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            CHAPTER 1

          

          ANYONE UP FOR A LITTLE BREAKING AND ENTERING? ~ MATTHEW CODY, POWERLESS

        

      

    

    
      The off-hours security lights inside the building blinked while the alarm squawked like an air raid siren, thumping death metal in Roxanna Horne’s ear drums. She ignored all of that and concentrated on picking the lock.

      “Hurry up, Roxy. Security will be here any second.” Sarina was her bouncing, yapping lookout. And bossy. Her best friend was bossy. Not that any of that was needed in a lookout.

      Yet. Here they were.

      The knob didn’t budge. It was too damn early in the morning to be dealing with this. She slapped the inner office door with Manager etched on the glass. Ouch. Not smart.

      Roxy rubbed her stinging hand and got back to work.

      Nothing. Not one click. How had her boyfriend Rafe made this look so easy?

      Roxy unclenched her fingers from the lockpicks and wiped at her forehead. Sweat built and slid down into her eyes. Footsteps echoed in the distance. They were getting louder. Any second they’d get to the hallway door that Sarina was guarding.

      “Did you lock the door?” Roxy asked her.

      “Of course I did, but they probably have keys. And they have boots. They kick in doors.” Sarina leaned toward the dimpled glass window at the top of the door separating them from security outside. “I’ve seen Law and Order. This is so illegal.”

      “Not illegal.” Much. “Only unlawful. Now stay down,” Roxy hissed as quietly as she could. “It will take them longer to find us if they don’t know which room we’re in.”

      Voices rose in the hall and a key jiggled in the door from the hallway. Shit.

      They’d run out of time.

      Roxy pulled the lockpicks out and slid them in her back pocket as the door flew open. She stood up and jiggled the handle before she looked behind her at the new visitor.

      A burly mountain of a man engulfed the doorway to the accounting firm. “Who are you?” he bellowed over the blaring alarm.

      Sarina turned to Roxy like she somehow had the magic answer to the question. The magic answer that would not lead to them getting arrested. But since they were mid-B&E, the magic required was some Gandalf-level shit.

      “I’m trying to open this door.” Roxy jiggled the doorhandle, hoping she looked innocent and confused instead of guilty and sneaky.

      None of this would have happened if the wife who’d hired them to “borrow” the receipts from her husband’s infidelities—yes, that was with an s—had both a key for the front door of the office where she’d worked as the front desk clerk and the key to her husband’s office.

      Turns out Fred Gromme wasn’t just hiding his keys. Apparently, the wife didn’t know he’d invested in motion sensors. Motion sensors meant there was something to hide. It also meant loud noise when Roxy entered the room. Hence the ongoing screeching.

      And then it stopped. Heavenly silence echoed in her ears.

      “Why are you trying to open this door?” huge mountain guy asked.

      Crap. She needed a story. “I’m so sorry.” She bobbed her head, ditzy-mistress style.

      Ditzy mistresses all thought the guy would leave his wife. The guy never did. Unless said wife called Roxy to get proof that he was a slimy, cheating whore-bag and the wife was planning on taking every last penny he had. Taking down the slimy ones was always fun.

      Her voice tipped up an octave. “Oh my God. My boyfriend Fred told me to get a folder so he can work from home.”

      “If he sent you to get something from his office, why didn’t he give you a key?”

      Good question… She bit her lip and hoped a sexy, innocent look was splayed across her face.

      “Are you sick?”

      So—not sexy. She sighed. “I forgot the key at home. He’s going to be so mad.”

      The guy looked at Roxy, and not in the you sexy thing kinda way. It was more like are you off your meds.

      Sarina knocked a stapler off the desk in the main office. “Shoot.” She leaned over. Gorgeous long blond hair set against bronzed skin. Long legs covered in skinny jeans. A tight T-shirt barely containing the ample curves at the top. Too bad she didn’t know how to use them.

      Sarina picked up the stapler from the floor, and impressive cleavage kept the guard’s eyes transfixed. But instead of taking things slow and letting her girls linger under his stare, she bounced up. “I dropped this. I’m sorry.” She put the stapler on the desk and fixed her top so the jiggly bits were covered.

