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Chapter 1

Monday, July 21, Miami

“You’re early, Alex.” A wide grin accompanied
the remark. “You know I can’t let you get started just yet.”

The detective was right. Charlie Crane’s body
was still in the house. Alexis Jackson surveyed the gruesome scene.
She could have done without seeing the old guy with his head
mangled by the bullet that had passed through his skull, but there
was no erasing that stomach-turning image now.

“Yeah, well, Hitch,” she said, shifting her
gaze from the poor bastard in the easy chair, “you’re late. You
guys were supposed to be gone an hour ago.”

Detective Louis Hitchcock, fondly called
Hitch by friends and enemies alike, snorted at her comeback. “The
M.E. had a little fender bender, but he’ll be here any minute now,
and then,” he spread his arms wide to indicate the room, “the place
is all yours.”

As Hitch spoke, his gaze slid down her
Margaritaville T-shirt, pausing ever so briefly on her breasts.
Alex didn’t flinch, she didn’t even get mad. She was forty years
old, five feet six, and one hundred twenty pounds of toned muscle
and hard-earned grit and determination. She wore her hair long,
straight, and blond—her methods for keeping it that way were a
closely guarded secret. The men she dated, including the one
visually devouring her right now, liked to wax on about how the
color of her eyes reminded them of the sea.

She sighed. Though she was damned proud her
efforts to stay in shape, the downside to being a blue-eyed blonde
with a decent figure was that most men, and some women, mistakenly
thought she was just another pretty face. But they only made that
mistake once.

“Seen enough?” she asked.

He snapped his gaze back to hers and cleared
his throat. “Who hired you?”

Alex felt reasonably sure he didn’t really
care, he just wanted to make conversation. She knew he still had a
thing for her. If she was into long-term relationships and cute
guys with adrenaline-driven egos, she might just give him a second
chance. The fact of the matter was she’d had a momentary lapse in
judgment and they had been there, done that.

She had a firm rule and she didn’t intend to
bend it again. Cops were off-limits. As were firefighters, P.I.’s,
and paramedics. Give her a CPA any time. As simple as it would be
to tread into deeper waters with a sweet guy like Hitch, she saw
the risks a mile away. He wanted something permanent. The
white picket fence and the kids. The only things in her life that
were permanent were her friends and her work. That was fine by her.
She had a business to run. Keeping one step ahead of the
competition was hard work, she could do without a husband and kids
slowing her down.

“I didn’t think this guy had any family,”
Hitch tacked on, dragging her attention back to him.

“The landlord.”

Charlie Crane’s death might be a suicide, but
in the state of Florida all unattended deaths had to be
investigated. Her gaze went back to rest on Charlie’s slumped form.
He had to be seventy at least. It amazed her that he didn’t have
any family at all. No wife or former wife, no kids, no siblings. No
one. Not even any real friends as far as the landlord knew. A stir
of something Alex refused to identify made her stomach feel a
little tight and queasy.

Hitch cocked his head and studied the stiff,
then tossed her a sympathetic look. “Well, I’m glad it’s you and
not me. As soon as the M.E.’s finished, I’m out of here.” He
visibly shuddered.

She considered the spray of blood and brain
matter on the paneled wall behind the body. Could have been worse.
She’d certainly come across scenes more ghastly than this. “Nothing
I haven’t done before.”

“A guy never knows what a girl’s going to
like.” Hitch flashed her another of those charming grins.

“You could always stay and watch, you might
learn something more about what this girl likes,” she challenged.
As she anticipated, he chuckled and promptly ignored her
suggestion.

The fallout from the manner of death didn’t
really bother her. The bodies were a different matter. Somehow
seeing the person, or what was left of the person, made her knees
go a little weak. She fought hard not to let Hitch see her reaction
to the corpse that hadn’t been taken away yet. She had a reputation
to maintain after all. Not to mention she went through this routine
every time she showed up at a scene. Men just couldn’t believe that
women could handle seeing something this grisly even though women
were the ones who bore their offspring. Go figure.

Clients often asked how she got into the
business of dealing with dead things—people as well as other stuff.
She usually made a joke of it. Someone had to do it, right? Truth
was, her first experience cleaning up after the recently deceased
had come at the ripe old age of fifteen. She hadn’t had a lot of
choice in the matter. It was either jump in and help her mother or
stand back and watch her do it alone. Alex hadn’t been able to do
the latter. Her mother had needed her, but she would have cut out
her tongue before she would have asked her daughter for help.

As with this current assignment, her father
hadn’t chosen the tidiest way to end his existence. A slightly
off-center shot to the chest where the lungs could have sucked in
most of the blood would have been preferable and considerably
simpler. Nothing about her father had ever been simple. He’d chosen
a single shot to the head. The explosion had made a mess of the
crappy room in the dilapidated house they’d called home. He’d been
an alcoholic who couldn’t see past the pit he’d dug for himself, so
he’d taken the easy way out.

Considering her line of work, Alex supposed
you could say the event had made a significant impact on her. After
dropping out of college and drifting from one dead end job to the
other, she started her own business: Never Happened.
Another cop she’d dated only once, before her self-imposed rule,
had given her the idea and all the reasons in the world she would
ever need not to date cops. Despite that unpleasant
experience she’d ended up dating Hitch. When it came to men,
apparently she had a faulty memory.

Giving credit where credit was due, that
first cop had given her something to think about. What happened
when a person committed suicide or died of natural causes or, God
forbid, was murdered? Who cleaned up the mess? In the past it was
usually a family member, but today, with elderly folks who had no
family left or with those too busy to maintain family ties, there
was rarely anyone to call.

