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  Chapter 1


“Not again,” Gilda muttered as her cell phone vibrated next to her plate, making the ice in her half-full water glass dance. Her stomach churned, as it had all week. She couldn’t even eat without that man needing something. 
Across the table, Marion Yearly, her best friend and crying towel, scowled as she flicked toast crumbs off the blue tablecloth. “Just turn the stupid thing off. If your boss needs you that badly, he’ll find you. Otherwise, he’ll have to wait. He knows we’re at The Cove Restaurant. We have brunch here every Friday. Maybe you should invite him to join us.”
Of course she’d answer Mick’s text. She always did, then regretted speaking to her boss on her own time.
“Like he’d want to hang out with his receptionist all day when he sees me half the night.” Her face burned. “That didn’t come out right. I meant during classes.”
Their weekly brunch was far from a peaceful one. Gilda’s phone had buzzed at least ten times since they were seated. Three times alone since her Belgian waffle and crispy bacon arrived two minutes ago.
As the phone buzzed again, Marion grimaced. “What does his majesty want this time?”
“He can’t find the file for the school’s lease. Or the latest inventory list. Or the latest student class lists.”
“Or you,” Marion said, sopping up runny egg yolk with a triangle of buttered toast. “Tell him to wait until you get there.” It’s only another hour anyway.”
Gilda tossed a wistful glance at her food, her appetite waning as she reached for her phone. If she didn’t text him back right away, he’d send ten more messages before she took her next mouthful. “I would, but he’s going away for the long weekend and won’t be there when I show up. If I answer now, he might leave me alone for a while.”
“Even better. You’ll have all weekend to find them. He’ll just have to be patient for a change. You so have a life and can’t keep dropping everything just because the sensei wants something.”
Marion, dark-haired and raven-eyed, was taller than Gilda by a full foot and twice as wide. she was built more like an NFL quarterback than a 9-1-1 operator. Of course, Gilda doubted there was a stereotype for 9-1-1 operators anyway.
“I know where they are,” Gilda told her. “Give me a second.”
“In the file drawer,” She typed. “Lease under Yoshida Lease. Inventory under Inventory. Student lists in the computer database.”
Once she set the phone aside and blew out a heavy breath, she barely had enough time to cut off a bite of waffle and bring it halfway to her mouth before her phone vibrated again. Her stomach sank. Cripes, at this rate, she’d never get to eat before her doctor’s appointment. While her stomach didn’t hurt as much as it had lately, she realized her pain was likely from stress caused by Sensei Mick Williams.
Marion grabbed Gilda’s phone and sat on it. “That’s it. The only time you and I can get together lately is Friday mornings because Mick always needs something. Honey, if I didn’t know better, I’d think you two were married.”
Gilda flushed and picked at her waffle, not wanting to make a scene. Worse than being married, they were boss and secretary, which he seemed to take as the same thing as husband and wife. Somewhere over the past two years, the line had become blurred. The black belts teased her about being his third arm.
When she started working at Yoshida Martial Arts two years earlier, she’d only see Sensei Mick in passing. She once overheard him tell one of the instructors she was bright and competent enough to figure things out on her own. So, she had. Lately, however, she couldn’t seem to breathe without him hovering over her instructing her on how to take each breath.
Yoshida Martial Arts ran as smooth as a straight ribbon of highway and boasted a profit every month. Both of which had made the school’s namesake, Shihan Yoshida, sit up and take notice. Was Mick nervous because Yoshida had become prone to showing up at odd times and nosing around? He seemed to constantly undermine Mick’s position as manager and sensei, teacher. Male posturing was one thing she’d never understand, no matter how much she saw it at the school.
“Hello?” Marion leaned forward and waved a piece of toast in front of Gilda’s face. “For the record, you got two more texts while you were daydreaming. My butt’s shimmying so much I feel like a belly dancer.”
Gilda snorted then laughed. “I can put it in my purse if it’s annoying you.”
“Nope. You need to relax and eat your breakfast.” A small grin lit Marion’s face. “Besides, I’m kind of enjoying this.”
Not so sure she wanted the phone back anyway Gilda shook her head. “I think you need a real boyfriend. We both do.”
With Marion sitting on her phone, they enjoyed the rest of brunch. Occasionally, Marion flinched. “Ooh, another text from your sensei.”
“He’s going to think I’m avoiding him.” Gilda swiped one last gob of whipped cream with her finger and brought it toward her mouth.
“You are. Stop being a pushover. At least until after brunch,”
“I will.”
Marion waved her knife. “Look, you’ve stuck up for yourself before so stop sticking your head in the sand and lay down some boundaries with that man. Your time is your time. You don’t see me answering nine-one-one calls over breakfast, do you?”
