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      “I don’t even begin to know what happened here…” Jessica Valverde shook her head and almost shrugged in response to the question the lead officer had posed to her.

      She stood quietly in the living room of a run-down house that would have smelled bad even without the dead body lying on the floor in the middle of it.

      Looking around, she took in all the evidence she could. She’d agreed to help out in robbery-homicide for the day. It was her good deed this week. She needed to get brownie points with the brass as she’d heard the captain was planning to retire next year. When her spot vacated, people would shift up with promotions. Jess expected her boss, Lupe Jones, to promote up, and she wanted Jones’ spot. That meant she needed to play nice now.

      She’d expected gunshot wounds and maybe some stabbings—this was Los Angeles, after all. She’d expected the smell of blood and angry killers standing around with smoking guns. She’d known that last part wasn’t how it worked, but this was not what she’d planned for.

      She’d been asked to step in because she’d previously been assigned in robbery-homicide. Even then, she’d done much more work on robberies. She’d been newer then. Her one claim to fame had been helping country music star and Wilder bassist, Craig Hibbets, with an old case. But it had never materialized into anything, and she had to keep her mouth shut about cases anyway. As she’d gotten promoted, and gotten to choose, she’d moved into work with juvenile criminals and then into commercial crimes.

      It turned out she loved the commercial crimes division. She got to shut down people who were scamming others. She’d met families whose life savings she’d helped recover. She’d processed criminals running fraudulent prisons and she could see the results of her work. Though she hadn’t been part of the drive to reform the laws, she had testified before the city, and sometimes the state, about her cases, and she’d made a difference. She’d passed her Sergeant’s exam about a year ago and was on her way up.

      When she could choose, she tried not to work with juveniles; it wore her out and scraped away at her faith in humanity. As did sex crimes. She wasn’t qualified for forensics, so that was out. But homicide investigation at least felt like good, necessary work. Only this guy had been dead for so long she wasn’t sure what could be done for him. He was rotted enough that it was going to take a specialist to even begin to determine how he died, let alone who might be guilty. The death investigator was already on scene—and wholly unperturbed by the smell—and she was ordering an autopsy because she had no idea whether the man had been murdered or not. Jessica saw no evidence one way or another, but she was pretty confident she was going to see her lunch again.

      This was not good. She turned away to get a clean breath, but the rest of the place was as bad as the body. To be fair to the dead man, part of it was that the trash hadn’t been taken out in days and the dishes hadn’t been washed. That was probably because he’d been dead. On the other hand, it didn’t look like the little apartment had been pristine when he’d been alive, either.

      “Come on, Valverde.” Detective Rimes nudged her with his elbow and laughed a little. He—like the death investigator—was not wearing a mask nor did he seem bothered.

      “You must have no sense of smell,” Jessica accused. She was supposed to have dinner with her friends tonight. Oh Lordy, she hoped she made it and she hoped she could stomach the smells of the restaurant by then.

      Rimes laughed at her. “I have an excellent sense of smell. In fact, I can tell you this guy was diabetic.”

      “Good job!” the death investigator praised him. “I can smell it, too.”

      Jessica felt her stomach turn again. Normally, she didn’t react like this, but this guy was too far gone.

      She barely held it together until they finished. As soon as possible, she reminded Rimes that she was just his sidekick today and headed back outside for fresh air. She even volunteered to do paperwork. Hopefully that would earn her the brownie points because he took her up on it. So she stood outside for a moment, breathing deeply and trying to determine if the smell clung to her clothes. Damn, she needed a shower.

      Later, when they hit the station, Jessica warred between smelling better and getting her work done. Normally, she showered at home. It was hers alone, comfortable, private, but today warranted using the kit she kept in her locker and making use of the station’s facilities.

      Ten minutes later, she was dressed, fresh smelling, and drying her hair as best she could.

      Good decision, she told herself as she headed back to her desk. She was almost there when that smooth voice came up behind her.

      “Rough day?”

      What? She was clean! She didn’t smell anymore! Trying to keep her cool, Jessica turned to face Alex Copeland. “Why do you ask?”

      “You showered.” He grinned as though that explained everything. When she frowned at him like he was crazy, he added, “That means you had something to shower off.”

      Only by the time he got to the end of the sentence, he wasn’t grinning anymore. He’d grown serious, as though worried that she might have needed to wash away her day so far.

      “Rotting corpse,” she offered by way of explanation.

      That made his face twist into an expression of disgust she had not imagined he could make. When he got it together, he asked, “I thought you were in fraud?”

      He wouldn’t know. He was a uniformed cop, out on patrol. Not a detective like her.

      “I’m ‘helping’ today.” She made air-quotes.

      “Ah.” He nodded then his expression changed a bit. “Do you need someone to take you to dinner tonight? Help forget the day?”

      Oh, God. He was such a flirt. “I’m good, Alex. Thank you.”

