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  MURDER INK


  PROLOGUE


  He loosened the twine on the bag and reached inside for the writhing, hissing animal. Protected by heavy leather gloves and thick sleeves, he withdrew the giant cat without fear of drawing back a shredded limb. He held the enraged animal by the scruff of the neck, taking great care to keep it at arm’s length. An uglier, nastier looking creature had never walked the Earth.


  The cat was mostly black, its fur filthy, matted, and coming out in tufts. Overweight—no doubt from feeding on rats and refuse—and much stronger than it looked, its eyes glittering with pure outrage. One mistake and the furious feline could claw his eyes out and use his abdomen as a scratching post. In a way, the nasty ball of fur reminded him of his ex-wife. She’d been a bad pussy, too.


  He said it aloud, testing his voice in the stillness of the room. “Bad pussy. You’re a bad pussy, aren’t you?”


  The cat spit. Attempted to rake his arm into ribbons with its back claws.


  “I’ll take that as a yes.” He tossed it across the room where it landed on an area rug and skidded to a stop. It turned to hiss at him, then made a beeline under the massive Napoleon III desk that dominated the office. No doubt it would be found there in the morning, poised to rip the crotch out of some unsuspecting police officer’s pants. He wished he could be around to witness the chaos, but wishes, as his sainted mother often said, wouldn’t get the dishes done.


  He surveyed the room once more, carefully inspecting each detail of his handiwork. The game had begun. It wouldn’t do to make a mistake so early in the contest.


  The dead woman lay on the floor, naked except for a string of pearls around her neck and a diamond stud in each earlobe. The jewelry belonged to her, and while he’d thought about taking the necklace or earrings as trophies, he knew if they were found in his possession, his identity would be discovered. He allowed himself only one trophy from his first victim.


  Something small and almost impossible to detect.


  A single lock of hair no more than an inch long.


  In this case, a dark curl that looked almost wet when he clipped it from her head. It would smell like her for many days, and to touch it or look upon it would remind him of her and why she needed to die. Banded with care and tucked into a small glass vial, the hair was her essence—and a reminder of why he needed to play the game.


  Sex between them had been consensual, and he’d been certain to use two condoms which were now carefully packaged in a plastic baggie for later disposal. He shaved his entire body, including his pubic region, so finding his hair on the corpse would be difficult. Since he wore a wig, his own hair neatly plastered against his scalp beneath a hair net, everything that could be done to shield his DNA from the cold scrutiny of the medical examiner had been done.


  The faint light of a street lamp slanted through the window, illuminating the slender wooden handle of the stiletto he’d used to kill her. It protruded from the center of her throat like an obscene goiter. Nothing connected him to the weapon, and he’d worn rubber gloves beneath the leather ones the entire time he’d been in the room.


  She’d asked him about that, and he’d shrugged and smiled. All charm, and oh so shy. “Guess I’m a bit of a fetishist,” he’d said, doing his best aw-shucks voice. “I like the feel of the latex against my skin.” That part, at least, had been true.


  When he killed her, her eyes opened wide in pained surprise, a second intensity granted at the moment of their shared orgasm. He remembered the feel of her heat against the latex, the erratic pulsing of her fading heart beneath his chest. In that moment, she’d achieved the only perfection of her worthless existence. In death, as Poe had once intimated, she was perfect. Others in her profession would soon follow … links in a chain of perfect, necessary deaths.


  He smiled, admiring the last bit of his handiwork—the henna tattoos that decorated her torso, wrapping around her breasts. Complicated designs that, when unraveled, would reveal musical notations, actual note sequences and lyrics, embedded within Celtic diagrams. The music was also part of the game: the one set of clues he would leave the police. Should they put in the legwork to figure them out, he might eventually be caught and stopped.


  That, too, was part of the game. He accepted the notion that he should be stopped. He had to give them a shot, no matter how long a shot it was. According to law, even necessary deaths like this prostitute’s were illegal. An unfortunate reality of society. Of course, should and would were different concepts.


  He wouldn’t be stopped.


  Couldn’t be stopped.


  He picked up his case and gave the room a final once-over, ensuring that it appeared exactly as it was supposed to. Satisfied, he stepped out the door of the dead woman’s office and locked it behind him.


  Walking down the dark hall toward the exit, he imagined the ugly cat he left behind as a calling card. Sitting under that fancy desk, waiting, thirsty, hungry, and mad as hell. Flea-bitten, mangy coat attached to an anvil of claws and teeth. In a couple of hours, it would be yowling at the top of its lungs; and if he got lucky, it would begin dining on Celia St. Claire’s open throat, further compromising the crime scene. By the time sunrise rolled around, someone would make a call. Eventually, the police would come out to investigate.


  What they would find would be two bad pussies.


  One would be dead, and another that should be.


  And both provided one last clue about the next move in his game.


  Chapter One


  “Of course I know the place. Everybody in Phoenix knows it. It’s a blight on the moral landscape of Maricopa County. What does this have to do with me? It’s my day off.” And then, a long, drawn-out, “No. Anyone in custody? Suspects? Hamilton said what?”


