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Synopsis

When undercover work requires working under the
covers, danger is an uninvited bedfellow… Erin McKenzie, a newly
promoted homicide detective, lands the assignment of her career
when she is chosen to investigate Elizabeth Adams, the number one
suspect in a slew of serial murders. Adams, elusive and
devastatingly beautiful, is not only an accomplished seductress but
also a lesbian. Erin, straight and married, needs a crash course in
more than just undercover detecting. With Patricia Henderson, a
fellow homicide cop and Adam’s former lover as a mentor, Erin
embarks on the journey of her life…with love and danger hot on her
heels.
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Prologue

Arcane, Alabama

 


“Come on, Lizzie, hurry!” Jay yelled as they ran
through the woods. “We gotta get to Papaw’s house by
suppertime!”

“I’m comin’, I’m comin’.” Lizzie ran as hard as she
could, but she never could keep up with her older sister.

The shortcut to their grandpa’s house was always an
adventure Lizzie enjoyed. It led them deep in the woods, a good
ways from their aunt Dayne’s house. The house they had been living
in ever since their mother left them as babies.

Jay stopped to wait for her, hands on her hips. “You
better hurry up. I got better things to do than to wait for your
ass.” She kicked a pebble at Lizzie with her worn sneakers. Her
tanned and sockless legs were covered with tiny scratches and
scrapes from her rough play outdoors.

“Oh yeah, well at least I ain’t getting boobs!”
Lizzie taunted, earning herself a rough shove.

“Shut up, you little shit! I ain’t getting no boobs.”
Jay clasped her hands quickly over her tank top, hiding the budding
mosquito bites on her eleven-and-a-half-year-old chest.

“Are too. And if you ain’t nicer to me, I’m gonna
tell Bobbie Hollaway that you got hair on your twat.” Lizzie
scampered ahead of her sister, knowing she was about to get
pummeled.

She ran hard and fast, glancing back over her
shoulder to measure Jay’s advance. A ledge loomed ahead and Lizzie
slammed to a halt, Jay gaining on her rapidly. She peered down the
embankment, trying to decide whether or not she should risk the
steep descent. As her eyes skimmed over the heavily overgrown area
below, something caught her attention, something so out of the
ordinary that she completely forgot about Jay and the impending
ass-kicking.

“You’re dead, dickhead!” Jay shouted victoriously as
she slammed into her from behind.

Lizzie almost toppled, but turned and threw her arms
around her sister to steady herself. Her eyes never left the
strange sight at the bottom of the embankment.

“Git your hands off me, you freak.” Jay shoved her
away. “What’s your problem?”

Lizzie pointed and said with a gasp, “Look.”

“What?” Jay peered into the ravine.

They stood in silence for a moment, trying to see an
object partly hidden by a rotting log. Lizzie walked a few yards
along the ledge to get a better look. But on her final step, the
soft red earth gave way and she fell with a shriek, rolling over
and over until she slammed into something that stopped her
momentum.

She lay there, eyes clenched shut, her brain
spinning. She could hear Jay calling and coming after her and she
tried to get up, not knowing which limb to move first. Pain seeped
through her body and a terrible smell filled her nostrils, almost
burning them.

“Lizzie!” Jay came to a running stop behind her. “Oh
my God. Lizzie, git up.” Her voice was a strangled whisper.

“I cain’t.” She opened her eyes for the first
time.

“I said git up!” Jay yanked her up and away by the
waistband of her jean shorts.

Lizzie cried out as her left arm fell limply to her
side. She studied it in silence, too shocked to say a word.
Adrenaline surged through her as pain registered. She looked up to
speak to Jay but then, with a hoarse cry, focused on what it was
that had stopped her fall.

There, amidst the dead leaves and the rotting log,
lay the nude body of a young woman. Lifeless eyes bulged
unnaturally from the woman’s head, along with her tongue, which
fell to rest outside of her mouth. Angry red and purple marks
streaked across her neck where someone had squeezed the life out of
her. One leg was tucked beneath her at an impossible angle and an
arm cast back over her head as if she had tried to fend off a
blow.

Flies swarmed all over the body as it lay exposed in
the Alabama heat.

“Come on.” Jay nudged Lizzie from her trance. “Let’s
git outta here.”

“But what about her?” Lizzie couldn’t tear her gaze
away from the dead girl’s eyes.

“She’s dead! She ain’t going nowhere.” Jay had
started to make her way back up the embankment and she turned to
make sure her sister was following. “Come on,” she urged. “We gotta
go tell.”

Lizzie gave the dead girl one last look, and dragged
herself out of the ravine. Fear rocked through her along with the
pain from her arm. She struggled to keep up with Jay, afraid if she
fell behind, the body would rise and come for her. As she hurriedly
made it to the top, a figure startled them, stepping out from
behind a large tree.

“Well, looky what we have here,” the man said with a
sly grin, a worn toothpick stuck between his teeth.

Jay eased Lizzie behind her with one arm. “Look,
mister, we don’t want no trouble.” Lizzie could hear the
uncertainty in her tone.

The stranger looked Jay up and down, jangling the
keys on his belt loop with one hand. He had on worn jeans, stained
with grease and dirt. His T-shirt was tattered and full of holes;
sweat stains marked the armpits. He stank of raw onions, a smell
almost as strong as the rotting flesh of the dead girl.

“Well, it looks like you’ve done found it.” He
laughed out loud and pulled the toothpick from his mouth to toss it
on the ground. He glanced down beyond them at the body in the
ravine and snickered. “I see you girls met Mary. See, she didn’t
play nice with me. But you will, won’t you.”