      “Well, let me know if you change your mind.” He was hooking his thumbs back into his belt. It would have looked like ‘aw-shucks-ma’am’ on anyone else, but on a cop, it was where your hands went naturally. There was no other comfortable position with all your stuff strapped to your hips. But on Alex, it looked better than it should have. She was pretty sure he knew it, too.

      “I have plans with friends,” she assured him. Then she turned back to her desk to give him space to hit on the next female who came by and returned to filling out her forms.

      Paperwork was often the bane of her existence. Usually she had to remind herself that it was necessary, that it stopped criminals from continuing. Today, the busywork was a welcome respite from Rimes and his ‘let’s go take care of another dead body’ attitude.

      She ate an energy bar—not an unusual lunch for her—reminding herself that she was headed to Rory’s Grill for dinner and she could stuff her face with spinach artichoke dip and sliders. She reminded herself that she didn’t care if it was basic.

      She was a girl who’d grown up in the part of Los Angeles that never saw the beach. Her family hadn’t lived in a neighborhood where gangs weren’t inevitable, but they were a worry. Chips and burgers were definitely her speed.

      Jessica was settling in when Rimes came by again. “I got another one. Come on, partner.”

      The way he said “partner,” it had just a slight edge of jest. Ugh. Maybe she could take two showers today.
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      “Oh, my God, I’m so full.” Jessica couldn’t finish her dessert. Leaning back against the padded booth, she would have moaned had she not been in public. She hadn’t eaten much all day with Rimes running her around, so she’d pretty much stuffed her face once she got here.

      “I could eat a horse,” Zoe commented, reaching for the remaining chocolate cake Jessica had tapped out of.

      Bree raised her eyebrows. “Are you pregnant?”

      Zoe’s fork clattered to the plate and for a moment Jessica thought Zoe was going to say “yes.” Instead, her friend looked horrified.

      “Oh, God. No. Just No.” Zoe pulled the cake a little closer, though she wasn’t digging in quite as quickly anymore. She looked up at Noah who looked nearly as panicked by the question as she did. He was shaking his head as though Bree had asked if they wanted to jump naked into a slimy lake full of leeches.

      Jessica grinned. Zoe and Noah were the youngest of them. Zoe was just starting out in the working world. Where Jessica had gone through school for just an associate’s degree, then gone right into the police academy, Zoe had stayed in school for years, recently graduating with a masters in chemical engineering. Jessica was just a handful of years older than Zoe, but had been in her job for a decade come spring. She’d eventually finished a bachelors and a one year’s masters program to help get promoted, but she’d done it while she worked. She wasn’t a school nerd like Zoe. Not at all.

      Zoe shuddered and went back to eating the cake. Jessica was pretty sure she heard the young woman mutter “twins.” It sounded like she was warding off a curse. Since her sister had a pair and Zoe had helped out, it was probably the best birth control there was.

      Jessica looked around the table. She wasn’t uncomfortable, these were her friends after all, but she’d become the odd man out. There were seven of them. Always had been. But Cara and Walker had surprised them all by getting pregnant—together. Bree and Kevin had been married the whole time Jess had known them. But Zoe, Noah and Jessica had all been single. Then Zoe and Noah weren’t. So here she was. Seventh wheel. The only solo.

      She doubted any of the rest of them even thought about it, but she was starting to. They talked around her as she watched.

      Jessica had thought she’d be married by thirty. Instead, here she was, a few years past it and she wasn’t even seeing anyone seriously. Sure, she was a cop—it was part of who she was—but she’d never thought it was all she would be. She dated. Well, she had until she’d gotten frustrated about two years ago when she’d dated a guy she really liked, and he turned out to be a pathological liar. Jessica didn’t use that label lightly, either.

      He’d said they were exclusive. It turned out Jessica was the only one of them that was. He was seeing three other women. He flat out denied it, called her paranoid. Jessica had laughed. She was a police officer; she didn’t do much of anything without proof. While he called her names, she’d gotten tested for STDs. Not her finest hour. Eventually, she’d been given a clean bill of health and told the other women. The third had called her a liar, so Jessica wished the other two good luck and walked away.

      Looking back, that had been when she quit dating. At the time, she’d still believed that the right guy would come along. That she’d get promoted out of her little apartment. But here she was. It didn’t look like her life was coming for her, she was going to have to go out and find it.

      “Jessica?” Cara was looking at her oddly.

      “Sorry.” The check had arrived and sat in front of her now, untouched. Yup, the only solo bill in the group. “Just my mind wandering. I had to help in homicide today and I guess I’m not quite back to normal.”

      “Ugh,” Cara commented. She was a corporate lawyer. Bree, an EMT, had the opposite reaction.

      “What did you see?”

      “Bree, we’re at the table,” Kevin put a hand on her arm and she rolled her eyes. It was funny watching the staid married couple.

      Jessica laughed at them. She’d be okay. She had these guys, even if they all seemed to have each other. Still, she was going to say yes to the next guy who asked her out.
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      The next day, Jessica found herself sitting in the unmarked car, filling out homicide forms again. The computer was anchored to an arm in the center of the dash, so she’d swung it to the passenger side and started typing away. Rimes had tapped her for help again.