  Dakota Jones cracked open one gray eye. Kris’s strident tone jarred her fully awake.


  “Oh, that’s just great,” Kris huffed. Which meant not so great. “Gallows humor will land my partner in the Internal Affairs hot seat one of these days. Do me a favor. Don’t repeat what Hamilton said, okay? Let’s hope the press doesn’t quote him in tomorrow’s edition.”


  Dakota shifted her gaze to the alarm clock. The digital readout flashed neon red numbers—7:18 A.M. She groaned into her pillow. The delicious idea of slipping back into slumber flitted into mind, but Kris’s words hung in her ears. Someone had died, that much was certain. And since Kris happened to be talking about homicide detective Hamilton Stark, instead of to him, that meant she had the police dispatcher on the line.


  Dakota absorbed the one-sided exchange taking place down the hall, and didn’t like what she heard. Phoenix had another murder. And even though cavalier, condescending Hamilton Stark drew the short straw to work the Thanksgiving holiday, Kris would have to go in.


  Nothing says “the Universe loves to twist the knife” quite like having your life partner run off with her police partner on your six-month anniversary, Dakota thought.


  So much for the non-traditional candlelit dinner of tamales, slathered with homemade chili con carne and fresh salsa, she’d made the night before. So much for slaving over a hot stove to impress her lover with all her favorites, plus flan for dessert. Kris, Phoenix’s ace homicide investigator, loved it when Dakota showcased her domestic talents. For some reason, to Kris, a good meal always translated into hot sex once they adjourned to the bedroom.


  But today, there was nothing like the shock of murder to clear the head, and this unexpected development ruffled Dakota’s perfect Thanksgiving plans. With a resigned sigh, she rolled out of bed, slid into her silk kimono, and cinched it at the waist. Lately, getting time alone with Kris was like trying to grasp smoke.


  Rain tapped the window. Thunder rocked the walls. Even with skeins of rain, the view of the mountains was no less spectacular than it was the first time Dakota’d seen it, standing on this slice of land at Heaven’s Urn, going over the blueprints to her new home with the contractor. The slow, misty drizzle turned fierce, pelting the red Saltillo roof tiles on the adobe mansion. Dakota paused to reflect on her surroundings. Who would’ve thought a gal from the wrong side of town, living a kind of white-trash existence where relatives are often your dates, would end up picking the right numbers on the winning lotto ticket?


  She made her way through the sprawling adobe mansion toward the kitchen—a cheery room with turquoise walls, aqua appliances, and wooden Oaxacan folk art animals in festive colors that lifted even her sourest mood. On the way to the coffee maker, she gave Kris a peck on the cheek. She started to throw a compliment the detective’s way—to mention that Kris looked especially yummy in the new blue shirt Dakota bought her—but her companion waved her off like a pesky gnat. Her mouth opened and closed like a fish as she redirected her attention to the caller on the other end of the land line. When it came to the Phoenix Police Department, Kris was crisp, efficient, and all business.


  “I knew this would happen.” Dakota’s harsh whisper made her thirty-three-year-old live-in slide a hand over the mouthpiece. “I knew we couldn’t have a romantic Thanksgiving together.” Hamilton Stark—the kind of man who erupted out of people's nightmares and into their real lives—would probably do a dick dance once he heard Kris would assist him on the call. “Why is it you always get stuck working holidays? I thought the old man was assigned to work today.”


  True, being thirty-nine didn’t mean Hamilton Stark had one foot in the grave. Still, she could hope. She referred to the arrogant investigator by the pejorative term because he rubbed her the wrong way. And because he possessed the dashing good looks of a Ken doll. That he seemed physically fit, lithe, and determined to woo Kris back for another meaningless fling only complicated their already tense relationship. An unbidden image of the two detectives sprang into mind, causing Dakota to imagine what it might’ve been like for Kris to slip into the sack with the aging investigator—back in her days of gender confusion—before Kris figured out the best man for her was a woman.


  Hamilton Stark. She almost spat the name. The man played a big part in the Phoenix Police Department as to why she and Kris couldn’t be open about their relationship. While his contemporaries eased gracefully into middle age, Stark still swaggered around with a frat-boy persona.


  A cruel thought crept into what had instantly become an ugly visual. In the bedroom scenario Dakota’s mind conjured up, the terminally tense and uptight Hamilton would’ve needed a pill for erectile dysfunction. Unlike most men, who’d be calling their doctors if their erections persisted more than four hours, Hamilton Stark would be calling his friends.


  Even injecting that artificial twist into the melodrama playing out in her head didn’t erase the misery she felt when she thought of Kris and Hamilton between the sheets.


  Dakota shook off the reverie. As a couple stuck in the research and development phase of their relationship, this should’ve been a happy day for them. Punishing herself with wild conjecture only made her stomach clench. Besides, she did a lot of reading. And according to American women, the average erect penis is only four inches. Hamilton Stark could probably be compared to a light switch. How big was that?


  “How come it has to be you?” she hissed. “How come the old man can’t just work the crime scene himself? You’ve worked cases alone. He’s only doing this to screw up our holiday.”


