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PROLOGUE Eighteen Years Ago…


I WAS LOSING MY BABY.

That was the only thought that echoed in my head…

Taunting me…

Tearing me apart.

I was losing my baby…

And there wasn’t a thing I could do about it.

I was hunched over in a metal chair at the bus depot waiting room. Desperate, I peered up at the security guard. His name badge said Cox.

“Help m-m-me,” I whispered. “Please.”

He paled.

“Miss… I…”

“Please. My baby is dying.”

I didn’t know whether it was my plea or the fact that blood was slowly dripping onto the linoleum between my feet—giving him the visual he needed—but he nodded. Wrapping an arm around my back, he helped lift me from the chair, pausing when I moaned in pain. It felt as if a red-hot poker was being jabbed into my abdomen and twirled around in there like someone was trying to make scrambled eggs out of my intestines. I tried to straighten—to lessen the pain somehow—but I cried out as a sledgehammer of agony was driven into my lower back.

Doubling over again, I attempted to relearn how to breathe, taking in shallow breaths through my mouth. The smell of blood coated the back of my tongue, overtaking the taste of diesel fumes that somehow still infiltrated the building from the forecourt outside.

“Come on, miss,” Cox said, helping me stand once more. “We have to get you to the hospital.”

I blinked, trying to get my eyes to focus on his face. He had to be in his forties, with a gray-flecked beard and kind blue eyes.

My throat felt clogged, like I couldn’t draw in a deep enough breath, but I managed to whisper, “Thank you.”

The guard looked around—at who or what I didn’t know. The station was empty at this time of night. Well, except for the ticket seller who sat behind a long eggshell-colored counter. She had stared at me when I’d first entered but had studiously ignored me after that.

“Come on, miss,” Cox urged again. “My car is parked out back.”

I shuffled beside him, each step agonizing. Behind me, a line of blood followed in my wake, a macabre breadcrumb trail. He pushed open the door that led out to the forecourt. Cold Michigan air slapped at my senses, making the tears streaking down my face freeze. I tried to draw in a deep breath of air through my mouth again, my eyes scrunching up tight when another wave of pain hit me.

When I was younger, I remembered watching news footage of a hurricane hitting Belize. They’d showed the waves demolishing the small boats that had been anchored offshore with such force that they were found at the top of palm trees ten miles inland.

That’s what I felt like now.

The boat.

The waves of the storm—my pain.

I clutched a hand to my rounded stomach and sent up a prayer that I wouldn’t be found battered and broken after the storm surge—that I would be whole and holding my baby in my arms.

Out of the harsh glare of the station’s lights, cleared asphalt gave way to small snow drifts.

“My car is just over there,” Cox said, his breath puffing out in front of his mouth. “Not much farther.”

I nodded, pressing my lips together once more when my lower back spasmed. I drew to a stop, eyes squeezed shut, a deep frown forming between my eyes.

“Just breathe through it,” he said. “My wife and I have four kids. I’ve been through this before.”

I gave him a watery smile. “You have four kids?”

“Yes, miss. Frank Junior, Celeste, Nickolas, and my youngest is Chantelle.” As he spoke, he urged me forward again. “If my Marie got through four deliveries naturally when she was in her thirties, you’ll have no problems with delivering your baby.”

God, I hoped he was right.

We’d arrived beside his early-model Toyota, and while he unlocked it, I leaned against the window, taking a moment to collect myself. My gaze tracked the bright red spots on the snow, marking where we’d walked.

Frank took me gently by the arm. “Come on, in you go.”

He settled me into the back seat, slammed the door, and got into the driver’s side, gunning the engine. I watched the buildings pass us by, biting my lip to stop from crying out in pain. With one hand firmly on the door handle, I had the other one curved around my belly, praying to a God I didn’t believe in anymore to save my daughter.

The scent of blood suddenly got thicker and something hot splashed between my thighs. Reaching between my legs, I touched my fingers to the place where I felt all that moisture. When I brought my fingers into the light, they were bright red—coated in too much fresh blood. My vision went fuzzy then, my hearing dropping in and out.

“Oh, God.”

Frank peered over his shoulder at me every few seconds as he sped through the empty late-night streets. Whatever he saw in my face made the color drain from his. “I’m only a block away. Just hang on.”

My eyes began to shut, but I jerked them open again when I felt the car lurch to a stop. Frank got out, leaving his door open. I knew cold air was barreling through the interior of the car, but it felt warm to me. The dome light above my head came on and a pair of feminine hands were there. It was a nurse. She was speaking to me—I could see her mouth moving—but all I could hear was the ringing in my ears.

“What’s… name?” the woman said. She ran her index and second finger along my neck. “… weeks pregnant?”

“I…”

Pain rendered me speechless. Sightless. Deaf. I was the boat being carried inland.

I smiled.

At least there would be no more pain…



I WOKE SLOWLY, MY SENSE of hearing the first thing to come back online. There was a machine beeping somewhere behind me, a hush of air conditioning and the soft murmurs of people not wanting to disturb anyone. My eyes fluttered open, and I blinked at the fluorescent lighting above my head.