He took a step toward them, knowing they couldn’t
back up much more. “Ain’t you a purdy little thing.” He reached out
and tried to stroke Jay’s cheek, but she ducked away from him and
came back up quickly, hitting him square in the balls. The man bent
over and grabbed himself, moaning in pain. “You little bitch.”

Pulled hard by her sister, Lizzie ran as best she
could, but the man gained on them fast, fueled by his anger and
pain. He grabbed at Lizzie’s hair and Jay turned, clawing and
pounding at him, causing him to lose his grip.

“Run, Lizzie, run!” she screamed.

The man laughed as Jay continued to try and fight
him. Bear-hugging her from behind, he carried her off back into the
woods, kicking and screaming.

For a split second, Lizzie stared after them, torn,
legs shaking. Pain and nausea tried to make itself known. She
glanced down. An unnatural bulge swelled beneath her flesh, and she
knew she couldn’t fight the man with one arm. Terrified for Jay,
she forced herself to run and not look back.


Chapter One

Twenty Years Later

July

Corona County Desert, Valle Luna, Arizona.

 


The victim was male and appeared to be middle aged,
gray hair at his temples. He was on his back, the bottom half of
his body nude. His genitalia were bloodstained and a single bullet
hole marked his forehead. His hands were already bagged in brown
paper bags to preserve any forensic evidence under the fingernails.
The bags were sealed just below wrists purple with ligature marks.
He had been bound very tightly by his killer.

Newly appointed homicide detective Erin McKenzie
pulled off her silver-framed Revo sunglasses and tucked them into
the collar of her sleeveless silk blouse. She wiped the sweat from
her brow and didn’t know whether to blame the desert heat or her
nerves for the flush of perspiration she was feeling. It was her
first week in Homicide and she hadn’t expected to get assigned to
such an important case so soon. She could tell by the silent, wary
glances her way that the two male detectives at the scene were in
the dark as to what she was doing there.

She had only been briefed a short time ago herself
and didn’t know the full details of the case yet. Martin Stewart,
the older of the men, was staring her down. She knew of the
overweight detective by reputation but had never been properly
introduced. Taking the bull by the horns, she walked over.

“Good to meet you, Detective,” she said, matching her
colleague’s stare with one of her own.

He looked away first and started coughing in a wheezy
manner. He wasn’t happy about her presence, that much was evident.
It was a different story with the younger detective. Jeff Hernandez
was a friend from earlier days at the Academy and knew she was one
of the most credible vice officers in the department.

On his knees next to the DOA, he looked up and met
her smile, pulling down his surgical mask to do so. Casting an eye
in Stewart’s direction, he said, “Just ignore him. He’s pissed
because you’re invading his crime scene and because he quit smoking
last week. How are ya, Mac?” He let go of his mask and it snapped
back into place.

“I’m not here to step on anyone’s toes.” She knelt
next to him and they both glanced toward the red-faced man scowling
and leaning against the Valle Luna P.D. crime scene van.

“He’s pretty much an asshole all of the time,” Jeff
said. “Don’t take it personally.”

“I’ll watch my step.” Erin laughed softly. Stewart
was obviously a lost cause and she didn’t want to get into a
pissing contest with him over territory. She knew she was being
thrown into their turf and the fact she was female didn’t help
matters any. She tucked one hand into her black slacks. “So, what
have we got here?”

“This poor bastard was one Jonathon Bale. Got I.D.
from the wallet we found in his pants over there.” A pair of
expensive-looking tailored pants lay next to the body, turned
inside out with the underwear exposed as if they had been pulled
off quickly. “Fifty-two-year-old from Scottsdale, married with two
adult sons. Wealthy business owner. One prior for a DUI two years
ago.”

“Who found him?” Erin put her shades back on. It was
two in the afternoon and the desert sun pierced her eyes.

They both stood and moved away from the stinking
body.

“Fourteen-year-old kid was out this morning riding
his dirt bike.” Jeff yanked the sweltering mask from his face and
tossed it into the van, audibly drawing a deep breath of the
fresher air. “Looks like number three.”

“You do know what he means by ‘number three,’ don’t
you?” Stewart asked in a not-so-friendly tone. Without waiting for
her to respond, he explained, as if talking to a slow learner, “You
do know about the serial killings, don’t you? This guy makes
numero tres.” He held up three stubby freckled fingers just
in case she needed to count them in order to understand.

Erin took a breath in through her nose, controlling
her flaring temper. She hated assholes like this, who spoke to her
as if she were a little girl. “Yes, I am aware of the recent
killings.”

Stewart puffed out his chest. “Well, then I guess you
know that Hernandez and I are assigned to those cases and to this
one as well.” Aha. So there it is. Territory. He might as well
lift his leg and pee on the dead body.

“Yes, I’m aware of that, also.” She knew what he
wanted, complete acceptance from her that they called the
shots.

Stewart folded his arms above his belly. It was like
a standoff at high noon. Erin almost waited for a tumbleweed to
roll slowly by to add to the effect. It occurred to her that
Stewart didn’t seem to know she’d been assigned to the case as of
this morning. From the way Jeff was smiling, she suspected he had
some idea. Either that, or he was merely enjoying the banter
between his colleagues.

She decided to lay her cards on the table for the
both of them. “As of today, gentlemen, I have been assigned to the
serial killings as well.”

“No fucking way,” Stewart erupted. He began pacing
like a mad dog and mumbling to himself.

“I need to get up to speed pretty fast.” Erin
directed her comments to Jeff. “I need to know everything that’s
entailed in these killings. So I’m counting on you to fill me in on
the details.”

