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One

 

 

Things have been pretty quiet for the last two weeks. When I implemented Sam West’s spyware into the CSB’s, Civic Security Bureau’s, home office databases, I expected immediate fallout, but nothing so far. Hayden Mitchell, the lead technician for forensics, and Asher Lewis, assistant to daytime coroner, Tress Conner, have been keeping an eye on the software’s activity using an old gaming console that Asher reconfigured for this specific job. For the moment, all they’ve found is the manipulated program sitting there, waiting for some specific keystroke, word, or phrase to be inputted before setting sail around the entire network, grabbing whatever Sam’s after without being noticed.

His hitman, Jake Stewart, has been summoned elsewhere, so my temporary babysitter is not currently available. I’m grateful for the neglect because I hate being treated like someone who can’t take care of herself, no matter the rightful concern behind it. Sam believes I might be a target in the striker killings, which is why he’s had Jake keep an eye on me wherever I go. In his absence, I always have my CSB service weapon with me. I’m convinced the bomb that was rigged to detonate in one of the conference rooms at the home office in Whitebridge was meant for me, But Internal Affairs hasn’t been able to determine who placed it and why. Or even how the security systems in the main building were temporarily disengaged, knocking out the locks to the room, allowing anyone to waltz in. Let alone get through the main gate, which isn’t heavily guarded on the weekends.

In my opinion, it has everything to do with the Red Rover Case I was a part of. There were three of us trying to determine who was responsible for a string of murders using illegal, armor-piercing rounds called strikers. One of the victims, Luke Cobb, was killed by Jake, but I’m the only person who knows that, and I’m not disclosing it to anyone since the bastard deserved it. We were able to link a smattering of victims together—including my deceased boss—as well as two shell companies, one possibly laundering money for the Vilks Cartel, drug runners out of the country Navital. There was a fourth in our group. However, he disappeared shortly after his car was found burning along the side of the road and a bullet with his blood pulled from a nearby tree. At first, I was optimistic that Matt Walker (Weber when he’s on assignment) would be found, but it’s been weeks now without any sign.

I’m slowly losing hope.

The detonation at the home office killed my colleague, Parker Haynes, along with three other detectives. While conducting our investigation, we were kept to the Delta conference room on the third floor of the main building, and I was always the first one in every morning. Except that day I overslept, and Parker was the one who opened the door, triggering the explosion. The other person in our group, Candace King, is still coping with his death since the two were somewhat of an item away from the office. I check in with her occasionally, but her drinking has worsened, and Director Cruz is threatening to place her on leave if she doesn’t get help. I’ve managed to curtail my alcoholic vice for the time being, but it could rear its ugly head at any moment if given the appropriate stressor.

Right now, I’m heading into my second job as a bartender for the strip club Verdigris in Nok Sector, the entertainment district for the state where nearly everything is legal, including prostitution, drug and smoke dens, and anything X-rated. Of course, it’s also home to every hotel, theater, casino, and recreational venue for families and singles. Each sector has a CSB station dedicated to patrolling the streets, except in Nok. Drones are used since the roads can become too crowded during certain nights, preventing vehicles from getting through during non-emergencies.

The primary car I drive is called a Nimbus. The body is black with lighted, blue neon cords accentuating every curve. It’s streamlined to where the front of the vehicle comes almost to a point while the rear sits a little higher. The tires are thick, heavy rubber that grip the road with ease. The interior is a soft, dark material with small, blue and silver flecks. And the doors swing up not out. It’s February, so I’m not able to ride my motorcycle called a Rune, which is my preferred mode of transportation. The other vehicle I own is a Halo, a very expensive electric car that Sam gave me the morning my boss was gunned down. It has trackers stashed somewhere on the undercarriage or axels, so I don’t drive it unless I want Sam to know where I’m going.

I take the highway around the outer ridge of the sectors that make up the state of Asmor, exiting onto Chestnut, then after a few blocks turn right, followed by a quick left, and proceed down the alley where I park behind the club. It doesn’t open until ten p.m., but I like to get here early and prepare for the onslaught. Being a Thursday, we shouldn’t be too crowded. After shutting off the engine, I grab my purse and work bag off the passenger seat, lock the car, and using a code to gain access, I enter through the back door. The hallway lights are ablaze, though they’re not bright, and when I reach the end I veer left, heading for the changing room where everyone gets dressed and stores their personal items into designated lockers.