      If Roxy didn’t love her so much, she was sure she’d hate her. Of course, right now, those curves were hypnotizing the burly mountain at the door.

      “Are you okay, miss?” Mountain-man stared at Sarina as she ran a hand through her hair.

      “I’m fine.” She smiled, but it was stilted. How did someone so gorgeous miss the class on seduction?

      Mountain-man grinned as he looked at Sarina. He was buying the whole subdued hot-chick thing. Roxy needed to cash in. “Can you help us? We just need one file. We’ll snatch it up—and let you get back to securing this big building.”

      “I’m not sure…”

      Roxy slipped her lip between her teeth. “Please?”

      His eyes locked back on Sarina before turning to Roxy. “One thing?”

      “Absolutely.”

      He sifted through the keys in his hands. “One thing.”

      “I promise.”

      He unlocked the door, then held it open so the Roxy and Sarina could slip inside.

      “We’ll just be a minute.” Roxy smiled and hoped he’d wait outside till they were done. Not likely. He stood at the door with his arms crossed, watching her move around the desk positioned in the center of the office.

      Roxy headed for the wall of file cabinets in the back. Hopefully they weren’t locked, or this was all for nothing.

      Sarina leaned into Roxy. “What are we looking for?”

      “The folder labeled Robinson.” Roxy pulled on the top drawer and it slid open. A through D.

      “Robinson. Are you kidding?” Sarina muttered.

      “No.” Roxy was not kidding. The slimy, cheating husband was not only dumb enough to keep receipts from his philandering ways, but he kept the mementos in a folder named after the infamous Mrs. Robinson from The Graduate movie. She pulled open the lowest drawer. Q through Z.

      She found Robinson and pulled out the file. Receipts for everything from jewelry to hotel rooms spilled from the folder. “This is it.” She shoved everything back inside and held it close to her chest.

      “Thank you. Fred will be so pleased.” Roxy sidestepped past mountain man and tried not to run out of the next room and into the hall. Sarina followed, leaving the mountain in the office to lock up. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      Roxy headed down the hall and to the stairs, Sarina a few steps behind. Their gym shoes thwapped on the steps. So far, the security guard wasn’t following.

      They burst through the stairwell door and into the main atrium. Fifty feet separated them from the glass doors of freedom.

      “Stop!” A different security guard stood in their way.

      Darn. Roxy squashed the urge to put her hands over head. The guard didn’t appear to be armed, and as far as he was concerned, they were just grabbing something for Roxy’s boyfriend. Although, this guard hadn’t been upstairs for the show.

      “My boyfriend works upstairs.” Roxy inched toward the front door. “Just stopping by.”

      “Why?” First-floor guard was crankier than the man mountain.

      Roxy leaned into the guard, pushing her chest out. “He needed me to grab something for him.”

      The guard glanced at her chest and shook his head. “Put those away. You’re shaking up the wrong tree.”

      “Fine.” Roxy pouted. Even if it wasn’t the right tree, he didn’t have to be dismissive of her assets.

      The guard stared her up and down.  “Who’s your boyfriend?”

      “Fred Gromme.”

      “Isn’t he seeing a dancer with giant…” The guard cupped his hands in front of his chest. “…never mind.”

      “Yes. That’s me.” She could pass for a dancer. She was thin-adjacent. Her boobs didn’t exactly stop traffic, but they were an adequate flotation device.

      “I’ve never seen you in this building.”

      “I’ve never been here before.” Roxy slowly moved toward the exit, dragging Sarina by the hand. “We like to be discreet.”

      “Then why would he send you here to grab something?”

      Good question, darn it. “He’s sick.”

      “He’s sick? Or maybe he doesn’t know you’re here.”

      Well, that too.

      He reached for his cellphone. “I should call Metro.”

      “You don’t want to do that.” Roxy did not need another run-in with Las Vegas’s finest. With her luck, they would show up and not just throw the book at her—they’d throw the whole damn set of police procedurals. Her and cops didn’t exactly mix. Although maybe her boyfriend Rafe Amato could get her off—the charges.

      Get your mind out of the gutter.

      “I think I do.” He pulled out his phone.

      The mountain of a guard came up behind them. “What are you doing?”

