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A tight fist whizzed by her head, skimming her cheek, interrupting the rhythm of her breathing, and making her blink. Just a damn blink. And in that instant, everything started going sideways. 

Until that moment, she’d felt like she was holding her own. Weaving and dodging, she had lasted maybe thirty seconds without a problem. Until now. The moment her eyes closed a punch caught her — a straight jab darted in over her guard, brushing across the top of her left arm and hitting her squarely on the nose.

Her face went numb and her eyes teared. Now she was blind and blinking, this time trying to clear her vision so she could see. 

“Keep your damn guard up!” Cela hissed. 

Through the blur in front of her, Sherry managed to notice Cela’s shoulders wobble as she launched another punch, this time striking her in the solar plexus, knocking the wind out of her. 

Involuntarily, Sherry bent forward, just in time for Cela’s reverse punch to clip her on the cheekbone under her right eye, straightening her back. 

The world went dark; the room seemed to be spinning. 

When the light came back and she could see again, she was surprised to find she was still on her feet. 

“Are you going to pass out?” Cela had a tight grip on her forearm, steadying her. 

Sherry struggled to get her bearings. “Didn’t I? I thought I had.”

Cela eased her down to the mat and began undoing Sherry’s headgear and slipping it off her head. “It will pass. Sit for a minute. In fact, take two; they’re small.”

A minute? She relished the touch of cool air on her sweaty forehead. “I need a good night’s sleep,” she said. 

“You need to get your brain back on track. Now take out your mouth guard so you can breathe,” Cela told her.

She had forgotten the plastic thing was in her mouth. No wonder her mouth felt weird. She fumbled with the mouth guard, her gloves and her dazed condition making it awkward. Then Cela, who wasn’t even breathing hard, handed her a plastic water bottle with a nipple on it. 

“Drink, but slowly.”

Sherry raised the bottle and took a big gulp of the refreshing elixir. In the background, behind the bottle, loomed a green, red, and yellow blur that she knew was Cela’s short hair, her head shaking.

“Stop!”

Cela yanked down the bottle then squatted, putting her face in Sherry’s, nose to nose. Seeing beads of sweat dotting her forehead gave Sherry a tiny glimpse of satisfaction. At least Cela had worked a little bit. 

But Cela’s grimace sent that brief moment of pleasure scampering away. “You will drink this fucking water slowly or I’ll hit you again.”

Sherry nodded. There was no doubt that her friend would do exactly what she said. Sherry forced herself to let the water trickle down her throat, to hydrate her lips and mouth. Then, her body still screaming for more water, she rested the water bottle on her knee and looked at Cela.

“Can you please tell me what the hell happened? That was some punch. Well, two punches. No, it was three.”

“You dropped your guard. I told you to get your hands back up, but you just stared at me. I couldn’t resist. I hit you, thinking you might do something to stop me. You didn’t. You were a deer in the headlights.”

She didn’t remember that. “I was stunned. I couldn’t think.”

“How much thinking does it take to cover your face? Besides, I’ve told you that when you are getting attacked, that is the time to react, not analyze.”

“I couldn’t work out what to do.”

Cela grunted. “That, my friend, is called analyzing. The whole point of the training is to teach your body new skills. We’ve taught you a number of things your body should start doing automatically when your brain is rattled, or you are scared, or angry. Any time your brain takes a holiday you need your body to keep on fighting. Covering up, minimizing damage is the priority.”

“My brain did all right in terms of taking a holiday. I’m not sure it’s coming back.” Sherry touched her eye and winced.

“I’m afraid you are going to have quite a black eye tomorrow.”

“Black eye? Is that all? I feel like you smashed my face in.”

Cela laughed. “You leaned into my punch. Thing is, when you catch a fist around your eye that way, the flesh gets pinched against the occipital bone and that is the shortcut to bruise city.”

“It’s so nice to know the technical aspects of the result of getting punched in the face,” Sherry said. “Just that little bit of knowledge makes my face feel so much better.”

“Sarcasm isn’t an appropriate response to getting your ass kicked.”

“Then I’d surely like to know what is?”

