Pleasanton. Six days later, she was found in a dumpster behind a Chinese food restaurant in San Francisco. The body bore indications of sexual assault, with ligature marks about the neck, wrists, and ankles. Notably absent were fingerprints, bodily fluids, or DNA matter of any kind other than that of the victim. Cause of death: a complete severing of the external jugular veins.


The husbands alibi was airtight, and a thorough canvassing of the neighborhood had turned up nothing out of the ordinary. It was three months and three weeks now without a lead. As much as they hated to admit it, Remy and Cookie were nearly resigned to the fact that the case would go cold.


Remy shifted and leaned her tall frame against the counter. At five foot eleven, she was shoulder to shoulder with Cookie. She took another sip of the bland coffee and winced. Did you make this?


Anything from your ballbreaker yet? Cookie shot back.


Remy eyed him over the rim of her coffee mug. No sense of humor this morning, obviously. And starting right in on Erica like that. Things must be on the rocks again with the wife and kids.


Remy injected into her tone a confidence she didnt feel. Nope, no. Not a peep. I think this time its gonna stick. She paused and forced herself to hold his gaze. Cookie had a way of dissecting people with a placid stare. Right now, he was taking Remy apart, and she felt her shoulders rising under the scrutiny. What? I told you, the breakup is amicable, all right?


Partners for almost four years now, Remy and Cookie had initially accepted their assignment together with a guarded professionalism. Over time, that reserve had mellowed into a deep and abiding admiration for one anotherone that was rooted in genuine affection.


But it had taken some time to get there. Remy was senior to Cookie in both age and experience, and his habit of calling her boss let her know he was conscious of that fact. Even now, he was reluctant to comment much about her personal life, including the women she dated. Apparently, however, when it came to the assistant DA, he was willing to make an exception. There Cookie had abandoned his code of silence with a single unambiguous recommendation: Boss, dont shit where you eat.


It was the first rule of the homicide detective. Cases didnt get solved by running down leads and gathering evidence aloneyou had to see the thing through to the end. That was the whole point, after all. Without a conviction, an investigators sweat and pain and due diligence were so much piss in the wind, and the district attorneys office was the final, most vital element in that equation.


Everybody knew about the pugnacious ADA with the killer legs and even more impressive conviction rate. Erica Forsyte sank her teeth into a perp and didnt let go. Not until hed given up his contacts, his associates, and his friendsplus their entire crews and anyone else whod ever had the misfortune of meeting the guy. Forsyte was a rising star, and she had the pull to bring a case to a swift and lawful conclusionor to send it to the bottom of the pile, never to see the light of day again. Suffice it to say, you didnt want to get on the ladys bad side.


Remy glanced at her partners brooding face, struggling to come up with the right thing to say to put his mind at ease. She knew he worked just as hard and had just as much invested in the cases they handled together. It was unacceptable to think of any one of them withering on the vine because of something so mundane as a jilted ex-girlfriend.


Erica Forsyte might be a ballbuster, but she was a professional above all else. The woman couldnt have gotten where she was by indulging in petty bullshit. No. Erica would move on, and this thing would blow over. Devereux and Cook would get back to solving cases, and the DAs office would do its level best to convict them. Remy had faith. She just needed to convince her partner of that.


Cookie, look she began, but he abruptly cut her off.


I think its worth taking another run at the Jenssen woman before we let go of that thread.


It was a deliberate subject change, and she paused to analyze Cookies expression. She could see the Erica Forsyte discussion was far from overhed just decided to shelve it for now. Fine. She was more than happy to let the matter drop. Even if the alternative was broaching the dreaded Willard case. You think so? I dont know. Im beginning to think the womans a ghost.


Said ghost was one Rhonda Jenssen. On the day the Willard body was discovered, Jenssen had appeared in the Tenderloin police station with a story to tell. She claimed shed been present when the body was dumpedwhich, if true, made her the number one witness in the case.


The processing officer on shift at the time was some greenhorn just months out of the academy. Hed left the witness unattended while he attempted to track down Devereux or Cook. In the meantime, Jenssen had simply walked out of the station, never to be seen or heard from again.


The officers all-illuminating recollection was as follows: female Caucasian, middle-aged, possibly homeless. Brown eyes. Brown hair. Medium height and weight. It was a description fitting roughly one fifth of the population of the Tenderloin.


