
  
    
      DEFCON DARCY

      A Teenage Sleuth Thriller

    

    
      
        A. J. LAPE

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2015 by A. J. Lape

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      ISBN-13: 978-0-9882641-6-8

      Cover by Qamber Designs

    

  


  
    
      To the best parents in the world who have always been on call 24/7. I love you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. True Confessions

      

      
        2. Necessary Evil

      

      
        3. Gilded Cage

      

      
        4. Torture Chamber

      

      
        5. The F-word

      

      
        6. The Fifth Amendment

      

      
        7. Joy Juice

      

      
        8. Chasing Phantoms

      

      
        9. Stuck in Reverse

      

      
        10. Bullet Dodged

      

      
        11. Jane Q. Public

      

      
        12. Life, Interrupted

      

      
        13. Curious George

      

      
        14. Breaking and Entering

      

      
        15. The Contagion Effect

      

      
        16. Triple Threat

      

      
        17. Time Warp

      

      
        18. The Death Knell

      

      
        19. The Pressure Cooker

      

      
        20. Judas Kiss

      

      
        21. Stranger Danger

      

      
        22. Stockholm Syndrome

      

      
        23. Daddy Dearest

      

      
        24. The Underground

      

      
        25. The Second Amendment

      

      
        26. Scarlett O’Hara

      

      
        27. Old Habits Die Hard

      

      
        28. The Raven

      

      
        29. Coming Clean

      

      
        30. Survival of the Fittest

      

      
        31. The Walking Dead

      

      
        32. Fate, Luck, or the Will of God

      

      
        Epilogue: Wildcard and Pixie

      

    

    
      
        Foolproof

      

      
        Note from the Author

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by A. J. Lape

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter One


          

          
            TRUE CONFESSIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      Maybe I should have a sex change operation.

      A sex change operation might be the answer to becoming anonymous again. Here lately, guys noticed me—a fact that not only befuddled me but the legitimately gorgeous girls of Valley High School. To my right, Ben Ryan acted as though he’d cuff my wrists and force a marriage proposal. To my left, Jagger Cane looked like he’d jump in my pants and teach me the ways of the world. I had no intention of losing my V-card anytime soon, and if I did? Well, that led to the third guy who made my love triangle an official square. It would be with my best friend who was now my official boyfriend. Yup, in a rare moment of insanity, I agreed to be the regular kissing partner of the hottest guy I’d ever met. And let me confess, there had been some great kissing. Total. Spiritual. Awakening. But I was truly out of my league because if the world thought Ben Ryan and Jagger Cane were naughty dream material, Dylan Taylor was the benchmark on things that would make your girl parts quiver.

      Like I said. Too many guys.

      For a girl who swore to her father she would remain a virgin for life.

      Why did I stay with Dylan? For one thing, he wasn’t a fastard—that was Darcyspeak for a guy who fed a girl a line of bull, only for her to find out he shoveled the same crap to other unsuspecting victims. But with Dylan? Sigh. His words were genuine. He could kiss with the endurance of an Olympic athlete, and let’s face it, he was big, bad, and deadly—number one on my zombie apocalypse team if the world ever came to that. The problem was, love sucks. When you loved someone, you should step aside and let that person evolve into what he or she was intended to be—their dreams should become yours. The challenge was to find that delicate balance of give and take where more often than not you were on the same page. All last semester, Dylan and I bickered because our relationship had failed to be symbiotic. Why? Because I couldn’t show him the real me—the me he would’ve rather cut off his right arm than rubberstamp the things I considered recreational. Why was it, you say, did I want our relationship anyway? A relationship I sometimes, eh, lied to keep copacetic? I’d tell you why. Dylan’s body was nothing short of dirty poetry.

      Shoving that stuff down would be criminal.

      My name’s Darcy Walker, and I live in a suburb of Cincinnati called Valley, Ohio. Where some students were destined to be the leaders of tomorrow, some of us were your inspiration to try a little harder. Maybe that was why I couldn’t take any of those guys seriously because I fell into that group and buried the competition. Some of us, no matter how hard we tried, were doomed to bring up the rear regardless of the assignment. We were the class clowns, the kids who stared out the windows, the note passers, and the ones not able to get our point across. People like me had a shelf life, and it ended senior year, diploma in hand…if we were lucky.

      Thank God, I had one more year to find my calling. Well, I had a calling, but I wasn’t sure I could make regular money by finding dead bodies and figuring out who or what had stolen their oxygen. Maybe I could if I did things on the up-and-up. At the moment, I preferred the down-low.

      I flipped over a paper I’d written for my English lit class, biting down a plethora of four-lettered words.

      “Shoot, dang it, and darn,” I mumbled, eyeing a please-see-me note from the teacher. Tapping Finn Lively on the shoulder, I whispered in his ear, “Do three semi-curse words count as one big one?” Because God knew I needed an outlet.

      Finn ran a hand through his platinum-blond hair and wadded up his paper, three-pointing it in the trashcan by the door. “I guess the answer is about as subjective as that paper. What do you want it to mean?”

      “Something so dirty the Mother Superior puts me on the FBI’s Most Wanted List.”

      “Then yes,” he said and chuckled. “Darcy Walker is a really naughty girl.” Finn didn’t divulge his letter grade, but more than likely it had been an A. Finn recently joined Mensa but hated the textbook and pencil gig as much as I did. I had ADHD…translation? Paying attention and sitting still were not my strong suits. Oh, I was supposedly smart, but short of a miracle not much would help me amp up the performance.

      Period. Endo facto. The end.

      That thought had me regularly busting for the door.

      As far as looks went, I was an okay girl. My muscles were well defined with slim hips and long legs but nothing that screamed pin-up on teenage boys’ walls or the grin on dirty, old men’s faces. I had almost-green eyes and straight, white teeth complements of braces and Crest White Strips. I also possessed a melting pot of blonde hair, including every yellow hue in a crayon box. The look of the day was a white turtleneck with a black infinity scarf, pair of holey jeans, and silver down-filled coat I hadn’t removed since lunch. Add UGGs, and I basically resembled an Eskimo.

      Finn swung a beat-up leather messenger bag over his shoulder, brushing his knuckles down my cheek. “Ciao, bella,” he said with a smile, picking Italy as his accent of the day.

      “Ciao,” I muttered back.

      Beating my head against the desk two times, I stuffed my paper in a Spiderman folder and shoved it in my backpack, zipping the thing shut. I didn’t waste time trying to find a silver lining. By God, there wasn’t one.

      “Later, babe,” I heard a voice breathe in my ear. Jagger’s voice—the lady-killer type that could send you to therapy for a month.

      I half-waved, half coughed out, “You’re stupid.”

      “How’d it go, Darcy?” Ben then asked.

      Hmm. Let’s see. One foot dangled over the ledge…same old, same old. “It could’ve been better,” I muttered, not knowing if he heard and honestly not caring.

      “I can give you some pointers next time,” he flirted.

      What the H…I just stared. Ben transferred from another school in December when his father took a new post at Wright Patterson Air Force Base in Dayton. For some reason, he had a huge crush on me. A fact I needed to put the skids on, especially since he continued to ask me out when Dylan and I had gone official. Ben was tenacious, though, and happened to be a five-time mixed martial arts world champion. Losing wasn’t in his vocabulary.

      That hand-to-hand combat hadn’t hurt his face. Ben was gorgeous…with a splash of arrogant jerk. Born in Great Britain, he had a sexy British accent and what I referred to as the “rocker snarl.” His grin crept up at one corner and sucked me in, even when I knew it might steal my breath. The look was totally unexpected for someone who dressed as preppy as a Ralph Lauren model. Per usual, he sported a white button-down shirt and khaki pants, starched and as perfect as his grade point average. He was unbelievably sharp, tall at six foot one with coppery-colored hair and screaming silver eyes.

      “Study buddies?” he persisted. Ben took an inordinate amount of pleasure in watching me squirm. The blush on my face deepened as it traveled to little red blotches on my neck—a trait I’d tried since childhood to overpower, but my dermatological tendencies rendered unsuccessful. With a deep chuckle, he strode over and parked himself beside my desk. “Come on, angel,” he said and grinned. “This could be the beginning of a long, prosperous, and very intimate relationship.” Ben loved the word “angel.” As far as I knew he only bestowed the winged creature on me.

      A throat cleared. “Hey, Darc, let’s bug out of here. The sharks are circling.”

      With an exhale, I turned to the voice of my archangel, standing two aisles over—Dylan Taylor. His tiger eyes were warm, and Heaven help me, my brain scrambled for a beat. Dylan had a Chippendale’s body that made my tongue sweat. I shot him an air-kiss in answer while Ben slowly nodded once in Dylan’s direction—almost as if he recognized his territory. Dylan’s face remained masked and unreadable. I’d seen him take guys to the mat for less, but with Ben he was still in the observation stage.

      Ben strutted out the door, swinging his jacket over his shoulder in one fell swoop. Ultimately unaffected. “The offer always stands,” he said, chuckling deeply.

      I looked at the back of Ben’s head and thought, May you rest in peace. 

      “Dylan and Darcy. Come here a sec,” interrupted my English teacher, Mrs. Conner. Thin but shapely, she stood around five foot five with curly, shoulder-length strawberry-blonde hair and the cerulean-blue eyes of the Vikings. Trendy in all black, she’d tutored me off and on since grade school, trying her best to get one side of my brain to make nice with the other. Eh, so far I hadn’t been a glowing testimonial to her tutoring skills.