Gilda chuckled. “You’d probably get fired if you did.”
When a tall, blond man stopped next to their table, Gilda froze, her finger still covered in whipped cream. Detective Jason Thayer was the former boyfriend she’d dumped two years ago in such a dramatic fashion the story made the newspapers for an entire week. Thayer had thrived on his sudden notoriety and got a lot of dates because of the exposure. Gilda cowered in her house for weeks before Marion was able to drag her out and helped her get a job in the karate school in the hope she’d get a backbone.
“Good morning, ladies,” Thayer said.
“Good morning, Detective,” Marion said, batting her eyes. “Are you here to arrest the kitchen staff for beating the eggs or just to harass Gilda?”
Thayer twisted his face into a grimace before turning to Gilda. She sat motionless while the whipped cream blob slid down her finger. “I’d be happy to lick that off for you, but I have an image to uphold.”
“Yeah, you wouldn’t want to improve on that now, would you? What do you want, Thayer?” Gilda muttered, pushed her plate away, fighting the urge to flick the goo at his jacket. She wiped her finger on her napkin. No point in giving him more ideas.
He shrugged. “I just stopped by to say hello.”
Marion rolled her eyes. “You want to stick with that or tell her the truth?”
“The one where he says he loves me and would die for me, or the one where he cheats on me with any woman who’ll have him?” Gilda asked.
Thayer’s face darkened and said, “I’m only trying to be sociable.”
“I overheard him tell a couple officers he’s this close to taking you back,” Marion told her, holding her index finger and thumb a quarter inch apart.
What kind of man refused to take no for an answer even after two years? Gilda shut her eyes and inhaled slowly. I am not going to make a scene.
“What I said was—”
Detective John Fabio, Thayer’s partner, clapped a hand on his left shoulder. “Just ask her out already, so she can deck you and get it over with. We have work to do.”
Thayer growled. “If you guys don’t mind, I’d like to do this alone.”
“I don’t mind at all. I was just leaving.” Gilda stood and grabbed her purse. She marched up to the cashier to pay for their food. This week it was her turn. A convenient excuse to escape.
Marion joined her, shoving Gilda’s phone into her back pocket. “You might want this before I get too attached.”
“Who does Thayer think he is?” Gilda asked, reaching for a mint. Needing something to crunch, she took three.
“One of Sandstone Cove’s finest. He certainly does look the part, even if he needs an attitude adjustment.”
When Gilda’s phone buzzed, she gritted her teeth and muttered, “Not again.”
“There’s another one who looks the part,” Marion said.
“Mick?” She left her change as a generous tip, then pushed the front door open. “What do you mean he looks the part?”
Marion popped a mint into her mouth. “Handsome and authoritative, but from the stories I’ve heard—”
“I don’t want to hear any more. It’s bad enough the parents at the school keep spreading rumors. I don’t need to hear them from my best friend since I have to work with those guys.”
“Even if I know they’re all true?” Marion asked.
“Especially if.”
“Oh, Gilda, Gilda, Gilda. You live in such a secluded little world.” Marion draped an arm across her shoulders as they walked toward the doctor’s office. “Someday you’ll be grateful for me looking out for you. I have to get to work. You be careful, okay? We’ll find you a guy who isn’t such a jerk, you wait and see.”
Ten minutes early for her appointment, Gilda had enough time to catch up on all of Mick’s “urgent” texts while her stomach gurgled as it had for over a week. Her gaze darted to the clock for the fifth time in the past minute. Eleven thirty. Normally she never had to wait long for Doctor Ryan Graham to appear in the doorway. He’d delivered Gilda as a baby and had been her doctor ever since.
She tapped her foot against the leg of the chair. The karate school held classes every day at noon. If Doc didn’t show up soon, she’d miss class. Not that she was concerned. Mick could handle anything that came up while she was busy.
Still...
After sitting on the hard plastic chair for half an hour, Gilda texted Mick to say she wouldn’t be in the lunch hour class. When he didn’t text back within seconds, she remembered Walter Levy, the school’s senior black belt, was teaching class that day. Mick planned to be halfway to Toronto to attend a family function.
She punched in the school’s phone number, not surprised when the answering machine picked up. If she said she’d be there by one, she could grab a peppermint tea at Café Beanz on her way, then clean up before the kids’ classes started at four.
“Gilda?” Doc called her into his office.
She left a hasty message, then turned off her phone and followed him. The last thing she needed was more stress from Mick Williams at the moment.






  
  Chapter 2


At one o’clock, Gilda set her paper cup on the ground by the brick wall and dug out her key. One more afternoon of work before the karate school closed for the long weekend. After training at seven that night, she’d be free to go home, change into her bathing suit and head to the beach for a dip. Doc Graham’s orders were to relax, exercise, and eat more fiber, and she fully intended to do all three. 
