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Description




She witnessed the murder. The victim's ghost is haunting her. And now… someone is stalking her. 

Ellie was just trying to survive. A cam-girl working her way through school, until the night she sees a brutal murder in the lot behind her apartment. 

Still, Ellie is determined to finish school despite the recent distractions, the biggest distraction being Kegan Storm. He keeps sending her gifts and being so damned nice. Keeping him at arm’s length is getting harder and harder. 

Detective Kegan Storm isn’t used to witnesses like her. She’s fierce, sarcastic, and refuses to be seen as a victim—even when the killer turns his sights on her. Protecting her should be simple. 

But this case? It’s anything but simple. 

Turns out the killer isn’t finished and the victim's ghost isn't the only thing haunting Ellie. Now, it’s a race against time, desire, and death itself.








  
  
Dedication




This one is for my friends who have read, encouraged, and supported me every step of the way. 

A special thank you to Mary. Can't wait to read yours!
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Chapter one



One slender hand slid down between her bare breasts, the manicured nails gleaming dark crimson against her glitter-dusted tan skin. Dark red lips curled in a seductive smile as she gazed up through her lashes and the tip of her tongue flicked out to wet her lips before she caught the lower lip between her teeth. One hand pressed into the heavy black silk spread across the bed, her body arched, while her other hand turned and continued downward across a toned belly, past the glint of a red crystal tucked in the piercing at her navel before her fingertips dipped into the top edge of a lacy white thong. 

Her voice dripped with sultry tones as she spoke, her gaze locked on the camera in front of her. “You know you want this to go all night long, but that’s all the time we have today, lovers. This is your lovely Lola, signing off. Remember to dream of me.”

Ellie reached over, shut off the holo-cam, and leaned back to stretch. She slid her fingers up and tugged off the dark red wig, then got to her feet and placed it carefully on its stand. A white terry-cloth robe was tugged on and the belt tied at the waist. It was warm enough in the room as long as she was under the lights, but once she shut it all down, it got chilly fast. Speaking of the lights, she unplugged them and moved them and the camera poles to the side, turned the music off and with a few steps more had the shower turned on. It would take a minute or two for the water to warm up. 

Her little efficiency was one big room with a nook that held a basic kitchen, and a bathroom with a shower–no tub. Her queen-size bed took up most of the space, but she had a table with one chair and an overstuffed recliner that didn’t recline anymore but was still comfy. 

She filled the electric kettle and hit the switch, then stepped into the shower. After a day of cam work, she looked forward to scrubbing off her makeup and body paint, curling up in her sweats with a cup of tea and whatever book she was currently reading. Two more weeks and she’d be back to studying. There were only eight classes left before she got her degree in business–and she’d done it all online and on an accelerated schedule. Not many people could get a four-year degree in two, but Ellie would do it. Hey, it was a new age, they said. She knew she could do anything if she put in the time. 

She swiped the towel across the mirror and took a good look at herself. Her short, dark brown hair was cut in a modified pixie that simply took a quick run of her fingers through it to settle into place. Eyes that shifted from gold to dark brown and every shade in between, with long, dark lashes and a little tilt at the corners, framed a slender nose. Full lips, high cheekbones, and a narrow jaw added to her slightly exotic look. She had a toned body with some curves, but not the kind of boobs and hips that most people considered when they thought of a porn star. Her skin was naturally lightly tanned in appearance, and she kept the body art to a minimum. For now. 

She really wanted more tats, but the tiny koru spiral she had on the inside of her right wrist was covered with concealer when she was on screen and any chance someone could identify her by that was avoided. Ellie had multiple piercings in both ears and a belly ring, but more adventurous work was not on the table. Not until she had at least one job she could actually put on a resume.

She pulled on a pair of leggings and a tank top, then a baggy sweatshirt over that, and finished up with fuzzy socks on her feet. This was layering for comfort more than warmth, although it was cold enough for the layers. 

A fresh cup of orange and spice tea and the other half of the sandwich she’d made at lunch were set on the table next to the recliner, and she tucked herself in with her book. 

She’d managed three entire chapters when the noise outside brought her to the window. Standing to the side, she lifted the edge of the curtain and peered out. It was getting dark, but she could still see the couple arguing in the back lot. The argument was loud enough that she could hear it through the closed windows. When the man ripped the bag of trash out of the woman’s hand and threw it into the recycling unit, it reminded Ellie that she’d forgotten to take her own bag down. 

“Well, dammit,” Ellie muttered. She pulled on her coat and stuffed her feet into her boots, then grabbed her keys and the bag of trash. Down two flights of narrow stairs, she shoved the back door open and stepped out onto the cracked pavement that ran behind the apartment building. The lot connected the apartments she lived in with another block on the opposite side, and the third wall was the back of a pizza restaurant. There were a couple of cars parked back here, but mostly it held recycling units and two or three bikes chained to the poles for a broken gate. 