      In an attempt for privacy, she waited until most of the class had exited the room. My lips twisted ruefully. I’d bet my Chuck Taylors Dylan had been tapped for moral support because he basically grabbed a pencil on test day and blew the bell curve away for the rest of us. The universe just served up another big plate of Somebody Shoot Me.

      “Okiedokie,” I answered flatly. Looking at my feet, I strolled toward one of the few teachers who’d thrown me a lifeline all year—and it was still as appealing as rotten ground beef. Here was how I was feeling: Awkward. Embarrassed. My brain said, Back away…slowly. At the last second, I gave them both a look of apology, hit reverse, and left them standing like I was late for a date with God.

      “Darcy!” Dylan shouted.

      I heard a feminine sigh, followed by a, “Let her go, son.”
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        * * *

      

      I opened my locker, dug around in my gym bag, and popped an ibuprofen in my mouth. My left shoulder killed, and I was bent over in my own version of Quasimodo. I’d dislocated it in the fall riding The Beast rollercoaster with Jon Bradshaw, and even though I was sixteen, I swear I had arthritis.

      Swallowing it down with my own spit, I noticed Fisher Stanton out of the corner of my eye. He just stood there, like he wanted to ask me something but feared I might bite a chunk out of his hand. Fisher was not one of my favorite people. A couple of inches taller than me, he was the junior class student council representative who always had his nose in everyone’s business. Plus, he bordered skeevy with his flirty comments that played 24/7. Fisher sported pink chinos, brown tasseled loafers, a white oxford rolled to his elbows, and a red crew neck sweater tied around his shoulders. I referred to him as an octoman because he was “all hands” with the opposite sex.

      His Polo cologne smelled like it came from the scent glands of a wolverine. “Why are you stalking me, Fisher?” I asked, turning toward him and rubbing my nose.

      Fisher’s baby blues flew wide. “I’m not stalking you.”

      “Yeah, you are. You’ve been lurking in the shadows for over a minute.”

      Fisher laughed, sliding a hand through his sandy-blond hair. “We haven’t made eye contact one time, Darcy. How would you know?”

      “Let’s just say I’ve gotten good at feeling people.” Er, no kidding. In the past year, I’d discovered numerous dead bodies and had guns aimed at my back, head, and chest—knives shoved up against my neck and brainstem. So far, none of them had hit the mark, but I’d developed a keen sense of awareness the normal might call paranoia.

      To me, it was survival.

      I closed the door to locker number twelve. “Speak.”

      Fisher nervously looked over both shoulders and absentmindedly played with the leather band on his watch. “I need help with something.”

      “And what would said something be?” I asked. Fisher dramatically sighed. “Cut to the chase, Fisher, or I’m outta here.”

      He spat out, “I think my girlfriend is cheating on me.”

      I cocked a brow. “And what makes you think I’m the Lone Ranger?”

      “She’s in Spanish class with you, and you’ve developed quite a reputation as Valley’s Nancy Drew.”

      Seriously, if flying unicorns took over the Kentucky Derby, it would’ve been more believable. Fisher and I weren’t friends. And I honestly hadn’t seen him with anyone other than his theater groupies who typically remained stag, hosting the occasional backroom rager at the guitar shop where Fisher worked. The fact Fisher had a girlfriend I didn’t know about was a red flag on its own. I kept up with the who’s-with-who stuff.

      “What’s her name?”

      Another dramatic sigh. “Indigo Chase,” he answered. Egads. When I thought of Indigo, all I heard was thong-th-thong-thong-thong. Indigo always wore pink thong underwear and was known as having the biggest butt in school. The ringtone on her phone was even Sir Mix-A-Lot’s “Baby Got Back.” I didn’t know her very well—other than her penchant to wear pink stilettos and big, black pageant hair she wore to balance out her hips—but I had to admire a girl who embraced her glutes with the I-like-big-butts song.

      Classy.

      I glanced over my shoulder for Dylan, knowing that closing a deal with Fisher would be less likely if he showed up on the scene. “What makes you think she’s cheating on you?”

      “She won’t return my calls, and when she does, she’s rudely aloof and manufactures an excuse to not see me.”

      “Does she say she wants to pull the trigger?”

      “No, just strings me along,” he muttered.

      That didn’t sound good, but in my experience, it would come down to the guy she allegedly cheated on him with. I wasn’t a fan of cheats, but after dating Dylan, I had to admit there might be some guys a girl just couldn’t say no to. “What guy are we talking about?”

      Fisher grunted, “Marek Ransom.”

      Holy crap on a cracker. He thought she’d been messing with Marek Ransom? I would agree that presented a problem because he made Jagger Cane look like a choirboy. And Marek was one fine-looking guy too. He played basketball and football for our rival school in Rook County, and I’d only become familiar with him in the past few months. During our last basketball game against the Blue Devils, Marek was teamed up against Dylan, and apparently Dylan’s skills caused Marek to suffer from small gonads syndrome. He jumped Dylan in a brawl that made national news, and although Dylan attempted to make nice after the game, let’s just say it had been reciprocated with bellowing and a middle finger.

      “How long have you been dating?”

      “Six months.”

      I considered his request a DIY project, but if Fisher was willing to pay for my services, then I’d be willing to rob him blind. Besides, the task would be easy. All I had to do was follow the chick and ask questions along the trail. Believe me, somebody would be willing to spill if Indigo was a cheat. Find the appropriate wallflowers, and their bitterness for being single might make them pee on Indigo’s perceived happiness.

      “Give me something to work with,” I requested.

      “That new place in town, Club Need. Management started a Friday night gig that’s booze-free, trying to attract the teen crowd. We’d been talking about trying it out tonight. Her last text said she wanted to make a GNO out of it instead.”

      A Girls’ Night Out at a bar definitely spelled trouble. If she didn’t have plans to cheat, she would once she walked through the door. Music, half-dressed girls, and guys on the prowl could definitely make one stray out of one’s normal backyard.

      “If I take on your case, I’ve got a few stipulations,” I said.

      “Name them.”

      “You’re available to me day or night. If I need to speak with you, you pick up my call or consider our business relationship severed.”

      “I can do that.”

      “You also talk to my associates if they are sent in my stead.”

      He furrowed both brows into a unibrow. “You have associates?”

      I pinched the space between my eyes, wishing it were Fisher’s head. “I’m losing my patience.”

      “Agreed.”

      I took one menacing step toward him. “If I find out you’ve lied to me on any of the details, we’re also done.”

      Fisher blanched, acting as if I’d hurt his feelings. “I don’t lie, Darcy. I’m as straightforward and honest as they come.”

      Fisher pledged that statement with the utmost sincerity—but really, his words were more full of crap than Valley’s sewage system. He was a bullshiz artist. “Then answer this. Did you do something to make her want to cheat? I’m not saying cheating is right, but what kind of boyfriend are you?”

      Fisher’s looked like I’d stuck him with a sharp instrument and commenced to twist. “I thought we were cool. Maybe I didn’t tell her I loved her enough. Do you think I shouldn’t ask her to brush her teeth every time we kissed? Is that weird?”

      Tylenol, anyone??

      “Hey,” I said, softening my voice. “I’m sure you’re a great boyfriend. It’s not my place to judge what happened between you and Indigo anyway. I just need to know if she knew you really cared.”

      “She knew.”

      “Then let’s talk price.”

      Fisher’s eyes went as big as a freaked-out lemur’s. “There’s a charge?”

      “New policy as of January,” I said giggling. “Payment can be in the form of United Dairy Farmers, Pink, Visa, Starbucks, or Target gift cards. If gift cards don’t work for you, then I’ll always take cash. And for this particular job my fee is fifty bucks.”

      “Wow.” He whistled. “Does UDF do gift cards?”

      “Not my problem,” I said, “and I can deliver within the week. If I deliver before next Friday, the price is doubled.”

      Before we could shake on it, the ground underneath me metaphorically trembled. Only one person held the absolute power to make or break my day. When I met Dylan’s eyes, my first thought was I wish he’d get hit with an ugly stick. At six foot two, two hundred and twenty pounds, he was a powerhouse of muscle. Dark skin adorned his body, showcasing a face and abs so chiseled they could cut you. His jet-black hair was the type a girl wanted to run her hands through—everything to make her a ten on the perv scale. Wearing faded jeans and a black letterman jacket, his stride was confident and sexy. Laughter plus a hormonally anxious prayer left my lips. He’d ruin things for me. One snap of his fingers, and I’d go Pavlov’s dog and wag my freaking tail.

      “Here comes Dylan,” I said, nervously giggling. “Help me distract him.”

      Fisher looked like I’d asked him to walk on water. “I can’t distract Taylor. That’s like asking someone to distract God when he formed the Earth. He’s everywhere, Darcy,” he said and shuddered. “Scares the pants off of me actually.”

      I rolled my eyes. Dylan definitely cast a long shadow, but Fisher put the “C” in coward. “Just distract him. I don’t expect you to shoot fireworks out of your butt, but come up with something when he starts asking questions.”

      “Hey, baby,” I said, grinning when he sidled up next to me and kissed my cheek.

      “Where in the world have you been?” Dylan grumbled. “The only place I didn’t look for you was on the back of a milk carton.”

