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    Vengeance is in my heart,
Death in my hand,
Blood and revenge are hammering in my head.

—William Shakespeare


For my Beloved…

It sounds like I’m repeating myself, but it never gets old when I say it…

You are, and always will be, the best thing that has ever happened to me. I love you.



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


This never gets old…six books and counting, and it feels like the first time every time!

Let’s get the particulars out of the way, shall we?

Unlike my Nubian Underworld series, these books are a complete work of fiction, although I have taken some stories that are pertinent to what I wanted to bring to light in that moment, and Reckoning is no different. There are characters that you know and love (and hate LOL), and there are some that you have been newly introduced to, but what else is new, right?

I feel like we’re family after going through so many books with you, but let’s do this anyway.

With Reckoning, as usual, I took a few cases and put my usual twist on them, making sure the persons would remain nameless and faceless. I did things a little differently this time, and I’m honestly worried about what you might think about everything that has happened in this installment. Hell, Dom is still a little irritated with me, but I can’t do anything about that. Sometimes, things happen, and for every action, there is an equal, opposite reaction. This one hurt to pen together, trust me on that, and you’ll find out why soon enough.

I have to get this part out of the way, if for no other reason than the fact that it takes a lot of people to put books together, and a lot of the times, it takes a support system to help push the artist in the direction they need to go.

As always, I couldn’t have done this book without my Beloved. I haven’t run out of things to say that could express how much your support and faith in my talent mean to me. This is nowhere near over with, and it should be more interesting in the future. I love you. [image: Images]

To my mother and sister, I love you dearly. Hopefully by now, I’ve gotten the hang of this to the point to where you know what’s coming, but I still manage to find a twist or two that even you two never saw coming. [image: Images]

To my boss, Zane, for your continued support of my literary endeavors, I can never thank you enough for letting me roar in my own unique way. I hope to continue to give you quality heat and the passion that I have in me with each passing project.

To my editor, Charmaine, I know every so often you have those “what in the world has he done now” looks when you go through my projects. Thank you for making me look even better than I already look. You are truly a treasure to behold.

To my agent, N’Tyse, none of this professional stuff would have been possible without your help and guidance. Don’t worry, He’s not done with my creativity yet, so you know I’ve got some new stuff coming.

I’m going to end this in the usual fashion because I still have more projects to finish, burning up the pages and then some (but you’re used to me by now, right?), and I know I’m missing a whole gang of folks, so just do me a favor and insert your name in this next statement:

I’d like to thank _________________________ for the support and love. I hope to continue to put books out that you will want to tell your friends and family about.

Thank you for reading, and God Bless you.
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SPECIAL NOTE TO READERS


The grammatical errors that you might see within the dialog between the characters are not oversights. This is the type of speech and text that is used in some facets of the BDSM world. As one of my submissive friends put it, “The lowercase letters in a slave’s or submissive’s name are a demonstration of the hierarchical relationship. It is a reminder to the submissive that he or she is the bottom part of the hierarchy, meant to be led, and the Dominant’s name is always capitalized, as He or She is the Top part, meant to lead.” In keeping with the essence of the series and the essence of the BDSM community, preserving the speech was paramount. It is my hope that you, the reader, will understand and appreciate the symbolism.



PROLOGUE


“I didn’t do it! I swear it wasn’t me!!!”

He pleaded for his life in that moment, but mere moments ago, he shouted to the deity he prayed to as his pain-pleasure threshold was being pushed to levels never before realized. His play-partner-turned-captor waited patiently to flip the switch, realizing the time drew near to close the curtains on the scene…permanently.

Being a masochist, he didn’t process the extreme pain and bloodletting as anything more than the orgasm-inducing experience he’d been looking forward to for the past month. His endorphins spiked to euphoric levels, providing the out-of-body experience he would brag about to the other masochists in the submissive male group he belonged to for at least the next upcoming months. He would be the envy of his peers, wearing more than a few badges of honor as vestiges of time well spent.

The last thing he suspected was the scene of his dreams turning into a nightmare of epic proportions.