As she stuck her key in the lock, she realized the door was already open.
Either Walter was still inside, or he’d gone off in a rush. The back of her neck tingled as she called out, “Hello? Anyone here?”
Her stomach clenched as she walked through the small room which served as a hazardous containment room for wet boots all winter to the second set of doors that led to the lobby. No answer. No lights on. No movement.
“Walter? Mick?” she said, peering around the corner toward the dojo, or training hall.
Still nothing.
Gilda flicked on the lights. The lobby was empty. Something—or someone—lay on the mats in the dojo. Knowing the blackbelts, probably meditating after a rough class. She turned on the lights that illuminated the dojo and change area.
“Sorry for the disruption, but I have work to do,” she said, then paused and gasped.
Someone forgot to tell Walter Levy samurai didn’t commit seppuku with a sword. They carried a much smaller knife to kill themselves with. He lay still on the mats with a long, gently curved blade stood upright from his chest. Even from where Gilda stood, she knew he was dead. There was no earthly way it was by his own hand. The katana blade was longer than his arms.
Someone had to…
Her vision swam as she realized his murderer could still be in the school.
Heart racing, she dove between the two chairs behind the reception desk, knocking her head against the one Walter had brought only two weeks earlier, Eyes hot with tears, Gilda struggled to catch her breath as she pulled out her phone to call 9-1-1.
“Nine-one-one. What’s your emergency?” a woman asked.
“Somebody stabbed Walter. I think he’s dead,” she whispered, hoping the killer was long gone.
The woman sucked in a sharp breath, but remained professional, as though she’d received this type of call a thousand times before. “What is your name and location, ma’am?”
“Marion,” she said. “It’s Gilda. I’m at the karate school.”
“Gilda? Sorry, but you sound weird.” Tapping sounded through the phone. “What’s going on? Was there a fight?”
She peered over the counter and through the open dojo door to make sure she hadn’t imagined things. No such luck. Walter Levy still lay on the mats. A black foam blocker next to him made his salt and pepper hair seem whiter than usual.
“Someone killed Walter, one of the black belts.”
“Are you sure he’s dead?”
Taking one more glance, Gilda nodded. “Yeah. I’m positive. How long before the police arrive?”
“Stay on the line. I’ll get them over there right away. Did you touch anything?”
“No, but I—”
“Did you notice any signs of a break in?”
“The door was unlocked, but—”
“Is there anyone in the building?”
Her heart stuttered. She hadn’t thought to look, just hide. “Nobody answered when I yelled. None of the other instructors will be here for an hour. I should call Mick before he leaves town.”
That sounded wrong, but Marion knew what she meant, even if whoever listened to the recording later didn’t.
“Just stay out of the school,” Marion said. “The police are on the way.”
“Um. I’m under my desk.”
There was a brief silence before Marion told her, “You get out of there before I come and drag you out by your ankles.” She paused, then added gently, “Don’t worry, ma’am, someone will be there shortly.”
No doubt the story of Walter’s demise would ignite the small town long before the police or her boss arrived. Her suspicions were confirmed when Marion hung up without another word, rather than keeping her on the line until help arrived.
Gilda sighed and hung up, as she steeled herself for another glance at the corpse as she left the building. Body. Body somehow seemed less final. Less dead. Bodies could still be alive.
Halfway to the door, she remembered Mick. Crap. She needed to call him.
With her gaze still on Walter, Gilda pulled up Mick’s name and hit the phone icon. She coiled a strand of her light brown hair around her right index finger as she walked to the door. When he answered, she took a deep breath, fighting to keep her voice even.
“Mick? We have a problem at the school. You need to come back.” 
Noise outside the school made it hard to hear him. “Can’t…on road…near—”
Her breath caught in the back of her throat and came out a strangled gasp. “I don’t care where you are going. Get back to the school now. Walter’s dead.”
The front door burst open in front of her. Thayer scowled. “Gilda? What are you doing in here? Don’t move until we do a sweep.”
She muttered then disconnected and wiped away a tear. Since her father had been an officer for nearly thirty years, she knew the police would ask if she’d noticed signs of a break-in or saw an intruder. Anything that might help.
Once Thayer gave the “all clear”, a couple more cops came in. Gilda stood in the middle of the ten-by-ten-foot lobby. No possible evidence in sight. Nothing except dirt tracked in from the students and a trace of mud from the rain shower that morning. Anybody could’ve tracked it in before class. 
Jason Thayer, every bit as handsome as he was in ten years ago in high school when they first met, told her to sit and wait. “The M.E. and forensics are on their way. You’re not leaving until we talk.”