There was a dim light over the back door of the pizza place, and another at the entrance to the lot around the corner, but with the sun truly gone, there wasn’t much light back here at all. Ellie wedged a rock in the door and started down the path that led to the waste unit the apartment dwellers used. She checked to make sure the top was open, then threw the bag up and over, hearing it hit more plastic before she turned to head back inside. 

Ellie had just put her hand on the doorknob to slip back inside when she heard a man yell and a woman scream. She turned to look in the direction of the scream and saw the couple from earlier, and they were still being loud. The man had a wooden baseball bat, and the woman was stumbling away and crying. 

“Please, honey. Please, don’t…” she begged. Hands lifted as her butt hit a parked car and she slid along the side of it. “I’m so sorry. I’ll do better,” she said. Her hair was light-colored and tangled around her shoulders. She was curvy, not fat or thin, and wore jeans and a sweater that showed off those curves. Ellie couldn’t be sure, but it looked like the woman was barefoot, and it was cold out here.

The man was much larger than the woman. She barely came up to his shoulders. He was bald and reminded her of one of those wrestling guys because his upper arms were probably the same size as Ellie’s waist. He wore jeans and a hoodie, and work-style boots on his feet—and he didn’t speak—he just growled as he lifted the bat and swung it hard. The sound it made as it hit the woman’s head was, Ellie thought, a lot like the sound a watermelon makes when you drop it. 

The woman spun around with the force of the blow and landed face down on the pavement. The bat lifted again and came down on the fallen woman. She didn’t make another sound, unless you counted the sound of the bat hitting her body.

Ellie stared for all of ten seconds before she slid through the gap in the door and held the handle until it quietly snicked shut. She’d never been so grateful for the light to be out over the apartment building’s door in her life. 

She raced up the stairs as fast as she could go, barely allowing herself to breathe until she was behind her own door once more. All four locks were fastened, and she grabbed the security bar and slid it under the knob. 

Then the shaking started. She picked up her tea with both hands and put it in the microwave to reheat it, then realized she still had her coat on. “Come on, Ellie. Breathe,” she reminded herself as she took off her coat and hung it up, then took off her boots. “This isn’t the worst you’ve ever seen. Breathe.” 

In a normal situation, Ellie would call the police and report what she saw. Ellie didn’t live in normal, not when it came to cops. Her past experiences meant that was not an option, not for her.

She washed her hands, but the heat of the water didn’t feel warm enough. It wasn’t until she pulled the reheated tea out and curled up in her chair once more that the warmth of the mug started to seep into her fingers.

She wanted to shut off all of her lights, but any change might bring her to his attention. Ellie didn’t dare. Not yet. So she sat and shivered and sipped as the scene replayed over and over in her mind. When the tea was finally gone, and the cup had gone cold in her hands, Ellie got to her feet–stiff after sitting still for so long–and shut off the lights. She left the one in the bathroom on, as always, then crawled under the covers fully dressed. It took her some time to fall asleep, and when she did–the sound of the bat as it hit the woman’s head replayed over and over in her dreams. 

It wasn’t until nearly dawn that Ellie woke again to a new sound - the first responder sirens as they bounced off the walls of the back lot and alley and the flash of the red-blue lights that painted the ceiling through the cracks in the curtains. 


      [image: ]He’d spotted her just before the door closed, but it wasn’t until the next day that he recognized the coat and figured out who it was that had seen him last night. The apartment he was in had been abandoned a few months ago, and it gave him a clear view of the lot on one side and the street and the front of her building on the other. Derek had scoped out the place a week or so ago when he realized he was done with Bunny and would need somewhere else to crash for a while. Whoever had abandoned this place had left some furniture, so all he’d had to do was bring his camping gear up, and he had a place to sleep. 

It sucked that he’d had to walk out on that mechanic’s job. It had been a good job, and the people he worked with were the kind who minded their own business and still managed to laugh and hang out over a couple of beers. At least he still had Isaiah on his phone to keep their side gig in play and keep the credits flowing. They’d met in Georgia, just before they both got out, and Derek had the resources and the higher-level contacts while Isaiah had the street connections. Between the two of them, they’d set up their own little drug empire, and it gave them both a nice income.

A chair had been dragged over near the window, then he’d arranged the blinds so they were angled enough for him to be able to see out without someone seeing in. Derek had watched as the cops took the body away, and then he continued to watch as they stopped everyone that went into the building. That’s how he figured out who he’d seen last night–and who had seen him shut that whiny bitch up for good. A few casual questions and he’d soon know her name.

His hands curled into fists, and he smiled. It had been so good to watch the light go out of Bunny’s eyes with that one blow of the bat. The other blows were just because it felt good. He’d known Bunny was dead with that first hit, but it didn’t matter. The rest had been for fun. 










