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Chapter One


Today was a hot one, even by Los Angeles
standards. Using her exercise towel, Minx Tobin wiped a river of
sweat from her forehead. True, it was fully air-conditioned inside
the Elite Exercise Emporium where she was employed, but a certain
mugginess always saturated the workout room.

Or maybe the reason for her discomfort was
caused by her returning to work too soon after her head injury.

Head injuries. Seventeen stitches worth.

She glanced around the polished wood
flooring. Not a soul from her previous class, the Only Upper Body
Workout, remained. Just images of a tired looking, dark-haired,
ponytailed woman reflected back at her from the exercise room’s
floor to ceiling mirrors.

Minx swatted her ponytail toward her back,
walked over to the door, then switched off the overhead fluorescent
lights. Usually she had two or three additional exercise classes
before she called it quits for the day. But today, Wednesday, her
first day back since her head received a couple of bashings one
week ago, she followed doctor’s orders by limiting the amount and
the rigorousness of the classes she taught.

As she walked out toward the locker room, she
heard her name called.

“Hey, Sphinx!” Dallas Porter, the Emporium’s
resident hunk waved to her from a seat in the Take-A-Break Lounge.
“Come here and lemme have a look at you.”

She veered in her fellow instructor’s
direction. “Hi, Dallas. Good to see you.”

She sincerely meant that. It was good to be
back at work even at a reduced activity level.

Grabbing a molded stacking chair, she joined
him at the table. “I’ve been wanting to personally thank you, kind
sir, for taking over my classes this past week.”

He shrugged his broad shoulders. “Don’t
mention it. I owed you, anyway. Welcome back. I’ll buy you a cuppa
Joe. Black, right?”

“Right. Thanks.” Joe, or rather, coffee was
free at the Take-A-Break Lounge. The custom coffee drinks, on the
other hand, weren’t.

Dallas maneuvered to the coffee machine and
poured two cups. After he sat, he took his time before handing one
to her. “Dear heart, I must tell you I’m concerned. You look like
death warmed over.”

“Thanks, again.” Minx shrugged back at him.
Having those seventeen stitches sewn into the scalp wasn’t a beauty
regimen she could recommend to anyone. With twelve behind her left
ear and five at the top of her head, she felt fortunate to be
alive... and not have any visible bandages.

Then again, she didn’t care how she looked to
Dallas. Only Gabe Harris mattered.

As she thought of her exasperating, handsome
homicide lieutenant, she smiled.

Dallas furrowed his tanned forehead. “Wait. I
take that back. I get the distinct impression my little Egyptian
statue is in love.”

She sputtered on her drink. Had anyone
overheard his revealing words? To see if her private life was no
longer private, she glanced around. Thankfully, the lounge wasn’t
too busy at this time of day.

Mopping up the small spill with a napkin, she
murmured, “Coffee’s hot.”

To be truthful, she’d expected that kind of
comment from her friend Sadie Durand, the Emporium’s assistant
manager. Evidently Dallas Porter was more perceptive.

Minx raised her eyebrow at the man across
from her. “In love? Really, Porter. What’s it to you? Are you
running Uncle Dallas’ Dating Service?”

Since she was annoyed with him, she reverted
to using his last name.

He gave her a wide grin, revealing his
gleaming white teeth. “Just keepin’ an eye on ya, Sphinx. You’re
still new to L.A. Only four months here. A tender-hearted baby
chick like yourself could get hurt real easily.”

She almost snorted. Most likely Dallas was
still trying to play Cupid for his friend Ron Dantes. She’d already
gone out once with Ron, as a favor to Dallas. Now that she was
involved with Gabe, there was no chance of another date with Ron
happening again.

“Not your concern, Porter.”

He didn’t respond. Instead, she noticed his
stormy eyes suddenly widen, so she followed his line of vision.
Walking into the Emporium’s entryway was a striking woman she’d
never seen before. Petite, maybe five foot two or so, the woman had
such a perfectly toned body, she obviously had no need for services
at the Elite Exercise Emporium.

Perhaps the woman was a new instructor.

Dallas’ raptor-like gaze zeroed in on his
prey and, as a result, his breathing quickened.

Minx tugged on the tight short sleeve of his
tee shirt to get his attention. “Anything new since I’ve been away?
Who’s that tiny Amazon?”

He visibly pulled his gaze away and refocused
on Minx. “Her? She just signed up Monday. Crystal Miller’s her
name. That’s ‘bout all I know. That and how she’s a mean
machine.”

He dug his fingers into his shiny coal-black
hair. “Lordy, Minx. That woman nearly puts my best students to
shame--in my toughest classes yet. Gorilla Kickboxin’, Gruesome
Guts, Not-For-Wimps Weight Workout--you name it, Crystal Miller is
at the top of her game. I tell you, it’s like she’s trainin’ for
World War III.”