“I’ve said everything I’m going to say to you.”
“About Walter,” he said.
Reluctantly, she sat. She’d prefer to be interrogated by Attila the Hun over an ex-boyfriend who repeatedly cheated on her.
Detective Fabio, his partner, patted her shoulder and handed her a wrapped mint. “Sorry for your loss. How are you doing, kid?”
“Good. Shaken.”
“That’s normal. Eat the candy. You’ll probably go into shock soon,” Fabio said. He resembled a stone gargoyle more than the hunk on the cover of a book. He was bald with cauliflower ears, bulging eyes and a tree stump neck. When he walked away toward the crime scene, his limp was more pronounced than usual as he took charge of the crime scenes inside the dojo and the change rooms.
In the doorway of the dojo, Gilda spied a spot of blood. Actually, two spots. One of the kids had a nosebleed last night. Did they stand in that doorway, or had they gone through the student entrance in back? This door was for the instructors and, in an official capacity only, her. When she came to train, she used the student entrance near the change rooms. When she had to interrupt classes, she used the instructor entrance.
“What the hell’s going on?” Mick shouted to signal his arrival. “I was past Ponderer’s Point when you called. What’s so bloody important it can’t wait until after the long weekend?”
Careful not to contaminate anything, Gilda lunged in front of him before he could enter the dojo. “You can’t go in there.”
“Yes, I can. It’s my dojo.” He swiped a stray dark curl off his forehead. “What are the cops doing here? Someone giving you problems again?”
“I told you...” When her voice cracked, she cleared her throat. “Walter’s dead.”
Mick flinched. His gaze met hers as his face paled. “That’s not possible. I just saw him an hour ago.” He paused, then asked, “Are you sure?”
“Pretty sure.” She hadn’t checked for a pulse, but death seemed a safe assumption.
Six inches taller and fifty pounds heavier than Gilda, Mick picked her up and set her aside like she was a foam blocker. He paused in the doorway in mid-bow.
Blood had reddened Walter’s white karate uniform, his expensive, custom tailored gi. Urine and feces perfumed the air. Bruises she hadn’t noticed earlier darkened his face.
Thayer walked toward them. “Why don’t you two step into Mick’s office while we take care of things?”
“Good idea.” She touched Mick’s arm, more to support her spaghetti knees than to comfort him. “Are you okay?”
Still in mid-bow, he cleared his throat and coughed. When he spoke, his voice was low and gravelly, “Does anyone else know?”
“Marion was the nine-one-one operator.”
He snorted. “Great, I’m glad she remembered to call the sorry excuse for police before telling everyone else in town. Did you touch anything when you got here?”
“Just the door and the light switches.” She swallowed hard to keep the few bites of waffle she’d eaten earlier from vacating her stomach.
Mick faced her, his jaw tight. “Did you search the building?”
She shook her head.
“Gilda, if the killer was somewhere in the building, you could’ve been killed. Don’t you get that?”
“I called the police first,” she told him.
His fingers dug into her upper arms. “The killer could’ve heard you.”
Her concern had been for Walter, not her own safety. “I’m pretty sure no one else was here.”
“Pretty sure? That’s not the same as a hundred percent sure, is it? Don’t do that to me again. I can’t afford to...Honestly, sometimes you’re so naïve.” He released his grip on her without finishing his sentence and bowed his head, running a tanned hand through his hair. “I’ll be in my office.”
“Wait. You can’t leave me alone with—” When his door closed behind him, she blew out a sigh. “I guess you can.”
That thought stopped her cold. Why didn’t Mick bother to look around? Had he fought with and murdered Walter before leaving for Toronto? A guilty man would’ve kept driving and not looked back. That the two of them fought seemed likely. They’d argued about a lot of things over the past two years. Usually about the way Walter taught classes and how he wanted a share of the school.
Gilda paced the lobby while hugging her stomach. Mick seemed more worked up about her safety than Walter’s. What was that all about? Shock. That was all. His reaction didn’t mean any more than that.
Already sidetracked, she followed Fabio to the back hallway. Someone had used the sink, which was speckled with pink water. A wet piece of paper towel, tinged with diluted blood, lay on the floor. Farther down the hall, freckles of blood decorated the white tile. She hated the starkness of the white. It was a pain to keep clean, but it did show blood droplets beautifully.
Like morbid modern art.
She crept past the washrooms, around the blood spots, and into the change area. Black curtains from the stalls lay on the floor, torn off the rods across the doorways. Blood splattered the walls, the floors, the benches...everything. Who had Walter fought with to cause so much damage?
Gilda turned and inched toward the door with hope of escaping.