      This was a pretty cut and dried road rage incident. The two cars had been honking at each other and flipping each other off. Then they’d had a fender bender. Normally, that would be the fault of the driver in back—no question. Not today. Here, there were skid marks that indicated the front driver slammed on his brakes. Witnesses said it looked like he was trying to get rear ended.

      Well, he got it. Because the driver in the back struck the car in front, then pulled his gun out of his glove box and shot the first guy. Whether it would be declared a homicide remained to be seen. It wasn’t a murder until he was dead. The victim was at the hospital and Jessica and Rimes hadn’t yet received word.

      So here she was, because whichever detective Rimes was missing hadn’t come back yet. Because yesterday he’d decided he liked her, even if she wasn’t all gung-ho about homicide and robbery. And because incidents like these were deemed more time sensitive than her fraud cases.

      Brownie points, she reminded herself. It was hot sitting on the side of the road in her button-down shirt. She willingly rolled the sleeves up, but didn’t like the look of short sleeves or shell blouses. She tried not to sweat. The good news was that Los Angeles weather didn’t hit sweltering too often. She owned a great number of lightweight, no-iron pants. Lord help her, she was such a cop. No wonder she couldn’t get a date.

      Eventually, the black-and-white car with the shooter cuffed in the back hauled him off to the station to be processed. He’d pretty much confessed at the scene. He was still belligerent when she and Rimes had arrived even though uniforms had talked him down and had him set his gun on the ground and were subduing him by then. He still didn’t seem to understand that his anger wasn’t righteous and that he was going to prison.

      The witnesses were a whole other ball of wax—her ball of wax. Two were good citizens. The third was a starving actress who wanted to get on TV. Unfortunately, she had actually seen the accident and Jessica needed her statement. She also needed a Tylenol for the headache that was blooming.

      She reminded herself that Captain Brex was retiring. The ensuing shuffling would hopefully get her promoted to lead a team. She’d been sitting on that successful Sergeant’s exam for over a year, but so had others.

      She smiled up at Rimes as the cars were towed away and he headed back to the driver’s seat. Finally, there was just one other black-and-white and them, marking space on the side of the road and Rimes called it quits. They had what he needed.

      “Buckle up,” he told her and pulled out into traffic.

      Though theirs was an unmarked car, it was still obviously a police vehicle. There were a slew of antennae on the roof and the tell-tale light off the front left mirror. If you looked, it wasn’t that hard to make out the blue lights embedded in every rim and edge. As they headed up the freeway, some guy in the car next to them flipped her off. Jessica ignored it.

      She was leaving her partner, Lee Kellerman, to work alone today. Rimes pulled her, she left Lee, he might try to get someone else to fill in for her. Ripples on the pond.

      Lee was her partner of three years. It had taken a while for him to grow on her. Quiet, studious, family oriented, he’d been about the opposite of her previous partner, Luke Salzone.

      She’d loved Luke. He and his wife, Yasmin, lived up in Calabasas now. He’d left the force—a day that had almost made Jessica cry. Partners were like marriage, they either worked or you trudged your way through them. If they didn’t work, you got divorced. None of that was fun. Jessica had two temporary partners in between Luke and Lee, but neither had been a good fit. At least they’d both been able to say they wanted another spin on the partner-go-round without too much trouble. Both splits had been amicable “let’s find something better” things. Lee had been the best she’d seen in a while, so Jessica settled and decided to keep him.

      Luke wore bright colors, talked often, and worked passionately. When he’d fallen in love with Yasmin, Jessica had been rooting for him. It wasn’t even Yasmin that made him leave the force—it was an opening in the DEA. They’d recruited him. Jessica had been both excited for him and heartsick for herself. Now she had Lee who wore no bright colors. Didn’t share much about himself and kept his nose to the grindstone. But slowly, she’d discovered she really liked him.

      It took the whole first month to learn that Lee had two small daughters—Rachel and Rhea. Only when pressed did he show pictures. Jessica had smiled over them, proclaimed them “stinking cute” and watched as Lee beamed for the first time. She’d started pressing him. She learned about his wife, learned that he’d been raised orthodox Jew but had left the community. His family didn’t shun him per se, but it wasn’t far off. He still hadn’t told her why he’d left, but he’d made a few comments on racism and bigotry.

      She’d thought he’d meant toward the Jews. There was a decent sized orthodox community in L.A. They could be seen walking to Temple on Saturdays, curls coming out from under caps. But later, Jessica had gleaned that he’d seen bigotry inside his community, too, facing out. He did not have it in him to support that. He’d become a cop.

      Jessica told him about her family—it turned out he was much more talkative about her life than his. She told him about her Abuelita—grandmother—who lived with her family. About growing up in Mid-City, about her mother constantly worrying over her two brothers. About when she told her family she’d always wanted to be a police officer, her father had slapped her on the back almost hard enough to knock her over and her mother had tipped her head and pursed her lips. She wasn’t sure what that had meant from either of them. And she wasn’t really sure to this day.