There was a numbness to my body that I recognized. I was on a lot of pain medication, and I wondered why. Surely, giving birth didn’t warrant that? Slowly, I moved my hands to my stomach, expecting to feel my baby moving beneath the stretched skin, but she wasn’t there. My new reality forced my eyes to stay open this time as I peered down the line of my body.

My stomach was flat.

My baby was gone.

I jerked into a sitting position, sucking in a hissed breath and clutching at the stabbing pain just below where my baby should have been. My mouth parted on a pant as I tried to figure out what had happened. I’d been at the bus station, intending to leave Michigan behind when…

Blood…

There’d been so much blood.

There was a choked mewling sound, and it took me a moment to realize I was the one making it. Cupping one hand over my mouth, I breathed heavily through my nose, the sensation of falling dizzying and terrifying.

“Oh, God,” I whispered, swallowing back bile. My wild gaze bounced around the cubicle, shielded on three sides by blue curtains. Where was my baby?

“My baby… where…” A ragged gasp escaped me, and I screamed, “Where’s my baby?”

My words echoed around me, but still nobody answered.

A familiar scent was suddenly in my nose—leather, gun oil, and Boss Bottled. It was as familiar as it was terrifying. Outside the curtain, there was a scrape of shoes, and my gaze shifted to the stiff blue fabric that was my only defense against the world. A hand speared through the center of the curtains, parting the two sides with agonizing slowness. My heart lurched in my chest. My pulse jumped up into the back of my throat.

“Aidan.” His name came out as a whisper. I pulled the thin blanket a little higher up my body. “What are you doing here?”

His dark blue eyes tracked the movement of my hands like a tiger stalked its prey. His gaze seemed casual, nonchalant even, but I knew that deep down he was cataloging everything. Like he always did.

“Hello, Seren,” he said in a smooth, cultured voice—nothing like the typical midwestern accent I was surrounded with in everyday life. His expensive British boarding school upbringing meant he never mispronounced his Ts as Ds. He stepped fully into my space, leaving the curtains open.

I repeated, “What are you doing here?” This time my voice sounded steadier. “Where’s my baby?”

He arched a brow. “Don’t you mean where’s our baby?”

I squeezed my eyes shut for a moment, but I couldn’t escape the truth. Aidan was my baby’s father whether I liked it or not, although it hadn’t ever been my plan to get knocked up by the only son of the head of the Irish-American mafia.

Aidan and I had a tumultuous relationship at best—a downright abusive one at worst. A relationship based on violence, vitriol, and desperation. I slept with Aidan because he could keep me safe from my father and the rest of the Devil’s Chaos Motorcycle Club. I stayed with Aidan because, without him, I would’ve been back on the street, back on drugs and probably dying in a gutter somewhere.

“Where is she?” It was a question I would keep repeating until I got the answer I needed to hear. “Where’s my baby girl? Where’s my sweet Sloane?”

He cocked his head to the side, but I wasn’t prepared for the next word to come out of his mouth. “Dead.”

All the air in my body came out in a rush, my lungs crushed under the meaning of that one word. I began shaking my head, unable to believe it. “What…” My hands curled into fists as I stared at my blanket-covered legs. When I was finally able to look at him again, I asked in a whisper, “What do you mean… d-d-dead?”

The ends of Aidan’s dirty-blond hair slid against the starched collar of his business shirt as he glided farther into the room. Under his arm, I caught a flash of the gun he kept holstered there. It was a 500 S&W Magnum, and the only reason I knew this was because the image of him pressing the muzzle of that gun into the temple of my only friend was burned into my memories. Every time I blinked, I saw Lucy’s terrified eyes, her stiff shoulders… her last pleading words as blood and bits of brain were splattered on the carpet at my feet.

His top lip curled off his teeth in a sneer. “You killed her.”

“I…” I glanced down to avoid the accusation in his eyes. My chin was suddenly captured in his strong fingers, my head yanked up where I met his midnight-blue eyes.

They were cold—a dead stare.

“Where were you going, Seren?” he asked in a low drawl.

Feeling like a rabbit caught in a snare, I tried to keep the fear out of my eyes, but I knew he saw it there. Bare. Raw. “I don’t know.” My words came out in a broken whisper, and I thought, how poetic is that? I felt broken now. Insubstantial as a whisper.

With a disgusted snarl, he released my chin, but I didn’t rub away the pain of his grip—no matter how much I wanted to.

When Aidan next spoke, his voice was devoid of emotion. “Do I need to take care of you like I took care of Lucy Stern?”

The fine hairs on the back of my neck prickled in warning. Yes, Aidan had taken care of Lucy—my one ally inside the impenetrable Kavanaugh empire. The only mistake she’d made was talking to a cop, but that had been enough. Her one and only chance. The Kavanaughs demanded complete and utter devotion. Nobody talked to the cops for any reason. End of story.