  
  
Chapter two



Detective Kegan Storm pulled the knit cap down over his ears and bent his lean form into a crouch beside the woman’s lower body. Sharp blue eyes took in the wide splatter range and damage to her upper half, and he shook his head. The apparent murder weapon, a metal baseball bat, was wrapped and tagged nearby. 

“Talk about overkill,” Storm said to the ME that stood nearby. “Did you get a time of death yet?”

“Around nine last night,” Dr. Reinhold said. “Prints come back for a Barbara Bernstein. She lives in that building right there.” He pointed to the closest building, then looked at his tablet once more. “Unit 110 is hers. I had a uniform go knock, and no one answered. They’re canvassing now, according to the sergeant, and they’ll do the pizza joint and the other apartment block as well.”

“That’s gonna piss a lot of people off. They should wait until at least eight in the morning,” Storm said and turned to one of the uniforms nearby. “Tell them to hold off on the rest of the canvass until after eight. We want people willing to talk, not ready to gut you for waking them up.”

The uniform nodded and got on his radio while Storm took another look around. “There’s a camera on the back of the pizza place. We need to get the security feed. Have someone track down the owner and get those now. We’re not waiting until eight for those,” he said to another uniform nearby. 

“Are you done here?” Reinhold asked. “I want to get her back to the morgue. We’re going to need to peel up the frozen blood pool before the sun hits it, so I want to get her up and gone.”

“Go ahead. Have Nelson send me the photos as usual,” Storm said, as he stepped back out of the way. Two uniformed officers came up to him, and he arched a brow. “Can I help you?”

“Detective Storm?” one of them asked.

“Yes, Officer…,” Storm leaned in and read the man’s tag. “…Duvall.”

“Sorry, sir. I’m Duvall, and this is my partner, Andrews. Sergeant Rigsby told us to canvass, then we got the call to hold off. We figured you’d want the reports so far?” Duvall said.

“Give me the verbal and then write them up and send them to me,” Storm said. “And start the canvass over after 8 am. In fact,” Storm said as he handed Duvall some credits, “after you give me the brief, go down to Cuppa Joe’s and you can write up your reports there and have some breakfast while you wait.”

“Thank you, sir,” Duvall and Andrews both said, then Duvall listed the people they’d spoken to and what they’d heard so far. 

“Go back to the woman that lives across the hall from Ms. Bernstein. What did she say again?” Storm asked.

“That was Mrs. Wilson. She lives with her daughter, Alice Sauder. Mrs. Sauder was at work, but she’ll be home by the time we hit again after eight. Mrs. Wilson said, and I quote, ‘Bunny’s new boyfriend was an asshole.’ Ms. Bernstein went by the nickname Bunny. Big guy, bald, looked like Bam Bam Bigelow, the wrestler. Only no tats on the bald head, just a hint of one on his neck. From what she could tell, he’d rough Bunny up but not where you could see it, and Bunny scrambled to do whatever he said,” Duvall said. “Apparently, they were having a loud fight last night about Ms. Bernstein not keeping the place clean enough and how her having a day job didn’t mean she couldn’t make him a meal when he came over.”

“Sounds like we need to talk to the boyfriend. Did you get a name?” Storm asked.

“No, because Mrs. Wilson said that Ms. Bernstein only called him stupid names like ‘baby cakes’ or ‘love muffin’,” Duvall said with a smirk. 

“Yeah, I can see us trying to run an ID on a ‘love muffin’,” Storm replied with a snort. “Okay, go write it up and get something to eat. I’ll see you back here in a couple of hours. 

Storm turned to watch the ME’s team zip the bag shut and fasten it to the gurney. “Hey, Reinhold, when did the call come in, do you know?”

“About five,” Dr. Reinhold said. “She lay out here for about nine hours before someone finally noticed her.”

“Thanks, Doc,” Storm said and walked a few feet away from the body to look around the area once more. In several windows that looked out into the parking area, Storm could see the window coverings twitch. Blinds here, a curtain there… The sirens and the lights always brought out the lookie-loos, but in this neighborhood, people didn’t want anything to do with cops. Two blocks further north? Sure, you’d get people coming out to tell you what they saw, or what they didn’t see, and being all helpful. Here? Not so much. It was the main reason he’d had the unis hold off on the canvassing until eight. You’d still catch people at home, but they’d already be up and getting ready for work—or just coming in from night shift jobs.

It bothered Storm that the woman had lain there for nine hours with no one calling it in. How could someone see a person lying dead and not make a phone call? The idea that you could just walk by a dead body was completely foreign to him. Thinking about how long Barbara Bernstein lay down here in a dirty back alley? That made him angry—and more resolved to find out who had used her head for batting practice. 


