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The shorter man stepped forward.

	 

	He had a hawkish nose and aristocratic features. “Ms. Kincade? I am Tarek Cassar. I wish to say that the episode upstairs was most regrettable.”

	Allie felt herself flush. “Sorry about that. Again.” 

	“Do not concern yourself. We understand.”

	“You do?”

	Bathroom Guy’s expression hadn’t changed. For some reason, she couldn’t get a bead on him. In their grand total of two encounters, he’d been mad, amused, encouraging, and mad again. Yet he also seemed at home in his own skin, like no matter where he found himself, he belonged. 

	Or maybe he was just too good-looking. Like Bobby, but with more “there” there. 

	She glanced away. “Mr. Cassar—”

	“Please, call me Tarek.”

	Bathroom Guy shot Cassar a surprised look, then grimaced and checked his watch. Tarek stared pointedly, and Bathroom Guy said, “Sorry. Hoping to hurry this up.”

	You and me both, Allie thought. To Tarek she said, “Is there something I can do for you? I have an appointment.”

	He bowed. “I will be brief. I am most sorry for any distress Mr. Peerless caused you, but I believe I may be able to help.”

	“What? You help me?”

	Bathroom Guy frowned some more, and Allie gave up. Tarek was easier. He beamed now, pleased with himself, or with her, she wasn’t sure which. 

	“Yes. It is clear that you are in need of employment.”

	“I can’t argue with that. But, er, what do you need?”

	“A princess. The job is yours, if you will take it.”

	



	

Romantic Suspense: PUBLISH OR PERISH

	 

	“…a gripping suspense which I couldn’t put down… Having diverse characters rounded out the story nicely. Fans of Harlan Coben and J. D. Robb will be as captivated as I was. Highly recommend!” 

	~ N.N. Light’s Book Heaven

	 

	“I loved this book…especially Vin’s uncle Azi who suffers from Down Syndrome but doesn’t let it stand in his way. All in all a wonderful story that also touches on the problem of autism, vaccinations and Down Syndrome.” 

	~ The Paranormal Romance Guild

	 

	“…I wouldn’t hesitate to recommend this book! It will keep you guessing. If you love romance and suspense go out and get Publish or Perish. You won’t regret it!” 

	~ Romance Book Addicts

	 

	Contemporary Fantasy: THE DEAD SERIES

	 

	“The supernatural mystery and suspense elements drive the fast-paced plot forward... Balanced with a sense of fun and quirky situations, Debriefing the Dead is excellently imaginative and hard to put down.” 

	~ Reader’s Favorite

	 

	“Fans of television shows like ‘Constantine’ or ‘Supernatural’ will absolutely love [WAKING THE DEAD]…The main character, Hyacinth, is phenomenal and develops so much in this book.” 

	~ InD’tale Magazine

	 

	“Ms. Blaisdell is a master storyteller...So many twists and turns will have you sitting on the edge of your seat!”
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	ONCE UPON A TIME…

	 

	In olden times, when wishing still helped, there lived a king whose daughters were all beautiful.

	 

	~The Frog King, or Iron Heinrich 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter One 

	 

	She’d lost the house. She didn’t even own it, but she’d lost it all the same.

	Sitting on the can in the men’s room at Peerless PI’s was the last place anyone should hear such devastating news, especially a woman. Allie Kincade tried not to squirm, to keep her blue unisex running shoes planted below her jeans and act-slash-think like a guy, though how she should do that, she had no idea. Most men didn’t seem to think about anything beyond their own desires, getting that next brass ring—or keeping their dicks happy. 

	For instance, at least one of the two men standing at the urinals had wanted nothing more than to get into Allie’s pants from the moment they’d met. Even after ending it three years ago, Bobby Peerless still managed to unzip her every few months. They’d go a few weeks, and then Allie’d remember why they broke up, which usually happened when another of Bobby’s girlfriends called to remind her.

	But that wasn’t what made her nails dig into her palms now. They would never last; she knew that. He was a fun roll in the hay, a warm body when the loneliness was too much. But what she hadn’t known when she quit the police academy and sacrificed her personal savings—and her personal life—helping him start the agency, was that his dick wasn’t the only carrot he’d be dangling in front of her.

	“Let me break the news to Allie,” he said now, finishing up the destruction of her life as he zipped, flushed, and moved to the sink. “Then we’ll announce your partnership.”

	“Sure thing.” Another zip and flush.

	Frank Timarco.

	Allie clenched her jaw. Bad enough the women’s room door was stuck again. Worse that Bobby and Frank unknowingly followed her in here and had emptied their bladders while Bobby dropped his bombshell. Worst of all that Frank had gotten her promotion. Four years of her life, literally pissed away. But if Bobby knew she’d overheard, while tending to her own business, it would be too much.

	Please let them leave, she thought, feeling sick as they ripped paper towels from the dispenser, still chatting.

	She would lose the house. Allie’d only found the tiny split-level in South San Francisco by accident and could barely afford the earnest money—twenty thousand dollars—let alone the down payment. The mortgage approval depended on the letter Bobby’d written, swearing her income would increase when she became partner. 

	But the wording he’d used—

	Son-of-a-bitch! 

	He hadn’t even lied; he’d never intended to make her partner and kept the letter vague on purpose: At such time as Ms. Kincade is promoted to full partner—no date mentioned—her income will most certainly increase…

	Hot tears threatened. Dad, I know you said to think before mouthing off. But even you’d agree that now is yelling time, not thinking time. 

	Of course, Patrick Kincade also would’ve been oblivious to his only child’s plight, even if he weren’t dead. How many times had Allie’s mom tried to make a life for them, only to be ripped away by his quest for the ever-elusive university tenure? Even after Sara Jane died when Allie was eight, he’d buried her quickly and moved on again. The only reason he’d stayed more than a year in San Francisco was because he’d died here.

	Bobby and Frank finally exited the bathroom, and Allie performed her own wipe-zip-flush, then gave the stall door vicious kick to open it. “Bastard! Goddamn son-of-a—”

	“Is there a problem?” asked the man using the urinal.