I was the only witness to Lucy’s murder. She was shot in the head—execution-style, while she was still on her knees after sucking Aidan’s dick. I was seven months pregnant at the time, and Aidan had worried about hurting the baby if we fucked. So, he used Lucy instead, since her only role was to sleep with whoever Aidan and his father, Killian, wanted her to. She was passed from man to man, sometimes to sweeten a business deal. Sometimes—most times—it was simply to humiliate and degrade her.

“My father has ordered your execution.”

My eyes widened, and my heart thundered in my ear. “What?”

“You’ve seen too much… you know too much. He can’t trust you anymore. I can’t trust you anymore,” he continued conversationally. I flinched as he reached out a hand and stroked my hair, something like regret passing over his features. “But you did carry my daughter inside your body.” He ran his thumb along my bottom lip, pulling it down slightly. “In my own way, I do love you, Seren, but your betrayal…” He shook his head. “Your betrayal is unforgivable. Did you think you could just leave Detroit, leave me? You don’t get to leave. Once you’re in, you’re in.”

Casually, he pulled the gun from under his arm and leveled the muzzle at my head.

Instinctively, I curled in on myself, shut my eyes and waited. I waited for him to pull the trigger and end my misery.

A tense minute ticked by, then another.

“But I’m going to give you a choice, Seren. To prove my love for you, you have one chance. Leave now and never come back.”

I blinked. Aidan wasn’t known for giving second chances to anyone. “What?”

“Call it grief, but I’m giving you to the count of three to decide. Leave now and live, or die in this bed.”

Death would be a relief. I wouldn’t have to feel again.

“One.”

But I couldn’t give in. I couldn’t give up. My father had taught me better than that.

“Two.”

I stared at Aidan, wondering whether this was all real.

“You’re running out of time, Seren,” he drawled, flicking the safety off and pressing the barrel flush with my temple. “Choose. Now.”
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1 Dagger ONE YEAR AGO…


WARM WATER SLUICED OVER MY head, shoulders and chest. The stream running down the drain in the center of the shower floor was pink with blood.

None of it was mine.

The liquid donation had been made by the unlucky bastard currently handcuffed to the chair in my office just outside the bathroom door. I’d left Hawk Montana blubbering to himself five minutes ago after I’d brought him in for my boss—Bane Rivera—to see.

Bane was the owner of the largest gentleman’s club in LA. The Dollhouse was one of three legitimate arms of his business. The others were real estate in and around Los Angeles, and a part share in a restaurant owned by his sister.

His less-than-above-board business involved Colombia’s finest white powder and being the head of what some people might call the mafia. The reality was that what he did was more closely related to an organized crime syndicate—far less familial than the mob.

And Hawk was a mid-level dealer for Bane.

Earlier in the day, the fucker had dropped off his profits from the week of selling coke. Now, normally, that wouldn’t be a fucking problem. But what was a problem? The fact that it was fifty large lighter than it should’ve been.

And Bane didn’t like it when people stole from him.

Shutting off the water, I stepped from the stall and toweled off quickly. I pulled on the clean pair of slacks I had hanging on the back of the door, then tugged on a navy-blue button-down shirt. The Heckler & Koch MP5K I’d left by the sink was the final thing I picked up before opening the bathroom door.

Hawk Montana whimpered as I stepped into the office, his wide blue eyes darting from my face to the H&K.

“I’d be more terrified of Bane,” I told him, a sardonic grin twisting my lips. “A bullet is quick. Bane prefers to drag out death.”

“Please,” he said. “Oh, God, please.”

My expression was level, my stare cold. “I’m not your savior.” I undid the cuffs and slid my hand under his arm to lift him from the seat, noticing a puddle of piss hitting my hardwood.

“Fuck me,” I muttered, shaking my head. “What kind of grown-ass man pisses himself?” Grabbing a handful of the back of Hawk’s shirt, I opened my office door and pushed him through it. At the base of the stairs, I stopped when I heard someone else coming down. It was Kandy. She was dressed in black lingerie that barely covered her. Her legs looked lean and long in black pumps.

“What’s doing, girl?” I asked.

“Just getting the boss a drink.” She winked at me and stepped back out into the club. I swore ‘getting a drink for the boss’ was fucking code for a blow job, but Kandy’s lipstick hadn’t been smeared so maybe Bane had turned her down.

“Get your ass up the stairs,” I growled at Montana.

When he reached the top, he hesitated, shifting from one foot to the other. His wide eyes were darting between the bottom of the stairs and Bane’s office door. Before he could bolt, I spun him around and pinned him to the wall, the muzzle of my H&K pressed into the base of his skull. “You should know I have a hair trigger.” It was an idle threat. I hadn’t even loaded the damn thing. Not that Hawk would’ve noticed.

Keeping my gun in place, I knocked on the office door.

“Come in,” came the barked reply.

“Stay,” I told Hawk then opened the door.

Bane’s dark eyes assessed me, expectantly. “Did you get him?”

“Yeah, he’s out here pissing his pants for you.”

A smile pulled at the corners of his mouth. “Just the way I like it. Send the fuck in.”

I stepped outside then pushed Hawk into the room. The bastard tripped over his own feet and ended up sprawled in front of Bane.