A few of the girls are already undressing when I enter, their uniforms hanging off the corner of the locker openings. What you do in the club determines the lovely outfit our boss, Joe Ambrose, has you wear. If you’re a bartender, attendant, or waitress, you don a mini dress made of fishnet with the sides cut out from just under the armpits to the tops of the thighs, thin leather bands crisscrossing over the exposed skin. A thong is the only undergarment since nothing else is to adorn the outfit, so your tits are in full view of the world. The colors range from black, to white, to blue, in that order. The lap dancers and escorts have it far worse. Theirs is a leather bikini with mesh cups for the bra, thin, leather straps holding the top around the neck and connecting it to the bottom, which is simply a thong with snaps. Color options are green and red. The strippers wear whatever the hell they want since they’re not in their clothes for very long.

After opening the locker, I shove my things inside, undress, and don the garish outfit. The only thing I leave on is a teardrop pendant Matt gave me right before New Year’s. It was removed once, but that was by someone else. We had decided to become a couple those final days of a very tumultuous year, then he vanished. Sam completely denies having a hand in it, to which I genuinely believe him, considering Matt was working for the billionaire businessman like I was, and still am … I think.

Before leaving the dressing room, I run my fingers through my shoulder-length, dark blonde hair with its maroon and light blonde highlights, then add a bit more deodorant. The heels I have on enhance my five foot eight height by a few inches. I try to maintain my athletic build by spending time at the pool and fitness center at CSB headquarters in Hunnat Sector, which is in the center of the state. When I reach the floor, the main lights for the club are currently on while everyone prepares for the evening, so they accentuate every flaw and blemish in the building, which Joe will need to fix someday soon. Once the doors open, those go off as neon and twinkle lights take over. The bar sits in the middle of the floor between the DJ booth and the tables just outside of the pods where the escorts perform their tricks. The stripper poles are on the stage to the other side of the DJ, with their own sets of tables and darkened booths.

“Hey, Liv,” Alice says, joining me while I take stock of what we need. She’s a little shorter than I am, is super skinny, and has bright red hair. Even though she’s in her mid-twenties, she’s dating Hayden, who’s in his forties. The pair are odd in their own right and complement each other tremendously. “How’s Matt?”

I haven’t told her what happened, so I lie. “He’s good. Busy working.”

I grab one of the bouncers, and he follows me into the storage room where we gather the items needed. Then Alice fills the coolers while I make the premixes, dumping the cold concoctions into the machines.

“I wish Nikki hadn’t left so abruptly,” she comments from her spot on the floor. “The party was all set and she just up and quits, even though she had already given notice.”

Nikki Burris was one of the escorts here at the club, and a friend. We spent New Year’s Eve together down at the private island of rapper, Dallas. A few weeks later she announced she was moving since she’d been offered a new job. Alice was planning to throw her a going away party, but Nikki called Joe and left before her schedule ended. He’s been scrambling to replace her ever since.

“She was offered a lot of money to go work at Pure Bliss in Prescott when it opens. I don’t blame her for getting out early.”

“I suppose,” Alice replies, disappointment etched on her face.

As we’re finishing, Joe enters with his best friend, Henry, attached to his arm. I’m not sure how the two know each other, but it’s been for decades. My boss is a man in his sixties with a firm body and graying, sandy hair. Henry is at least ten years older with soft features and white hair. They’re both roughly the same height, six feet two inches. Joe makes sure Henry, who’s a widower, is here as often as possible so he’s not left alone, doddering around his desolate apartment. All the girls view him as a grandfather-like figure, and he’s one of the nicest men you’ll ever meet.

“My lovelies,” he says, sitting on his reserved stool at the bar by the partition. He gives Alice a peck on the cheek as she sets down his club soda, and one to me when I wander by.

“How are you doing, Henry?” I inquire, wiping the countertop.

“Ah, about the same … depressed.”

“Which is why you’re here,” Joe chides. “Now, behave yourself.”

“Never.” Henry laughs as my boss walks away.

At the stroke of ten, the lights switch and the music starts. It takes a good hour for the club to be at half-capacity, which doesn’t bode well for a Thursday night. Typically, men and the occasional woman start their weekends early. There’s just something about February that keeps them home. It can’t be the weather since we don’t get snow, with the exception of an occasional flake or two, or the deep freezes that effect those north of us. This month is a constant disappointment.

