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There were enough cops per square inch in that place that she ought to be frightened, except this time she hadn’t done anything. Standing on the wet pavement, her red patent heels reflecting in the puddles, she scooped one hand through her long, blonde hair and contemplated the next ten minutes.

“Twelve cops. Five married.” She eyed the crowd. “Three divorced. Three dating ... one, the girl on the end. And ... bingo ... Hello, Cutie,” she mumbled to herself.

The last one was single, and the party inside was about him. Promotion, she’d guess.

Mashing her lips together, she inhaled then grasped hold of the door handle and tugged. The raucous crowd of men leaned toward each other, drinks clutched in their hands, the one to Cutie’s immediate right slapping him on the back. Interestingly enough, Cutie didn’t have a drink, and from his posture, was uncomfortable being around the others who did. 

She rolled that around in her head.

He was submitting. They wanted to throw him the party, but he didn’t particularly want to be there.

Her skirt swayed seductively as she walked to his side. There, one elbow finding the counter, she leaned his way. His head turned along with those of the next four cops nearby.

“My congratulations,” she said.

One eyebrow rose. 

Hotcakes, he was cute. She’d under-assessed. Thick arms, the result of, she’d bet, many hours in the gym, close-cropped blonde hair, and hazel eyes that begged her to swim in them. Plus, those lips. Lips you wanted on you ... somewhere.

“Tell me, Officer, or is it Detective now?” She paused with her question.

He angled himself her way more, one arm pressed to the counter.

“Detective,” he replied.

“Tell me, Detective,” she began again, “if a pretty girl walks up to you when you’re with your friends and offers to take you some place special, do you take her up on it?”

His mouth crooked, amusement rising on his face. The others behind him laughed and, again, came the pat on the back. He jostled forward.

“Depends,” he replied. “How long will we be gone?”

Flashing him a teasing smile, she trailed two fingers across the back of his hand and up his sleeve. “An hour, maybe less, if you’re good.”

This brought a howl from his buddies, all now half-sloshed.

She halted her fingers at the crook of his elbow, and he reached for them, lifting them into his. His palm was warm, his pulse steady.

“Call it an investigation,” she said. 

He seemed to take that in and stood to his feet, not releasing her hand. Without a glance at his buddies, he led her out of the bar back onto the street and to the left, out of view of anyone. Here, he spun her around and pressed her to the wall.

His friendly expression changed to one hard and impenetrable. “Spill.”

She pushed against his arm, laid horizontal over her chest. “Listen, Detective,” she snapped. “Relax. I got something that’s worth your while.”

His jaw tight, he didn’t respond, and she wriggled beneath his grip.

“A body,” she added.

His countenance changed, his gaze lightening, and he relaxed, but never fully let her go. She tossed her head.

“You found a body?” he asked.

She nodded. “Could’ve walked away, but didn’t. I do have a conscience.”

“Why not call it in?” he asked.

She chewed on the corner of her lip. Raising her hand, she mashed her palm to his chest. He was firm, and she’d bet sculpted. Heat flashed up her spine, a fine sweat breaking out on her skin.

“That’s the thing,” she said. “It’s how I found it.”

The reflection in his eyes seemed to flicker, and she could almost hear his thoughts.

He held her in place a moment longer, then pulled himself up, returning his hands to his sides. She rubbed her upper arms, willing the burn of his grip away.

“Show me,” he said. One hand went to his belt, curving over his holster.

He didn’t trust her, and that was expected. If she was him, on the good-side of the law, she wouldn’t either. 

His instincts would be how he got his promotion, and obviously, he’d seen through her pick-up lines but been curious enough to play along.

Walking ahead of him, she moved down the sidewalk to the alley she’d been in earlier, the click of her heels reverberating against the walls of the buildings on either side. Circling a trash dumpster, she skipped a few steps, coming to a halt beneath an emergency ladder dangling over a locked door. She glanced up, then back at him.

“You can look at the merchandise. Might be the only glimpse you get.” 

He stared at her, once again, amused.

Taking hold of the ladder, she dragged it down and climbed the first rung. A draft of air blew beneath her skirt, sending the polka-dotted fabric to her waist. She ignored the exposure, halting three rungs up to glance down. 

“I promise this isn’t a trick,” she called. “Stand there, and I’ll let you in.”

His face was hard to read from that distance, so she refocused upward, continuing onto the landing, where a boarded window prevented access, then climbing over the rickety iron rail onto a ledge. The toes of her shoes hard against the bricks, she balanced herself, sliding gingerly four feet or so to an open window where she slipped inside. 

The darkness of the building embraced her. Allowing her eyes to adjust, she moved out of the empty room and down a set of stairs to the right, at the bottom slinging open the door. She motioned for him, and he followed her inside. 

“That was ... interesting,” he said, his mouth quirked.