Thayer leaned against her desk while he spoke on the phone. Once he hung up, his gaze met hers. “I hope you don’t plan to leave yet. I need the names of your instructors, staff and students.”
“It’ll take a while,” she told him. “This thing’s slow on a good day.”
She sat behind her desk and stared at the screen, unable to remember the password. Her hands shook. Her mouth went as dry as sunbaked earth. She closed her eyes and scrubbed her face. Her eyes burned with unshed tears. Shock had set in.
“Take your time,” Thayer said, pulling out a notebook and flashing Gilda a sympathetic smile.
It miffed her that he’d kept his quarterback body in such impeccable shape, while she’d turned to chocolate chunk cookies and caramel swirl ice cream. Her karate gi covered the bulge around her waist, but her yoga pants didn’t. Thank heavens for baggy shirts and hoodies.
“Marion said you found the body, is that right?” Thayer asked.
Gilda choked back a sob. She cleared her throat again, wishing she could curl up in a corner under a fluffy blanket and cry. “Walter? When I came in, I saw him lying there...”
“Did you touch him? Maybe check him for vital signs or anything that might contaminate the scene?”
“No. He looked pretty dead from here.”
Thayer snorted. “Are you an expert on bodies?”
“Oh, come on,” Mick barked as he emerged from his office. “She already said she didn’t touch anything. Cut her some slack.”
“I asked her a question.”
Mick narrowed his eyes. “And she answered.”
“I’ve only seen them on television,” she whispered, vowing to never watch another crime show. Suddenly her cushy chair was more uncomfortable than before.
“Did you search to see if anyone else was in the building before you called for help?” Thayer asked.
“No,” she said, although the thought had sort of crossed her mind. “I yelled, then saw Walter and panicked.”
“You weren’t worried for your own safety? Seems to me that’s the first thing an innocent person would think about.”
Even after breaking up two years ago, Thayer was as arrogant as ever. Still assured she’d take him back once she came to her senses. After two minutes of interrogation, she wanted to poke him in the eye with a pencil.
“Are you implying that Gilda killed Walter?” Mick shouted. “Are you crazy? The girl won’t even kill a spider, and she hates spiders.”
Thayer groaned. “I’m a cop. I need to find out what happened.”
Gilda squeezed her eyes shut, then told him, “The door was open when I got here. Walter normally locks it when he trains after class, so no one disturbs him. Since it was open, I figured Sensei Mick came in to grab something before he left town and forgot to lock it.”
He raised one eyebrow and met Mick’s gaze. “Were you here?”
Mick folded his arms across his chest and shifted his weight, scowling at Gilda before he replied, “Earlier. Like Gilda said, I popped in to pick up a couple of things while Walter taught class. Then I left for Toronto. Gilda called when she found Walter.”
“How far away were you?” Thayer turned to Mick.
“Just past Ponderer’s Point.”
“That’s less than a half hour away. What were you doing between class and packing?” Thayer grimaced.
“I took a shower and grabbed my stuff for the weekend.” Mick’s face reddened. “Anything else?”
“As a matter of fact, yeah.” Thayer puffed up like an angry rooster. “Did anybody else see you shower or pack?”
“You’re insane. I have things to do.” Mick growled, then returned to his office.
“Don’t leave town,” Thayer called out before turning his focus back on Gilda. “He doesn’t like me, does he?”
She shook her head. “Not many people do.”
“Did Mick or any of the others have a grudge against Walter?”
Gilda hesitated. Not normally. Lately things hadn’t run as smoothly as usual. She’d blamed it on the heatwave they’d been having “Nothing serious. No.”
Thayer lowered his voice. “If it makes things easier, I’ve heard rumors from a few parents. I know there’s division between the instructors about how to run this place. There’s talk of a couple of them leaving to start their own schools.”
Since he already knew part of the story, technically it wasn’t gossip. Was it? Gilda wasn’t willing to take the chance. Mick and the others were her friends. Her family.
“You’ll have to ask the black belts,” she told him. “I don’t know.”
“Oh, don’t worry. I plan to do just that. First, I need that list and a chat with Mick.” Thayer frowned when Fabio entered the room and leaned on the counter next to him.
“Bad news, people. The M.E. was in a car accident.” Fabio said. “His office gave the okay for Doc Graham to look at the body before the remove it.”
Thayer snorted. “Doc’s a local family physician, not a medical examiner.”
“I’m aware of that,” Fabio said. “Would you rather wait around for an extra four or five hours until they send someone else out from Windsor? Didn’t think so.” He turned to Gilda. “Did you go down the hallway?”
She winced, recalling the chaos in the back room. “It looks like there was a scuffle back there.”
“Why would you say that?” Thayer asked.
