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      It was well past sunrise when Lana rolled up to the building. An unimaginably long night, especially as she’d had a full day in front of it. Why she’d ever thought being a private eye would be easier than being a cop…

      She throttled back but the thudding Harley still spooked most of the dog-walker’s charges when she popped it up onto the sidewalk. As soon as she was over the curb, she cut the engine, but it gave a final bang that panicked Marcus’ dogs, tangling him in their leashes. She rolled the bike against her building’s facade. Parking on the sidewalk on Commonwealth Ave. in the heart of Boston should have gotten her a whole string of tickets, but the old brownstone had a small bay—left over from when it had been a horse-and-buggy fire station before they’d bricked it in and condoed it—that fit her bike perfectly. It was one of her favorite stealth parking spots in the city.

      “Damn it, Lana!” by some miracle, Marcus had managed to remain upright despite being wrapped up like The Mummy in various DayGlo leash colors.

      “It’s a good thing the dogs are all pulling in different directions, or you’d be faceplanted on the concrete.” She kicked the stand down and used the yellow brick wall to steady herself as she swung off the bike. It was a good thing it was the only yellow one in the block of red brick buildings, otherwise she’d have been too tired to find it and might have slept on a bench where the Comm. Ave. park split the street in two.

      “Wouldn’t be the first time,” he growled as one of the dogs took advantage of his bound state to crotch him with its nose.

      “Sorry, Marcus.” One of the dogs finally broke free and bounded for her arms. Maximillian’s abrupt departure unbalanced the forces and Marcus went down. The rest of the pack assumed it was playtime and buried the teen until little more than his shot of black hair showed through the melee. His frustrated laughs were the best sound she’d heard in a while.

      Maximillian—never Max, he wouldn’t answer to it and his owner wouldn’t tolerate it—might only be a twenty-pound sheltie, but she was tired enough that his lunge knocked her to the sidewalk as well. The dumb dog began licking her faceplate free of bugs. She flipped up the visor and was rewarded with a string of buggy dog slime across her Ray-Bans and the bridge of her nose.

      “Cut that out, you stupid animal.”

      Marcus was slowly sorting himself out. “Serves you right.”

      “You inbound or out?” She still had to shout to be heard over the pack who wanted to play some more.

      “Inbound, Patterson. Some Private Eye you are, can’t even tell when a man is done for the morning. You wanna take Maximilian up?”

      “Got it covered. So how’s the dog-walking doing for ya?” She finally forced the sheltie down onto four legs on the ground, like any decent dog, and unclipped the leash that had slipped out of Marcus’ hand. Keeping Maximillian close wasn’t the issue. Actually walking while he did his best to hug her ankles was the challenge with him.

      “Except for someone on their noisy, fart-blasting machine, it’s great. I’m gonna try to get Keith out of the gang to give me a hand. I’ve got more offers to walk than I can handle. Tips help, too, you know.”

      “No way, me Bucko. I’m sure you scalped The Judge already on the way out. We both know she’s a soft touch when it comes to her dog.”

      His broad grin lit up his face, “Can’t blame a guy for trying.”

      “The fact that you’re trying, that’s the good bit…Keith, hunh. Why him?”

      “He’s okay.” Marcus unwrapped a cocker spaniel’s leash from about his neck before the dog could throttle him.

      Lana thought about his choice, it was a good one. Most of the boys were too far gone into the gang culture, but Keith was okay, always on the fringe of the worst of it. She’d broken Marcus loose with a quick bike trip over to the state pen. They’d even been there in time for a max security transfer—two of the damn scariest brutes she’d ever seen. If he could rescue another one on his own, it would be that much less for her to do.

      Finally unsnarled of two poodles, a Golden Retriever (though whatever idiot had one of those in the city should be shot), three mutts, and an elegant Afghan Hound, Marcus waved and headed for his next drop-off down the Ave.

      Maximillian spent more time tripping her than walking as she staggered up the front steps. Leaning her head against the brick, she keyed in the security codes. After the third “buzz” of failure, she dragged off her leather glove and tried again. Only took two attempts barehanded. Click and snap and she was into the lobby. White, clean, dark marble floor, it smelled of pine-cleaner and money. So counter to the rest of her night that it was beyond strange and off into surreal.

      Thank god the elevator was open and waiting, she plunged in and punched for the fifth floor. Her helmet tried to rip the ears off the side of her head as she dragged it clear. If there was an inch of her that wasn’t sore, her body wasn’t informing her about it.

      She staggered to the front door.

      Where were her keys? She opened her hand and all she held was a folded-up leash. They must be down in the bike. Nope! No way she was going back down. Let them steal the beast of a machine—she’d buy a nice light Kawasaki crotch rocket next time, a real street bike. She stuffed the leash into her helmet, leaned her head against the door, and pounded on it with the side of her fist.

      The Sheltie, dying to be in on the game, raced up and down the pristine hall, nails clacking brightly on the marble tile and barking loudly enough to roust everyone in all four apartments on her floor—and probably those above and below.

      She was just summoning the energy to yell at the animal when the door latch clicked. With her weight against it, the door flew open and she tumbled inward, landing hard against the white entry carpet. Her helmet clattered and rolled to a stop against a pair of leather loafers. Sharp little paws instantly trotted across her back and legs like a masseuse on drugs—bad ones. Once again conveniently at floor level, her ear was slathered in dog slime before he tried to launch upward using the aching remains of her shoulders as a launching pad.

      “Hi, Maximillian.”

