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CHAPTER 1

THE MORNING SUN burst through the gap in the drapes, making me squint. I blinked a couple of times as it seared my retinas then focused on the back of the man lying beside me on the bed.

As backs went, it was pretty good—tanned and broad with cords of muscle running along each side of the spine and well-developed shoulders that spoke of a serious gym habit. A tribal tattoo covered the uppermost shoulder, disappearing from view around the front of his body and extending partway down his arm. I couldn’t resist leaning forward to trace the pattern with my tongue.

The owner of the tattoo let out a low groan, and as he did so, I felt hot breath on the back of my neck. A pleasant sensation of warmth flooded through me as an arm wrapped around my waist from behind.

I smiled. Who wouldn’t? “Good morning, boys.”

I had no idea what their names were. Probably they’d told me at some point, but I’d long since forgotten, and to be honest, I didn’t really care. After all, I was only interested in one night.

But it seemed as if guy number two was interested in a good morning as well, judging by the rapidly hardening bulge pressed against my ass. I couldn’t complain about that. Guy number one decided to turn it into a contest over who could make me happy first, and I couldn’t complain about that either. I’d gone beyond happy and was fast heading for delirious when my phone rang.

Not my everyday phone with the number that every Tom, Dick, and cold-calling salesman had. No, this was the one I had to answer.

Groaning, I pushed both men away, rolled over, and picked the damn thing up from the nightstand. “This had better be an emergency.”

“Is that any way to greet your best friend in the whole world?”

“You’re not my best friend anymore. I have two very good friends with me right now, and they were introducing me to a whole new universe until you interrupted.”

My friend, my best friend, chuckled. “You’re gonna have to put your boy toys away, you little slut. I’ve got a job for you.”

“What job?”

“It’s right up your street. Alley. Whatever. Now, get dressed and come to the office.”

“You’d better have coffee waiting.”

Dammit.

I hung up and turned back to my entertainment, both of whom waited patiently like well-trained circus animals. They certainly knew all the tricks.

“Sorry, boys. Gotta go.”

The one on the left pouted. Kinda cute. How old was he? Twenty-five? Twenty-six? Yes, about five years younger than me.

“Ten more minutes, babe,” the one on the right said. “You won’t regret it.”

[image: Image]

Fast-forward half an hour, and I hustled down the street, late as usual. Although I still wore last night’s clothes, I’d spent five minutes in the hotel bathroom taming my hair, and I always carried a toothbrush and toothpaste in my purse, so at least I was vaguely presentable—as long as you counted a pair of tight leather pants, four-inch heels, and a red satin bustier as appropriate business attire.

The cab ride to the office took another fifteen minutes, and when I swung my ass through the doors to reception at Blackwood Security, Lottie behind the desk tapped her watch.

“They’re waiting. Conference room two.”

I went via my office to pick up a jacket on the way. Whistles and catcalls followed me as I strode across the main office floor, but I held my head high. I’d had plenty of practice, after all.

“Hey, Double D! Did you forget to go home last night?”

“Dirty Dan! You living up to your name again?”

I let my middle finger do the talking. The only other answer I could have given was, “yes.”

While the men laughed, I grabbed a candy bar out of my desk drawer then shrugged into the tailored jacket hanging over the back of my chair. Heads swivelled as I retraced my steps through the room, fifteen pairs of eyes tracking my ass’s progress.

Who cared? Let them look.

Conference room two was right ahead, and I grew kind of curious as I got closer. My diary had been empty when I left last night, and Emmy hadn’t said much on the phone.

A job that was right up my street? That meant it was either big or serious, because as the deputy head of investigations at Blackwood, anything run-of-the-mill would have been punted down the ranks to one of my merry men. I had a couple of thousand of those, spread out across the globe everywhere from Abu Dhabi to Zimbabwe.

Security was big business, and Blackwood was one of the biggest.

No, Emmy wouldn’t have dragged me in on my day off unless the case was important, especially when she knew I’d gone on a “date.” We understood each other. Our friendship had lasted, what, eleven years? Twelve? 

I knocked once, pasted a smile on my face, stuck my tits out, and pushed open the door.

What the…?

Okay, that wasn’t quite what I’d been expecting. Or rather, who.

The aroma of fresh coffee floated across to me, but only Emmy had a cup in front of her. The other three occupants of the room had glasses of juice.

Emmy sat at the head of the glass table, impeccably dressed as always in a fancy pantsuit. Black, just like her soul. She turned her head as I stepped into the room and regarded me with impassive eyes that gave nothing away.

Hmm.

On the long side of the table, facing me, three boys perched in leather chairs far too big for their small frames. I resisted the urge to check if their feet touched the floor as I tugged my jacket around me and tried to subtly do up the buttons.

The oldest couldn’t have been more than fourteen and the smallest maybe nine or ten. More than that, they had a look I recognised. Street kids. Why did I recognise it? Because in the dim and distant past, I’d been there myself.

Emmy had too. I raised an eyebrow at her.

“Boys, this is the lady I was telling you about.” She turned to me. “Dan, meet Trick, Vine, and Race.”

Three faces looked at me then dropped to my chest. I glanced down. Red lace still stuck out of the gap in my jacket, and I shot Emmy an evil glare. Why hadn’t she warned me?

A faint smirk crossed her face then disappeared almost instantly. She was in work mode. Emotionless. Dispassionate.

“The boys have come to us about doing a small job for them.”

“Like a job, job?”

Not some sort of charity work? Emmy often helped waifs and strays, but she didn’t usually bring them to the office, especially when I was there. Being around children made me miserable—a bad case of wanting what I couldn’t have, I suppose—and I tried to avoid them. 

Emmy, on the other hand, believed in immersion therapy. If something made her uncomfortable, she kept doing it until it didn’t worry her anymore. Which may have worked for public speaking or a fear of spiders but not an inability to have kids. And now she’d invited a gang of them in to chat and possibly more.

“Indeed. A job, job.”

I tried to keep the incredulous look off my face. My charge-out rate was $800 an hour, and Emmy didn’t roll out of bed for less than five figures. These kids looked as if they could barely scrape together enough change for their next Happy Meal.

“Okaaaay.”

