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  one

Ihate Mondays. 
Judging by the looks on the faces dragging around the office, I’m not the only one. Detectives shuffled in the background. Techs were glued to their travel mugs. The whole building sagged under the weight of it. 
Nothing interesting had happened over the weekend. No headlines. No calls. No reason to slip out after dark and find a new distraction. My fingers twitched with unused energy. All work and no play made me unbelievably fucking cranky.
“Angela?”
I blinked, dragging my attention to my supervisor, Adrian Davis, sitting across the table. He looked at me over the rim of his glasses, fork suspended mid-air. A faint frown tugged at his mouth.
Damn, I hate Mondays.
I took a slow sip of coffee to hide my irritation. “As it stands, your victim is a Jane Doe. She had physical signs of sexual assault, ligature marks indicating strangulation, and cigarette burns on her hands. The burn marks aren’t fresh. I clocked the time of death at three hours before she was found. Your killer took their time with the body.”
“Perhaps our Jane Doe knew her attacker on a personal level.”
Intelligent guess… or predictable, depending on how generous I feel.
Most criminals screwed themselves by hurting the people who knew them best. Connection was predictable. There was no way to not be recognized in a lineup if Bob, the friendly neighborhood watchman, was on the other side of the glass.
“Around eighty-five percent of all physical assault cases involve a victim who knows their attacker in some capacity.”
Nodding, he wiped his mouth. “Let me know if you get any hits on the fingerprints.”
I pushed back my chair, my mug in hand. “Certainly.”
“Thank you, Angela.”
As always, his tone was warm and respectful. If he ever suspected what lived behind my ribs, he never let it slip.
I gave him one more glance before stepping out of the break room.
Taking the long route back to the morgue, I did my best to avoid encountering anyone. Detectives hunched over paperwork. Techs darted in and out of labs. The carpet had absorbed years of frustration, secrets, and coffee spills. If I stayed too long among the living, I might start to grind my teeth.
“Angel, wait up!”
I glanced over my shoulder to see two crime scene analysts approaching me from the other end of the hall. Stephen Sanderson bounded toward me with the enthusiasm of a Labrador expecting a treat. Behind him, Henry Jackson followed at a more reasonable speed.
In the past, I would have contemplated killing a man who called me by any irritating nickname, but one look at Stephen, I knew that wasn’t possible. Short blonde hair and brown eyes, he was a breath of fresh air in a place like this, always smiling and bouncing around with endless energy. He hit a nerve, almost to the point of annoyance, yet I found myself irritated more when he wasn’t around for some reason.
Maybe I’m irritated because I’m irritated. Whatever that means.
At five foot eight and full of jittery energy, he almost vibrated when he talked. He wiggled his eyebrows. “Get any results from my prints?”
“No.”
“I expect you’ll be getting a name any second now. I lifted those puppies myself, quick and clean, if I can toot my own horn, which I can.”
Of course he could… and would.
Henry rolled his eyes. If there was a dictionary entry for “dangerously attractive,” his face would be right under it. Piercing green eyes. Bronze skin. A voice that made women trip over their own feet. He was intelligent and well-versed on the streets of Las Vegas, having lived his entire life here, but something told me he had a softer side beneath that rough exterior. 
He watched everything and everyone, including me. I didn’t like it.
“How’s it going, Jackson?”
“Good, Wilkins. Nice to see you out of the morgue for a change.”
Dick. I lifted my mug like a shield. “I needed to recharge my batteries.”
Stephen popped up on his toes to peer into it. “You’re almost out again. Want me to get you more? I can make you a cup from my special stash.”
“No, thanks.” I stepped backward. “I’ll page you as soon as I get your results.”
Before either could keep me lingering in the cluttered hallway, I slipped away down the stairs.

      [image: ]
CSA Lilah Evans waited in the morgue, posture crisp, blonde hair pulled back, trying not to look like she was expecting validation.
I stepped in and let the door click softly behind me. “Hello, Lilah.”