Out of sheer boredom, I lean back against the counter and watch the women perform on stage. I’m always jealous of their muscle control when hanging upside down with only their calves to keep them from sliding and hitting the floor. Their cores alone have to be tight. Of course, a few use drugs to get them through the routines, and even maintain their thin figures. That’s not uncommon in this industry.

Turning around, I startle at the man sitting behind me. “Shit, Sam, don’t scare me like that,” I reprimand, my hand plastered against my rapidly beating heart.

He laughs. The smile that creases his face makes his chestnut-hued eyes sparkle. He’s in his late thirties, stands at six foot four, has a firm body, champagne-colored hair, and the profile of a wolf tattooed on his right bicep. He’s charming, charismatic, and women fawn over him like he’s a meal. For now, though, he claims to want me permanently in his life, but the feeling isn’t exactly mutual.

“Why are you here?”

“I have a meeting tomorrow morning with a land developer about some properties for sale,” he replies, still grinning. “Seeing as the hotel I’m staying in is just across the street, I thought I’d stop by for a drink and see if you were working.”

“What do you want?”

“Anything on tap.”

After selecting a pilsner glass, I turn and fill it, then place the drink in front of him, but don’t add it to the pay screen assigned to his seat.

“Somehow I never imagined you wearing an outfit like that.” He gestures to the garment, his hand stroking the air as if he owns it. There’s a subtle hint of disapproval in his voice.

“I have been for the last eight years, ever since I was twenty and started working here. How else can I buy the toys I like to have? CSB doesn’t pay enough for me to own the Nimbus, let alone a Rune on top of that.”

He furrows his brow. “You didn’t purchase those after moving to Waterside?”

I shake my head, then rest my arms on the bar top and lean forward. “This girl has expensive taste when it comes to certain things.”

“At least food and flowers aren’t one of them,” he teases.

“Thanks for the weekly carnation delivery, but my house is starting to smell like a funeral parlor. Why are you sending them anyway?”

“So you know I’m thinking about you. When do you get off?”

“We close at two, but normally we don’t leave until nearly three with all the cleanup and receipts that have to be handled.”

He frowns. “I need to be up early. Are you free tomorrow night?”

I straighten up, collect a tray filled with dirty glasses, and start washing them in the sink. “One of the homicide detectives is retiring and his party is tomorrow, but it should be over by ten or so.”

As he lifts his glass, I notice that neither of the backs of his hands are stamped with the traditional ‘x’, the color of which indicates what sort of entertainment you’ve purchased. I’m about to comment when Joe comes over, requesting an introduction.

“What brings you to Nok?” my boss inquires, sitting beside Sam.

“I want to expand my casino and thought this would be a good place to start.” He stares at me. “The sector comes highly recommended.” Then he winks.

Not once have I ever seen Joe become flustered with excitement, except tonight. “I’d be happy to assist with any questions.”

Sam moves his attention fully to the older man, since it was mainly focused on me. “My dinner date is standing me up tomorrow evening. Would you care to meet at my hotel, say around six? I’m staying at The Concordia.”

“That would be wonderful.” The pair shake hands, and Joe nearly prances away.

“People just fawn all over you wherever you go, don’t they?” I quip, wiping my wet hands on a dish towel.

“Not all of them. There is one person who’s awfully hard to get. Maybe you can help me with that.”

I roll my eyes, which causes him to laugh.

Finishing his beer, he reaches into his pocket, removes a solid gold money clip, and extracts twenty dollars, setting it on the bar. “Let me know what time you’ll be over so I can inform the front desk. Oh, and maybe bring the outfit.”

I go to swat him with the towel, but he moves out of reach and scampers to the exit without collecting his change. Ringing up his drink, I pay the tab with the money he left and put the rest in the tip jar for Alice and I to split later.

“Who was that?” she asks, having kept her distance during the entire exchange.

“Just a friend.”

She blushes. “Right, Olivia. Friend. Man, you’re going to have to start beating them away with a stick if any more try to get into your pants.”

Ignoring her, I go back to filling drinks and washing glasses. At the end of the night, there really isn’t much cleanup left to do, so Alice and I take the cash and receipts to Joe’s office, change, and head home. I pull into the garage a few minutes before three, make sure the alarm is set, brush my teeth, then strip and get into bed.