“You’re going to pay for the decision you made.” The scowl on the face of his tormentor should have been enough to instill the genuine fear that washed over him, and it was in that moment that he realized the fantasy was over, but the reality was beyond any conscionable comprehension. “You took someone I loved more than anyone on this planet. I’m going to make you all pay.”

The gravity of the situation weighed more than the chains that were originally used to tie and bind the so-called helpless victim. The fear of the unknown was palpable, but what had him paralyzed more than anything else was the lack of an answer to the scariest question of all: am I going to die tonight?

Abraham Lincoln once said, “We all owe God a debt, and the debt that all men pay is death.” He stared into the eyes of the debt collector, the person who would be the one who ensured he would never see another day of his life, to never see the next sunrise.

“I didn’t do anything, all I did was what I am supposed to do. I’m an assistant district attorney, dammit! She broke the law!” If he was going to go, he wasn’t about to go out like a scared little bitch, pleading for his life. As much as he tried, his mind was too far gone to process the wounds on his body as a credible threat to his life. It didn’t stop him from voicing his anger over the cryptic turn of events. “I made the decision based on the evidence, motherfucker! I’ll be damned if I let someone tell me I did differently!”

“You made your decision when you breached protocol to have my Domina incarcerated, and all over bullshit.” The icy stare coming from his captor turned more menacing by the second.

“She didn’t do anything that bitch boi didn’t ask for, and you know it!”

“She raped me, too!” He blurted out the information he swore he would never tell another soul once Mistress Edge was sentenced and sent to prison. “I was not about to let her get away with it! Fuck you!”

The intensity increased once finely sharpened steel plunged into pliable flesh, leaving the victim in the position of not knowing whether to scream out in pain or ecstasy as his brain found it increasingly difficult to decipher between the two. His rational brain should have recognized the imminent threat, but the pleasure centers clouded that deduction. Even the sight of more blood than usual wasn’t enough to activate the fight-or-flight mechanism.

Despite his cries, his tormentor treated them as nothing more than a dead man’s final requests before he ended his life.
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“Please don’t kill me…please don’t stop…I don’t want to die!” The conflict flashed across his face as the words descended into unintelligible slurs, soon to be replaced by gurgles and the coughing of blood. His eyes conveyed the fear and confusion in his mind as he recognized the finality of his life being extinguished. He wasn’t ready to go, but that choice was no longer his to make.

His killer took one look into the eyes of one of the people who had taken his Domina away from him. He remembered the frantic phone call he’d received while tending to business overseas. He remembered the fear in her tone as she’d told him she had been sentenced. Those sounds would haunt him the rest of his life.

“You’re going to die, of that you can be sure.” Tears flowed from his eyes as his thoughts moved to the phone call he received months later from the women’s prison. The warden expressed her regrets as she informed him that his precious Domina had been killed in a cafeteria riot. He looked down at his helpless victim as he took stock of the life flowing out of the body he’d been torturing for hours. “An eye for an eye: isn’t that what the ‘good book’ says?”

He didn’t realize while he reminisced that the victim had already departed from this realm and journeyed to the next. Once aware of the expulsion, he shouted skyward in a symbolic gesture to his Domina. He’s on his way for You to torture, my Domina. More will be on the way soon.

He stood there for a few moments as he contemplated his next move. Although they weren’t far from where he wanted to stage the final scene, time worked against him. It wouldn’t be perfect, but it would be enough. It was the first in a series of unfortunate events that would conclude with his final objective: taking everything from Dominic Law, including his very life.

He wouldn’t rest until he dispatched everyone who had a hand in her death, but he would save Dominic for last. He wanted his new nemesis to feel what he felt when she was taken from him. Before it would be said and done, he would derive the ultimate pleasure in watching the hope drain from his eyes before he put him out of his misery.

It wouldn’t bring her back to him, but it was one helluva start.



ONE


“Damn, baby, get it…take that pussy!”

Tori had her ass on full display, assuming a doggie-style position, wet pussy for me to appreciate and penetrate. It was a long-awaited reward for removing some unwanted “trash” from her front door.

Actually, I had the FBI to thank for that, but she didn’t have to know all the details. I was ready, willing, and able to take all the credit, and the spoils that came with it, too.