She flashed me a small smile as I entered, giving me ample room to move around her and lower my mug. “Afternoon, Angela.”
I glanced over the stack of case files on the counter. Good. Nothing’s moved. Good for me. Good for her.
“I was hoping you had the blood results ready from my victim.”
Hope. Such optimism for a place like this. It was funny how her use of the word always came across as expectancy, but she wasn’t wrong. If there was one thing I couldn’t stand, it was a mystery lying on my slab with no explanation.
I grabbed a manila file and handed it to her. “Tox screen showed significant traces of GHB in her system.”
“The date rape drug?”
With a nod, I walked over to a slab. Lilah trailed behind me, matching the rhythm of my steps. “Cause of death was internal bleeding. Bruising and swelling around the organs suggests blunt force trauma to the chest. No defensive wounds. She was incapacitated before the assault.” The white sheet whispered as I lifted it. “She was sexually assaulted, but I found no evidence of semen in her vaginal cavity or on her body.”
She glanced intermittently between the body and the file. “You said it was GHB.”
Petty of me, but I enjoyed confusing people. They often repeated things the way trained birds do.
I covered the victim’s face. “The marks on her thighs and vaginal cavity were made by a sharp, studded object. Anyone over one twenty-five pounds could inflict that kind of damage with the right force, especially if she couldn’t fight back.”
She shut the folder and tucked it under her arm. “So, how have you been?”
Interesting shift in topic. Also unnecessary. “I’m fine. Thank you for asking.”
With a smile, she kept talking, filling the morgue with her soft chatter about her son, his school, and how fast kids grow. Her smile was genuine, the kind of smile that belonged in a different life entirely. It was a life I would never understand, not even if someone explained it to me slowly and with flashcards.
“He’s growing like a weed and doing very well in school.”
Humans and their attachments. I will never relate. I nodded to be polite. 
“It was rough for a while, but you know how kids can be.”
I don’t. I hardly know that much about adults either.
“I’ve been meaning to thank you. I came in late last week from that crime scene, but Director Malone was riding me to get the job done as soon as possible.”
I stepped away from the slab. “Don’t mention it. We had an interesting conversation about sports cars and video games.”
Interesting wasn’t how I’d actually describe distracting a child while she worked, but it was nicer than excruciating. When it came to children, I tended to steer clear of the topic. They were so full of innocence and trust that it made me nauseous. Nothing in the world should ever be that way, but Mother Nature eventually corrected its mistake by the time the child matured into an adult. I guess that’s why so many people ended up jaded and miserable.
“I’ll tell him you said hello."
I forced myself to smile. “Let me know if you need anything else.”
When the door finally swung shut behind her, the morgue fell silent again, the way it was supposed to be. My smile slipped away.
Without hesitation, I pulled on a pair of gloves and reached for a mask. There were bodies to open and truths to carve out. I only hoped one of them would give me something worth the itch beneath my skin.






  
  two

Ikept myself busy on my days off. Busy was safe. Busy kept questions away. 
The gym near my apartment became an easy cover; a socially acceptable hobby for someone who supposedly cared about wellness and balance. Adrian had mentioned it once after noticing how often my name lit up the timecard. His eyes were too sharp to ignore, so I played along. Out of everyone at work, he was the one I couldn’t afford slipping past my guard.
The twenty-four-hour gym was nearly empty when I walked in at eight a.m. I grabbed a locker, laced my sneakers, and stepped onto the treadmill, leaving my headphones turned off. I let the white noise of other people’s conversations ghost around me. I paid them only a second's worth of attention before shifting back to my own little world. My world narrowed to footfalls, steady breathing, and the comfort of routine.
Then I made the mistake of glancing at the mirror across from me and caught sight of the familiar face of CSA Johnny Cooper in the reflection. He was a few machines back, in a black muscle tank and shorts, lifting weights with steady precision. Six foot two, dark features, black hair damp from exertion; he was a man who took pride in himself.
Of course he’d be here.