 

Much of the following day proceeds like normal with reviewing outstanding case notes and tracking down leads on a death that I was assigned last week. For the moment it still reads as a suicide, but every avenue must be pursued before stamping it officially. After lunch, the five of us meet in the conference room for the homicide department. Our boss, Supervisory Detective Frank Corro, leading the way by making sure Gabe Foster, who’s retiring today, doles out his open cases appropriately. Thankfully, there aren’t a lot. The bulk are assigned to his replacement, Ben Walsh, who’s in his mid-thirties, my height with tight muscles, hazel eyes, an oval face, a small nose, and short, brown hair. His physique is made more prominent by the form-fitting clothes he insists on wearing, leaving nothing to the imagination. I swear there’s a one-eyed snake coiling down his pants leg.

“Liv, you’re getting back the Leslie Marsh investigation,” Frank says, handing me the skimpy file.

I’ve known the man since I was a child. He was assigned my mother’s murder case. He’s six foot, stout with short, graying, auburn hair, and a ruddy complexion. Also, he’s nearing sixty and is currently dating a pleasant woman by the name of Jane Crawford, mother to my deceased half-sister. They’re surrogate parents to me, while I play daughter to them. Today, he’s dressed in his traditional blue suit with a gray checkered tie. He wears them so much I think it makes up a good portion of his wardrobe.

The case he’s referring to is a homicide from last year. When it was given to me, I wasn’t aware of my father’s connection to the dead woman, finding out during her autopsy that she was carrying his child. He was the prime suspect, but had an alibi. The only person he ever confessed to killing was my mother, right before he put a bullet in his brain. It’s obvious nothing further has been done with the investigation after it was handed to Gabe, leaving plenty of work for me to do. However, it’s going to be much harder to find leads and gather information with so much time having lapsed. I might as well pass it along to the cold case squad and let them have a crack at it.

“The party for Gabe will start around five. Food is being catered from Slingers, and a huge sheet cake was also ordered. Unfortunately, drinking isn’t permitted to those still on duty, but there will be provisions for those who aren’t,” Frank announces from the doorway. “Take this time to review his notes and bombard him with questions while you still can.” He nods to the overweight man sitting in the back corner, whose greasy, brown hair clings to the top of his head and the patchy facial pubes on his face could use a good shave.

My workstation is next to Gabe’s, but Ben has chosen an empty desk toward the entrance where our waiting area is, hopefully allowing me to spread out. There are only four full-time homicide detectives—including my boss—though our section of the sixth floor can hold three times that. Frank is very picky about who he allows in his ranks, so if you make the cut, it’s because he trusts you implicitly … and you work hard at your job. I’m not saying the other detectives don’t, but their case loads are a lot heavier, so more are needed.

Stephen Jeffries slides his chair next to mine since two of his cases—one from Gabe and the other he was assigned to originally—mirror Leslie’s, causing Frank to believe we might have a serial killer on our hands, but that hasn’t been verified. Just a few years older than me, Stephen has sandy-colored hair, soft features, and a ruddy complexion like Frank, only not as severe. We compare notes, evidence that was collected, and photos taken at the scenes where the bodies were discovered. With both of our CSB issued tablets propped on the table, we jot down additional items to check, including how the perpetrator has been able to knock out the entire Hub system in the state for several hours, which shouldn’t even be possible.

In our country, when you turn thirteen each person has a microchip implanted just under the skin on their right wrist. It houses names, residential addresses, age, and work locations. A full history of the owner from the time the small cylinder is tucked under the epidermis until it’s removed, usually after death. The Hub is responsible for maintaining and tracking the citizens, each state with their own offices.

For the cases Stephen and I have, the monitoring system was rendered useless from the time our victims went missing, up until an hour before their bodies were discovered. The three women—Eve Barrett, Dawn Nielsen, and Leslie Marsh—were found naked with their throats slit from ear to ear, completely drained of blood, ligature marks around both wrists and ankles, and their bodies oddly posed. Nothing else has been found near or on the bodies to give any hint as to who the killer might be. Checking for similarities with age, where the women worked, where they lived, who they dated, and what they did behind closed doors, there aren’t any. Not even in looks. If there’s a pattern, Stephen and I can’t find it.