      Lee was hers now and she was his. He had her back. She’d do anything for him. So, she told herself, if she could have a partner here, surely she could date and find a partner for home, too. Right?

      Her direct boss, the amazing, take-no-shit, ever, Lupe Jones, had left a note, calling her in for a meeting. Jessica didn’t see it until she returned with Detective Rimes. Jones had an office with a door that closed. For a long time, Jessica hadn’t minded the central set-up, but these days she was craving a door of her own.

      “Detective,” Jones said it before Jessica could even ask if this was a good time.

      Closing the door behind her, Jess seated herself and waited. There was no point getting upset or afraid, Jones wore the same expression for everything. Jessica was pretty certain that one of the lotto tickets in her drawer could win and her expression wouldn’t change. The woman would probably just say, “Huh. How about that?” then go back to her day.

      “You know Captain Brex is retiring.”

      Jessica nodded. That’s where this was going.

      “I want her job.”

      Jessica fought not to blink. She could only assume that Jones appreciated a countenance as unexpressive as her own.

      “I want you to help me get it.”

      Jessica nodded. Surely, helping Jones would⁠—

      “You help me by showing that you can take my place.”

      Yes! Jessica didn’t let her expression falter. She nodded again.

      “You help me by making my section look good, productive, organized. I move up, you move up. You with me?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Good talk.” Jones shook her hand and Jessica headed out. She’d said two words and that apparently constituted a “good talk.” Given the things Jones had said, she would take it.

      Lee waited at their shared desk. In one of his rarer moments of extroversion, he opened the conversation. “Jones is tapping you to replace her if she moves up?”

      Jessica glanced around, hoping no one else was listening before she told him yes with a bit of a squeak in her tone. Lee did a good job of keeping it quiet.

      “You’ll be a good boss. I hope you get it.” He took in a breath. “At the very least you have facial expressions.”

      Jess sat in her seat, almost laughing. “You noticed that, too?”

      “How could you not?”

      He turned back to his work and it hit Jessica in a wave almost as bad as smelling that dead body the day before. If she moved up, she’d lose Lee. Crap. She had the worst luck with partners. She said it. “If I don’t get it, I get to keep you, okay?”

      “Okay.” He only nodded but didn’t look up. She was the senior partner here. Shit. She loved Lee. Despite the time it took to get him to really be himself, or maybe because of it, she wouldn’t trade him. There was no one else on the force she’d want at her back. Even Jones.

      Dammit. She’d been excited about working her way up. She’d been ecstatic when Jones explicitly said she wanted Jessica next in line for her seat. Sadly, it would mean giving up Lee.

      Nothing comes for free, she reminded herself. That sucked. But she stayed put, doing her work. So Jessica was still sitting there, nose to the grindstone, almost unmoving, working in comfortable silence across from Lee when she heard the noise and nearly immediately felt the tap on her shoulders.

      Jones was passing her and barking orders as she went, “Valverde, move!”

      Jessica was up and running along before she even had a clue what was going on. She was an officer, she wore everything she needed. There was no purse to pick up. It was L.A.—no jacket necessary. Which was good. Even so, it was hard to keep up with Jones. She was a big woman, a tall one, too, and she was damn fast.

      They were out the front door and in a black-and-white from the lot, on the move, before Jessica could even ask what was going on. Jones hadn’t tapped any of the other officers as she went by.

      They took a corner far too sharply for regular traffic and Jessica took it upon herself to hit the lights. Jones was muttering “Thanks” but the radio took over.

      A building fire. Not usually their forte, it should belong to the fire department. It was in West Hollywood, too. Not their district. Jessica was frowning, until dispatch rattled off info telling her two Hollywood PD officers lived in the building and they were involved.

      Jones replied, giving names of a few of the other officers at Hollywood PD, “We’re all headed in. Copeland and Roma are our guys.”

      Jessica took a deep breath, not sure what she was headed into.
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      Alex Copeland peered through the haze of smoke in front of him. Every step was difficult. He should have worn better shoes. He should have worn long sleeves. He should have chosen an apartment building that wouldn’t catch on fire in the middle of the day… but it was far too late for that and his psychic skills were crap at best.

      Police officers learned fast, you were where you were, and things could change on a dime. They sure had this afternoon. Luckily, both he and Rex had been home.

      “Which apartment?” he asked the young girl trailing along behind him. The oldest of the three, she was maybe ten. He should have remembered the apartment number, but his brain was hazy. His arms were heavy and the boy he was carrying squirmed too much.

      “Keep still, please,” he whispered and the movement stopped. It would last one minute at most, Alex knew. At least he was keeping that wet washcloth to his mouth and nose. Alex counted the win.

      “3J.” She spoke loudly, through the towel she’d wet down. Her eyes were slits above it, probably irritated by the smoke. Her hand tugged at his shirt as he moved a little too fast.