  “Not so loud.” Kris un-muffled the receiver and mimed I love you. She grabbed an invisible pencil and scribbled into the air.


  Dakota pulled open a drawer and handed over a pen, followed by a notepad with letterhead that read: Runaway Investigations, with Dakota Jones, Owner centered beneath it. Bookend images of a boy and girl flanked the name of her business. Kris snatched it from her grasp.


  “Ready to copy,” Kris announced to the caller. “Details?” Bouncy brown hair bobbed as she took notes. A tiny frown creased her forehead, then vanished just as quickly. Then her voice shrilled. “Where?” Her gaze cut to Dakota—and not in a good way.


  Dakota did a subtle lean-in to read the notes. As usual, Kris’s hen-scratch penmanship had all of the qualities of a serial killer on meth. Dakota reluctantly wandered away to fill the coffee maker with water and toss in a pre-measured packet of Kona grind. Her eyes flickered to a bar stool draped with Kris’s blazer and shoulder holster. Bra, panties, clothes, gun. That’s how it worked around here. Once the phone call ended, Kris’d be out the door, and no amount of tempting food offerings, or the playful flashing of breasts would delay the inevitable.


  Building on her irritation, Dakota mocked Hamilton, imitating Kris’s whiny partner through fisted eyes, crybaby noises, and exaggerated hand gestures. “ ‘Help me, Kris. I can’t function without you. I can’t do Shineola if you’re not here to guide me.’ ” While strangling the air in front of her, she abruptly checked herself—Who’s the big baby now?


  “Stop it,” Kris mouthed without sound, and addressed the dispatcher. “Who’s our victim?” The pen hovered above the paper.


  Dakota flipped on the switch to the coffee maker. The top-of-the-line beverage machine gurgled to life.


  “Who?” The unexpected surge in Kris’s tone sliced the air between them.


  Dakota whipped around. Rosy pink cheeks, a by-product of Kris’s northern European ancestry, had drained of color. Her poker face shattered.


  “I’ll get right on it.” Kris replaced the telephone receiver in its cradle. Dropped her gaze and massaged her temples. “I have to go in.”


  “Can you at least have a cup of coffee with me first?” Dakota left off the rest of the sentence—that it wasn’t like Kris worked as a paramedic, speeding across the streets of Phoenix to save a life; it wasn’t like the victim would actually revive. Her conscience whispered, Shame on you, shame on you, shame on you. She only had these selfish thoughts because Kris was heading out to be with Hamilton instead of spending time with her.


  “No time for coffee. I’ll probably end up working two shifts because of this, so don’t hold dinner for me.” Kris shrugged into her shoulder holster and fastened the buckle. Pulled at the pinpoint oxford until it no longer bunched beneath the weight of the gun. Smoothed the front of her khakis with her palms. Slid into her blazer and pulled a cell phone from her pocket.


  Thumbing the keypad, Kris stared at the digital display before whipping it up to her ear. “Stark? K.C. The dispatcher filled me in. Why didn’t you call me yourself?” For a moment, Kris listened, alternating between head bobs and wrist flip-flops that indicated her partner was giving her a hard time. “I’m on the way. It’ll take both of us working non-stop if we want to get through in time for Thanksgiving dinner. What?” She fell silent. Again, limpid brown eyes cut to Dakota. “You don’t have anywhere to go?”


  Dakota’s eyes widened. “Don’t you dare invite him here.”


  “He doesn’t have anywhere to go,” Kris whispered.


  “That’s because he’s a jerk.” Dakota kept her voice low, but still loud enough where he might hear. “A lot of people are alive only because new technology’s made it easier to get a death penalty conviction.”


  Kris pressed the air in a downward motion. She mouthed, I’ll take care of it.


  Dakota mouthed, You’d better.


  “No, we’re not having turkey and dressing. We’re having good old-fashioned Southwestern cuisine—the kind I love.”


  Kris winked, then fixed Dakota in her gaze. A little eyebrow-wiggle said Show me. Dakota pulled back a swath of fabric and bared one breast. Kris’s eyes closed to half-mast. She made a little hand-motion, Come here.


  Dakota shook her head, fat chance. Covered herself and headed to the refrigerator for half and half. Kris should be standing up to that partner of hers, not letting him cow her into giving up her day off.


  Between pauses, Kris kept her voice even and metered. “A stabbing. Nude. Nope, nothing but a string of pearls and a pair of diamond studs in her ears. Uniforms got a call about ten minutes ago. Reporters probably heard it on their scanners, which means we need to figure out what we’re going to say so we don’t look incompetent—or callous—if the camera crews beat us there. The victim?” Kris let out a weary sigh. “Yeah, they got ID on her.”


  I’m sorry, she mouthed to Dakota.


  “I think whoever did this knew her. This killing was up close and personal.” Her voice went testy. “What do you mean, How do I know? You second-guessing me? Look, it’s clear from the description she was posed.” This time, Kris’s eyes bulged. “Don’t be crude. It’s a tragic death. It’s not ‘one less hooker in the city.’ ”


  Dakota arched an eyebrow.