Ghost or not, its all we got, Cookie pointed out. I say we hit the pavement down there again. Maybe check out that soup kitchen on Turk and


He stopped and tightened his grip on his coffee mug, just in time to catch a mock punch to the gut from Nicholas Pierce. The man had appeared like a whack-a-mole at Cookies side. Pierce continued his attack, feinting an uppercut to the jaw, even providing his own whooshing noises for effect. Remy stifled a yawn.


Too slow, Cooks. Youre still way too slow. Pierces face was overly tanned, his teeth a polished neon white. He barely acknowledged Remys presence, tossing her a curt nod before he turned his back to give Cookie his full attention. You still holding out for them beloved Warriors? I got twenty bucks says theyre gonna get spanked tonight.


Man, please. You still owe me for that game last week.


The banter continued, and Remy sipped from her coffee mug, watching the pair of them with mild disinterest. Pierces icy demeanor toward her was typicalalthough some years ago, when she was the newest female face at Homicide Division, hed taken a decidedly different approach. The charm had been cranked up to full wattage then. And hed kept at it with a kind of dogged determination she normally wouldve admired. If it hadnt given her the creeps.


The man simply could not take a hint. Finallyexasperated after one too many come-onsshe was forced to spell it out for him, explaining he might actually have a better shot at drawing her interest if he shaved his legs and put on a pair of heels. Pierce had failed to see the humor.


Remy studied him now, noting his expensive haircut and the slim, form-fitting trousers. Pierce reached out to goose Cookie in the armpit, and she shook her head at the irony of their homoerotic play. She reached around them for the coffeepot, intent on topping off her mug and returning to her office. Shed catch up with Cookie laterafter juvenile hour was over.


Look alive, people! Captain Bronsons throaty bark echoed down the corridor. Remy had to fight the urge to snap to attention at the sound of it. Cookie and Pierce paused in their antics as well, and the three of them stood in silence as Bronson approached, their gazes fixed not on their boss, but on the beautiful stranger who strode alongside him.


Bombarded with multiple impressions at once, Remy struggled to take it all in. Massive, sparkling green eyes. Thick sable hair, curling loosely at the shoulders. Olive skin and a full, voluptuous mouth. Stunning was the only word that came to mind, and even that seemed woefully inadequate. Mesmerized, she watched as the woman drew closer, transfixed by her flaring hips and shapely, athletic thighs. She easily kept pace with the captains loping strides, although the heels on her feet had to be four inches high, at least.


Bronson and his companion halted in front of them, and for a moment nobody spoke. The captain cleared his throat. Id like you all to meet our latest addition in Forensics next door. This is Dr. Giana Falco, from Philadelphia.


Remy pried her gaze away from the woman to briefly glance at the captain. The older mans watery blue eyes were more animated than usual. Dr. Falco, he continued, these three characters here are Inspectors Devereux, Cook, and Pierce. On a few rare occasions, you might actually find them conducting a little police work around the division.


The woman, Dr. Falco, stepped forward and looked directly at her, and the air emptied out of Remys lungs. Please, call me Giana.


Giana. The husk in her voice was like a warm blanket. Remy nodded stiffly and held out her hand, supplying her own forename in what she hoped was a normal voice. Gianas grip was warm and firm. Her smile was dazzling. The nerve endings danced in Remys palm long after the contact was broken, and she realized with a sinking sensation that she was in trouble. Even as Pierce sidled forward and blasted his thousand-watt grin.


Remy watched Gianas gaze skim over his muscular torso, lingering briefly at the trim waistline, flitting back up to his face to lock eyes a millisecond longer than necessary. The exchange was discreet, but it didnt take a detective. Nick was a good-looking guy, and this woman was clearly straight, clearly not an option. At least not for Remy.


The realization should have come as a reliefthe last thing she wanted or needed at this point was another romantic entanglement. And yet, she couldnt explain the profound sense of disappointment that settled over her like a pall.


Suddenly annoyedand then confused by her annoyanceRemy could barely wait for the introductions to finish. Well, Im swamped, she said abruptly. Better get to it. Gianas green eyes were on her again, like a tractor beam holding her in place. Uh, it was nice meeting you, Giana. Welcome to San Francisco.