Cela patted her shoulder. “Toughing it out. Coming back the next day and doing better. You need to keep doing that until you get in a few licks of your own. Once you clock me a good one, you’ll feel it’s all been worthwhile.”

“I should live so long. Isn’t there some kind of shortcut to learning this?”

“Like what?” Cela laughed.

“Oh, maybe a magic pill or a video that has all the answers. I don’t seem to learn enough watching you beat up other people, even when you do it well.” 

“None of those is a substitute for getting in the ring and mixing it up, I’m afraid. But you aren’t hurt much.”

“Easy for you to say.”

“In my professional opinion, your ego took the brunt of those blows.”

“Tell that to my nose and eye. Although I freely admit my body and ego are both battered. I’m sore and I hate losing — especially so badly.”

“Good. That’s the spirit.”

“It is?” 

“The only way to stop losing is to keep training until you start winning. The way to not get hit is to either hit first or learn to block and counterpunch so well that you discourage people from even thinking about hitting you. Although kicking them in the head can work well too.”

It all sounded like an amazing amount of work. “Argh. I’m having enough trouble kicking at all.”

Cela reached out a hand, the right one, the one that led up to her namesake spider tattoo on the shoulder. Sherry took the hand and winced as Cela gripped tightly, jerking her to her feet. Then Cela looped an arm around her. “Come on,” she said, starting toward the locker room. 

Sherry leaned against a tiled wall as she eased herself out of her clothes and staggered into a hot shower. The hot water changed things, made it clear that she wasn’t totally crippled. She washed off the sweat and tears and imagined blood and felt better.

Still unsteady, she stepped out of the shower stall and grabbed a towel. As she began drying off, she caught sight of herself in the mirror.

Cela laughed. “You are still gorgeous.”

It was meant as a joke. Sherry seldom worried much about her appearance — not nearly enough, according to her mother. She checked out her face with cautious peeks. She had no desire to be permanently disfigured. 

“Having my nose rearranged, especially flattened, wouldn’t be an improvement in the looks department. I don’t really like pugs.” 

Sherry tenderly touched her nose and winced with the pain. 

“It’s not even bleeding,” Cela said.

“Is it supposed to?”

“It wouldn’t even be sore if you would learn to keep your fucking guard up.”

“You mentioned that. After the fact.” 

“As well as many times before. Like every day. And I’ll have to say it for many times to come, apparently.”

“Okay.” She looked at her friend. “Why mess with me? I’d think you’d turn pro. You’ve got a great amateur record.”

“Still thinking about it,” Cela said, taking the question seriously. “There are pluses and minuses. If I go pro, training and fighting would become my entire life. As much as I like it, I’m not sure I’m ready for that kind of single-minded focus.” She smiled. “I do love my pizza and beer.”

“A small price to pay, isn’t it? You’d have fame and glory. I hear they even pay, unlike your current employer.”

“But I like my current employer. I enjoy the work.”

Sherry let out a sigh. “I’m glad. And it means I get free training.”

“Speaking of Carla Richards, you are supposed to call her.”

“Was I speaking of Carla?”

“Nope. I was. Just now. While you were in the shower, I got a text. From her secretary, not her. I’m not sure she texts.”

“She texted you to get me to call her? Why not text me?”

Cela looked up from her phone. “Her secretary texted me. Part of the message was that she would waste her time texting you anymore. She’ll send the messages to me for the simple reason that I am the kind of person who actually checks her phone for messages more than once a week.”

“Checking messages is a distraction.”

“When you are driving, maybe. Otherwise, it kinda helps if you want to keep clients. But as long as you have me to bail you out, you might get away with that.”

Sherry stuck out her tongue, then grabbed her phone. “Fine,” she said, poking at Carla’s name — the only name in her contact list in the group “clients.” It was a direct line.

“Finally,” Carla said.

“I was busy getting my face beaten in.”

“That doesn’t sound like fun or even constructive.”

“Only because the statement lacks context. Cela was using the pretext of training to put me in my place. But I understood you wanted me to call. What’s happening?”

“I have something you need to put on your busy social calendar. There is a charity event this Saturday evening. A cocktail party. I want you there.”