Emmy turned to the biggest of the three, who sat in the middle and wore a jacket at least four sizes too large for his skinny body. “Trick, why don’t you tell Dan the same story you told me?”

Oh, this was going to be good. Could Emmy be playing a particularly unamusing prank?

Trick started to speak, revealing a missing front tooth. Had he been fighting? Or did he just have bad dental hygiene?

“See, there’s this guy, and he’s been arrested, like. But he didn’t do it. We know that, don’t we?”

Murmurs of agreement came from both sides of him.

“He wouldn’t do nothing like that,” the kid on his left added.

“He’s too kind, you get it? He wouldn’t hurt no one. He gives up all his spare time to help us with music stuff.”

“We’re gonna make it big,” the second kid said, emphasising his words with his hands. “He told us we got talent.”

The boy might have had talent, but he also had purple hair and a ring through his nose, and someone had shaved lines through his eyebrows so they looked like tiny zebras.

The tall kid cut in again. “We got to get him out, yeah? So he can work with us kids again.”

Kid number two—Race? Vine?—spoke once more. “There ain’t no one else who cares. The rest of the grown-ups, they just tell us to shut up and keep out their ways.”

“So, what did he do?” I asked. Joyriding? Drugs? Burglary? A bit of petty theft?

“He pays for our instruments with his own money. Otherwise we wouldn’t have none.”

“I mean, what did he do to get arrested?”

“He’s teaching me to play the guitar,” said the second kid.

The third kid, the smallest one, stared at me with big blue eyes that didn’t match his darker skin, unspeaking. He was kind of cute.

I looked at Emmy, and she refused to meet my gaze. This had to be a joke, surely?

“You in the middle. Trick?” I pointed one black-tipped finger at him. “What’s your friend in jail for?”

“Oh. Yeah. Murder.”

Emmy looked nonchalantly out of the window, and I reached under the table with my foot. Dammit. She was out of range of my pointy-toed boots. She realised what I was attempting and rolled her chair back another six inches, just to be sure.

Why was she doing this to me? Was this because I accidentally crashed her Corvette the other week? I’d promised to get that repaired.

“Murder?” I asked.

“Yeah, but he didn’t do it, and we need him back because otherwise we got no chance of getting a record deal.”

A laugh bubbled up in my throat, and I tamped it down. It was too early in the morning for this. Slowly, deliberately, I reached out for the jug of coffee in front of me and poured a cup. Caffeine would help. Caffeine helped everything. I took a sip, scalding my lips before I asked the dreaded question. 

“So, boys, who did he kill?”

“He didn’t!” the second kid insisted.

“Okay, who have the cops accused him of killing?” 

This promised to be a long day, didn’t it?

“Just some girl. Don’t know who she was,” Trick said.

“Even if she was just some girl, Trick, murder is a very serious business.” 

Oh, good grief, now I sounded like someone’s mother. Not mine, obviously. She wouldn’t have noticed if I’d held a gang initiation in the kitchen, she was so off her head on crack all the time.

He gave me a sullen look. “Yeah, I know, but it’s a setup. Someone else must have done it.”

“And we want you to find out who!” the second one said, fidgeting in his seat.

Emmy finally decided to speak. “The boys have got a proposition for us. If we help them find out who the real killer is, they’ll pay our fees out of the royalties they get for their first album.”

So, basically what she meant was that we’d be working for free, then. Not that I had anything against pro-bono work, but my diary was already crammed full with paying clients.

Her lips quirked up at the corners. “And when I say we, I mean you.”

Oh, this was definitely about the car. Yes, it had been a birthday gift from her husband, and no, I hadn’t exactly asked to borrow it, but it was only a small crack in the bodywork. Okay, cracks.

“When they told me their story, my mind accelerated straight to you. You’re so driven when it comes to these things.”

That was it. As soon as I got out of this meeting, I was going to take her damned Corvette and shove it into her fucking lake.

I pushed my chair back.

“Trick, how about you tell Dan who your friend is?”

“Oh, yeah. He’s the Ghost.”

I stopped my chair mid-wheel. “The Ghost? Are you serious?”

Everyone had heard of the Ghost. Maybe not last week, when he’d just been a DJ-slash-music producer with a fetish for privacy, but since Sunday, two days ago, he’d been all over the news. 

According to The New York Times, the Ghost was currently the most sought-after producer in the business, and even if you didn’t know him, you knew his songs. They were like little earworms that burrowed into your brain and played on repeat. I’d even heard him play live myself once, at a fashion show, although he’d skipped the after-party and disappeared right after his set.

And last weekend, he’d been found unconscious and covered in blood behind the wheel of his crashed car on the outskirts of Richmond. Only the blood didn’t all belong to him. In the aftermath, the cops had found the naked body of a young woman in his bed. Stabbed, shot, or strangled, depending on which news channel you chose to believe.

Emmy was giving me this?

That was it. I’d drown her Dodge Viper as well. The Ghost case promised to be a messy spectacle played out in front of the media, and maybe, just maybe, I’d like to actually take some of the vacation I’d been accruing for the past decade.

“Yeah. The Ghost’s our friend,” the older boy said. “Only we didn’t even know it was him until we saw his face on TV. We just called him Ethan, and he’s always looked out for us. He used to live on the same block, see?”

“Trick’s right,” Emmy said. “The Ghost did a lot of good. He ran a music project for the neighbourhood kids.”

“Kept us off the streets.”

“Crime rates in that area halved after he became involved.”

Emmy ran her own charity to assist the homeless. I helped her, but while she worked mainly with children and young adults in Richmond and London, I concentrated on shelters for domestic violence. We each chose what resonated with us the most. Suddenly, her motives for taking on this case became a little clearer—ninety percent revenge, ten percent empathy. And while I sympathised with the boys’ cause, Emmy was still a bitch for forcing this on me.

“Did you ever work with him?” I asked her.

She shook her head. “He had his own area buttoned up pretty tight. I met him a couple of times, though. He wasn’t what the papers have made him out to be.”

Now, that was interesting. The media had turned on the Ghost since his arrest, with the headlines growing more sensational by the day. Yesterday’s front page had suggested he could be into devil worship. Last week, they’d been singing his praises, full of news of his five MTV awards and speculating about possible Grammy nominations, and now they’d demonised him. 