Without waiting for a reply, she spun on her heel and narrowly avoided a collision with Cookie. Smoothly recovering, she set a brisk pace in the direction of her office, focused entirely on the complex and challenging task of placing one foot safely in front of the other.




Chapter Four


Giana dropped her keys in the glass bowl by the front door and headed for her bedroom, kicking off her heels as she went. There was nothing she wanted more than a glass of red wine and some mellow jazz music on the stereo. And soft, stretchy yoga pants to curl up in. After a quick change in the bedroom, she padded in her stocking feet to the kitchen to open a bottle of cabernet. Moments later, she sank into the couch with a grateful sigh just as the sun was beginning to set outside the enormous bay windows.


The view from Lizs living room was simply not to be believed. Sea gulls dove and rose above the glassy water, and in the distance the white sails of pleasure boats littered the inlet like confetti.


When shed accepted the invitation to move into her college roommates spare bedroom, Giana never imagined the place would be as spectacular as this. She glanced around at the high ceilings and vast windows that inundated the space with natural light. The furnishings were tasteful and well designed. The art pieces were sparse but carefully chosen.


Giana was happy to see that she and Liz still shared a penchant for the vibrant works of Pollock and Chagall. Art history was the sole class they had taken together as undergrads. Shed ended up minoring in the subject, shed loved it so much.


With a contented sigh, she nestled deeper into the couch, running her hand over the supple leather. Liz had been far too modest about her success. Shed just completed a residency at SF General Hospital, which was an incredible achievement in itself, but when theyd spoken on the phone a few months ago, shed barely even mentioned the fact. And shed sounded almost apologetic when shed confessed that her new condo was actually located in Oakland, instead of San Francisco. The difference in cost of living between the two cities was too great to ignore, shed explained. And Oakland was actually a hidden gemthe best kept secret in the Bay. If you didnt mind crossing the bridge to get to work every day.


Giana hadnt needed much convincing. She didnt know the first thing about the Bay Area, so she was hardly in a position to be choosey. More importantly, it had been years since she and Liz were truly close. This was a rare opportunity, maybe their only chance, to rekindle an old friendship that had once meant a lot to both of them.


That was the idea, anyway. In the six weeks since Giana had relocated to California, shed seen Liz only a handful of times. The work schedule of an emergency room physician was preposterous. Weekends, graveyards, 24-hour shiftsany combination of the above was routine. Liz and she were like two ships passing in the night, rarely crossing paths at the apartment for longer than a few minutes at a time.


It was hardly Lizs fault, and Giana was careful not to take it personally. Shed harbored no illusions that theyd be able to just pick up where they left off. But being this close, literally sharing the same living space, and still seeing so little of each other made her miss her friend all the more.


She took a sip of cabernet and resisted the urge to go melancholy. All things considered, she was proud of herself. It was a pretty gutsy maneuver, coming out here the way that shed done. And she was learning to live with the loneliness. Social media helped, of course. She didnt feel completely cut off from the family back home. Almost daily, it seemed, there was a new action shot posted of her little niece in her soccer uniform. Most surprising of all, the shutterbug had turned out to be none other than the girls father. Giana chuckled softly. Maybe there was hope for Tony yet.


She glanced at the clock and wondered if it was too late to call the East Coast. Truth was, she knew her aunt would always pick up the phone, no matter what time it was. Giana reached for her cell phone but paused at the sound of a key turning in the lock. The front door swung open and in strode Elizabeth Talbot, as buoyant and crackling with energy as the day theyd first met twelve years ago.


Unable to tame the grin on her face, Giana gasped, Oh, my God. I think I must be seeing a ghost!


Oh, my God. Look at this gorgeous, fantabulous apparition in my living room! Flopping down on the couch, Liz gave Giana a kiss and a hug. In the next moment, she was on her feet again. Whered you stash the bottle? She disappeared from the room before Giana could answer, returning in an instant with the wine bottle and a glass for herself. Holy Christmas, what a day!


Amused, and then in equal parts horrified and impressed, Giana sat back and listened to the trials and tribulations of life in the emergency room of SF General Hospital. As narrated by Dr. Elizabeth Talbot, it was a far more entertaining tale than anything she could have watched on television.