Dallas finished his coffee, then crushed the
disposable cup. “She damn near scares me. But I can tell you this,
she also gives me a helluva hard-on.”

Minx felt her cheeks flush. “Information I
didn’t need to know, Porter.”

Standing, he grinned down at her. “Hey, don’t
blame me. You asked.”

He watched Crystal Miller enter the women’s
locker room, then pushed his chair back under the table. “I’d
better warm up for my next class. We wouldn’t want Ms. Miller to
outshine the instructor, now would we?”

Dallas winked at Minx, then trotted his firm
buns toward his workout room.

Minx took another gulp of coffee. Nothing
really ever changed, but it certainly felt wonderful to be back in
the groove again.

A familiar voice caused her to turn
around.

“How’re you doing, girl? You look great!”
Sadie Durand walked up from behind and gave her a hug. “Did today
go okay for you?” She sat in the seat Dallas had just vacated and
folded her pampered hands in front of her on the table. “Tell me,
how’s your poor head?”

Actually, that poor head was starting to
ache. Minx carefully stroked the hair over her wound in a soothing
motion. “I’m fine, thanks. It’s good to be here, but it’ll be good
to rest at home tonight, too.”

“I’ll bet it’ll be good to get home.” Sadie’s
mischievous indigo eyes twinkled. “Especially since you’ll have
that Luscious Lieutenant to go home to.”

Minx’s cheeks heated up again. “We’re not
living together, Sadie.”

Sadie’s frosted curls echoed her grin. “Not
yet.”

Thankfully, she got distracted. Crystal
Miller strode out of the locker room with a grim, determined look
on her face. Eyes front, shoulders set, back ramrod straight, she
appeared as a soldier might headed for the next enemy skirmish.

“That female gives me the doggone creeps,”
Sadie whispered. “I bet she could slit a guy’s throat in bed, then
take a shower and clean up without batting an eye.”

Minx shivered. “That’s a grisly image. Too
grisly. I sure hope you’re wrong about her.”

Sadie nodded. “Me, too. Our dear Dallas seems
to be quite smitten by her. Speaking of slitting throats, though,
tomorrow’s Thursday.”

Another shiver made its way down Minx’s
spine. Four weeks straight now Thursday mornings brought newspaper
and television news of a new murder victim slaughtered by the
Thursday Serial Killer. So far, four young women had been
butchered, with their throats savagely slashed from ear-to-ear.

Those women had a few things in common: they
were in their twenties or thirties, they were single, and their
last name started with the letter T.

In addition, the second letter of the last
name was a vowel. Taggart, then Tibbetts, then Tunstall, and last
was Tederman. In other words, Ta, Ti, Tu, and Te. If the killer
kept to his pattern, the next victim--if there was one--would have
a last name starting with “To”.

As in Tobin.

Minx briskly rubbed her upper arms with her
hands to ward off another chill. No wonder Gabe was being
overprotective of her.

“Spooked?” Sadie asked.

“Well, maybe.” Minx had no problem admitting
the fact. “Getting bashed in the head--twice--made me realize that
I’m not indestructible.” She sighed. “Far from it.”

“Yeah, that deadly duplicitous divorce case.”
Sadie tapped her manicured fingernails on the tabletop. “Actually,
when you think about it, you’ve gotten more than your share of
danger than most folks around here. In the first case you solved,
you had a knife almost embedded in your neck.” She stopped to rub
her own throat. “Oooh, that’s too similar to the Thursday victims,
isn’t it? Then for the second one, you were held at gunpoint by the
murderer whose trigger finger was a bit itchy. And just a week ago,
that bozo used you as a battering ram.”

More graphic words. More scary memories. Once
again, Minx shivered. For a very hot September day, she seemed to
be doing a lot of trembling in her reliable aerobic shoes.

Sadie continued her discourse. “And if you
tackle this serial killer case--”

“No! Not only no, but ‘en-oh’. Hell no. No.”
Minx gently patted the stitches in her head. “While I do enjoy
solving a mystery or two in the comfort of my own home, this real
life crime business is hazardous to my health.”

“But you’re so good at it. The Emporium’s
very own Gal Detective. You’re almost famous. Why stop now?”

“Why?” Minx crumbled her own disposable cup,
as Dallas had. “Because I want to live to see my twenty-seventh
birthday. And beyond that.”

Sadie peered over Minx’s head, then leaned in
closer. “But now you have a bodyguard to personally protect
you.”

A bodyguard? Who was Sadie talking about?