      “Right here patiently waiting,” I said, grinning deeper.

      “And what were you doing as you patiently waited?”

      “Talking.”

      “Talking,” he echoed, frowning at Fisher. “And what would you be talking about?” Again, eyes raked over Fisher.

      “That’s private.”

      “Private,” he echoed.

      Eye roll number two. “Kill your mockingbird, Dylan.” Dylan had an annoying habit of mocking what I said in an effort to make me cave.

      “Pinky swear you have nothing to hide,” he said, gazing into my eyes.

      Ah, the pinky swear. Dylan and I made a pact at age eight to never lie to one another as we twined our pinkies in solidarity. We existed in a world where we wrote the rules and bylaws ourselves, governed by nothing less than total honesty and devotion to the other. But here was the problem with that. It came a tad bit easier for him than me. Ugh…I had a tiny touch of liar in me, although I sucked at the delivery.

      “This is very entertaining, watching you flail,” he said. Dylan tucked my hair behind my ear, unleashing The Dimples—the dimples I fell victim to one hundred percent of the time.

      Darn you, Dylan Taylor. Darn you.

      “Uh, we were just…oh, crap. What were we doing, Fisher?” I asked, glancing over at Fisher, tongue-tied.

      Fisher dumbly replied. “I’ve hired Darcy to find out if my girlfriend is cheating on me.”

      Dylan was intensely and maybe even insanely possessive. My particular lifestyle, however, placed those naturally inborn qualities on steroids.

      “Why do I not find this odd?” Dylan muttered. Fisher dumbly shrugged. “Can she trust you, Stanton?”

      “Yeah,” Fisher said, confused.

      Dylan gave better empty-face than anyone. Trouble was, a lot lurked beneath it. “Here’s my advice to you anyway. Mess with Darcy, and I’ll put you on a hospital diet for life.” Fisher gulped so loudly we actually heard his Adam’s apple bob. “Good to know we’re on the same page,” Dylan murmured.

      Mr. Do-The-Right-Thing wasn’t such a rule follower when it came to PDA. He tilted his head and took my mouth in a hard kiss—a kiss tinged with anger and maybe a little bit of desperation. I didn’t care. Whatever he’d dish out, I’d more than enthusiastically take. When I shivered a little, his smug chuckle vibrated from his mouth down into my chest.

      “You’re such a jerk,” I mumbled when he pulled back.

      “True, but you love it. Now I’ll leave you two alone to solidify the details while I open my locker and wish my girlfriend was the type that left me bored.”

      I wiped my mouth, shakily turning back to Fisher.

      Fisher, God help me, looked turned on. “Wow,” he whispered.

      Dylan’s growl threw off a don’t-screw-with-me vibe. It wasn’t wise to stand in the epicenter of his temper. Fisher, dumbly, couldn’t read between the lines and recapped his specific request in front of my boyfriend, ad infinitum. When Fisher added whom he thought the girlfriend had been cheating with, Dylan made a noise that was more savage than civilized. Yup, Marek had a reputation, and Dylan had probably guessed how I’d get the damning details.

      Fisher said goodbye with a brisk nod, and I immediately turned to my boyfriend. “Don’t say another word,” I ordered.

      Dylan made the hands-up, don’t-shoot gesture. “I’ve said nothing.”

      “You’re thinking so hard I can hear it,” I muttered, and I knew his reservations before he even named them. Here was the problem with a business relationship or any type of relationship with Fisher Stanton. He was the former best friend of the guy who almost killed me at Christmastime. And how, pray tell, could he be a best friend and be totally ignorant of what his BFF had been doing? Well, I’d tell Dylan it was totally possible, but then I’d have to use our relationship as an example. And let me tell you, Fisher’s best friend put the antipsychotics in crazy.

      “Should I have said no?” I asked.

      Dylan opened his mouth and closed it, procrastinating an answer. Dylan was never in a hurry with me. Whether in a conversation or a simple hug, I always had his undivided attention. But regarding Fisher? I honest to God wanted the lecture over, so I could get a jumpstart on the fifty-dollar bonus.

      “Let me start by saying I’m proud of you for requiring payment,” he murmured.

      Ah, the discipline sandwich. Start out with something good, layer constructive criticism in the middle (your beef), and then end with a positive that more than likely was total BS. Dylan was an optimist to the core, but he was an idiot if he believed the tactic would work on me.

      “You’ve been reading your dad’s business manuals.”

      Silence, wherein Dylan gazed at me like I was a lab rat. “Did it work?”

      “No.”

      “Would you like another kiss instead?” he asked, winking and dropping the subject.

      Um, please and freaking thank you…and all that. “You’re going to cross-contaminate me with your boy germs,” I joked.

      “Yeah, and cross-contamination tastes great.”

      I glanced down to his hands, skilled and capable of such strength it was alarming at sixteen years of age. But they were also hands that held such sensitivity it would leave me breathless. He anchored me—well, as much as possible. I wound my fingers between his as he took my lips in a tender kiss. “Are you okay?” he murmured into them. “Mrs. Conner said you didn’t finish your paper. She claims it was the best piece of writing she’d read in years, Darc. Her actual quote was that it was brilliant, but you just stopped.”

      I combed my mind for an explanation but simply said the obvious.

      “Maybe it was the subject matter,” I said, sighing and still in a partial kiss. Because let me confirm…the subject matter was like a stake to the heart. My mother was murdered when I was nine years old, and unfortunately, I had a front row seat. Gemma Walker had been the lead singer for a popular local band called The Minstrel Cramps. They were on the tail leg of their ten-year reunion tour when a psycho stalker, who’d become obsessed with her a decade earlier, gunned her down. Over the band’s ten-year hiatus, no one had seen neither hide nor hair of the SOB, but evidently he’d been lying in wait. I learned then some people were very patient with what they wanted. And for the stalker, it was either my mother or no one else would have her at all.

      Our English lit assignment had been to write an essay over the single, most important event that shaped our lives. I got halfway through the retelling and shut down, turning in my paper and leaving the room. I even jokingly yelled, “I’m going for a smoke break,” like a total buffoon. Did I realize I’d get partial credit? Absolutely. But I couldn’t finish. Not even seven years later could I retell it on paper, and I think that was because she died on Valentine’s Day—mere days away.

      Dylan’s eyes were wrought with understanding. “I thought so,” he said softly. “And Mrs. Conner feels terrible. She wants to give you the opportunity for another grade…on a topic not so raw. You know she loves you, yeah? And that I love you more?”

      Dylan and I had this thing. When one of us said, “I love you,” the other followed up with an “always.” Problem was, since we’d started dating, Dylan used those words more fluidly than me. In fact, he said, he love-loved me—you know, the in-love kind. The idiot in me couldn’t even say I “friend” loved him anymore, and I’d uttered the L-word phrase since we were six. In fact, every single time he said the words, my vocal cords clamped up, and I became a stuttering fool. It humored Dylan, but true to character he hadn’t been deterred. Our relationship had certainly been buzzworthy. We’d trended on Twitter before the weekend was out. At first, I was like, “Mmm, sorry, haters…he’s taken.” But then the pithy comments and whispered-shock started. I saw his perfection, and the crowd reminded me of my deficiencies.

      There you have it. True confessions. Deep thoughts by Darcy Walker.

      “You’re going to be okay?” he murmured.

      “I always am,” I said, sighing into his mouth.

      “You’re lying,” he said tenderly.

      My voice evidently lacked the necessary conviction. “Yeah,” I admitted, “but it’s what I do. One day you’re going to leave me because of all of the things I do.”

      Dylan pulled back, grabbing my gaze. “Never going to happen.” There was a mighty fine line between stubborn and pigheaded determination. I wasn’t sure Dylan knew the difference. His voice was thick, intimate, and deep with emotion. “I love you. Play, rewind, and repeat that statement over and over until you get it. For me, it will never change. Which means, I will never leave.”

      Be still my heart…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter Two


          

          
            NECESSARY EVIL

          

        

      

    

    
      According to my feet on the ground—in this case, Oliver “Bean” Anatoly—Indigo Chase was definitely the overly exuberant type when it came to the opposite sex. But one had to consider the source when recon came from a guy like Bean. If a girl looked at him sideways, he thought he had a chance. So if he thought Indigo had some ’ho-bag easy in her, the reality could range from a friendly blink to removing her bra in public.

      Dylan, Bean, and I were in the Beemer Friday night, heading to Club Need. I could confidently say Dylan had never fantasized about Bean in the backseat of his car. Heck, I’d never fantasized about Bean in the backseat of Dylan’s car, but I’d commissioned him to help, and his cut of the money stipulated he be in attendance. Bean did have a tendency to be the big mouth express when it came to our ventures, but after browbeating him that secrets were mandatory, he’d dialed back on the enthusiasm…somewhat.

      For some reason, Dylan had been beyond supportive. He still lived in some kind of blissed-out state two months into our relationship when I figured our first date as a one-and-done. But I waited for the moment when he’d blink his eyes open and remember that the things I did were wrong…and mostly illegal. Our relationship was a walking PSA about opposites attracting. Only time would tell if it would compute into an HEA or become a statistic of how opposites wound up metaphorically killing the other and ultimately settling for boredom.

      Dylan maneuvered his black BMW to a stop in a nearby parking garage. Bean jumped out and started singing a Lady Gaga song, whereas I barely got my door opened when my boyfriend cracked it wide and extended his hand in that chivalry-is-not-dead thing.