“The curtains are torn down and there’s blood everywhere,” Fabio said.
“I swear, I didn’t touch anything,” Gilda told them. “One of our students had a nose bleed last night. I didn’t get a chance to clean up before I left. Mick and a couple other black belts stayed late, so I went home.”
Thayer narrowed his eyes. He probably thought she was guilty just from the way she was babbling. “If the body’s in the gym—”
“The dojo,” she corrected.
“The dojo. I thought you said you hadn’t searched the building. What made you check back there?”
“Curiosity. I wanted to make sure no one else was...hurt.” There was so much blood. I thought there might’ve been a fight or something.”
“Good guess,” Fabio said. “I don’t suppose you know who stayed to train last night?”
Mick reappeared from his office, disheveled and upset. He shot Fabio a hard look, then focused on her. “I’m meeting the others at the coffee shop.”
She assumed “the others” were the black belts.
“That’s not a good idea,” Thayer said. “We’ll need to interview them. For now, we need to ask you a few questions. Take a seat.”
“Café Beanz?” Gilda asked.
Mick’s abrupt change of plans was nothing new, she guessed he had some sort of attention disorder. Nothing short of Thayer drawing a gun and handcuffing him to a door would keep Mick in the building. She’d learned to adapt.
“Yeah. The police won’t let them in here. Stick around until they’re done, but don’t lock up, I can’t find my keys. Thanks. Fabio. Thayer. I’ll be in touch.” Mick left without awaiting an answer.
Thayer sputtered as he reached for his cuffs, but Fabio shook his head and said, “He’ll be back.”
Of course, Gilda would stay. She didn’t have a life outside of the school. Not for two years ago when she caught Thayer in a compromising position with a young, blonde barista from Café Beanz. Mick’s current destination.
“Is he always like that?” Thayer asked.
Gilda smirked as she turned on the desktop computer. “Impatient and in a rush? He’s been like that longer than I’ve known him.”
“I don’t think the caffeine and sugar he lives on helps.” Fabio chuckled. “Since he’s gone, you can tell us who stayed late last night.”
She typed in her passwords automatically. “Mick, Walter, and Razi Mauli, another one of our black belts. There’s a black belt grading in November. Razi and Walter wanted to grade for their sandan.”
“Third level?” Fabio raised his eyebrows. “Impressive.”
“We need to bring him back here for questioning,” Thayer said, tapping his fingers on the counter.
Fabio turned back to the crime scene. “He’ll be back. His keys are on the floor under his desk.”
Gilda had never thought to hide Mick’s keys to get his undivided attention for ten whole minutes. Tying him to a chair and gagging him.
“Is everything okay?” Thayer almost sounded like he cared, but she knew his tone was purely professional. An act for his colleagues. He must be up for another promotion.
“I’ll print a list of our students.”
Unfortunately, time didn’t wound all heels.
After the breakup, where Thayer had hit the gym and thrived socially, Gilda became withdrawn and hid behind her desk, her garden, and reading mystery novels. All while eating chocolate chunk ice cream. Working for Mick was the catalyst she’d needed to bring her out of the shell she’d hidden in. The same shell she wished she could crawl back into now.
“Students and instructors.” Thayer peered down at her. “You know you don’t have to work in a place like this. There are jobs elsewhere.”
“Jealous as always. You still hate me being around all the testosterone and chiseled jaws.” Gilda nearly burst out laughing. Aside from Mick and Razi Mauli, no one even came close to that description. “I happen to like working here. If it wasn’t for me, everyone would kill each other, and…” She stopped, then covered her mouth with both hands before adding, “I didn’t mean it like that.”
Thayer appeared amused. “I’m going to chat with Fabio, then you and I are going to discuss what you just said.” He paused. “I’ll bet you’re the one who killed Walter. I wouldn’t put it past you to stab a man in the heart.”
“Me?” Her face and temper were on the verge of bursting into flame. “Not a chance. I’d just throw him into a fifty-pound bag of coffee beans and leave him lying half naked on the floor with a cheap floozy and a mild concussion.”
Thayer bowed his head as everyone else in the building burst into laughter. “I told you. That was a misunderstanding. You overreacted and embarrassed me in front of the whole town.”
“Hey, your fling of the week talked to the reporters, not me.”
“I doubt that,” he mumbled.
Once he stormed away, Gilda tried to focus. The school had almost a hundred students, including her. She doubted any of them had reason to kill Walter. Her gut told her the perpetrator was on the shorter instructor list. Sensei Mick, Walter Levy, Xavier Wyndham, Razi Mauli and Erik Cadell were all instructors and black belts.