This stopped Stewart in his tracks. “Well no shit,
Miss Fancy Pants! We’re all wanting to know everything there is to
know!” A throbbing vein on his forehead pulsed at her.

Erin glanced down at her pants. Fancy Pants?
They were nice pants, but she wouldn’t call them fancy. Jeff caught
on, laughing at her gentle mockery of the clueless Stewart.

“Look. All I was told is that I’m going undercover on
this case,” she said. “That’s as much as I know at this point.”

Stewart stopped pacing and looked from her to Jeff,
the slow-creaking wheels of his brain working loudly. “Adams?” he
muttered almost to himself.

Some of the color drained from Jeff’s face. “No
way.”

“Who’s Adams?” Erin asked.

Stewart laughed heartily. “Holy shit. She’ll eat this
little tart alive.” He walked away toward an approaching black
coroner’s van, mumbling, “’Bout fucking time.”

Jeff stared off into the distance in silence.

“Jeff, who’s Adams?” Erin asked him softly.

“Our main suspect in these killings.”

Erin was slightly shocked. “A woman?” She looked over
at the mutilated body. The killing seemed angry, violent, and very
personal. “A woman did that?”

“Yeah, we’re pretty sure. And she’s flaunting it in
our face too. Only we can’t get anything to stick to her.”

“Well, I have to admit that going in after a woman
doesn’t sound so bad.” Her mind eased a little at the thought. At
least she wouldn’t be throwing herself at some horrible man who
would try to screw her while she tried to screw information
out of him.

Jeff laughed a little. It was a nervous laugh.
“Listen, Mac, this is no ordinary woman. She’s as cunning as they
get and I’m betting she doesn’t have a conscience bone in her
fantastic body.”

Erin scoffed at his reference to the woman’s body.
She had never heard him talk like that about a female.

Picking up on her reaction, he said, “Yeah, she’s
good looking. Hell, she’s gorgeous. And uses it to her full
advantage. But there’s a cold heart beating underneath that hot
package, and if I’m right,” Jeff paused on a sigh, “the team is
going to send you in as bait.”

Erin recoiled at the statement, completely thrown.
“Bait?” She shoved her hands nervously in her pockets. “What in the
hell are you talking about?”

Jeff grinned. “She’s a lesbian.”

Erin shook her head. To think, she had kidded herself
into believing that she wouldn’t have to prostitute herself on this
undercover assignment, that she had been chosen for her skills this
time. Why did she always have to seduce someone in order to get
information out of them?

“This is crazy. How am I supposed to bait a woman?”
What in the world do they expect me to do?

Jeff eyed her with obvious appreciation. “Trust me,
Mac, what you got, she’s gonna want.”


Chapter Two

Detective Patricia Henderson tapped her pen nervously
against her notepad and glanced at the other four detectives
sitting in silence around the conference table.

They were waiting for their sergeant to begin the
briefing, the first of many that would involve this team and the
recent serial killings. A larger task force was in the works, which
would likely include the FBI. But as the investigation stood right
now, their small team was closest to the case.

Directly across from her, Jeff Hernandez sipped on a
cup of coffee. Patricia had trained him in the Arizona Law
Enforcement Academy just a few years before and she trusted him
completely. Jeff was hardworking and honorable. He seemed to truly
feel for each victim he came across, going out of his way to
comfort their grieving families and working whatever hours
necessary to solve each case. Her eyes drifted over to Martin
Stewart. The difference between the two men was like night and day.
Stewart was married, he was from New Jersey, and he was one of the
best homicide detectives in the state. He was also an asshole. She
liked to think that behind his tough-guy façade, there lurked a
sensitive, decent human being with a good heart. But it seemed
doubtful.

Arms folded, he leaned back in his chair with a
toothpick dancing across his thick lips. A pack of gum and a
steaming cup of coffee sat on the table in front of him.
Apparently, since he had quit smoking, he was popping all sorts of
things in his mouth to distract himself from the nicotine
cravings.

He glanced over at her and she quickly looked away
and concentrated on the detectives seated directly next to her.
Erin McKenzie and Gary Jacobs were deep in conversation, poring
over the homicide files. The two had been working closely with
Hernandez and Stewart since the third killing, much to Stewart’s
dismay.

Patricia had been Erin’s self-defense instructor as
well. Extensively trained in martial arts, she had been assigned to
teach at the Academy, something she’d enjoyed doing up until a
couple of years ago, when she was promoted to homicide, a position
she had always hoped to achieve. She fingered her small silver hoop
earrings and returned a polite smile from Erin. She noticed that
the large diamond ring Erin used to wear on her left hand was
missing. Jeff had mentioned the young detective’s recent separation
from her husband. Patricia eyed her own barren third finger and
wondered if someday she would wear a ring there signifying
commitment.

Shaking the loneliness from her mind, she lifted her
gaze to her longtime partner, Gary Jacobs. Gary was a serious,
no-nonsense kind of cop, someone who rarely cracked a smile. He was
always well mannered and polite, but she had always found it hard
to get him to laugh. She grinned as she remembered a time not so
long ago when someone had hired a drag queen to come in and sing
happy birthday to Stewart. She had been in tears with laughter as
the better-than-Cher look-alike straddled a red-faced Stewart and
rubbed his bald head while she sang. Gary had sat and watched from
his desk with a blank expression on his face, almost as if he were
watching grass grow.

Patricia tossed down her pen and rubbed her temples.
The headache she had awoken with was not letting up. Sleep had not
come easy the night before. She had stayed up late going over the
victim files until she knew them by heart. Then, she had studied
their main suspect, Elizabeth Adams. With all that she’d read and
all she knew, she was worried for Erin McKenzie.