How fucking fitting.

When he tried to get up, Bane drove his foot between Hawk’s shoulder blades and shoved him back down. Reaching into my pocket, I slid a magazine into the MP5K and hovered it above our dear mathematically challenged dealer’s head.

“Where’s my money?” Bane asked in a bored drawl.

“It was all there,” Hawk replied. “I counted it. Twice.”

“Then I’d say you need to go back to school, Hawk, because it wasn’t all there. I counted it twice, and you were at least fifty grand short.”

All the color drained from Hawk’s face as sweat started to form on his brow. “Fifty grand?”

Bane held out his hand, fingers outstretched. “This many, times ten, asshole, unless you can’t count those up without the help of a calculator.”

“I counted it twice,” Hawk muttered, more to himself than to me. “Jesus, Bane, I’m sorry. It was all there when I dropped it off. I swear!”

Bane looked over at me, silently asking whether I was buying the steaming pile of horseshit. But that wasn’t the only question. The more pressing one was: Should we just kill the guy now and make an example of him, or did we take the path less traveled and give him another chance?

I shrugged.

Bane crouched in front of Hawk. “How about I make you a deal, Hawk. I give you two weeks to come up with the cash you owe me, and you deliver it to me like a good little boy. If you can’t do that, then I’m afraid our working relationship is over… as is your heart’s relationship with beating in your chest.”

When Bane rose to his feet again, he jerked his chin in my direction, dismissing me. I hauled Montana up and held him still so Bane could deliver one last, piss-pants-inducing proclamation.

“And to make sure you understand just how serious I am, you now have one week to get me my cash.” His dangerous gaze shifted to me. “Rough him up a little before sending him on his way.”

I gave him a nod and directed Hawk from the room. He spun around, attempting to plead with me. “A week isn’t enough. I counted it twice.”

I shut the office door.

“I counted it twice. Please,” he begged.

“You’re lucky, kid. If it were my money, you would’ve been dead the moment you started pissing on my office floor.”



AN HOUR LATER, I STEPPED from my private bathroom at the club for the second time that night. There was a towel slung over my shoulders, and water dripped steadily from the ends of my hair, dropping onto my bare shoulders and going lower. I stood buck-naked in front of the closet in the corner and pulled a black business shirt and black slacks off their respective hangers. I always kept at least half a dozen changes of clothes here, but the dry-cleaning bill was a bitch.

After I slipped my boots back on, I left my office and went out onto the floor of the Dollhouse. One of my jobs at the club was to keep everything running smoothly, keep the trouble out, and manage the Dolls. I scanned the space, looking for Syndy out of habit. That girl was nothing but trouble. She was too attached to Bane. She thought she was more than just someone to suck his dick, and that kind of thinking could get out of hand very quickly.

I walked the perimeter, making sure everyone knew I was there. Trouble among the regular patrons wasn’t something I had to worry about. They all paid enough money to come to the Dollhouse to know to keep their hands to themselves and their dicks in their pants in the public areas. It was the cashed-up spawn of rich daddies that came in some nights hoping to get more than a dance from one of the Dolls without paying for the privilege.

It was those nights I enjoyed the most.

“Hi, Dagger,” someone said, and I turned my head to see Mandy waving at me nervously. It was something a little girl would do—wave like that.

“How are you, Mandy?” I asked, watching her approach. I’d taken her in my office last night—a quick fuck to take the edge off. I thought we’d understood each other. It was just sex. There were no repeat performances.

She swayed her hips as she walked toward me, circling her arms around my waist and bunching my shirt in her hands to hold me close. Reaching behind me, I uncurled her fists and set her back a step.

She frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“We just fucked, Mandy. Nothing more.”

A confused smile graced her lips for a moment before that smile turned into an erotic promise. She finger-walked her way up my chest. “I can make it worth your while.”

“I can assure you, you can’t. I don’t do relationships, Mandy.”

“You wouldn’t even want to try?”

I shook my head. “No. It’s nothing personal, sweetheart. I’m just not built for long-term shit.”

Crestfallen, she nodded and wandered off, taking a seat in the lap of a man whose net worth was triple what mine was.

“Well, if that wasn’t so sad, it would’ve been funny to watch.” I looked over my shoulder to see Rachel wiping down the bar, her straight black hair sliding over one shoulder. “It always takes the new ones time to learn that lesson.”

“Better she learns it now.”

“Yeah, I guess so.” She stopped wiping and stared at me. “You looking for the boss?”

“You seen him?”

“He took Syn to one of the rooms then went up to his office afterward.”

“How long ago was that?”

She shrugged her slender shoulders. “Fifteen minutes?”

“Thanks.” Scanning the crowd, I found Syndy grinding on the lap of an investment banker, who had joined the Dollhouse as a member a couple of months ago. Syn was rubbing her tits in his face when she noticed me. Her mouth was red—swollen—from sucking Bane’s dick. He never let them do any more than that. I didn’t know how he did it. He’d have to have a will of fucking iron.