More often than not, there were diseases to
worry about, and in the cases of advanced decomposition, normal
body fluids could become toxic, making it dangerous for a regular
Joe to do the cleanup.

All she’d had to do was get licensed in the
cleanup and disposal of hazardous materials, learn to use the right
cleaners and equipment, and she was good to go. Her phone hadn’t
stopped ringing since. For the first time in her life, she’d become
totally self-sufficient and was her own boss. She wouldn’t get rich
but she did well enough to keep her bills paid and a small crew in
work.

When the victim’s cause of death fell outside
natural causes or was unattended, like now, Alex had to wait until
the police had done their job to get started on hers. The delay
made the scene a little less pleasant, but there were masks for
that.

In her Toyota 4Runner were the accessories of
the trade: Hazmat—hazardous materials—outfits and bags for carrying
away the refuse. The outfits weren’t attractive by any stretch of
the imagination, think beekeeper, but they worked and that was what
mattered. Assorted neutralizers, protein-stain cleaners, various
tools and rags, as well as enzyme cleaners that killed blood-borne
bacteria and pathogens equipped her for the job. Not exactly the
disinfectants and bleach one used at home, but the objective was
the same.

A full forty-five minutes and a latte
later—Hitch insisted on sending one of his minions to the Starbucks
on the corner since Alex was forced to wait—the M.E. showed up and
took charge of the body.

She and Hitch stayed out of the way, during
which time she listened to how he’d installed French doors in his
living room over the weekend and how he would love it if she
stopped by to see what a great job he’d done. After three months,
he still wanted to be friends. She wanted that as well. She feared
it would never be enough for him in the long run so she steered
clear of getting too close again.

With a promise to have a look soon, Alex
watched the cops and the M.E. head out. Since the M.E. had
pronounced the cause of death as probable suicide and the police
hadn’t found any indication of foul play, Alex could do what she’d
come to do: Make the sparsely furnished, paneled den look as if a
suicide had never happened on the premises.

She had no preset amount of time to spend on
the job. Each one was different. First she donned the requisite
suit, including shoe covers, safety glasses and gloves, and then
she surveyed the scene. She mentally noted the areas where matter
had sprayed outside the anticipated range. A close check under
furniture as well as behind curtains and blinds was essential. No
one wanted to enter a room after it had been cleaned and discover
human remains still clinging to the underside of a blind slat.

“Aha.” Alex grunted with the effort it took
to fish what she was relatively certain was an eyeball from under a
chair. When the object rolled, covered in dust bunnies, into the
open, she knew she’d been right. In cases such as this one, it
wasn’t unusual for parts to be overlooked. Unless foul play was
suspected there was no reason for the cops to round up every speck
of DNA.

Alex reached for her hazmat bag to chuck the
eyeball, but something other than dust on the surface caught her
attention. She tried to lift it loose but her gloves wouldn’t allow
for the fine motor effort. Carrying the eyeball loosely in the palm
of her hand, she went in search of tweezers.

After a few frustrating failures she finally
lifted what looked like a contact lens off the delicate surface.
She dropped the eyeball in the hazmat bag but kept the lens to
examine it further. This was no ordinary vision enhancer. It was
thicker than the usual lens and quite large. The damned thing was
as big as a quarter with a metallic looking rim around the edges.
Very strange. The sort of gadget you might see in a sci-fi
movie.

It was probably nothing, but she wasn’t
taking any chances. She’d had the same briefing everyone in her
line of work received. Anything suspicious should be reported to
the police. No exceptions. No hesitation.

Alex bagged the lens and, after removing her
right glove, called Hitch. He answered on the second ring.

“Hey, Hitch, this is Alex.” She stared at the
object in the bag and hesitated, but only for a second. “Look, I
found one of the vic’s eyeballs at the scene.”

He chuckled. “The guy blew his brains out.
The M.E. shouldn’t have any trouble confirming cause of death
without an eyeball. Just toss it.”

“It’s not the eyeball I’m calling about.” She
frowned, studying the lens more closely. “The guy was wearing some
sort of weird contact lens. I’ve never seen anything like it. Maybe
it’s nothing, but I think you need to see this for yourself.”

After the usual joke about how some ladies
would come up with any kind of excuse to enjoy his company, he
promised to swing back by the scene pronto. Alex put her phone
away, stashed the lens in a safe place, and did what she’d come to
do.






Nearly three hours later Hitch showed up.

“Had another call,” he said by way of apology
for his tardiness.

She lifted her shoulders. “No problem. I’ll
be here a while longer.”

He looked around and made one of those sounds
that meant wow. “It’s hard to believe it comes this
clean.”

She handed him the plastic bag. “Where
there’s a will, there’s a way.”

His typical comeback wasn’t forthcoming. He
was too busy visually examining the lens or whatever the hell it
was.

“Weird, huh?” Alex couldn’t help feeling a
little vindicated by his apparent interest.

Too preoccupied to respond, he squinted to
make out more details. Finally he said, “It looks almost like some
kind of electronic gadget.” His gaze met hers. “You say this was on
the guy’s eyeball?”

She nodded. “Stuck on the surface just like a
contact lens.” She’d forgotten that Hitch was big into the world of
electronics technology.

“I’ll have it checked out. I’ve got a buddy
over in Morningside who’s deep into computer technology. He stays
on top of what’s new and hot. Maybe he can at least identify what
this thing is.” Hitch shrugged. “He’s done this kind of thing for
me before. He loves this stuff.” He gave Alex a knowing look. “The
kid should be working at the state crime lab. He’s that good and
he’s fast.”

“Let me know what you find out.”

Clearly still in a world of his own, Hitch
nodded as he turned away. “Will do.”