	Allie froze. “What the hell are you doing here?”

	“Isn’t it obvious?” 

	His blond brows snapped together over a nose that slanted, just a bit, downstage left, and Allie’s face heated. In his thirties, he wore expensive jeans and a tan blazer that hugged his broad shoulders. His stance was aggressively wide, and she had to look up to meet his fierce gold-brown gaze. Apparently, even at five-ten, she could still feel petite. 

	He gave himself a shake and tucked the important parts out of sight—not that she was looking—then turned to the sink, jaw set in an uncompromising line.

	“Oh. Sorry,” she managed, suddenly deflated. “Women’s room door is stuck again. I couldn’t hold it, and…” She stopped. “They left. I waited until they left.”

	He tore a towel off with a fast tug. “If you mean the two men here before, they went out as I came in.”

	The heat came back and Allie moved to the other sink. “Right. Well, it’s been nice.”

	His penetrating gaze tracked her in the mirror. “You always beat up the hardware, or is this your first?”

	“Why do you care?”

	“Just making conversation.”

	“In the john? Who knew Club Urinal was such a hotspot.”

	He actually laughed at that, his stony expression melting in a way that sent the heat from her face tingling all over her body. Just like her dad used to do with her mom, turning on the charm when she needed to stay mad.

	She said, “It’s none of your business why I’m here.”

	“Have it your way.” His gaze lingered appreciatively on her own important parts, and he seemed suddenly at ease.

	Which was just plain annoying. “If you’re done browsing, you can leave and let me finish in peace.”

	“Squatter’s rights?” His eyes twinkled, until he saw her expression and reached for the door. “Never mind. Nice meeting you. Let’s do it again sometime. How about the women’s room in an hour?”

	Allie started to tell him off, but he laughed again and escaped. Instead, she splashed water on her neck. It didn’t help. Her brain whirled, replaying Bobby’s words over and over. She faced her pale, taut reflection in the mirror.

	“You’re going to chew Bobby out, aren’t you? Even though you’ll lose your job and the house. Damn it!”

	She’d make him give her the partnership, the raise, the works. She was a good PI, not to mention the money she’d given him to start this place. What a dumb mistake that was. Just like her mom. Bobby couldn’t back out again. She’d get the house—her own little piece of the Bay Area pie. Suburban enough that she could almost afford it, urban enough to make bussing easy. And she’d finally have roots.

	Mom, I wish you were here. You’d be so proud. I’m finally going to have the home you tried to give me.

	If Bobby-the-Prick Peerless thought he could take this from her and give it to Frank, he had another think coming.

	~:~:~

	Matt Wilcox made his way through the austere grey halls of the private investigation firm his boss, Tarek Cassar, had insisted they hire, and thought about the woman in the men’s room. She was mad as hell, ready to murder the first hapless jerk who crossed her path, which happened to be him. Luckily, she’d been too surprised to find him there taking a leak to do any actual damage.

	And she looked like she could do damage.

	Though it’d been nearly three years, Matt’s military training kicked in, and he catalogued everything about her, filing it away for later. Tall with strong arms below the sleeves of her yellow tee. A tee that did nice things to her breasts, like cling to them and show off their bounce. A hint of bare stomach had led his gaze to the waist of her jeans, and from there over her smooth hips to her long, long legs.

	He shook his head. She was right. Her situation was none of his concern. His job was placating Tarek and finding the princesses, so he could get on with his life.

	At least the encounter had added interest to an otherwise wasted day. He entered the waiting area just as Tarek disappeared into one of the offices. Crap. By the time Matt followed him in, Tarek sat in a leather chair across from an ostentatious mahogany desk. He threw Matt a disapproving look; he knew Matt didn’t want to hire a PI, and probably thought he was late from the bathroom on purpose.

	Just to tweak him, Matt leaned against a bookcase on the back wall instead of taking a seat. Besides, standing was easier on his injured leg, though Tarek didn’t know that.

	Peerless—now there was a name to live up to—was one of the men from the john. He smiled at Matt and came from behind the desk to offer his hand. “I’m Bobby. You must be Wilcox. GrimmLand Theme Park police, right?”

	His grip was firm, but his obsequious tone set Matt’s teeth on edge, and his light hair and gray eyes were as bland as his office. Matt extricated his hand and fought the urge to wipe it on his pants. “Security Engineer.”

	“What’s the difference?” 

	“Architectural engineering. I designed the park’s security systems, the entrances and exits, underground maintenance tunnels, stuff like that. I’m not a watch dog.”

	“Interesting.” Peerless flashed a grin obviously meant as buddy-buddy and returned to his seat. “Your friend Tarek here was just filling me in on the disappearances.” 

	Tarek’s jaw tightened, and Matt guessed Peerless hadn’t been given “first name” permission. Good. Maybe the lack of respect would piss Tarek off so they could leave. 

	“Oh? Did he mention the police found no evidence of foul play? What makes you think you will?”

	Peerless said, “Just because they didn’t find anything doesn’t mean there’s nothing to find. Three actresses in a month, gone with no leads? Sounds to me like GrimmLand’s got a problem. A real security problem.”

	“Are you implying this is an inside job?”

	Tarek raised his perfectly manicured hand in a placating gesture. “Forgive my colleague, Mr. Peerless. Mr. Wilcox believes he must solve these heinous crimes himself.” 

	Peerless lifted an eyebrow. “I thought he wasn’t a cop?”

	“He is not. Mr. Wilcox’s contract ends this month, but he feels a certain…obligation to stay. However, I believe hiring a private investigator of your caliber is best.”

	Matt drawled, “Or the cops could be right. Maybe the actresses got bored with their crappy jobs or finally got their big breaks. Happens all the time in LA.”

	Tarek shot Matt a look. “How can you say that? Three cast members vanish in a matter of weeks?” He pulled a handkerchief out and wiped his brow, then folded it meticulously and replaced it. “Two have removed from their apartments, leaving all their possessions behind, and we have been unable to settle their paychecks. Absurd.”