Syn said something to the banker then slid from his lap, moving in a sinuous way that only women seem to be able to. She was dressed in black lingerie, complete with garters and fuck-me heels. Moving with purpose, she approached me and folded her arms under her breasts, pushing them up.

My eyes dropped. Lingered.

“Why won’t Bane fuck me?” she demanded.

My gaze returned to her face. “I beg your pardon?”

“Bane,” she said. “He only ever wants a blow job. Why won’t he fuck me?”

“That’s something you’re going to have to ask him.”

“I have. He said he doesn’t shit where he eats.”

“Smart man,” I murmured.

Syndy popped out her hip, anchoring one hand on her waist. “How can I make him change his mind?”

“You can’t, Syndy. Deal with it.”

“But—”

I put my finger up to silence her. “No. No buts. If Mr. Rivera wanted more from you, he’d get it.”

“But—” she tried again.

“If you pursue this, Syn, I’ll have you replaced. Mr. Rivera doesn’t need this shit.” She finally shut her mouth, but it didn’t stop her from glaring at me. “Go and earn your tips.”

Turning, I walked away before she could protest again. If she continued like this, she’d be working her last shift sooner than she thought she would.

After checking in with a few waitresses, I was on my way back to my office when I drew to a stop. There was a blonde woman in a thin tank top and cut-offs marching my way. She looked like she could castrate the next guy who spoke to her with her bare hands and be fucking happy about it. I watched her leave the club, then turned my attention to the office window above. Bane’s gaze was fixated on the blonde, his expression clouded in concentration and pure desire.

Going up the stairs two at a time, I opened his office door. “Who was that, boss? A new Doll?”

He smiled like the cat that got the canary. “Hawk Montana’s big sister.”

“What did she want?”

“She wanted an extension on the fifty thousand he owes.”

“In exchange for what?”

“Nothing. She came in here with no fucking bargaining chip at all.” He added, “I want you to find out what you can about her.”

I kept the surprise off my face. Bane had never shown this kind of interest in a woman before. “You got it.”
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2 Cox


THIS WASN’T THE WAY I wanted to spend my Thursday night. As I approached the yellow police tape flapping between the low chain-link fence in the hot LA breeze, I wondered whether this was going to be another kid gunned down all because they’d made some pretty bad life choices. Or could it have been a drug deal gone wrong? Gangbanger? Or maybe, just maybe, it was some innocent bystander who had been caught in the crossfire.

I showed my badge to the uniformed cop guarding the tape, and he lifted it for me to step under. The gold cross around my neck swung free, catching and reflecting back the blue and red lights of the cop cars that had arrived at the scene.

Night time in LA rarely felt like a true night. Light pollution made it impossible for the oppressive blanket of darkness to fall. It was suspended in a perpetual state of darkening twilight where the full effect of the stars was lost in the velvety stillness.

Even though the sun had gone down a couple of hours ago, there were people crawling around the perimeter of the scene, trying to get photographs of a dead body. Ignoring the rubberneckers, I walked across the cracked asphalt that served as the parking lot for the residents. An EMT was attending to a woman in the back of an ambulance. She didn’t appear to have any visible injuries, so I figured it was just shock that she was being treated for. That was never a good sign.

“Detective Cox,” I said, introducing myself to the cop standing guard at the bottom of the stairs that led up to the second level of the apartment block. He was tall—at least a few inches past six feet—with skin the color of dark chocolate. His name tag read Franklins. “What are we dealing with?” I asked.

“A teen male was shot in the chest, point-blank. It appears it happened when he opened his apartment door.”

“Anything missing from the apartment?” If there was, it would indicate a burglary. Burglary wasn’t uncommon for this side of town, but the fact that the guy opened the door for his killer? That didn’t sound right to me.

“Not that I could see.”

“Who called it in?”

He jerked his chin in the direction of the ambulance. “The woman being treated right now.”

I glanced over. The woman was staring blankly over the shoulder of the EMT treating her. I turned back to Franklins. “Who is she?”

“The kid’s older sister.”

“Has anyone spoken to her yet?”

“We were waiting for you.”

I looked up the steps and exhaled sharply. “All right, I’ll go check out the scene before I speak to her.”

When I stepped onto the landing at the top, I noticed metal bars covering the windows, along with security doors. Single light fixtures were fitted above each door, all of them functional except for the one above the second apartment in the row. The door was open, and through the gap, I could see the soles of the shoes of our victim.

The photographer, who was busy snapping pics of the victim, glanced up at me.

“Single GSW to the chest. Probably a .40 or .38.”

“Same as last month then.”

He nodded. “Yup.” Sweat was beading on his dark skin, and he wiped it away with the back of his hand.

I pulled a couple of nitrile gloves from the box on the ground and approached the body.

The entry wound was small and neat—a straight shot through his heart. Blood had bloomed, covering his whole chest and saturating his baby-blue basketball shirt. His eyes were still open, his dark pupils looking sightlessly up at the ceiling. There was a trickle of blood coming out of the corner of his mouth.

He looked young. Too damn young—a goddamn waste of life.