The Homicide Department had pulled Erin from
Narcotics, specifically to work on the Adams case. It seemed she
had quite a reputation for her undercover work, having obtained the
key evidence that put several major drug dealers away. Of course,
now she’d have to prove herself all over again in Homicide, and
this was what concerned Patricia. A young detective trying to show
she could handle herself on a tough new assignment might be tempted
to take more risks than she should. Elizabeth Adams was a dangerous
target, a skilled seductress who would not only take full advantage
of an innocent but would enjoy doing so. And if she suspected Erin
was a cop…Patricia didn’t want to think about that possibility.

“Good morning, everyone.” Sergeant Eric Ruiz marched
in with a smile on his face.

Ignoring the unenthusiastic group reply, he slapped a
thick stack of files down on the end of the table and adjusted his
wire-rim glasses. He was a shorter man, about five eight, with a
head full of thick black hair threaded with silver. Despite his
modest stature, the overzealous Ruiz managed to intimidate almost
everyone, Patricia included. He demanded a lot from his detectives
and had a fiery temper with a very short fuse when things didn’t go
as planned.

“Okay. You all know why you’re here, so let’s get to
it.” He rubbed his hands together and began his infamous pacing.
The man did not know the meaning of sitting still. “McKenzie, how
are you feeling about all this?”

Erin sat up straighter in her chair. “Fine, sir.”

“Think you can be ready to roll by Saturday?”

“Yes, sir.”

Patricia watched the young detective squirm and
doubted that she was as fine or as confident as she claimed.
Stirring slightly in her own seat, she directed a question to Ruiz.
“What, exactly, is the plan for Saturday, sir?”

He stopped at the question, but only briefly, before
resuming his pacing. “We introduce Mac onto the scene at Adams’s
nightclub, La Femme. And we hope Adams shows an immediate
interest.”

Visions of the elite lesbian nightclub flashed across
Patricia’s mind. Adams had owned the popular club for eight years
and also operated a small production company known for
lesbian-themed films. Patricia’s eyes strayed to Erin and, not for
the first time, she felt uncertain whether the newcomer was ready
or even right for this assignment. Certainly she had the looks.
With her shoulder-length light brown hair pulled into a ponytail,
exposing high cheekbones and a graceful neckline, she had exactly
the kind of sexy vulnerability Adams found exciting. Oddly, that
unsettled Patricia.

She locked eyes with Ruiz. “How far are we willing to
let her go on Saturday?”

Erin’s face flooded with red, and Stewart about
choked on his shredded toothpick. It flew out of his mouth and he
looked around the table like a fourteen-year-old boy talking about
porn, an excited grin on his face. None of the other detectives
found the question humorous.

“You think we’ll need to resolve that now? Adams will
move that quickly?” Ruiz pointed the question back to her.

“Absolutely, sir.”

“Then what do you suggest?” He tossed the ball into
her court.

“Ideally, she should establish trust with the target
and permit a credible level of physical contact, kissing perhaps.
Some fondling. It will depend on what she’s comfortable with, and
the circumstances at the time. We just need to make sure she’s
fully prepared.”

All eyes focused on Erin, and Patricia noted the red
in her cheeks.

Before Erin could voice her thoughts, Jeff broke in.
“We don’t actually think Adams would harm Mac, do we?”

Patricia signaled Gary to respond and he adjusted his
glasses before speaking. “At this time we have no reason to believe
Ms. Adams would cause harm to Detective McKenzie. Her menace
appears to extend solely to males. She has never been known to
physically harm females.”

“So you’re saying Adams will try to fuck Mac
senseless, but she won’t hurt her?” Stewart was enjoying this way
too much.

“In a matter of speaking, yes.” Gary remained calm
and unamused.

Ruiz stopped pacing, apparently impatient with the
discussion. “Right, let’s bring Erin up to speed.” He tossed
several files down on the table in front of the detectives and
motioned for Patricia to speak.

Anticipating her, Stewart whipped open the files,
displaying grim color photos of the three dead men.

“As you all know, all three of our victims were
killed in the same fashion,” Patricia said. “All were taken to a
private location, a hotel in Mr. Bale’s case, where we assume they
were promised sexual favors. Then they were injected in the armpit
with a tranquilizer.” She glanced at each detective. “Our lab has
found traces of nylon fibers on the wrists of every victim. It
seems they were bound tightly and effectively with nylons, probably
to a bedpost, to make the task of injecting them easier.”

Ignoring a crass remark from Stewart, she continued,
“We have also found traces of the date rape drug, GHB or Liquid X,
in all our victims. We all know this incapacitates an individual
and in most cases leads to unconsciousness. However, in our victims
only a small amount was used. Not enough to render them
unconscious. The drug was most likely given in a drink soon after
the victims encountered our suspect, just enough to get their guard
down.”

She paused to sip some water, then wrapped up her
part of the briefing. “The injected tranquilizer is one used
primarily on horses. It rendered our victims completely
defenseless, causing them to lose the use of their limbs and
sending them in and out of consciousness.” She indicated a picture
of the first victim. “Fortunately for these men, the stabbing of
the genitalia was postmortem.”

Why? Patricia lapsed into thought as Stewart
and Hernandez took their cue from Ruiz and picked up the briefing.
Why take the time to mutilate if you don’t have the guts or
desire to inflict the wounds while the victims are alive? It
was obviously done for a reason, to make a strong statement. The
stabbings were either motivated by sheer hatred for these men or
they were intended to mislead, to make it appear the crimes were
acts of rage. She tuned in as Jeff Hernandez went over the
postmortem details.