      Dammit, the last thing he wanted to do was slow down. Shifting the boy and dog in his arms he opened the door to the stairwell and amended his thought. The last thing he wanted was to go up.

      The air was blessedly clear in here. “Okay,” he peeled the girl’s hand from its death-grip on his tank top. “I need you to wait here.”

      “No.” Her hand was clutching the ribbed fabric even tighter than before. Had she even let go at all?

      “I won’t go up if you don’t stay here.” He tried to be stern. His lungs took in a huge gulp of the fresh air. And burned. He didn’t have a towel over his face as both of his hands were full and he’d thought he was just ferrying the kids down into fresher air and out to the lawn. No dice.

      Oh God. It was only comparably fresh. What had he done?

      But the girl was already talking. “They won’t open the door for you. They aren’t supposed to talk to strangers.”

      “I’m a police officer.” He tried to pry her hand from his shirt one more time, but she wasn’t having it.

      “They still won’t open the door. Their mom is strict.”

      He was about to yell, “They’ll die in a fire!” but that wouldn’t help anyone. Besides, the girl was already saying, “they’ll open it for me.”

      Could he leave the other kids here, without her? Fuck. No. It was better to just get moving. This whole thing was a clusterfuck and he was going to get fired for taking kids upstairs instead of outside. But they said they had friends on the third floor.

      He started up the stairs, two of the kids latched onto his clothes and slowing him down. The boy in his arms started squirming again. He didn’t even make it thirty seconds. He looked up at Alex.

      “Hey, keep your eyes closed. There’s smoke, okay?” It was noticeably hazier as they turned the corner and headed for level three. Not good at all.

      Luckily the boy didn’t open his eyes. “But they have a puppy, too.”

      Alex clutched the little boy tighter. “Keep the wet towels over your faces, guys. Here we go.” He opened the door at the top of the staircase and plunged into the smoky hallway.
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      By the time Jones pulled the black and white car up to the West Hollywood apartment building, Jessica was growing concerned. The building was in full blaze, the fire department was on the scene, and apparently the two Hollywood PD officers were helping out.

      “Our first job is to locate Copeland and Roma,” Jones told Jessica as she squealed her tires into a parking spot just behind the fire engine.

      Jones was out of the car before the engine was off and one of the firefighters was looking at the two of them sternly. His face said he would have told them to “get the hell off his lawn” had they not been in a police cruiser. He opened his mouth to speak, but Jones beat him to it. “I’m on the radio. Call for Jones, or just say you need the black-and-white moved. I’ll come get it. Those are my guys in there.”

      Then she walked away as though the conversation was over. It had to be, Jones was no longer present for it. Jessica nodded at the fireman and passed by, following in her boss’s footsteps.

      The firefighters told them to stay back and Jessica knew better than to try to argue that order. So she and her boss stood anxiously by, watching for a few moments before they saw Rex Roma come out of the front door. A family of five followed him, their two dogs on leashes. All had wet towels clenched to their faces.

      Jessica stepped up to him. “How can I help?”

      “Check them in.” His voice rasped and he had soot all over his face. He’d probably swallowed some and would need treatment. But right now, it was a matter of life or death. He pointed to the fire chief, who was watching everything and clutching his clipboard.

      Rex was starting to turn around and head back inside again. Jessica grabbed his arm. He was wearing only a loose t-shirt and sweatpants. It looked like he’d shoved his feet into sneakers at some point. When he looked at her, clearly anxious to get back in, she asked, “Copeland?”

      “Still inside.”

      “Any of our other guys in there?”

      He took a breath and coughed for a moment. “Two West Hollywood PD live in the building, but I don’t think they’re home. We knocked there first.”

      “Names?”

      He was pulling away, but he yelled as best he could before ducking into the propped open front door, “Christie and Betters.”

      He was gone. Jessica looked up. It appeared only the top floors of the five-story building were on fire. It also seemed that Roma was allowed back inside because he knew the place. There was no smoke rolling out the front door and only a little inside the lobby area as far as she could tell. The firefighters had their hands full with ladders and upper level rescues.

      Turning to the family Roma had left with her, Jessica asked their names and which unit they were in, then ushered them to a triage tent that had been set up on the sidewalk down the block. She headed immediately back to the chief and told him that 2F was clear. The family confirmed they had all members.

      “Pets?” He checked a box but didn’t look up at her.

      “Two dogs. They have them.”

      “Thanks.” It was perfunctory. Later, he would have no clue who she was. His mind was on the very important work in front of him.

      For a moment, she checked herself. She’d lost track of Jones, but Jones was a big girl and would take care of herself. They were here to help, so Jessica was helping. She was an officer, thus they might actually let her help, and when they told her to get out of the way, she would. She patted her hip, reassuring herself that she was wearing her badge prominently, so there would be no confusion. Though her “uniform” of button-down shirts and business slacks was pretty clearly PD, she didn’t want any questions. She didn’t even check her sidearm. The weight of her holster was something she would notice if it were different.

