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      To my mischievous crew—Mark, Max and Maui…

      

      Thank you for bringing joy into my life

      and filling my days with endless laughter…
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      Los Angeles

      I finally got my California sunset but it didn’t turn out quite the way I had envisioned.

      As I was packing for the return trip to Phoenix, anticipating a long overdue reconciliation with my bed, I received an unexpected phone call from Officer Piedmont, aka Peedy, Kelly Decker’s childhood friend. Prior to her untimely death, she had mentioned the discussion of a meet and greet between our pups once the case had been resolved. Now that he was the guardian of his best friend’s canine companion, he wanted to honor her wishes.

      Though he’d caught me off-guard with his proposition, I quickly agreed, knowing that it would not only do a world of good for Decker’s pup but for Peedy, too, as they had both lost the most important human in their lives.

      I was pleasantly surprised as he approached, boyishly cute in his t-shirt, board shorts and flip-flops—a tall, tanned drink of California, with sun-kissed curls barely tamed by the crop of his haircut and which only enhanced the aquamarine brilliance of the eyes staring back at me. A flash of white emerged as he broke into a massive grin, revealing dimples and a small scar that passed from his lower lip to the base of the cleft of his chin.

      “From the description Decker gave me”—he immediately blushed, composing himself as he looked down—”of this big guy, you must be Arianna.”

      “Please, call me AJ,” I replied, extending my hand, “and this is Nicoh.”

      He nodded and clasped my hands with his own, which were warm but firm. “Nice to meet you, AJ. Logan. And Mia.”

      The statuesque German Shepherd flipped her tail and cocked her head, giving her canine counterpart a thorough once-over. Nicoh murmured a low whoo-whoo, which I translated to “ooooh, she’s pretty,” before huffing out a breath as he swooshed his tail from side to side while dancing from one paw to the other.

      “Mind your manners, buddy,” I replied. “Mia will put you in your place if you don’t behave.”

      Nicoh released another huff before bowing his head and leaning in so that Mia could sniff. She did, and after a wagging of tails, they took account of one another in typical canine fashion.

      Of course, both of the humans blushed and I managed to awkwardly squawk out, “Don’t worry. I don’t think they’ll be offended if we don’t follow suit.”

      I winced at my choice of words but Logan chuckled easily, adding, “Yeah, I think a handshake should suffice. For now, at least.” His eyes widened. “Err…what I meant was—”

      I waved him off and we laughed. Now that each of us had put our foot into it, we had effectively broken the ice, if not melted it.

      We walked up the beach, the dogs next to one another as Logan told me a bit about growing up in the valley, reminiscing about adventures with his best friend. It was easy to see how much they had cared about one another, fought for one another and loved one another.

      “I’m curious, how did you get the nickname Peedy, anyway?” I asked, though I’d assumed it was short for Piedmont, betting that he’d caught crap for it each time Decker had used it in front of his peers.

      Logan tossed his head back and laughed. Hard. Before long, he had me laughing again, too.

      “What?” I finally managed to snort out.

      “It’s not ‘Peedy.’ It’s P.D., as in the initials ‘P’ and ‘D’.” He paused to chuckle again, after taking in my confused expression. “It stands for Piedmont and Decker. I called her the same thing. We always pretended we’d grow up to be detectives like our pops and form our own agency. Like Simon and Simon but without the whole sibling rivalry thing.”

      “I would imagine,” I replied. “Close enough to the truth, though.” Logan nodded. “You ever consider it? Leaving law enforcement, opening your own agency?”

      Logan looked out at the ocean. “To be honest, I just don’t think it would be the same without her…without D.”

      “I know it feels that way now, Logan. But, maybe you should keep your options—and that door—open. I think Decker would want you to.”

      “Maybe, someday.” He shrugged before turning to me. “Why, are you offering to be my partner?”

      I laughed. “I think I already have my hands full—between my photography business, my saucy best friend and…this guy.” I waved a hand at Nicoh, who was acting about as goofy as I felt as he trotted to keep up with the beauty at his side.