Shuddering, she contemplated drawing a line through Walter’s name, to save the police—in this case Thayer and Fabio—the trouble. In the end, she couldn’t bring herself to do it.
She drew in a deep bracing breath and printed two copies of each list, then brought one copy of each to Thayer. “Do you need anything else? Coffee? Tea? An attitude adjustment?”
“Yeah. What time do you normally start work?”
“Eleven-thirty. We have classes every weekday at noon. Today I had brunch with Marion. You’re my witness to that. Then I had a doctor’s appointment that ran late. I called the school to say I’d be here by one. Oh, I also grabbed a tea at Café Beanz before I came to work.”
Which was still sitting outside because she forgot about it when she discovered the door unlocked.”
“Fascinating,” Thayer said, perusing the lists. “Who answered the phone?”
“When?” she asked.
He scowled. “When you called to say you’d be late.”
“No one. Class had started, so I left a message. Mick normally checks the machine when he’s here.”
Great. Now she’d made Mick look guilty for listening to her message.
“I don’t know if anyone actually heard it.”
Anyone who was in the school within ten feet of the phone could have. Especially someone who had a motive and needed an opportunity to kill Walter Levy.






  
  Chapter 3


Unable to leave, Gilda rambled around the front lobby gnawing on her fingernails. No one nail in particular; they were all fair game. The police were gone, their evidence and half the school was bagged and tagged. 
Who’d want Walter dead? He was a quiet, middle-aged, unassuming man. Sure, he’d made his share of mistakes, everyone had, but what had he done to make someone want to kill him?
Marion had called several times to make sure Gilda was okay. She’d even offered to bring over dinner, but nothing sounded remotely edible.
Doc Graham, who’d taken over in the Medical Examiner’s absence, hadn’t looked happy to be there. Surrounded by the faint aroma of pipe tobacco, he gave her a one-armed hug and told her to call if she needed a friend, the name of a therapist, or anti-depressants.
She’d finally managed to convince Thayer and Fabio she was be fine to wait alone for the cleaning crew. She promised not to touch anything. No one was likely to hurt her, especially since she had a half dozen black belts on speed dial. Although, that hadn’t helped Walter any.
Mick strode through the front door and looked around. “Where is everyone?”
“They just left. Didn’t you see the parade? Walter caught a lift with the guys from the morgue, and the police are on the hunt for a killer. I’ve been texting you all afternoon. Where were you?”
She sounded crass but no longer cared. How dare he leave her alone to deal with the police and a hundred parent’s calls? This was his school. His business. He was part owner and supposed to run the day-to-day operations, not her.
“Your buddy, Thayer, grabbed me in the coffee shop and locked me in a room the size of a shoe box,” he said. “My cell phone was detained by some lab guy, who now has the numbers of you and every other woman in town. Anyway, I meant our students. Is anyone coming to class tonight?”
Gilda stared. “Someone murdered Walter, and you’re worried about class attendance? We need to clean up and replace mats before we can even have a class. The cleanup crew is coming, and they need someone to lock up behind them.”
“They took our mats?” he asked, before peering into the dojo and swearing. “Why would they do that?”
“It’s called evidence. The blood is a biohazard. The mats have to be specially dealt with. Everything else went to the lab. At least, I don’t have to clean up alone.”
Mick let out a long breath. His fingers drummed his left thigh, more nervous than he tried to let on. If he started to pace, she’d know to keep her distance. “Did you post a sign to say we’re closed?”
“On the front door. You walked right past it. I also changed the message on the answering machine and posted messages on our social media pages.”
“Okay.”
No concern. No compassion. Just commands. Demands. Ugh, why had she ever idolized the man? In tough situations, he folded and ran for the nearest coffee shop. Just like Thayer. She brushed that thought aside.
“Did you call the students who normally come tonight?”
Was he serious? “Three. The rest called here to find out when the funeral is and to make sure everyone else was okay.”
“No doubt Marion already told everyone what happened.”
Gilda shrugged. “So, what if she did? Her help saved me hours of work.”
He wandered into the dojo and knelt near the entrance. There were only half the pale green tatami mats inside as normal. “If we call right away, our supplier might be able to ship new ones here by Tuesday.”
“I called,” she told him. “First of all, they don’t have any in stock. Secondly, they want cash up front. Your credit is in question. Oh, and as of five o’clock, they closed for the long weekend.”
“Since when do we have bad credit?” he asked. “We’ve always paid them up front.”
“Why don’t you call them Tuesday and straighten things out? They won’t talk to me anymore. They want to talk directly to you.”
Mick rolled his eyes. “You’re overreacting. Things aren’t that bad. You can straighten it out just as well as I can.”
“Trust me, I tried.”
He muttered beneath his breath for a minute, then headed for the change area.