The answer came to Minx in a thunderclap. Or
rather, from the echoing sound of Gabe’s dress shoes pounding
against the Emporium’s hardwood flooring. The reverberation stopped
by her side.

Inhaling deeply, Minx gazed up to find Gabe’s
electric blue eyes glaring at her.

No welcoming look, no warm hello disturbed
his glacial visage.

She slowly exhaled that deep breath. By
coming to work, she’d ignored his wishes. There would be hell to
pay now.

* * * *

Gabe Harris stared down at the beautiful,
fragile, and maddening woman seated in the Take-A-Break lounge. In
just a few short months, she’d taken over his heart so completely
there was no room for anyone else. Nor did he want anyone else.
What he desired with all his very being was to share his life with
Minx Tobin.

But in this particular moment of time, he
also wanted to shake her. Shake the stubborn defiance right out of
this troublesome female.

He narrowed his gaze at her. “You promised me
you would stay inside behind locked doors today, Minx. In your
studio apartment.”

He could tell that she felt guilty by the way
she caught her succulent lower lip on her teeth. The blasted woman
knew she’d done wrong.

But instead of being contrite, she spoke in a
too bright voice. “Hi, Gabe. You remember my friend Sadie Durand,
don’t you?”

The assistant manager made a nervous smile.
“Uh, good afternoon, Lieutenant.”

After he acknowledged the woman, she quickly
stood and looked over at Minx. “Well, I’ve got to get back to work.
See you tomorrow, kiddo.”

Gabe took the now-empty seat and folded his
hands in front of him. “Am I to infer then that your promises are
always meaningless?”

Her deep brown eyes reflected pain. “No, of
course not. You’re making too much out of this, anyway. After you
left my place this morning, the doctor’s office called. I have his
blessing to return to work providing I shorten my day and take it
slow.”

That she listened to her doctor and not him
steamed him further. “I explained about the Thursday Serial Killer,
Minx. We don’t have anything on this monster except it’s a good
possibility you’re a target.”

“I was going stir-crazy, Gabe. And there are
lots of single ladies whose last name starts with the letters
‘To.’”

“Hell, woman!” He dug his fingers into his
hair. “You’re going to give me more grey hair, you know that?”

Since he’d gone prematurely light and dark
grey nearly fifteen years ago, his statement was more for effect
than an actual prediction.

Maybe she realized that because she didn’t
seem to take offense. Instead, she trailed her fingertips over the
knuckles on his hand and then sensuously moved up his forearm.
“Sounds like you’ve had a long, hard day. C’mon, let’s go get
changed. I’m dying for a shower.” She also ran the tip of her
tongue over her lips in a way that made him salivate. “I’ll wash
your back, Gabe.”

While the day had indeed been difficult, now
it was hard as well. He grabbed her hand and sandwiched it between
his own. “Only if I can wash yours, too.”

Her slow smile caused him to sizzle.
“Naturally, Lieutenant. I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

His annoyance--which was really worry in
disguise--suddenly vanished. In its place, sensations of sight,
sounds, scents, tastes, and touches from the past week seared his
memory. Making love to Minx was a multiplex experience. He savored
every waking minute.

Thank the stars above that she seemed to
enjoy their lovemaking as well. Even though he was so much
older--fourteen years worth. Hell, in all likelihood, he was
probably greyer than her father.

Gabe escorted Minx out of the Elite Exercise
Emporium to her Toyota Camry in the parking lot. He’d follow her to
her apartment, and then for the rest of the day... and night, she
would be safe in his arms.

* * * *

A studio apartment was way too small for a
big man like Gabe. At least Minx’s was. The only place that he
really looked comfortable in the tiny area was lying on her pull
down bed, which was where he was now.

Truthfully though, even the full sized bed
looked too little. Stretched out diagonally above the covers, he
filled the space self-confidently, as a male model might: handsome,
muscular, and well put together.

Minx continued her perusal. He wore only a
pair of drawstring pajama bottoms, riding low on his slim hips. She
admired the breath of his shoulders, his tanned skin and powerful
pectorals, and the curly hair decorating his chest that then
swirled beyond his navel and descended past the waistline of his
pants.

His chest hairs were dark, nearly black--a
sharp contrast to the light and dark grey on his head. His
prematurely grey hair must’ve been a trait that ran in his
family.

Re-tying the belt on her short, silky robe,
she sighed. Although at the moment she was sated sexually, she
could feel her insides tingle and throb again, just by looking at
him.

Daydreaming about Gabe won’t get the kitchen
cleaned up, Minx.

Right. She heeded her own
admonishment and sped up her actions. A salsa aroma permeated the
air. The sooner she refrigerated the leftovers, the sooner she
could return to Gabe’s side. Dinner ended up being take-out--spicy
beef burritos and cheesy enchiladas from La Boca Ardiente--The Burning Mouth,
his favorite Mexican restaurant.