Just before five we pack up, store the files in our desk drawers, and head up to the ninth floor where the breakrooms are located. The elevator core with its four lifts rises out of the center of the tile-covered floor, depositing us around groupings of tables and chairs that are smartly decorated in grays and blues, CSB colors. Streamers, balloons, and banners cover nearly every square inch of the vast room, adding to its otherwise bland décor … even expanding into the corner where the vending machines are kept. A long, plump sheet cake topped with yellow buttercream frosting sits on a table of its very own, small packages and cards littered around it. Large, plasma screens are adhered to the walls displaying a hockey game being played out of state, but the sound has been muted so as not to interfere with conversations.

I can smell the food, the tantalizing aroma of beef wafting through the open doorways leading into the various food stations where we can purchase our meals during normal business hours. It’s not being served yet, so the four of us venture over to the table with the drinks, pouring ourselves glasses of spiked punch into tiny, plastic party cups, the word ‘Retirement’ stenciled just under the rim. There are only a handful of additional partygoers, but more will arrive, especially with the premise of free food and booze. The man of the hour begins wandering around the room while Stephen, Ben, and I sit at one of the far tables.

A few minutes later, Tress and Hayden wander in, making a beeline for our area. Tress is always smartly dressed, even when she’s dissecting people. She’s in her mid-forties, has dark skin, a pleasant smile, and short, black hair. She must have just gotten off shift since the scent of death lingers on her clothes, contradicting her purple, chenille blouse and dark, tweed slacks. Hayden isn’t as well put together. I think the only time I’ve ever seen his unruly, brown hair combed has been for court. He’s tall and his clothes always appear disheveled no matter what he's wearing, which today consists of jeans and a plain gray T-shirt.

“I so need this,” Tress says, chugging the punch after pouring herself a cup.

“Hard day?” I ask, sipping at mine.

She snarls. “My boss is an arrogant prick.”

I nearly spit out the liquid but catch it before splashing the table. Not once has she ever spoken ill of her supervisor, so the outburst shocks me. “What did Lloyd do now?”

“Fucker has an ego the size of the Standene Ocean, and it’s only gotten worse now that he’s dating some model. Always has to show off, even when she’s not there to kowtow at his feet. I’m seriously thinking of quitting.”

“Dear God, don’t,” I utter, seizing her arm. “If you go, Taylor won’t be too far behind, leaving Asher and those poor interns defenseless.” 

Taylor Strum is Lloyd Rhemick’s assistant during his night shifts at the coroner’s office. She’s the only other female, besides Tress, who can tolerate the bastard. It wasn’t long ago he and I were an item, but that quickly fizzled, which I’m grateful for given some odd behavior on his part the last several months. Such as breaking into my house and dousing it with roses while I was away, even after he told me our relationship was over. He went ballistic upon learning I had moved on. Slammed my front door so hard it shattered the pane of glass inlayed into the wood. Now, we’re barely on speaking terms.

“The academy has an opening for an instructor in their medical examiner program. I’m thinking of applying for it,” she continues, finishing her drink. “More pay, better hours, and no Lloyd.”

“I can’t stop you, but it’s going to be hard for them to hire a replacement.”

“Maybe Lloyd can use little miss perfect. Apparently, she’s in her final year of medical school.” Tress nods toward a group I hadn’t seen enter.

Following her gaze, I first stare at my former lover in his freshly pressed, pale blue linen dress shirt, black slacks, and polished loafers. Tonight, he’s wearing contact lenses, but he bounces between them and glasses depending upon his mood. He’s in his early forties, tall, with short, black hair, chiseled features, and growing biceps, which is something he started at the end of last year. The thing wrapped around his arm is somewhere close to my height, maybe around my age or a little younger, with long, straight, blonde hair that cascades down her back without much effort. She has a fit build, a pear-shaped face, and delicate nose. She’s also nothing but legs, according to the short hem of her cream-colored sheath dress with its short sleeves. Gold bangles cling to her porcelain skin, and her sharp blue eyes sparkle with each smile and laugh.

“What’s her name?” I ask, after refilling our tiny cups.

“Clarissa Reed. She comes from money like he does. I guess their families used to go way back, but after Lloyd’s parents died, they lost touch. When she decided to attend medical school, her father refused to pay for it, so she went into modeling to cover the costs. A career more suited to her talents, in my opinion.”