The last thing I needed was for him to notice me. Johnny was decent and kind. He was a hard worker with a huge heart and a moral compass that pointed stubbornly toward “protector.” That made him dangerous in a way murderers weren’t. Two years ago, he’d been tangled in a hostage situation that had shattered something inside him. The result of losing the young victim had altered his perception of good and evil, but the old Johnny still showed up for work, doing all he could to protect the innocent.
I stepped off the treadmill and turned toward the locker room.
Johnny blocked my path, a warm smile on his face. “Hey, Angela.”
I kept my face neutral, as if I hadn’t felt my pulse spike. “Johnny. Hey. I didn’t know you were a member here.”
“It’s been a while since I’ve worked out. When did you join?”
I hate conversations. All of them. “Last month. Work’s been busy. I’m… not here much.” I deflected. “I haven’t seen you at the station lately. Did Adrian have you on a special assignment?”
His smile deepened.
Perfect. Now I sound like I’d been tracking his comings and goings on a cork board.
“I was in Los Angeles for a seminar. I flew back yesterday and felt a bit restless, so I figured I’d work out.”
I need to get away from him before I break out into hives. “Well… I’m sure there are tons of cases waiting for you at the office. I should go.”
“I was actually about to leave. Have you eaten breakfast?”
So this is what it feels like to be on stage and have a giant spotlight burning out your retinas.
I paused at the look of curiosity on his face.
Either time has slowed down, or he’s been waiting for me to say something.
I blinked as my brain rebooted. “No.”
“There’s a diner up the road. If you want, we can grab something. I can meet you there, or you can ride with me.”
Ride with him? Absolutely not. I needed distance. Oxygen. A witness protection program.
I wondered if I looked like a fish out of water, complete with a flapping jaw and moving eyelids. “I need to change. I’ll meet you there.”
What the hell am I doing?

      [image: ]
The diner was small, tucked off the strip with fading vinyl booths and the smell of old coffee stifling the air. I stared too hard at the menu to avoid staring at him.
“Are you okay?”
I squinted at Johnny. “Excuse me?”
“You’re rubbing your head. Headache?”
Yes, from ramming my head into my locker door, and it unfortunately didn’t knock any sense into me.
“I’m fine.”
He looked back at the menu. “The grilled cheese here is good. They use three different cheeses.”
I stared at the top of his shaved head, gripping the menu so hard the laminate squeaked in protest. Food was the last thing I could think about. If I tried to swallow anything more substantial than air, I’d choke on my own nerves. I avoided Johnny at work for good reason. I wasn’t built for relationships, not real ones; not the kind that required emotional maintenance. I could dive into a relationship to craft another facade for my ever-expanding fake resume, but maintaining my current hobbies was already a full-time juggling act.
When the waitress appeared, I ordered a chicken salad and lemon water. Johnny ordered the entire left half of the menu.
His grin was smug when the waitress left. “What? I’m a growing boy.”
“If you’re not careful, it’s going to be out, not up.”
He laughed, a genuine sound that made something uncomfortable flutter in my chest.
“My mother used to say that all the time. I’m blessed with high metabolism.”
“It doesn’t hurt that you work out like the devil is chasing you.”
“And here I was thinking you hadn’t noticed me until I approached you," he smirked.
Way to open your mouth and insert your foot.
I hated that he made something in me soften without permission. I must be sick. A rare airborne syphilis, maybe.
“I’m just basing it on your work ethic.”
“I’m flattered that you’ve even noticed," he shrugged. “You keep to yourself, and you mostly only come up for coffee.”
So he noticed things, too. Exactly what I don’t need. “I doubt Adrian would appreciate me doing autopsies on the break room table.”
Chuckling, he reclined in the booth. “Give it a shot. He’s always putting those weird food experiments in the fridge. What’s one more dead thing on the table?”
My fingers started tapping the table before I realized it. I cleared my throat. Am I doing that a lot? Can he hear me swallowing? It was difficult to think of a single thing to say that wouldn’t make me sound like I was from another planet.
He rescued me with a question. “What made you want to be a coroner?”