      “Well, it would be immensely useful, considering you clearly already have an impressive skill set under your belt,” Logan teased.

      I snorted. “It takes a considerable amount of patience, persistence and downright stubbornness—honed over years of dedication to mastering the craft.”

      He released a chuckle and nodded. “I would guess so.”

      We walked in comfortable silence for a few moments, until I shared what had been weighing on me.

      “Seriously, Logan, at least take what I’ve said into consideration about hanging up a shingle. I think it suits you. And I think Decker would agree.”

      “You do the same, AJ, if you change your mind about hanging that shingle with me?” I smiled and nodded, becoming self-conscious when I noticed he was studying me. “Now I know why Decker chose you.”

      “Chose me?” I stopped, nearly tripping over my own feet in the process.

      Logan grabbed my elbow to ensure I remained upright. “You remind me so much of her.” He chuckled. “Except for the two left feet, that is.”

      “Thanks,” I replied, brushing hair out of my eyes. “It’s one of my handier skills—tripping over my own feet, that is. You never know when you’ll need that one in pinch.” Logan laughed, causing me to blush. Again. “You’re right, I’m sure Decker typically had both feet firmly planted and always knew which direction she was traveling before she took the next step.”

      He nodded. “She was also an exceptional judge of character. The day before she was…killed, she wanted to make sure I passed along a message—a request—in the event something happened to her.”

      “An ominous bit of foreshadowing,” I murmured, prodding Logan to continue. “This request…”

      “She wants you to look into her mother’s case,” he replied, searching my eyes, his tone serious.

      “Her mother’s—what?” I stammered. “Why me?”

      “Decker said the two of you shared something in common. Something…deeply personal.”

      “Death,” I whispered, thinking of my parents, my sister, my friends.

      “It not just death that connects you, AJ,” he replied, holding my shoulders so that I was forced to face him. “It’s the way they died.”

      “They were murdered,” I replied. Logan nodded. “Where…how would I know where to start?” Panic washed over me, not wishing to let Decker or her faith in me down.

      “With both feet firmly planted, confident that you know what direction you’re taking before you take that step.”

      I looked down, frowning when I realized he was using my own words against me.

      He tilted my chin until I met his eyes.

      “And with your assistance?” I asked, disappointed when he shook his head. “Because you can’t? Or won’t?”

      “Because I’m a cop,” he replied, his tone sad but earnest. “I can, however, offer you a starting point.”

      “A lead?” My reply came out sounding far more hopeful than I felt. Before he could respond, I spouted out, “Why not take it to the Stanton’s—or Anna? This is more their area of expertise.”

      “No, AJ, she wanted you.” Logan released a breath before continuing, “Besides, there’s a serious conflict of interest where they’re concerned. As it is, there will be hell to pay when this comes out.”

      “I’m not sure I like the sound of that. Maybe you should just tell me about this lead Decker had.”

      “It’s more than just a lead, AJ. Decker had a name.”

      “Okay…” I gestured for him to continue, even though I was still not convinced I wanted to know, regardless of how far this name, whoever’s it was, took me.

      “Terrence Edwards,” he replied, ensuring he had my full attention before he added, “The man who changed Decker and her pop’s lives forever.

      “Until this moment, that bastard has gotten away with murder.”
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      As luck would have it, my mouth was working about as well as my two left feet as I tripped, biting my tongue as Logan sidestepped, gripping my elbow as I huffed out my thanks.

      He would have gotten a better reaction if he’d stripped down to his skivvies and danced the Cabbage Patch.

      He’d landed a whopper on me. Wait—make that two. The first came in the form of Kelly Decker haunting me from beyond the grave, holding me solely accountable for bringing her mother’s killer to justice.

      Whopper numero dos, minus pickles, catsup and all the other tasty stuff, came in the form of the name of her mother’s killer—who just happened to be the father of a friend and the soon to be father-in-law of another. And, did I mention, said killer happened to be a fairly…notorious Los Angeles criminal defense attorney?

