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Chapter One
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“BE STILL,” HE SAID, his mouth at my ear.

His hands moved around my neck and lay lightly against my shoulder blades, powerful and deceptively elegant. They had killed, those hands. I remembered this at unfortunate moments, like when his fingers brushed the nape of my neck. I closed my eyes and tried to be very still.

Trey exhaled in exasperation. “You’re still fidgeting.”

I opened my eyes. There we were in the mirror, me in my scarlet cocktail dress, him in his immaculate Armani suit—black jacket, white shirt, silver cufflinks. I thought this shade of red clashed with my freckles, but Trey, who had an Amex Plutonium and a thing for women’s Italian couture in various vermilions and crimsons, disagreed.

I tried to meet his eyes, but he was focused on the clasp tangled in my hairline. My grandmother’s pearls nestled in the hollow of my throat, tracing the path his hands had followed as he’d slipped them around my neck. The string of tiny orbs glowed against my summer-tanned skin, cool as moonlight, but warming with each heartbeat.

He was so close I could smell his evergreen aftershave, plus the mint of toothpaste, the talcum scent of soap. He had his French cuffs fastened, Bulgari Diagono watch in place, black hair brushed back. My Manolos weren’t even out of the box yet, and the back of my dress was still unzipped.

Frustration tinged his voice. “How did you get this so tangled in only five minutes?”

“I don’t know. Somehow the clasp caught on the...what are these things keeping my hair up?”

“Hairpins.”

“The stylist called them something French.”

“Épingles à cheveux?”

“Right. That.”

I almost asked him how he knew that, but I remembered his French ex-girlfriend, and I decided to keep my mouth shut.

Trey finished untangling the necklace and zipped me up. Then he hooked the dress at the top and eyed me in the mirror, adjusting the left strap a millimeter. He had an eye for cut, I had to admit. The plunging back and thigh-high slit balanced my torso quite nicely.

I ran my hands along my hips. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Are you ready now?”

“Ready.”

He checked his watch, which was a formality. Even if he had to haul me out the door unzipped, pearls dropping behind me like breadcrumbs, blonde curls tumbling from my épingles à cheveux, we would be on time.

I scurried to collect my fancy purse and fancy shoes. He held the door for me, a dichromatic vision perfectly complemented by the blank white walls and black hardwood floor of his almost-penthouse. His clear blue eyes were impatient, the little wrinkle between them deep.

I smoothed the line with my thumb. “Chill out, boyfriend. We’ve got plenty of time.”

“But—”

“Plenty of time.”

I stepped into the Manolos and kissed him, not even having to stand on tiptoe to do it thanks to the three-inch heels. He did not protest, and within a few seconds I felt him respond, his mouth warm, soft, expert. I inched my hands along his rib cage, pulling him closer...

And then my fingers hit warm leather and cold metal.

I tilted my head back and looked him right in the eye. Armani suits were usually good for concealed carry—something about the cut and break of the jackets—but Trey’s H&K was not exactly an easy hide, especially not from a handsy girlfriend.

“Did you forget to tell me something?” I said.

He shook his head. “No.”

“So you’re packing your nine-millimeter because...”

“Because Rico asked me to.”

Rico. My best friend.

I put my hands on my hips. “And you didn’t tell me because...”

“Because Rico asked me not to.”

“We’re going to a debut party for a bunch of poets. Why does that require firepower?”

Trey checked his watch again. “Can I explain in the car?”

“Oh yes.” I headed for the elevator, trying not to teeter in the ridiculous heels. “You can absolutely do that.”

***
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Trey left me waiting out front while he retrieved the Ferrari. I took advantage of the delay to step out of the tortuous shoes, stretching my toes. Even in the shade, the pavement baked the soles of my feet, and the air smelled of scorched pollen and cement.

It was hot, blazing hot, temps in the triple digits. Keepers at the Atlanta Zoo fed the otters ice cubes, and the unfortunate cops stuck on speeder patrol stuffed ice packs down their polyester pants. Desperate people threw themselves into the tepid waters of the Chattahoochee River or Lake Lanier, which meant drownings were on the rise. Lightning strikes too, including three fatal ones, as rainless thunderheads flared and erupted on a daily basis. It was as if Mother Nature had a bad case of PMS.

I understood how she felt. I was a little put out myself. Tonight was Rico’s official debut as a member of Atlanta’s Spoken Word Poetry team. The event was one of many in preparation for the Performance Poetry Internationals, two days of wordsmiths from around the world competing on stage for cash and glory. It was a big deal, and this was Atlanta’s first time as host city. Hence my impossible shoes, form-fitting dress, and precarious up-do.

And yet my best friend was keeping a secret, one that required my elegant badass boyfriend to holster up his semi-automatic.

The concierge smiled weakly in my direction. I smiled in return. “Hey, Mr. Jameson.”

He nodded curtly. “Ms. Randolph.”

Jameson was a slip of a man, even more fair-skinned than Trey, his soft features forever knotted into perpetual anxiety. He winced as the F430 coupe roared into earshot, its guttural growl like a chainsaw mated with a sonic boom. Trey slung it around the corner and slammed it to a precise stop two feet from where I stood. Jameson took a deep breath and opened the door for me.

