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      For Chinwe…Always.

      The wind beneath my wings.
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      She was all over him like a vulture circling a dying animal—something was up, but he couldn’t put a finger on it.

      “I’ll shower, then we’ll do it,” she said. Her voice was a sexy purr. She shed the last of her clothing and headed for the bathroom.

      He didn’t want to look, but it had a magnetic attraction. Her jet-black hair fell to the middle of her back against golden tanned skin. Her legs went on forever. His eyes were glued to her heart-shaped ass—the eighth wonder of the world.

      She disappeared into the bathroom. The shower came on, and she sang. Maybe this was his opportunity to bail. The room swayed. His head throbbed, signaling the beginning of a headache. Was it the vodka? It’d tasted a little different—some strong Russian shit. He shook his head. The room stopped moving.

      He didn’t want to ‘do it.’ How should he remove himself? Feign tiredness? Or say he had some disease?

      The thought of a disease and his penis falling off made his balls retreat, mirroring a turtle's withdrawal into its shell.

      Good.

      Now, which disease should he tell her? HIV? Syphilis? Gonorrhea? Maybe ticks. He had a sudden breakthrough—COVID! Dick Covid. That could be a movie star’s name. He was lost in his thoughts when the bathroom door burst open. She sauntered in—wet, naked, and ready.

      She was a leopard about to pounce on its prey. “I love your dreamy eyes.”

      He saw an opening—to say he was tired. “I don’t think—”

      She threw her arms around his neck. The smell of wildflowers and vanilla filled his nostrils.

      She leaned close to his ear and said, “Sweetheart, I need you right now.” Her voice was a whisper. Her breath, pure heat against his skin. She nibbled on his earlobe, then traced a wet path down his neck.

      All the self-affirmation he’d given himself minutes earlier flew out of the window. There was no escape. He was a man, after all. He went from zero to steel in milliseconds.

      Maybe, just this once.

      Her fingers did a quick work of his belt and zipper. His jeans fell, bunched up around his ankles.

      “God.” The word shuddered out of him.

      She shoved him, and he fell onto the bed. She crawled on top of him, kissing his forehead, cheeks, and lips. She guided him inside her, enveloping him with her warmth.

      He moaned. They were off to the races.

      She rose and fell at a furious pace—no doubt who was in control. Her lovemaking was always on steroids as she chased another release.

      After she finished with him, he felt as if he’d survived eight rounds with Mike Tyson in the ring.

      “Now, let’s go and relax in the hot tub.” She helped him up.

      It didn’t look like sleep was on her agenda. He didn’t want to move but didn’t want to make her suspicious. The sex was good, but there was a type of clarity one attains after an orgasm. He must get away from her before it was too late.

      She opened the sliding door, and he stumbled along.

      The warm air outside felt good on his naked skin. He looked up and took a deep breath. The night sky was full of stars. The blinking light of a plane cut across the sky.

      She led him to the tub. “Ah, always ready for me. Now sit. Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be right back.”

      He climbed on. The tub wobbled, and he held the sides for support. He’d spend the night. In the morning, he’d be out of here for good. He could not be a part of this.

      “Ah.” He let out a sigh. The water was warm. The sprays and jets were soothing and caressing. A worthwhile alternative to a Masseuse. He felt sleepy. The sound of splashing waves generated in the tub didn’t help—a lullaby. He blinked repeatedly, trying to keep his eyes open.

      “Here you go.” She handed him a wine glass filled to the brim with a clear liquid. She sat next to him. “Cheers.”

      He lifted his glass and sniffed—more vodka. “Thank you.” He took a sip. It tasted like the last one—bitter. Scared he might drop it, he downed it in one gulp and placed the empty glass on the edge of the tub. He relaxed, both arms stretched out on the side of the tub.

      She traced circles on his chest and nibbled his ear. “Have I told you today how wonderful you make me feel?” Her voice was sexy and seductive. “You are a miracle worker.”

      His eyes fluttered. He needed a miracle to keep them open. “You are the miracle worker,” he said. But no words came out. It was all in his head. His vision became foggy. He slid down the tub.

      She giggled. “What are you doing?”

      The water climbed up his face—chin, mouth, nose. He held his breath. The water stung his eyes. He tried to raise his head. His body refused to obey him. His heart raced. He had the sensation of being smothered. Yet, his body refused to move.

      Water went over his head, a gurgling sound bubbling in his ears. He needed air.

      That was his last conscious thought.
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      Vikki sprang off the bed with a suddenness reminiscent of a Jack-in-the-box.  The bed springs groaned.

      “Where are you going?” Ted said.

      “Time to go.” She picked up her panties, bra, jeans, and t-shirt and headed for the bathroom. She tinkled and dressed quickly. She’d take a bath when she got to her place.

      “I have to go. It was a pleasure knowing you.”

      He opened his mouth, he hesitated. “Don’t you want to know where I’m going? How to get in touch?”

      “Not in the least. It’s better this way. It was fun while it lasted.” She headed for the door. Knowing she was lying to herself brought on anger. Something was brewing in her heart, too. Maybe a woman’s heart was not where everyone believed it was.

      “Vikki!”

      She turned. “What?”

      Their eyes met.

      It was her turn to mimic a hands-off gesture. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to sound like that.”

      “Did someone hurt you deeply in the past?” His voice was soft and low. “I’m a good listener. Sharing can be therapeutic.”

      The silence lingered for a moment. She could tell him about Bruce—how they’d met and fallen in love. How he’d been her field training officer when she was a rookie. How she’d caused his death the day he was going to propose to her. Instead, she went on the offensive.

      “Now you’re my therapist?” She exhaled. “There’s nothing to share, Doctor. And remember, it’s not ethical for a physician to screw his patient.”

      He chuckled. “But you’re not my—”

      “Have a good morning and a safe trip.” She left.

      Vikki walked to her car, shielding her eyes from the sun. She was running from commitment. But there was nothing to commit to. He was leaving. Her mind drifted to the people she had called family, Alexis and her dad. It had been more than a decade since they’d been taken from her. The people behind their murder must have dropped their guards by now. She would have to start making plans. They must pay.

      Vikki mounted her cell phone on the dash stand and checked her messages. Gomez had called a few times while she was with Ted. She planned to return his call later.

      Gomez was her partner and planned to retire in two years to travel the world with his wife. Maybe he was calling because of a case.

      She put the car in drive and headed for her home.

      Vikki’s home was a three-bedroom apartment on Mill Road. Once there, she made coffee, brushed her teeth, and showered. Her cell phone rang—she answered without looking to see who it was.

      “Mattsen.”

      It was Jody, the police department’s administration secretary. They exchanged pleasantries.

      Jody was sixty-five and widowed. SIPD and her cats were all the family she needed to keep her going. She’d been there longer than everyone else and knew everything. She
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