I stopped myself from rolling my eyes. What’s the meaning of life? What’s your favorite color? Are your breasts real?
“I don’t know.”
His eyebrows rose. “You don’t know?”
“It’s not like I woke up one day and thought, ‘yes, dead bodies are the answer.’” It’s more like I wanted to chop them into tiny pieces thanks to trauma. “I’ve always been interested in forensic medicine. After suffering through endless college courses, here I am.”
He smiled gently. “I’m not sure how you do it, but I’m glad you do.”
Okay, enough. Shift focus. “What made you want to be a CSA?”
“I’ve always wanted to help those that can’t help themselves.”
Beauty pageant answer. Ten out of ten. “Vegas is a great place to do that.”
His jaw tightened. “My parents thought I was crazy for moving here, but they understood my reasons.”
Memory pulled him somewhere far away for a moment. I let him have it.
“I remember you telling me once you're from Alabama.” He refocused. “What brought you to Vegas?”
The spotlight swung back to me again. “Change of scenery, and the crime lab needed an assistant coroner.”
“You don’t like talking about yourself, do you?”
Wow, a man who finally pays attention. I shrugged. “I just don’t find myself all that interesting.”
“I find you very interesting.”
“You don’t know me well enough to know that.”
He smiled. “That’s why I invited you to lunch. So far, so good.”
I should have said no. I must be losing my touch.
As if a miracle from above, my cell phone rang from the depth of my bag. Salvation. I dug for it and answered the call. “Wilkins. Ten minutes? Okay, goodbye.” I hung up just as our food arrived. “That was Adrian. I'm sorry, but I have to go.”
He didn’t seem angry. “You’ll just have to find a way to make it up to me.”
No, I won’t. “You bet.”
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Traffic slowed me enough that I arrived five minutes late. I climbed out of my vehicle and retrieved my medical kit. I was snapping gloves onto my hands when Stephen materialized beside me.
“Angel! Isn’t it your day off?”
“Someone forgot to tell your perp.” I spotted Adrian talking to Henry behind the crime scene tape, tourists and residents of the small apartment complex crowding around it.
“Doc comes back on Friday. Bet you’re happy. We’ve been slammed.”
“I like it that way.” Jogging toward Adrian, I muttered a quick thanks to the cop that lifted the tape for me. “Sorry I’m late. Traffic.”
“It happens. Thanks for coming. We're short-handed.”
“I know the drill. Where's the body?”
“This way.” Henry grabbed my elbow to direct me.
I shot him a look sharp enough to slice, but he didn’t flinch. He led me through the complex, nodding at officers as we passed. At the apartment door, he motioned me in first. “Watch your step.”
Stepping through the doorway, I wished I hadn’t done it so quickly. The smell of copper hit first and then silence.
“The victim's sister found her thirty minutes ago,” Henry stated from behind me. “Said she was alive when she called 911.”
I crouched beside the body of the young woman. Red-haired, her face was pressed against the cheap carpet, hazel eyes frozen open. She had been stabbed repeatedly in the back. Her hands were curled in the carpet as if she’d clawed for the door.
I slid my thermometer from my bag. Something didn’t add up.
Time to get to work.






  
  three

Victoria O’Malley had been a twenty-one-year-old college student. There had been no trauma, no record, or messy past dragging behind her; just a sister named Susan and a one-bedroom apartment she’d occupied since breaking up with her boyfriend years prior. Nothing about her screamed target. The CSAs whispered theories about a break-in gone wrong or an interrupted intruder. Wrong place, wrong time. I didn’t buy it. Random violence rarely looked this personal. 
A knock sounded at the morgue door, pulling me from the case file. I closed it and slid it aside as Johnny walked in with Shannon Danvers. Shannon was short and compact, with a tired stiffness in her shoulders that came from too many crime scenes and too little sleep.
Johnny smiled like I was sunlight instead of fluorescent morgue lighting. “Hey, Angela.”
“Hello. What do you need?”