      One look at him and I wanted to stop, drop, and roll…

      Dressed in dark-washed jeans, he sported a mock black turtleneck sweater that tugged at every muscle in his chest, his armor underneath the skin. He also sported loafers, which boasted a private shoemaker in every stitch. His black onyx hair was bed-head messy like he’d rolled off the mattress and decided to grace the world with his presence. My eyes glazed over like a doughnut, and I mentally punched myself before my hands did something they shouldn’t in front of Bean.

      “What’s that look?” he murmured and grinned with amusement, knowing full well I appreciated the view.

      Every neuron and synapse in my body lit on fire, charging at a rate that could arguably arm a nuclear weapon. Forcing my inner-bad girl into hibernation, I unloaded the God’s honest truth. “I’m thinking the local fire department would approve of what I’d like to do to you.” Dylan’s face had a brief moment of confusion, and then he read my mind and burst into laughter. “Yeah, stop, drop, and roll,” I said, grinning wickedly.

      Dylan got his flirt on. “Being in the company of Bean isn’t exactly conducive to what you had in mind, sweetheart, but I promise to make it up to you on the dance floor.”

      We both took a moment to gaze at Bean—who brandished a purple velour leisure suit—practicing his dance moves as we walked. Up and down he went, and then with humanity as my witness, he went Gangnam style followed by a running split leap, coming down like a ballet dancer in a plié.

      “You owe me,” Dylan grumbled. “Oh, God, do you owe me.”

      No shiz. Bean fell out of “the stupid tree” and snapped every branch on the way to the ground. Case in point, he carried a dead stuffed gerbil with him wherever he went named Mr. Pongo. Most usually, they dressed as twinsies, and Mr. Pongo’s blue-gray rodent self was predictably dressed like Bean, attached to a white cowboy hat Bean wore on his head.

      “And what would the payment be?” I giggled, watching Bean strut in vintage Saturday Night Fever style.

      Dylan leaned in and whispered, “Use your imagination,” in my ear.

      Dude, if I used my imagination, I was positive it would include a one-way pass to Slutville. But if Dylan assumed we’d have an intimate outing for two, he’d been sorely mistaken. He needed to wrap his head around why I was here before he walked through the door and blew his image of me as Little Miss Perfect. “D,” I said with a wince, “about tonight…”

      “Mmm?”

      “I need to appear single, so I can zero in on Marek.”

      Dylan was so close I could taste his breath. “Zero in on Marek,” he repeated. “And you think that’s the right thing to do?”

      “I didn’t say it was right…it’s merely the tactic I’m going to employ. Think of it as a necessary evil.”

      Dylan slid his right hand underneath my jacket and sweater as we walked, the warmth of his touch making me shiver. Once again…stop, drop, and roll blinked in my mind. “You play dirty,” I whispered, glancing up at him.

      A smile tempted his dimples to show. “Taste my lips, sweetheart. They’re best friend tested, government approved.”

      Major LOL moment, but before I could finish the laugh, he slanted his lips over mine and proceeded to suck the common sense and air right out of my body. Dylan took me to France and all over Europe with his kiss. I mean, we took the slooooow boat to fan-freaking-Paris.

      After I got my shiz together, Dylan, Bean, and I assimilated into the fifty-foot line at the entrance of Club Need, cordoned off by a gold velvet rope. Here was the story with Club Need. Apparently, it was a happening club back in the day but was shut down due to underage drinking, nightly brawls, and a handful of teens last seen walking into the place but never returning home. In fact, it was called the Bermuda Triangle for teenagers. That was a recap from Rookie when I told him where we were headed. My Uncle Rookie, AKA Shepard Johnson, happened to be the head honcho at the Prosecutor’s Office in the town where Club Need was located. He wasn’t necessarily the paranoid type, but prosecutors never liked cases that remained unsolved. It made them fear perpetrators still lurked, continuing their lives of crime.

      By the looks of the crowd, I’d say the place pulled down a hefty penny every night, even on High School Night when booze was not on the menu.

      One couldn’t escape the fascination with Club Need. The outside glowed bright and glittery—a neon sign claiming the party to be inside. It was hard to fathom teens had allegedly disappeared once they’d entered the place years earlier. Unfortunately, my inner-verb didn’t consider that a deterrent. Two sunglassed, muscle-bound men dressed in generic black unhooked the golden rope, allowing patrons access. Some paid cover charges. Others were simply nodded through the door. When we made our way to the front of the line, Dylan slid his hand to his wallet, but the tall brunette touched his left ear like someone spoke into it, glanced at me, and then nodded us through. Dylan’s deep chuckle told me it might be one of those times it was good to be blonde.

      “You’re a VIP, and you didn’t even know it, Darcy,” Bean said, smiling and smacking my hand in a high-five. “Cool.”

      Yeah, my guess was I had been typecast as the good-time girl.

      Two steps inside, and it felt like a bomb had gone off in my head…with the heat of hundreds of hormonal teenagers. A Black female DJ spun a techno-mix of “Wobble Baby” by V.I.C., and floodlights illuminated the dance floor with a technician choreographing a show for the song. Next to the DJ stood a large man—a floodlight haloing them both on a massive fifteen-foot high stage. Where she had a reggae look about her with a multi-colored poncho and dreadlocks, he was built similarly to Dylan, dressed in black designer threads. Not a brown hair was out of place next to his rugged good looks.

      “Interesting, huh?” I said as we placed our jackets in a booth.

      Dylan didn’t answer one way or the other, but I could tell he’d been as intrigued by the spectacle as much as I’d been. Everyone on staff dressed in black with up-to-date haircuts, which seemed to complement the modern warehouse feel of silver metal fixtures, a black ceiling, and contemporary wall hangings. A bar area with red leather booths sat in the upper right corner with room for more patrons. A quick estimate netted just as many teens upstairs as on the dance floor.

      Overall assessment? Not a bad seat in the house.

      A hulk of a man came from the shadows and stood next to the host. Tipping the scale around three bucks, he was bald, wooden in appearance, and standing close to seven feet. His station in life? Bodyguard. But why would the host need a shadow larger than the security detail on POTUS?

      Bean squeezed my hand, jerking his head toward the east side of the dance floor, right in front of the stage. “There’s Indigo,” he shouted over the music. “Fisher was right.”

      Time would tell…

      I texted Fisher earlier and said I needed visual proof of his relationship with Indigo. He returned a picture of them together along with a chocolate chip cookie cake that bragged, Happy Sixth Month Anniversary. Eh, it didn’t get more committed than a celebratory cake. The clincher? The date listed was last weekend. He also said the photographs had been posted on his Instagram account. That told me one of three things: the mystery man wasn’t a friend of Fisher’s, he didn’t care, or maybe he was in the dark about Indigo’s cheating ways as Fisher had been. I leaned toward that explanation since Indigo had no proof of hers and Fisher’s relationship anywhere on her social media pages. To the world, she was single and ready to mingle.

      Fisher had also forwarded their last two text exchanges where she’d told him about the Girls’ Night Out. He straight up asked if there was someone else. Indigo swore on her pink stilettos there wasn’t (serious stuff in Indigoland). She merely needed some time to “shake her a-s-s”—er, verbatim.

      I spotted Indigo’s big butt immediately, taking up the space of two dancers, in black, shiny leggings that gave prominence to glutes resembling cottage cheese. She’d paired the leggings with a V-neck pink sweater that fit her like a second skin, her boobs as big as two ripe melons. Rumor said they were Double-Ds, but I’d lay money they lay farther down the alphabet.

      Right as DJ Khaled’s “All I Do Is Win” lit up the air, a group of guys from another high school motioned for us to join them. Here was the thing with Dylan. He was arguably one of the best athletes in the whole state—heck, the dang country—but for some reason guys liked him. Where some were very methodical in their attacks, Dylan went on pure instinct. A player lined up against him, and in a split second he had the guy’s number. He knew where to pivot, where to hit the ball, and which knee to take out first. No wonder many fell into the love-to-hate-you camp. But the odd thing was, there were just as many or more in the love-to-love you camp.

      A question for the sphinx.

      Dylan grunted in my ear, “I’ll make sure to stay close,” and after a quick peck on the cheek, Dylan and Co. convened on the west end of the floor.

      Indigo spied me almost as quickly, beelining it my way with half a smile, half a face that said she’d just seen Big Foot when she’d been led to believe he was a fable.

      Indigo gasped, “Where’s Dylan?” as a greeting. Like I said, Indigo and I didn’t know one another very well, but everyone knew I dated Dylan. And the suspicion in her voice would’ve been clear to a deaf man. She wondered if I was being unfaithful to him like her two-timing butt was allegedly doing to Fisher. First off, who would cheat on Dylan Taylor? And secondly, who would cheat on Dylan Taylor?

      “Dylan is with the guys tonight,” I told her.

      I baited Indigo with that question, hoping she’d conversely say, Hey I’m with the girls tonight too. Instead, she replied, “Oh,” like I’d probably already been dumped.

      Here’s what I knew about cheats—and the info came from my father, Murphy, who’d been a notorious cheat before he met my mother. Cheats are dishonest by nature, kid, he’d said. And those kinds tend to think everyone else is dishonest as a result of their paranoia.