Leaning back in the plastic form chair, I examine what I’m wearing and feel extremely inferior, causing me to wonder why Lloyd took the time to start anything with me in the first place if that was always in the background. Being a Friday, I decided to wear jeans, sneakers, and a thin, red, wool sweater. My hair is now long enough that I can pull it back into a small ponytail, which it is currently in. The only jewelry I wear is the silver teardrop pendant on a matching chain. Glancing at Clarissa, I notice her fingernails are professionally manicured in a deep azure, where mine are too short to polish.

I nudge Tress in the side. “Let’s eat.”

The five of us get in line, Stephen introducing Ben to Tress since the pair have never met before while Hayden and I chat quietly. As they’re making small talk, I sense a hostile gaze boring into the back of my head. Turning, I spot Lloyd scowling, daggers jutting out of his irises in my direction. Clarissa is too busy talking with Chief Daven to notice. I roll my eyes as he squeezes her waist, then plants a kiss on her lips while she’s in the middle of a sentence. I return to my conversation, pretending I didn’t notice. After filling my plate with salad and an Italian beef sandwich, I return to the table and try to block him out. I’m nearly successful until the pair decide to join us without being invited.

Lloyd introduces his darling to everyone, leaving me last. “How’s the boyfriend?” he asks, disdain dripping from his lips like poison.

“Missing, in case you hadn’t heard. Thanks for asking.”

“What?” Clarissa utters, appearing genuinely shocked. Her voice is soft and warm, but firm. “That’s horrible.”

“Knowing Liv, she’s already moved on from the loss.”

Stephen places a firm hand on my arm—a move he must have learned from Frank—preventing me from hitting the asshole.

“At least I have a grieving period, Lloyd. Unlike you. How long after I told you to get lost did you start dating that one?” I point a finger at Clarissa. “A day? Maybe less?”

His face reddens, then he snatches his girlfriend’s wrist, stands, and drags her away.

Tress places a hand on my back. “Is he really missing, Liv?”

I nod. “It’s been almost a month since his car was found burning on the side of Interstate 47. There aren’t any leads, at least that I know of. Frank, the chief, and Director Cruz are handling the case. No one will tell me anything.”

“I’m sorry, honey.” Tress pulls me into a side hug, then we return to eating.

Going back for seconds, I try to not overeat, but I need something to offset the alcohol-filled punch, considering I still have to drive to Sam’s hotel. Gradually, the others go mingle while I continue to sit, enjoying the solitude, which is again interrupted by Lloyd, but he’s alone this time. Clarissa nowhere in sight.

“Is it past the princess’ bedtime?” I chide as he sits.

“Hey, I came over to offer an apology. Frank told me what happened.”

“He didn’t need to do that,” I grumble, crossing my arms over my chest.

“I know. The man is simply worried about you, like I am.”

Cocking my head to the side, I say, “Don’t do that. You don’t need to pretend to care or even be my friend.”

“Fuck, Liv, I’m not pretending.” Running his fingers through his hair, he lets out a deep sigh. “I miss you. I miss us.”

I don’t respond.

“Are you driving a new car? I thought I saw one pulling out of your driveway earlier.”

“Yes. A friend of mine gave it to me.”

He raises his eyebrows. “Halos are expensive. Who is he?”

“No one you know.” Which is a lie.

Everyone in the world of the wealthy knows who Sam West is, but I don’t advertise our relationship. Particularly when all of his dealings aren’t necessarily legal ones.

I’d like to remain alive.

“Is it serious?” Lloyd asks, pushing the subject.

“I really don’t want to talk about it. Especially with you.”

The corner of his mouth curls and he appears to be stuck between wanting to be mad and sympathetic. “I should get back to work.”

“Don’t forget to bring Taylor food,” I say as he stands. “I’m sure she’s starving.”

Grumbling under his breath, he leaves after a trip to the food stations. I check the time on the wall clock, noticing it’s getting close to nine. After cleaning up my plate and cup, I join Frank and his group, trying to distance myself from the unsettling feeling Lloyd left me with. Shortly, the cake is cut and doled out. The majority of people head home right after they’ve stuffed themselves with sugar. I linger a few more minutes, then finally head down to my workstation, making sure to use the bathroom first. Removing my purse from the bottom desk drawer, I retrieve the phone Sam gave me in January and send a text letting him know I’m leaving and should arrive at the hotel in about a half hour. As I’m slipping my holstered 9mm and badge into the bag, he replies for me to use the valet service when I arrive.