      “Calling Metro.”

      “This is his girlfriend.”

      “How do you know?” The smaller guard held his phone up in the air like a confused Statue of Liberty.

      “How do you not know?” Mountain man shook his head and turned to Roxy. “I’m in charge.”

      Roxy edged toward the front door, still towing Sarina. She didn’t care what sort of power thing was going on here. She only cared about getting out of the building and far, far away. Not only would a run-in with the cops be uncomfortable, she’d never get her PI license with the smudge on her record. And that PI license was why she did all these ridiculous things. Without the hours of training and random tasks a licensed PI threw at her, she’d be stuck in the process-serving department until she died of failure.

      “No, it’s my turn.” The shorter man yanked his arm down and started scrolling on his phone. “I have the email.”

      The mountain slid his phone from his pocket and started to scroll. “No. I have the email.”

      Roxy tugged on Sarina’s arm and whispered, “Run.”

      “Hold on!” one of the guards yelled. But she wasn’t stopping. Odds were, someone was going to call the cops and she didn’t want to be anywhere near the building when they got here.

      Roxy slammed the door open as the guards’ voices grew closer. “Get back here.”

      Not a chance. Roxy flew across the empty lot toward the only car, parked in the center—Sarina’s awaiting pink Jeep. She scrambled into the passenger side at the same time Sarina got behind the wheel. “Drive before they catch us.”

      Sarina slid on her seatbelt and started the car. She drove toward the lot exit without one tire screech. Her speed hovered at tortoise.

      “Vertical pedal on the right.” Roxy watched the front door open, and then the two guards barreled outside.

      “What?” Sarina’s blinker ticked a slow rhythm as she braked for the stop light at the exit. The red light scrawled across Sarina’s face in the early morning darkness. The roads were mostly empty. The city a hollowed-out shell, on the verge of the bustle of the morning.

      Roxy’s fingers drummed along her thigh as the men ran closer. “We’re in a hurry.” This was obvious, right?

      The light turned green and Sarina took the right-hand turn. “We’re getting away.”

      “Getting away implies urgency. Fred Flintstone could move faster courtesy of his two feet. And you have an engine.”

      Sarina sighed. “My engine is moving just fine. There are no sirens.”

      “Maybe they’re being stealthy.” Roxy folded her arms across her chest.

      “Next time you should drive.” It was like Sarina could read Roxy’s mind. “Oh wait, you can’t drive because your car is in the shop from hitting that pothole at fifty miles per hour.”

      Very true.

      Sarina briefly glanced at Roxy. “So beggars can’t be choosers.”

      Roxy did not sigh. Or roll her eyes. “I can Uber.”

      “Go ahead.” Sarina drove across town, still barely reaching the speed limit. “Maybe then I won’t be stuck doing illegal things.”

      “Not illegal, unlawful.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Yes.” Sarina turned toward M&J Private Investigations, where they both worked. “I need to know what I should tell my lawyer if we get caught.”

      “You won’t have to tell them anything if you hit the gas.”

      “If I hit the gas, we’ll get pulled over.”

      Roxy leaned her head back against the seat and prayed that she wouldn’t hear sirens or feel the cold steel of handcuffs. Her breath slowly sputtered in and out. Calm. She couldn’t control Sarina’s driving, and getting mad wasn’t going to help.

      “Oh no. Flashing lights behind us.”

      Roxy’s eyes flew open. The one thing they didn’t need were flashing lights. They were so screwed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          HAVE YOU EVER NOTICED WHEN YOU’RE DRIVING THAT ANYBODY DRIVING SLOWER THAN YOU IS AN IDIOT? AND ANYONE GOING FASTER THAN YOU IS A MANIAC! ~ GEORGE CARLIN

        

      

    

    
      The seat belt pulled on Roxy’s shoulder as she turned to look. Yellow and white flashing lights. Hovering behind the car. Disembodied. She turned back around to look at Sarina. “Those aren’t Metro lights.”

      “How can you tell?” Sarina gripped the wheel like it was threatening to run. Her eyes were manically cutting from the sideview mirror to the road in front.

      “Metro cars have red, blue and white.”

      “Well, it’s something.”