      A return trip to the Valley of the Sun was looking better by the minute.

      Fortunately, Leah precluded any ill-timed responses from escaping my piehole as she raced up the beach, smartphone in hand.

      Apparently, it’s a difficult feat when you’re chewing gum.

      Let’s just say, it didn’t bode well for her. She was within inches of us when she toppled and the phone thwacked Logan in the shin as she face-planted in the sand.

      I was sensing a theme here.

      As she peered up at us, not in the least bit apologetic about encroaching upon whatever conversation we’d been engaged in, her expression turned sour. Before we could react, she spit out the fluorescent purple wad of chewing gum she’d managed to secure in her downfall.

      “Sand,” she growled—as if it warranted an explanation.

      Noting our expressions—Logan’s was confused, mine was more…constricted…she quickly added, “Ramirez needs you…pronto.” She jabbed a finger at the phone, which had landed beyond her reach after she’d likely given Logan a nice knot.

      “Tell him I’ll call him back,” I replied between gritted teeth. “I’m in the middle of something.”

      Leah snorted. “Yeah, told him it was possible that you were tied up playing tonsil tennis with Chippy here but he was insistent.”

      Logan had the good graces to keep quiet, though he was somewhere between amused and appalled. My cheeks grew warm and all I wanted to do was smush that gum—sand-coated or not—back into her mouth, along with the smartphone.

      I was about ready to execute that fabulous idea when Leah quickly added, “By the way, he said if you balked, to tell you that your father just ambushed one of our state’s congressmen.”

      Logan turned to me, his brow furrowed. “I thought Decker said your parents had been murdered—err…had recently passed.”

      Leah waved a hand, gave me an apologetic shrug and then proceeded to toss another gallon of accelerant on top of the heap.

      “Sorry, I was referencing Martin, her bio pop. Ha, pop…fitting, considering how he tends to flit in and out of things at the most inopportune moments.” She glanced at me before adding, “He’s been a bit of a nuisance lately.”

      Nuisance didn’t even begin to cover the way Martin—or Ramirez, for that matter—had gotten into my craw as of late. It did spur me to redact my previous sentiment. Rather than return to Phoenix, I was starting to embrace the idea of joining Leah on the ground and burying my head in the sand, especially when I reached for the phone and noticed we’d been on speakerphone the entire time.

      After shooting her my best evil eye, I disabled the speaker-mode and moved out of earshot of Logan and Leah before growling into the phone, “This isn’t a good time. What do you want?”

      “Such a pleasure talking to you, too, AJ. But this isn’t a social chat.” Ramirez’s voice rumbled over the line.

      Despite the weeks that had passed since we had last spoken, I noted that there was no love lost given the virtual icicles pegging me in the ear.

      No more love lost, anyway.

      “Congrats. You’ve moved up in the world.” I worked hard to keep the snark out of my tone, but I’ll admit it was a challenge.

      “Excuse me?” came the response.

      “Last time we…talked, you were a homicide detective. So unless someone’s died, why are you calling me?”

      There was an awkward pause.

      “Hello? You called me, Ramirez. Spit it out. Like I said, it’s not a good time.”

      “I was asked to contact you on the Congressman’s behalf. Because of our previous…association…”

      Association? I couldn’t help but snort. “I think you’ve also had some sort of ‘association’ with his wife, if memory serves.”

      Another moment of silence ensued from the other end.

      Just as I was about to hang up, he finally managed to ground out, “It was actually Serena’s suggestion that we get you involved.”

      “We? Oh, my, my, my, how things have changed. Do tell—how I can help? And, just for the record, I can hardly wait to hear how Martin Singer plays into this fantasy.”

      “As Leah mentioned, the Congressman was ambushed when he got into his car. The assailant was waiting for him in the back seat.”