Rising to my feet, I walked into the apartment. The air was thick with the scent of cigarette smoke. Stale heat felt like a blanket pressing against my skin, making sweat dot my brow. It looked like a frat house. Empty beer cans littered almost every surface—empty food containers riding shotgun. In the living room, there was a low, rectangular coffee table, and on it sat two bricks of cocaine.

I looked at the distance from the door to the living room. It was maybe fourteen feet of unimpeded line of sight. The shooter would’ve seen the drugs, so why the hell were they left behind?

Ella Murdoch, the lead for our CSI team, approached me. “What are you thinking, Detective?” she asked. Ella was a veteran in the forensic sciences. For most forensics and cops, there was a limit to how much death they could see before they needed to transfer to another department or choose another profession. Not Ella. She’d been working with the LAPD for the last fifteen years and showed no sign of slowing.

“Clearly, the kid’s a dealer,” I told her, jerking my chin in the direction of the coffee table. It was too much coke to ignore. “Maybe he encroached on someone’s turf and got popped? Or maybe it’s just a message.” I shook my head at my own theory. “No. That doesn’t feel right. What are the chances that two dealers get hit while drugs are left sitting, untouched, and in plain sight? All within the space of a month.”

Ella shrugged. “It’s LA. Everyone is trying to get a better life. I’ll dust the bricks for prints and see if we get any hits.”

I didn’t say it, but I knew the only prints they’d find were the vic’s. “What’s his name?”

“Malachiah Smith. Twenty-one years old as of last week.”

Jesus fuck.

I took another look around, trying to see what the shooter would’ve seen. Two bricks of coke that he could sell without having to answer to a bigger fish. Walking back to the coffee table, I turned one of the bricks over and studied it. There was a crown stamped onto it. The drugs belonged to the same person Tiberius Zaire, the last dealer I’d found dead, had been working for, but I had no idea who that was. Nobody—not one of my sources—was willing to talk.

“Well, if it isn’t the fucking golden girl herself.”

My shoulders tensed, and I turned to find Tom Bridey standing just inside the doorway. He’d worked his way up to detective in less than six years. I knew he was in his late twenties, but he looked fresh-faced and straight out of high school. He worked it to his advantage.

“Don’t tell me you already know who the shooter is,” he taunted, stepping into my scene.

I ground my teeth together. The guy suspected me of using less-than-honest methods to get my information, but I was careful. I wanted to help people, no matter what that involved. “What are you doing here?” I asked.

“Was in the neighborhood. Thought I’d come by and check things out.”

“I’ve got it covered.” My words were bitten out. “Thanks.”

Bridey whistled through his teeth. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say this looks uncannily like the hit last month. What was that kid’s name? Zaied or something?”

The bastard knew I never forgot a victim, so him getting it wrong on purpose pushed me into the cool zone of my rage. “Zaire,” I corrected. “Tiberius Zaire.”

Bridey crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the nearby wall. He was here for the long haul, but the thought of him breathing down my neck irritated the hell out of me.

“Get the fuck away from my scene.” I spoke the words with heat—a lashing of flame to get the bastard to back off.

He held his hands up in surrender, a smirk on his face. “No need to get testy, Detective. I’ll go.”

Once he was out the door, I let out a harsh breath. Ella caught my eyes, giving me a long stare. A stare that asked whether I wanted to talk about it or not.

I didn’t.

After I shook my head to tell her as much, she got back to work again. Jesus, I needed to get out of this apartment. Stepping outside, I took off the gloves, dumped them in the trash bag and stepped away from the scene. Dragging in a deep lungful of slightly less hot, humid air, I stared at Malachiah’s sister, who was still in the back of the ambulance looking shaky and pale.

I made my way down to her. Pulling back the side of my jacket, I showed her my badge and gave her a sympathetic smile.

“I’m Detective Cox. What’s your name?”

“Shanice.”

“Shanice, I’m sorry you were the one to find your brother.” I leaned against the side of the ambulance. “Can you tell me anything about what you saw or heard here today?”

Her dark, unfocused eyes flickered to my face then away again. “Talking to cops gets you killed.”

“Is that what you think?”

Her gaze sharpened and turned intense. She’d seen some shit in her life. That one look screamed jaded. I knew it because my eyes still held that same cynicism.

“It’s what I know.”

I drew in a deep breath through my nose and let it out through my mouth. I had to be patient with her, otherwise she’d clam up just to spite me. “I want to get justice for your brother, Shanice, but in order to do that, I need your help.”

When she looked at me again, she really looked at me. “What the fuck do you know about justice for the black man?” she spat.

“This isn’t about race. Or economic status. This is about your brother getting killed before his time. This is about a life being taken away. I want to help you, Shanice, but I can’t do my job without you.”

She stared at me for a long time. For a moment, I thought she wouldn’t talk at all, until…

“I was asleep in the bedroom when Malachiah started hammering on the front door.”

“Wait, this is your apartment, not his?”

“It’s mine, but he crashed here most nights.”

“What time was that?”

“Around midnight, I guess.”