  Might be interesting to watch a home video of Hamilton’s mom when she was pregnant with him. Bet she’d be holding a longneck.


  “You’re jaded, Hamilton. Maybe you could use a career move. I hear that position in Burglary’s still open.” Kris returned the phone to her pocket without a good-bye. Clearly, Hamilton Let’s-Party-In-Your-Pants Stark hung up on her.


  Dakota laid down the gauntlet. “You shouldn’t have invited him. Trying to get the guy to accept our relationship and assimilate into our lifestyle as a friend is like trying to teach an ape how to hold a pen; eventually he just gets frustrated and sticks you in the eye with it. He’s not coming over here.”


  “He declined. So we’re good?”


  “Not good—you still have to leave. But, better,” Dakota grudgingly admitted.


  Kris’s expression changed. Worry lines in her forehead relaxed in compassion. “There’s no good way to tell you this.”


  “Save it. I cracked your code.” Said in a huff. “You have to work. I get it. I’ll eat by myself—again.” When Kris didn’t bolt for the door, Dakota added, “Isn’t this the part where you have to dash?”


  Kris’s voice went bedroom-soft. “Let’s sit.”


  “You’re not going to try to turn this into some sort of Shakespearian tragedy so I’ll feel better about you caving into Hamilton’s demands and blowing off six months together, are you? Well, don’t bother. I’m fine with it—” meaning not-so-fine “—but one of these days, maybe sooner than you think, I won’t take a back seat to the old man.” Common sense signaled her to stop right there. To resist speaking thoughts that were hotwired to her tongue. You can’t un-ring a bell, her mind inwardly shouted.


  Kris inhaled deeply. Her shoulders wilted. “Please sit down.”


  “I mean it, Kris.” Dakota’s pulse throbbed in her throat. “One of these days you’ll decide to stand up to that jerk, hopefully before you arrive home to find your stuff on the front lawn—on fire.”


  “Please sit. This isn’t about me anymore, or about what I have to do right now. This could affect you, too.”


  Chills crawled up Dakota’s arms and prickled the nape of her neck. Kris had turned pale, and her miserable expression suggested bad news all around. “Whatever it is, just tell me straight out.”


  “The city’s latest homicide is Celia St. Claire.”


  Chapter Two


  Harsh truths should be sugarcoated. News of Celia St. Claire’s murder did more than suck the breath out of Dakota’s lungs. It reduced her to tears.


  Celia St. Claire ran Fantasy Escorts Unlimited, a high-dollar entertainment service catering to wealthy, discriminating businessmen looking for fun while visiting Phoenix. The telephone advertisement clearly stated the firm’s purpose was to provide escorts for unattached males who needed a trophy girlfriend to appear with them at business functions, galas, the ballet, theater, and other similar events. Or not. Fantasy Escorts Unlimited happened to be one of those don’t-ask-don't-tell places that law enforcement largely overlooked because Celia St. Claire paid skyrocketing property taxes on her downtown, zoned-historical building, spent lavishly on herself and others, and donated large sums of money at the end of each year to projects the city had a hard time funding. More importantly, she operated her enterprise with discretion. Celia protected her clientele.


  Before Dakota became the sole proprietor of Runaway Investigations, back in a previous life, she’d worked at Fantasy Escorts Unlimited under an assumed name.


  Anyone seeking companionship needed only to contact Celia St Claire and be willing to pay the hourly rate—a six-hour minimum charged whether you used the entire time or not. And if they desired a youthful looking twenty-eight-year-old who stood five feet eleven and weighed in at one hundred fifty pounds, with a mass of black curls that tumbled well past her shoulders and all the curves and tawny, lean muscles of a Sports Illustrated bathing suit model, they had only to request the services of Pussy Galore. Dakota’d chosen her call-girl alias for good reason: The “Goldfinger” character’s intense dislike of men suited her personality to a “T.” If a customer wanted a good spanking—or worse—Pussy Galore could handle the job.


  Now, Dakota hiked up a pair of skinny-legged jeans, scampering clumsily as she trailed Kris into the marble foyer.


  “You’re not coming with me.” Kris headed for the front door. “I don’t care that you knew her. I’ve got a job to do and I can’t have you underfoot.”


  “She was my friend,” Dakota called out with the petulance of a five-year-old. “She took me in. I owe it to her.” Barefooted, Dakota stuffed her tank top into the waistband, followed by the tails of a loose-fitting shirt.


  “She wasn’t your friend. She made money off you.” Kris grabbed an umbrella. When she opened the door and saw that the rain had subsided, she put it back in the porcelain stand. “You owe her nothing.”


  “There has to be some kind of mistake. Celia can’t be dead. I just spoke to her.” As soon as the words tumbled out, Dakota wanted to reel them back in. Kris had expected her to cut all ties to her past. It was part of the agreement when they decided to play house—a term one might refer to as a deal breaker.


  The detective closed the door until only a sliver of light sliced through. “You did what?”


  “I’m sorry. There was nothing to it. I didn’t think I should tell you.”


  “Damned right you should tell me. We agreed.”