Little had changed about Liz since their undergraduate days. Back then, Giana had looked on in awe as her roommate juggled an impossible load of premed courses, sports, and extracurriculars. Not to mention a near-constant stream of romantic adventures. Lizs tastes in that department were far-ranging, and Giana had witnessed a startling array of loversboth male and femalefind their way in and out of her roomies bed. The woman had always seemed to draw on a bottomless store of energy, packed somewhere deep within her diminutive frame. Whenever they were together Giana couldnt help but wish that just a little of that stardust might rub off on herself.


What about you? Hows it going over there in that big fancy crime lab of yours? Liz was abruptly on to the next topic. Please tell me theres a hunky science geek or two lying around to distract you from all of those boring beakers and slides.


Giana snorted. True, a forensics laboratory was about as far as one could get from the pandemonium of a hospital ER. An action junkie like Liz would calcify from boredom in an hour. For her, however, it was exactly the right speed. The gentle hum of perfectly calibrated equipment. The quiet, focused intensity of expert technicians going about their work. The forensics lab was a temple to heran inner sanctum that Liz could never understand.


Hmm, hunky science geeks, eh? Let me think Despite her initial anxieties, the cadre of new coworkers Giana had landed amongst had turned out to be lovely people. Socially awkward perhaps, but lovely people nonetheless. Not one of them, however, even approached the category of hunky. Yeah, no, she admitted finally. Apparently, its no hunks allowed in that particular establishment. But not to worry. My boss asked me out a few weeks ago. She grimaced.


Youre kidding. Lizs nose wrinkled.


Sadly, Im not. Well, hes actually the labs lead analyst, so technically, hes only my supervisor. But still. He tried to make it sound all very casual and off-handed. I said no, obviously, and its been a little awkward between us since.


Well, you cant blame the poor man for trying. I mean, look at you. Liz put a hand on Gianas arm. Youve never looked better, by the way. What the hell have you been doing with yourself?


She laughed, shrugging. Well, Ive been running a lot. But truthfully, I think its all of this fine wine and California sunshine. They clinked their glasses together at that.


Well, if youre ready to get out there, just say the word, Liz offered breezily. Theres plenty of strapping young interns at the hospital I can send your way. Of course, I cant guarantee that I havent already sampled the goods myself. So theres that.


Giana groaned. Um, gee thanks, but I think Ill pass. I do appreciate the offer, though. But speaking of strapping young men, I did meet a detective in the homicide department next door. Hes quite the physical specimen, I have to say. I think youd be impressed. Now, hes asked me out, like, four times.


Oh, really! Lizs big blue eyes grew even wider in her pretty face. Do tell! Have you said yes? Is he really really hot? Tell me.


Oh, I dont know. She waved a hand. I mean, yes. To be honest, hes ridiculously hot. Chiseled jawline. Dark, brooding eyes. Muscles on top of his muscles. He has this cocky sideways grin that seems to be surgically attached to his face. Youd like him.


Mmm, sounds like I would, Liz agreed. Well, whats the holdup? Dont tell mehes married, right? Her shoulders dropped.


No, no, hes single. Or at least he says he is. Giana cut her a sidelong glance, and they shared a knowing look. I dont know why I havent said yes. I justI dont know.


What dont you know? Liz looked genuinely mystified. How long has it been now since Fuckface, I mean David, was in the picture?


Giana snorted into her wineglass.


Seriously, Liz continued. Dont you think its time you had a little fun? A gorgeous sexy policeman wants to take you out to dinner. Tell me whats wrong with that picture.


Giana shook her head, smiling at her friend. In Lizs mind, some things really were just that uncomplicated.


Liz reached over and placed a hand on her knee. Im not even kidding, honey. Really, has there been anybody since David? She paused in the face of Gianas silence. Okay, Im going to take that as a no. Seriously, sweetie, as a woman and a physician, I have to tell youyoure facing a real medical risk here. Serious complications have been known to result from a prolonged lack of sex. A girl has needs. And, well, you gotta keep those joints lubricated. So to speak. And


Oh, will you stop it? Giana stifled a laugh, trying not to encourage her. I just got here, all right? I have this brand-new job. In this brand-new city. These are big, big life changes going on here. The last thing I need right now is to get wrapped up in something romantic.


Who said anything about romance?