      Lana sometimes wondered who was more important to Verna, Max or herself. She claimed that the dog wouldn’t understand if it wasn’t greeted first, whereas she, a grown woman, really ought to.

      “Good morning, Lana. And what kind of trouble did you get into last night? Anything to land you in my court?”

      Lana rolled onto her back and looked up the long, sharp crease of Verna’s pale blue Armani pantsuit. Judge Verna was always impeccable, even though she’d be shrouded in dark robes throughout the day.

      “Probably. But three kids are safe now in their grandparents’ care—who are sick of their son and daughter-in-law. The mother’s in detox, a little worse for wear, not my doing. The father, perhaps under duress, attended four different AA meetings in a row in different parts of the city before Sergeant Thompson was kind enough to toss him in the can for me, much worse for the wear. I won’t deny that was my doing. You’ll probably have a chance to meet him today on child abuse charges. If he claims I roughed him up, the answer is yes. If he claims I robbed him, I gave every cent, plus some of your hard earned money to the grandparents for one-way tickets out of town. Do me a favor?”

      Verna widened her dark eyes just enough to ask the question without speaking as she looked down from on high.

      “Bring back the death penalty and erase this guy. Three-time offender. A complete shit.”

      “Are you intending to lounge there across the threshold all day, or are you going to drag those long legs in and actually stay for a while?”

      “Guess I could stay for a bit,” she pushed up to kneeling position and waited for her head to stop spinning.

      That line had become a thing between them; as deep as a kiss and as intimate as a caress.

      She’d known Judge Verna Carlisle for a while—from the other side of the bench, though not the wrong side, not too often anyway—when The Judge had asked her to stay after the last docket of the day. A friendly chat in chambers. Dinner—in a much nicer place than was Lana’s norm. A few drinks—less than her norm. Then…

      Lana had never gone home with a woman before, but there was something about Verna Carlisle that drew her in. The sex had been a major eye-opener. But when she’d tried to slip away somewhere past oh-dark-thirty, Verna had leveled that judge’s voice at her with just enough heat.

      “Why don’t you stay for a while?” The heat that lay behind that cool exterior had proved irresistible.

      “Guess I could stay for a bit,” she’d confessed before slipping back between the sheets and into The Judge’s arms. That same line had her staying ’til dawn, toothbrush and a change of clothes within a month, and moving in after six.

      Lana used the doorknob to pull herself to her feet and kicked off her bike boots. Maximillian stuck his nose—a high connoisseur of stench—in one until much of his head was gone from view. She made a step toward the kitchen, but Verna’s gaze stopped her cold. The woman could freeze steam with a glance. She turned back for her boots, shoving Maximillian aside to get them. Cracking open the closet door, she heaved them in. The worn black cowboy boots knocked against the neat rows of Verna’s pumps, joggers, and loafers, scattering them about. She shoved the door closed; fix it after The Judge was gone.

      Verna leaned in and placed a smooth, warm hand on her cheek. Her dark eyes could also melt steel. Her perfectly manicured nails, with their sensible clear polish, slid along Lana’s neck and those muscles, at least, relaxed.

      “Nice to see you, too.”

      Her kiss was long and sensuous, Lana wanted to reach for her but didn’t want to mess up her perfect suit either. She landed back against the closet door as her knees threatened to go out from under her.

      Then Verna’s warmth and soft mouth were gone. Lana opened her eyes in time to see her check that her shoulder-length brown hair still fell in that one smooth wave that suited her patrician face so well.

      “See you for dinner, and don’t forget to pick up your father.” In the faintest puff of lavender soap and a sky-blue pant suit, she was gone. Except for the roundhouse kick she’d just laid straight to the gut.

      Pop.

      Shit!

      Lana had managed to forget. And that was not a bad feeling at all.

      She slouched into the kitchen and jerked open the fridge. As she reached for the OJ, the leash and then her traitorously elusive keys fell from her hand onto the floor with a clatter that brought Max trotting over to investigate. She slugged back the crisp, cold liquid. It roared down her throat clearing away the putrid taste of that rattrap on West Elm and the sharp scent of blood she’d wiped from the little girl’s legs. It cleared away the sickly sweet Thunderbird wine on the mother’s breath—uncaring bitch had probably watched.

      Lana’d cleared out what little money the family had stashed, including the drug-wad from down the front of the father’s pants, and gave it to the grandparents to help them move away without a forwarding address. They’d agreed eagerly and would be gone before the end of the day. No damaged kid as evidence, so harder to nail the dad, but that was now Verna’s problem.

      Maybe she’d scared the Missus enough to nail her own husband to the wall.

      If not, maybe Lana would see that “child molester” was whispered to his cellmates, not a popular profession behind bars. Maybe she’d do that anyway—The Judge wasn’t the only one who knew how to give out a sentence.

      She finished the OJ and tossed the pitcher into the sink where it bounced about before settling. She tried to jerk open the freezer to pull out another can—Verna hated when the next one wasn’t thawed—but at the moment the handle was stronger than she was. That particular defeat she could hand and she staggered away toward the bathroom. She’d feel better with a shower, better able to face the one man she had nothing to say to.

      She dropped her leather jacket somewhere near the front closet. Her tee-shirt, “Stop Plate Tectonics,” lay crumpled in the hall. She had to sit on the bed to shuck off her riding leathers. That was the mistake. The bed was soft against her sore behind, clean, neatly made, it was everything that was Verna. The elegant quilt with its simple geometry and perfect choice of red, yellow, gray, and black made the “Amish Hearth” too cozy to resist.

      She flopped back, struggled for a moment to pull the scrunchie from her long ponytail, and let sleep take her.
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