“Each victim was found in an isolated desert area on
the outskirts of the valley, all three within a five-mile radius.
Cause of death was an execution-style shot to the head, and
ballistics concurs that the same 9mm was used in all three cases.
Shortly after death, each victim was stabbed a few times in his
penis and scrotum.”

Silence descended, broken only by the sound of
Stewart chomping on his gum. Wasting no time, he took over from his
colleague. “The only things we’ve found at the scene are the guys’
pants and wallets. Robbery was not a motive here. The chick leaves
hundreds of bucks plus credit cards in these guys’ wallets.” He
continued smacking the gum and looked around the room at his fellow
detectives. “It’s a message, people. She’s saying loud and clear
that she doesn’t give a fuck about their money. She doesn’t need it
or want it.”

“I agree,” Ruiz cut in. “The suspect knows these men
are wealthy. They’ve all tried to use their wealth and power
against her.”

“Yes, this is the most important aspect of this case
for you, McKenzie.” Patricia cast a brief glance in Erin’s
direction. Light green eyes met hers, their hue startling her
momentarily. But Erin didn’t seem to notice the unsettling effect
she’d had. “The fact that Adams knew each of these men and had
verbally threatened them is the main reason she’s our number-one
suspect.”

“How did she know them?” Erin asked.

“All three victims were members of an all-male,
high-society-type club that tried to shut La Femme down by revoking
Adams’s liquor license,” Patricia replied. “They also tried to ban
the lesbian films she produced from being sold in local stores by
claiming they were pornographic. Obviously, Adams became pissed
off.”

“Enough of a reaction to make her kill these guys?”
Erin looked dubious. “It’s so extreme. More like something a man
would do.”

Patricia smiled inwardly, remembering a time not so
long ago when she would have thought the same thing. But hundreds
of cases, and seeing the worst of people day in and day out, had
jaded her. Women were capable of murder, especially crimes that
involved killing from a distance. Women were less likely to kill
with their hands, avoiding strangulation or stabbing. More often,
they shot or poisoned their victims.

“Witnesses in a Valle Luna restaurant overheard Adams
threaten the men as they dined with their wives one evening in
April,” she said. “Apparently she threatened to kill and castrate
each of them if they continued to blacklist her.”

Erin cringed slightly. “Assuming Adams is the killer,
what is it that I’m going in for? You want evidence tying her to
the victims? Or do you just want me to get her talking—strike up a
rapport, gain her trust?”

Ruiz stopped walking and leaned on the table, both
hands flat in front of him, supporting his small stature. “Get
anything you can. Get her bragging. A confession would be
great.”

“So, I’m wearing a wire on Saturday?”

With a quick glance at Patricia, Ruiz said, “Yes.
However, if at any point you feel it unsafe to wear it, if she gets
too friendly, discard it immediately.”

“Of course, sir.”

“Detective Henderson will also be in the club. She’ll
be on three-way, so she’ll be able to hear you and also communicate
with the surveillance team outside if necessary.” He stepped back
from the table. “You’ll be meeting up with our sound guy along with
your liaison tonight. It’s probably best if they come by your
place. That okay?”

“Liaison?”

“To help you prepare for your assignment.” Ruiz
restacked the files. He adjourned the group until the next briefing
on Friday morning, stating the obvious. “Any new
information—McKenzie gets to hear about it on Friday. I want her as
prepared as possible.”

Stewart strolled toward the door. “Guess the next
time I see you, you’ll be a full-fledged dyke.” The comment was
directed at Erin, but before she could respond, Patricia moved to
stand next to her and stared down Stewart.

With Patricia by her side, Erin said, with a sly
smirk, “You better hope so, Detective Stewart. I know you need all
the help you can get on this case.”

Stewart mumbled a derogatory comment under his breath
and eyed both women before stomping away.

Erin turned toward Patricia and gave an audible sigh
of relief. “Thanks.”

“No problem.” Patricia lifted her files. “He’s just
jealous that you’ll get more girls than he ever could.”

Erin laughed. “I don’t know about that.”

Patricia held the door as they exited the conference
room. Watching Erin walk ahead, she felt her heart rate quicken.
The younger woman was very attractive, with strong, agile legs and
a perfectly rounded backside. Not to mention her ample breasts and
striking face.

Dragging her thoughts back to the job, she said, “He
is one damn good detective, though.”

“So I’ve heard,” Erin said doubtfully.

Patricia smiled. Erin McKenzie certainly had a mind
of her own. It was an attractive characteristic, something else
their main suspect would find appealing.

*

Erin eyed her vodka and ice. She was already on her
second and she hadn’t even been home an hour. At least with this
glass she had taken the time to add a lemon twist, unlike the
first, which she’d gulped down before it even chilled. She had been
drinking more lately, her loneliness becoming unbearable. But she
didn’t want to focus on that.

She took a sip and thought of her day. It had been a
rough one, spent trying to get up to speed on this case and arm
herself with information on their suspect. And the night didn’t
promise to be any more relaxed, with the imminent visit of her
liaison and the sound guy. She plopped down on a leather sofa. It
was cold on her bare legs and unforgivingly stiff from lack of use.
Unable to get comfortable, she stood and tugged at the maroon mesh
athletic shorts that matched her gray and maroon Arizona State
T-shirt. She decided, instead, to sit on the floor.

The house was brand new and virtually unused,
especially evident in the new-smelling carpet. She ran her hand
along its surface, making a track against the soft grain. The
four-thousand-square-foot home contained the finest in furniture
and décor, but to her it seemed empty. She hated its coldness and
spent as much time away from it as possible.