“Is it good to you, baby?” Her body swayed provocatively, giving me a tantalizing view, fueling my aggression even more than I originally thought was possible. She felt my energy on her, pulsing through her, seemingly giving her life as she took every stroke I had to give to her.

My answer came in the form of her walls being penetrated balls deep; I felt her squirm to adjust to my girth as I slid in and out of her sex with the force of a jackhammer. She rotated her hips to get a better grip on me, squealing at the sounds of the growls escaping my lips as I inhaled the primal scent in the air.

Yeah, she’d make a good slut to use when I needed her, but I needed her for more than that; she’s my all-access pass to the underground network. If this was what was needed to keep that pass current, then she was going to get worn out six ways to Sunday for as long as my body could hold out.

Her moans became more primal, begging me to fuck her harder. She felt so slick, so wet, and yet she was so damn tight it was crazy. It was almost euphoric, until another surprise came out of nowhere.

Tori felt slight stinging sensations across her ass cheeks and her lower back as I slowed down a bit. They didn’t hurt, but they were definitely noticeable, even while being fucked. She looked back for reassurance, meeting my eyes with uncertainty. The smile that greeted her calmed her down immediately as I held up a vat. “Relax, sexy, it’s only wax. Now, work my dick while I drip it all over you.”

“Damn, D, you know I like that freaky shit.” She struggled to breathe, working her hips and trembling as each drop of wax from the vat of wax I held in my hand landed all over her cappuccino-colored skin. She kept rolling her hips as the sensation became surreal for her. “Shit, you’re gonna make me come…keep doing that…shit, yeah, keep doing that. I’m gonna come.”

I was near my own climax and I needed to delay it. She wasn’t getting away that easily. She needed to know who was in charge here. I pulled her up close to me by the hair, this time angrily whispering in her ear, “Whose pussy is this, bitch?”

“It’s yours, D, it’s yours. Take it, D!!!!”

“Then come on my dick now, and you better not hold back. Make me want to fuck you again,” I commanded.

“Ohhhhhhh fuck, I’m coming!!!! Oh, my God, I feel it…harder, D, please!!!” Her body tensed, and she buried her face into the rug and screamed as wave after wave swept over her with a fury she wasn’t quite ready for. Tori finally collapsed on the rug, still going through the aftershocks of the orgasm that she had just experienced.

But I wasn’t done with her…yet.

I was just about to dive back in as I watched her ass wiggle and gyrate in the air, begging me to take her some more, when the familiar chime that let me know my partner was calling broke through the whimpers and coos escaping from Tori’s lips.

“Yes, Sir, what can I do for you?” I asked as I tried to mask the shallowness in my breathing.

“I hate bothering you when you’re otherwise engaged, especially on a pseudo day off, but we got a call from Niki.” Ramesses sounded business-like as usual, changing my mood in an instant. “The way she sounded, it might be something we need to take a look at.”

“Give me the rundown.”

“Okay, according to Niki’s detectives, they were called to the scene by a convenience store owner, where the body of an unidentified black male was found dumped in the bushes behind the store.” He ran through the notes he read from, giving me the suspicion that he had a longer conversation than he originally let on. “The description they have is he was wearing jeans, a black T-shirt, white socks and black leather work boots. She and Trish couldn’t find any ID on him, but they are still searching the crime scene. Tire tracks and footprints can be seen in the dirt near his body.”

“I don’t get it, Sir; it sounds like routine homicide; why are they calling us in on this?” I inquired as I watched Tori continue to writhe and grind against her fingers, trying her best to distract me. “What’s the angle?”

“Well, kid, the angle is the convenience store where the body was found is about a mile away from NEBU.” Ramesses finally leveled with me. “This one’s close to home this time, Dominic. I think this could be a problem that we need to handle as soon as possible. If we don’t stay on top of this…I don’t think I need to remind you of the consequences.”

He wasn’t kidding. It was close to home. It could be nothing, but it could be something, especially if the body was found so close to the compound. There could be a possibility that it was a current member, which could be bad for business if anyone found out about it.

There was only one way to find out what we were dealing with.