I didn’t trust reporters, especially after they’d dubbed Emmy the Black Widow when they thought she’d killed her husband, and Emmy was usually an excellent judge of character. She said it came from having met so many assholes in her time. And from the way she spoke, I was working this case whether I wanted to or not.

I sighed. “Give me a few minutes. I need to get my laptop and a notepad.”

Emmy grinned at the three young faces in triumph, and they beamed back at her. Four against one.

What had I gotten myself into?


























CHAPTER 2

ON MY WAY to find my laptop, I took a short detour via the head of Blackwood’s information systems department, who hid out in a cave on the third floor filled with enough technology to give Best Buy a wet dream. My friend and colleague, Mack Cain, leaned back in her chair as she watched a series of incomprehensible waffle scroll up one of her three screens.

The other two displayed a recipe for pot roast and a special offer on manicures at a local spa respectively.

I peered down at the manicure ad. “I like those little stars. Do you think they’d suit me?”

I held up my current colour scheme—black with tiny skulls painted on them in lime green.

Mack looked at my nails then back at her screen. “The stars are kind of cheerful. Are they really you?”

“Thanks. It’s good to know you see me as an all-around bringer of happiness and light.”

“Why are you here?”

“Can you look up some information on a murder for me?”

“Exactly my point.”

Fair enough, murder was a little on the dark side.

“But can you help?”

She groaned and minimised the recipe. “What murder?”

“That pot roast didn’t look so good, anyway.”

“I know. But Luke’s invited some friends over, and I need to feed them.”

“Just call Bradley. He’ll sort it out.”

Bradley was Emmy’s assistant. If you needed something found, decorated, bought, or organised, he was your man.

“I suppose. I just had the vague idea that I could make up for the spaghetti bolognese disaster.”

A month or so ago, Mack had decided to try hacking into a foreign government server while boiling spaghetti sauce. She’d done slightly better than anticipated with her attempts to crack the firewall, but the resulting visit from the fire department wasn’t something any of us would let her forget in a hurry.

“If you’re going to burn things again, give me some warning. I’ll come with my camera.”

Or perhaps I’d try it myself. I liked a man in uniform. Or even men—I wasn’t fussy.

“I didn’t exactly plan it the first time.”

“Well, maybe you should. All good Girl Scouts should be prepared. We could make an evening of it—dress up fancy, a few appetisers, cocktails, and a visit from hot firemen.”

“Will you ever stop thinking with your loins?”

“Why would I want to? So many men, so little time.”

I put as much conviction as I could into that statement, but even to my own ears, it sounded hollow. A couple of years ago, I wouldn’t have had to consider my answer, not for a millisecond. But that was then, and this was now.

While my two best friends lived in marital bliss, Emmy with Mr. Tall, Dark, and Psycho and Mack with a man who spoke computer better than English, I still maintained my hard-won reputation as a party girl. But the truth was, I’d started to crave what they had. Not the big wedding, the flashy ring, or the joint dinner invitations, but the companionship. I could finally admit that it might be nice to come home to the same dick at the end of each day as long its owner knew what to do with it.

But how the hell did I go about doing that?

The only manhunts I got involved in featured guns and an arrest at the end, and some days, I barely had enough time to eat. What was I supposed to do? Go speed dating? I snorted at the thought, and Mack gave me a funny look. 

What could I say about myself?

My name’s Dan. I’ll answer to “Dirty,” though. What do I do for a living? Well, I’m a private investigator. Yes, I drink too much; no, I don’t have a goofy sidekick; and yes, I do enjoy my job. Hobbies, you say? I quite like shooting. At targets, people, whatever. Do I have any special achievements? I’ve tried every position in the Kama Sutra, most of them at least twice, and I once rode a motorcycle at a hundred miles an hour while blindfolded for a dare.

Yeah, I’d get crossed off people’s lists pretty quickly.

Dating through work was a no-go for me, despite Emmy and Mack having met their soulmates that way. The prospect of morning-after awkwardness in the office made me cringe. And I’d never get involved with a lawyer again. Last year, I’d even tried internet dating, but after accidentally meeting a man who turned out to have an unhealthy interest in children, getting him arrested, and having to testify against him in court, I got Mack to block that app from my phone in case I ever got tempted to swipe right again.

Unfortunately, Mack and her terrible cooking skills looked like my best shot for meeting a man at the moment, but before she could go home and burn things, I needed her to find me some information.

“Emmy’s decided she feels sorry for a trio of street kids, whose good buddy, the Ghost, has landed up in prison. Apparently, we need to take a look at the crime he’s been accused of committing.”

Mack did a double take when I mentioned the Ghost.

“Do you mean that DJ?”

I nodded.

“But I thought that was cut and dried? I mean, they found the murder weapon in his car, covered in his fingerprints. And didn’t he confess?”

A groan escaped as my damned soul protested over Emmy’s revenge. “I know all that. And if you think you can talk some sense into our beloved leader, be my guest.”

“I’ll get started, then. What do you need?”

She knew she had two hopes of changing Emmy’s mind. None and zero.

“I’m gonna need everything. It’s probably a waste of time, but I have to at least go through the motions.”

“Do you want me to check not entirely legal sources as well?”

“I need all the help I can get.”

With Mack on the case, I headed back to the conference room to deal with Emerson and her three little stooges. An hour later, I’d learned that the Ghost was “the shit” and “a lyrical genius, yeah.” Fan-fucking-tastic. None of that would help unless he planned to rap his way out of prison. But the kids were growing on me, I’ll admit that. When they got up and started beatboxing, they were a lot better than I thought they’d be, and the smallest boy, Race, came alive. He strutted up and down, singing words more suited to Emmy’s potty mouth than a ten-year-old child’s, even though he hadn’t spoken for the entire day. Perhaps the Ghost wasn’t such a bad judge of ability after all.

Two hours later, after Emmy’s assistant, Sloane, had been dispatched to McDonald’s and we were all stuffed full of junk food, Mack finally turned up with a stack of paper and a memory stick full of documents.

“You want a french fry?” I offered. “They’re a little cold.”

“Or you could have this…” Emmy held out the toy from her Happy Meal. “Uh, I don’t know what it is. Disney?”