      “Oooh, what sharp little ears you have…glad you managed to confirm all of that, despite the fact her mouth was filled with sand,” I replied, pausing to huff out a breath. “Still doesn’t explain why anyone in your little band of do-gooders would claim Martin was involved.”

      “I didn’t say any of us claimed he was involved. It’s a possible conclusion I drew from the conversation the assailant had with the Congressman.” Ramirez’s nasty tone grated on my eardrum. Apparently, the detective was as short on patience as I was.

      It served him right and I said as much.

      “Good for you, you got your man. Go ahead and post a gold star on your fridge. But next time, leave me the hell out it,” I snapped and was about to hang up when the naughty little AJ on my shoulder prompted me to add, “For future reference, Detective—whatever Martin Singer is involved in, fictional or not, has no bearing on me, as I’ve not laid eyes on the man in weeks. And while this little convo has been amusing, I really need to get back—”

      “Wait, AJ—the Congressman asked for you.” Ramirez’s tone was urgent but it only exasperated me that much more.

      I was, for lack of better phrasing…in a mood.

      “Because you told him about my connection with Martin.” I posed no question, though the sarcasm I leveled on him was thick and my index finger was still itching to press “End” on this ridiculous, intrusive conversation.

      “No,” I heard an audible sigh before he continued, “because when the assailant left the Congressman, he dropped a business card.” He paused and if sensing my hand gesture, added, “It was yours.”
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      I hated to ruin a great line, so I didn’t. I simply told Ramirez I would be in touch once I got back to Phoenix and he begrudgingly agreed before I disconnected.

      It took a bit of sidestepping, apologizing and all-around awkward maneuvering to break away from Logan. On one hand, I assured him I understood the seriousness of Decker’s request and was committed to pursuing what she had entrusted me to. On the other, I was backhanding myself, as I knew the mention of Martin’s name would probably result in an entirely different commitment.

      He was, after all, family.

      So, as we raced back to Phoenix, no thanks to Leah’s lead foot, which became increasingly pronounced the more I whined, I allowed the other topic of dread to wash over me.

      Ramirez.

      Leah offered me none of her usual quips or proffered any advice, tugging at her hair as we drove much of the six hours from Los Angeles to Phoenix in solitude. She knew better than to intrude on my mental meanderings as of late, when my life had been crap from the moment I’d engaged in a battle to the death with Winslow Clark. And lived to tell about it. My reward was to have both Ramirez and Martin dump me the moment I came back to life, offering neither resolution nor absolution.

      Let’s just say, it was a bitter pill to swallow. And perhaps, on the flip side, I’d become a bit of one myself.

      Leah had none-to-gently pointed that out prior to the L.A. trip, which was part of the reason I’d agreed it was probably best for me to get out of town to clear my mind.

      Well, that hadn’t turned out quite as planned.

      As we crossed into Phoenix, I made a comment to that effect, only to have Leah volley one back, smugly reminding me about the scene she witnessed as she happened upon me with Logan on the beach.

      I quickly reminded her that, after he was unable to locate me, Ramirez had elected to call her, causing her to inject herself into our afternoon out, which had solely been for the benefit of the dogs.

      Right.

      She’d rolled her eyes at that one.

      Twice.

      It wasn’t a good look. Think brain freeze played at double the speed.

      I had yet to tell her about Decker’s request. I hadn’t had time to process it yet myself. It was a decades-old crime that hadn’t been solved by professionals. Why the heck would Decker place that burden on me?

      I pushed my thoughts about Logan and Decker down as I contemplated the brief conversation I’d had with Ramirez, noting it had been almost accusatory.

      I didn’t doubt that Martin was involved, but was incensed that Ramirez thought I had knowledge of Martin’s doings and was assisting him in some fashion.

      The notion made my blood boil.

      Men.

      Idiots.

      Both of them.

      Ramirez, for being so bull-headed.

      Martin, for being such a jackass.

      How dare he insinuate himself into my life, only to bow out because I refused to give him what he wanted.

      Yup. It all came down to the chips.

      Damn them.