She fumbled with the remote for the large plasma
screen TV. She seldom turned the damn thing on and had no idea how
to use the controls. It had been her husband who constantly wanted
to replace their electronic equipment with the latest models and
insisted they have only the best of everything, regardless of
Erin’s preferences.

The thought of Mark drew a sigh from her. After he
made partner at his law firm they had seen less and less of each
other, until it seemed they were merely coexisting under one roof.
Yet he’d still made sure their home and vehicles were top of the
line, in case he ever needed to show them off. Mark was all about
appearances and Erin had been his trophy, another disregarded
possession among many.

They’d managed to stay married for six years, but for
the last two Erin had lived in her own room. The new house had
provided her with her own wing as well. They’d only lived in it for
six months when they decided to separate. Mark had moved out two
weeks ago and Erin still hadn’t processed her mixed feelings about
her failed marriage. Her job was the perfect distraction; she spent
so much of her time on assignment or at her desk, she could avoid
thinking about her personal life. It was easier that way. To think
about it brought pain and the sting of betrayal. Mark’s mistress in
Austin was no secret to her. She only wondered why it had taken him
so long to decide on a divorce.

Money was the obvious consideration. But for a
lawyer, Mark seemed to be taking his time over the property split.
He said he didn’t want things to get nasty, and he didn’t want to
hurt her. Erin took another gulp of her vodka. Mark’s behavior
didn’t hurt her anymore. She had simply stopped caring. What got to
her was the loneliness, the thought that she was missing out on
something truly special, somewhere, somehow. That’s what drove her
to drink. Was this all there was to life? A career, a meaningless
marriage, and a big, empty house?

She mashed more buttons on the remote and suddenly
the DVD she had put in began to play. It was one of the movies
Adams’s company had produced. Erin had removed a box of them from
Homicide, much to the disappointment of some of the male detectives
who were enjoying the investigative chore of watching them.

This particular one was titled Hearts Afire
and it appeared from the cover to be one of the milder movies. Erin
had figured she’d better start off slow and easy. Crossing her legs
in front of her, she focused on the screen. She had mentally
prepared herself to be shocked by watching two women have sex, but
ten minutes into the film her reservations were long gone.
Completely engrossed in the plot, she made herself more comfortable
by stretching out on her belly and propping her head up onto her
fists.

The story was incredible and she was soon rooting for
the two women to proclaim their love for one another. In fact, she
became so involved that she found herself on her feet, pacing in
front of the TV and laughing giddily when the women finally became
intimate. Completely frozen in amazement, she watched as they made
love. Incredibly, she was not uncomfortable in any way. Instead,
she was intrigued by the spectacle, and when the story came to an
end, she hurriedly dug through the box and grabbed another, titled
Leather Lasses. She slid it into the player and stood
waiting for it to begin. But no sooner had the title credits rolled
than the doorbell rang.

“Shit.” It was undoubtedly her colleagues. Erin had
completely lost track of time.

She grabbed the remote and pushed a button to make
the DVD stop, but it didn’t work. Two women in leather appeared on
screen. One aggressively grabbed the other and kissed her
passionately. Deciding that this could not be left on in front of
her guests, she killed the power to the TV, leaving the DVD on and
continuing to play. The kissing women disappeared as the screen
went black.

The doorbell chimed again and she ran to the door and
yanked it open hurriedly to find J.R. Stanford standing next to an
attractive woman. She should have known it would be J.R.; he had
worked sound on her last narcotics assignment. He grinned at her in
the devilish way that only he could and elbowed the woman next to
him to get her to turn all the way around to face the door.

Erin began a greeting, but trailed into silence,
startled to find herself staring at Patricia Henderson. The
detective’s thick auburn hair fell heavily in soft waves onto her
shoulders and she was wearing a green blouse and blue jeans. She
looked strikingly beautiful, completely unlike her more
conservative work persona. In the light of the setting sun, the
eyes that met Erin’s were a mesmerizing blue green and they shone
with something Erin could not read. She felt surprised and excited
in a strange way.

Henderson is my liaison? Does that mean Patricia
Henderson is a lesbian?

*

A hand waved in front of her face. “Hello?” J.R.
said. “Earth to Mac.”

Erin shook her head. “I’m sorry. It’s just that I
didn’t expect to see you.” She directed the apology to
Henderson.

Smiling, she said, “It’s okay. I thought it might
surprise you.”

Erin motioned for them to come inside. “Why didn’t
you just tell me today?” she asked, genuinely curious as to why
Henderson and Ruiz hadn’t enlightened her earlier.

“I asked Sergeant Ruiz not to—not in front of
everyone, that is.”

They entered the house and J.R. was once again J.R.
“Holy shit, Mac, you dealin’ drugs on the side?”

Erin laughed at his complete awe. He was such a
character, speaking with a Spanish accent and slight lisp. And he
proudly told anyone who asked that he and his mother came from
Mexico and that his father was the “Wonder Bread.” J.R. was
eccentric in every way, dressing worse than a blind man on a good
day. This evening’s look was tight, faded jeans and a wildly
colorful shirt with traffic signals all over it. The loud shirt was
unbuttoned halfway down, revealing sporadic chest hair.

“Seriously,” he continued, completely oblivious to
her eyeing his attire, “I know you was working narcotics and all,
but I didn’t know you was working it.” He bumped hips with
her and eyed her playfully. “You go, chica.”

Henderson also seemed to be taken aback at the
spectacle of a home. Erin cringed at what her colleagues must be
thinking.

“My soon-to-be ex-husband is partner in a law firm,”
she said, feeling the need to explain. “That’s the only reason I
live in a house like this. I could never afford it on my
salary.”