Mack rolled her eyes. “I’ve been working my ass off hacking for the last two hours, and this is what you’ve been doing?”

Perhaps we should have wiped the game of hangman off the whiteboard.

“No, we’ve been doing other things. Like interviewing the boys.”

I waved my hand in their direction then looked over at them. They were staring open-mouthed at Mack.

Okay, so her bright red hair and legs that went up to her armpits were kind of striking, but the boys would need to learn to put their tongues away if they wanted to impress the ladies.

Mack gave us a look that said yeah, right. “I’ve found out a few things, but the boys aren’t going to want to see this.”

“It won’t bother us. Nothin’ does,” Trick said.

Emmy pulled rank, saving me the trouble. “Look, we’ve agreed to help, but we have to do this our way. There are some things we’re not going to show you. Not because we think you can’t take them, but because life is hard enough. We don’t want to make living it even more difficult.”

“What about you? You’re gonna see.”

“We’ll deal with it. You shouldn’t have to.”

And we would. We’d each developed our own coping mechanism over the years. Mack went into a quiet room and sobbed her heart out. She tried to hide her tears, but we both knew she did it. Emmy unloaded on her husband, and if he wasn’t around, she sleepwalked instead. Or in her case, sleep hit, shot, and stabbed. Believe me, we all breathed a sigh of relief when Black was home.

Me? I found the nearest prime specimen of meat and lost myself in him. Or was it the other way around? Either way, the mind-numbing pleasure gave me what I needed.

“So what do we do?” Trick asked. “We just want to help.”

“You’ve already helped by believing in the Ghost at a time when most people have turned their backs. I’m sure he’ll be grateful for that.”

“That’s it? We just leave?”

“Do you have somewhere to go to tonight?”

“Yeah, Race goes to his foster parents’ and Vine comes home with me. His mom don’t care. She’s mostly passed out, anyway.”

Emmy slid a notepad over to him. “Write your contact details down, and we’ll give you a call when we’ve looked into things.”

Trick wrote out a number, his handwriting an untidy scrawl I could barely decipher. Emmy flipped it around and read it back to him, just to be on the safe side. 

He nodded. “It’s Vine’s phone, but the battery’s dodgy. Mine got jacked.”

“By who?”

“Some kid.”

“With a knife,” Vine added helpfully.

Emmy shoved her chair back, her mouth a hard line. “Excuse me a minute.”

The kids looked at each other, fidgeting. “What did I say?” Trick asked. “I didn’t mean to piss her off.”

I managed to refrain from rolling my eyes. “Nothing. She’s angry that someone threatened you with a knife. Did you tell the cops?”

I had to ask even though I knew the answer. After all, I’d been in that situation as a kid, and I’d kept my mouth firmly shut. Snitching only made things worse.

“Nuh uh. They won’t do nothin’.”

As I suspected. “Any idea who it was?”

Three heads shook. “It was dark.”

“If anything like that happens again, you come to us, okay?”

Emmy marched back in with three Samsungs, still in their boxes. As she broke a phone most weeks, she tended to buy them in bulk.

“Here. One each. Keep them charged, and keep away from assholes with knives, yes?” Next, she handed out business cards, hers and mine. “And make sure our numbers are programmed in.”

As the boys filed out, hugging the boxes to their chests like they were gold freaking bars, I leaned back in my seat and blew out a long breath.

“Why us?” I groaned after the door had closed behind them.

“Because when they googled for private investigators, Blackwood was near the beginning of the alphabet. Apparently, Adams and Abraham didn’t answer the phone.”

“When this is over, I’m starting my own firm. Zulu Investigations. We’ll only be taking cases where the client passes the credit check.”

Emmy smirked at me. “As long as you don’t put your rates up, I might throw a few bones your way.”

That time my boot did connect, and she gave me an evil look before throwing her toy at my head.

“All you need is a pram,” I said, referring to one of her favourite British sayings.

“Can we focus on the job?” Mack pleaded. “I’ve got two of Luke’s associates and their wives coming for dinner, and I don’t even know what I’m going to cook yet.”

She spread her pile of papers out on the table and slotted the memory stick into the data port in the centre console. The crest of the Virginia State Police appeared on the giant screen that took up most of one wall of the conference room. Yes, Mack had been busy. I drank in the details as she scrolled through the police report, describing with all the passion of a drive-thru operator the car crash, the discovery of the body, and the Ghost’s subsequent arrest. She had to remain detached. We all did, or we’d never get out of bed in the mornings.

“And here’s the Ghost, otherwise known as Ethan White.” 

Mack brought his mug shot up on the screen, and I guessed him to be around my age. I’d just turned thirty-one, or twenty-nine, seeing as I’d decided to start counting backwards from my thirtieth birthday. White’s skin didn’t match his name. It was a warm brown with golden undertones, and his black hair was cropped closely to his head. He could have been a model if not for the sour expression on his face and his bloodshot eyes. The long cut bisecting his goatee didn’t help either.

“This was him two days ago, right after his arrest,” Mack said, pointing out the obvious. “And this is how we normally see him.”

A new photo flashed up. This time, the Ghost was unidentifiable, his face hidden behind a sculpted white mask that faded into the shadows of a hoodie as he stood on stage behind a DJ deck.

“Looks as if he’s a little shy,” I commented.

“He’s famed for his secrecy. One of the most recognisable faces in music, yet nobody knew what he looked like. I couldn’t find a single picture of his face other than those mug shots.”

“I’m not surprised,” Emmy said. “He hated having his picture taken. The music project the kids spoke about used to be based at the Step-Up Center, same place as the Blackwood Foundation’s mentoring workshops. The mayor turned up for a photo op a couple of years back, and I ended up hiding in a storeroom with White until the press disappeared. Of course, I didn’t realise who he was at the time.”

“Did you talk?”

“Only about our projects. He was preparing to move his kids to a bigger place a few blocks over. Cheaper rent, better acoustics, but needed some repairs, apparently.”

“Well, at least we know why he’s called the Ghost.”

I leaned forward, squinting at his mask. What was it made from? Plastic? Rubber? Whatever it was, it was kind of creepy.