He left without another last-ditch attempt to
entice her to go out with him. That was just like a man.
No matter that for months he’d endeavored to woo her to go on
another date, he could still be distracted by a new toy.

After a couple more hours of elbow grease and
a final look around, Alex decided it was as good as it was going to
get. The only thing she hadn’t been able to rectify was the bullet
hole in the paneling.

Now for her least favorite part of the job:
collecting payment. This business was cash-and-carry, no thirty
days to pay, strictly payment due at time of services. She did
accept Visa and MasterCard and, if she knew the individual well
enough, personal checks. As much as she disliked this part, it was
essential to get payment as quickly as possible since it was all
too easy for money to end up spent on the living.

She dropped the hazmat bags containing the
refuse, all the cleaning rags associated with the job, as well as
the suit, gloves and shoe covers she’d worn, at the disposal center
before heading to the landlord’s property office.

A long hot bath was calling her name.
Tomorrow was another day. In a city like Miami, as well as its many
suburbs, where drug deals went wrong and gangs got even, there was
always plenty of work cleaning up after the dead.


Chapter 2

Wyatt Murphy maneuvered through the city
streets, keeping the cleaner in his sights. His cell vibrated and
he didn’t have to look to know it would be his superior. Wyatt had
been in Miami a mere three hours and already things had gone
rapidly downhill.

“I’m on site, sir.” There was no need or time
for the exchange of casual greetings. The clock was ticking.

“Have you located the target and secured the
device?”

“I have located the target.” He hesitated
before passing along the rest. “The device was not in place,
sir.”

The prolonged silenced that followed
underscored what Wyatt already knew—this was not good by any
stretch of the imagination. He’d managed to gain access to the
body. It still amazed him what some people would do for a hundred
bucks. Catching a morgue attendant outside the building on a smoke
break had been sheer luck.

“The target had disposed of it in some
manner?”

Wyatt executed a right turn, maintaining the
necessary distance required to ensure the newly acquired target
wouldn’t notice the tail. “I’ve examined the body. Unfortunately,
his left eye is missing. The residence needs to be searched
and—”

“Why haven’t you searched the residence
already? Time is our enemy, Agent Murphy. It is imperative we
recover that device ASAP preferably without involving the local
authorities. I’m certain you’re aware of what’s at stake.”

“Yes, sir. I’m very much aware.” Wyatt
resisted the impatience clawing at him. “The cleaner was on site
before I arrived. One of our team has picked up the waste the
cleaner dropped off to examine anything taken from the scene. The
house is being thoroughly searched as we speak. I have the cleaner
under surveillance right now. If she has the device, I will recover
it.”

A heavy breath on the other end of the line
warned his superior was not happy. Well, that made two of them.

“Very well. Keep me posted. I’m in the hot
seat here, Murphy. We cannot allow this technology to be lost
again.”

“I understand, sir.”

The call ended and Wyatt refocused his full
attention on the white 4Runner. He’d done a quick background check
on Alexis Jackson. There was no reason to believe she was in the
game.

He hoped she was as smart as she was
attractive. A smart woman would not allow herself to get mixed up
in this unpleasant business.

A smart woman would want to stay alive.


Chapter 3

Alex breathed deeply of the summer breeze as
she cruised along Ocean Boulevard, allowing that saltwater essence
to clean the stench of death from her lungs. She loved everything
about Miami Beach. Maybe she didn’t live in one of the upscale art
deco homes in this world-renowned neighborhood, but she didn’t
care. This was home. Stunning, intoxicating, and forever youthful.
The perfect climate and the lush scenery might draw the world to
Miami, but it was the eclectic blend of people that made this city
so unique.

Alex made the necessary turn and headed
toward a less glamorous residential district. The working-class
side of town. Art deco remained the prevailing theme in
architecture, even in her lower rent neighborhood but with a more
Bohemian atmosphere. Her small cottage wasn’t on the water, but
there was a boardwalk nearby that went all the way to the water’s
edge. Almost anywhere in Miami Beach was close to the ocean.

She pulled into the short driveway and slid
out of her SUV. No, it wasn’t much, she thought with a frank yet
appreciative survey of the property, but it was home and it was
hers. Her grandmother had left it to her. Alex grabbed her bag,
elbowed the door closed, and clicked the remote lock.

Occasionally she felt guilty that she’d
inherited the cottage instead of her mother. But her
grandmother—her mother’s own mother—had known that Margie Jackson
would never be able to hang onto much less maintain the property.
Like her grandmother, Alex had recognized the day her father died
that she would be taking care of her mother for the rest of her
life. Some people just couldn’t do it on their own.

As if fate had chosen that memory to warn
that trouble was headed her way, Alex’s cell erupted with the
chorus from “Story of My Life” by One Direction.

She checked the screen. “Damn.” The office.
Had to be Shannon, her office manager and lifelong best friend.
This couldn’t be good. It was almost seven. “Hey, Shannon, what’s
up?” Alex shoved the key into the lock of her front door. If the
news was really bad she wanted to be within arm’s reach of a cold
one.

“We have a potential problem, Alexis.”

Definitely bad. Shannon only called her
Alexis when she wanted her full attention.

Putting off the inevitable, Alex walked
straight through the cozy living room to the equally cramped
kitchen before she responded, “Oh yeah?” She snagged a Corona from
the fridge and twisted off the top. Not wanting Shannon’s
announcement to get too far ahead of the alcohol, Alex chugged a
long swallow. The brew made her shiver as much from the promise of
the relaxing buzz it offered as the cold temperature.