“Man, I was waiting for fuckin’ Lurch to answer the
door.” J.R. ran a hand over the Italian silk wallpaper.

“Please come in and make yourselves at home,” Erin
offered, trying to get their minds off the extravagant
surroundings. She led them into the living room where she’d been
watching the lesbian movies. “Can I get you guys something to
drink?”

Henderson shook her head politely, but J.R. wasn’t
paying attention. Staring past her he said, “Oh man, you got a
plasma TV!” and made a beeline for the remote. “I heard the picture
is, like, a hundred times better on these things.”

Before Erin could stop him, he hit the power button
and the screen came to life just as the two leather-clad women came
together in a series of loud orgasmic screams.

Erin felt her face redden all the way up to her
ears.

“Mac, you bad bitch!” J.R. was angling his head as if
to better examine the sexual position on the screen.

Henderson laughed. “I see you’ve been doing your
homework.” She shoved her hands in the pockets of her jeans,
looking a little embarrassed herself.

“Yeah, I don’t think Mac needs you,” J.R. informed
Henderson, without looking away from the screen. “She’s learning on
her own.”

Erin threw her hands up in the air in defeat. “You
got me.” Inwardly she wanted to die, but she stood her ground,
hoping against hope that this would not find its way back to the
department. Picturing Stewart’s reaction, she winced.

For a moment they all stood in silence and watched as
two new women entered the scene.

“Hey. Henderson, you in this one?” J.R. teased.

“Fuck you.” Henderson grabbed the remote from him,
amidst loud protests. “Just do your thing and get out of here.” She
stuck it in her back pocket. “We have more important things to
discuss.”

“Okay, okay.” He moved over to his bag of equipment
and pulled out some wires and rolls of tape. “There’s not much to
cover. Mac knows the drill from last time we worked together. But I
do need to show you guys how to communicate with each other.” He
approached them carrying two small pieces.

“Mac, you’ll be wired for voice sound. This one is
smaller and safer than what we used last time. It fits right in
your bra.” He motioned for Erin to lift up her shirt and fastened a
tiny black device to the center of her bra.

She looked up and caught Henderson watching them, red
tinting her cheeks. Suddenly she realized Henderson was not
studying J.R.’s wiring technique but was looking at her bare torso.
Feeling self-conscious she glanced down at her black lace bra and
fairly toned abs.

Do I look okay?

Judging by the blush Henderson was sporting, Erin
thought she must look pretty good. But then again, she didn’t know
what women liked in other women. Mark had always told her she was
too muscular for his taste. She wondered what Henderson thought of
her and decided to ask her later that evening when they were alone.
She had to make sure she was up to par before she went undercover
trying to attract a lesbian.

J.R. had turned his attention to Henderson and
positioned a tiny earpiece behind her thick hair where it was
completely hidden from view. “Go in the other room and see if you
can hear us,” he instructed.

As soon as she’d left, he walked over to Erin and
said with a smirk, “Mac has a nice rack.”

She laughed and smacked him on the arm.

“Hey, that hurt!” He rubbed his arm. “Seriously
though, what are you carrying…a nice pair of Cs?”

“You know it.” She blushed suddenly, remembering that
Henderson could hear their conversation.

Apparently J.R. had similar thoughts. “You better be
careful being alone here with Henderson tonight. She might try to
sleep with you to authenticate your undercover role. This time
tomorrow, you could be a butch truck driver wearing horrible
flannel shirts.”

He had barely finished the last sentence when
Henderson came flying into the living room and grabbed him by the
front of his shirt, scooting him over to his equipment. “Out, get
out now!” She yanked out her earpiece and tossed it to him. “Your
equipment works great, now you can go.”

“Shit, I was just making sure you could hear us.”
J.R. straightened his shirt. “Oh man, I think you got some chest
hair.”

Henderson visibly composed herself, slowly releasing
a breath. “I’ll take that drink now, please,” she told Erin. “Make
it strong.”

A few moments later, after getting rid of the
tactless sound man, Erin returned to the living room, where
Henderson was sitting on the couch massaging her temples. “Can I
ask an obvious question? Why aren’t you the one going in
undercover?”

Henderson looked up, her blue eyes intense. She
opened her mouth to answer, then seemed to reconsider. “I…I would
be recognized,” she said after a lengthy pause. “It wouldn’t
work.”

Erin waited for her to explain, but the older
detective fell silent, her thoughts obviously elsewhere. Wondering
why the topic made her uncomfortable, and suspecting it was
personal, Erin framed a question: Are you a regular at the
lesbian nightclub? It sounded too inquisitive. Instead, she
asked, “How bad is your headache?”

“Not so bad. I just need to eat. I haven’t had
anything since this morning.”

Conscious of her empty fridge, Erin asked, “Could you
hold off on passing out until a pizza gets here?”

Henderson laughed, her beautiful eyes lighting up
along with her face. Erin was suddenly aware that her colleague
seldom smiled. In fact, most of the time it seemed there was a
trace of defeat beneath her stoic, professional calm. She should
smile more often, Erin thought. She was an incredibly beautiful
woman.

“Pizza’s fine,” Henderson said in a lighthearted
tone. “And I promise not to pass out.”

“What kind do you want?” Erin picked up the phone and
dialed.

“Oh, it doesn’t matter as long as it’s food.”

Erin placed the order for a large pepperoni and hung
up. “How’s forty minutes sound? I can get two drinks in you by
then.” She headed over to the bar, grabbed a couple of glasses, and
clanked in some ice cubes. “I’m betting you’re a scotch
drinker.”