Another click and the picture of White disappeared, replaced with a morgue shot of his victim. Her blonde hair hung in tails around her shoulders, matted with blood, and a thin red line trailed across one cheek. Someone had made an effort to clean her face up, and the cut looked almost as if someone had drawn it on with a sharpie.

“Any photos of the crime scene?” I asked.

“They’re not on the system yet. I guess they’re in no hurry seeing as they caught White red-handed. Literally.”

An ugly vision of bloodstained hands floated through my mind. That poor girl. Nobody deserved to die like that.

“Stabbed,” Mack said. “Forty-seven times, according to the pathologist.”

“Someone was angry. Who called the police?”

The news channels had been heavy on speculation and light on facts.

Mack brought up a picture of the car wreck. White had driven off a steep embankment, and his black Ford Mustang rested nose-first against a sturdy pine tree, its hood squashed back into the cabin. The doors hung open, and the emergency crews had peeled the roof back like a sardine can.

“White’s car was found in a ravine with him unconscious at the wheel. A woman out walking her dog saw it and called 911. The accident happened on a quiet road, and the vehicle was hidden from others passing above. By the time White got to the hospital and the cops got to his house, the coroner believed the girl had been dead for almost a day.”

“Long time for somebody to be unconscious,” I said.

“He didn’t wake up for another two days, at which point they read him his rights. By then, someone had already put two and two together about his showbiz persona and leaked it.”

“Who was the girl?” Emmy asked.

Mack glanced down at her notes. “Christina Walker. A junior at the University of Richmond.”

“Do we know how they met?”

“According to the interviews, White doesn’t remember meeting her at all. The police traced them both to a club called Liquid earlier in the evening.”

Emmy made a face. “Ah, one of my competitors.” Among her other investments, she owned Black’s, a high-end chain of clubs that included Richmond’s premier nightspot. “Liquid’s door policy’s known to be lax, and the owner’s a greasy bastard. Just wear something tight when you talk to him, and once he stops drooling, he’ll give you whatever you want.”

“Noted,” I said. “What else do the police have?”

Mack took over again. “When the cops found the car, it took another two hours to cut White free and get him out of the ravine. With the damage to the front end, it wasn’t until they brought the car up that they noticed the knife in the passenger footwell, and by then, they’d already found the dead girl.”

Four-letter words rattled around in my head, interspersed with others like guilty, evil, and monster. But Emmy laced her fingers together, elbows on the table, and leaned her chin on her hands as she watched me.

I sighed. “So, where do we start?”

Emmy glanced at her watch, not the Tag Heuer one of her ex-boyfriends had bought for her birthday last December, and not the million-dollar white gold Richard Mille Tourbillon her husband gave her for Christmas a week later in a not-so-subtle “fuck off” to the competition. No, this was a cheap-looking digital, and I’d bet what was left of my Porsche Boxster that it had a very, very loud alarm.

“I’ve got a meeting in five minutes.” She was already walking off. “See you later.”

“Bitch.”

The sound of laughter followed her along the hallway.


























CHAPTER 3

I SANK BACK into the leather chair as if it could swallow me up. “Sometimes, I really hate Emmy.”

Mack took the seat next to me. “The Corvette is her favourite car.”

“Where do we start?” I asked again, even though I already knew the answer.

Investigating was my job, after all. I closed my eyes, running through everything we’d gleaned so far in my head.

The Ghost was in jail, and the evidence that put him there sure looked compelling on first impressions. But words on a screen never told the whole story. I needed to speak to the cops and get their take on the case, then I’d have to work through the file, piece-by-piece, and look for any anomalies.

More importantly, I wanted to speak to the Ghost himself. Only two people knew what had happened in his bedroom that night, and one of them was stacked in the morgue.

“Mack, can you find me the details of White’s lawyer?”

“Sure. Give me five minutes.”

While Mack did her thing, I went off to change. Luckily, I kept a full closet at Blackwood. It was my second home.

When I emerged from the shower in the bathroom just along from my office, wrinkled because I’d stayed under the near-boiling water for almost twenty minutes in an attempt to block out the Ghost and all his baggage, I wrapped a towel around myself and checked my emails. Mack had come through. Or had she?

A public defender? 

The Ghost had to have a fat bank account—why hadn’t he hired himself a fancy high-priced lawyer?

Lyle Rogers, according to Mack’s bio, graduated from law school three years ago in the bottom half of his class. Career highlights included holding the office record for successfully plea-bargaining the most shoplifters in six months and getting held in contempt for arguing with a judge. He hardly looked like a good candidate to win what could be the trial of the year.

Unless the Ghost wasn’t planning to fight.

Keeping my fingers crossed Lyle wasn’t gay, I selected an outfit I hoped would get me results. A skirt suit with a split at the back that stopped just short of being indecent teamed up with a fuchsia pink silk blouse. I checked my reflection in the mirror then popped open another button. Yeah, that made the most of my assets.
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Lyle spent his working life at the Virginia Indigent Defense Commission on East Franklin Street, and it was just after seven when I reached their offices, my high-heeled pumps clicking on the sidewalk. But I didn’t stop there. I carried on down the block until I reached The Gavel, a nondescript watering hole that normally wouldn’t have warranted a second glance. Elevator music played in the background, and dishes of peanuts and pretzels had been lined up on the polished wooden bar by someone with OCD, perfectly equidistant. Not my type of place at all. 

So why was I there? 

Well, when Mack had gotten hold of Lyle’s credit card statement, she found he stopped off every night at eight thirty for a beer, as regular as a geriatric with a prune juice habit.

I’d settled on a stool at the bar with a glass of Coke when he walked in at nine. His rumpled suit and the dark circles under his eyes suggested he’d spent more than one night working late. Busy with the Ghost? I double-checked the photo Mack had emailed me from his driver’s licence just to be sure. Lyle had lost a few pounds and his hair was longer, but it was definitely the right guy.

Now I just needed to fathom him out.

Although The Gavel wasn’t busy, most of the seats in front of the bar were occupied. But I’d left my purse on the vacant stool next to me. As Lyle paid for his drink, I picked it up and pretended to rummage through it. Condoms, lipstick, a Beretta Nano. 

“Is this seat taken?”

“Go right ahead.”