      [image: ]When the cops started the canvass once more, Ellie made sure she wasn’t home. She bundled up, took her book, and walked up to Cuppa Joe’s. She could afford a small breakfast, and they’d let her sit there for hours as long as she bought a drink or something to eat.  

Ellie stepped into the shop just as the two uniformed officers were headed out, and she almost froze. A stiff, yet polite smile was all she could manage to their ‘good morning’ greeting, and she scurried past them, sunglasses firmly in place. A glance over her shoulder showed they’d continued on their way, so she tucked her sunglasses into her pocket and placed her order at the counter. 

“Did you hear?” Janey, the barista, asked her. “Someone got killed.”

“Really? I didn’t hear that. I had my earbuds in when I went to sleep last night,” Ellie replied. 

“Didn’t you see all of the cop cars and stuff?” Janey asked.

“Well, sure, but that’s not that unusual around here,” Ellie replied. “I’m gonna go grab a table.” Usually, gossiping with Janey was high on her list of enjoyments, but not today. She hung her coat over the back of a chair and put her reader on the table before she sat down. 

Janey brought Ellie’s coffee over and perched on the edge of a chair. “Are you okay, hon? You look tired.”

“Rough night, that’s why I ended up with the earbuds in with a rainstorm for white noise,” Ellie said. “I’ll be okay. I’ll grab a nap before I set up for work tonight.”

“I’m gonna take care of my girl,” Janey said. “How about a blueberry muffin?”

“That sounds great, but I can’t afford that,” Ellie whispered. 

“My treat,” Janey replied. “Just enjoy your coffee and sandwich, and I’ll take care of the rest.”

“Thanks, lovey. Much appreciated.” Ellie turned on her reader and settled in with her coffee, trying to put the events of the past few hours out of her mind. 

She ate her bagel sandwich and then savored the muffin in tiny pinches of deliciousness while she read about a girl who finds love with the one person she never expected. Ellie considered it fantasy rather than contemporary romance, but it was an enjoyable story. She loved to read, and the escapism the stories gave her was needed in her life. Not that it was a bad life, it was just hard most days. The fantasy elements of the stories also gave her some ideas for her webcam work. 

When school started up again, she wouldn’t have time for more than a chapter or two of fun reading a night to unwind, as her schoolwork and day job would eat up every other second of her day. She planned on enjoying every word of her book. 

Lost in the story, Ellie didn’t notice when the place filled up until a voice broke in and interrupted her. 

“I’m sorry, but there’s nowhere else to sit. Do you mind if I sit here and eat my sandwich?”

Ellie looked up into the bluest eyes she’d ever seen. His hair was black and had a slight curl, cut short and mussed from the knit cap that stuck out of his jacket pocket. Tall and lean, he was dressed in dark blue jeans, black hiking-style boots, and a dark blue sweatshirt under a black wool coat that fell just below his hips—but it was his face that kept her attention. The angled cheekbones, a narrow nose, and lips were neither full nor narrow - they were just right. But it was all overshadowed by those brilliant blue eyes. 

“May I sit?” he asked again, and Ellie waved a hand at the empty chair.

“I’m sorry,” she finally spoke as she cleared some space and pulled her things closer. “I was really caught up in the story, and it took me a minute to realize you were speaking to me.”

“No problem. Thanks for letting me join you. I only have a quick break for lunch.” He gave her a polite nod and pulled out his tablet. “I’m Kegan Storm, it’s nice to meet you.”

“Ellie Rose,” Ellie replied. “Don’t worry, I won’t bother you.” She picked up her own tablet and tapped it to go back to the story.

Kegan couldn’t stop staring, but he did his best to hide it. She was beautiful in a way that defied convention, and he’d never found himself so captivated by a woman before. He really did need to focus on the reports coming in from the canvass, but there was something about her that kept pulling his gaze up to watch her read, instead of reading his own work.

Ellie glanced up to reach for her coffee and caught Kegan’s gaze on her. She blinked and reached for a napkin. “Do I have something on my face?”

He chuckled and shook his head. “No, but you’re interesting and clearly enjoying your book. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to stare.” His smile faded, and he picked up his coffee to take a sip. “I’ve got a lot on my mind, and you were a lovely distraction.”

Ellie felt a shiver run up her spine and gave him a polite smile as she shut down her tablet and picked up her things. “Well, it’s been a pleasure, Mr. Storm, but I need to get going. Have a good rest of your day.”

“You have a good one too, Ms. Rose,” Kegan said as he watched her toss her trash and step out onto the sidewalk. He had to admit, even bundled up in a coat and wearing faded jeans, she was the sexiest thing he’d ever seen. Too bad his next few days would be tied up with this case, or he’d be asking her out to dinner. Or dessert.
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