“Ugh. I don’t think—”

“That’s the joy of it. No need to think. I already bought your ticket. An expensive charity fundraiser ticket. It includes a plus one. You can thank me later.”

“I don’t do parties.” 

Cela moved close, putting her ear toward the phone. “Put it on speaker,” she mouthed.

Sherry shook her head.

“I thought you worked for me,” Carla said. “Am I wrong?”

“You are my bestest client.”

“I am your only client. Doesn’t the client get to be right at least part of the time? Even with my ego, I let my clients be right once in a while. It’s good for their morale.”

“Going to a party is working?”

“This one is — for you. For a lot of people, now that I think about it. Although they’ve billed this as a social event, everyone will be talking shop and doing deals all over the goddamn place. For most of them, there is only working: Working at the office, working at a club or bar or restaurant.”

“Sounds awful.”

“None of the fools that go to these do much that doesn’t at least indirectly have something to do with work.”

“Not like the party girls we are.”

“At least we live an exciting life, getting our faces bashed in and all.”

“Then why miss out on the excitement to go and mix with workaholic fools?”

A momentary pause made her think she’d surprised the woman. “It’s a chance to expand your client base. Turn your shoestring business into a real thing. I’d like to know you’ll stay in business and be there when I need you, but a one-client business model doesn’t seem sustainable.”

“And you think people there will want to chat with me about crimes they need researched for pay?”

Carla laughed. “It’s the magic of socializing. The stupid fucks will say all sorts of things they shouldn’t, especially when you tell them that is what you do. They’ll scramble to tell stories about themselves or think of a crime they want investigated.”

“Then you want me to go to this party so I can hustle new business?”

“No. That’s why you should want to go. I want you there to meet some people important to me and involved in work I have for you.”

“The charity?”

“Here is the fun part — the charity the fundraiser is held for is the one you are investigating.”

“Now, there is an interesting coincidence.”

“Isn’t it, though? Anyway, you can corner the principal subjects of your research, and, in a wonderous example of one-stop-shopping, visit with people I want you to meet. They are, or might become, important in another case that requires your deft, although less than delicate touch.”

“Why don’t you invite them to tea at the vicar’s? We can sit and talk like people.”

“Over scones? No, thanks. Besides, not everyone in the city accepts the obligation of basing social schedules on my whims. Some of them I wouldn’t want to invite anywhere — they’d think it meant I owed them a favor. This way they go to the party and later they can whine that I ambushed them — or you did.”

“That sounds like a dreadful waste of time.”

“Not for you.”

“I can’t see getting new clients from this.”

“Allow yourself the opportunity to be surprised. It is refreshing. And you will go because I’m paying you to do so. Bill me for the time.”

“You are going to pay me to go to a party?”

“Think of it as undercover work.”

“I’m going undercover as me?”

“Exactly. No one will sniff out such a clever subterfuge. I’m messengering the ticket to your office. Seeing as I doubt you have any suitable clothing, I took the liberty of sending you a nice outfit with the ticket. It probably isn’t your style, nothing you’d buy for yourself, but wear it anyway. Part of the job.”

“But no pressure.”

“None at all. Put on the glad rags, show up, have a few drinks, meet some people, and get the feel of the crowd. Later I might ask you to give me the benefit of your impressions of them.”

“I already hate them.”

“You do enjoy being troublesome,” Carla said. 

“And snarky. Those are just minor aspects of my charms.”

“So is your directness, and I prefer that,” Carla said. “But then, I prefer to have my clients pay on time and that doesn’t always work out the way I want. Being in business requires being adaptable, willing to adjust, and even doing things you don’t want to do.”

“Like going to a big deal party to hustle people.”

“Exactly. And you will go. You will mingle with the self-appointed elite and discuss the moral implications of taxicabs driven by Pakistani Muslims that always seem to have incredibly vile deodorizers shaped like Christmas trees.”

As usual, Carla managed to intrigue her. “Fine. I’ll jot ‘formal dress philosophy discussion with Carla on Saturday night’ on my calendar.”

“If you would be so good. I think we can start with our relative positions on metaphysics if that’s acceptable.”