“I’ll meet you at the scene in twenty minutes, Sir,” I stated quickly. Tori was still waiting to be taken again, and if I was about to deal with a homicide, I needed my mind clear. “Better make that thirty; I have some business to finish.”



TWO


“Detective Sharpe, it’s been a long time, sir.”

We exchanged pleasantries while standing over the body of a man who, while Ramesses and I had worked with for only a short time, was a long-time colleague of Sharpe and Niki. Quite honestly, since the case that put Kacie, aka Mistress Edge, in prison on a ten-year bid, it had been at least six months since we’d last seen him. Even with the body lying in such a contorted state, his face was unmistakable.

“Law, Mr. Alexander, it has been a long time, gentlemen.” Sharpe leaned down over the body, shaking his head at the state it was left in. “I wished it were under more pleasant circumstances, though.”

Despite the decrepit area, he was still well-kempt before his demise; designer jeans, a black T-shirt, white socks and black leather work boots. His hair was freshly cut, no more than two days since his last visit to the barber, and his beard was meticulously trimmed. Despite all of that, his wallet, cell phone and jewelry were taken from him, presumably to conceal his identity in any form or fashion. Tire tracks and footprints could be seen in the soft dirt near his body, and trash was strewn about near the dumpster where he was placed.

The medical examiner shook her head as she tried to hold back tears. She almost looked like she wanted to hold the victim in her arms. “He was dumped here, that is for certain.”

Her body language tipped me off to a more intimate connection to the victim based on her body language, but I filed that away for a more appropriate time. I had to focus on the task at hand, but I couldn’t avoid the situation altogether; she really didn’t try to hide her true feelings about the deceased, so there was definitely something there that needed to be probed.

“The body hasn’t been at this location for very long, either. According to the employee inside the convenience store, he heard some noises in the back area, but dismissed it as stray dogs trying to get into the scraps.” Sharpe wiped his brow and flipped through this notepad. “When he came out, he thought the person was drunk and called nine-one-one to report it. It wasn’t until units arrived and they checked the body that the employee realized the victim was dead.”

Ramesses took a look in the direction of NEBU, the obvious question dying to get out. He did his best to word it in a way that didn’t sound too much, but it was the elephant in the area, and he needed to get it out of the way. “So, if the body was dumped here, what direction could they have come from?”

The medical examiner pointed toward some bruises on the body that might have provided part of the answer. “Jason was killed by asphyxiation, but these bruises are not consistent with the homicide. You see here, near his chest? And the other bruises on his arms. What do you make of it?”

Up until that moment, no one spoke the name of the victim, but it was undeniable as to who it was. Though the bruises on his face nearly made him unrecognizable, his build and identifying tattoos of “Truth & Honor” on his right bicep were a dead giveaway as to a positive ID.

One of the assistant district attorneys—and a good friend—lay dead on the concrete, a victim of one of the most heinous crimes imaginable.

Now I needed to know how the ME knew who he was when, the last time I checked, he wasn’t exactly dating anyone that we knew about. Considering the discretion Jason used as a member of NEBU, it wasn’t difficult to deduce that he was discreet in a lot of other aspects of his life. This could make things more complicated moving forward.

Sharpe, after glancing at us and realizing the proximity of where the body was dumped, came to the only conclusion that could have been made. “I hate to say this, Mr. Alexander, but we might need to make a stop by your compound. Considering the wounds and bruises are consistent with S&M play, we have to go where the evidence is leading us.”

The ME’s look was priceless. I guess the underground advertising was really working; she had no idea NEBU was nearby. That’s exactly the way we wanted it to be. However, the more disturbing prospect was the suggestion that something might have happened on the grounds. The way my security team was set up, there was no way something like that could have happened without one of them knowing about it and alerting me of it, regardless of the time of day.

Ramesses stepped to Sharpe for a moment, his body language resembling that of someone who was guarded with the words he was about to say. “Detective, I realize the proximity of the body to my compound is an aggravating factor, but I assure you there has been no impropriety.”

Leave it to the simple legalese to introduce itself into this particular case. Without Allison here, Ramesses had to act in his own interest for the time being. That conversation would be very interesting, to say the least.