  “Babe, she only called to warn me. Some weirdo came in asking questions about me. She thought I should know.”


  Kris’s eyes ignited with fury. She had to suspect the man was a former customer.


  “It’s not what you think—” words tumbled out in a rush “—it was a warning. I didn’t want you to worry.”


  “Didn’t want me to worry?” the detective taunted her. “What else are you keeping from me, Dakota?”


  “Nothing. You know everything.”


  Without warning, Kris grabbed her by the collar. Pulled her close and tongue-kissed her. Dakota’s blood turned to sand, pouring into her leaded feet like the last grains seeping through an hourglass. Lightheaded, she returned the kiss. As Kris’s fingers peeled off Dakota’s shirt and roamed the contours of her body beneath the tank top, the front door clicked shut behind her.


  “You have to trust me,” Dakota purred, then nipped the detective’s neck with a series of little bites … bites that turned hungry … then ravenous as Kris maneuvered her against the door and pressed herself against her.


  “I want to. Believe me, I do.” She pushed away and adjusted her holster. Assessed Dakota through admiring eyes, naked from the waist up, and tracked a finger beneath her pouty lower lip. “But now I have to leave.”


  “I hate that you’re spending our six-month anniversary with him. He needs to get a life.”


  “Can’t be helped.”


  Dakota scrunched her face in disgust. “I can’t stand him. But then, I have my reasons. And you know good and well what they are.” She challenged Kris with a wicked look.


  “He has a girlfriend—that’s what I was trying to tell you. They met a few weeks ago. Apparently, she had to leave town on a family emergency, but he said they picked up a spiral ham and the trimmings from one of the cafés. He plans to eat that, and watch what’s left of the football game when he gets off.”


  “What’s she like?”


  “I don’t know. He hasn’t introduced her, yet. But he talks about her a lot, so that’s a good sign the relationship’s moving in the right direction, don’t you think?”


  What Dakota thought—and would never forget—was that Hamilton had done his dead-level best to humiliate her in public.


  Six months before, Kris and the old man had spent lunch huddled together, snuffling with laughter, at a bistro table in the same popular café where Dakota routinely dined. She’d tried to ignore them; to pretend they were talking shop. Tried to convince herself that their conversation had nothing to do with her. But Hamilton Stark got a little too loud for comfort. While other diners paused, mid-bite, fascinated by what he had to say, Dakota wanted to shrink in size until she could hide behind the saltshaker.


  “Hey, K.C.—you wouldn’t by chance have a thing for Bond girls, would you?”


  “Bond as in James Bond?”


  “Double-oh-seven. See that alley cat over there? Calls herself Pussy Galore. Ain’t that a hoot?”


  “We’ve met. Only back then, she was a two-bit whore parading up and down Twenty-seventh and Indian School Road.”


  Dakota shivered, recalling that dreadful encounter.


  It’s a wonder she and Kris had ever gotten together after that humiliating experience. And they wouldn’t have, either, if Kris hadn’t been ashamed enough of her behavior to slip a business card with her personal phone number and Please call me scrawled on the back on the way out the door.


  It wasn’t because Kris left money at the register to cover Dakota’s tab that made her dial that number. Nor did she do it out of curiosity, or with any expectation of an apology. It took way more than that. As the detective sauntered past the table, they exchanged looks, and the raw spark of sexual intensity radiating from Kris’s luminous brown eyes betrayed her scornful words. Connection made, Dakota picked up on the signal: Sexually ambiguous Kris had the same interest in women that she did.


  She didn’t expect an invitation to dinner at Kris’s modest stucco home, either. After a couple of shots of Stolichnaya, dinner turned into a game of slap-and-tickle. It wasn’t until later, when they fell into bed together, that Kris mentioned the PD’s Don’t ask, don’t tell policy, and confided in her about the one-night-stand with Hamilton Stark.


  Hours later, in a tangle of sheets, with their glistening bodies sandwiched against each other, and sweat-dampened hair plastered against their necks, Kris spoke to the dark.


  “I don’t want you to go.”


  “I don’t want to go, either. But if you ever take a cheap shot at my expense or talk down to me in front of your colleagues, you’ll never see me again.”


  “I’m so sorry. Let me make it up to you.”


  And she did. And they were still together.


  “I really have to go, Dee.” The detective brushed her aside and slipped through the opening, quickening her gait until she was sauntering toward her unmarked patrol car.


  Beyond the rock garden, Dakota shifted her attention to a ratty car parked across the street. Hair prickled at the nape of her neck. Residents of Heaven’s Urn drove high-end autos. And while most of the maids rode the bus, only gardeners, or contract workers in trucks with company logos on the driver’s door, typically rolled through the gates in beat-up vehicles. It was odd, if not completely abnormal, to see such a car parked in this ritzy community—on Thanksgiving, no less—and something of a concern since Celia St. Claire’s phone call. As Kris fired up the engine and rolled out of the driveway without so much as a backward glance, Dakota closed the front door.