I put my shoes back on and eased inside. “Thank you.”

He shut the door and hot-footed it back to the safety of the portico. Trey checked his mirrors, then hit the street in a burst of acceleration—zero to speed limit in three seconds flat—and then he nailed it there, not one tick of the speedometer over.

I shook my head. “I can’t believe Rico put you in vigilante mode and didn’t tell me.”

“He said he wanted to explain the situation himself. And I’m not in vigilante mode.”

“So that gun is just an accessory, like an ascot?”

Trey used his patient voice. “Rico asked me if I’d be willing to keep an eye out tonight. His words. I asked him what that meant. He said he was concerned about a former team member, an armed and dangerous one.”

“Rico said ‘armed and dangerous’?”

“Yes.”

“Exactly those words?”

“Exactly.”

That was a bit unnerving. Rico was as precise as Trey was with the vocabulary. If he said armed and dangerous, I understood why Trey was holstered up.

“Does this poet have a name?”

“Maurice Cunningham. But he performs as Vigil. Recently released from jail after a weapons arrest. Now that the charges have been dropped, he wants back on the team. Also Rico’s words.”

Vigil. If I remembered correctly, his poetry style was spitting verses fast and loud in a machine-gun patter of alliteration and curse words. He won poetry slams, though. Again and again, the crowd awarded him the money pot. Until he’d gone to jail anyway.

“This is why Rico put you on lookout? Because of a frustrated poet with a grudge and a tendency to carry a firearm?”

“Not a firearm. A switchblade. At a middle school arts function.”

I was beginning to understand Rico’s perspective. But I still didn’t get why he hadn’t told me, had decided instead to sic Trey on the problem. Granted, Trey was a former SWAT officer with martial arts training. But I was Rico’s best friend.

Once we cleared the high rises, we hit the frustrating tangle of stop-and-go traffic, worsened by too many testy drivers making too many tight lane changes. I blamed the city-wide vehicular crankiness on the weather, the low gray-yellow sky and stagnant heavy air. I felt prickly too, unsettled and agitated.

I leaned my head back and stared at the black expanse of Ferrari upholstering. I hated being left out of the loop, hated not knowing what was going on.

But I did know one thing—Rico Worthington had some explaining to do.
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Chapter Two
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“OF COURSE I DIDN’T tell you,” Rico said. “You’d do exactly what you’re doing right now—give me the third degree.”

For this one night, Rico had ditched his baggy warm-up pants and oversized shirts. No baseball hat, no unlaced Converse. Instead he sported an ice-blue linen shirt, complemented with graphite trousers and spit-shined leather loafers. He flaunted all his piercings, even the one in his eyebrow, but he’d gone with tasteful diamond studs and sophisticated silver hoops. They gleamed against his dark skin like pirate booty.

“This isn’t the third degree,” I countered. “Third degree involves yelling and thumbscrews.”

I was almost yelling anyway, just to be heard over the increasing din of the restaurant. Lo Scoglio was packed wall-to-exposed-brick-wall with poets and friends of poets and wanna-be poets. It smelled of perfumed sweat and air conditioning mingled with a barely detectable hit of polyurethane.

“It’s not like I wasn’t going to tell you,” Rico said. “I figured you’d notice when Trey strapped up.”

“You could have told me before then.”

“I never had a chance.”

“You had lots of chances!”

He slid an impatient glare toward the front door where Trey stood at the entrance, his spine against the wall. He needed a clear line of sight to at least two exits, plus primary and secondary cover. No distractions, which meant no conversation, no food, and no drink except for a Pellegrino with a twist of lime. He was a man of habits. I’d been able to break only one—he now occasionally kissed me without being told to do so first.

We did other things too. He still waited for me to initiate those.

Rico looked frustrated. “Doesn’t he ever sit down?”

“No.”

“Can’t he at least be—oh, I don’t know—covert?”

“Former SWAT team leaders don’t do covert. In Trey’s experience, ‘look out for things’ means prepare for the threat of imminent lethal aggression.” I pointed. “See how he keeps his right hand free? That’s his gun hand. Even from a shoulder holster under a jacket, he has a draw time of less than one second. That’s how close he is at any moment to ventilating someone’s chest cavity.”

Two women at a nearby table simpered Trey’s way, crossing and re-crossing their legs. One wrapped her lips around a pink straw in a pinker drink. Trey took a sip of his Pellegrino and put the glass back down. He used his left hand to do this.

I leaned closer to Rico. “So maybe you don’t want me poking at your problem. Maybe you prefer Trey, who will keep a nice respectful distance and not ask any inconvenient questions. But remember this—you cannot undo him. He’s the nuclear option. Once you’ve engaged him, you’d better be prepared for the fallout.”

Rico examined Trey again. I knew he was seeing the surface—polite, controlled, efficient. He couldn’t see the underneath. I’d tried explaining and gotten nowhere. But how could I explain? I myself had only seen its shadow. Yet the memory held me transfixed sometimes, like when his strong gentle hands went around my neck...