      I’d never given it much credence since Dylan was faithful, but seeing the speculation in Indigo’s eyes led me to believe my father had a valid point. I didn’t want to play my hand that she was supposedly taken too—not until I had concrete proof of who exactly Marek Ransom was to her. Right then, she was stag, but that didn’t mean Marek wouldn’t show or was hidden somewhere in the crowd.

      “So are you by yourself?” I asked. Indigo and I stood in the middle of the dance floor. It felt stupid to take up space and not dance, so I pulled out some of my best moves while maintaining eye contact.

      “No,” she said bubbly, bumping me with her butt in a turn. “I’m here with some girlfriends.”

      Indigo’s girlfriends were carbon copies of her—big butts, boobs, and hair that should’ve been annexed in the 1980s. After chitchat so moronic it left me with a migraine, my hip jingled with a text. I pulled my iPhone from my back pocket and registered it came from Dylan:

      Duty calls. Marek just hit the floor.

      While I sent back a red lipstick emoji kiss, Bean twerked up against me right as Indigo’s ringtone sang “Baby Got Back.” She pulled it from the waistband of her leggings with a flirty grin. Bean stepped up the twerking. God. Help. Me. All twerkers were not created equally.

      “Good news?” I smiled.

      Indigo played coy. “Yeah,” she purred. Uh-huh, my gut knew that was Marek. We waited until Indigo left for the restroom, and the moment she was out of sight, Bean and I dirty danced our way to Marek. Dylan’s eyes followed me across the floor even though he stayed next to his friends. A non-threatening gesture from most people—downright mother-trucking scary from Dylan.

      “Hey,” I said, sidling up next to Marek.

      Marek was a player. And players shot off a scent to mate that either crumbled a girl’s resolve or left her running for a shower. A little taller than my five foot nine, Marek had chocolate brown hair that touched the tip of his black Henley. His chest bulged underneath his shirt, and he either worked out regularly or was one of the few gifted with a great torso without lifting a finger. Relaxed fit jeans bottomed out the look, hugging muscular legs that showcased his athletic ability. Marek’s electric-blue eyes, my guess, were the asset that made girls buckle faster than his natural mojo. Let’s just say somebody in the baby factory tapped him as a favorite.

      After a brief, “Back atcha,” his eyes traveled to my oatmeal-colored giraffe sweater from Hollister. Dylan had given it to me for Christmas along with a Tiffany’s silver heart necklace…various stocking stuffers…gift cards…a cell phone charger…vintage T-shirts…and a partridge in a pear tree. Not exactly on the pear tree, but you get my drift. I’d paired the sweater with my skinniest of jeans I had to lay on the bed to snap. A matching beanie with sparkly thread adorned my head, and tan leather boots hit me at the knee. With Dylan, I didn’t worry about the extra three inches…it made me closer to his mouth.

      “Marek Ransom,” he greeted, semi-formally.

      “Darcy Walker,” I said.

      “Are you here with a date?” Marek grinned and pulled on his bad boy, but I wasn’t impressed. Ho. Hum.

      When I didn’t respond, to my utter embarrassment he reached out and touched the top of my sweater—um, like right above my left you-know-what.

      I angrily swatted his hand away from my habaneros, fueled by a whole lot of righteous indignation. “Seriously, dude. I don’t want to play in your sandbox.”

      Marek laughed so loudly the couples next to us jumped like kangaroos. “I wasn’t coming on to you,” he explained, “you just have food on your giraffe.”

      Glancing down, sure enough the light show lit up a big glop of salsa verdé. I’d wolfed down a beef chalupa from Taco Bell during the car ride—about four hundred unneeded calories. Unfortunately, I’d left about fifty on the top of my giraffe’s head.

      When Marek dumbly touched the sweater again, I felt Dylan’s presence behind me, throwing off radioactive rays that’d probably make our offspring have three eyeballs.

      “Hello, Marek,” Dylan murmured, throwing a possessive arm around my waist. “If you touch her again, if you so much as put a frown line on her pretty little head, I’m going to rip your balls out of their sac, and you’ll be singing soprano. You feel me? Tell me you don’t. My mother lives for a good opera.”

      Taylor diplomacy. Hardcore.

      Marek grunted a laughing mommy-effer when Dylan’s anger dehydrated like water in the Arizona heat. Thing was, it hadn’t gone anywhere. What we were looking at was merely Dylan’s game face. “Surely you mean that as a term of endearment,” Dylan muttered.

      I placed a tender hand on Dylan’s solar plexus (BTW, it felt mighty fine), attempting to force his beast back on the chain. Likewise, I placed a tentative palm on Marek’s arm. “Enough of the pleasantries, boys,” I said, nervously giggling.

      “He started it,” Marek joked. Um, wrong move.

      “You started it by touching my girlfriend,” Dylan said, adding an angry snort.

      I didn’t think it was possible to find peace here, you know, Jesus-style. A détente was probably all I could hope for. But then Marek abruptly changed from the confrontational badass when he played basketball to happy-go-lucky, man’s best friend.

      “Hey,” he said, back to dancing. “You have nothing to worry about. Darcy told me she didn’t want to play in my sandbox. Granted, it hurt my feelings, but the girl gets points for most creative turndown ever.”

      Dylan’s smile quirked up at one corner as he fought a laugh. “Darcy is definitely the indisputable owner of creative dot com.”

      “I’d say,” Marek said, half laughing, half cursing. “How’d you get all the luck, man?”

      I saw that as my chance. Besides, all the love-on-Darcy, Darcy’s-the-greatest stuff crap had me self-conscious. Let’s not forget I had verdé sauce on my boob. “Come on, Marek,” I said. “What would your girlfriend think?”

      Marek gave a fake shiver. “She’s kinda the jealous type. Do you know her? She’s Valley born and bred. Indigo Chase.”

      I had to hand it to Dylan. He never missed a beat, continuing to dance with a stoic face and no response.

      “Indigo?” I said aghast.

      Marek pinched his eyes together in a frown. “Yeah, what’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” I said aloof. “It’s none of my business.”

      “Hey,” he said, frowning deeper. “You can’t leave a man hanging.”

      “If I tell you, you can’t let anyone know it came from me.”

      “Agreed.”

      I touched him on the forearm, cultivating a kindred concern. Once again, Dylan dialed down the alpha male crap and let the conversation roll. “Did you know she has a boyfriend?” I whispered.

      Marek stopped dancing altogether. “Nuh-uh,” he said.

      “Uh-huh,” I verified.

      “No freaking way,” he whispered.

      “Freaking way,” I repeated.

      Leaving Bean to dance, I pulled Marek by the elbow off the floor to talk in private. Dylan followed, but point for him he pulled out his phone and acted disinterested. Sliding my iPhone out of my back pocket, I accessed Fisher’s Instagram feed and showed the last post of his and Indigo’s six-month anniversary cookie cake, accompanied with a dozen emoticons of kissy lips and red hearts. Switching to Indigo’s wall, I proved Fisher might as well be a passenger bird…totally extinct.

      Marek whistled out, “Noooo waaaaay.”

      “It’s still way, Marek.” I sighed. “Are you meeting Indigo here tonight? Because I just talked to her.”

      Marek gave the club a once-over and scratched the back of his neck like he had a bad case of eczema. Listen, I think there’s someone for everyone, but Marek could do better than Indigo Chase. My word, I wasn’t even sure Indigo’s butt could fit in his car.

      “Yeah,” he mumbled.

      “Believe me, Marek. I’ve got a myriad of sympathies coming your way, but you need to ask her. Maybe if you just⁠—”

      Marek cut me off. “We’ve been going out for a while.”

      My heart broke a little, and I secretly prayed Indigo got what Karma had planned for her cheating pink stilettos. “I’m sorry.”

      “A whole two weeks,” he said aghast. “And we talk every three days. Her idea, so we won’t get tired of each other.”

      They’d talked, what? Four times? Marek was proof there was no shortage of supply on stupid. “I’m sorry,” I said, trying to find a genuine tone. “That has to hurt for you to have invested so much time.”

      “I know, right?” he said frowning.

      Dylan fought a chuckle then coughed, hoping to cover it up. At that second, Bean and Indigo bounced our way with Marek as the target. Marek’s jaw opened to, my guess, call her out, but Indigo literally stuck her entire tongue down his proverbial hatch. Guh. Shudder. I swear, I coughed for them whereas Bean stopped mid-move and clicked off a selfie with duck lips, their unappetizing display of PDA as the backdrop. When her hands went straight to his um, jeans, Bean snapped another with a peace sign. Number three was my favorite—Bean popped-out a hip, arm slung over some chick whose V-neck sweater showcased cleavage he could smother in. And that was why Bean was on the payroll. Indigo was busted. Photo cred: Bean. I texted Fisher, telling him I’d email proof later and meet him Monday for payment.

      Marek took his time enjoying Indigo’s attempt to suck out his soul, but after a few minutes—seriously, it felt that long—he grabbed her by the shoulders and pushed her away like she had leprosy. “Whaaa?” she asked confused. “What’s wrong, baby?”

      Marek went for total transparency. “I know you have a boyfriend, Indigo.” Indigo’s eyes darted to me, her scowl contemplating going Jersey Shore on my butt. But Lord help me, I’d practiced my dumb-blonde face for years. I conjured that sucker up—a wide-eyed innocence mixed with bargain basement intelligence. Indigo blinked twice, looked at Dylan who gave her a toothy grin, and bought it hook, line, and sinker.