      They were a constant source of anxiety. And pain.

      I was so caught up in my thoughts that I hadn’t heard Leah. She finally had to nudge me to the point I’d have bruises for the next two weeks.

      “What?” My tone came off a bit more snappish than I’d intended.

      “Geez, AJ, sorry to barge into the inner sanctum but your phone is ringing. It’s Ramirez.” She nodded at my phone, illuminated by the face of Dirty Harry—a little joke that she had decided to play with my phone months earlier.

      I snatched it from the dashboard and released a snarl of frustration before accepting the call. “Are you tracking me, Ramirez, or what? I told you I’d call you when I got back to Phoenix but that didn’t mean the second we’d entered the city limits.”

      He didn’t respond though I could hear him breathing. I was about to impart a snide comment when Ramirez finally spoke.

      “Actually, I was hoping to head you off before you made it all the way home. Can you meet me at the Starbucks at the Paradise Valley Mall?”

      “Truth be told, I’m more of a Dutch Bros. Coffee type of gal these days—but then I guess you wouldn’t know that, considering you haven’t been around—”

      “Huh, funny, me too,” he interjected. “Err…Dutch Bros. guy, that is. You’ll be happy to know they have one there, too, across from J.C. Penny, near Target, Costco and REI. Have Leah drop you there and I’ll bring you home afterward.”

      He was about to hang up when I quickly added, “Why Paradise Valley?”

      “It’s where Congressman Fenton lives.”

      Without offering anything more, Ramirez disconnected.

      I glanced at Leah. “What did you make of that?”

      She shrugged. “Don’t ask me. At least he’s gotten on board with a better class of coffee.”

      I snorted. I wished that he could get on board with the fact that Martin was not an influence on me nor had become ingrained in my life.

      Leah dropped me in front of Dutch Bros. It was late, and while there were people sitting in the sparse outdoor area, Ramirez was not among them.

      Just then, I heard someone calling my name and swiveled. Ramirez waved at me from behind the front seat of a massive jet-black Dodge Ram truck.

      I sauntered over as he propped the passenger side door open, hopping on the step and jumping in.

      “New ride,” I commented, assessing my surroundings while trying to avoid eye contact.

      “Loaner, compliments of a drug house seizure.”

      “Nice,” I shrugged, rubbing absently on the edge of the seat, noting the suppleness of the leather.

      “AJ, I know this is not comfortable—”

      “Not comfortable?” I snarked, my eyes flashing to him for the first time, sucking in a breath as I took him in again.

      His silky waves had grown out but his green eyes were just as intense, as he sat casually in a maroon button-down shirt, jeans and boots.

      Collecting my breath and my wits, I quickly added, “Why should this be…comfortable?”

      Ramirez squinted and then nodded. “I understand.”

      “Do you? Understand?” I replied through gritted teeth.

      “It doesn’t have to be like this, you know,” Ramirez responded.

      I refused to meet his eyes, so I couldn’t see what they revealed.

      Perhaps I didn’t want to.

      “No, of course it doesn’t. As long as I renounce my loyalties to Martin, whatever that entails, all will be cute puppies and rainbows. Isn’t that about right?”

      Ramirez sighed. “At the end of the day, you can’t have it both ways, AJ.”

      “So you’ve said before,” I replied. “But somehow, I never got to choose. You decided which way the wind blew…and out with it you went. Seems like you’re the one who wants to have it both ways.”

      “Maybe,” Ramirez replied slowly, “when it comes to things of a personal nature. But this is business, AJ. Police business. And I can only protect you so much where Martin is concerned.”

      “Protect me?” I asked, still working that piece of leather edging in an attempt not to face him. “Since when do I look like I need protection?”

      “Let’s talk holdouts, AJ.”

      “Excuse me?” This time I faced him and was surprised by what I saw.

      Fear.

      “You have something Martin wants, don’t you?” He spoke so slowly, I could have pulled the words from his mouth like taffy.