I swallowed the last of my champagne. Rico kept his eyes on Trey.

“Tell him to stand down, and we’ll talk,” he said.

“Not until you spill it.”

“Not now.”

“Yes now.”

Rico eyed me warily. “Fine. But you gotta promise not to tell Adam. He’s freaked out enough already.”

He jabbed his chin toward the merchandise table, where his boyfriend Adam stacked T-shirts. The two of them had been dating for four months, living together for two of them. They made a good couple—Rico dark and suave, Adam fair and exuberant. Tonight he looked like a cross between a choir boy and a farmhand, with blue jeans and a windowpane plaid shirt, his corn-colored hair a halo of tousles and cowlicks. He waved and grinned when he saw us looking, as innocent as cherry pie.

I waved back, then crossed my heart seriously. “Not a word to Adam.”

Rico poured another glass of champagne. “We want to put Vigil back on the team.”

“The guy toting switchblades into middle schools? You think that’s a good idea?”

“Depends. He’s a good poet.”

“If you like anger and attitude.”

“People do. And he’s got community support.”

I remembered the PR materials for the team, which played up Vigil’s do-gooder status. Vigil shooting hoops with kids at the Atlanta Children’s Shelter. Vigil attending community initiative meetings and working voter registration drives.

Rico poured more champagne for me too. “Only one problem. He’s got it in his head that I set him up.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Nope. He called yesterday, told me I’d be sorry for slipping that knife in his pocket and siccing the cops on him. I tried to call him back, but he’s not answering, and nobody knows where he is, not his sister, not his mama, not the team.”

“Why does he think you did it?”

Rico shrugged. “Beats me. We were at a middle school art show, all of us, team members and alternates and significant others, everybody. The damn metal detector goes off as Vigil’s walking in, so the cops search him, find the knife, haul him downtown. And now he’s threatening me instead of letting me help.”

I knew better than to ask Rico why he hadn’t gone to the police. He harbored deep suspicions about law enforcement. The fact that he not only tolerated Trey but also genuinely liked him said more about Trey than about Rico relaxing his guard.

“So you decided to put Trey on lookout duty?”

“We’ve got a lot riding on this next week, as individuals and as a team. Not that I think anything’s going to happen. But you two were coming anyway, and I thought better safe than sorry.” He sent another look Trey’s way, like maybe he preferred risking sorry after all. “Will you tell him to sit down now?”

“Not on your life.”

“But you said—”

“You were threatened by a recently released almost-felon with a vengeance issue, and you expect me to tell Trey to sit down? Screw that. You were right to ask him to keep watch.”

Rico poured another glass of champagne, keeping his eyes on Adam, who was still hustling merchandise beside the makeshift stage, empty except for a microphone stand. Rico was usually the crown prince of smooth, pure butter, but tonight he jangled.

I put a hand on his wrist. “Let Trey handle Vigil. That’s why you called him, right?”

“Vigil’s only part of the problem. There’s the other part right there.”

I followed his gaze to a table in the corner where two people sat, male and female. The guy wore black leather pants and a rivet-studded white T-shirt, an artery of red highlights running through his ebony hair. The overall effect was art-kid and fey, but the details were pure goth, from the slant of eyeliner to the pendant around his neck, a grinning skull melded with an Egyptian ankh. It was as big as his fist, ostentatious, designed to provoke.

“Lex Anderson,” Rico said. “Vigil’s replacement. Frankie’s busting his chops for coming late to the photo shoot this morning and missing practice yesterday. Four days on the team and he’s falling apart.”

Frankie. The team leader. Dazzlingly tall and built like a Valkyrie, she wore earth-toned flowing pants and a low-cut saffron blouse. A curly mane tumbled in dark brown tendrils around her shoulders, accentuating her flawless tawny skin. She had eyes like sharpened pieces of topaz, and she never remembered my name.

As she explained things to Lex, his smile froze in place. For a minute I thought the two would erupt into an argument, but Lex slid down in his chair and shrugged. Frankie tapped the table emphatically with her forefinger. Lex stared at her with slitted eyes.

Rico watched them over his glass. “Frankie’s two seconds from ditching him and putting Vigil back in, regardless of his vengeance issue.”

“But the competition starts on Friday, right? That’s—”

“A week, yeah.” He shook his head. “It’s a gamble. But Lex is flaking out on us, and the team can’t compete without four people. And if the team can’t compete, then neither can its members in the individual competition. And I’ll tell you this about Frankie—she’s all for the team, but right now she’s got her sights set on that individual trophy.”

Of course she did. The winning team got a wad of money and a truckload of glory, but the team competition was merely a warm-up to the main event, the individual rounds. This year’s winner would take home a cash prize, plus the maraschino on the whipped cream—an all-expense-paid tour in the fall. Twenty-five cities, featured billing, top venues.

“And there’s gonna be a movie,” Rico continued. “PPI signed the paperwork for the documentary last night.”

“PPI?”

“Performance Poetry International, the umbrella organization. The big dogs. They made it official, so the film crew’s been setting up cameras at the Fox all day.”