      “Unless random lights are just twirling, it probably is something.” Roxy tried to be casual, but she was freaking out. She’d spent the past three months being bossed around by one of her PI coworkers. All that would be for nothing if they got caught. “Speed up!”

      “Maybe it’s a UFO. I was reading about the UFO that touched down outside of Rachel, Nevada. People said they saw white lights blinking and moving across the sky.”

      “Watch the road.” Roxy wanted to look at the lights, but Sarina was watching them hard enough that Roxy was afraid her eyes would cross. The lights reflected off the rearview mirror, and they were getting closer. “We might be getting abducted.” Roxy could only hope. It was better than the alternative.

      “Don’t joke.” Sarina swerved. Thank goodness they were a good twenty minutes from a June sunrise, and the streets were still mostly empty, because Sarina was veering back and forth to avoid little green men with cattle prods.

      “I won’t joke, but let’s keep the car on this side of the street, okay?”

      Sarina stopped for a red light and a large garbage truck pulled alongside them, the flashing lights slowly disappearing when the truck turned right and went down a side street. She breathed in a sigh when darkness surrounded them. “I was so mad.”

      “About what?” Roxy couldn’t remember anything in the last few minutes that would make her mad. Sarina thought she saw a UFO, which was huge in her world of Alien Hunters. “Are you mad it wasn’t a UFO? You’ve seen them before.”

      That was the whole reason Sarina had joined the Alien Hunters. She wanted to see UFOs and, apparently, she had a few years back.

      Roxy might be a good friend, but listening to hours of alien folklore was about as enticing as a children’s party—which had children, balloons and clowns. Three things Roxy could live without.

      Aliens made four.

      Sarina shook her head. “I’m not mad at that. I really wanted to do the road trip to Rachel, but Cliff was too busy. He said he was working on his demo. He’s always working on that stupid demo tape.”

      Oh. And Cliff Foster. Five things Roxy could live without.

      Kid gloves were needed here. Cliff and his assholism had to be handled gently. He’d do something hideous— like cheat on Sarina— and she’d break down. Roxy would say something about him being the antichrist, Sarina would agree, and two days later they’d make up. Roxy would be accused of being heartless and not understanding. Which was true. She didn’t understand. “Maybe Cliff has been working a lot.”

      “Bull. He’s not working. He’s a horrible DJ. His transitions are awkward, random backspins with no sense of timing. He’s not working because no one wants him.”

      Roxy could feel her mouth hanging open. Not a pretty sight, she was sure. Sarina rarely talked bad about Cliff—if at all.

      “I’m so tired of it. I wanted to go to the landing site. I don’t ask for much from him. I’ve forgiven a lot.” Sarina didn’t say anything else. She seemed to be lost in thought. Lost in all the things Cliff had done—hopefully. She deserved someone so much better.

      Sarina took a left away from work, away from their destination.

      “Where are we going?”

      “I thought we’d drive around a bit, before we have to go into the office.”

      That was fine by her. Roxy was in no hurry to get to work. The thought of dealing with the private instigator that was training her was enough to make her eye twitch. Random driving sounded so much better.

      They drove in silence for a while. Roxy was good with it. She’d stayed up too late with her boyfriend, so the soft purr of the engine clung to her eyelids and pulled them down.

      “Sometimes I think of ways to kill him.” Sarina’s voice cut through the quiet.

      Roxy eyes popped open, because she didn’t believe what she just heard. Maybe the words would be different with her eyes open. “What?”

      Sarina stared out the front window, her voice barely above a whisper. “I just think of ways to kill Cliff.”

      “Like really kill him?” This went dark fast. Cliff was a terrible boyfriend but killing him seemed extreme. Maybe break up with him first?

      “Like I come home and find him in bed with a sex worker and I pick up his turntable and bash it over his head. Then I burn his beloved demo into ash.”

      “Wait. You smash the turntable over his head. Not hers?” It was like Roxy didn’t know her best friend at all.

      “It’s not her fault he loves that turntable more than me and sleeps with anything that isn’t nailed down.”

      “Well, he does like to nail the things not nailed down.” Roxy laughed.