  She made her way through the living room, an enormous open space with buttery-soft leather furniture and coral walls stippled with black paint that suggested a deranged schizophrenic wielding a paint brush had gone off his meds and dotted the walls to resemble the skin on a Gila monster. Still, she liked spending time curled up with a good mystery in front of the double-sided, stucco fireplace. From her place on the love seat, she could glance past the glass doors to the inflatable plastic shark floating in the swimming pool.


  The newspaper. She’d forgotten to get it.


  Dakota returned to the front door wearing a pair of doeskin moccasins, custom colored and hand-beaded by an ancient woman from the Yavapai-Apache Nation—one of the many perks associated with being rich: Flash the right amount of cash and a famous artist could be coaxed out of retirement.


  Halfway out the door, the telephone shrilled. She skirted a console table with a fruit cornucopia set up near the entrance and picked up the nearest cordless.


  Despite the weighty sadness over Celia’s murder, she infused a chipper lilt into her standard greeting. “Runaway Investigations, Dakota Jones.”


  “Thank God—Dakota.” Relief turned to tears as the caller main-lined sobs down Dakota’s ear canal. “Did you hear about poor Celia? She’s dead. Stabbed in the throat. Who’d do such a thing?”


  The upwardly-corkscrewing voice belonged to Cyn Evans, who dressed up as Catwoman at Fantasy Escorts Unlimited. Yet, away from the escort service, sitting around in Gap clothes, waiting to have her hair and nails done at A Cut Above the Rest, Cyn lived an uneventful life as a former Yamboree-coronated “Yam Queen” from Gilmer, Texas. Kris would ID her true name soon enough.


  Catwoman’s words disintegrated into unintelligible speech. In less than thirty seconds, she’d gone from run-of-the-mill hysteria, to what sounded vaguely akin to speaking in tongues.


  “Cyn? Calm down. I can’t understand you. Talk slower.”


  “You gotta help me.” Cyn’s marginally cosmopolitan speech slipped back into its default setting—a thick Texas drawl. “I think I’m next.”


  Next? The news jolted her. “Why would you say that?”


  “For the last couple of weeks, I’ve felt someone watching me.” Cyn broke into sobs.


  Dakota moved to the kitchen, to the notepad and pen Kris left on the countertop. “Listen to me, Cyn. I need you to stay in control.” She picked up the ballpoint and held it inches from the paper. “Was this a customer?”


  “I don’t know.” Cyn’s ability to remain cool, calm, and collected was short lived. A fresh swell of panic washed over Dee’s former colleague. “Lord Almighty, what am I gonna do? I don’t wanna die.” Out of words, she panted into the mouthpiece.


  “Where are you?”


  “In the back seat of a patrol car, talkin’ to you on my cell phone.”


  Uh-oh.


  Kris would blow a gasket.


  “Pay attention, Cyn. Do you see any homicide investigators?”


  “Just a couple of suits.” Followed by a couple of sniffles.


  “That’s them.” She visualized Hamilton Stark in a navy blazer and slacks; with a silk cartoon tie held in place by a tiny gold handcuff tie tack.


  “I need your help, Dakota. I need you to find out who’s after me. I’ll pay you.”


  Dakota fidgeted with the pen. She wanted to help the girl. But Kris wouldn’t have it, and this wasn’t the type of case she normally took on. Cyn Evans needed a second set of eyes—like a bodyguard—the brawnier, the better.


  “I investigate runaway kids. I don’t take adult cases.”


  The fantasy escort tuned up in protest. “But the newspaper said you found that old man. The mayor gave you a gold key.”


  True. That came after she got her picture in The Tribune standing next to Mayor Jane Roman at the ribbon-cutting ceremony for the children’s hospital. She’d never expected the new wing to be named after her; she merely hoped a generous donation might ensure that they chiseled a quote into a sandstone block leading into the play area: Every kid has the right to a happy childhood. ~Dakota Jones.


  “Every now and then I get missing person’s calls to find people with Alzheimer’s. I accept those cases because they might as well be kids. What you’re asking is way out of my league.”


  Cyn yowled. “But it has to be you. There’s nobody else I can trust.”


  “Those homicide detectives—one of them is a …” Dakota hesitated. How much information should she volunteer? “… friend of mine. Kris Carson. She’s wearing khakis and a dark blue blazer. Tell her what you told me and she’ll help you, I’m sure of it.”


  “Oh, Jesus. That’s her, headed for the car right this second. I’ve gotta go.”


  “Wait—don’t tell her you called me,” Dakota yelled, but she was talking to a dead connection.


  Cyn Evans had already thumbed off her cell phone.


  “Ah, hell,” Dakota announced as the coffee maker quietly gloated in fumes of Kona-roast. Kris would spit galvanized nails. “Note to self:” she said to the room at large, “When Kris tries to browbeat me, remind her Celia spent a great deal of time and money helping me reinvent myself.”


  Celia’d been on a first-name basis with several Maricopa County judges, and a couple of attorneys owed her favors. One of her lawyer friends drew up Dakota’s name change motion, Celia covered the filing fee, and the attorney represented her in court. With her new name—Dakota Jones—and the winning lotto ticket, she’d been able to assimilated into Phoenix’s high society, and run with the city’s social elite.