“That will depend entirely on how many drinks I’ve had.”

“Fortunately, the event has an open bar, so you can help yourself reach the appropriate level of... intellectual pique. For the sake of your sanity, I do suggest you bring a date. One who will be fun after the party.”

When she hung up, two things were clear: Sherry really liked having Carla as a client, and Cela was glaring at her.

“You have to spill the beans. What’s going on?”

“I seem to have been inducted into the cast of a bizarre show. I am being sent both an invitation and my costume.”

Cela clapped her hands. “I love a show. Do I get to watch?”

“Carla is insisting I attend a party.”

“A party?”

“An elite party, I’m told; one of those social events where the top of the food chain pays for the privilege of showing off its fancy clothing and sharp teeth. It is also a fundraiser for our favorite charity.”

“Pizza for Cela?”

“The halfway house people, it seems. And she has other nefarious items on the agenda that will be sprung on me in due course.”

Cela shrugged. “Then of course they need entertainment. Any idea who she is putting you in the ring with on that occasion?”

“None. From the way she spoke, I can think of several people, or maybe it’s someone I don’t know. Could be mix and match. Or maybe she just wants her world to see that she has a street tough on her side.”

“She wants to test you; see how you behave in combat.” 

Sherry grinned and flexed her fingers as if her nails were cat claws. “In that case, I should probably have these sharpened to fine points.”

“You remember the face-raking move I showed you?”

“Pretty much.”

“Ragged nails work fine with that.” Then she grinned. “Are you going to ask our cop to go with you?”

“Our cop? You asking about Kessel?”

“Sure. I’m betting that man would kill to have a date with the ever charming and demure Sherry Proper.”

“Even if he’d kill for a date, even if I were charming and demure, would he be interested in slipping on a tux and going to a high-profile social event?”

Cela wrinkled her nose. The sight made Sherry’s nose ache. “I get your point.”

Sherry had accepted the inevitable. Even if Carla hadn’t gotten her curiosity engaged, she could use the billable hours. Eventually rent and Cela’s pay would come due.

“I started seeing a guy recently,” she said.

“Do tell.”

“If I take someone to the prom, it should probably be him.”

“And who is this?”

“Remember that guy I was talking to at your fight a couple of weeks ago?”

Cela raised her fists. “And still not champion!” Then she pursed her lips. “You mean Tyler? He’s a yummy yuppy. But he strikes me more as a consumable date, not someone to plan retirement with.”

“I’m not ready to plan tomorrow, much less retirement, but Tyler will fit in with this crowd. I won’t look like I thought I needed a bodyguard.”

“Are you sure you don’t?”

“Not at all. That’s why I let you beat me to a pulp.”

“If you are serious about Tyler, I might call Kessler and see if he’d like to spend a quiet Saturday evening guarding my body.”

“You keep threatening to do that. Why haven’t you?”

“I’m being nice. I’m waiting, impatiently, to see if you are going to take him for a spin around the block. Of course, if Tyler has your heart...”

“I like Tyler, but I like Kes too. I guess I have reservations about dating a cop.”

“Why?”

The things that came to mind were thin excuses. “Something seems wrong about it.”

“Make up that wee brain soon, girl,” Cela said. “Make a move or live with the consequences of your inaction. Friendship only goes so far and lasts so long.”
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Detective Kessel Stevens let out a tired grunt and idly watched a white cloud form in front of his face. That was a mistake. Not only did seeing his breath turn frosty make him feel even colder, it reminded him of the dark days when he smoked. Worse, it reminded him that he was standing on a cold city street, waiting for something to happen.

This kind of waiting always sucked. You couldn’t even read a book.

He shoved his trembling hands deeper into the pockets of his peacoat as if there was some reserve of heat down there, then leaned his back against the brick wall. Another mistake. Even with his collar up, the damp wall gave off a chill that crept around his neck and seemed to shoot down his spine. 

Besides being fucking cold, mostly he was bored. Bored out of his mind. That was the nature of a stakeout, and it was worse when almost no one was out walking. In the summer you were warm and got to see pretty girls in short skirts. Not in the fall. Not on a night like this. 