“What happened after you let him in?”

“I went back to bed. I start work at five, and I was pissed that he’d forgotten his key.” She lifted a shaking hand to her forehead and wiped away a bead of sweat. “I woke up about an hour later when I heard raised voices. Then there was the gunshot.”

“Do you know who he was talking to?”

“No. I didn’t recognize the voice. Malachiah never brought his friends around here. I told him if he did, I’d take away his key and report him to the cops myself.”

My brows rose. “Report him for what?”

“He was dealing. I told him I didn’t want that shit in my house.”

“Had he brought drugs here before?”

Shanice shook her head, her voice raising as she said, “That boy knew I’d whoop his ass if he did.”

“But you saw the two bricks of coke on the coffee table.” It wasn’t a question.

She frowned. “I didn’t see no drugs.”

I wasn’t surprised. She probably went into shock the moment she saw her brother dead on the floor.

“Do you know who he was working for?”

“I don’t ask no questions about that shit. The less I know, the better.” She tilted her face in the direction of her apartment. Malachiah’s body—now in a body bag—was being brought down the stairs.

“My brother died for that shit, and for what?” Anger had hardened her eyes, and lowered the timbre of her voice. Looking at the EMT, she asked, “Can I go now?”

“Where will you go?” I asked.

“I got friends,” she replied, but I doubted it.

“I can send a crew here tomorrow to help clean the scene.” It was an offer I made to every member of a victim’s family, especially the less-than-privileged ones in LA. Shanice wouldn’t have the option of moving, but living in an apartment where her own brother had been killed was a tough fucking gig.

“I don’t need or want your charity.”

“It’s not my charity. It’s on the LAPD,” I lied.

That seemed to placate her because she said, “Well, if the pigs are paying, you can bet I’m taking it.”

Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out my business card and handed it to her. “If you hear anything or remember anything of the conversation your brother had with his killer, please reach out and give me a call.”

I nodded to the EMT, giving them the go-ahead to release her if she was medically sound. Walking away a few paces, I stopped and turned back. Shanice was stepping down from the back of the ambulance. She crushed something in her palm and dropped it to the ground—my business card.

Shaking my head, I turned when I heard the door slam on the coroner’s van. Well, that was it. I had a dead kid and a grieving sister.

I ducked under the police tape and stepped away from the press of the crowd. Six feet away, my phone rang.

“Cox,” I answered.

“Detective, I finally got a hold of you.”

Rubbing my forehead, I remembered to take a beat and ease back on the bitchiness that was about to come out of my mouth. “Marjory, what can I do for you?”

Marjory Fuller was one of the dispatch operators who always made a comment about me working late or on weekends. I’d told her that I didn’t have time to meet anyone nice, hoping that would be enough to get her off my back, but the woman was fucking relentless. She’d mentioned setting me up on a date with her nephew. I’d been doing my best to screen her calls, but I guessed my time was up.

“My nephew, Charlie, said he’d love to take you to dinner.”

“Marjory—” I began, but she steamrolled over me.

“He’s already made a reservation for you and him at Rivera. Eight o’clock next Tuesday.”

“Marjory—”

“Wear something other than black, Detective. A man likes to see a woman dress up a little too.”

“Marj—” I tried to interrupt, but she was still waxing lyrical about her nephew. I made it to my car. I unlocked it but didn’t open the door. I tried again. “Marjory, I—”

Beep. Beep. Beep.

I pulled my phone away from my ear to see another call was coming in. Shit. This was the call I was always waiting for.

“Fine,” I bit out. “Eight o’clock.” I ended that call and picked up the other. “Dante?” My voice was high—frantic—and I swallowed to loosen some of the panic that was making its way up my throat.

Dante’s rough voice came over the line. “Seren.”

My eyes closed at the sound of my birth name. He was the only one who called me that. My best friend growing up, Dante was the only person from my old life I was still in contact with.

“Have you seen her? Is she okay?”

“From what I’ve seen, she’s fine.”

I slumped against the side of my car, not sure my legs would be able to hold me up. Relief flooded me. My daughter was okay. She was okay.

“Sorry it’s been so long between calls,” he said. “I’m embedded right now.”

“I understand.” Dante was working a human trafficking case in Detroit, going undercover with the Savage Hunt Motorcycle Club. “When did you see her?”

“Two days ago. She was with her father.”

I felt myself go very still at the mention of the man who had convinced me my daughter had died at birth. It was only a little less than two years ago that I found out the bastard had lied—that my Sloane was alive and well, and he had raised her himself. There were days when I worried about what sort of poisonous lies he’d dripped into her ear about me. He’d probably told her I abandoned her, that I didn’t want her, when that was as far from the truth as it could possibly be.

My free hand curled into a tight fist until I felt my fingernails digging in the meaty part of my palm.

“Aidan is becoming more erratic,” Dante added. “Un-predictable.”

“His father was the same,” I murmured. “He was a dangerous man.”

“Yes.” Dante’s breathing was steady on the other end. “I’m doing my best to get eyes on her, but it’s getting harder and harder. Something’s happening. I don’t know what, but something. I might not have anything for you for a while.”