The Fabulous Fox Theatre. Venerable, opulent, and capable of seating almost five thousand, it was the site for Friday’s team round and Saturday’s individuals.

Rico swirled his champagne. “Let me tell you, there’s serious money behind this, which means there’s even more serious money to be made. It’s making everyone a little crazy.”

Of course it was. Let other poets have the clothbound books and juried awards. Performance poets craved the spotlight, the solo, the jazzed-up juice of a headline tour. Throw in hotels and plane fare instead of random sofa beds and packed vans, and I figured any one of them would toss his or her mother under a bus for the shot. Even Rico.

In the corner, Lex fidgeted in his chair, his boot-clad feet stretched in front of him. He toyed with the salt and pepper shakers, rolling them through his fingers. The backs of his hands were an intricate map of tattoos, and his nails gleamed jet black in the candlelight. 

“He looks nervous,” I said.

“He drinks too much Red Bull. Probably does other stuff too.”

“Is he good?”

“His poetry is okay. Serviceable. His big problem is that he wastes his energy on appearances, like leather and hair dye are gonna win this.”

I frowned. “He keeps looking our way.”

“That’s all he’d better do.”

The acid in Rico’s voice was potent. I caught his eye.

“Something personal going on?”

“It’s a team problem, and we’ll deal with it as a team. And we’ll do it tomorrow. My nine days of vacation leave started four hours ago, and I’m not wasting another second of it arguing with you.” He tilted the Roederer bottle, and a few drops dribbled out. “Shit. You drank all the champagne.”

“I’ll get another bottle. But only if you promise we’ll talk more after you perform.”

“I told you—”

“You told me part of the story, not all. You’ve still got something tucked in your back pocket, and I want the rest of it. Deal?”

“Fine. Deal. But the next bottle’s on your tab.” He reached over and wrapped a thick finger around one tumbled-down curl. “And maybe fix this mess before the pictures start.”

“I can’t fix humidity.”

He tucked the wayward ringlet behind my ear. “Give it a try.”
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Chapter Three
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I SKIPPED THE CROWDED ladies’ room out front in favor of the small private restroom in the back. Usually unmarked, there was a handwritten OUT OF ORDER sign on the door. Since I only needed a mirror, I took my chances, but when I tried to adjust the tiny French hairpins, the whole hairspray-thickened tumble fell about my shoulders.

I shook it out and dropped the pins in my purse. To hell with it.

I heard the voices the second I came out of the bathroom, both male, both of them coming from the office ten feet away. I recognized one voice immediately—Jackson Bentley, the restaurant’s current owner. A former college football player, Jackson had a voice with a built-in megaphone. He was currently wielding that voice against someone in his office, and it was a firefight, harsh words flying like shrapnel.

“Get the hell out of my restaurant!” he bellowed.

“I have every right to be here. I’m on the team.”

“Not for long.”

“You don’t get to decide that.”

“You’d be surprised what I get to decide. Now leave before I make you leave.”

Low laughter. “What are you gonna do, beat me to a pulp? Go ahead. I’m sure your wife wouldn’t be too mad. Cricket understands how you get, right?”

Jackson’s voice dropped to a growl. “Keep my wife’s name out of your mouth, or you will regret it. And that is a promise.”

I inched closer. Oh boy, was I not supposed to being doing this. I was trying to go on the straight and narrow—no more eavesdropping, no more snooping, no more glancing at email when someone’s back was turned. It was part of my rehabilitation into a trustworthy girlfriend, someone a secret agent boyfriend could leave in his apartment with his wallet and confidential files.

“I’m not going anywhere until you give me my stuff back,” the unknown voice said.

“Not until you cough up that missing two grand.”

“I didn’t take that money.”

“I don’t believe you.”

More laughter. “Do you really want to play it this way, Jackson? Really? Knowing all the trouble I could make for you and Cricket?”

I heard a scuffle, then the door flew open, and Lex ricocheted into the hall, banging against the wall with a fleshly thud. The door slammed behind him. He winced and rubbed his side, his breath hitching. Suddenly I saw years in his face, hard ones.

“You cracked a rib,” I said. “Maybe two.”

He jerked. Instantly, the pain melted into cool. “No, a cracked rib feels like a broken pool cue in the side. This’ll make a helluva bruise tomorrow, but that’s all.”

“So I guess he wasn’t really trying to hurt you.”

“Jackson? Nah.”

The self-assurance was back now, even if he moved gingerly. There was something electric about him, and I could see how he made it sizzle, on stage anyway. But it wasn’t sizzling now. It was jittering and sparking, two degrees from shorting out.

He stepped closer. “That’s not bragging, you know. Jackson talks big—”

“Jackson is big.”

“Maybe around the mouth.” Then Lex smiled, though the look in his eyes was like flint striking flint. “Nice dress.”

“It was a gift from my boyfriend.”

“Oh yeah. The guy at the door. I saw you two arrive.” He pulled out his phone—sleek, top-of-the-line, with an opalescent purple sheen. “I gotta take this, but listen, if you ever get tired of playing dress up with the mannequin out there, give me a call.”

He pressed the phone to his ear. “Hey there, lady friend.”