I returned to my pointless search and found the key to Mack’s pickup that I thought I’d lost six weeks ago lurking behind a box of tampons. Oops. Still, no time to dwell on it. I slumped over the bar, studying the melting ice cubes in my drink, and let out a long sigh.

“Rough day?” Lyle asked, taking a sip of his Bud Light.

According to his bio, he’d previously lived in Wisconsin, Iowa, and Alabama, and he spoke with a hint of a Southern accent.

“Worse than usual. How about you?”

He pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. “A nightmare doesn’t even begin to describe it.”

What do you know? We had something in common.

I reached over and touched his shoulder. “You poor thing. You look as if you could use a break. What do you do to relax?”

He smiled sheepishly. “I like to play computer games.”

“Oh, like Call of Duty? Grand Theft Auto?” I couldn’t say I’d ever been into those. I preferred the real thing.

“Fantasy Farm’s my thing at the moment.”

I turned my snort of laughter into a cough and made my eyes go big. “I’ve never played—what does that involve?”

“Well, each player has a virtual farm, and you have to plant crops and raise animals and barter with your neighbours. Each time you go up a level, you gain a specialty. Mine’s breeding chickens, but what I really want is a tractor repair shop…”

My expression glazed over, and I stopped myself from falling asleep entirely by reliving this morning’s adventures with my temporary friends. Tattoo guy and his buddy. They’d given me their numbers, but I wouldn’t call. I never did. Eventually, Lyle paused, and I realised he’d nearly finished his drink.

“Sounds fascinating. Perhaps I’ll give it a go?” I motioned at his glass. “Can I get you another?”

“Awesome. We could be farming neighbours.” He returned my smile. “Let me buy the drinks.”

Two beers became three, then I ordered Lyle a double vodka and lemonade. He looked like the kind of guy who’d drink lemonade. As the alcohol filtered through his system, I returned the conversation to work. 

“So, what do you do all day?” I moved a little closer until our knees touched, and he choked on his beer. “You okay?”

“Fine…” Cough. “Fine.” He swallowed hard and puffed out his chest. “I’m a lawyer.”

“You’re kidding? What, over at the public defender’s office?”

“You know it?”

“I tried to visit somebody there this afternoon, but the receptionist wouldn’t let me in.”

He chuckled. “LaWanda? She makes me nervous, and I work there. Who were you supposed to visit? Maybe I could help out with that.”

“Lyle Rogers. Do you know him?”

His eyes widened. “No way! I’m Lyle Rogers.” Then his eyes narrowed. “Wait, you’re not a reporter, are you?”

I bet his phone had been ringing off the hook today as the vultures circled. After all, he’d listed the number on his Facebook page. 

I quickly shook my head and shuddered for effect. “I can’t stand those assholes.”

His scowl relaxed, but he stayed wary. “So why were you looking for me?”

“A lost cause, I guess. I hear you’re representing the Ghost?”

He gave a wry laugh. “How did I know that was coming?”

“I’m kind of in that position too.”

He raised an eyebrow, but his eyes wouldn’t quite focus. “Another poor sailor on the sinking ship?” he slurred.

“Something like that. I’m an investigator. An old friend of his hired me to review the case, but it’s not looking good.”

Poor Lyle. His shoulders slumped, and he looked as if his team had lost at football, his pet dog had died, and his girlfriend cheated, all on the same day. 

“I’m trying not to think of the details.”

“Tell me about it. I mean, I’m going through the motions, but everything I’ve seen says it’s pointless.”

Lyle drained the last of his vodka and signalled for another. Since tonight was quiet, it arrived right away. Or maybe every night at The Gavel was quiet. The clientele didn’t look like the type to party into the early hours. The only patron not wearing a suit had on Gucci jeans, and he kept glancing at his leather briefcase as if it contained state secrets.

“I still can’t believe the court assigned me this case. I’m gonna embarrass myself in front of the world’s media.”

“You don’t believe the Ghost’s innocent either?”

He laughed again, a little hysteria creeping in. “Even he thinks he did it. I said we should at least try for bail, but he said if he’d done what they said he did, they should throw away the key. How am I supposed to defend that?”

“A guilty plea, then?”

Lyle shrugged. “Who knows? Since that day, he’s refused to speak to me.”

Hmm. If Ethan White refused to speak to his lawyer, the chances were he wouldn’t be too keen on chatting with little old me either.

“What will you do?”

“I don’t know. I’m thinking of quitting. Maybe I could work as a cab driver? I love the idea of dropping off my last passenger and going home for the night without work hanging over my head.” His head lolled to the right, where the barman chatted with a perky blonde. “Or I could do what he does. Serving drinks and chatting all night. It can’t be that hard, can it? Anything’s better than this.”

He drained his glass and waved his hand to get the barman’s attention, easier said than done when the dude was focused on the blonde’s tits. I resorted to whistling and got myself a dirty look.

“Whishky, shtraight up.” Lyle turned to me, eyes rolling in their sockets. “You want one?”

I shook my head. One of us had to stay sober, and it seemed I’d be the designated sensible person for once in my life.

“Why did you become a lawyer, Lyle?”

“My mom wanted me to. Well, actually she wanted me to be a doctor, but needles make me faint.”

“She must have been real proud.”

“When I passed the bar exam, she threw this huge party. I didn’t go because my boss made me work late, but she saved me some cake and a whole bowl of corn chips and these itty bitty things with sausages, and…”

Lyle downed his Johnnie Walker in one and motioned for another. The barman raised an eyebrow at me, and I laid a hand on Lyle’s arm.

“Do you think you should stop?”

He tried to shake his head and swayed alarmingly. “Nope. Thish ish the besht thing ever. I should do thish every day. I feel so happy and free and…”

Lyle reached out for a pretzel and fell clean off the stool. The barman and I both winced as he hit the floor, the crack of his head on the tile echoing over the quiet chatter. All heads turned to look at us.

Well, I couldn’t exactly leave him there, could I? And it was kind of my fault. I hauled him up and half dragged him to the door, one loose shoelace trailing along behind him. Good thing I went to the gym every morning.

A cab drove towards us, its light glowing in the darkness, and I flagged it down. The driver peered out, not a hint of a smile.