With her hip she closed the fridge door,
leaned against it, and pressed the chilly bottle to the
sweat-dampened skin at her throat. Okay, so maybe there was one
thing about Miami she could live without: humidity. You couldn’t
exist in this city without sweating. Day, night, working out or
just sitting still.

“Brown quit today.”

Oh hell. They were already stretched thin.
“Is he working out a notice?”

“Nope. It was adios and he was out
the door.” Shannon sighed. “I’m scanning resumes tonight.”

Damn. Alex shook her head. “Don’t do that
tonight. We’ll figure it out in the morning.” She took another pull
from her beer. “We’ve been down this road before.”

Shannon agreed and they ended the call.

Alex tucked her cell into her back pocket as
she made her way to her bedroom. She was ready for that nice long
soak. She flipped on the bathroom light and started the water in
the tub. Before stripping off her clothes, she stared at her
reflection a moment and wondered what her life would have been like
if things had been different. She thought of Hitch and how badly
he’d wanted to pursue a long-term relationship. Had watching her
parents fight nonstop until the night her father killed himself
kept her single? Or had her mother’s string of failed relationships
since turned Alex cynical when it came to anything long-term?

If life had taken a different turn for her,
would Alex have kids off in college now like Shannon? A husband who
spent his Saturdays watching sports? Sex every first and third
Sunday of the month?

Alex shuddered. “No looking back,” she
muttered.

Determined to relax, she returned to the
kitchen for another Corona, and then she lit all the candles in her
bathroom. She turned on the radio to her favorite station and set
the volume to a whisper. A few minutes later and she was up to her
neck in hot, frothy water. She refused to think about how long it
would take to find a replacement for Brown.

She refused to think at all.

The air was thick with steam and the lavender
bath oil had her relaxing. This moment made the day’s dirty work
worth the effort. A long, hot bath was her favorite way to soothe
away the day’s stress and the smell of death. She closed her eyes
and allowed the water to melt the last of her tension. Her place
didn’t have a lot to offer in the way of amenities, not even a
dishwasher, but it did have this huge tub in the master bath. And
there was no mortgage—a very important asset in any woman’s
life.

The wood floors guaranteed she’d never have
to worry about replacing carpet. The tile roof and stucco exterior
ensured that, outside of being hit by a hurricane, nothing more
than a paint job would ever be required. The lack of fancy
appliances promised nothing expensive would break down. The
furniture was the same overstuffed, worn pieces her grandmother had
owned forever. And the tiny apartment over the garage provided the
perfect place for her mother.

Alex was pretty sure her grandmother had
planned it that way, and her mother didn’t really seem to mind. She
evidently understood on some level that she couldn’t be trusted as
a homeowner. Besides, the whole setup gave her total freedom from
responsibility.

The creak of a floorboard somewhere beyond
the half-open bathroom door jolted Alex from her mental ramblings.
She sat up straight and listened.

Another squeak had her climbing quietly out
of the water and reaching for her robe. She slipped into her
bedroom, grabbed the can of pepper spray from the bedside table,
and eased closer to the door.

Since she didn’t carry a gun, pepper spray
was her weapon of choice. It hadn’t been that long ago that Miami
was the murder capital of the nation. She had no intention of
becoming a victim. She damned sure wouldn’t go down without a
fight.

When she heard no other sounds, Alex moved
into the short hall that separated the two small bedrooms and tiny
hall bath from the living room-kitchen area. Being careful not to
make any noise, she padded through each room to ensure there wasn’t
an intruder. Doors, front and back, were still locked. Windows were
open, the night breeze shifting the curtains but nothing looked out
of the ordinary. Slowly she let down her guard. With the windows up
the sound could have carried from next door. The houses on either
side of her had wooden porches.

Frowning at her wet tracks, Alex returned to
her bedroom and opened her lingerie drawer. When she would have
selected a clean pair of underwear, she hesitated. Something wasn’t
right. Her pulse skipped as she checked drawer after drawer.
Everything was there but different somehow… as if someone had
riffled through her things.

She shook her head. Evidently her mother had
been borrowing her clothes again. The jangle of her cell prevented
Alex from marching up to her mother’s apartment and demanding an
explanation. She hoped it wasn’t a potential client. Alex was beat,
she was ready for bed and a couple hours of mindless TV
watching.

“Alex Jackson.” She’d stopped answering with
hello years ago. It seemed her regular customers, various
landlords, cops and whoever, assumed she was available at any
hour.

“Hey, Alex, it’s Louis.”

Hitch. What did he want? Guilt pinged her.
She didn’t actually mind hearing from him, but she’d learned from
experience that maintaining frequent contact proved nothing more
than a segue to let’s try again. She pulled the lapels of
her robe together, suddenly self-conscious that she was naked under
her robe.

“What’s up?” She mentally weighed the pros
and cons of having another beer. Two was usually her limit, but
this night had the definite makings of necessary third. Somewhere
in the back of her mind a little voice reminded her that alcoholism
could be genetic. So far having a few beers hadn’t been a problem
for her. Maybe she’d seen enough drunken brawls out of her parents
to override genetics.

“I just wanted to call and thank you for
alerting me to that piece of potential evidence you found this
afternoon.”

She hesitated at the fridge and her forehead
pinched with a frown. Evidence? “The contact lens?”

“Apparently it’s state of the art top
secret technology. I’m on my way back over to Morningside to
pick it up from that whiz kid I told you about. I’ll be taking it
straight to the state lab tomorrow. Outstanding call, Alex.”

“That’s great.” She didn’t know why it
mattered or what exactly his obvious excitement meant, but she was
glad Hitch was happy about it.

“Anyway,” he went on, his enthusiasm
palpable, “I thought maybe you’d let me take you to dinner on
Friday night to repay the good deed.”