Then he pushed open the fire door and left for the back parking lot. No limp, no hesitation, like nothing had happened. I watched the door close behind him. Apparently Rico and Frankie weren’t the only ones having problems with Lex. Jackson had problems too, money problems. And from the way Lex had been tossing around Cricket’s name in a threatening manner, I knew there was something more personal than financial conflicts going on between them.

I knocked tentatively on the office door, and Jackson snatched it open. “I told you—” He frowned when he saw me, then forced a confused smile. “Tai? What are you doing here?”

“Using the bathroom.”

“It’s busted. Leaky toilet.”

“I only needed the mirror.” I leaned on the doorframe. “Is everything okay?”

“We’re a little shorthanded, but making do. Cricket’s having to tend bar, but—”

“I mean about Lex.”

The smile crimped into a grimace. “You heard?”

“Not on purpose.” I hesitated. “Is it true there’s money missing?”

He looked up and down the hall. “Christ, Tai, don’t go throwing that around. Get in here.”

I stepped into his office. It was dark-paneled and messy, jumbled heaps of paperwork stacked on every flat surface—ledgers, receipts, promotional flyers. A box of swag lay on its side in one corner, plastic cups and bumper stickers spilling onto the floor. The rest of the office was Georgia Bulldog black and red, including a decade-old photograph of the first-string team with Jackson kneeling and grinning, his broad shoulders even more massive under the pads.

He sat behind his desk. Still built like a linebacker, but now as bald as an ice cube, he was prone to wearing bright citrus shirts and too-tight jeans. His boyish features sweetened up what would have been an otherwise fearsome package.

“It’s gone,” he said, “all of it. Almost two thousand dollars.”

“Your money?”

“No, the money Cricket and I got from the team fund for tonight. I kept it in the safe.” He gestured toward a small square lockbox in the corner. “Only Cricket and I have the combination.”

“You think Lex took it?”

“I know Lex took it. He—”

The cacophony from the restaurant area intruded—the efficient swish of the double doors, the clang of pans, the rising clamor of voices.

Jackson stood. “I gotta check on the kitchen. Don’t breathe a word of this to anyone, okay? Cricket’s freaked out as it is, and this is the last thing she needs to worry about.”

“If there’s money missing, don’t you think—”

“No. I’ve got enough worries without bringing in the damn cops.” He looked at me with fake nonchalance. “What all did you hear anyway?”

I thought about the words flying back and forth between him and Lex. Something more than missing money was stewing, that was for sure, and it definitely involved Cricket, the fourth member of the poetry team.

I kept my voice neutral. “Nothing that needs to go anywhere, right?”

“Exactly right.”

He moved from behind the desk, and I followed him out, my wet shoes leaving half-moon prints on the wooden floor. He shut the door to his office, locked it, then slipped the key in his pocket.

“I mean it, Tai. Not a word, not to anyone.”

I nodded. “Understood.”

***
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Back in the main room, I made a beeline for Trey, who hadn’t moved from his spot at the door. Rico, however, was no longer at our table. In fact, I didn’t see him anywhere in the room.

I stepped right in front of Trey and put my hands on my hips. “Where is he?”

“Where is who?”

“Rico.”

Trey shook his head. “I don’t know.”

“What do you mean, you don’t know? Aren’t you supposed to be watching him?”

“No, I’m watching the room. There’s a difference. But if you want to know where he was going the last time I saw him...” Trey pointed. “He left through the double doors leading to the back.”

“But he’s not there now!”

“Nonetheless.”

I made an exasperated noise. “Never mind, I’ll find him. Right now I need you to talk to Jackson. He’s in the kitchen. Or maybe follow Lex, he and Jackson were seriously into it, and then Lex left out the back way.” I put a hand on Trey’s elbow. “Shit, what if he was heading to the parking lot for a gun or something?”

Trey put down his Pellegrino very carefully. “Say that again, more slowly.”

“We don’t have time for slowly! You have to do something!”

“Start by telling me who Lex is and why he might have a firearm.”

So I explained. Quickly. I left out the part about the leering and the innuendo, but despite Jackson’s warning, I mentioned the missing money.

“How much is missing?” Trey said.

“Don’t worry about that right now. Find Lex. Or Rico. Or Jackson. Whoever comes first.”

Trey scanned the room. “I’ll look for Lex first. But Jackson should tell the authorities about any missing money, especially if he thinks he knows who took it.”

This was Trey’s answer for everything—alert the authorities. He thought in hierarchies, top-down systems. But a flow chart wasn’t going to solve our current dilemma.

“We’ll lecture Jackson later, okay? Right now defuse whatever time bomb is ticking.”

Trey’s expression sharpened. “Bomb?”

“Metaphor.”

“Oh. Okay. That’s good.” He headed for the back of the restaurant. “Stay here. I’ll check in when I have more information.”

He tossed that directive over his shoulder—a command, not a question. I started to argue, but knew it wouldn’t have changed a thing. Trey had a plan, and once a plan was in motion, he would not deviate from it. I’d seen the X-rays and MRIs. They looked normal at first glance, and yet I knew that his cranium was a precise maze of binary functions. Left or right. Yes or no. Stop or go. 