Henderson stared at her in awe. “How could you
possibly know that?” She rose and walked over to the bar to
retrieve her drink.

“Call it a gift.” Erin handed her the tumbler filled
with twelve-year-old Macallan and refilled her own vodka.

*

“Thanks, this is just what I need.” Patricia rarely
drank, but she needed something to help ease her nerves for what
she was about to do. It didn’t make it any easier that Erin was so
attractive. She hadn’t been attracted to someone in years. She
sipped her scotch. “Those things J.R. said about me…”

Erin looked awkward. “Your private life is none of my
business.”

“Actually, it’s important that you know a little
about me. I’m going to need you to trust me and listen to me. That
might be difficult if you think I’m going to come on to you.”

Erin gulped at her vodka. “I do trust you, Henderson.
And I never believe anything that comes out of J.R.’s mouth.”

“Thank you. And, please, call me Patricia.” She
sipped some more scotch and took a deep breath. “I need to talk to
you about some pretty personal issues, and it’s important that
you’re completely honest with me. Your life may be at stake.
Elizabeth Adams is a predator at the top of the food chain.”

“Okay, shoot.”

Erin picked up her drink and Patricia followed her to
the couch where they both sat. She squirmed a moment, wrestling
with her own uncertainty. It was her job to prepare the young
detective for this dangerous assignment. And if she failed,
Elizabeth Adams would eat Erin alive. Yet this was far from
simple.

“I need to ask you—have you ever been intimate with a
woman?”

“No.” Erin answered quickly.

“Have you ever kissed another woman?”

Erin looked confused. “I thought I just answered that
question. To me, kissing is extremely intimate, and the answer is
no.”

Patricia sat dumbfounded for a moment. She, too,
believed kissing was intimate but so many people did it casually
now, like it was nothing more than holding hands. She allowed her
eyes to rest on the woman in front of her and tried not to think
about how it would feel to kiss her.

“Listen, I’m not Bill Clinton here,” Erin said. “I
don’t have anything to hide.”

“Thanks for being honest with me.” Patricia glanced
down at her empty tumbler, wishing the liquid courage would kick
in. Bracing herself, she asked, “Mac, have you ever been attracted
to another woman?”

The question hung in the air between them. Patricia’s
blood raced through her temples, but this time her headache was
gone. In its place was an excitement and nervousness she hadn’t
felt in a long time. Adrenaline. Sheer adrenaline was surging
through her like a flame catching to gasoline. Why was she reacting
this way to Erin McKenzie?

She watched as Erin stood up and began to pace the
room. She watched her well-muscled legs as she walked, and mentally
traced the smooth lines of her neck as she tilted her head to
drink. She had known it the second she found herself blushing at
the sight of Erin’s bare torso. She was attracted to her. But she
hadn’t been drawn to anyone in years. Why now? Was it that
no one had taken the time to notice her feelings in years? Erin had
noticed, asking about her headache, paying close attention to how
she felt. Was she so desperate that a polite “how are you feeling?”
could leave her panting and ready to pounce?

Erin stopped pacing and turned piercing green eyes on
her. “I’m not sure what you mean by attracted. Do you mean
sexually attracted or intellectually attracted or something else
altogether?” She began pacing again, flustered and nervous, her
emotions obvious in the way she moved.

“Well I, I guess I mean all of those things. Both of
those qualities can lead someone to want intimacy with another.
Don’t you agree?”

“No, I don’t think I agree. I mean, I’ve had strange
and strong attractions to women but they were never sexual.”

Patricia understood the younger woman’s confusion.
She was trying to identify the nature of her own attractions, a
challenge for anyone. Trying to clarify her meaning, she asked,
“Did you ever have fantasies about these women?”

“Nothing sexual, no.”

“They don’t have to be sexual to be intimate, Mac.”
She paused a moment to let her statement set in. Very softly, she
asked, “There were fantasies, weren’t there?”

Erin sighed and sat back down on the couch as if
defeated. “Yes.” She deposited her drink on the coffee table and
rubbed her palms on her shorts. “I uh, I would fantasize about
being with them in different scenarios, different situations. But
never anything sexual, just being with them.”

“Would it be fair to say that you were infatuated
with these women?”

Erin reacted as if she had been struck, the blood
draining from her face. Infatuated was a strong word.
Patricia knew she was pushing the younger woman, but there was no
other way to do this. If Erin was going to pull off her assignment,
she would have to confront this issue and be completely secure in
who she was when she walked into La Femme. Obviously Erin had never
explored these feelings because she hadn’t had a reason to confront
them.

“Mac, it’s okay. It isn’t always about sex.” She slid
along the couch and took Erin’s hand to comfort her. “This is why
I’m here. I need to make sure you’re ready for Saturday night. If
you’ve ever had feelings toward women, no matter how innocent they
seemed, there’s a real possibility that this undercover assignment
may open emotional floodgates for you.”

“What does all this mean? My fantasies, my wanting
these women to respect me and to be with me?” Erin searched
Patricia’s face, a note of desperation in her voice. “This doesn’t
mean I’m gay…does it?”

“No, I’m not saying that at all. Let’s not jump to
conclusions here. I’m trying to get a feel for where you stand on
things. If we threw you in undercover right now without exploring
these feelings first, you would be in way over your head.”

Patricia considered the hand resting in her own. She
knew what she had to do but she suddenly felt like she didn’t have
the nerve. Or maybe she was more worried about her own reactions
than Erin’s. “You’ve had these infatuations with women for quite
some time, right?”

“Since I was a kid.”

Patricia turned Erin’s hand over in
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