      Sarina did not. She seemed to be lost in murderous thoughts. “He makes me so mad I don’t know what to do. So I dream of ways to kill him.”

      “You don’t see anything wrong with this?” Roxy said slowly.

      “What? I can’t have a little fantasy.”

      “A fantasy is Thor naked and giving you the best orgasm of your life—maybe while you eat a stack of pumpkin pancakes and drink a bottle of moscato. That’s a fantasy. Not... killing a boyfriend. Why don’t you just leave him?”

      “I love him.” Sarina sniffled. “And you’re supposed to be my friend, not telling me what my fantasy should be.”

      “No, honey.” Roxy laid a hand on Sarina’s knee. “I am not judging your fantasy. I’m just disappointed I didn’t get to say it out loud first.”

      Now Sarina laughed. “You’ve always hated him.”

      “You can’t blame me.” Roxy leaned against the seat. “My fantasy about Cliff would include some sort of venereal disease with splotchy red spots on his penis and a giant case of testiculitis.”

      “Is that a thing?” Sarina turned into the parking lot of M&J Private Investigations just as the sun made its way over the horizon. Their home away from home.

      “Not sure, but it sounds good and there’d be no cure. He’d have to walk around with giant balls attached to a mini dill. And he’d pick up chicks on the reg, but he couldn’t sleep with them, because they’d be too afraid to get near his junk-funk.”

      “Junk-funk.” Sarina wiped her eyes as she laughed. “Thank you for that.” She pulled her car into an empty spot near a Dodge Charger. Not any Charger. An orange Charger with the plates 2Kooli0. The owner leaned against the car, her cell phone haloing her face. Which was ironic since halos were generally associated with angels, not minions of Satan.

      Karan Kafatos didn’t dress like a private investigator. She wore a red silk shirt with black skinny jeans and heels. Some might think she was good-looking, but that just meant they hadn’t heard her speak.

      She sauntered to the passenger side of Sarina’s car. Her wavy dark brown hair and her boobs bounced, but the rest of her was eerily still. Roxy was pretty sure it was Botox. Roxy opened the door and braced herself.

      “Did you get it?” Karan snapped.

      “Good morning to you, too.” Roxy stepped out of the car. “It’s going to be a lovely day today.”

      “Really?” Karan’s phone lit up, and she stared at it while her manicured nails tapped on the screen. She stopped typing and stared at Roxy with her hand out. “Where’s the folder?”

      “Folder?”

      “Dammit, Roxy.” Karan’s eyes narrowed. “How are you shadowing me, if you can’t handle a simple task?”

      “Shadowing implies your involvement.”

      “Don’t start. It’s bad enough I have to train you, I can’t do that and do these meaningless tasks.”

      Meaningless tasks? “Your job?”

      “Maybe I should tell John that I don’t have the time to train you.”

      John Sherwood, their boss. The man who was helping Roxy get her PI license by forcing Karan to work with her to get the required hours of PI training.

      Karan held a taloned hand out. “Did you get it, or did you screw it up?”

      “Don’t talk to John. I got it.” Roxy got the file from the floor of the front seat and handed it over.

      Karan flipped the folder open and receipts tumbled to the ground. “This is good. But we need more.”

      “More?” There were enough receipts to track him from Vegas to New York and back. Maybe she’d be happy with a receipt for a blow job. Although Roxy didn’t think working girls carried around a point-of-sale printer. Or maybe they did.

      “Why are you still here?” Karan glared at Sarina, who hit the alarm on her car and scurried for the front door.

      Roxy almost begged her to stay so she didn’t have to be alone with Karan. But that just felt pathetic.

      Sarina waved and unlocked the door to the office. The wave said many things—the biggest thing being Sarina was deathly afraid of Karan. Maybe she was afraid Karan’s head would spin around and vomit pea soup or that Karan’s fangs would protrude from her gums. Either way, Sarina ran whenever Karan spoke to her.

      Roxy was so jealous. She wanted to run too.

      “You have work to do,” Karan said. “Follow him, and call me if anything happens.”

      Follow him? “And where will you be?”

      “I have a few errands, then I’m getting a manicure.”

      Roxy looked at the ice blue nails with sparkly crystals in the centers. Her nails looked awfully manicured.