	Peerless cut in, “I’m with you on that one, buddy.” 

	Tarek’s mouth pulled down, but his tone was neutral. “Please, Mr. Peerless. Continue.”

	“Call me Bobby.” When, after a beat, Tarek didn’t reciprocate, Peerless cleared his throat and faced Matt. “I was explaining to Mr. Cassar that I have just the agent for you. I’m announcing a new partner soon or I’d go myself.”

	“Mr. Peerless,” Tarek said. “Perhaps I was unclear. This matter is of the utmost urgency and is also very…delicate. I was told by an agency in San Diego that you specialize in cases requiring discretion. A subordinate will not do; we must have only the highest trained individual. If word of this leaks out, my cousin’s reputation will be ruined.”

	“He’s GrimmLand’s owner, right?” Peerless slid a stack of manila folders closer, opening the top one. “Roland, King of Luradel. Wow. You really related to a king?”

	Tarek answered stiffly, “Our fathers were twins, yes.”

	“Does that make you a prince?”

	“No.”

	“But you’re a member of the, what’s it called, the Royal Court or something, right?”

	“I have only visited Luradel, never lived there.”

	Peerless’s face fell, probably seeing his billables drop without the royal connection. “Right. You were born in—” He rifled through the folder. “Here it is. Zulfiqar. The internet didn’t have much on it. Where is it, again?”

	Tarek’s scowl deepened. “Near Syria, but that is of no consequence. It is Luradel we must consider.”

	“And where’s that?” 

	“North of Austria. Perhaps you know where that is.”

	“Sure. I watched The Sound of Music as a kid.”

	For once Matt didn’t blame Tarek for getting offended. Peerless’s attitude was pretty cavalier for someone who wanted their business, and his knowledge of geography—and-or search engines—was appalling. 

	Besides, Tarek’s late father’s whole family was pushing Tarek to find the missing women before Luradel’s parliament convened in the fall. Matt had only one person on his case: King Roland himself, to whom he owed his life. 

	Still, he’d given too much of that life to Luradel’s infighting. Time to be done with spies, assassins, and kidnappers. He’d put the remodel business on hold twice already; one client had bailed and more would follow. He needed to finish Darlene’s house and start the next one, or the business would be DOA before it was established. 

	And the fastest way to achieve that was to placate Tarek and get back to GrimmLand, so he could uncover the truth.

	Eyes on the prize, Wilcox, eyes on the prize.

	He leaned forward. “Look, whoever does it, we need to find those women. If word gets out that GrimmLand harbors a kidnapper or, God forbid, a serial killer, Roland will be deposed and Luradel will end up in a civil war.”

	Peerless frowned. “I don’t get that. Why?”

	Matt willed himself to be patient. Just because he had been steeped in Luradel’s conflicts so long, they seeped out his pores, didn’t mean anyone else understood them. But if the region wasn’t stabilized, the repercussions for the border where East met West were unthinkable. 

	He said, “Roland built the park for his adult daughter after someone tried to kill him. He wanted to hide her from the factions trying to steal the throne, but he bankrupted the royal coffers funding the park, and if his political enemies learn it’s not secure—that he endangered the princess by sending her to America—they’ll try to depose him.”

	“He spent their money and what’s to show for it?” Peerless asked, showing a glimmer of his reputed smarts, and Matt wondered if some of the smarm was an act.

	“There’s also the problem of the princess herself.”

	Peerless glanced at his notes. “Laurette, right? Age twenty-four, lives at the park?”

	“For now. In a few months, she’ll assume her place as heiress to Luradel’s throne.”

	Tarek shifted, but Matt ignored him. Laurette couldn’t succeed Roland yet, not until he overturned the law forbidding female successorship. And if he were deposed before the parliament voted, the fight for the throne would be bitter and long. With royal inter-marriages, other countries would be dragged into the conflict, including Zulfiqar, as Tarek’s mother’s family might make a claim. 

	Matt continued, “In any case, since we’re here, and Tarek believes you can help, I expect you to assign your top investigator to handle this, fast, and with zero publicity.”

	Peerless nodded. “Of course. The man I have in mind has been with the agency for years.”

	“He must be discreet,” Tarek said. 

	“Absolutely.”

	“And level-headed.”

	“Of course. Every agent at Peerless PI’s is intelligent, professional, and would never crack under pressure.”

	A thump! came from the hall, then a crash!, and for the second time that day, Matt had a door kicked open at him. It bounced off the wall as the woman from the john burst in and shoved everything off Peerless’s desk. His expression went from shocked to shuttered, and Matt would’ve bet the smarm knew exactly what had pissed her off.

	“Allie—babe—this isn’t a good time. I’m with clients.”

	“You bastard!”

	She hadn’t noticed Matt yet, and he sidled along the bookcase for a better view. She was more interesting to look at than he’d originally thought, with short brown hair and elfin features. Her large, dark eyes flashed beneath delicate brows, her cheekbones were high, and her full lips might have been soft and inviting if not pulled back in a snarl.

	She bent to pick up a stack of fallen papers and Matt took the opportunity to admire her rear. Man, jeans looked good on women. Especially her. Then he spied the handgun tucked into her waistband and revised his estimation of her damage-capacity upwards.

	Straightening, she hurled the papers at Peerless, who flung an arm up. “Hey! Knock it off!” 

	She grabbed more papers, and he rose, putting both the chair and desk between them. Tarek scowled and Matt grinned. In Tarek’s opinion, a man who ran from conflict was weak; running from a woman was inexcusable. 

	Matt checked his watch: one-thirty. Excellent. They’d be home by dinner.

	Oblivious to Matt’s schedule, Allie chased Peerless side-to-side across the desk. “How dare you give my partnership to Frank! After all the money and work I put into this agency! You owe me that partnership, Bobby!”