      She’d barely completed these simple tasks when Rex Roma was coming back out the front door. This time supporting a young man in his underwear. He was shaking his head, clearly he’d been asleep.

      There were no words between Rex and Jessica this time, just a hand-off.

      “Hey.” The man greeted her as though they were in a coffee shop. The fact that he was on the street in only bright green boxers seemed to bother him not at all.

      “You are?”

      “Gerald.” He grinned at her and stuck out his hand. No soot.

      With a sigh of well, what are you going to do? Jessica shook his offered hand and led him to the tent. She got his apartment number, the all-important last name, asked about pets, and was turning to leave when he stopped her.

      “Miss?”

      “Detective.”

      “Aren’t you going to stay with me?” His grin suggested they might have sex right there on the sidewalk. Though a volunteer had handed him a pair of scrubs pants, he’d merely draped them over one arm and saved his energy to flirt with her.

      She pointed at the badge. “I have things to do.” Lord, save her. It was West Hollywood, known for its gay population. Of course, she picked up the straight man. The one who would hit on her in the middle of an apartment fire.

      Heading quickly back to the front of the building, Jessica checked in and waited for her next tenant to come out. Firefighters brought some, but they bypassed her. Rex Roma handed her another one—an older woman this time, chihuahua clutched in her arms—and Jessica headed back down the street.

      She gave the fire chief the older woman’s apartment number, that she had the dog with her, but also that Jessica didn’t quite trust the answer.

      This time the chief looked up at her. He didn’t need to ask the question.

      “She doesn’t seem all there. Her answers were stilted. She told me she had a cat and only in another separate sentence said the cat had passed.”

      The chief nodded at her but then his head snapped to the side as he suddenly directed his attention at the information coming over the radio. Jessica understood. She’d exited more than one conversation herself this same way. It was part of the job.

      Rex Roma came out with another person. This one had an arm draped over Rex’s broad shoulders and hobbled as they seemed unwilling to put any weight on their right foot. The fire chief pointed at Rex and made a cutting motion with his hand at his own neck.

      “You’re done. Fire’s moving down into level three. Can’t have you in there.”

      “I’m just⁠—”

      The chief was having none of it. “Done.”

      It was stated with a cold authority that Rex was so clearly used to being followed that he turned to his next task without checking that Rex had obeyed.

      Jessica just pointed him and his rescue toward the tent, saying to Rex, “You need to get checked out too, Roma.”

      With a shrug, Rex helped the other person hobble down the street. Jessica admired his fine ass in those sweatpants, glad he was safe. Then she frowned. Where was Alex Copeland?

      She hadn’t seen him at all. She’d assumed she was just passing him, constantly missing seeing him. That she was at the tent when he was coming out with someone. Probably, he barely made it out of the building and—like Rex—would duck right back in. But she shouldn’t have been able to miss him every time.

      She debated interrupting the chief to ask. She thought about popping on her phone and seeing if Jones knew where their other HPD officer was. Jessica was trying to figure out how to locate him herself without bothering anyone else, when he came out the front door.

      His pale brown hair was covered in ash. It was possible that she’d seen him and not recognized him. His face was smeared with black, brown, and gray streaks. Sweat ran rivulets through it all. The mess made his eyes look bluer. He wore only a once-white tank top with jeans. Two small children shuffled along, attached tightly to each of his legs. Arms wrapped around his lower leg, their little faces were buried. He carried another child who, in turn, carried a dog almost as big as the kid. Two other older kids trailed him, each holding onto a fistful of his shirt.

      The children were in various stages of filthy, haggard, and scared. Jessica stepped up. She pulled the smaller kids off Alex’s legs, revealing that he only wore flip-flops. What had he been thinking? But there was no time for that. The kids didn’t want to let go.

      “I’m Jessica, I’m a friend of Alex’s,” she told them. “Let’s get you and your puppy dog to the tent. They can help you.”

      “We’ll call your mom,” Alex choked it out then coughed hard enough to worry her. Smoke inhalation. Not good.

      Jessica managed to hold one of the younger kids in her arms and get the other to let go of Alex and hold her hand. Jeez, the kid was heavy.

      Turning his whole body, Alex looked at the fire chief. “I went up to the third floor. The kids in 2B said their friends were upstairs and wouldn’t answer the door. The kids called and they came out. 3D is clear, too. No adults.”

      The chief shook his head, erased a mark he had, and nodded. “You’re done.”

      Alex didn’t even argue. He looked like he was about to fall over.

      Jessica gleaned that the kids had been left alone and told not to answer the door for strangers. Her heart squeezed, as nothing in that scenario was safe. Probably it worked fine most days, but she’d been a patrol officer before she was a detective, and patrol officers saw everything.

      She was always telling her friends, you don’t leave your kids alone when they can handle it. You leave them alone only when they can handle the worst case scenario. That was not what had happened with these kids. Jessica tried not to judge. A lot of people couldn’t afford both an apartment and day care. It was leave the kids alone or don’t feed them. That kind of lock-the-door-and-pray care wasn’t what Jessica wanted for anyone.