      Karan must have noticed the direction of Roxy’s eyes. “I need a new color. You watch him.”

      “Isn’t there supposed to be a shadow?”

      Karan headed to her car and slid inside. “Do you want me to sign your form?”

      Blackmail. Not just for breakfast anymore.

      John had a form to document Roxy’s hours, so when it came time to provide the information to the state of Nevada they’d have everything documented. He was a stickler like that. Too bad he hired morons.

      Roxy and Sarina being the exception, naturally.
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          MARRIED MEN GET SO THEY MAKE A ROUTINE EVEN OF KEEPING A MISTRESS. ~ ERLE STANLEY GARDNER, THE KNIFE SLIPPED

        

      

    

    
      Roxy walked in the front door of M&J before Karan even made it out of the parking lot. Sarina was already at the front desk, pressing buttons on the phone, headset in place.

      “Can I use your car?” Roxy asked.

      “Why? Aren’t you working with Karan today?” Sarina clicked the mouse next to her PC.

      “I’m working in lieu of Karan. So I need to provide my own transportation.”

      “Sorry. I have to run errands, or it would be all yours.” Sarina pressed the messages button. It was the first thing she did every morning

      Roxy couldn’t compete with Sarina’s job, but she had to talk her into lending the car before she picked up the message. “Can’t you run them tomorrow?”

      “We’re out of coffee and toilet paper. I’m not explaining to everyone that there’s no caffeine. Or toilet paper. Can’t you take an Uber?”

      Of course she could take an Uber. That was always an option. But just try to get the driver to park in front of a stranger’s house for hours on end. And not get paid for their time. That wasn’t an option. Roxy didn’t have the money to buy a companion for the day.

      Although that sounded less Uber-y and more hooker-y.

      “Why don’t you take the bike?” Sarina had finished documenting the message while Roxy contemplated word choices.

      “The bike?” Roxy was hoping and praying that Sarina was talking about something else. Maybe a nice Harley or a moped. Not the bike.

      “Yeah. The one in the back hall.”

      Oh, the bike. Roxy nodded and headed through the empty office. Desks sat cluttered but lonely under fluorescent lights. Soon the place would be hopping with PIs, process servers, and skip tracers, but not yet. It was too darn early for the skip tracers to be making calls and the PIs tended to work from home until lunch. Of course that didn’t apply to Sarina and Roxy. Not when Roxy was under the thumb of Karan.

      Roxy entered the darkened back hall. There it was. Bright pink— even in the dark she could see it. She pulled the clunky mode of transport from against the wall. It probably didn’t even work.

      She could always dream.

      She lifted the bike a few inches and let it bounce. The scuffed whitewall tires didn’t explode.

      Not that it was embarrassing to be without a car because it was in the shop. But she was a grown woman who couldn’t afford a rental and currently contemplating using a clunky retro bicycle. She pushed the bike out the back door—don’t judge.

      She put her purse strap over her head, onto one shoulder, and swung the bag behind her. There wasn’t a basket or even a tasket. Not that she knew what a tasket was, nor how it would help her carry her bag while she pedaled. She sat on the wide, mostly padded seat and put her feet on the pedals. Right. Left. The bike wobbled forward. She made it down the back alley of the building and turned toward Fred Gromme’s house. Thankfully, he lived in the same area of Summerlin. Less than a mile away.

      The wind whipped through her hair as she pumped the pedals. Up and down. Through the side streets, past retail stores and the elementary school till she rode into the edge of the Pioneer Park neighborhood and the postage-stamp yards in front of modest suburban homes.

      She made her way down the street to a white stucco two-story. Rounded blue edging surrounded the windows and a garage door stood open. No greenery in the yard, just rock, except for two yellow boxes filled with red and purple coneflowers.

      There weren’t a lot of places to hide in this neighborhood. All houses in tiny rows. She stopped her bike across the street and partway down the block. She just needed a place to hide her bike and herself so she could watch the house.

      Of course, if he went anywhere, she couldn’t follow him—which kind of defeated the purpose of watching him at all. But if he did move, she’d just call Karan. Maybe he’d wait to move until after Karan’s fingers were perfectly bejeweled.