Oh, man. There it was. “I’d love to, Hitch,
but unfortunately I already have plans for Friday night.” It was
almost true. She’d planned to ask Shannon to go see that new movie
with her.

“Maybe some time next week,” he offered.

“Next week… sure.” She hated constantly
turning him down. He really was a nice guy.

“Well, look. I’m getting another call. Night,
Alex.”

“Goodnight, Hitch.”

She wandered to the bedroom and plugged her
cell into the charger. After drawing the covers back, she reached
to close the curtains over her bed. Movement across the street
snagged her attention. Alex leaned closer to the glass. A figure
ducked into a black car. Male, she thought. The car didn’t belong
to one of her neighbors. Something sporty and foreign. The vehicle
remained dark and nothing else moved. Parking was a premium in this
neighborhood. The street was fair game for visitors. The hot car
could belong to a friend of any one of her neighbors.

After another minute she closed the curtains
and turned out the light. It was late and she was tired. As she
drifted off to sleep she experienced the usual tiny glimmer of
loneliness… and then it was gone.

Alex Jackson was not lonely.




Chapter 4

Wyatt moved through the alley until he
reached the dumpster. He’d already taken care of the one street
lamp. His next goal was to disable the security camera pointed at
the entrance to the alley. Wyatt shook his head. If a security
company had installed this setup, the shop owner had been screwed.
No self-respecting criminal would enter from the main street side
of the alley.

He scaled the dumpster. The top groaned with
his weight. Inside the shop, about a dozen dogs started to yap. He
quickly disabled the camera in the event a hasty exit that required
him to veer into its path was necessary. Barely ten seconds later,
he hopped back to the asphalt and headed for the side entrance of
his destination.

He’d conducted an exterior inspection. There
was no security system. Getting the door open was as simple as a
few swift maneuvers with his lock pick set. Inside, the scent of
disinfectant filled the air. He removed the flashlight from his
belt and surveyed the room. Storeroom. Hazmat bags and various
cleaners and disinfectants lined the shelves. On the opposite side
of the room a door led into a corridor.

A break area and an office were the only
additional rooms besides the large lobby that fronted the building.
He opted to start with the office. It was cluttered. Alexis Jackson
dressed impeccably. She had a hell of a body and she didn’t mind
showing it off. Both her home and personal vehicle were well
ordered. In contrast, her office gave the appearance of having been
ransacked.

Stacks of papers and folders cluttered her
desk. Boxes containing sample products littered the floor. He hoped
she was more organized with her client reports. He riffled through
the drawers. Protein bars, lip gloss, and various office supplies.
He shifted his attention to the top of her desk and the random
stacks of papers and folders. He paused to consider the framed
photo occupying one corner. Alexis and her mother. According to the
background check, her mother was her only living relative. He
stared at the photo longer than he should have. Watching the
confident lady was no hardship. Though he didn’t have the time just
now for distraction, she was certainly challenging his ability to
stay focused.

He set the photo aside and started with the
stack of papers. By the time he’d skimmed everything on her desk,
he was confident she hadn’t completed a report electronically or
otherwise on the Crane cleanup. He searched the office again and
then checked the receptionist’s desk in the lobby.

Nothing.

He’d gone through her home and her vehicle.
The hazmat bags she’d taken from the scene had indeed contained the
missing eye but not the device.

There was only one alternative.

“Damn it.” He withdrew his cell and selected
the necessary contact. The wait through two rings before he got an
answer had his frustration level rising. “Find the cop. She must
have given it to the cop.”

Calling himself every kind of fool, he tucked
his cell away. He’d heard the guy, Detective Hitchcock, talking on
his cell when he’d left the scene the first time. He’d made a
comment about believing he was finally breaking Alex’s resistance
down. She had agreed to have dinner with him. Wyatt had assumed
he’d dropped back by to pick her up.

Now he knew differently.

The question was, why hadn’t the cop turned
the device in at the lab? Since Hitchcock hadn’t done so… where was
it?

The Director should have allowed Wyatt to
bend the rules and monitor Alexis’s phone calls as soon as he
arrived and found her at the scene. Recent changes to state and
federal laws had tied their hands on far too many levels.

Wyatt slipped out the side entrance and
returned to his vehicle. There was nothing more he could do here.
Until he heard from his team, he would continue surveillance of
Alexis’s home.

Whichever one of them had the device, she or
her cop friend, they had no idea that merely having it in their
possession was a death sentence.


Chapter 5

Tuesday, July 22

Alex checked her rearview mirror frequently
on the way to work the next morning. From the moment she’d stepped
out her door, she sensed someone watching her. So far she hadn’t
spotted anything out of the norm.

Never Happened sat well off Ocean Boulevard.
Nestled between the office of Dr. Sherman Holloway, psychologist
extraordinaire, and Patsy’s Clip Joint, a pet salon, things could
get a little noisy at times. Otherwise, the folks on either side of
Alex’s offices were pretty easy to get along with.

There was, however, the perpetual parking
problem. The alley between the Clip Joint and Never Happened was
supposed to be shared space, except Patsy’s clients weren’t always
so considerate. Especially the ones with the big, luxury
automobiles and the small, prissy dogs.

Alex rolled into what she had claimed as her
space next to the brick wall of her building. Since most of her
staff arrived before seven, morning parking wasn’t usually a
problem. Afternoons were a different story, however. Things could
get hairy—no pun intended.

She pulled down the visor and checked her
reflection in the mirror. Eyeliner, lipstick, no smears or smudges.
Good to go. Flipping the visor back into place, she grabbed her
knockoff Louis Vuitton shoulder bag, her caramel-mocha latte, and
climbed out of her SUV. As she turned the corner toward her shop
front, a long low whistle trilled behind her.