Two and a half years had passed since he crashed his Volvo into that concrete embankment, rearranging his right frontal lobe, permanently rewriting his circuits. He was making progress, slow and steady, as his brain re-knit itself into interesting new configurations. But my five months in his life—and in his bed—had taught me one thing. You can’t argue with the flow chart.

So I let him go. And then I slugged my way through the crowd to the bar. Time to get more champagne, but even more importantly, time to get a woman’s perspective. And if that woman happened to be Jackson’s wife...all the better.
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AS MUCH AS JACKSON loved every brick of the restaurant, his prize renovation was the bar, a genuine teakwood reclamation from a bungalow teardown in Morningside. Presently the old antique was three-deep in thirsty patrons, all of them waving money, whistling, elbowing.

I squeezed to the edge and caught Cricket’s eye. “Hey, have you seen Rico?”

Cricket wiped a strand of fawn-brown hair from her forehead. Whipped cream smeared her red glasses, and a rabid desperation lurked in her eyes. She wore totally inappropriate clothes for bartending—a white satin shirt and a black suede vest with fringes that kept dangling in the beer—but then, she hadn’t been expecting to be schlepping drinks. She was Rico’s teammate, and she was supposed to be practicing her lines, not mixing cocktails. That had been the plan anyway, before the bartender and two servers had called in sick. 

She shoved a black apron at me. “You know anything about bartending?”

“I used to. But it’s been—”

“I don’t care. Get back here!”

Great, I thought, now I have to pretend I hadn’t seen her husband threatening Lex in the hallway. I also had to hope that Trey wouldn’t come back and start a recitation of whatever weirdness he’d discovered. There was a reason he didn’t do covert—sometimes he had no sense about what to say and when to say it.

I tied on the apron and kicked my heels under the bar. Before I knew it, money was being shoved at me left and right.

Cricket moved deftly. “Don’t worry about the mixed drinks—throw me the orders, and I’ll handle those. Just move beers and take money.”

I did as she said. The hubbub of the room had spread to the merchandise table, where Adam worked feverishly. Individual faces melded into an impressionistic blur.

No Rico, however.

I passed out beer and took money. At some point I realized Cricket was no longer making drinks. Instead, she was staring at her phone.

I snapped my fingers. “Cricket! What’s up?”

She looked up. “I have to go.”

“You what?”

Cricket pulled off her apron and shoved it under the bar. Then she bounded around the corner and tacked her way through the crowd, headed for the swinging doors that led to the back hallway.

That was when I spotted Trey, in the corner nearest the kitchen’s service entrance. I spread my hands. Well? He shook his head emphatically, tapped his watch, then disappeared into the kitchen without telling me squat.

I sighed. Sometimes that man...

At that moment, Adam came up, a worried crease on his forehead. “Where’s Rico?”

I blew hair out of my eyes. “That’s what I’d like to know. Did you see him leave?”

“No, but he starts in ten minutes. He’s real nervous, and I don’t know why.” Adam crossed his arms. “I asked him, but you know how he gets. And now he’s vanished, not a word to anybody, not even me. Can you watch the merch table while I go find him?”

I sloshed a foamy wave of beer across the counter, and two guys jumped back. “Sorry, up to my eyeballs right now.”

“What about Trey?”

I imagined Trey guarding the sherbet stack of T-shirts, nine-millimeter at the ready.

“Not a good idea,” I said.

“I need some help here. Rico’s gone, we’re out of change, the mugs never got delivered—”

“Babysit it for five more minutes, and I’ll come over as soon as I can.”

Adam sighed in exasperation and disappeared into the crowd, hopefully back to the table. I understood his frustration, but the last thing the team needed was a thousand bucks’ worth of merchandise disappearing into the night along with Jackson’s missing funds. I had my own worries—too many customers, too little beer, and absolutely no Rico.

Some frantic moments later, Trey reappeared right at my elbow, materializing like an apparition.

I tried not to sound impatient. “Well?”

“Lex was in the back parking lot. Smoking.”

“No gun?”

“Cigarettes and matches, but no gun. And then I found Jackson in the kitchen, also unarmed. He says everything is fine.”

“What about Rico?”

“What about him?”

I was in no mood to play Twenty Questions. “Look, Adam’s a mess, Cricket’s vanished, Rico’s on in five minutes, and now I’m stuck here. You have to find Rico!”

“But he’s right there.”

I looked at the stage. Sure enough, there he was, checking the microphone, cool and professional. He took the mic in hand, cleared his throat, and the whispered refrain moved from table to table. Respect the word, respect the word. In less than thirty seconds, the conversations blurred into backnoise, a curtain of sound. Someone dimmed the overheads, and Rico stood alive and electric under the amber spotlight.

He smiled his slow molasses smile. “You begin in the softest of ways, by opening your hand, the hardest part of all.”

And the crowd sent up a roar of whistles and claps.

He moved quickly into his first poem—a warm-up piece that always stoked the energy of the room. At the other end of the bar, I saw Cricket return and take her place. Her hands trembled as she wiped her hands on a bar towel, her eyes on the stage.