She paused to meet his gaze. “I hope so.”

This made his smile expand briefly. Then the cop side of him re-emerged. Turning his head left to right, he glanced at the narrow entrance and the stairway going up.

“Nobody and nothing up there,” she said, “except the body.”

Which left her in a mess, but she’d work that out. Why the woman was laying smashed in up there was the first mystery, the second involved the missing artwork, and the cop ought to know about that, too.

Revolving in place, she headed back upstairs, but instead of going through the room where she’d entered, she continued forward, hooking a right into a large open loft. She halted, and the cop came up behind. His breath blew warm on her neck, heightening the moisture on her skin.

“Where’d she go?” she asked, her voice loud in the space. She whirled, waving one arm outward. “She was right here.”

The cop leaned on one hip.

“You’ve gotta believe me. A dead woman was right there not twenty minutes ago. Look ...” Dashing forward, she knelt at the general location and eyed the boards. “Blood.” 

The cop stepped forward, crouching at her side. “Specks. Fresh, less than two hours.”

“See? But where is she?”

“You’re sure she was dead?”

She glared at him, her mouth pressed tight. “I know a dead person when I see one. Her head was caved in. Plus, the artwork’s gone.”

Leaning his weight on one leg, he dangled his hand over his knee. “Artwork?”

She eyed him. This was the part of the explanation she wasn’t sure she should give. This could get her in a world of trouble. Then again, what choice did she have?

“How ’bout we play us a game,” she began.

Curiosity formed on his brow, and he tilted his head. “A game?”

“Mmm. Cops and robbers. You be the cop.” She halted, taking a breath, “and I’ll be the robber.”

His gaze settled on her face. 

Her ankles aching, she stood to her feet, smoothing her skirt. He rose beside her.

“Let’s say there were supposed to be three valuable paintings up here,” she continued, “and I was sent to retrieve them.”

“Paintings?”

She motioned toward the wall. “Hanging right over there. Original pieces worth some quarter of a million dollars.”

Disbelief suspended in his voice, he followed the direction of her hand. “In an abandoned building? Just on the wall for anyone to steal?”

“No one knew they were worth anything. They were covered up with other cheap pieces, hidden. I was supposed to take them to their owner.”

He stared at her for a minute, crossing his arms over his chest.

“But ...” she continued, “when I got here they were gone, and now, the dead woman, who was here, is gone as well. Somebody obviously lifted the paintings before me, killing her in the process, then covered for themselves.”

“Why should I believe you?” he asked.

Startled by his tone, her brows drew together. 

“I see no body,” he said, “although there is blood, but not enough to indicate a wound like you’ve described. No paintings, nor any evidence of paintings. Nothing but a very attractive woman who picked me up in a bar then shinnied into a building wearing high heels and a skirt.”

A flame flashed in her gut. “You think I’m lying.”

“I don’t know what to think.”

She stared at him for a moment, several choices tossing in her head. She narrowed the gap between them. Her chin tipped, she brought her mouth close to his. “What if I can prove it?”

“You have proof?”

“Of the paintings. Think you and me alone together for a few hours. I’ll let you see my assets.” She could taste his breath on her tongue, smell a hint of his cologne.

He raised one hand to her cheek, his touch light, then shifted it to the back of her head. Cradling it, he turned her face upward. “I really would like to see your assets.”

She smiled. “I thought so. Beneath the badge is a man.”

His grip tightened, and she winced. 

“Who says I was talking about the man?” he asked. “I’m first and foremost a cop. I don’t get personal with suspects.”

She glared at him. “I’m a suspect? I brought you here. Why would I do that and cast suspicion on myself? Plus, you want to get personal.”

He held her a few seconds longer before letting her go. She rubbed her palm over the back of her head.

“What I want will have to wait,” he said. “Until I know who you are, you’re a suspect.”

“I can solve that then,” she said. “Name’s Olivia Dircks. And that’s my actual name.”

He eyed her, his face flashing his thoughts. “Detective Justin Cahill,” he replied.

She smiled. “Nice to meet you, Detective. You have no idea how much.”
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“Olivia Dircks.” The redhead behind the desk typed rapidly into her computer keyboard and tapped enter. Her screen flashed and a picture of the girl who’d pulled him out of the bar appeared along with an interesting list of charges. “She’s an art thief,” the redhead added.

Spinning the monitor around, she treated Detective Cahill to a good view of its contents.

“Twenty-eight, from Atlanta, master’s degree in art education, convicted of ...” He whistled. “She stole from the Pinchot Museum? That heist was huge.”

Reclining in her chair, the redhead’s green-eyed gaze sharpened. “You say she picked you up at the party?”

“Came onto me, and when I took her outdoors, said she’d found a body.” Then treated him to a really nice view of her underthings, which he’d never forget.
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