      She rolled her bike up to the side of a garage across the street. The house had a realtor’s sign in the front yard and looked empty. She leaned it against the stucco siding, took her purse and hung it on the handlebars. Which meant she couldn’t just leave the bike. She kept one hand on the seat—in case she needed to make a quick getaway. She waited for at least twenty minutes, watching the house stand there in the early morning sun.

      Bored. Out of her mind. This was going to be a long day.

      She stared off to the right-hand side. The garage hung open, but no one came outside. The streets were relatively quiet with the occasional whir of cars from the main road the only sound.

      “What are you doing?” A little girl appeared to her left. Dark brown pigtails with rainbow ribbons hung from her head. She was adorable in her pink leggings and sequined-heart top. Well, she would be adorable if she was leaving Roxy alone. “Why are you standing there?”

      Why? She didn’t think telling the kid she was staking out the neighborhood would go over really well. That was a surefire way to get the girl’s parents involved. Nobody wanted that.

      “I’m taking a break from my ride.”

      “Is that your bike?” The girl pointed at the bike and tilted her head to the side. A grown woman with a bright pink bike probably wasn’t normal.

      “Yep.”

      “Aren’t you too old to ride a bike?”

      Too old to ride a bike. Was that a thing? “How old do I look?”

      The girl tilted her head from one side to the other as she watched Roxy. She put her little finger to her chin. Adorable. “Fifty-two.” Less adorable.

      Roxy’s heart hurt. Her mother was in her fifties. Not her. She needed to look into buying a face cream or something. One of those anti-aging kinds that kept children from spurting out that she looked in her fifties. “How old are you?” Children under five didn’t know anything. She was probably a confused five-year-old.

      “Six.”

      Dammit. Maybe it was six. Six-year-old children were confused and didn’t know anything. “Six? I thought you looked twenty-six.” Catty, yes. But it was only fair. The kid added twenty years to Roxy’s age, so turnabout was fair.

      “Silly.” The girl laughed. She didn’t appear as affronted by the additional twenty years. “I’m only six.”

      “Well, you should go home only-six. I think I hear your mom.” Roxy put a hand to her ear like she’d actually been listening.

      The girl glanced down the block and back to Roxy like she was torn between going home and staying here. “Are you going to ride away?”

      “Soon. My fifty-two-year-old legs need more rest.”

      “That’s a lot of rest.” The girl scrunched her lips.

      “It’s for all the years.”

      “Oh. Yeah.”

      Roxy was almost offended—again, since the kid bought the story without even one question.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw movement. Fred Gromme walked out of his front door and Roxy nonchalantly switched her attention to across the street. He had a pitcher of water and poured the contents over the flowers in the flower boxes. Apparently, her chalant was not non, because a little voice said, “That’s Tyler’s dad.”

      “Really.”

      “My mom said he has lots of friends.” She looked Roxy up and down. “Are you one of his friends?”

      Roxy never thought to ask the five-feet-and-under club about a case. Maybe this little age-estimation-impaired person could offer some good stuff. “I am a friend.”

      Only-six scrunched her nose again. “Oh. Are you seeing him on Tuesday like the others?”

      “He’s seeing one of the women on Tuesday?” Apparently, the kindergarten crowd was where the info was.

      “Yep.” The little girl’s chest puffed out. She must know how incredibly helpful she was being. Roxy would offer to buy the kid some candy, but that felt like the beginning of an after-school special. She didn’t want to encourage her to talk to more strangers.

      “My mommy said that his women are all see you next Tuesdays.”

      They are all see you next Tuesdays? What did that even mean? He didn’t seem like the type of guy to gather his conquests around a table on a random Tuesday. She’d have to make sure she came back tomorrow.

      “I wouldn’t go near him. My mom says he has crabs. But when I play with Tyler, I’ve never seen them. I’m going home now.” Only-six waved as she pedaled away.

      But that didn’t matter, Roxy had a clue. His women are all see you next Tuesdays. That’s weird wording. Almost like… she closed her eyes and stuffed down the urge to slap her palm to her head. He wasn’t going to see them on Tuesday. Her mother obviously was talking in code in front of a six-year-old. All the women he cheated with were C-U-Next-Tuesdays.