Jackson appeared at the kitchen entrance. He stared at Cricket, hands shoved in his pockets, but she didn’t look his way.

Adam elbowed to the edge of the stage, riveted on Rico, as if each word were a private gift only for him. Behind him I saw Frankie, her expression calculating. I imagined she was torn to have such talent on her team this year—they made Atlanta the team to beat, these people who would eventually be her toughest competition in the individuals.

I turned to Trey and dropped my voice to a whisper. “So what happened with Lex?”

Trey moved his head close to mine. “I asked him if he was okay. He said yes. I came back inside. He remained in the parking lot.”

“He’d better be getting in here. He’s on next.”

A person in front turned and shushed us, so I pulled Trey into a huddle in the corner. Rico continued performing, dazzling in the spotlight, surrounded and yet solitary.

“How did Lex seem to you?”

“Nervous, agitated. No threat indicators, however.”

I scanned the edge of the audience for that pale sharp face. Crowds provided an invisibility of sorts, if you knew how to work it. I wasn’t sure Lex did—he seemed the kind to naturally draw attention, not hide from it—but I wasn’t dismissing the possibility that he was somewhere in that shifting warm darkness.

Rico moved into his second piece, the shorter competition poem. Three minutes and nineteen seconds, one second under the time limit when performed perfectly. But despite the auspicious start, it was not one of his better performances. It lacked the dynamic push and pull he usually created, the dizzying spin of the lyrics, the rat-a-tat rhymes. Now, he was working by rote. He knew it by heart, but his heart wasn’t in it.

He finished to applause and pulled the microphone from the stand. “Thank you, thank you. Next up, please welcome—”

A screaming alarm drowned him out, followed by the panicked murmur of the crowd. The sprinklers came on with a hiss and whoosh, and the murmuring ratcheted into gasps and shouts. Water soaked my hair and dribbled down the front of my dress.

“Aw hell,” I said. “Now what?”
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TREY SHIELDED HIS EYES. “It’s the fire alarm.”

“I don’t see smoke.”

“The sprinklers are triggered by heat. We need to evacuate.” He was suddenly in motion, taking charge. “I’ll clear the main room and check the kitchen, you clear the back on your way out. No one stays in the building until this gets resolved.”

I was suddenly sober. “Okay.”

“Don’t forget the restroom. Then meet me in the parking lot. Call 911 when you get out.”

And then he was gone, swallowed up in the throng of people. No one seemed frightened. Instead they were adrenaline-juiced and impossible to herd, like intoxicated goats. Most people streamed out the front door, but some took the side exit into the alley, a few of them shoving and cursing, most clinging to each other and laughing. As they pulled open the fire exits, more alarms went off. Through the din and surge, I saw Rico jump down from the stage and make his way to Adam.

I abandoned my heels and slung my purse more securely across my chest. Then I pushed my way toward the back. The smell hit me from out of nowhere—smoke, bitter and noxious—and the first pang of fear struck.

The hallway loomed dark, water already puddling on the floor. I went left, toward the restroom, one hand against the wall for balance. Water lapped my feet, and I tripped on a box of coffee mugs someone had abandoned in the hall. The smoke thickened, and I realized it was pouring from the restroom, the door slightly ajar.

I kicked it open and saw the trash can next to the sink ablaze with a column of yellow fire. As the smoke cleared, I saw an even more disturbing sight—someone sprawled on their back in front of the sink, legs crumpled, arms flung sideways.

I yelled for help, but my voice was lost in the screeching alarms. I dropped to all fours and crawled inside, coughing and wheezing. Wet tissue and paper towels clotted the floor in a sodden ashy mess. I gagged, choking on smoke and sour bathroom smell as I scrambled forward. Eventually my hand closed on a pair of black leather boots.

Lex.

Cursing some more, I took a deep breath, rose into a hunch, and then dragged him by his feet into the hallway. At that moment, Jackson materialized from the kitchen, fire extinguisher in hand.

“Get out of the way!” he yelled.

“I’m trying!”

I lugged Lex into the hall as Jackson shouldered his way inside the bathroom, spraying the extinguisher in wild desperate arcs. And then in the chaos of hissing foam and sheeting water and screaming noise, I dropped beside Lex.

“Get out!” Jackson yelled.

“I can’t leave him here!”

Jackson stood there dripping, like he was seeing Lex for the first time. The fire was a smoking sputtering mess, but it was out. I knelt beside Lex and placed two fingers against his neck, the floor hard under my bare knees. His eyes were glassy and staring, his lip split, what looked like blood on the side of his forehead. No pulse beat under my fingers.

He was dead, very dead.

But not from the fire. In the center of his chest, a red bloodstain soaked through the thin layer of his white T-shirt.

Jackson held the empty fire extinguisher. “Is he okay?”

“He’s dead.” I straightened, throat burning. “And you’re right. We have to get out of here.”

The fire alarm still split the air. The sprinklers continued full force, up and down the hall, the stale metallic water showering down in torrents.

Jackson looked at me, bewildered. “So we just leave him like that?”