	“Calm down, Allie,” Peerless said, which in Matt’s opinion was the dumbest thing anyone could say to a woman, especially an angry one.

	“I will not calm down! You led me on about the promotion, when you knew I’d lose my house and the earnest money. I’m out twenty grand, all I had left of my dad’s estate, after investing the rest in this agency!”

	“Now listen here—”

	“No, you listen. Give me that partnership or—or—” She paused, vibrating with suppressed rage. “Or I quit.”

	From the rigid set of Tarek’s shoulders, he was not pleased. He might have his issues with equality of the sexes—he wasn’t a fan of female successorship—but he believed women should be treated with respect and courtesy, neither of which Peerless exuded at the moment.

	The jerk put his hands on the back of his chair, damn pleased with himself. “Okay, Allie.” He waited until her shoulders sagged with relief before adding, “But as the saying goes, you can’t quit, ’cause you’re fired.”

	Allie gasped, going stiff again. Her hand twitched toward her gun and Matt contemplated tackling her before she did anything illegal, when abruptly the fight left her. She turned and met Tarek’s flat gaze. Then she saw Matt and froze again. A myriad of emotions crossed her face: recognition, embarrassment, and finally, resignation. 

	She said, “Sorry to barge in on you, er, again. You did say the women’s room, right? My bad. And it hasn’t been an hour yet.” 

	He couldn’t help it. His lips twitched up and her eyes sparked, from humor or rage, he couldn’t tell. But at least she didn’t look so beaten down. 

	Don’t get sucked into the vortex. Besides, what could he do? Unemployment would cover her. She might lose her house and the earnest money—now that was a bitch—but it was hardly the end of the world.

	She walked to the door and left, and Peerless heaved a sigh. “Sorry about Ms. Kincade’s performance there. I assure you my other agents—”

	“It is not a problem,” Tarek said and rose.

	Peerless’s relief was palpable. “I’m glad to hear you say that. The agent I have in mind—”

	“It is not a problem,” Tarek interrupted, “because we are leaving.”

	Yes. Matt pushed off the bookcase.

	Peerless paled, watching their commission vanish in a puff of his own oily smoke. “I swear my other agents—”

	Tarek gave a short bow. “Good day, Mr. Peerless.”

	The asshole hurried around the desk. “Wait. I’ll go myself. Let me announce the partnership—”

	“That will not be necessary,” Tarek said

	Perfect. They’d hop on that company jet—flying was much nicer than driving—and be home in no time. It would be a late dinner, but at least he’d get a minute to relax and have a beer on his deck, before facing it all again tomorrow. 

	Which made Tarek’s next words hurt all the more.

	“Mr. Peerless, I appreciate your efforts. However, I do not want anyone at Peerless PI’s for this case. I have decided to hire Ms. Kincade instead.”

	Peerless looked as stunned as Matt. “You’re joking.”

	Tarek didn’t blink. “She is spirited and resourceful. Why should I not hire her?”

	“Because—she—she’s—” 

	“A loose cannon,” Matt put in, earning a grateful look from the jerk, which he ignored. “If you’re going to do this, at least hire someone who is technically employed as a PI.”

	Tarek remained unfazed. “She will start her own firm.”

	Peerless’s mouth worked like a fish, and Matt thought hiring Allie might be worth it just to screw with him. But sanity prevailed and he tried again. “What about discretion? She just erupted all over her boss. How level-headed is that? Plus, we know zilch about her qualifications.”

	Peerless grasped at this like a lifeline. “She has none. She flunked the SFPD psych test. Twice.” 

	Tarek’s lips curved in an unpleasant smile. “And yet you employed her for how long?”

	Peerless’s Adam’s apple jumped as he tried—and failed—to find a good spin. “Five years,” he said at last.

	“Ah,” Tarek said, and walked out the door and straight to the receptionist’s desk, Matt on his heels. “Excuse me, can you please tell me where I may find Ms. Kincade?”

	News traveled fast. The brunette’s pleasant expression soured and she said, “I believe Ms. Kincade no longer works here. If you like, I can ask Mr. Peerless to—”

	“That is not necessary. Where may I find her desk?”

	Faced with Tarek’s unbending expression, the woman caved. “First aisle. Last desk on the end, by the windows.”

	“Thank you. Good day.”

	Matt hurried after him to Allie’s empty desk. She’d either had little to retrieve or hadn’t wasted time. Or both.

	“Come. We may still catch her,” Tarek said and took off again up the aisle, making Matt feel like he was on one of GrimmLand’s more dizzying roller coasters.

	“Wait—let’s decide if she’s right for the job first.”

	“She is perfect, because she is a woman.”

	Tarek reached the elevators and pressed the button, and Matt stopped in his tracks. “You prefer to hire a woman?”

	“Of course. It is the best solution. She will go undercover as a princess and find the truth.”

	Tarek appeared sane, and yet…his eyes had an odd glint. He’d never chosen a woman over a man for any job. And Matt had never seen him so determined to hire anyone so clearly unstable, regardless of sex. Either way, Matt would be working with her. It would’ve been bad enough familiarizing a PI with the park’s layout and security. But for Allie to go undercover, she’d need hours of training, on everything from park history to timekeeping. 

	If she took the job. But why wouldn’t she, when Tarek, through Roland, had such deep pockets? 

	“Hell,” he muttered as the elevator opened. 

	“Come again?” 

	“Nothing.” 

	Matt stabbed the button for the lobby. As they began their descent, he felt the vortex sucking him in after all. 

	So much for my deck and my beer. 



	
 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Two 

	 

	Allie made it out to the parking lot, clutching one small cardboard box of her work stuff, before the fury quit sustaining her and stark terror took its place. She stopped next to her dad’s ancient hatchback—the only thing of his she had left besides his books—and dropped the box, then sagged against the car. 

	What the hell have I done? 

	At least with a job, she might get the house. But with no income and no savings, she was screwed with a capital S. Maybe Bobby’d never make her partner, but he paid well, and she liked her job—liked the people she worked with. 