“We’ve been assigned to this morning’s case. Henry and Stephen are tied up.”
Interesting choice of words. My brain supplied an entirely different image, and I ignored it. I handed the file to Shannon. “Victoria O’Malley, twenty-one.” I led them to the body. “COD is exsanguination.” I pulled back the sheet. “She has bruises at the base of her neck. Position suggests she was forced to the floor before the stabbing. The wounds are chaotic, except here—” I circled a section of her back with my finger. “Concentration implies intent. Murder weapon is roughly a six-inch serrated blade.”
Shannon frowned. “Could she have been hit with something?”
“Not likely.” I nodded toward the end of the slab, and Johnny lifted the sheet. “There are indentations on the back of her legs. Those appear when pressure is applied long enough to discolor the skin and restrict blood flow.”
“You’re saying the attacker sat on her legs?”
“It’s possible.” I pulled the sheet back over the victim’s face. “It could’ve been one attacker holding her down and another doing the stabbing. That’s your puzzle to figure out. I only give you the pieces.”
Shannon closed the folder. “Thanks, Angela.”
“You’re welcome.” You can leave now.
I liked Shannon about as much as I liked the average coworker… which is to say, I respected her competence and wanted minimal contact otherwise. She was a dedicated analyst, but she had a softness directed at Adrian. She tried to hide it, but it clung to her like perfume. If that was love, I didn’t recognize the scent.
Pushing that uncomfortable thought away, I glanced between them. “Anything else?”
“I think that’s everything.” She turned to leave, then paused when she saw Johnny still standing there. “Cooper? You coming?”
“In a minute.”
She glanced between us, clearly confused, but left.
Shifting my attention from the door, I forced myself to not plot his demise. “Was there something else?”
“I want to take you out to dinner.”
I’m not sure what to do first: kill you or have my hearing checked.
For a second, the morgue felt too exposed. There was a body on the slab behind me and another on the slab to the right… and this was what he chose to say?
“This isn’t the best place to ask you…”
Oh. I said that out loud.
“But I wanted to do it when I knew I had your undivided attention.”
My brain hiccuped. “Me?” And my voice cracked. Perfect.
“Well, I would’ve asked Dan,” he nodded toward the covered body down the row, “but I doubt I’d get an answer.”
I stared at the corpse, a forty-five-year-old man whose heart had simply given up after too much fast food, and then back at Johnny. “Okay.”
No, stop talking. Brain, fix this.
“Great!” He flashed me a wide grin, those damn dimples of his appearing. “Tomorrow night?”
I flinched at his jarring happiness but covered the reaction with a small smile. Honestly? I should say no. I should invent a funeral or a plague.
“That’s fine.” I grabbed a piece of paper and scribbled my address before my body could betray me further.
He folded it and tucked it into his back pocket. “Six o’clock?”
Once again… Honestly?
“Perfect.”

      [image: ]
My coffee mug was refilled until it felt like a ritual offering to the gods of questionable life choices. I was painfully aware of the watchful eyes of Stephen and Parker Adams, a lab assistant, following my every move from where they sat at a break room table. Parker was nosy but harmless; a middle-aged man with two divorces and endless dreams of a future Mrs. Adams on his horizon.
I mixed in an unhealthy amount of sugar and stirred until it was blended. “If you two don’t stop staring at me, I’m going to do something violent.”
“Good one,” Parker cackled. “When’s the last time you hurt anything bigger than a bug, Angel Cakes?”
My list of people to eliminate just grew by one.
Stephen shoved the chair beside him back. “Ignore him. She’s edgy because she’s got a big date tomorrow.”
Parker straightened in his chair; his interested gaze locked on my face. “I don’t remember asking you out. Do we have plans?”
I ignored him and glared at Stephen. “It’s not a big date.”
“Liar, liar.”
Someone give this man a trophy. “It's not!”
Smirking, he crossed his arms over his chest. “It is to Johnny. He’s been debating asking you out since you started working here. I’m shocked it took him this long.”