“My, my, Alex,” Patsy called from the open
entrance of her shop, “don’t you look sharp today.” Her wolf call
had prompted a cacophony of yelps from her restless four-legged
guests.

Alex smiled. “Thanks.” The low-slung jeans
she wore were her favorite. She’d paired them with thong sandals
and a ribbed pullover that just reached the extra wide belt buckled
around her waist. “You’ve lost more weight,” Alex commented after
giving her business neighbor an approving once-over.

“Forty pounds so far,” Patsy confirmed before
a lengthy drag on her cigarette. “Twenty-five more to go. I’m
itching for that new wardrobe my husband promised me. Give me a
couple more months and we’ll set a shopping date. I’d love a day
away from this.” She jerked her head toward the racket inside.

Alex gave her the thumbs-up.

“I told Shannon to make sure nothing was
disturbed in your place,” Patsy said before Alex could reach the
door. “Someone disabled my security camera in the alley. Since they
didn’t bother anything in here, I thought maybe your place was the
target.”

Worry tugged at Alex. “You should report it
to the police.”

“Ha. And have ‘em nosing around in my shop.
No way. The dogs would go crazy.”

“Thanks for letting us know.” Alex gave her a
smile before heading into her office.

“‘Morning, Alex.”

Though her friend and office manager,
Shannon, had tried her level best not to glance at the clock, she
did. She couldn’t help herself. Alex had known Shannon Bainbridge
since kindergarten when she was mild-mannered Shannon Owens. The
woman had always been as sweet and kind as any angel, but she was
an obsessive-compulsive, Type A personality, perfectionist to the
max.

“It’s seven-oh-two but I’m here,” Alex said
in acknowledgement of her silent chastisement. “Good morning to
you, too. Everything okay? Patsy told me what happened.”

Shannon nodded. “We haven’t found anything
out of place or missing.”

“Good.” Alex was glad to hear it.

“Guten morgen, Alexis.”

Alex shifted her attention to the man
lounging on the sofa and perusing today’s Miami Herald.
“Same to you, Professor.”

He liked showing off his command of various
languages. So far she’d recognized six. She’d hired the Professor,
aka Carlton Winstead III, four years ago when he’d “defected,” as
he called it, to Florida from his homeland of Boston. To this day
Alex had no idea at which university he’d taught or the reason for
his decision to leave. He didn’t talk about it and she didn’t ask.
She liked him. He had that distinguished look about him. Even his
thinning gray hair added an air of dignity. But it was the extreme
intelligence that radiated from those caring hazel eyes that she
liked most. He was always a bright spot in her day.

“Hernandez is shelving the delivery that came
early this morning,” Shannon rattled off, drawing Alex’s attention
back to her. “I have two interviews lined up this morning and Marg
hasn’t come in yet. Is everything okay?”

“As far as I know.” Any time Alex’s
mother deviated from her pattern, she and Shannon worried. Margie
Jackson was a recovering alcoholic. If Alex hadn’t been running
behind this morning she might have noticed that her mother hadn’t
left yet. Damn it. This was not the way she wanted to start her
day.

“Let me know if you hear from her,” Alex
grumbled as she headed for her office.

Never Happened was made up of only four
rooms. The lobby in front, which served as the reception area and
Shannon’s office. A narrow hall led to Alex’s dinky office. Across
that short hallway was a good-sized lounge that also included a
desk for her mother. Though her mother wouldn’t go near a dead
body, she was an advertising genius. The hallway ended at a huge
storeroom complete with an employee’s restroom and a side exit to
the alley. The latter had been the key selling point for Alex. All
her supplies were housed in that storeroom. The handy side exit
allowed for easy loading and unloading of the necessary materials
for any given assignment.

Alex waved at Hernandez. He gave her one of
those male nods as he lifted boxes of supplies to their proper
shelves. Antonio Hernandez was barely thirty, gorgeous, and as
strong as a bull. A genuinely nice guy, he spent most of his time
off competing in bodybuilding competitions and keeping his
girlfriend happy.

The people who worked here were what
mattered. They were the heart of the business.

Alex hurried around the corner of her desk
and dropped her bag onto the only vacant spot on the floor near her
chair. She was really behind on her paperwork. Files, including
incoming shipment invoices and outgoing payment receipts, were
stacked on the corners of her desk. At some point soon she had to
tryout the test products, many still in their boxes, sitting here
and there around the room. Finding a great new cleaning product was
an important part of staying competitive.

Never Happened was a broad-spectrum cleanup
service. They cleaned up most anything. Calls generally involved
someone’s passing, whether by natural causes or those not so
natural. There was the occasional meth lab deserted by some scumbag
who had or hadn’t been caught. Once in a while Alex got a request
from folks who had experienced some sort of animal invasion, like a
young gator gaining access through an open patio door and getting
swallowed by the family’s pet Burmese python. Big snake. Big mess.
Alex and her team always got the job done.

She picked up the day’s schedule Shannon had
placed on her desk. An elderly couple, dead two weeks, had been
found in their Coral Gables home. Cause of death was listed as
natural by their attending physician, which meant the police
wouldn’t be holding up the scene. Apparently both had suffered from
serious heart conditions. With no family in the state to look in on
them and the neighbors under the assumption the couple had gone on
vacation, no one had realized there was a problem until the stench
reared its ugly head.

Hernandez and the Professor would head out
around eight to take care of that one. The family, who’d arrived in
town only yesterday, had requested additional services to include
cleaning the carpet throughout the home and washing down all walls
and ceilings.