After donning my gray, quilted parka, I take the elevator to the lobby, then exit the building and hurry across the street to the parking garage, trying to dodge the bitter cold wind as it kicks up between the two structures. I finally had the license plate for the Halo registered with security so I can access the employee side of the garage. After the arm at the bottom of the ramp rises, I turn right onto Lange and take it all the way into Nok Sector. It dead ends at Chestnut where I go left, the hotel on my right a few blocks later. The Concordia isn’t as elegant as the resort Sam owns in Prescott in the state of Aberdeen, but it’s stylish to those who aren’t used to the finer things in life.

It’s a twenty-story structure constructed from cement, metal, and green-tinted glass. Lights flicker down the sides and around the marquee that stretches over the circle drive. I barely have the car stopped when the valet, in his stunning canary yellow tuxedo, comes to open the door. Grabbing my purse, he hands me a yellow chip with a black number stamped into the plastic, then drives toward the garage. The turnstile doors continue to slowly rotate without prompting, allowing ease of entry into the two-story lobby, its high ceiling covered in dimpled copper plating. The walls are papered in khaki with a Greek key pattern along the edges. The floor is a white marble. Columns reach from floor to ceiling, cutting off segments of the lobby between the reception desk, a café, the elevators, and a vast seating area.

An older man with salt and pepper hair trots over to me wearing a tailored gray suit, a gold name tag pinned to his lapel indicating he’s the manager of the fine establishment. “Ms. Darrow,” he says, almost out of breath, “this is for you.” He hands me a plastic key card. “Mr. West is in suite 2002.”

I thank him, then head toward the elevator, pressing the button for the twentieth floor. It rises swiftly, not an ounce of noise coming from the gears overhead. When the doors open, the hallway is identical to the lobby in décor, but on a much smaller scale. Sam’s room is right across the way, so I tap the card against the reader and wait for the tiny indicator to change from red to green before trying the handle. Inside is a large sitting room overlooking 22nd Street, affording a view of Verdigris down the way on Chestnut. Like most hotels I’ve been in, the style for the room matches the rest of the establishment. One way to keep costs down. After the door is closed, I bolt it and go in search of the bedroom, which is off to the left. Another panel of windows covers the one wall, an elongated, ornate dresser sits by the door, a large, plasma screen hangs above it, and a king-sized bed rests against the far wall, Sam sitting on top of its fluffy covers completely dressed, with a rose between his teeth.

“Are you serious?” I chuckle, setting my purse onto a chair by the windows, the heavy drapes wide open. I place my parka on top of the bag and stand at the foot of the bed.

“What?” he asks, smiling as best he can. “Why are you laughing?” He spits out the rose. “That’s not as pleasant as it looks.” After swinging his legs over the side, he stands and approaches me. “How was the party?”

“Boring, but there isn’t much you can do at headquarters to liven things up.”

Wrapping his arms around my waist, he lowers his head, his soft lips pressing hard against mine.

“Did you find any properties?” I ask while he coaxes me toward one side of the bed.

“A couple.” His hands run under my sweater, stretching up to unhook my bra. “There’s one behind the arena that looks promising.” As his mouth moves to my neck, I can’t help but let out a contented sigh. “Dinner with Joe went well.” Sam takes off my top and starts unzipping my pants while I work on removing his clothes. “He speaks very highly of you.”

Stepping out of my sneakers, the cell phone in my back pocket starts to chime, but I let it fall to the floor with the rest of my garments. Sam’s warm mouth slides down to my chest, a breast slips into it, and he sucks on the nipple until it’s hard. His hands cup my bare ass while my fingers tug on his hair. Closing my eyes, I groan softly. We lie down on the bed, my head prominently on the pillow. Our lips devour each other, the heat between us intense, almost combustible. Spreading my legs, I bend my knees and Sam penetrates me. Our rhythm is steady and hot.

“Something tells me you’ve got a kinky side,” he whispers, nibbling my ear. “When do I get to see it?”

“I haven’t decided yet,” I gasp, arching my back.

A slow rumble of my phone vibrating floats under the currents of the mattress squeaking from our lovemaking. I’m enjoying myself too much to dare answer it.

“Tell me.” His lips take to the breast he neglected, suckling as if to draw milk. It’s intense and very satisfying. “I want to know what you’ve done. What I get to look forward to.”

“Fuck, Sam,” I moan, his thrusting increasing.

My muscles seize him, grasping him in a firm hold while the rest of me trembles from the orgasm. His body shudders, his yelp of satisfaction loud. Resting his head on my sweat-soaked chest, we both work on catching our breath.