“We have to. It’s a crime scene.”

Or what’s left of it, I thought, as Jackson hurried down the hall.

“You go,” he said over his shoulder. “I gotta turn off these sprinklers.”

“I don’t think—”

“I gotta shut the damn things off before everything’s ruined!”

He returned to the kitchen, and I didn’t argue. I left. The first person I saw in the parking lot was Rico, phone out. Behind him, Adam sat on the hood of Rico’s Chevy Tahoe, skinny arms wrapped around his knees. Rico waved frantically at me, and I jogged over and hugged him tightly. He smelled like mud and sweat and liquor.

“Are you guys okay?” I said.

Rico nodded and kept talking on his phone. Adam stared. I put a hand on his leg, but he didn’t seem to notice.

Trey appeared from the doorway and headed our way, a dozen people in his wake, half of them on their phones. In the distance I heard the wail of sirens.

“All clear?” he said.

I grabbed his elbow and dragged him to the edge of the parking lot. “We’ve got bigger problems. Lex is dead.”

He blinked. “What?”

“Dead. In the bathroom. Checked his pulse. Dead.”

“How?”

“Not from the fire. Fires don’t cause bloody chest wounds.”

My words ran together. I shook myself, and my vision blurred at the edges. Suddenly it was hard to catch a breath. Trey’s hands went to my shoulders, and I heard him calling my name as if from very far away.

“Tai, look at me.”

I met his eyes. “What?”

“Take a deep breath, in and out. Slowly.”

I did as he said. He kept his eyes locked on me, cool and professionally detached. When he decided that I wasn’t about to pass out, he said, “Call 911 again. Report a possible homicide.”

“I know what a dead body is called.”

He turned to go. I grabbed his arm.

“You can’t go back in there!”

“I need to secure the crime scene.”

“No, you don’t. You’re not—”

But he’d already disappeared into the crowd without a backwards glance, as if he were a cop again, as if that were the side of the line he stood on. Clear the scene, secure the scene. Trey knew how to do this—he had the flow chart in his head. But I had nothing.

I heard the crowd babbling, growing, thronging. Wet people on cellphones everywhere, including Frankie, her hair wild about her face. Cricket sobbed in Jackson’s arms, and he rocked her against his chest, his eyes on the restaurant. Rico and Adam sat shoulder to shoulder on the hood of the car, shell-shocked.

The wail of sirens drew closer, like a live thing closing in. And all I could think was, please not this again. Not with me in the middle. Not again.

I wrapped my arms across my chest. Then I called 911. When the operator answered, all I could think to say was, “Help. We really need help.”
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DETECTIVE SANFORD CUMMINGS examined my business card for Dexter’s Guns and More. “I knew Dexter, back when I lived in Kennesaw. Good man. You’re his niece, right?”

“I am.”

“I thought so. Glad to see the shop is still in the family.” He narrowed his eyes at me. “I heard you were involved in that Beaumont thing. Back in the spring?”

This was a question I got a lot, especially from new customers. A women gets murdered in my brother’s driveway, then other people die too, and everybody thinks it must be a story I liked to revisit. It wasn’t. But the detective was looking at me all official-like, so I copped.

“That was me, yes.”

“Seaver was involved in that too, wasn’t he?”

Involved. Trey had been the freaking linchpin. I nodded and didn’t elaborate.

“I knew Seaver back in the day, before he went to SWAT. A lot of potential there. Then I heard about the accident.” He shook his head, which was what everybody did at the mention of The Accident. “What’s he doing now?”

“He’s with Phoenix Corporate Security. Risk assessment and premises liability.”

“Phoenix, huh? I heard they did some serious downsizing after the Beaumont thing.”

“That’s putting it mildly.”

“I imagine so.” Cummings pulled out a notebook, waved his pen at me. “You want to tell me what happened here tonight?”

So much for the convivial chatting.

“I’d love to,” I said, “except that I don’t have a clue. I know there was a fire. I know Lex is dead, and that it wasn’t from the fire. That’s the sum total of what I know.”

I said it lightly, but with exasperation at the edges. Cummings smiled in sympathy. Soft-bodied with bark-brown receding hair, he cinched his slacks under a generous belly. He was gentle, patient, attentive. Exactly the kind of disarming guy you’d open up to and then spill something that would put you in handcuffs. Good cop all the way. His kind didn’t need a bad cop. You handed your guilt over on a silver platter.

So I knew the banter for what it was—a tactic. He was trying to unravel my story and then loop it like rope into something he could hang me with.

He looked apologetic. “I’m sorry, Ms. Randolph. You know how it goes. You find a dead body, you get to talk to cops.”

“I wasn’t the only one who found the body.”

He consulted his notes. “Yes, a Mr. Jackson Bentley was there too. How did he react to all this?”

“Jackson? Pretty calmly considering his life savings were literally going up in smoke.”

Cummings wrote that down, and I regretted letting it fall out of my mouth. I bit my tongue, resolving to stick with just-the-facts-ma’am.

He kept his eyes on the notebook. “So tell me what happened tonight. Start at the part where you saw
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