      I open my mouth. Shut it. I hadn’t been prepared for the question. So few people knew about the chips—that I was the one who possessed them and the only one who knew where they were currently hidden.

      Still unable to formulate the words necessary for a cohesive response, Ramirez took my silence as a cue to continue. “Leah told me you’d written him off and yet, you’re suppressing evidence that could help him in his quest—whatever that may entail.”

      “That makes no sense. If Martin wants it and I’m keeping it from him, how could that be considered helping him?” I snorted.

      “Because you’re still not sure of his intentions and in the wrong hands, the information could be dangerous but in the right hands, who knows? Maybe you still think you can protect him, even if it’s from himself.”

      “I’m still not sure where you drummed this up or got the crazy idea I had something Martin wanted but I assure you—“

      Ramirez raised a hand. “Don’t. The Congressman needs to speak with you. I simply wanted to prepare you for what he’s about to say so that you can compose yourself. Chances are, you won’t like it.”

      “Spoken like a true politician. So what—now you’re serving as a mouthpiece for the Congressman?” I paused to catch my breath but was not interested in waiting for a response, as I continued my onslaught.

      “Are you his heavy, too? Because, if this is a police vehicle and you’re threatening a potential witness, I don’t have a problem calling your superiors and telling them you’ve gone to the dark side and are using department property to facilitate crimes against humanity.”

      “Spoken like Martin’s daughter,” Ramirez replied, mimicking words and my tone.

      If he’d intended to jar me, he’d gotten the desired effect.

      “Go to hell, Ramirez. This whole thing is bigger than you and your stupid ego. You have no idea how far this reaches and how many people will be impacted if this information were to get out.”

      He smiled smugly. “No. But apparently you do.” Before I could toss out some colorfully-phrased adjectives, he added, “Buckle up. We don’t want to keep the Congressman waiting. He doesn’t like to wait.”

      Inwardly, I seethed. Ramirez knew that I didn’t like to be kept waiting, either. One thing about the new and improved AJ that Ramirez didn’t know—I hated to be kept in the dark twice as much.
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      After Ramirez informed me that the Congressman lived in Paradise Valley, I assumed that we were going to his home. Instead, we whipped through a business park. At this hour, the lot was nearly empty but Ramirez nestled into a parking spot that was a significant distance from the entrance of one of the buildings. When I noticed it was the only area not blanketed with light, I wondered if he’d selected it because it provided him with the cover of night.

      He turned off the engine. “He’s in suite C-232, on the second—”

      I put up a hand. “I’m sure I can find it. You’re not coming?”

      Ramirez shrugged. “Wasn’t invited.”

      I squinted at him but he continued staring out the windshield.

      “Just go. The Congressman’s waiting. I’ll be here to take you home once you’ve finished your chat.”

      I opened my mouth. Then shut it.

      There was really nothing more to say.

      In some ways, I was thankful.

      In others—maybe with a different…audience—I could have used a pat on the back or an “atta, girl” as the butterflies danced in my stomach.

      What was I walking into?

      I made short work of the stairs and easily found the suite Ramirez had indicated. The lights were on and the main door was unlocked so I took it as an invitation to enter. I glanced around and while professional, the inside of the office was by no means lavish. It looked, for all intents and purposes, like a business office.

      “Hello?” I called out, not wanting to spook anyone not expecting my arrival.

      Congressman Bob Fenton rounded the reception desk, looking very much the youthful, cherubic way he had when I had last seen him at my friend Charlie’s party with his lovely wife, Serena.

      Gah! Once again, I was forced to remember the image of Ramirez’s ex.

      I managed to rein in the green monster, focusing on the Congressman. Instead of party clothes, however, this time the Congressman wore a simple navy polo and jeans. I had to smile when I took in his Chuck Taylor All-Star high-tops.

      “I admire your choice of footwear, Congressman.”

      “Please call me Bob. It’s so nice to see you again, Arianna.” The Congressman smiled and extended a hand.