	Well, she liked the other people she worked with.

	Still, Bobby wasn’t all bad, and technically, he’d never said the partnership was hers. He’d hinted, and she’d assumed. The strong, kick-ass part of her suggested that the promotion was hers, regardless. But the emotional, terrified-of-financial-ruin part was stuck on, Why the hell didn’t you suck it up until you got the house and found a new job, before telling the old boss to shove it?

	She bumped the back of the car with her hip, then waited while the hatch decided if it would open or not. It released and rose an inch. With another nudge and the groan of dry hinges, it opened enough for her to drop the box on top of the preexisting junk before she slammed it shut again. 

	What now? She’d violated Patrick Kincade’s Number One Rule of Economics: Never count your chicks before they hatch. She’d known she might not get the promotion, but she’d banked on the raise that went with it anyway.

	Her cell rang, the screen showing her realtor’s number. Perfect timing. “Hello?”

	“Allie.” Rianna sounded way too cheerful. “You busy?”

	“Um. Not exactly.”

	“Great. Meet me at the house in half an hour? I found an inspector who can come today. If it passes and everything’s a go with the owner’s contingency, you could move in by Labor Day.”

	Allie straightened, heart pounding. “That soon?”

	She felt Rianna’s smile through the phone. “Yes. Your very own home, yard, the works. Speaking of which, my landscape guy called. He’s giving you a very good rate on breaking up the side patio so you can have your garden.”

	Allie couldn’t breathe. Her garden. She’d had one once, back before her mother died—before her dad’s job as an Econ professor forced Allie to move with him every year or two, dragging her poor potted plants with her. So optimistic; they clung to life in their tight confines, and she’d yearned to set them free, to give them room to grow. 

	She’d almost given up on that dream. Now, here she was, a mere seven weeks—and one job—away from having not just a garden, but a whole yard.

	Rianna said, “So you’ll be there? I don’t want you to worry, but the seller had another offer. You’re still in first place. Don’t panic. But it would be good to play nice, show him your offer’s strong, and that we can close quickly.” 

	Allie swallowed. It will all work out. She’d get another job, or two, or three. Whatever it took to not lose this house.

	“Yes,” she said firmly. “I’ll be there.”

	“Wonderful! There’s one more thing. The owner wants to add a clause to your contract about the earnest money…”

	Allie listened with half an ear as the door to the building opened, and the men from Bobby’s office strode out. The shorter one made a beeline for her, while Bathroom Guy followed reluctantly. His jaw was even tighter than before, and she wondered if she’d imagined his encouragement. 

	Outside, his clothes were even more Chi-Chi; his loafers alone probably cost more than her car. His buddy wore a white suit and maroon silk shirt that flattered his olive complexion, and his black mustache and elegant hands were well-groomed. Both men had hefty gold rings on their right hands, probably for some exclusive men’s club involving Cuban cigars and high-stakes poker games.

	“Allie, you there?” Rianna’s voice cut into her thoughts.

	The men arrived, waiting as she said into the phone, “Sorry, yes. But I have to go. I’ll see you at the house.”

	Rianna said quickly, “And you’ll sign the addendum? It’s a bit unusual, but with the new backup offer and housing so tight around here, I think it’s a good idea.”

	“Yeah, sure. No problem. Anything to get my garden.”

	Allie hung up and the shorter man stepped forward. He had a hawkish nose and aristocratic features. “Ms. Kincade? I am Tarek Cassar. I wish to say that the episode upstairs was most regrettable.”

	Allie felt herself flush. “Sorry about that. Again.” 

	“Do not concern yourself. We understand.”

	“You do?”

	Bathroom Guy’s expression hadn’t changed. For some reason, she couldn’t get a bead on him. In their grand total of two encounters, he’d been mad, amused, encouraging, and mad again. Yet he also seemed at home in his own skin, like no matter where he found himself, he belonged. 

	Or maybe he was just too good-looking. Like Bobby, but with more “there” there. 

	She glanced away. “Mr. Cassar—”

	“Please, call me Tarek.”

	Bathroom Guy shot Cassar a surprised look, then grimaced and checked his watch. Tarek stared pointedly, and Bathroom Guy said, “Sorry. Hoping to hurry this up.”

	You and me both, Allie thought. To Tarek she said, “Is there something I can do for you? I have an appointment.”

	He bowed. “I will be brief. I am most sorry for any distress Mr. Peerless caused you, but I believe I may be able to help.”

	“What? You help me?”

	Bathroom Guy frowned some more, and Allie gave up. Tarek was easier. He beamed now, pleased with himself, or with her, she wasn’t sure which. 

	“Yes. It is clear that you are in need of employment.”

	“I can’t argue with that. But, er, what do you need?”

	“A princess. The job is yours, if you will take it.” 

	~:~:~

	Matt choked on a laugh as Allie’s expression went blank with astonishment. Tarek, with his usual disdain for “needless details,” said nothing further. Matt would have to elaborate before she booked it—or pulled her gun on them. Stepping forward, he held out his hand. 

	“I think it’s time we met. Matt Wilcox.”

	“Allie Kincade.” She shook his hand firmly, though her expression remained wary. A sprinkling of freckles on her make-up-free face added to her pixie-like appearance. Her dark eyelashes drew him in to clear, green eyes with emerald flecks that weren’t visible in the bathroom fluorescents, and he lost himself for a minute.

	Allie withdrew her hand, and Matt gave himself a mental shake. “Tarek and I work for GrimmLand Theme Park in Southern California. Ever hear of it?”

	“I think so. Opened a year ago by the king of some tiny country, to give his baby girl her own personal Disn—”

	Matt raised a hand. “Don’t say that name. Hearing about the competition pisses Tarek off.”

	“I see. Sorry. Didn’t mean to offend.”

	Tarek said graciously, “You did not know.”

	In the three years since Matt met him in Luradel, Tarek had never shown such interest in a woman, most of whom he treated like chattel. So why now?