“Is he drunk?”

“No, not at all. He’s just sleepy. It’s been a long day.”

“He looks drunk. I don’t want nobody vomiting in my cab.”

“Tell you what—I’ll pay you a hundred dollars to drive us home, and if he pukes, I’ll pay for it to get detailed too. Deal?”

“Okay.”

You’d better believe Emmy would be getting that bill. Once I’d heaved Lyle into the backseat, he slumped against the opposite door, eyes closed.

“Where do you live?” I asked him.

No answer.

I tried shaking him. “Lyle? Where do you live?”

Nothing.

I fished around in his pockets until I found his wallet. Thirty dollars, a couple of credit cards, no driver’s licence, and nothing else with an address. There were no family photos either, which fitted with Mack’s belief that he was a bachelor.

What now? 

I could call the control room and find out where he lived, which seemed a little stalkerish, my earlier efforts notwithstanding. Lyle began snoring, and I came to a decision. 

“Can you take us to Alba?” I asked the driver.

The building I lived in was named after the Italian word for sunrise, and I’d seen some spectacular ones from my penthouse. An extravagance, yes, but I’d clawed my way out of the gutter, and now I liked to sleep as far from it as possible. Tonight, I’d dump Lyle in one of my spare bedrooms. We could finish our conversation over breakfast after he’d sobered up.

When the cab pulled up outside, I grabbed Lyle under the armpits and hauled him up the front steps. The nighttime concierge rushed out to help, taking Lyle’s feet and helping me to shove him into the elevator.

“Thanks, Bernard. Uh, this isn’t as bad as it looks.”

“I’m not sure I want to know, Miss di Grassi.”

This was why I liked Bernard—he didn’t ask questions, and in return, I bought him an outrageously expensive bottle of Scotch every Christmas.

Lyle’s mouth dropped open and he began snoring the instant his head hit the pillow in one of the guest rooms. I backed out, holding my breath because his reeked of alcohol. Even with two closed doors between us, I could still hear a quiet rumble. Thank goodness for earplugs. Although when I thought back to where I’d been this time last night, the earplugs were of scant consolation. Two hot naked guys versus a drunk lawyer? No contest.

When I checked my email last thing, Mack had filled up my inbox with news articles, music videos, and best of all, the details of a handful of the Ghost’s acquaintances here in the city. Literally, three—the guy who helped to run the record label he owned, his manager, and the owner of a grocery store three blocks from White’s house who delivered food once a week. How could somebody so famous know so few people? 

How could a man go through life like that? I valued my friends more than anything. They celebrated with me in the good times and lifted me up in the bad. I couldn’t begin to imagine how lonely the Ghost must have been. How lonely he still was.
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A green-looking Lyle stumbled out of the bedroom at nine the next morning.

“Where am I? What time is it?” 

He caught sight of the clock over the fireplace in my living area, a burlesque dancer with one nipple tassel for each hand. I’d nicknamed her Dita, because she bore more than a passing resemblance, and she’d come courtesy of Emmy’s assistant, Bradley. If you want to get an idea of Bradley’s style, pop some acid then take a trip around MOMA. On a unicycle. Wearing 3D glasses.

“Holy crap, I’m late for work!”

I took another bite of my bagel. Toasted with cream cheese, salmon, and cracked black pepper. “It’s Saturday.”

Lyle sagged back against a pillar. The apartment was open plan, and I had a clear view of him from my perch at the breakfast bar.

“Thank heavens.” He took a wobbly step forward. “Although I should probably go into the office later anyway. Read over my notes, cry into my legal pad, redraft my resignation letter, that sort of thing.”

“Case getting to you?”

“How much did I say last night?”

“Enough.”

Let him make of that what he would.

A low groan escaped his lips. “I shouldn’t have said anything. My boss is trying to have me fired as it is.”

Sheesh, the Ghost had really lucked out with this one. “Why do you think that?”

“Because last Thursday, he said, ‘Lyle, I’ll make sure your next career move has you asking whether they’d like fries with that.’”

“Sounds like a nice guy.”

Lyle made it as far as the stool next to me and sat on it, head in his hands. “I reported his son for cheating in the second year of law school. He pulled the overprotective father move and sabotaged my degree, although I could never prove that, and three months ago, he transferred in as my new supervisor.”

Lyle’s luck… Well, it didn’t quite rival White’s, but it certainly complemented it. 

“I’m not gonna talk. In fact, I think we could help each other.”

His eyes narrowed in suspicion. “What exactly did you have in mind?”

“You want the Ghost to walk free, and my client’s convinced he didn’t do it.” I refrained from adding that it wasn’t a sentiment I shared. “If you help me, I’ll help you.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

“I’m gonna be working the case anyway. If we team up, it’ll make things easier for both of us.”

“I can’t break attorney-client privilege.”

“I’m not asking you to. We could just bounce ideas off each other, talk hypothetically.”

Lyle stared out of the bank of glass that overlooked my terrace for a long minute, thinking. A pigeon perched on the railing at the edge, bobbing its head before it flew off. Oh, to have that freedom. Birds didn’t have to waste time on impossible murder cases.

“How do I know you’re not a reporter in disguise?” Lyle asked.

I took my PI licence out of my wallet and flipped it over to him. “You want references?”

He studied it then shook his head. “The fewer people who know about this arrangement, the better.”

I kept my face expressionless, but inwardly, I was grinning wide. I had him! “We’d better get started, then.”

A couple of hours, a packet of aspirin, and a gallon of coffee later, Lyle had fetched his files from the office and spread them out on my fancy glass dining room table. It wasn’t like I used it for eating. I was too busy to throw a dinner party, and there hardly seemed any point in going formal when I lived alone.

I added my notes to the pile, at least the ones I wanted Lyle to see, and we both read through each other’s thoughts. Lyle had given me everything it seemed—so much for a hypothetical discussion. Was he dumb or desperate? The latter, I soon found out. By the time I’d skimmed what he’d gathered, my head was pounding, and I’d learned one important thing: it was worse than I thought.


























CHAPTER 4

I DROPPED THE yellow legal pad filled with Lyle’s chicken scratches onto the dining table. My coffee mug was still half full, but what I needed was a shot of tequila, preferably served up by a man with abs hard enough to distract me from the task at hand.