"Wait a minute,” Parker gasped, “Johnny Cooper asked you out?"
I pinned him with a look sharp enough to shave him bald. “See you later, Adams.”
He opened his mouth to say something else but changed his mind. He vanished instantly from sight.
Stephen squirmed in his chair. “Please don’t hurt me.”
“Spill it or I’ll spill this.” I grabbed the handle of my mug but didn’t lift it from the table. “And you know how I prefer my coffee scalding hot.”
“I don’t know what there is to spill.”
I tilted the mug.
“Okay! Okay!” He panic-laughed. “Johnny thinks you’re pretty and nice and… stuff. Guys notice. You’re awesome, Angel. Really awesome.”
He's trying to flatter me out of doing something violent.
I lowered the mug.
“That was like something from Lethal Weapon.”
“Relax. I wouldn’t waste good coffee. Besides, it’s your stash anyway. Parker said you wouldn’t mind.”
“Oh, I’m doing something horrible to that man.”
Be my guest.
Stephen studied me. “Johnny’s a good guy.”
“I’m aware of that. How do you even know he asked me out?”
“Henry found the paper with your address. Johnny dropped it in the locker room.” He smirked. “Henry owes me fifty bucks now. He made a bet years ago that Johnny would never ask you.”
Hearing that, I held out my hand.
“Seriously?”
I wiggled my fingers.
He sighed, pulled out his wallet, and slapped a crisp fifty in my palm.
“Pleasure doing business.” I slid it into my scrubs as I stood. I ruffled his hair, ignoring his squeal of protest. “See you later, Trouble.”
“Yeah, yeah.”
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The building was quiet when I clocked out. My duffel bag thumped against my shoulder as I headed up the stairs. I smiled at my coworkers, because that was what a normal person did, even though exhaustion gnawed at my patience. I was tired, bordering on the edge of a cranky abyss, and the only things I wanted were a hot bath and my soft bed.
I stopped at the sight of Johnny and Henry talking in the hallway. Switching my stride, I headed straight for them. Their laughter cut off when they spotted me approaching.
Oh, how I love that feeling.
I pulled the fifty from my pocket and handed it to Henry. “You should know better than to gamble on a rigged game.”
He blinked, startled by the gesture. “Uh… about that—”
“Don’t mention it.” I glanced at Johnny. His guilty expression was almost adorable. Almost. “Goodbye.”
“Angela, wait!”
My feet betrayed me by obeying, and he caught up with me halfway down the hall.
“I feel like I should apologize.”
I shook my head. “That’s unnecessary.”
“Stephen said he gave you a hard time.”
I should nod, make an excuse about having left my iron on, and run off.
“I can handle him.” I shifted my bag against my shoulder. “I need to go. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“You still want to go?”
I’m too tired for this shit. “Yes. Don’t be late.”
I glared past him at Henry, then walked away, the exit doors sweeping shut behind me.






  
  four

Slamming my apartment door shut behind me, I dropped my keys onto the side table and headed straight for my bedroom. My laptop waited on the desk in the corner, the screen blinking awake when I hit the power button. As expected, an email from my mother sat at the top of my inbox. I left it untouched and instead deleted the junk messages piling up beneath it. One advertised anxiety medication, and I debated forwarding it to her. I restrained myself. Some people were tragically humorless. 
I hadn’t spoken to my mother in weeks. Between the guilt-trips, the interrogations about Vegas, and the lingering shadow of what happened twelve years ago… I had no energy left for her disappointments. I had too many irons in the fire to even consider trying to repair any of it. Besides, if she knew what I really did during my off-hours, she’d probably drop dead on the spot.
The thought should’ve amused me. It didn’t.
With a sigh, I turned my chair toward the wall-mounted TV and grabbed the remote. The evening news flickered on, the reporter standing on the courthouse steps, a distant crowd milling behind her. The broadcast was clearly a loop from earlier in the day. I raised the volume.