	Matt pushed the question aside. “Back on topic. Like other character-based theme parks, GrimmLand employs actors who can’t get a better gig. Because of our location, we’re even farther down the pecking order.”

	Tarek pursed his lips, but Matt focused on Allie. He might be rusty, but he’d say she was warming to them. Or at least not inclined to shoot them. Yet.

	“What’s wrong with your location? Where is the park?”

	“Mecca.” 

	She waited for the punch line, then said, “You’re joking. There’s a place called Mecca, California?”

	“Yes.”

	“And a king built a theme park there because his baby girl has a thing for mouse ears?”

	“More or less.” 

	“But now something bad happened, which makes you think you need a private investigator?”

	This was the tricky part. “Maybe,” Matt began, but Tarek cut him off. 

	“Ms. Kincade, three of our female cast members have vanished. You must go undercover and determine what has happened to them, before another princess disappears.”

	The you’re-a-whack-job look came back, but this time she directed it at Tarek. “GrimmLand is losing princesses? And you want me to find them?”

	“Yes. Most definitely I want you, starting right away.”

	“I can’t believe I’m asking this, but who has disappeared so far?”

	“Rapunzel, Cinderella, and a Little Red Cap.”

	The corners of Allie’s mouth twitched up and she turned to Matt. “He’s kidding, right?”

	“Unfortunately, no. All three women were—” He searched for a PC term, finally settling on, “—difficult. The first and third, especially, thought GrimmLand was beneath them, and it’s likely they found better jobs and just…left.”

	One of her eyebrows shot up. “Without giving notice?”

	Matt shrugged. “It happens.”

	Tarek said, “I am sorry Ms. Kincade, but time is of the essence. My associate believes we should handle this internally. But I believe an outsider will be more objective and a better use of park resources. Speaking of which…” 

	He sized up Allie, then her car, which was too old to determine the make, much less the model. He removed the company checkbook from his suit coat and opened it. 

	“GrimmLand will be most grateful for your services, Ms. Kincade. Because your life will be disrupted by leaving today, adequate compensation is a must. I believe fifty thousand dollars plus expenses is reasonable.”

	Allie’s jaw dropped, and Matt’s followed suit. What the hell? They would’ve paid Peerless at most half that.

	Allie cleared her throat. “Did you say—”

	“Fifty thousand,” Tarek repeated, uncapping a pen and beginning to write. “Twenty-five now, with the rest once the missing women are located. And the perpetrator of this heinous crime, of course.” He tore off the check, then raised a determined gaze to her uncertain one. “I believe we could offer a further twenty-five—a bonus, if you will—should you resolve this in, shall we say, a timely manner?”

	Allie stared at him, then asked Matt, “Is he for real?”

	When Tarek made up his mind, arguing was pointless. “King Roland’s coffers run deep. If the women have been kidnapped—or worse—it’d be a huge political fiasco.”

	Tarek held the check out, and Allie read the numbers on it and swallowed. Her hand rose, then dropped again. When she spoke, it sounded like she needed to convince herself more than anything. “What do the police say about all this?”

	Tarek said scornfully, “They think I am a crazy foreigner. They found nothing ‘suspicious’ and will do nothing further.”

	At Allie’s inquisitive glance, Matt admitted, “There isn’t much to go on. No signs of forced entry into the women’s apartments, no ransom notes, and to date, none of their families have reported them missing. Just us.”

	Tarek checked his watch. “Please. The details will come later. You have proven yourself energetic and resourceful. You are exactly what we need.”

	“Sorry. You guys look respectable, but how do I know any of this is real?”

	“Ms. Kincade, would I invent such a tale? If Mr. Wilcox and I wished to harm you, would it not be simpler to hit you on the head and carry you to our limousine?” 

	Allie glanced at the long, black limo they’d rented for the drive from the airport. “Okay. But…today? I can’t, even if I wanted to. I’m late for a meeting with my realtor.”

	“Ah, yes. Your house. With no job, the bank will decline your mortgage, yes? But with a nice cushion…” 

	He held the check out further, and Allie swallowed again. She obviously still thought they were nuts, but she needed the cash. “I really can’t cancel my appointment…” 

	Tarek waited, the glint of victory in his eye. 

	“It would have to be Southern California in July.” When Tarek still didn’t speak, she eyed him cautiously. “I’ll have to get the post office to hold my mail.”

	Tarek smiled triumphantly. “You will come tonight then. Matt will ride down with you.”

	Matt rounded on him. “What?”

	“It is a simple solution. Ms. Kincade and I have appointments we cannot cancel. You have no such commitment. And someone must explain the details to her.”

	“But—” My beer. My deck. My dinner.

	Tarek said to Allie, “You will complete your business. Then Mr. Wilcox will drive down with you and go over all that is necessary for you to start on the case. Agreed?”

	Allie nodded, taking the check and appearing more dazed than before.

	“Very good.” Tarek turned to Matt. “I will arrange a room for Ms. Kincade at the resort. You will inform me when she has arrived, regardless of the hour.” To Allie, he gave a polite bow. “It has been a pleasure. I will see you first thing in the morning, after you have breakfasted.”

	Tarek left, crossing to the limo where the waiting chauffer sealed him inside before returning to the cab and driving them away. Headed, no doubt, for the airport and the private jet that would take Tarek down to Roland’s personal airstrip in Mecca. Matt turned back to Allie and her beat up two-door hatchback and her crazy all-over-the-map energy, and thought, Vortex: one, Matt: zero.

	Allie tore her gaze from the check and blinked when she realized Tarek had gone. “Is he always like that?”

	“Pretty much. Does this thing even run?” Matt moved to the car, reaching for the passenger door.

	“Don’t touch that!”

	Matt jumped, his fingers jerking reflexively on the handle, and the whole door yanked free, clattering to the pavement and narrowly missing his foot. Matt swore as the parking attendant hoofed it out of his booth, yelling and waving his arms, bent on saving Allie from Matt’s unintentional attack. Allie herself simply glared at him. Just because he’d maimed a car that already had so many dents, a sledgehammer couldn’t make it worse. At this rate, it’d be midnight before he got to the resort, not to mention the hour’s drive home from there. And it was his foot the door almost crushed.