Sharpe was undeterred, as expected. “Kane, I realize you’re protecting your business interests, but I must insist that we investigate further. I don’t think we will find anything, but I would like to eliminate the possibility so we can figure out what prudent direction we should go in.”

“I don’t think so.” Ramesses remained stoic. He really could be stubborn when the occasion called for it, but I wasn’t sure this was one of those times. “No murder occurred on the grounds; I can promise you that.”

“That may be so, sir, but respectfully speaking, I’m extending a courtesy by asking you. If you want to do this the other way, all I have to do is make a call.” Sharpe took a hardened stance now, making it clear to Ramesses that we could do things a certain way, based on how Ramesses wanted to proceed. It was a fine line that I walked all the time when it came to people I had a good working relationship with. “How do you want to proceed, sir?”

Ramesses was not amused by the tone Sharpe was forced to take with him. I stood near him to get into his ear. I spoke in a tone that changed his disposition slightly. “Sir, we have to cooperate with our client, remember? No matter how close to home their investigation leads them to our other business interests.”

He turned to meet my eyes, nodding at hearing his directive and acknowledging it. He straightened up for a moment, staring Sharpe down to make it clear he was still not happy with the conclusion drawn. “Sharpe, as a professional courtesy, we will open the grounds to you and the medical examiner. But I will be on the property, along with one of my council members, in the interests of being transparent…fair enough?”

“Fair enough, Mr. Alexander.” Sharpe extended his hand. Ramesses returned the favor, shaking hands with him in a show of good faith. “I had hoped we could come to an agreement. It is appreciated.” With that out of the way, there was another issue that needed to be handled, and a call that needed to be made also. As much as we didn’t want to make the call to the assistant district attorney to alert her of the homicide of her colleague, the call had to be made. She would want to be told, rather than having it get back to her by secondhand channels.
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It wouldn’t make this any easier, though.

“Should I do the honors, or would you like to, considering the circumstances?” Sharpe understood the delicate nature of the correspondence that needed to be delivered. “I think it might come better from you than me.”

I exhaled. It probably would come better hearing from me. She’d need the moment or two to grieve and react privately before getting back into work mode. At nearly two in the morning, a familiar voice delivering bad news was not as mentally or physically jarring.

I dialed her cell phone number, moving to my truck to keep the sirens and activity from drowning out the words I needed to say to let her know a fellow officer of the court—and a close friend—had been killed.

She tried her best to mask the gravelly nature of her voice, but I didn’t say anything about it. Considering the lateness of the hour, it was completely understandable for her to sound less than her sexy self. “Yes, my Master, how may i serve You?”

I fought the urge to take the conversation in the direction that her greeting threatened to pull me into. I didn’t want to, but I had a responsibility to make sure she was prepared for what was coming. “Niki, as much as I would love for this call to be sensual and playful, there’s something I need to disclose to the assistant DA.”

I heard her shifting in her bed, assuming she was sitting up to get her bearings. “What happened, Sir? If this is work-related, why isn’t Sharpe or one of my other detectives calling me right now?”

The distress in her voice weakened my resolve. No one ever wanted to be the one to have to deliver “the news” to a fellow officer, regardless of the department they work in. I was sure Sharpe didn’t envy my position, but he didn’t exactly volunteer to take it from me, either. “There’s no other way to express this, Niki. We found your co-worker, Jason Matthews, at a location near NEBU. He’s dead, baby girl.”

The silence over the next few moments made it difficult for me to figure out her state of mind. As officers, we processed loss in different ways; some outward, some inward. It’d been years—nearly a decade—since we’d lost a colleague in the field. There was no way of telling how she would react to this news.

Seconds later, I got her initial response. “i’ll meet You at the medical examiner’s office in an hour.”



THREE


“We need the cameras pulled from earlier tonight, Sigma.”

I had hoped the different hoops that Detective Sharpe and the medical examiner had to jump through in order to enter NEBU would have been enough to convince them that there were no improprieties, but I had to remind myself that they were investigating a homicide. At best, this was a minor inconvenience compared to securing a bench warrant at any of the county courthouses.