      They hit the tent and the medical care workers spent a few minutes trying to get the kids off Alex and glom them onto someone else. When they finally did it was revealed that he had smoke inhalation, mild burns on his arms and tops of his feet, and a few other concerns.

      “Orange!” the nurse called out and slapped a sticker in the middle of his chest. Alex frowned down at it but barely got a good look before the woman was expertly sliding an oxygen mask over his face. Blinking and gazing around, he looked as though he didn’t quite realize how it had happened. He was reaching to tug at it when she looked down at him. Her hand poised flat, she said, “I will slap you.”

      He set his hand back down, only then seeming to realize he was on a gurney.

      “Two reds.” The voice came from the other side of the tent.

      “You’ll go after the reds are taken,” the nurse or doctor or whatever—she was wearing scrubs and a stethoscope—informed him.

      “I’m fine,” he whispered in the raspiest voice Jessica had ever heard, indicating that he wasn’t, in fact, fine at all.

      With a sigh of exasperation, the nurse appeared ready to repeat what she’d said. Alex was making her job harder.

      Jessica jumped in. “I’m HPD, too. He’s one of mine. I’m on it. He’ll get loaded into the next ambulance after the reds are all cared for.”

      “Thank you.” The care worker headed away, decided that Alex Copeland probably couldn’t be trusted, but Jessica Valverde could.

      Rex walked up then, a crooked yellow square sticker on his chest. He held a small portable canister of oxygen. “I’m yellow,” he rasped with a grin. Yellow meant he was walking/no serious wounds/in need of medical check. By contrast Alex’s orange sticker meant he was getting loaded onto the next ambulance after the more critical cases.

      He reached for his mask and Jessica repeated what the nurse said, “I will slap you.”

      He still lifted the mask and whispered, “I’m gonna be late for my shift.”

      “No shit, Sherlock.”

      He rolled his eyes at her. “Tell DiRossi.”

      His direct superior. “Got it.”

      “Me, too,” Roma grinned at her, occasionally holding his portable mask over his face and sucking in some oxygen.

      “Sit down,” Jessica told Rex, as she thanked God that Alex was already in a bed and, at least for now, staying there. She pulled out her phone and called the station to let them know Alex and Rex were not coming in. She checked in with West Hollywood Division to be sure officers Christie and Betters were reported in. Then she relayed that good news to the two reluctant patients who offered thumbs ups but were getting tired of speaking apparently.

      Then she called Jones.

      “Valverde, you take those boys to the hospital and sit with them. I’ve got you covered.”

      Jessica was babysitting. She almost sighed into the air around her, but Jones kept talking.

      “No, I want to be sure you understand.” There was a noise as Jones moved to somewhere quieter. “We’re both women. That’s a ding against us just about anywhere. However, we’re in a specifically male field. I’m black. I’m also half Spanish, from Spain, but no one sees that.”

      “I didn’t know.” Jessica was startled.

      “Why would you? That’s exactly the point. When people look at me, they see a black woman in a job dominated by white men. You’re what? Mexican?”

      Jessica saw where this was going. “And Peruvian, ma’am.”

      “See?”

      She did. But if this was a pep talk, was it about climbing the ladder or what?

      Instead, Jones surprised her a bit. “I’ve tested for Captain, I’ve been sitting on that test score, waiting. I know you’ve been sitting on yours, too.”

      The passing mark was worth a pay raise, but the real advance came from promoting into an open position. It wasn’t uncommon to wait three years. Jessica nodded into the car space, glad that everyone had phones hooked up and no one would think she was bonkers.

      Jones continued, “I want our promotions to be inevitable. I want everyone to say ‘Of course it was Jones that got that spot. Who else even came close?’ And I want them to say the same about you. Are you with me?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Jessica felt it in her chest. She’d been sitting on that aced Sargent’s exam for eleven months. They had time to make this happen, but Jessica found she very much appreciated Jones’s forward momentum.

      “Call me Lupe. Not in the office, but Lupe will be fine elsewhere.”
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      Alex slowly opened his eyes and took a deep breath.

      Even that hurt.

      He’d hoped that with the oxygen mask on his face and having been in a hospital bed for a while, he’d be feeling better. Nope. He felt worse.

      His eyes glanced around the room to see Detective Jessica Valverde sitting in an incredibly uncomfortable looking hospital chair reading a fashion magazine. He had no idea she read those… she didn’t seem like the type to care what Princess Kate was wearing these days or whether Caroline Kenner stayed with her current man. Had he discovered a Jessica Valverde secret? Alex tucked the information away and involuntarily took another breath.

      Big mistake.

      He almost coughed but managed to suppress it. It would hurt worse if he let that take its course. Jess still hadn’t looked up.

      She’d been ushered into the hospital room despite her protests. He’d been just awake enough to hear it all, and drowsy as hell from some muscle relaxer they’d given him.