Just as she finished cleaning, she heard the
bed creak. Gabe was making a move to sit up. She called out from
the kitchen. “You need another beer? I’ll get it.”

She reached into the refrig and pulled out a
bottle of Alaskan Amber--one of Gabe’s favorite beers. Popping the
cap off, she brought him the cold brew.

“Thanks, sweetheart. I’m not used to being
waited on hand and foot. Especially by such a fetching barmaid.” He
winked, then took a swig.

“No problem. You deserve it. You had a long
day today.”

She glanced at the television perched atop
her bureau. He’d turned it on and a commercial about household
cleansers now blared out into the room. “What are you
watching?”

He swore. “Some so-called investigative
report on the Thursday Serial Killer. Blaming the police for not
identifying and arresting the bastard.” He swore again. “As if
finding a crooked needle in the haystack of Los Angeles would be an
easy matter.”

Gabe needed to relax and not be upset by the
television. She took matters in her own hands and dashed over to
the set. A press of the button, and she manually turned it off.

“There. No more household cleaners and no
obnoxious investigative reporters.” She tossed her hanging hair
over her shoulder. “About the case, though. Did any additional
leads come up today? Maybe we can brainstorm and find something
that hasn’t been explored.”

He patted a spot next to him on the bed.
“Sit.”

Rolling her eyes, she obliged him and curled
her legs under her. She primly covered her knees with the edge of
her robe. “You make me sound like a dog.”

He reached over and slipped his hand into the
silky front of the robe. “Can I scratch your belly?”

His strong fingers massaged her stomach, then
he moved higher, until he found her breasts.

“Business first, Lieutenant.” Minx pulled
away and re-tied the belt again. There’d be time for pleasure
later.

As she spoke, she counted off on her fingers.
“The victims of the killer were young--twenties or thirties,
single, and their last name started with T followed by a vowel,
right?”

Gabe watched her, his cool blue eyes
darkening. He leaned over to nuzzle her neck. “Correct, Ms.
Holmes.”

“Hmmn.” She didn’t like the reference to
Sherlock. “Anything new to add to those facts?”

“All four women lived by themselves. No
roommates. Evidently no current boyfriends, either.”

“A history of boyfriends?”

Gabe played with a strand of her hair,
twirling it around his finger. He’d told her that he liked her
tresses loose. She believed him because he took every opportunity
to lose his fingers in the length of her hair.

And he was careful to avoid the seventeen
stitches.

“Two had been in recent relationships,” he
replied. “A long dry spell for the other two.”

“Interesting.”

No roommates meant no shared rent. These
women must’ve all had good jobs. Possibly discretionary income.
Plus the fact that they’d had boyfriends might’ve meant that they
still had been looking for love.

Hence, perhaps the Thursday Serial Killer was
a suitor of sorts.

Minx’s thought processes were better when she
moved around. She jumped off the bed and started pacing the small
area of her living room. “Did the women have computers?”

“Yeah.”

“Internet access?”

“Yeah, er, I believe so.”

Instead of focusing on the topic, he seemed
to be intently following the progress of her short robe as the
material fluttered about her upper thighs.

She withheld her grin. “Gabe, has anyone
checked to see if these women had signed up at Internet dating
bulletin boards? Lonely hearts clubs? Facebook groups for singles?
Internet matchmaking sites?”

He remained silent for a moment, then in one
smooth move, rose to his bare feet. “Double bloody hell. No. As far
as I know, no one has checked that angle.”

Rushing over to her, he then stubbed his toe
on the bed. “Damn.” He continued toward her, hobbling as he went.
“You, my precious beauty, are a helluva detective.”

He embraced her as if she was indeed a
precious beauty, wrapping his powerful arms around her, pressing
her close to his naked chest.

“Mmmm,” she murmured against his appealing
flesh. “I could stay here forever.”

Gabe, however, shifted position, and now only
slightly limped to where he’d left his clothes--on the upholstered
loveseat.

He retrieved his cell phone from the pants
pocket. “I’ll call in and assign someone on that angle. Russo
should be on night shift.”

Minx shivered. Not because of the loss of
Gabe’s arms around her, although perhaps that was partly true. The
main reason was because she knew who Russo was.

Officer Jessica Russo. Russo with the russet
hair.

Not that there was anything wrong with russet
hair, or even Jessica Russo. But when thinking about the officer,
Minx had misgivings.

The woman secretly loved Gabe. She hid it
well, however Minx knew that it was true.

And there was something else. Something Minx
couldn’t quite put her finger on.

She laid her hand on Gabe’s arm to get his
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