“Certainly, Master Ramesses, what time frames do You need to narrow down?” Sigma was ex-military, one of the primary reasons we kept him on the graveyard surveillance team. He could spot any problems and report with nauseating detail. If the incident were significant enough, he would not hesitate to wake me in the middle of the night to alert me. Combine that with the military-styled D/s family that he belonged to, and the strict Domina he served, and he made the perfect candidate to handle anything that came down the pipeline. “I did see something a little off, more so than usual, Sir. I would have contacted You earlier, but once we figured out who accompanied him, we closed out the incident.”

Ramesses raised an eyebrow. “Who was involved in the incident?”

“Mr. Matthews, Sir,” Sigma answered. “It was the first time he brought anyone on a guest pass during my shift. Usually, he’s gone before i sign on shift, especially on a weekday. Even the gentleman he was with was odd.”

That perked Sharpe’s attention. “Do you remember when they showed up?”

“Yes, sir, in fact, let me pull up the cameras.” He pulled up the cameras at the front entrance, looking at his notes to determine the exact time he noticed. “Yes, here it is. The hood is what alerted me because usually the members wait until after they’ve gotten to the dressing area to suiting up.”

That was odd, even for NEBU.

Even odder was the fact that protocol demanded facial recognition before entering the grounds.

I wasn’t sure about my partner, but I was livid.

“Were you able to spot them anywhere else inside the main building or on the grounds?” Sharpe asked.

Sigma looked over at Ramesses, getting the silent nod from him to continue. He shifted to another camera where we got a bird’s-eye view of the public spaces. A few moments later, Jason and the mystery man were engaged in a heavy scene.

The medical examiner gasped, tipping me to more questions I needed to ask her. The scene hadn’t really unfolded yet and she reacted like a jealous lover being subjected to betrayal against her will. Sharpe cut his eyes in her direction, too. With everything that she’d presumably seen in her career, an S&M scene shouldn’t have her acting like a pre-pubescent virgin.

I wasn’t really worried about the intensity of the scene. After all, this place had seen its share of heavy scenes over the years that could make even the most hard-core sadist blush. My worry stemmed from noticing that the man in the mask never once removed it.

Not. One. Time.

That alone was enough to give me pause. No other identifying marks, no tattoos, no way to trace him.

Well, thankfully, almost no way to trace him. The beauty of intense scenes like that was there was always some traces of DNA that needed to be scrubbed from the scene. Saliva, skin or hair that might be on the floor; he wasn’t going to get away scot-free, that was for certain.

“Sigma, has the area been sanitized yet?” I asked, checking the time on my watch. Weekday protocol mandated sanitizing all play areas by 5:00 a.m. and we were coming up on that exact time. I didn’t want evidence to get washed away.

A couple of mouse clicks later, Sigma answered, “The crew is beginning the sweep now, Sir.”

Ramesses chimed in. “Have them delay for two hours while Detective Sharpe gets his forensics team in to collect evidence.” He looked at Sharpe, giving him a cold stare. “You can get your team in here in that time frame, yes?”

Sharpe returned his stare, pulling out his cell phone and keying in a speed dial number. “Cap, I need a forensics team to the following address…yes, sir, it regards the Matthews homicide, due to the delicate nature of the situation and the victim being an officer of the court…thank you, sir. We’ll be waiting.”

He shut the phone off, continuing the stare-down with Ramesses. Two Alpha males regarding each other with a mutual, grudging respect, neither one willing to give ground to the other.

If Neferterri or either of their girls were here, they’d be soaking wet right now.

“Good, now that we have that settled, what’s next on the menu?” I asked, knowing full well what the procedure was, but I was acting like a retired cop—which I was—who was out of the loop.

“Stop playing, Law, you haven’t been gone that long.” Sharpe’s irritation grew by the moment. “But since you wanna play Columbo, I need the admission records so we can see who was here tonight.”

If he thought we were toying with him, he might have been on the right track if the trail hadn’t led to NEBU. This hit too close to home to play jokes, but he was getting a little too comfortable with some of his requests, and sooner or later, he was gonna push too far.