  Yes, Celia’d made money off of her, but she’d also helped her along the way.


  Dakota returned to the front door, stepped out to retrieve the morning paper, and drew in a breath of clean air. The rain had stopped, and everything smelled crisp and fresh.


  Without warning, she saw an advancing blur out of the corner of her eye. A hulking figure rounded the tall, thick clump of pencil cacti next to the porch.


  Gripped by the thrill of terror, she stood, marooned, unable to react.


  An odor of hatred so strong it whipped her breath away hit her nose before her startle reflex kicked in. A rangy-smelling man closed in on her. His mouth was feral. Spectacular eyes of an unexpected shade of blue hardened into an assassin’s gaze.


  “Wha—?” She said this on a whoosh of air.


  Dakota recoiled. She took in his looks at a glance. Burn scars deformed much of his face, and what the scars didn’t cover, the furrows lining his jowls did. He stood well over six feet, and probably tipped the scale at two hundred pounds. The only thing this land-locked pirate needed to complete the swarthy image was an eye patch to go with the long, curly, unkempt hair and graying black beard.


  “Heaven’s Urn is a gated community. How’d you get in?”


  “Told the guard I needed to see you. That is, if you’re D. Jones.” He was holding a page torn from the telephone book, with a red circle drawn around Runaway Investigations. His eyes slewed to the letters on the mailbox.


  He seemed vaguely familiar. An old client? Surely not. Fantasy Escorts Unlimited had a high-dollar clientele. Celia might’ve given him a fried egg sandwich if he’d come to the door hungry, but that’s about it. Was this desert rat the man Celia warned her about?


  While her brain misfired over possible scenarios, Dakota struggled with the effort of speech. “What do you want?”


  “My daughter, Annie. She’s gone.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that.” His steely stare sent chills racing up her spine. “Did you contact the police?” Not that she cared. At the moment, she had a bigger problem—the music had stopped and she didn’t have a chair. She’d left the front door ajar.


  Her amphibian survival brain took over. Now she just wanted him gone before he shoved her inside, shut out the neighborhood, body-slammed her to the terrazzo tile floor, and turned her into tomorrow’s headline.


  He shook off her suggestion. “Police don’t give a damn. She was just another delinquent to them. Will you help?”


  Every alarm in Dakota’s internal radar system went off. She struggled to find words that would convince him to leave without harming her. Every fiber in her body screamed danger; sixth-sense and hunches be damned, she wouldn’t do business with him even if the story was true.


  “Look, I don’t know who sent you here, but I can’t help you.” Her eyes narrowed. “I don’t believe I caught your name.”


  “You didn’t catch it because I didn’t give it to you.”


  “Don’t play games with me.” False bravado came off as insincere. She should run. Head for a neighbor’s house screaming bloody murder if he followed her. The next-door neighbor—Derek-something—he might be home.


  Unexpectedly, the man buried his face in dirty, un-manicured hands.


  Aw, Jeez. Made him cry.


  Quit blubbering.


  Oh, good grief. I’m paranoid because of what happened to Celia.


  “Look,” she said, digging deep to wring out a modicum of tenderness. She still couldn’t place him, and it unnerved her. “You seem to know a lot more about me than you’re willing to tell me about yourself, and I’m not accustomed to carrying on long conversations with people I don’t know. So what’ll it be? Ready to tell me your name, or not?”


  He uncovered his face. Radiating waves of contempt, he fixed her with a hard stare. The tears he’d shed were of the crocodile variety.


  “Travis. Travis Creeley.” He stuck out his big, calloused hand for a shake. She refused the offer with a flat stare. “You must be … what? Thirty? Thirty-one?”


  She let the silence speak for her.


  “You could help me. I know you could.”


  “I’m sure there are other private investigators who’re just as qualified. You should look through the telephone directory until you find one you like.”


  “I did. I picked you.”


  Dakota wanted to tell him she only worked when she wanted to these days. That she could afford to be choosy about the cases she took on. That it didn’t matter how much money a person offered since she didn’t charge for her work. And that a million in singles wouldn’t sway her decision not to work for him. She took in his presence. The sound of his gravelly voice. This had to be the man Celia tried to warn her about.


  “Look, I’m sorry.” Meaning, not sorry. “I wish you the best of luck, really I do. But this isn’t going to work. So if you don’t mind, I’m here to get my paper …” She took a few steps and he made no move to stop her. As she bent to reach for The Tribune, she kept a close eye on him.


  “If I could just come inside and explain—”


  “No. This conversation is over.” She pointed to the junk heap parked at the curb. “Make a U-turn and take the first right to get out of here.”


  “But she could be out there, dead. I have to find out what happened to Annie.” His eyes glinted. His brow furrowed. He seemed poised on the precipice of another fake crying jag.


  Dakota swallowed hard. “I want you to leave.” Outwardly, she moved toward the front door and squeezed the handle. But mentally, she prepared to turn him into a reproductive cul-de-sac by drop-kicking his family jewels into the next county if he so much as flinched. “Don’t bother coming back. If you want to know what happened to your daughter, file a missing person’s case with the police.”