Gilda stopped him. “I wouldn’t go back there if I were you.”
Seconds later, he yelled, “What the bloody hell happened back here?”
“Nice choice of words. Offhand, I’d say a fight,” she said, peering around him. “A nasty one.”
He frowned. “Good guess, Sherlock. Now tell me who Walter fought with.”
“I wish I could.” She didn’t want to let on she suspected all the remaining black belts. Him, Erik, Razi, and Xavier. Under the circumstances, she was wise to keep her mouth shut until the police could prove who killed Walter, since all four of them were capable of killing her with the flick of a pinkie.
“Where are the rest of the curtains?” Mick asked.
Only two black curtains remained on the floor. The others were in police custody. She grinned at the thought of curtains being under arrest rather than examined for evidence. Her eyes welled up again and she couldn’t hold back her giggle.
“Thayer took them in for interrogation.”
“Very funny. We need to replace them before we can reopen.” He knelt to examine a spot of blood already smeared by the forensics crew’s swabs. “We also need to mop the floors and whatever’s left of the mats.”
“Like I said, Fabio called the biohazard team to come in. We shouldn’t even be back here. I only stayed until I could get hold of you.”
Mick kicked a bench, which dented the wall and sent more debris raining onto the tiles. Something fell from beneath the bench onto the floor.
“Why did this have to happen now?” he asked. “Yoshida arrives for training on Tuesday. There’s no way I can replace everything and clean this place before then. Not with the long weekend. Gilda, you need to put in some overtime. We’ll have to pull up all the mats and get some cheap ones at the hardware store.”
She put her hands on her hips. “And how am I supposed to get a load of mats here? I don’t have a car. Besides, it’s the long weekend. The school’s closed, and I’m supposed to catch a bus to Fort Erie tonight.”
“Yeah? Well, I was due in Toronto an hour ago.” He opened a utility closet to get the mop and bucket. “We don’t have time to wait for a cleaning crew. We can get rid of the rest of the blood before it starts to smell.”
Gilda stared. “We’re not supposed to touch anything.”
“Well, we can’t just leave it like this.” While he walked around the corner to get floor cleaner, she studied the bare patches on the dojo floor to assess how many new mats they needed. She glanced back to the bench Mick kicked. What had fallen from the bench?
When she moved the bench aside, a man’s ring embossed with a clenched fist on the front lay on the tile. The goju-ryu karate symbol. On the underside of the bench, a broken piece of masking tape clung to the wood by one end. She’d seen the ring before but couldn’t recall whose it was. Why would anyone hide it in the school of all places?
Gilda took pictures of both the ring and the tape. At a loss for what to do next, she picked it up with a piece of toilet paper and stuck it in her pocket. She’d keep it safe until she could give it to Fabio. Odd how, after all their careful searching, both the police and forensics crew missed it.
Something else seemed out of place in the change room that she couldn’t quite put her finger on. The scale was fine. The bench was back against the now-dented wall. Something seemed amiss that only her subconscious mind picked up.
“I got the cleaner. Let me know how long it takes, so I can adjust your paycheck,” Mick said, setting a bottle near the bucket and mop.
“Oh no you don’t.” Gilda wheeled around with her fists clenched. “I’m not staying. Either do it yourself or stay and wait for the cleaning crew. I’ve been here all day and I’m leaving.”
He took a step back and held up both hands. “Whoa. You okay?”
Her eyes welled with tears as she shouted, “No, I’m not okay! I found Walter’s body, faced the police alone, and now you expect me to clean up the mess. I’m done.”
She shoved past him on her way to the lobby and let the tears flow.
Mick caught her before she reached for her handbag. “Wait. Gilda, I’m sorry.”
She stopped sure she’d heard wrong.
He pulled her into his arms and held her close. His hug seemed awkward at first, but his warmth comforted her. Finally, she lay her head against his chest as he told her, “You’re right. I ran out when I should’ve made sure things—you—were okay. Instead, I left to meet the instructors to ensure they wouldn’t quit, or we’d have to close by Tuesday.”
“Quit?” Breathless, she tilted her head and bumped his chin. She’d be out of a job. “Why would everyone quit?”
“You’ve been here long enough to know there are issues. Razi and Walter have never seen eye to eye. Since Razi’s not a citizen, he’s afraid the police will go after him. Xavier had that argument with Walter last week, and Erik...” He hesitated. “Erik wanted to teach some of Walter’s classes.”
“Great. I’m working with a band of murderers.” She flared her nostrils more out of fear than anger. When she tried to pull away, he kept his arms around her. “What did you have against Walter?”
“Nothing.”
Something. She shoved him away. “Seriously? Walter’s dead and, for all
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