“Nobody has moved in there all night,” he said, glancing at the big man standing next to him as if he didn’t know that. “Deader than the morgue.”

Like Kessel, the big man had his collar up and his hands stuffed in his pockets, but the cold didn’t seem to bother him so much. Or, aware of Kessel’s dislike of the cold, he was pretending it didn’t. 

He stood still, not even shifting his feet, his eyes fixed on the dark brown townhouse across the street, wedged in among a series of similar buildings. Number 14, Crescent Street. The houses didn’t look special at all, but they knew that every one of them cost a bundle these days.

“Slow night,” Jackson Jakes said. “Maybe he closes on Thursday to take inventory, or to clean the dump. Whatever it is, our boy doesn’t seem to be home.”

Jakes was being snide. This was no dump. It was a better part of town than either of them would ever live in. And “our boy” could afford to live there, or someone could afford to put him there.

Kessel Stevens shivered and cursed himself for being a wimp. This wasn’t even close to how it would be in the deep wintry cold that could blanket the city in snow and bring everything to halt, or the kind that whistled through the streets cutting through you like a knife. 

He wasn’t a fan of any kind of cold, and the temperature had dropped enough that the evening dew had formed a frosty crackling pattern on the windshields of the cars parked in tight rows along the edge of the narrow street. That was too cold. 

It was real pretty, if you looked at it that way, but still a shitty night to spend standing on the sidewalk watching an empty building staying empty. 

Jakes finally shuffled his feet. “Remind me,” he said. “Why are we here again?”

“Following up a lead.”

“Oh, yeah, I remember. That hooker that got busted holding coke. When you interviewed her, she not only explained that the drugs weren’t hers, but that she had information to trade.” He laughed. “They all do, somehow.”

Kessel nodded. “I know. Not a unique situation. It’s just that we’ve talked about how street crime seems too organized these days. It seems like someone is running it.”

“Someone’s always trying to take control. It’s a wild kingdom.”

“This girl sounded like she might know something useful. She said her pimp was taking her to a party, and he told her they had to make a side trip. He stopped at that house.” He nodded at the brownstone. “The guy went in to talk to someone. When he came out, he was furious about something.”

“And she decided that the person who lives here is running her pimp.”

“I decided he might be.”

“Or she. Crime kingpin being an equal opportunity gig.”

“Or she. So I figured it was worth a couple of nights of watching the place and see who comes and goes.”

“Some tips don’t pan out,” Jakes said. “Sometimes the tipster gets it wrong.”

“Sometimes they even lie. But if it does produce something, it could be big.”

Jakes scratched his head. “At best, you’ve got spending our time following a soft lead that will take time to develop... a lot of stakeouts to collect photos and license plates so we can start building a database that we can use to cross-reference them to whatever the fuck we cross-reference them to.”

“No worries. I checked with your social secretary, and she said you had no important engagements. She gave me permission to invite you on this adventure.”

Jakes snorted. “You could get almost anything from Margie right now, after what you did.”

“I plan to take advantage of your wife’s good graces while they last.”

“How did you do it?” Jakes asked, keeping his eyes on the windows of the building.

“Do what?”

Jakes stomped his feet and huffed. Maybe he did feel the cold. 

“How did you get me my badge back? That had to take some serious mojo.”

Kessel considered how much to tell him. “Basically, I asked nicely. Try it sometime.”

“I did beg. What makes you special?”

“When I came back to vice, I told the boss I needed you.”

“He is not the kind of guy to grant a favor for no reason. My impression... the plan was to keep me walking a beat until the last day, then appease the union by restoring me just in time for me to retire.”

“That probably was the plan.” He saw Jakes looking at him out of the corner of his eyes. 

“Well, it didn’t hurt that no one else in vice wanted to partner with me. And yes, I came back with an IOU I could cash in.”

That was mostly true. He had insisted on them giving Jakes his shield back and making them partners again. 

Kessel liked working with Jackson Jakes. What he lacked when it came to the deductive work was more than made up for by his incredible awareness. Situational awareness. Even if he focused his attention on a task, there was no way you could sneak up on him.