“The city of Las Vegas finds itself in shock as Bruce Livingston was released free of charges today,” she said, voice edged with disbelief. “As many of you viewers may remember, Livingston was arrested for the murders of four people in the Las Vegas area last year. His prints were found at every crime scene, and he confessed before changing his statement months later.”
She paused when the courthouse doors opened. Out walked the man himself flanked by his attorney. Both wore triumphant smiles that made my stomach twist.
“His trial has been thrown out by the court due to evidence tampering,” the reporter continued. “Several key pieces of evidence were also found missing.”
The two men stopped to speak to the swarm of reporters, his lawyer rambling proudly about justice and the legal system. Justice. That word meant absolutely nothing to men like Bruce, but I knew exactly what kind of man he was. Men like him didn’t change. They were creatures of habit, wired for repetition.
The next time he struck, I’d be ready.

      [image: ]
I will not, I repeat, will not have a good time tonight. I’ll be surprised if I even crack one smile.
Stepping back from the full-length mirror, I studied myself one last time. Black dress. Matching pumps. Expression neutral. Everything about me looked perfectly functional and perfectly detached. It was ten minutes till six. I should’ve been researching, instead of preparing for a date I had no business going on, yet here I was, dressed like someone who cared.
A knock echoed through my apartment.
I cringed at my hesitation before I ventured from my bedroom, pulling the door shut before I approached the door. I inhaled deeply, rehearsed a few pleasant greetings, and opened the front door. Johnny stood there, looking damn near polished in a dark blue button-down shirt and khaki slacks.
Wait a minute, are those—
Smiling, he extended a bouquet of lilies. “I’m a little early. I hope that’s okay. These are for you.”
I stared at the flowers as if they were dipped in poison for a split second before I accepted them. “I did tell you not to be late.”
“You did," he chuckled, eyes bright. "You look great.”
“Thank you, so do you.” I stepped back. “Come in for a second, and I’ll put these in some water.”
He shut the door gently behind him. His hands slid into his pockets as he looked around my living room. “You have a lovely home.”
That sounds rehearsed. I let it go. “Thank you.”
I headed into the kitchen, and the moment I knew his eyes weren’t on me, I panicked. What the hell do you put flowers in? Cabinet. Too small. Another cabinet. Wrong shape.
After rummaging through half my kitchen, I grabbed a pint glass, filled it with water, and shoved the lilies inside. The glass wobbled under the weight, and I stepped back, hands up, like it might topple. A soft chuckle sounded from the doorway. I turned to find Johnny leaning there, amusement all over his face.
“Do you not own a vase?”
Does it look like I own a vase, Einstein? “I’ve never had the need for a vase before tonight.”
“That’s a shame. You should get flowers all the time.”
Fantastic. A man who’d read the “How to Charm Properly” handbook.
I walked toward him, grateful when he stepped back to give me space. I snatched my purse off the couch and pasted on an expression I hoped resembled enthusiasm.
“Ready when you are.”
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Halfway through dinner, I realized something unsettling. I didn’t want to stab Johnny with my steak knife or bolt for the exit. I wasn’t choking down irritation or forcing fake smiles. Somehow, impossibly, I was… fine. That was a bigger surprise than anything else that had happened today, considering that dating and I aren't on good terms. Not that I blame Cupid for being disgruntled when it came to me. I wasn’t exactly preaching love to the masses these days.
He held the door for me as we left the restaurant, and I smiled as I stepped into the glowing chaos of the strip. Crowds flooded the sidewalk, neon lights spilling color over everything. Since leaving my apartment, we’ve discussed a variety of topics. Well, he talked, and I chimed in sporadically. I told him a few useless facts about my past, nothing meaningful enough to create vulnerability, but he listened like each word mattered. It was unnerving.
“Dinner was great,” I smiled, tone more sincere than I expected. “Thank you.”
“Don’t mention it. I’m glad you said yes.”
Watching the people passing by, I was satisfied that most paid no attention to us.
“I’m glad you asked,” I lied.