      After a few, I don’t believe yous and Where’s your proofs, Marek’s jaw set into a hard line, and he went for the jugular. “It’s over,” he said. “You don’t even kiss that good anyway.”

      Ooh burn!

      If someone, ahem Dylan, said that to me, I’d either come up swinging or dissolve into sissy tears. Okay, it would def be sissy tears, but I liked to think I was more badass than I actually was. Marek angrily split the crowd, and Indigo—pageant hair posse in tow—clicked after him, her thong almost giving me whiplash. Here was the issue. I think Indigo might really care for Marek—Fisher had merely been a stand-in until she felt confident Marek was a sure thing. But Indigo was one messed up chick if she felt no remorse in stringing along two guys.

      Strong arms encased my waist as Dylan rested his head over my left shoulder. “How do you feel?”

      “Slimy,” I muttered. “But money aside, isn’t it best he knows?”

      “Absolutely. You did your part. Let them work things out and back away.”

      Listen, folks. I wasn’t good at backing away. Dylan must’ve gone temporarily insane to even think I was capable. “What if one of those relationships was meant to be,” I said, “and I just screwed it ten ways from Sunday?”

      Dylan kissed the side of my neck, trailing his lips up to murmur in my ear. “Neither relationship was good, sweetheart. And I don’t believe you can mess up what’s meant to be anyway.”

      Ah, Dylantopia. If only the rest of us were smoking what he was.
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      I didn’t mean to toot my own horn, but um, toot-toot.

      Fisher texted back I’d have my money Monday at school, bonus included. A half an hour had bled by, and Dylan and I were cozied up in the booth. It was a victory celebration of sorts, only for the love and togetherness moment to be crashed by Marek. Male posturing ensued when he slid into the seat, but once it ran its course, Marek and Dylan had a pseudo nice convo. The potential blood bath, temporarily over.

      Marek seemed to be over his jilted-lover thingy. Indigo was MIA, and ergo he hit on every female who had two legs. Marek apparently didn’t have a type because the girl he chased onto the dance floor was tall and leggy with red and purple hair she’d gotten from an aerosol can.

      As they say, love (or lust) is blind.

      The bass on the sound system jackhammered in my chest while Dylan grabbed me by the hand and ushered us onto the floor, close but not too close to Bean. Dylan had developed a soft spot for Bean—almost like he was a puppy too young to wean…too naïve to understand the big, bad world. “No more work tonight, Darc,” he murmured. “Let’s have fun.”

      Eh, good point.

      While “Black Widow” growled through the sound system, my eyes fell on the man Marek named as our host, Lars van der Hart. With gold Aviators shading his eyes, he jammed next to the DJ, watching customers and the subsequent cha-ching in his bank account. Other than random couples hooking up, High School Night seemed pretty sedate, but maybe that was the verb in me itching for action.

      We cut the rug through another set of music when nature called. I kicked the lovin’ up a notch and pecked Dylan’s lips, taking off for the restroom, navigating through a crowd that had almost tripled. It ticked close to eleven o’clock, and if I didn’t make my curfew of midnight, Murphy would mobilize the Marines. Plus, we had to drop off Bean in the boonies. Murphy—yes, I was on a first name basis with my father—had taken the upgrade in Dylan’s and my relationship as well as could be expected. But if Dylan didn’t have one foot out the door by one a.m., Murphy would stumble downstairs and take a clothing count.

      A long narrow corridor cut a path to the restroom. I immediately discovered that area was the land of wallflower. Girls huddled up against one wall. Guys huddled against the other. All of them stared—wondering who, if anyone, would make a move on the opposite sex. I nervously smiled and walked as fast as I could, remembering what it felt like to be invisible. Heck, I still felt invisible and worried I’d one day wake up, and it would be: Me, Darcy. You, Dylan. We, best friends. Our relationship and kissing evolution would’ve all been a dream.

      With one hand on the bathroom door, I shoved inside and quickly took care of business. When I stepped to the sink for a mirror check, I was smacked in the face with the stain on my sweater. Yup, verdé sauce ruined the look. Turning the faucet to cool, I snagged a paper towel from the automatic dispenser, doused it with water, and wiped the stain away in four swipes. Fluffing my hookerfied hair (humidity, the culprit), I repositioned my beanie when the ambiance went loco. Four girls muscled their ways inside—decked out in I’m-on-the-market clothing—some trendy, some embracing their Miss Slut.

      I made an attempt to slide around them but was forced into reverse and backed into the sink. My butt hit the porcelain, but before I could mutter, “Watch it, ’hos,” a catfight ensued between two girls fighting over one guy. Girls like that I referred to as skanks…not because of their looks…but because they believed their time and space on the planet was more important than anyone else’s. For a skank, the bathroom was her palace—a place where she busted on everyone and delivered mental torture, not caring if the victim was present or not.

      “I saw you looking at him!” Skank Number One screamed.

      “He sure as heck wasn’t looking at you,” Skank Number Two said, snorting in laughter. “Seriously, your outfit is so five minutes ago. Totally ratchet.” I didn’t know much about clothing but thought Skank Number One looked rad. Heck, her outfit was similar to mine. Skank Number Two, however, put the nymph in nympho with five-inch, candy-apple red heels and a silver jump suit. If she thought she was the epitome of sophistication, she’d fallen face-first off the Vogue wagon and hit spaceship.

      “Oh, get a clue,” Skank Number One said. “You can have Marek Ransom. I’m more interested in his friend.” Ah, good ole Marek had been making his rounds.

      “And you think you have a chance with his friend?” Skank Number Two added. At the mention of Marek’s friend, the skanks got all dreamy-eyed with sighs and pornographic moans. Dayum…the guy must be hot, or these girls were desperate and delusional—a land I wasn’t completely unfamiliar with. I had one hand splayed on the door when Skank Number Two stopped me dead in my tracks. “Dylan Taylor has a reputation as a lady killer. And yeah,” she said and giggled, “he can kill my lady parts any time he feels like it.” It felt like someone ripped my heart out and batted it around with a Louisville Slugger. Dylan had a rep that followed him everywhere. I mean, ugh. Even in a foreign place, girls fought over my boyfriend, but I knew in my bones he probably hadn’t even spoken to them. “Unfortunately, I hear he’s off the market with some chick named Darby-something,” Skank Number Two finished.

      Sigh. I might as well have a secret identity. No one ever got my name right.

      The skanks talked amongst themselves, wondering who I was, what I looked like, and so on and so forth. When one of the girls sounded like a hog in heat, I did my own DIY counseling session and told myself I was beautiful, I could have any guy I wanted, and one day soon I’d be on the cover of Playboy as Playmate of the Year. Throwing my shoulders back, I hitched my chin up to beeyotch league and muscled my way outside. Looking at my boots as I walked, I reminded myself Dylan said the L-word. Still, the hot mist of tears dotted the backs of my eyes. When I dabbed at them with my fingertips, I ran right smack into some man’s chest—causing him to make a death grip on the two coffees he held in is hands. Unfortunately, the phone cradled under his ear tumbled to the tile where its screen cracked like a frozen lake in springtime. File that under Total Disaster. Let’s hope he had insurance or didn’t worship his amenities like I did.

      I snatched it off the floor, my hand violently shaking even though I commanded it to not give a shiz. “I’m so sorry,” I said grimacing. “I’ll replace it…not today…because I haven’t gotten paid yet…but I will…um, fifty, er one hundred dollars is coming…crap. Double crap.”

      I realized my eyes were closed when a deep voice gently murmured, “It’s only a phone. Look at me.”

      Cracking open one lid at a time, I met eyes with our host himself, Mr. Lars van der Hart. Wow. Big OMG moment with capital EEEs afterward. I stood stock-still, my ribcage forgetting to do the inhale/exhale gig. Tall and lean, he was ripped and cut like Chris Hemsworth with the BMI of one of those cyclists in the Tour de France. Around Murphy’s age, his hair was chestnut-brown, his eyes green like the Atlantic Ocean. But his face…the face came accompanied with a story. At one time, he’d been über good-looking, but something or someone had hardened his features. Four one-inch scars marked his right cheek, and one had been cut so deeply a layer of flesh had been removed. It was not hyperbole to say I waited an eternity to speak. The man reminded me of someone, but I couldn’t place a face to a name.

      “You’re new,” he said, “and beautiful.” Yes, to the first, I thought. The jury’s still out on the second. When I stood there like a moron, he asked, “Hey, are you okay?”

      “I, uh, I’m sorry…sort of a klutzy…they were talking…about my boyfri…I shouldn’t…jeez, I suck.”

      “What a command of the English language you have,” he murmured.

      “Yeah, I never fail to impress.” I looked at the coffee in his left hand the way a bloodsucker admired a fresh vein.

      “Would you like one?” he asked, toasting one toward me.

      “Is it roofie-free?”

      Van der Hart nearly peed himself with laughter. “It’s roofie-free,” he said.

      I grabbed on to that coffee like it was the last drop of H2O on Earth. “About your phone,” I said, admitting the mea culpa.

      He took a disinterested glance at his broken phone and opened his Armani jacket, sliding it in the side pocket. I wasn’t one to scope-out labels, but I could spot an Armani anywhere. “Again, nothing to worry about. Everything okay in there?” he murmured and grinned, pitching his head toward the ladies’ restroom door. “It had gotten rather loud.”