Kessel had tried. If he had to spend time in the sleazy streets, he wanted a man like that with him.

“See, that’s what I don’t get about your story,” Jakes said. “They owed you and yet they sent you back to vice from homicide. Everybody but you knows that is not a transfer but a serious demotion. Letting them demote you doesn’t square with you having leverage to spare.”

“I’ll tell you this much,” Kessel said. “Homicide and I didn’t see eye to eye on some shit. They wanted me gone. A big player, important to the brass, wanted to make a package deal. I take a transfer and keep my mouth shut. I just made you part of the deal.”

“What kind of deal?”

“The kind I promised not to talk about.”

“Why not use that leverage to stay put? You worked hard to get there.”

Kessel chuckled. “There was no end game there. By that time, Ernie Gonzales wanted me gone. I’d shit in the nest. Staying wouldn’t be fun.”

“You couldn’t save yourself, so you bargained for me?”

“Insisting on them giving your shield back and making you my partner turned out to be an easy sell. It made it look like I was playing ball.”

Jakes wasn’t looking at him. His eyes scanned the street. “Whatever really went down, you did me a solid, Kes.”

“It came out fine as far as I’m concerned, Jakes.”

“Less glory here. None, actually.”

Kessel smiled. “Right. And we became cops because of all the glory you get in catching bad guys if they killed someone?”

Jakes put up a hand. “Hold it.”

In the next heartbeat, a car turned onto the street. Jake's damn sixth sense was in high gear.

They stayed put in the shadows, watching a black Mercedes SUV roll quietly down the street. It stopped in the middle of the street, right in front of the house, well away from the curb. The back door opened, and a girl got out.

“Woefully underdressed for the weather,” Kessel said.

“She stays outside, she’ll catch her death,” Jakes said, chuckling. “Freeze her assets.” He raised his phone and zoomed in, taking a shot of the girl and then two of the license plate on the car.

Something about her appearance caught Kessel’s attention. “Is she Asian, Jakes?”

“Could be? Hard to tell from staring at her tits, though.”

The girl glanced around, slammed the door and went straight up the steps of the building, onto the porch. She unlocked the door and went inside, flipping on lights. The car she’d arrived in rolled silently away. 

Kessel Stevens watched the woman, now a shadow visible through the thin curtain over the window. She was talking on a phone, pouring herself a drink. A cozy scene.

That reminded Kessel, uncomfortably, that his apartment, a one-bedroom place in a far less ritzy part of town, was empty and probably cold. He turned off the heat during the long days he was at work. When he got home, the ancient heater would take time to warm the rooms; it would, eventually, but even when it was warm, the place, his home, remained empty. Like his life.

He hadn’t dated much since his divorce. The girls who liked cops, who could deal with the hours, not to mention the depression and frustration he had trouble keeping in, were few and far between. Recently, though, working with Sherry Proper had made him think about asking her out. She was a no-bullshit woman, and he liked her.

He thought she was seeing someone else, though. Some guy who smelled of money had been in her office a few times and wasn’t a client. Who knew where that was at?

Cela, her assistant, was another possibility. Her hard-core punk attitude and the fact that she was a kick-ass fighter appealed to him. Not exactly his type, if you believed in those things, but getting to know her figured to make for interesting times. Who knew if that was sustainable? 

It seemed like she pulled back when he was around. He didn’t know why. That was touchy. Plus, if he wanted to ask Sherry out, he had to move cautiously. No doubt the women would talk to each other. Screwing Cela would probably end any shot he had with Sherry.

So that would take some thinking. Then Jakes let out a chuckle and he was glad for the interruption. Those thoughts weren’t going anywhere productive. 

“What is it?”

Jakes pointed to the intersection at the end of the block. “Seems that the late show is just getting started. We got ourselves another car heading our way.”

As he spoke, a sleek blue Aston Martin purred past them, then pulled to the curb ahead of a Mercedes. 

Kessel let out a breath. 

“Cross your fingers that they are headed to our favorite destination.” 

The engine shut down. Jakes held up his phone and took rapid fire shots of the car and the two men who emerged from the front. The passenger looked around as the driver walked around the car and stepped onto the sidewalk.
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