Giana threw her head back and groaned. Oh my God, where do you come from?


Outer space, Liz responded. Quite naturally.


Clearly. Besides, even if I were looking for someonewhich Im notI doubt a guy like Nick Pierce would be my first choice.


Yeah, youre right. A mindless romp with a gorgeous sexy bad boy is the last thing anybody would want. Especially you. I know how much you hate fun.


Excuse me? What exactly is that supposed to mean?


Lizs mouth dropped open. Oh, come on, Gee. First, there was Saint Peter, whom you dated for three, almost four, interminable years at Penn. Nice guy, Ill give you that. But lets face it, Mr. Personality he was not. And then came fuckface David, who, apart from his illicit sex life, seemed about as interesting to me as dryer lint. No offense. She shook her head, reaching for the wine bottle. Ugh. I still cant believe that sneaky little dweeb had the nerve to cheat on you.


Giana held out her glass for a refill. You know what? When it comes to David, things really did work out for the best. He couldve waited until after we were married to do what he did. I dodged a gigantic bullet there, and Im grateful. Just think of all the money Ive saved on divorce attorneys alone. They clinked glasses again.


And its true, she continued, I do tend to go for the quiet type, but so what? It doesnt mean I hate fun. Jesus. Just because Im not running out to find the next pain in the ass in my life. Frankly, Lizard, you wound me.


Im sorry, Gee. Liz looked anything but apologetic. But I know you know what I mean.


You know what? This might seem like a bizarre concept to you, but I dont think its necessary to sleep with half the county to feel entertained. Sometimes its nice to just hang out with a friend once in a while. You should try it.


Giana saw the hurt look flash across Lizs face. Oh, sweetie, no. I didnt mean it to sound like that. I just miss you, thats all. Look, I know youre a busy girl, and I totally get it. Well see each other when we can. All Im trying to say is, at this point in my life, Id rather focus my energy on meaningful connections. Platonic ones. And nothing more complicated than that.


Liz was easily mollified. Yeah. I totally get that. Id be happy to introduce you to some of my pals, but theyre all doctors and nurses with insanely busy schedules like mine.


Giana chuckled. Of course they are. Actually, I did meet a new friend a few weeks back. At the same time I met Mr. Hunk in Homicide. Shes a detective tooor inspector, I guess. Whatever they call them here. Anyway, we seem to keep bumping into each other. Ive been trying to get to know her a little better, but so far, she seems a bit shy. Or reluctant, maybe. Im not sure which.


And yet, you think shes worth the effort. Lizs eyebrows bobbed suggestively. Well, is she hot, at least?


Giana rolled her eyes at the insinuation. Yes. I mean, not yes shes hot, but yes I think shes worth the effort. Not that she isnt hot, of course. I mean, I suppose I would find her attractive, if I were into women. She has these gray eyes. Like a wolfs eyes, you know? And its like, they just look right through you. Ive never met anyone with eyes like that before. Theyre really quite beautiful. Even if it is a little unnerving to have to stand there while shes staring at you and just, like, peeling away the layers.


Giana exhaled and propped her elbow on the back of the couch. Anyway. She glanced at Liz. What?


Liz shrugged, a smirk playing at the corners of her mouth. Nothing.


No, seriously. What?


I dont know, Liz said with a laugh. You seem sort ofinfatuated, I guess.


Infatuated? Not at all. I mean, she seems like an interesting person, if thats what you mean. Its, like, shes got this quiet, slightly intimidating exterior? But at the same time, you can sort of tell shes just a big pussycat. Shes, umGiana also believed Remy Devereux was a lesbian, but she was suddenly disinclined to mention that fact to Lizshes, umshes very tall. I just think we could be friends, thats all.


Liz stared at her a moment longer, then shrugged. Well, then. Maybe you should ask her out for drinks. What could go wrong?


Maybe I will, Giana answered. They both nodded firmly and held each others gazes. Giana chuckled softly. It was obvious little had changed between them in the years theyd spent apart. And that was a very good thing indeed.


After a moment, she stretched and unfolded herself from the couch. Are you hungry at all? I could whip us up something to eat.


Oh my God, I thought youd never ask. Im absolutely famished. Liz sprang off the couch. Ill do my part and open another bottle of wine.
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