      The nurses had quickly realized she was a cop and they’d quickly waived the “no visitors” rule and put her in the room to sit with them while they slept. She hadn’t watched TV or talked on the phone, though he’d occasionally caught her tapping out messages or playing games and she’d snuck out into the hall once or twice. All of this had been caught by his lazy eyes and drug addled brain. Jess seemed to think they’d been asleep the whole time.

      When he’d been loaded into the ambulance here, he’d heard Jones tell her to stay with them.

      “These are our guys,” the Sergeant had said. Then, “Valverde, you and me, we’re gonna make this happen.”

      “Of course,” Jessica had replied quickly, and Alex still had no clue what kind of conspiracy his apartment fire had caused. But as he lay there and thought about it, he realized paranoia was probably a side effect of the drugs. It was for many street drugs—something he’d learned as a cop. So, he shouldn’t make any assumptions right now.

      Had her Sergeant wanted Jessica at the hospital? They were playing Good Samaritan. Jessica’s phone rang again, and she quickly jumped up and stepped out of the door but didn’t close it behind her.

      Somehow, she still hadn’t caught on that he was awake. Just as he thought that, Alex caught a snore from Rex’s side of the room. Well, at least his roomie was sleeping like a baby. Still, it looked as though Jessica Valverde was not sitting in his hospital room worried about his health and pining for him. Bummer.

      But, beyond the door he caught her voice.

      “Yeah, they are. I mean I don’t know either of them all that well, but they’ve got solid reputations around the station.” She told Jones her opinion, “What I’ve seen, they’re both great officers.”

      There’d been a silence as she must have been listening to her Sergeant. It was followed by an almost stunned, “I’m sorry. What?”

      And Alex was so curious what that call was about. He’d hoped it was about him until that last line. But he could definitely feel his thoughts sliding just a little bit sideways. He was okay, but if he pulled himself over for driving like this? He’d be getting a fat ticket.

      Another pause, then the voice. “I’m on it.” Followed by, “Thank you.” And then, she said, “Inevitable.” Whatever that meant.

      His brain looped around. He wanted to be inevitable. His crush on Jessica Valverde was proving to be evitable though. Was that even a word?

      His dad had taught him three big things: Punch up, never down. Character is who you are when no one is watching. And swing for the ones that are out of your league.

      Jess was definitely out of his league. And he’d been swinging. No hits so far though. She brushed him off like he was of no consequence. He tried to let the rejections roll off his back. Maybe his dad had been wrong on this one.

      Jessica was gunning for Jones’ job. Pretty much everyone had figured that out. Hell, she’d be running the whole commercial crimes division in no time. At least that’s what Alex figured. Valverde was driven. She just needed to maybe look up and see that he was there.

      Or maybe she didn’t.

      He didn’t know. And being stoned in a hospital room with smoke inhalation and minor burns was not the time to figure anything out. Except…

      Wait. He didn’t have a house anymore.

      Did he have clothes? Any clothes? His uniforms. His laptop. Oh shit, his laptop. Cell phone, too.

      He started cataloging what he’d lost until he was sure he’d listed his laptop before. Fuck. He had to get off these drugs.

      He sighed, sucking down the clean oxygen from the stupid mask. And the extra motion felt like it stretched and tore his angry lungs. Sonofabitch. He went back to breathing shallowly and trying to think shallowly, too.

      Rex ripped a snore just as Jess came back into the room. He would have laughed but his brain was slipping and the edges of the room pushed in.

      Alex felt his head lolling to the side. Oh, sexy. He thought. Way to hit out of your league…

      When he woke again, it was slowly. His eyes didn’t want to open. So he listened to the room for a bit. He could hear someone turning pages, and tapping on their phone. He didn’t know how he knew it was still Jessica, but he did.

      The soft cotton of his hospital gown ushered in the disturbing thought that their smoky, dirty clothes had been taken. He was buck naked under the sheets and light blankets save for a hospital gown. He would need to stay alert and make sure he didn’t flash Jessica or any of his colleagues that might stop by.

      His eyes slowly peeled open. If he was going to ever ask Valverde out again, he needed to get rid of her here. Erasing her memory of seeing him like this was not going to be easy. He managed to croak out some words. “It’s okay, you can go.”

      Clearly his voice startled her. She looked up to catch him trying to sit up in bed and solidly failing at it.

      Her smile was sweet. God, he hated that.

      “They gave you a muscle relaxer. Mostly so you don’t tighten up and damage anything else,” she explained. She seemed to be trying to be quiet, but he couldn’t figure out why.

      “I do feel good.” He grinned. He wasn’t sure where that had come from, but he blamed the drugs again.

      “Probably.” She laughed. Her smile was infectious, even though he was in pain.

      Then he remembered. “Where’s my clothes?”

      Oh good, he was also bad at basic grammar when he was high.

      “Dead and gone most likely.” Jessica tilted her head at him. “You know, you’re kinda upset about clothes for a man who wore plastic flip-flops and ran around with his jeans unbuttoned the whole time this afternoon.”

      He nodded slowly. “I was getting in the shower.” He searched his
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