“Now you’re being a bit abusive, Sharpe.” Ramesses played the card that I thought he would have played to suppress the surveillance cameras. “I gave you latitude with the cameras, but the records requests require a bit of righteousness on your part.”

“Mr. Alexander, I realize the position you’re in, but—”

“I’m afraid I’m going to insist with this aspect of the investigation.” Ramesses’s eyes darkened, matching the irritation Sharpe still displayed from being stonewalled. “Confidentiality is the one thing I will not compromise.”

Sharpe rubbed his hands over his face. “I forgot you know what you’re doing, too. I expected this from Law, but you gotta be kidding me?”

“Yeah, and now that you know, I’ll see you in about forty-eight hours. By then, we’ll have the name you need to continue your investigation.”

Sharpe’s facial expression gave the impression that he wanted to retort, resigning himself to the fact that he wasn’t going to win this round. He walked out of the room, with the medical examiner following closely. I saw my chance to corner her, so I took it. “Excuse me, Mrs.?”

“That’s Ms. Terry, detective, but you can call me Collette if you would like.”

“Ms. Terry, I couldn’t help noticing something while you watched the video. May I be candid?”

“Very perceptive, sir, and yes, Mr. Matthews and I were seeing each other, but we kept it discreet.” She caught me off guard with the level of candor she was forthright with. I half expected to hear her deny everything and give me grief along the way. “Obviously there were other things being kept discreet from me. I feel like such an idiot.”

Realizing that Sharpe wouldn’t be privy to this conversation, I used the latitude to pick her brain apart, but it wasn’t going to happen on the premises. “Would you like to talk over drinks, maybe coffee after you’re off your shift? Maybe you can get some things off your chest?”

She stared at me, her eyes regarding my motives, assessing my appeal to her palette. “Off the record, right? This doesn’t get back to my superiors or anything.”

“You have my word, Ms. Terry.”

“If you keep calling me Ms. Terry, I’d be less inclined to have coffee with you,” Collette disclosed. “You’ll make me think the mic is still hot.”

“Trust me, Collette, there are a lot of things that are hot on me, but there are no mics on me.” I emphasized my point by doing a mock pat-down from my shoulders to my ankles.

A smile spread across her face. “Okay, detective, I’ll have coffee with you. I’m off in a few hours; I’ll call you at that time.”

I left her to head back to my truck, receiving a text message from Ayanna that alerted me to head back to the office for a moment or two. I needed some down time anyway, especially after the early morning activity that happened way too early, in my opinion.

If for nothing else, I needed the distraction. I had a feeling this case would be taxing on Niki, and I needed to be sharper than usual to keep her emotions as balanced as I could possibly muster. She would want justice for Jason, and Jason wouldn’t have wanted her as anything less than her best.

Whoever this man was that killed Jason, I hoped he had his insurance paid up. The entire Fulton County law enforcement division would spare no expense or manpower in finding out who he was and taking him down.

If I didn’t get to him first.



FOUR


“Daddy, there’s someone on the line for you.”

“Who is it, Ayanna?”

“She won’t say, Sir. All she would tell me was that it’s of the utmost importance. Should I patch her through?”

I was already on the phone, taking care of a minor issue up in the DMV with one of the compounds, Thebes, so I wasn’t sure I wanted to take a blind call from someone that didn’t want to identify herself to my executive assistant. My instincts told me not to entertain it until I had more information, but I couldn’t take the chance. In this business, something like that could cost lives. “Patch her through, baby.”

I waited for Ayanna to transfer the call, wondering who the mystery woman was on the other line, and more importantly, how she knew me. “This is Law.”

“Detective Law, thank you for taking my call.” The woman’s voice sounded familiar, but I couldn’t place her, nor could I picture her face. “I need to speak with you regarding a matter of some urgency.”

“Time is money, Ms. …?”

“Ashton. Serena Ashton.”

The last name had my immediate attention. The Ashtons were one of the many prominent black families in Atlanta. Along with the usual family names that got tongues wagging in this city, if anything happened of an ominous nature that could create negative press, it was a given that they would want to have this handled as discreetly as possible.
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