Thank God the couple’s air-conditioning had
kept the house below seventy-five degrees. The mess would be bad
enough, but there was nothing as bad as a body that had roasted in
Miami’s summer heat. The July climate turned a closed-up,
non-climate-controlled house into a virtual oven. Not a pleasant
situation.

The Professor poked his head through her
door. “Have you read the Herald this morning?”

Alex tossed the schedule aside and picked up
her latte. “Haven’t had time. Did you find something interesting?”
She savored the sweet concoction as she waited for the Professor to
share the news she’d missed.

“I think perhaps you should read this for
yourself.”

He made the short journey to and around
behind her desk. Alex leaned back out of the way while he spread
the paper in front of her. He tapped the headline Detective’s
Death Under Investigation.

“Isn’t he a friend of yours?” the Professor
asked.

Somehow her cup found its way back to her
desk as she skimmed the front-page article recounting the tragic
automobile accident of a longtime criminal investigations
detective...

Detective Louis Hitchcock

“Ohmigod...” Alex looked up at the Professor.
“I saw him yesterday.” Her breath caught. “I talked to him last
night.” I slept with him three months ago...

Dread and hurt welled in her chest. How could
this have happened? Hitch been fine when they talked.

The Professor gestured to the paper.
“According to the article, the accident likely occurred between ten
and eleven last night. There aren’t that many details given.”

Her thoughts whirling, Alex grappled to
remember the approximate time he’d called last night. After her
bath… she’d thought she’d heard someone on her porch.

Nine-thirty or tenish maybe. Jesus.

He could have died only a few minutes after
they’d talked. Why hadn’t she said something like how good it had
been to see him that day? Why hadn’t she just said yes to dinner on
Friday?

Hitch was dead.

She blinked away the disbelief. “Thanks,
Professor.”

Alex didn’t notice when he left the room, but
he was gone the next time she glanced around her office. She tried
to reconcile herself to what she’d just read.

Hitch was dead.

She forced herself to read the entire
article. It didn’t specify the details, but it did mention that the
one-car accident was under investigation. When he’d called her,
he’d said he was going to see the computer whiz kid who’d
unofficially analyzed the contact lens.

Had he made it to the guy’s house?

Did the police even know where he’d been
headed?

Alex sagged in her chair, let the cold, harsh
reality wash over her. Now she’d never get to tell him that if
she’d been the type for commitment, he could have been the guy.

Shaking off the painful thought, she
considered that she had spoken with Hitch last night, possibly only
minutes before he died. Any information she could offer that might
help the investigation was not only her civic duty, it was her
obligation as a friend.

Alex grabbed her bag and put thought into
action.

The Professor and Hernandez had this
morning’s schedule under control. Unless something new came up, she
could spare a couple of hours. The final reports she’d been meaning
to complete and the other paperwork she needed to review could
wait.

Her friend was dead.

That wouldn’t wait.






Miami Beach PD, 1100 Washington Avenue

The Miami Beach Police station was located in
a building that defined the Art Deco style. The Criminal
Investigations Unit called the third floor home. The division was
laid out in a grid pattern with dozens of metal desks floating amid
a sea of gray carpeting.

She waved to a couple of the detectives she’d
worked with on occasion and basically ignored the guys who openly
leered. Not that she minded when a man showed his appreciation for
her hard work and good genes, but these guys were just being jerks.
Most had wives and kids at home.

Yet another reason to stay unattached. You
didn’t have to worry about a cheating husband if you didn’t have
one. Didn’t have to worry about mismatched socks. Dirty boxers or
dishes piled in the sink. Life was just less complicated when one
stayed single.

She wove through the maze of desks until she
reached the one belonging to Detective Jimmy Patton. He and Hitch
hadn’t been partners that long, only since Hitch’s longtime partner
had retired and moved to Maine last fall.

When Patton looked up Alex recognized the
exhaustion and the pain in his eyes. He’d likely been up all
night.

“Jackson,” he said, acknowledging her
presence but immediately returning his attention to the file in
front of him.

She was pretty sure his reluctance to
maintain eye contact was about keeping his emotions to himself.
She’d had a hell of a time repairing her makeup after her cry on
the drive over.

“Hey, Patton.” She sat down in the chair next
to his desk. “I heard about Hitch. Man, I’m so sorry. I can’t
believe he’s gone. Do you know what happened?”

He shook his head, spared her another brief
glance. “Techs are...ah... checking out his car for mechanical
failures, but it looks like he fell asleep at the wheel. Just ran
off the road. He’d been putting in way too many hours lately. I
tried to tell him.” The sigh that punctuated his final statement as
well as his emphatic attempts to refocus his attention on the file
gave away just how badly Hitch’s death had shaken him. “The M.E.’s
preliminary report says cause of death was head trauma.”

His words hit Alex hard. Hitch hadn’t sounded
the least bit sleepy or even tired when she’d spoken to him. In
fact, he’d sounded hyped. Her intuition was humming like crazy.
She’d initially thought that she was merely in denial about Hitch’s
death, but it was more than that.

Deep breath. Take it slow. “That’s why I came
by,” she said, unsure whether what she had to say was relevant yet
certain she didn’t want to keep it to herself. Who knew what could
prove significant in an investigation. “Hitch called me last night
at around nine-thirty, maybe ten.”

Patton picked up a small spiral notepad and
shuffled through the pages until he’d found what he was looking
for. “Yeah, we got that from his cell phone. I know you did a
cleanup on an unattended suicide he’d covered. I planned to touch
base with you and see if the call he made to you had anything to do
with that.” His gaze connected with hers then. “Or if maybe the two
of you...”