He slides onto his side, then places a hand on my stomach, which gradually wanders down between my legs, teasing my overly sensitive clitoris, causing me to come hard, soaking the sheet. “Well, there’s one thing,” he says, smiling. “You’ve been holding out on me, Olivia.”

“I didn’t want to spring it all on you at once,” I reply, giggling like a schoolgirl. “Some guys can’t handle a strong woman.”

Taking my hand, he wraps his fingers through mine. “Marry me.”

“Sam—”

He covers my mouth with his, cutting off my protest. “I won’t have you sign a prenup.”

“I don’t care about the money, and I’d want to sign one just to protect you … and me.”

He grins. “Is that a yes?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“But it’s not a no.”

Taking a deep breath, I let it out slowly. “Let me think it over.”

He kisses me fervently, climbs back on top, and we fuck well into the night.

 


Two

 

 

The incessant ringing brings me out of a pleasant slumber, but I momentarily forget where I am due to the darkness of the room while bright lights from outside cast odd shadows across the ceiling. Bending over the side of the bed, I rummage through the pile of clothes, finding my phone, Frank’s name scrolling across the top. Checking the time, I notice it’s a few minutes after one. I haven’t been asleep long, but a call at this hour of the night is never good.

“Hello?” I ask, my voice hoarse.

“We’ve got a fire in Nok Sector,” he practically screams to be heard over the sirens wailing in the background. “Meet me in front of the Requiem. There are casualties.” He abruptly hangs up.

As I’m staring at the screen, Sam stirs beside me.

“Who was that?” he mumbles, draping an arm over my waist.

“Frank. I have to go.”

Hearing the alarm in my voice, Sam reaches over and flips the switch beside the bed, igniting the lights. “What’s wrong?”

“There’s a fire down the street,” I reply, quickly dressing. “Casualties, but I don’t know how many.”

“Shit. Call me later so I know you’re all right.”

I lean over, kiss him hard, then stand after securing my sneakers. At the chair, I remove my weapon and badge, attaching both to the waistband of my jeans. Glancing out the window, since the drapes were never closed, as I’m putting on my outer jacket I notice orange in the distance, but I can’t see the smoke because of the night. Dozens of red and white lights flicker off surrounding buildings.

With the valet chip in hand, I head down to the lobby. It takes the young man a few minutes to retrieve the car. I tip him, then lock the purse in the trunk, and get behind the wheel. Turning right onto 22nd Street, I take that down to Highland, hang a left, then a right onto 23rd, which is blocked off by emergency vehicles. Parking in a vacant lot, I shove the keys into my front pocket after locking the car and rush toward the scene, showing my badge to those trying to stop me. When I finally locate Frank across the street from the blazing club, he’s busy talking to the fire chief. The heat is so intense it’s curling the paint on a few of the closer vehicles. A makeshift morgue has been setup in the middle of the parking lot down the way under an enclosed tent, keeping prying eyes and media from photographing the deceased.

“Olivia, you arrived here fast,” my boss comments.

“I was just a few blocks away. What have we got?”

“So far, ten confirmed fatalities, but they’re pulling more out every minute. Stephen and Ben are on their way to help with the interviews.”

“Where do you want me to start?”

“Grab the first ambulance that isn’t hauling a critically injured person.” He reaches into the inside pocket of his coat, removing a pad of paper and pencil. “Here, you’re going to need this.”

I start with the first rig I see, delicately asking questions to those whose lives narrowly came to an end. Many are in shock and unable to articulate what they saw; others are fretting over friends still trapped inside. I do manage to ascertain that the fire started maybe an hour or so ago, according to one of the bouncers, who was ushering people out of the front door. The club was at capacity, if not over it. The music was blaring, everyone was having a great time, then suddenly the power went out, throwing the entire establishment into utter darkness. Smoke filtered out from one of the lounges in the back of the club and panic ensued. People who weren’t trapped by the flames became trampled in the desperation to escape. Returning to Frank with my findings, I can’t help but stare at the disaster.

The entrance into Requiem is a single door with a flashing neon sign cascading down the glass, changing colors every few seconds. It’s now smashed on the concrete. The club is underground, no windows, and no emergency exits. There’s only one way in and out: the main entrance. I’ve been inside of the place just once, but it was enough for me never to return. The décor
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