	“Perfect.” He stooped to retrieve the rusty hunk of metal. “This will be so much nicer than flying.” 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Three

	 

	Allie merged onto 101 South, then nursed the car into fifth gear. Satisfied nothing else was about to fall off—like the engine—she peeked at Matt. During the thirty minutes he and the parking attendant had worked to duct-tape the door back on, he’d barely glanced at her. Now, he scowled out the window, arms crossed, legs scrunched almost to his chest thanks to the passenger seat’s broken sliders.

	“Some place you’d rather be?”

	“Anywhere but here, princess.” He kept his eyes on the road, absently twisting his gold signet ring. It was so large it would dwarf her thumb, and was engraved with an ornate “R” surrounded by three tiny birds.

	“Funny. I’d rather be here than anywhere else. Well, not here in this car. Here in San Francisco.” He just fiddled with the ring some more, so she said, “Want to know where we’re going?”

	“Not really.” 

	Nothing to say to that, but it was weird driving in total silence with a large, angry stranger. She’d removed her gun from her waistband, but it was under the seat within easy reach. Not that Matt seemed dangerous, but just in case. 

	She tried again. “I’m buying a house. I have—” He grunted, inching farther away, and she blew out a breath. “Not the chit-chat type?”

	“Pretty much, princess,” he said, missing her glare because he still wouldn’t look at her.

	“Don’t call me that.”

	Finally he turned a gimlet eye on her. “What should I call you?”

	“How about just Allie?”

	“Okay, Just Allie.”

	This time he caught the glare, but they were having an actual dialogue, so she let it pass. “And…? What do I call you? Mr. Wilcox?”

	“I’m Matt, you’re Allie. I don’t want to be here, I’d much rather be in San Diego, but Tarek’s the boss, so I’ll play nice. All right?”

	“Fine.” 

	Just to tweak him, Allie changed lanes fast, squeaking onto the exit-ramp in front of a trucker who honked loudly. Matt reached for the oh-shit handle, and she hid a smile. 

	“So. Where are we going?” he asked as she moved onto city streets.

	“My house. The one I’m buying.”

	Matt looked dubiously at the endless warehouses passing by. “Maybe I should ask where we are.”

	“South San Francisco. It gets better farther in.” He raised an eyebrow, and she tamped down her irritation. “It’s not the prettiest place on the planet, but it’s affordable. Kind of. Around here, that’s the main deciding factor.”

	“Where I come from, form and function matter more than pinching pennies.”

	“That’s obvious,” she said under her breath. Somehow, while wrestling with her car door, his expensive suede blazer had repelled every ounce of grease, unlike her cheap jeans and shirt, which seemed to attract dirt and debris. 

	He scowled again. “What?”

	“Nothing. Never mind.” 

	She turned down her street—her street—would the thrill ever go away? Then she caught Matt’s eye and realized he expected her to elaborate. She pulled up behind Rianna’s black sedan and killed the engine.

	“Look, you seem like an okay guy. But all the men who come up from LA or San Diego have the same attitude.”

	“Which is?”

	“If something’s pretty, price doesn’t matter. But if not, why waste your time?”

	“Is that right? I guess you think you’re safe, then.”

	“What’s that supposed to mean?”

	His gaze dropped to her beat-up sneakers then trailed up her jeans to her t-shirt, lingering on her curves, before moving to the column of her throat, and finally, to her bare face. Something flared in the molten gold of his eyes, and Allie felt heat flooding everywhere. 

	When he spoke, the deep timbre of his voice resonated through her like the hum of a tuning fork. “Sometimes, no matter how hard you try, you just can’t hide what’s inside.”

	Time stopped, and for a heartbeat, she wondered what might have happened if she’d taken more care with her appearance. Then his expression went bland again. 

	“Let’s get this over with so I can go home.”

	Allie’s heart resumed beating with a shuddering lurch, and she scrambled out of the car. “Geez. You’re a real grump, you know that?” 

	“Better an ogre than a princess.” 

	She bit back a retort and slammed the door, then took a calming breath. He’d obviously meant to piss her off. Why let him ruin her mood? She was here, at her house, which she could suddenly afford again. Could life be any better?

	Then she saw Matt glowering across the seats at her through the dirty car window and thought, Okay, I could have a car with working doors and sliders, and an engine that doesn’t bleed parts. 

	First things first: get the house, then fix the car.

	She opened her door. “Sorry. If you hadn’t yanked it…” 

	He looked even more ogre-like, so she shut up and waited while he struggled to heave all six-foot-plus of himself across the gear shift and driver’s seat. It was not a pretty sight. By the time he was out, Rianna had gotten out of her car and waited nearby. 

	As usual, her blonde hair was in a loose chignon with just the right amount of tendrils swirling near her pale throat. Her sleeveless silk shell and cream wool skirt were as carefully chosen as Matt’s ensemble, and for the first time in a while, Allie wished she hadn’t thrown on whatever was on the floor by her bed when she woke up this morning.

	Matt eyed the house, a boxy two-story pink stucco with a red tile roof, and shook his head. Too plebeian, no doubt. Still, she hadn’t shared it with anyone besides Rianna, and his reaction hurt more than she wanted to admit. Then he turned his gaze on Rianna, and it warmed visibly. Men. Luckily, most things could be accomplished without them.

	Rianna had different opinions on this, and she gave Matt a slow smile. “Allie, you didn’t tell me you were bringing a…friend.” 

	“Business associate.” Matt smiled also. “And she didn’t mention her realtor was so…” His glance swept over Rianna much as he’d checked Allie out minutes ago, but this time he did it with obvious approval. “…professional.”