      “It was one nasty catfight, but I think the fur has cleared.”

      The grin ballooned into a full-fledged smile. “Did you win?”

      “Not my style. I’ll save my gunpowder for something bigger.”

      A deep chuckle warmed my bones. “Smart girl.”

      A memory niggled at my skull, just far enough away I couldn’t grab it at first try. “Smart girl”—where had I heard that in the context of a conversation? God knew it wasn’t at school. “Do I know you?” I asked.

      “I’m Lars van der Hart.”

      “Darcy Walker.”

      Something flashed in his eyes, but just as quickly as it came, even quicker was it snuffed out like a candle. “So how do you like the place, Darcy?” he asked.

      “It’s great but not my normal scene. Besides the fact I played with fire as a kid, I guess I’m sorta boring.”

      “I wouldn’t categorize you as boring.”

      He had a black and white flier tucked under his arm that said “Underground Fight Club” in bold across the top. I nodded toward the flier, grinning. “Not so underground if you advertise it’s underground.”

      He chuckled, bringing it to his eyes for deeper perusal. “My thoughts exactly.”

      “Isn’t that illegal?” I asked.

      He folded the paper and shoved it in the left side of his jacket. “Fights aren’t illegal, but betting on them is. Someone hung this in the mens’ restroom. It’s not something I promote, so hopefully I got it pulled down in time.”

      Yeah, well, uh…good luck with that. “Hey, I’ve gotta scram. My dad’s gonna go bonkers if I miss my curfew. It’s not exactly a gilded cage, but it’s close.”

      His gaze glittered with amusement. “Ah, well, carry on, um⁠—”

      “Darcy,” I reminded him, reaching for a handshake.

      His long fingers wrapped around mine in a strong and stately grip. Instead of returning the shake, he pulled my hand to his lips in a gallant kiss. “Good evening.” With that, he turned on his designer shoes and walked back toward what I assumed was his office, taking a left.

      Dude was a god.
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        * * *

      

      Someone lifted me up—several someone’s to be precise—as soon as Drowning Pool’s “Bodies” hit the airwaves. Oh. Lordy. “Bodies” was the ultimate mosh-pit song, and somehow I’d been chosen to crowd-surf amongst a group that’d morphed into a bunch of teenagers off the leash. It was one of those occasions a person either fought the group or went with it because mosh-dancing could prove deadly. I wasn’t afraid of death (obviously), but I wasn’t ready to retire the kissing thing yet. It actually had been the main reason for my feet hitting the floor each morning.

      Guys and gals alike grabbed my bum, legs, and torso as I stayed hoisted above heads, sometimes ten feet in the air. A thick grip fondled my rear, and my ankle was twisted in a hand-off to someone not ready for my buck-thirty pounds. I took a quick dip to the floor, only to be saved by two overly handsy guys. I craned my neck to make eye contact with the pervs, gave up, and gazed at the twirling strobe lights. After I’d been successfully passed off to a dozen other people (uh, partly), those releasing me chested and slam-danced into one another. While bodies sloshed and groaned, my untouched coffee spilled, and when the crowd grew even rowdier, I clocked on the budding emotion of panic.

      Oh. Shiz.

      Oh shiz. Oh shiz. OH SHIZ.

      When I heard a panicked, “Darcy!” I swiveled my head and saw Dylan wide-eyed, muscling people out of the way and frantically grabbing at the air in front of him. “What the…!” he growled. Yup. Dylan dropped the F-bomb as he grabbed me around the waist and gently lowered me to the floor. Right then, the song abruptly transitioned into another tune and the moshers lost their pep. When I glanced a shaky eyeball to the stage, I spotted a PO’d Lars van der Hart jawing with the DJ. Guess he didn’t want the liability of a mosh pit. After he ripped her a new blowhole, our eyes collided—him, angry like a doper without a syringe…me, grinning like a fool.

      Dylan was like a Glade Plugin of hormones. After one sniff, I silenced his nerves with a kiss, taking a rocket ship to ’hotown. My heart hammered. I couldn’t breathe. And the blood roared like a lion in my ears. Normal SOP. Every once in a while Dylan would kiss me with abandon. As a rule, he tried to remain in control since I turned out to be a more than willing participant. On the rare occasion where he gave into his feelings, the world disappeared and viewer discretion was strongly advised.

      As “Thinking Out Loud” crooned in the background, after a few beats at my lips, he trickled tiny bites up my chin, kissing hungrily down my neck. We pushed the limits on my curfew, but any girl would if Dylan had her wrapped in his arms in a passionate lip-lock, right there in front of God and everybody.

      Group shots and selfies popped all around us—the flash lighting up my closed lids. Do not let this shiz go viral was all I thought because I honest to God was close to licking his armpit if he’d let me. Why the viral concern? Murphy had recently turned stalker on my social media accounts. He’d never cared before, but now he trolled every waking hour and even commissioned two of his cronies to assist. After several lip-smacking smooches, my control was seriously off the chain, purring and growling like a feral cat in heat. I pulled back with a dizzying shiver and uneasy feeling in my stomach. Le sigh. I was in so much emotional trouble I was afraid to explore its depths. I shook off the self-doubt before it settled in and convinced myself our love was forever. And if it wasn’t forever, it would only be because I chose to live alone, found someone hotter, or decided to reside on the freaking space station. Eh, none of those were possible, but the little L-word kept popping onto my tongue, and it had grown harder and harder to force into dormancy.

      “I love you,” Dylan murmured, almost as if he’d read my mind.

      My breath came out in ragged, gaspy chunks, like a car engine trying to turn over. I wimped-out with a right-back-atcha grin, leaving him in no way deterred. Both his dimples imploded. I had to admit our relationship had been pretty epic so far, but let’s be real…I pushed the limits of his patience.

      “Ever want to go back to that best-friends-only thang?” I teased.

      Dylan hooked a finger in my belt loop, pulling me to him. “Over my dead body,” he murmured.

      As they say, famous last words. The ground shook, the ceiling rumbled, and the wall standing next to us crumbled to the ground in four large pieces. White plaster, ductwork, and powdered dust hit the air in a puff of smoke as Mother Earth commenced to tell us she was in charge, not us. It was an earthquake…strange. Screaming girls could barely be heard above the screeching of the music. Dylan came for me at light speed, curling me into his stomach and trying to shield me from tremors from which there was no refuge. Once the quake had ended, a dead body tumbled down in slow-mo in front of us.
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      Now there’s some material for your next nightmare.

      A dead body. Yup, a d-e-a-d body. Who would’ve thought a gasp-inducing make-out session would end that way? Thing was, dead bodies had become the norm for me. I’d found a body in a dumpster, a head buried in the sand, and a skeleton in a closet…for those who wanted the particulars.

      When the aftershocks abated, the mood grew eerily silent. Most were in a white-knuckled shock, but then all hell broke loose when they registered a body with a striped shirt and jeans on decaying bones. Probably a girl. No way could one superglue her back together and add skin. In fact, the flesh that remained resembled beef jerky.

      Dylan took the three steps separating us, getting between the body and me. He gulped hard and prayed, “Holy Mother.”

      Dude, there wasn’t anything holy about the body. And P.S., whatever put it there was even unholier. I swallowed down the chalupa begging to make an encore and glanced back to the plaster walls that had hidden the body away. It was a small compartment of some kind, maybe a closet, and when the idiot in me stepped inside, I realized it resembled a prison. Three pairs of shackles hung from the wall—with no way in, no way out. Had it been hidden there? Tortured?

      Dylan and I simultaneously had the exact thought. “Where’s Bean?” we asked the other. Let that thought incubate no more because Bean hovered overtop the bodily remains, attempting to do CPR when it had died with the dinosaurs. For the love of God, if I believed my superhero mindset was bad, Bean was channeling his inner-EMT. The corpse cracked and crunched with the weight of his palms as he totally contaminated and FUBAR’d what was probably a crime scene.

      “Bean, it’s dead!” I screamed, half mortified, half laughing my head off. Bean still went at it with total gusto. Problem was, in Bean’s dedicated efforts Mr. Pongo fell out and lodged into the body’s gaping jaw.

      Hello face, meet palm.

      Dylan grabbed Bean around the waist, coaching him the body was evidence as Bean ran in the air still trying to get to it. Bean punched and kicked while tears rolled down his face like he hadn’t made it to the scene on time. Dear, God. There was a story there. Like me, a single father raised Bean. His mother was dead. I knew it, and by his reaction he felt a boatload of guilt.

      Fifteen minutes later, Detective Christian O’Brien had Dylan cornered, asking for specifics. When I gave him my side of the story, he immediately moved on for Dylan’s take. I was thinking I used too many adjectives, or Dylan appeared more stable. He only gave me the five-minute treatment where Dylan was going on twenty. Bean was still one breath away from needing a sedative and had held my hand since Dylan pried him away from Dead Girl. He’d calmed a smidgeon when the coroner returned Mr. Pongo, but whether he was sane again—or as close as Bean could be—was TBD.

      The coroner right then threw a sheet over the remains while bouncers and policemen attempted to corral the handful of us left. Normal MO would’ve been to kick everyone out ASAP and contain the area. Problem was, the temperature had dropped to seven degrees, and the cops didn’t want the liability of unchaperoned teens wandering the streets and freezing. So the handful of us remaining had been ordered to stand and/or sit quietly by the bar and wait for a ride home while detectives did their thing. Since Dylan’s interview portion was taking for-freaking-ever, for once I did as I was told.