      I took it and nodded. “Call me AJ.”

      “Appreciate you coming, AJ. I hope your drive back wasn’t rushed?” When I tilted my head, he added, “Jonah told me you were in Los Angeles with Leah visiting friends. How is she, by the way? Doing freelance work, I hear?”

      I nodded again, commenting that she was fine and that our trip was as well. Once the niceties were out of the way, Bob escorted me into a small office at the back of the space.

      Noting the confusion on my face, he offered a brief explanation. “I have a formal office downtown, but these are the offices that house my former ‘day job’ so to speak.”

      “I’m sorry, but what did your former job entail?” I was a bit embarrassed I had to ask.

      Leah’s eyes would have rolled right out of her head.

      He waved a hand, not the least bit offended. “Oh, estate planning, things of that nature. My business partner has taken over the bulk of the responsibility since I took office but I still have a seat at the table and a small space to call home, when I need some time…away.”

      I nodded but wasn’t sure exactly what that meant—whether from home or the office of a public servant. After a few awkward moments of silence, he finally brought the horses back into the corral.

      “Jonah told you I was approached.” His voice was so quiet I barely made out the words.

      I noted it was not a question.

      “He called it an ambush,” I replied, and though the Congressman nodded, his face turned the shade of a man who’d been sluffed a Scotch bonnet pepper.

      “I was leaving my downtown office. It was late and I had waved the security guard off as he offered to walk me to my car. I was parked in a secure structure, just a couple of hundred feet away. What could go wrong, right?”

      I shrugged. My luck had been less than fifty-fifty lately, so I probably wasn’t the best person to ask.

      “Anyway, everything was fine. I got into my car. Called Serena to tell her I was on my way. She reminded me to stop and grab a bottle of wine for dinner. She always stays up and eats dinner late with me just so we can have some time together. There’s been so little of it lately.”

      It was benign commentary—filler, really—so I remained silent as he looked at his hands, blowing out a breath before he continued, “I had just pulled onto the freeway, and there he was, whispering in my ear. We were damn lucky I didn’t hit the accelerator and crash into the car in the next lane.”

      “Did you recognize him?” I asked.

      The Congressman shook his head. “He was sitting directly behind my headrest, so even when I tried to get a glimpse of him in the rearview, all I could see was the bill of his baseball cap.”

      “Smart,” I murmured, to which he nodded. “What did he say? Or, more importantly, what did he want?”

      “You know. It was so weird. At first, he was congenial. His voice was calm and he talked about the weather, almost like we were conversing in line at the grocery store.”

      “Did he direct you to drive anywhere?” I asked.

      “No, and that’s one of the funny things. My mind had gone on autopilot and I did the same thing I usually did, I headed in the direction of my home. The wine store was on the way.”

      It was an odd thing to mention but I prompted for him to continue.

      “It wasn’t until we were nearing my usual exit that his voice became more harried and his words started coming out so quick that I had a hard time making sense of what he was saying. Up until that point, I didn’t feel as though he was going to harm me.”

      “But then?” I prodded.

      “I wasn’t so sure. He was almost frantic. I couldn’t tell what he wanted…money, information, favors.” Fenton shrugged.

      “Maybe he wasn’t there to get something from you but to impart some information?” I suggested, causing him to start.

      “How did you know?”

      I shrugged. “What did he tell you?”

      “He didn’t really ‘tell’ me anything.” I cast him a doubtful look. He had called me here for a reason, after all. He caught it and huffed. “Look, it wasn’t like some fortune cookie message, tied up into a nice succinct wrapper. It was more of a rant. And the less I understood, the more frustrated he got. It was like he thought I knew something I didn’t and so when he was trying to expound…whatever…it was falling on deaf ears.”

      “He was agitated because you didn’t know what he was talking about?” I confirmed.

      I wasn’t sure what it would yield me, though I was admittedly intrigued.

      Fenton nodded. “Yeah. At least I think so. He kept talking about the rising of some consortium and how they would bring about the end of days. It sounded like a bunch of crazy, conspiracy theory rantings if you ask me.”