	Rianna laughed and touched his arm, and Allie tried not to feel like a third wheel at her own home inspection. Difficult, since Matt also hit it off with the inspector, who arrived moments later. Just because Matt had degrees in architecture and engineering, and was remodeling his own house, did that mean he got to monopolize her inspector?

	And would it kill Rianna to ask if Allie was interested in Matt—not that she was—before extending her claws?

	By the time Matt and the inspector climbed onto the roof for a once-over, Rianna finally noticed Allie’s mood. Maybe because Allie stomped out of the dining room after Rianna slipped Matt a card with her home number on it.

	“Hey.” Rianna followed her into the kitchen. “I didn’t mean to muzzle in on you and Matt. Say the word, and I’ll drop out of the picture.”

	Allie gave up and acknowledged the inevitable. “Thanks. But really, it is just business.”

	“If you’re sure.” Rianna’s perfect brows wrinkled. “Everything else okay?”

	Allie hesitated. Should she ’fess up about her job? The mortgage was in process, and the bank would find out eventually. But was there some obscure law, requiring Rianna to disclose that Allie’s offer might vanish in a puff of unemployed smoke? If so, it wouldn’t matter if she informed the bank or not, as the owner would reject her immediately and go with the backup offer.

	“I’m fine,” she said at last. “Just not a big fan of LA.”

	“Me, either. But you’ll be in a swanky resort, with all your meals catered. Plus, if you get bored, there’s always The Rock.”

	“The who?” Matt asked, coming in from the backyard.

	Allie’s face flamed. Apparently, a pitcher of margaritas and a real estate contract did not a friendship make. But it did loosen the tongue and let down the inhibitions. 

	Rianna turned invitingly to Matt. “Just another of Allie’s…friends.”

	Matt’s brows furrowed. “The pro wrestler?”

	Rianna smiled archly. “I believe there’s wrestling involved, yes.” She looked like she might continue, but she was on the make and drew Matt’s attention back off Allie. “Never mind. Just girl talk. How’s the roof?”

	The inspector came in then, and the three of them launched into a discussion over whether Allie should ask for a roofing allowance or not. At first, Allie tried to participate, but who could compete with three people so passionate about tile versus slate versus shake? All she wanted was the house. Who cared what topped it off?

	At last, everything was in order. Rianna promised to call after the owner reviewed the inspector’s report and to get her a copy of the revised contract. Then Rianna reminded Matt he’d promised to call her the next time he was up north. Matt said he would, then followed Allie out.

	As they walked away, Rianna called to Allie, “And don’t forget to take The Rock! I hear purple’s very in now.”

	“Why didn’t I keep my mouth shut?” Allie muttered, moving ahead so Matt couldn’t see her face. On the other hand, packing The Rock probably would be a good idea. The way things were going, she might need a distraction. 

	At the car, she could tell Matt wanted to drive so he wouldn’t have to climb over the seats again, but she wasn’t feeling charitable. To his credit, he got in without complaint. Though her mood had worsened, his had improved. Flirting with perky blonde realtors probably did that to a guy.

	Then his cell rang and he answered it, murmuring to someone named Gillian that he “didn’t have plans,” and he’d call her tomorrow. Probably his girlfriend, though he’d been pretty abrupt with her. Had he made a full disclosure to Rianna? Not that she’d care; flings were her thing, and she wasn’t particular about monogamy. 

	Allie decided to mind for her, and made a fast U-turn that flung Matt hard against the window with a satisfying thunk. He righted himself, then shot her a quizzical look, which she ignored, and they finished the drive in silence. When they reached her apartment twenty minutes later, he crawled gamely back out of the car, then contemplated the small, dirty, two-story white fourplex, not hiding his distaste. Well, who needed his good opinion, anyway?

	She turned toward the stairs and came face to face with her landlord stepping out of his ground floor apartment. His round head was so red with anger, the color showed through his bottle-black comb-over, and his scraggly gray eyebrows drew down above his watery blue eyes. He wore the too-small t-shirt that was all the rage for pot-bellied older men living alone, and his wrinkled green madras shorts complemented his ancient Birkenstocks.

	“Allie,” he began, waving a white envelope at her, but she cut him off.

	“Henry, this is my—” She stopped just in time. New employer was a dead giveaway that the old one hadn’t worked out, a fact he could do without. She put on her best fiscally-responsible expression. “—new client, Matt Wilcox.”

	Matt lifted a hand to shake, but Henry ignored him. “Allie, we had a deal. I let you slide on the rent so you could make your down payment on your house.”

	“I know, and I appreciate it. You know I’m good for it.”

	“Actually, I don’t. Maybe I let you slide before, and you paid up. But this is too much. Three months. You said you’d pay me after one. Even before that, you were late most of the time.” He shook the envelope at her. “This morning, the SFPUC called. If I don’t shut off the water to your apartment, they’ll cut off the whole building. And PG&E says you didn’t pay your electric, either.”

	Allie’s face burned. “I can pay it! I just got an advance.” She pulled Tarek’s check from her pocket. “See? I can pay you, the utilities, all of it.”

	“Too late,” Henry snarled, and Allie’s heart sank.

	She had to leave the apartment eventually. But it’d been home for two years, longer than she’d lived anywhere else, and she’d hoped to leave on a good note.

	Matt shifted, but she couldn’t tell if he was irritated on her behalf or because his getaway was delayed. Seeing her get fired wasn’t enough—he had to witness this, too?

	Henry pushed the envelope into her hand, his stubby fingers forcing hers to close around it. “You’ve been here two years. Now I’m giving you two weeks. Your house won’t close by then, but you’ll figure something out.”

	He stomped back into his apartment. 

	“Great,” she muttered. “Just perfect.”

	Matt opened his mouth and she shook her head. Sympathy would only make it worse, and if he wasn’t sympathetic… Well, better to cut him off, either way. “It’s fine. I’ll stay in a hotel. I needed to move out anyway.”

	He frowned. “Can he do that?”

	Allie stepped onto the antiquated metal stairs leading to the second story. “Fastest way to raise the rent is to kick the current tenant out.”
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