“Okay,” I whispered, hating that one mention of Aidan had reduced me to the scared little girl I once was. I’d worked so hard at building myself up, to turn myself into ice—a cold-hearted bitch who didn’t take shit from men.

Dante hung up, and I was left staring at the backlit screen for a full minute before it winked into darkness once more.

Numb.

I was so fucking numb.

I got into my car and drove home.



THE NEXT AFTERNOON, I FOUND my informant, Jay, on his regular street corner. He was in his mid-thirties, a junkie who had seen enough and heard enough to know everybody. Unfortunately, everybody knew him too, but it didn’t stop him from talking to me.

I tossed him a brown paper sack, which he caught eagerly. Pulling apart the top fold, he peered inside then looked up at me.

“All your favorites, Jay, but we need to talk.”

He crumpled the top of the bag in his fist. “I got nothing for you, Detective.”

“Come now, Jay. You’re holding out on me.”

Having a twitchy addict as a reliable source was an oxymoron, but Jay and I had an understanding. He helped me, and I helped him eat regularly. With him blowing any cash he did find on a drug he pumped straight into his vein, food wasn’t high on his priority list. Besides, people said all sorts of things around an addict who they assumed was going to be high ninety-nine percent of the time.

He sat on the stoop of a nearby building and opened the bag. Reaching inside, he pulled out a burrito and carefully peeled the foil away. The scent of black beans, spiced beef and tortilla fragranced the air as he took his first bite.

Jay made a sound down low in his throat that was a combination of pleasure and ravening hunger. I wondered how long ago he’d eaten. Judging by the fresh track marks in his arm, it had been a while. Feeding his addiction before feeding his body seemed to be his preferred MO.

“I put a pack of clean needles in the bag, too, Jay. I want you to use them only once, okay. I can get you more.”

I doubted he heard me. He was too lost in masticating.

“Why do you help me, Detective?” he asked after swallowing a mouthful.

I couldn’t tell him the truth—that I saw parts of myself in him. That I’d known a dozen other guys on the streets just like him. They were all dead now, but they probably wouldn’t have been if someone—anyone—had given a fuck.

“We help each other, Jay. Now that I’ve held up my end of the bargain, it’s time for you to hold up yours.”

He stopped mid-chew to look at me. His brown eyes were sunken and hollow—void of any real life. His skin had taken on a grayish tint that I usually associated with cadavers, and I knew he didn’t have much longer. In the very near future, his next hit was going to kill him.

“What do you need to know?”

“Dealers are getting hit. Do you know anything about that?”

As soon as the question left my tongue, his whole demeanor changed. He stopped chewing and dropped the burrito back into the bag. Wiping the back of his hand over his mouth, he muttered, “I don’t know nothing about that.”

I’d been working with Jay long enough to know that he meant the opposite. He knew something, but he wasn’t willing to talk.

Yet.

“Where are you staying right now?”

He blinked at me, jarred by the change in subject. It was easy to confuse him sometimes, not that I did it on purpose. It was simply that his brain was so addled from prolonged drug use that it was an easy thing to do.

“In that abandoned supermarket on East 6th.”

“What about that share house I got you into?” About a year ago, I’d discovered a small, non-profit shelter that operated out of a two-bedroom apartment in Skid Row. Run by a drug and alcohol counselor and attended to by a private nurse, it was a safer alternative to living on the streets. Last month, they offered Jay one of the rooms.

Unlike a halfway house, there wasn’t an expectation that the residents stayed sober while there—they just weren’t allowed to bring drugs onto the premises.

He shook his head and pulled out the burrito again. Whatever had caused him to drop it was now clearly forgotten.

“Got kicked out.”

“What for?”

“They found drugs in my room.”

“Jesus fuck, Jay. How hard is it to keep that shit on the streets?”

He looked up at me, a flicker of anger in his brown eyes. “I can’t control it, Detective. You know that.”

I wanted to tell him that was bullshit. People could dig themselves out of this shitty life if they wanted to. He just wasn’t ready to do it yet. Drawing in a breath through my nose, I let it out through my mouth and said, “I know, Jay. I also know you’re not telling me the whole truth about these dealers.”

He gave me a crooked smile. He’d lost one of his front teeth in the time between visits. “I ain’t saying nothing more.”

“Why? What’s going to happen to you?”

He darted his eyes around the street, then gestured for me to lean in a little closer. Out of instinct, I put my hand on the butt of my sidearm. “They’ll kill me if I talk about this.”

“Who will kill you, Jay?”

He sighed, and his breath smelled like chemicals, burritos, and tooth decay. Shaking his head, he backtracked. “No. No. I can’t tell you.”

Leaning back, I studied him, making sure he felt the weight of my gaze. “You can. You’re just choosing not to.”

He shrugged and peeled down more of the foil. “Sorry, Detective.”

I turned away, but before I left, I told him, “You’ll be seeing me again soon, Jay.”

He heaved another sigh, his voice was resigned. “I know I will, Detective.”
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