      Standing in the corner talking to another detective was the DJ and manager of the digs, Lars van der Hart. My eyes ping-pong’d between them and the body. The DJ seemed beyond nervous, twisting and twining a dreadlock around her fingers. Lars, however, had that look like his new investment had sunk deeper than the Titanic. While my eyes scanned the crowd for anything or anyone suspicious, I tugged Bean over to a section of the bar not being worked by CSIs, looking for a seat. As soon as I neared the eight seats still vacant, I recognized the voice of my secret mentor, Tito Westbrook, on the barstool to my left. Well, hallelujah, but I almost wet myself.

      Tito was the go-to crime reporter for The Cincinnati Enquirer, and I’d followed his work since I could read the back of a cereal box. He had his checking account hacked over Christmas, and I helped him uncover the perp. The crook robbed several people blind, killing a few in the process, but was ultimately unmasked by my hand. So far, Tito only knew me under my alter ego’s mononym of Jester, but seriously, if a few key criminals chose to talk, in the words of Ricky Ricardo, I’d have some s’plainin’ to do.

      Tito stood at average weight and height, dark-skinned with black hair slightly balding at the crown. My initial estimate placed him at early to mid-forties. His clothing was business casual, wearing khaki pants, a brown golf shirt, with lace-up leather shoes along the lines of something my father would wear. His features were strong with eyes a dark brown, lips stained a beefy red, and cheeks aglow with the same color. Tito was good-looking, but he wasn’t great looking, but he possessed something that made a person take a double look. He had that “it” factor, but one could spend his or her entire life trying to figure out what that “it” was. I suppose if someone was a journalist like Tito, trying to get people to divulge their dark secrets or details of someone else’s was the best gift the universe could’ve doled out.

      He spoke quietly into the cell gripped in his left hand. “It comes as no surprise,” he said. “We need the body ID’d, Sophie. If I’m right, this is going to blow the lid off of everything.” A pause. “Darlin’, I know I’m right on this one, and it’s an answer to prayer. Get your flirt on and pull a favor at the coroner’s office. Capeesh?”

      How innnnnnneresting. Why would Tito not go all reporter on everyone here? I expected him to have his notebook flipped open, interviewing whomever he could before the cops kiboshed his efforts. It was almost like he waited patiently for the third act in a play to be over so he could make his grand exit.

      In my head, I knew it was a bad idea, but my body hadn’t quite heeded the warning. My hand gripped him on the shoulder, tight enough that it wouldn’t be considered nice. “Don’t turn around. It’s Jester.”

      The coffee cup in his right hand halted midair, and his back went ramrod-straight. The bar had been closed, so what could I conclude? The man had been here for a long time, and his coffee had to be cold. “Jester,” he drawled with Southern charm. “The pleasure is all mine.”

      Tito slowly drew the cup to his lips, took a drink, and deposited the mug back on the counter. Tito’d played that game before because he craned his neck around the booze to see if he could catch my reflection in the mirror behind them. Fortunately, the liquor bottles had been restacked to capacity after the tremor, so getting a visual would prove difficult. I’d been smart enough to snuggle up next to a group of girls of varying shapes and hair color, turning my body sideways. Plus, my profile was shadowed by Bean’s ten-gallon hat. Tito couldn’t see me, but he could still hear my voice.

      “What exactly is your interest here, Tito?”

      “I could ask you the same.”

      “I wanted to be a big time wrestler when I was eight. When that didn’t work out, I decided to grab life by the gonads and squeeze,” I answered. Tito reluctantly chuckled. “There’s a story with that body, Tito. I stepped inside the wall from which it fell. It looked like a closet, and there were three sets of shackles mounted inside, giving it a creepy medieval vibe. Someone kept people prisoners. The dead girl—if she is a girl—had no shackles around her. Question is, why not? We know she didn’t die under restraints. Did she die because she discovered other people had?”

      “Leave it alone, Jester.”

      And when had I ever done that? That’s right…never. “Maybe I can help.”

      “Darlin’, you’re talented. I’m not sure who you are, but this one is definitely over your head.”

      “I never took you as the Doubting Thomas type.”

      “Okay,” he conceded. “Maybe it’s not over your head, but I don’t think you have access to the information I need.”

      “Why don’t you let me be the judge of that?”

      Tito laughed again. “I’m not playing, Jester. I worried myself sick over you back in December. I can’t chance you becoming the next corpse.”

      A smart person would run right out the door, but the part of my brain that was smart just took a ride on the “stupid bus.” I said, “So you admit what happened here tonight was a crime? Did you know her, Tito?”

      A tiny pause that the normal wouldn’t notice…but I did. “No,” he said.

      Grade A, mother-trucking baloney. “Fine, I’ll go this one alone.”

      “Jester,” he said, rising out of his seat. “You do not want to swim too close to a drowning man. Trust me. Stay home. This ain’t for you, darlin’.”

      Thank the good Lord his effort to stand had been dashed when a man the size of a mountain sidled up next to him, asking the bartender if he could use the house phone.

      A bead of sweat trickled down Tito’s temple. My word, he was nervous, so nervous his sweat glands had gone haywire. But why? Right then, Dylan whisked Bean and me toward the door while Tito continued to talk to dead air. Bean walked stoically between us. Dylan and I linked our arms through his in an attempt to keep him vertical.

      “What did you think of the place, D?” I asked when we hit the sidewalk. “You know, other than the dead body that fell out of the wall,” I added in a nervous giggle.

      Even though Dylan was choirboy clean, he was street smart, discerning, and had the uncanny ability to read people. I wanted his take on things, although I could’ve predicted the response. “The place didn’t feel right,” he answered.

      No doubt. “How in God’s name, could someone not realize a dead body was in the wall, even after the place had been inspected?”

      Dylan’s gaze hardened, and a vertical worry line appeared between his eyes as he craned around Bean to meet my face. “My sentiments exactly. Stay out of it, hound dog. I prefer my girlfriend warm.”
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        * * *

      

      Bzzz, bzzz, bzzz.

      Bzzz, bzzz, bzzz. What in the H was that? Did flies live in the dead of an ice-cold winter? Rolling over, I attempted to drown out the sound with a pillow when it slowly dawned on me it was the annoying vibration of my iPhone…not flies making love to a trashcan.

      “You’ve got to be kidding,” I groaned from the premature wake-up call. My hand floundered around on the nightstand, coming up with nothing.

      Dylan Taylor. Who else in the world would be insane enough to text me at seven a.m. on a Saturday morning? Dylan had been my personal alarm clock for years, albeit at a respectful hour. Here lately, his calls shaved fifteen minutes off our agreed upon time. It sucked to work on the weekends, but if I wanted cash to burn, then I needed to chase the pavement. When my phone buzzed again, my hand went for a repeat on the flailing thing, finding my phone and pulling it to my eyes.

      U up??? the text said.

      No, moron, I typed with one eye closed.

      Ha-ha, rise and shine, sweetheart. I’ll bring coffee.

      Bite me.

      Apparently, Dylan grew tired of texting because my phone rang, scaring the bejeezus out of me. Dropping it to the floor, I rose back up and banged my head on the nightstand. Rubbing my throbbing crown, I finally snatched it up and brought it to my ear.

      “That’s assault and battery, baby,” I grumbled. And yeah, I occasionally called my best friend-slash-boyfriend baby. Ugh. How mortifying.

      “Good morning, sweetheart,” he said, chuckling deeply. “I’ve missed you.”

      “Do you even know what time it is?”

      “It’s seven o’clock. Sorry, but Dylan’s up, and I want Darcy up. Besides, there’s something I need to talk to you about.”

      I dropped anchor on the topic before Dylan made any headway. “Now?” I mumbled. “I’m not sure I’d understand what you’re saying. I need fifteen minutes for my brain to reboot and a shot of caffeine.”

      A short pause. “Okay. In the car, but it’s important.”

      “Everything is always life or death with you,” I muttered.

      A low chuckle reverberated in my ear as he shut the convo down with a baritone, “I love you.” Sigh. So dreamy. I so was going to kiss him later.

      Coaxing my feet to stand, I slid into my robe and peeped inside Marjorie’s adjoining room. No Marjorie present. My money said she’d slept with Murphy. That could only mean there’d been a crisis situation in the nightmare department. My little sister had endured nightmares of late, and it all had to do with this time of year. Believe me, I got it. It was the anniversary of my mother’s murder. M-U-R-D-E-R. And no, we had never delved into the specifics, but she found an article on the Internet that went into minute detail.

      Um, thank you, Information Highway.

      I tried not to dwell on my mother for more than short bursts, but seeing how it affected Marjorie thrust her back into the forefront whether I liked it or not. All these years later, the wound was still jagged, but Murphy could pull me out of the dumps—even if the endgame would ultimately be the same.

      Most of the time my father was a ticking time bomb, but the universe gave him two daughters, and he found a maternal side. At six foot two with curly brown hair and Cherokee Indian lineage, he wasn’t short in the looks department either. With cheekbones that could chisel granite, his thick eyebrows framed deep-set, chocolate eyes the color of a candy bar. Thing was, people could get lost in those eyes, but if they didn’t know him, they could get scared to death in them too.
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