  She rushed inside, slammed the door, and threw the deadbolt half-expecting him to hammer a fist against the wood separating them. With her back to the peephole, she listened to the beat of her thundering heart.


  Chapter Three


  “The department isn’t taking this seriously. Especially the Chief,” Kris said. She glanced at the black tuxedo Kit Kat clock ticking away in the kitchen, its tail swishing back and forth as the seconds slipped by; its eyes moving from side to side as if pulling all-night surveillance. Kris shrugged out of the shoulder holster and eased it onto one of the dining chairs. She draped her blazer over the chair back, slid into her seat and gave a wary headshake. “Hamilton really pissed me off today. I was photographing the scene. It was ghastly, Dee. Nobody should die that way, and I said so. And then Hamilton said, ‘You think Phoenix will fold with one less prostitute?’ ” She let out a long breath. “Reporters were crawling all over the place. I could’ve pistol-whipped him.”


  “Wish you had,” Dakota mumbled. “Is that the general consensus of the PD?” She poured Kris a glass of merlot. On her way to the head of the table, she nabbed a tamale, peeled off the shuck and dipped it in salsa.


  “Of course not. And don’t lump me in the same category with the rest of the cretins. Murder’s murder. Nobody has the right to cancel someone else’s ticket.” She belted back the wine and stuck out her glass for a refill. Dakota obliged. “But I have to tread softly when it comes to picking fights with the brass. Same reason they can’t know you and I are together. Chief Forster would find a way to get rid of me. Or make my life so freaking miserable I’d quit.” She sighed heavily. “So, how was your day?”


  “How was my day, you ask? Lovely.” Meaning not so lovely. “I had a woman accuse me of trying to steal her husband just because I returned his phone call and asked to speak to him.”


  Kris shook her head. “Well, if we’re keeping score, you’re not the only femme fatale around here who can attract men. Today, while booking a suspect into jail, I had to tell an inmate arrested for domestic violence that, no, he could not use his one phone call to call me at home.”


  “It gets better. We ran out of sweetener, so I drove to the convenience store. On the way home, I got a flat tire. While I was waiting for Triple-A to come fix it, the gods were kind enough to grace me with the sight of an old geezer jogging past me wearing nothing but a pair of short-shorts. The image of his balls swinging to and fro underneath like a pendulum is forever burned into my retinas. The Triple-A guy said somebody kicked the valve stem. Top that. ”


  “Don’t mess with me right now, Dakota, it’s been a rough day—a day where every-damned-time I turned around, I was envisioning you as Pussy Galore, going down on two men at a time.”


  Whoa. Way to skip your meds …


  For no good reason, Kris pushed herself back from the table. “Dammit, Dee, why’d you have to do that? Couldn’t you have found another way to make a living?”


  The heat of shame rose to Dakota’s cheeks. “Don’t attack me for something I did before we got together.”


  “Every time I’m around those people I see your face. It’s bad enough to watch men drooling over you when we’re out in public, but to be inside the whorehouse where you used to—”


  “Used to, Kris. Past tense. And don’t call it that.”


  “—brothel—”


  “Don’t call it that, either.”


  “—I don’t have enough bandwidth to deal with this right now.”


  “Fine. We don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to. Besides, Cyn Evans pretty much filled me in.”


  Oops.


  Can opened, beans spilled.


  Kris jumped up from the table with such force her chair tipped over backward. Her chest heaved. Neck veins throbbed. “What do you think you’re doing talking to my witness?”


  Dakota splashed merlot into her glass, letting her lover blow off steam while she swirled the bouquet and sniffed it. How many times would she be made to pay for the same mistake? Even the legal system provided for an end to bad decision making—res judicata—where one couldn’t be tried over and over for the same offense. But apparently Kris had never heard of res judicata. And if Kris, with her cop mentality, kept up these accusatory comments and refused to allow the statute of limitations to run on her time at Fantasy Escorts Unlimited, well then, they just weren’t going to make it as a couple.


  “Don’t raise your voice to me, Kris. I’m not your dog.” The silence stretched a few beats. “Cyn called me from the patrol car. Maybe next time you and the old man ought to frisk for cell phones before you give witnesses the cuff-and-stuff treatment.”


  Kris’s eyelashes fluttered in astonishment.


  As Dakota related the details of Cyn’s phone call, Kris righted the chair and wilted into the seat like a deflated blow-up doll with its mouth still shaped into an “O.” The detective eyed the wine bottle and extended her hand in a gimme motion.


  With a tight smile, Dakota slid the merlot across the table. This time, Kris upended the bottle and guzzled until she drained it. For several minutes she sat in silence. Then her eyes took on the glaze and sheen of fine chocolate.


  Her tongue loosened.


  “It was horrible, Dee, just awful.” Her eyes welled, and her lids rimmed red. “I keep seeing that stiletto sticking out of her neck. He posed her naked, too, with her legs splayed out in death for everyone to see. It made me feel degraded for every woman who’s ever been at the mercy of a man.


  “I keep seeing the look on Hamilton
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