      My heart did a little skip. It did sound a bit like Martin when he was on a roll, but he wasn’t one to get in a fervor or work himself up in a lather, unless…

      “Did he make any references…to a person or a place? Or a name?”

      Fenton sat for a moment, squinting as he tried to recall the conversation. Finally, he shook his head. “Not a name…a sign. An astrological sign.”

      I sucked in a breath. “Which one?” I managed to whisper.

      “Gemini.”

      If the color had drained out of my face, he made no mention, continuing to ride that train of thought. “When he said it, I thought that perhaps he was one of those intuitive types, who had gotten caught up in the political scene and wanted to help me get my moons aligned or something like that.” He paused to chuckle.

      I didn’t think so. Intuitive or not, most would not go to the extremes of ambushing a public official in his or her car, simply to read their zodiac sign. Still, I said nothing and let him continue.

      “When I exited the freeway at the same point I usually did, he jumped out of the car at the first stop sign and disappeared into the shadows.”

      “You’re kidding.” It wasn’t really a question but he shook his head. “Did anyone else see him? Anyone at the stoplight?”

      “No. It was late. Traffic was light. I pulled into the parking lot of the wine store and called Serena. She immediately called Jonah, who agreed to meet me there. When he arrived, he checked out the car and found this.”

      He pulled a business card from his desk—now sheathed in a plastic sleeve—and started to hand it to me but I shook my head.

      I could see Nicoh’s smiling mug on the front from the way he’d held it. I’d seen the card enough to know whose it was.

      Mine.
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      “Jonah didn’t say as much but I got the impression he thought you knew who the man was.” Fenton might have said something prior to that but I think my mind had taken a brief sidebar, as I paused to curse Martin.

      “How so?” I asked, my words coming out like molasses as my tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth.

      “I don’t know. He asked questions…vague ones…as though he was trying to lead me to the answer, without actually leading me, if you know what I mean.”

      I nodded, though I didn’t. If anything, it felt as though the Congressman was the one on the fishing expedition. And in my experience, when my feelers perked up, it was best to take note and apologize later.

      “Well, I don’t know. Who it might have been, that is.” I waved a hand, my voice a heck of a lot calmer and nonchalant than I was letting on. “I give dozens of cards out in a day, all over the city. Anyone could have passed one on, dropped it, tossed it, whatever. I also don’t know anyone who has any psychic inclinations, political or otherwise. Though perhaps I wish I did.” I chuckled lightly, watching Fenton’s demeanor change as he shifted and narrowed his eyes ever so slightly.

      Had I not been staring right at him I would have missed it, but it was there. What he played off as amusement flickered up, igniting as a mere hint of anger before burning out just as quickly. This guy was well-practiced. Or well-trained.

      He met my gaze, his eyes bright and his tone firm but pleasant. “Ah, I see. Well, that’s disappointing. I’m sorry I had Jonah bring you here.”

      “Had Jonah bring you here”? I bit my lip to keep from saying something I’d regret. Instead, I counted one-two-three as my mother had taught me and amped up my pearliest whites.

      “Hey, it was worth a shot. I would’ve been happy to help, if I could’ve.” I sounded about as fake a pink lawn flamingo. “Are you sure you don’t want to file a report on this guy?”

      He waved a hand. “What good would it do? He was just probably some palm-reading zealot, who felt he had an important message to impart. I’m sure it happens all the time.”

      I managed to take a page from Leah’s book and couldn’t seem to leave well enough alone. ”The important message part, perhaps, though it’s still weird he would have been able to get into your car without notice.” Yup, I’d just stepped in it.

      I noticed he stiffened, but figured I might as well keep mucking up my shoes. “I assume Detective Ramirez suggested you change the locks and have the alarm re-coded?”

      Fenton nodded, studying me as he did. “Already handled.”

      “That was fast. How about your wife?”

      “My wife?” He
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