He returned the smile, briefly, before looking away and clearing his throat. There was something almost shy about it, something that tugged at the corner of an emotion I didn’t want to examine.
"It's been a long time since I've been on a date. Stephen has been pestering me to ask you out for a while, but honestly, I think I was nervous."
“I wasn’t aware I was intimidating.”
I know damn well that I am.
I saw him smile again from the corner of my eye.
“You can be hard to read. When you started working at the station, you were there maybe three hours, and half the staff was already wrapped around your finger.”
“I don’t consider Stephen and Parker as half the staff.”
“Most people don’t consider Parker human, so you might be right,” he laughed.
I looked down at my purse, half-expecting my phone to ring and rescue me. It didn’t. My brain scrambled for something to say, but at that exact moment, his hand slid over mine. A spark shot up my arm. My ankle wobbled. I stumbled, and before I could hit the ground, his hands gripped my arms and held me upright. I narrowly avoided colliding with him, his hands gripping my upper arms; mine resting flat against his chest.
I stared up at him as the crowd continued to mill around us in waves.
“Whoa there.” With a smile, he gently squeezed my arms. “You okay?”
Nodding, I tried to move my hands, but it was like my arms were dead weight. Damn it, move!
He gave my arms one last gentle squeeze before releasing me and extending his hand. “Come on. I’ll walk you home.”
Whatever this is, it’s all in my head. It has to be.
I slid my hand into his. “That sounds great.”
I’m getting far too good at lying to myself. And even worse… I’m starting to believe it.






  
  five

Ihad a horrible time last night. That’s my story, and I’m sticking to it. 
I let the morgue door slam behind me, staring down at the file in my hands and willed my brain to focus on anything other than Johnny Cooper. Maybe the problem was that I was disappointed… and the disappointment had turned into irritation… and the irritation into something even more… pissy.
He’d been the perfect gentleman the entire evening. No wandering hands. No forced goodnight. He’d walked me to my door, smiled that annoyingly warm smile, and left without even a pathetic attempt at a kiss on the cheek.
Yeah, I’m definitely pissy.
My thoughts were spiraling. I hadn’t been attracted to a man in a long time, not since–
“I think these are for you. They’re not for me, I know that much.”
I slammed to a halt, head snapping up. Doctor Charles Reeves stood beside the counter, motioning toward a vase of flowers sitting there. I shut the folder and tucked it beneath my arm. “Welcome back, Doc.”
“Glad to be back, Angela. Are you going to pretend they’re not sitting there, or are you going to tell me your little secret?”
Which one? “I highly doubt they’re for me.”
“I won’t lie and say that I didn’t peek at the card,” he admitted. “Your name is on it.”
I suddenly feel like a thief caught elbow-deep in someone’s cookie jar.
Charles was one of the most intelligent men I’d met in my entire life. In many ways, he and Adrian were two sides of the same unnerving coin. From the first day I worked here, I’d admired him. His work was meticulous, his mind razor-sharp, and every time I shadowed him, I learned something new worth pocketing.
“Who are they from?”
“I was hoping you could tell me. There’s no signature. Maybe you’ve got a secret admirer.”
The morgue door opened, slamming against the wall with a loud thud. “Johnny sent you flowers!”
Correction: not-so-secret admirer. Insert palm to face here.
We stared at Stephen as he strutted forward with a grin.
“Guess your date went well, huh?”
“Unless you’re here about a case, I suggest you march your little self back upstairs.” I flipped open my file, mostly to keep from strangling him. “And how did you even know about the flowers?”
He stepped beside me, craning his neck to peek at the paperwork. “I’m just that good, I guess.”
“You sure do a lot of guessing.” I caught his earlobe between my fingers and gave it a vicious tug. “Get lost, Matilda.”
Pouting, he rubbed at his abused ear. “I’m going to pretend I don’t understand that book reference.”
“Goodbye, Stephen.”
“Fine.” He shuffled backward toward the door. “Just remember I’m one of your favorite people in the entire world. Well… besides Johnny now, I suppose.” He laughed at the
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