      This was why you never heard of a six-year-old informant. Totally useless information.

      Gromme finished his watering and walked back in the house at the same time a black pickup truck pulled up to the curb in front of Roxy. The passenger window slid down, and a deep, smooth voice came from inside. “Hey, Horne. Busy?” Rafe Amato sat at the wheel. All six-foot-two Italian bits of him. He had dark brown hair that he cut monthly to rest just above his shoulders. His brown eyes and light brown skin made her insides melt—not to mention the silk that used to be on her lady bits.

      “Extremely.” She walked over to the truck and leaned her crossed arms on the open window. “You should have contacted my assistant for an appointment.”

      “I was hoping you could fit me in.”

      Fit him in. So many naughty things passed through her mind. All of them would lead to her naked. And she didn’t have time for naked. She was working, and he’d be heading back to the Pura Vida hotel and casino to run his security team.

      He actually ran the security for the Sonutoso Group of hotels in the Vegas area, which translated to three or four properties. But lately he’d been spending more time at Pura Vida. Roxy didn’t mind since his condo was in the same building and having him nearby meant she got to see him during the day on occasion.

      “Shouldn’t you be at work?” she asked.

      “I have a lot of time off and things were slow. I thought I’d see if you wanted to grab breakfast.”

      “I always want breakfast.” She dropped her chin to her forearms. “But I’m on a stakeout. How did you find me?”

      “Sarina told me where to find you.” He looked so disappointed. But that might just be Roxy projecting her own feelings. She hated turning down time with him. And food.

      “Are you off for the day? Why don’t you stay here with me?” Two birds, one stone. She’d get to hang out with this gorgeous man and do her job in an automobile—like a normal person.

      “How about, I’ll stay here and hang for a while if you come with me to grab some pancakes first.”

      “Sounds good.” Another win-win for her. He’d said the magic word, pancakes. “Let me grab my bag.”

      She ran to the bike and slid her purse off the handlebars. Part of her wanted to leave the stupid bike here. But if it got stolen, she’d have to replace it. And she barely had the money to cover her car repairs, let alone buy the office a bike they’d never use.

      She walked the bike to the passenger door. “Can I throw this in back?”

      “Where’s your car?” Rafe whipped open the driver’s door and jumped out. He went around to the back of the truck and popped open the tailgate.

      Roxy met him there and handed off the bike. “It’s still in the shop. I’m using this.”

      “How is it still in the shop? I thought Romeo said he was going to have it done yesterday.”

      “He called and said he was still waiting on the part. When he’s not waiting on a part, he’s trying to shake me down.” Did she say that out loud? Romeo was an old friend—well, friend-adjacent. He liked to overcharge her while telling her he was taking care of her, while he eyed her like dinner and flirted. But he was a good mechanic and didn’t ask questions.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Nothing.” She didn’t need to invite him to the pity-party she would be throwing once she got the final bill. She’d be selling blood or other body parts to get it back.

      He lifted the bike like it was Barbie-sized and slid it along the pebbled plastic bedliner. “How are you on a stakeout without a car?”

      “I was just roaming the neighborhood and watching my guy.”

      “And what if he left his house?” He closed the tailgate.

      “He did leave. To water his plants. It was handled.”

      “And what if he drove away?”

      She shook her head. She’d gone over all of this earlier. In her head, but still. She knew there were minor kinks in her plan. But when your car was in the shop and you had to do the job of the woman you work for, you improvised. “I would have called Karan.”

      “Is she around the corner? Why didn’t she just let you sit with her?”

      “She’s getting a manicure.”

      Rafe shook his head and walked to the passenger side. Opened the door. So fricking chivalrous, her girly bits sighed. She slid in the truck and moved over as he closed her door.

      As soon as he got behind the wheel, Rafe said, “She does know that she’s supposed to train you and then watch to make sure you do everything according to regulations.”

      “She might know it, but she does not care.”

      He pushed the ignition button and the car sparked to life. That’s how cars worked. Hopefully, when Romeo was done with her car, it would work like that, too. Except for the button part, because her car was ancient. “So you have no one watching your back.”

      “Sarina came with
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