“Jay Skinner’s prosecuting?”

“The rising star of the Eastern District of Virginia?” Lyle gave a hollow laugh. “Yep, I found out just before I left last night. You know him?”

Oh, yes, I knew Jay. Intimately. Jay had been the solitary exception to my “never more than one night” rule. First Emmy had settled down, then Mack, and Jay had come along at exactly the right time. Or, as it turned out, the wrong time. Asshole.

We’d both been busy and career-driven—still were—but a couple of times a week, it had been unexpectedly nice to come home and find the same warm body waiting for me. Jay understood about my long hours and my need to be on-call twenty-four-seven because he worked in the same way. But ultimately, I’d had to choose between him and Blackwood, and in that contest, there would only ever be one winner.

“I’ve met Skinner a few times,” I told Lyle. 

I wasn’t about to rake over my disaster of a personal life with a virtual stranger. Nobody knew the full story, not even Emmy. It was bad enough to admit my lapse in judgement to myself, let alone anyone else. As lapses went, it had been a big one. Huge. And I wasn’t referring to the size of his equipment because that had been average at best.

“Does he scare you?” Lyle asked.

Scare me? No. Jay just pissed me off. Looking back, I could see it had been the idea of dating a rich and successful man I’d liked rather than Jay himself, especially as my friends managed it so successfully. Deep down, I was still little Daniela, the child desperate for approval and blinded by success.

I shook my head, trying to get rid of my demons as much as answering Lyle’s question. “He’s human, just like anybody else.”

“Do you think? You know his nickname’s ‘the cyborg,’ right? Jay Skinner’s only lost one case in the last three years.”

I was well aware of that, and that case was still a sore point for him. But what I really, really wanted was for him to lose another. The biggest of his career.

“Don’t think about him. Just think about the Ghost.”

“Because that’s so much better?”

I had little comfort to offer Lyle, so I opened the nearest file and began to read instead, hoping that I’d spot something new or that the second time around, the details wouldn’t be as bad. Two hours later, I vowed never to borrow a car from Emmy again. Not her Viper, not her Corvette, not even the beat-up Ford Focus she occasionally used on surveillance.

“Wanna get drunk with me tonight?” I asked Lyle.

He looked up from his own stack of paper, adjusting the black-framed glasses he’d put on to read. “It’s hopeless, isn’t it?”

Yes, but I didn’t want to be the reason Lyle stepped off the edge of a really tall building. 

“We’ve got some work to do. White remembers nothing?”

“So he says. The doctors thought the bang on the head he received in the accident could have caused memory loss.”

Yeah, I’d read that report. The Ghost had been unconscious when he was found, breathing shallowly and suffering from mild hypothermia. A close-up photo of him being removed from the car showed his eyes closed with purple bruising around them, and blood had crusted onto his face before the cut on his cheek scabbed over. He’d been trapped for a while. The next picture showed him on a stretcher, wearing a pair of indigo jeans and a T-shirt that had once been white but not anymore. Instead, it had become a macabre reflection of a girl’s death, her lifeblood the logo plastered across his chest.

Except nobody knew that at the time.

The police had traced his car by the licence number, and a pair of officers were dispatched to his home, a large but nondescript two-storey on the edge of town. They’d been hoping to find a relative, but what they got was a closed door. According to the report, the Ghost’s bloody handprint on the doorjamb gave them grounds for entry.

Christina Walker’s body lay where she died, on the bed in the master bedroom. From her liver temperature, the ME estimated she’d breathed her last twenty-three hours before she was found.

I fingered the corner of one of the pictures of the victim, sliding it closer. Murder scenes always got to me. I didn’t want to look at them, but at the same time, I felt compelled to. My job. It was my job. At least, that’s what I always told myself.

Emmy would look at those pictures too, but for her, it was a technical study. A lesson. How had the killer snuffed out that spark? Was it quick? Was it painful? And, most importantly, could she learn from it?

For me, it was all about the why. Why, on that particular day, at that particular time, had one person chosen to remove another from this earth? Was it an accident? A crime of passion? Convenience? Or merely a business transaction?

Death also hit me on a deeper level. It reminded me that I was alive.

“Do you think White’s telling the truth?” I asked Lyle.

He shrugged. “Who knows? He spent most of the visit staring at the wall.”

So, not a lot of attorney-client privilege to break, then.

“Has he seen a psychiatrist?”

“He refused to.”

What was White like as a person? Nobody was an average Joe one day then a raging lunatic the next. There was always a build-up and then a trigger.

What was his?

Had there been any signals he was about to snap?

“Have you talked to his friends? His family?”

“I’m still trying to find them.” Lyle twisted his hands in his lap. “You can probably tell I’m not very good at this. I’ve only ever worked on one murder case before.”

“What happened to that guy?”

“He got life.”

I almost felt sorry for the Ghost. He was screwed.

That little revelation called for a drink. Despite the vodka bottle calling my name, I poured us both coffee and gasped as it scalded my tongue. Stupid.

“How about you?” Lyle asked. “Have you worked on a murder case before?”

Yes, from all the angles—defending, prosecuting, and committing. Best not to admit to the third one, though. 

“A few.”

“Did you solve them?”

“About ninety percent.” 

I’d always been proud of my record. Sure, there were a handful of cold cases on Blackwood’s books, but we never gave up on them. Never. Only last month, we’d retrieved a missing child from the wilds of Canada, five years after his father snatched him in Mississippi.

Lyle yawned and stretched his arms over his head. “Well, thank goodness one of us knows what we’re doing.”

“If you’re going up against Skinner, you’ll have to change your attitude. If he smells blood, he’ll eat you alive.”

“Do you have to remind me?”

“Yes.”
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I dropped Lyle back at his apartment with an instruction to get some rest while I headed into the office. Not that I didn’t need sleep too, but I had cases to catch up on where the clients were paying in something other than dubious quality demo tapes.

With no new developments on Sunday, I went to the gym, then to Emmy’s place. She had a shooting range out the back, and I took the opportunity to put a few hundred rounds through my guns, imagining her face on the target every time I pulled the trigger. Bitch, bitch, bitch.
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