He let the sentence trail off. Alex didn’t
have to say anything, he read the truth in her eyes. She and Hitch
hadn’t started going out again. Patton looked away as if he’d
rather she’d lied to him. Partners talked about their personal
lives. She wouldn’t have expected any less.

“He didn’t talk to you last night?” Alex
found the idea unreasonably troubling considering she’d passed
along a piece of possible evidence that Hitch had obviously been
excited about. Wouldn’t he tell his partner?

Patton scrubbed his hand over his face. “I
was at the hospital until I heard about the accident. My wife went
into labor a little early.”

Alex had forgotten his wife was expecting.
Well that certainly explained his being left out of the loop last
night. “Is everything okay?”

He grinned but the effort was a little dim
under the circumstances. “Yeah. A girl. Eight pounds one ounce.
She’s a doll.”

Something far too similar to longing pierced
a tender place deep inside Alex. She evicted the sentimental ache
and gave herself a swift mental kick for even allowing the
senseless emotion to rear its pointless head. She’d made her
decisions about husbands and kids long ago. Hearing about other
people’s kids didn’t usually bother her. The emotional roller
coaster this morning was about Hitch.

She still couldn’t believe he was dead. She
kept expecting to turn around and hear him tossing some silly joke
at her or asking her if she had plans this weekend.

Shaking off the painful thoughts, she did
what she’d come here to do. “I don’t know if this makes any
difference,” she began, unsure exactly how to explain the
situation, “but I gave Hitch a piece of what may have been evidence
from the Crane suicide scene.”

Patton sat up a little straighter, his
attention sharpening a bit. “What sort of evidence? Hitch’s report
says the incident was cut-and-dried. No questions on his end. I
haven’t seen the autopsy report yet—they’re a little backed up over
at the morgue—but the M.E. didn’t mention expecting anything
unusual, according to Hitch’s notes.”

She nodded. He was right on all counts. Hitch
hadn’t said anything different to her. “I gave him a peculiar…
thing.” God, how did she say this? “It was part of his eye. Like a
weird contact lens.” Well that surely explained what she meant.
Frustration brimmed. “Hitch took it to a friend for an unofficial
analysis,” she offered in lieu of a better explanation. “When he
called me last night he was wound up about it. He said he was going
over to pick the lens up and that he’d be taking it to the state
lab this morning. He sounded pretty excited.”

Patton’s gaze narrowed with keener interest.
“Do you know who he was going to see?”

Alex shook her head. “Not a clue. Some
computer whiz. Like I said, he was excited. I can’t see him falling
asleep at the wheel when he’d sounded fully alert when we
spoke.”

Patton glanced at his watch and swore. “I
have a meeting.” He stood. “Listen, if you think of anything else
Hitch said that might be relevant, give me a call.” He passed Alex
a business card. “I’ll let you know as soon as I hear anything
about the memorial service.”

Alex tucked the card into her bag, thanked
him, and made her way through the maze of cold metal desks without
stopping to chat with anyone. She wanted to get out of here and to
some place where she could think. The idea that just yesterday
Hitch would have walked her out if she’d dropped by to see him had
her on the verge of hyperventilating.

A detective who looked vaguely familiar
almost bowled her over as he bounded past her. Alex felt like
slugging him but didn’t want the hassle. She needed out of here.
She couldn’t breathe.

“Patton,” she heard the cop who’d been in
such a hurry say, “I’ve got the preliminary on that Morningside
house explosion.”

Alex’s feet slowed. Maybe it was oxygen
deprivation. Morningside? Wasn’t that neighborhood where Hitch had
been going last night? She lingered, wanted to hear the rest of
what the detective had to say.

“They found a body, but it was burned so
badly it’ll take some time to ID.”

Alex told herself she was probably
overreacting. A lot of people lived in Morningside—this explosion
likely had nothing to do with Hitch’s friend who lived there. It
could be anything from a secret meth lab to a gas leak.

“You take a ride over there,” Patton
suggested. “I’ll join you after my meeting.”

Alex turned around, waited for Patton and the
other detective to catch up to her. There was one more thing she
had to know. “By the way, where did Hitch’s accident happen?” The
paper hadn’t given the location.

Patton looked mildly annoyed that she had
waylaid him or maybe the exhaustion was making him testy. “Over on
1-95 near Hallandale. Why?”

She shrugged. “Just wondered.”

Patton eyed her suspiciously. “Is there
something more you need to tell me, Jackson? He was my
partner.”

She shook her head. “It’s nothing like that.”
The white lie felt bitter on her tongue. She should just tell him.
“I was just curious that’s all.” But he’d basically blown her off.
What was it he’d said? If you think of anything else Hitch said
that might be relevant...

“See you around,” he muttered.

Watching Patton go, she realized what she had
to do next. She had to know why Hitch’s vehicle had been found way
north of where he’d told her he was going. But first she wanted to
know if a computer genius had lived in the Morningside residence
where the explosion had occurred. She also wanted to know if the
crime scene techs had found the contact lens in Hitch’s car. Or if
they’d found anything at all that suggested the accident wasn’t an
accident.

She wanted to know a lot. She needed enough
to give Patton reason to consider Hitch’s death suspicious. Since
she wasn’t a cop, the chances of Patton listening to her until she
had something substantial were slim to none.

No problem. She had her own sources and
methods. Patton wouldn’t like it if he found out. Didn’t matter.
She owed it to Hitch to look into this. Patton wasn’t taking her
seriously. He was preoccupied, she understood.

Alex might not be a detective, but she
definitely knew her way around the scene of the crime. All she
needed was access.


Chapter 6

Alex called her office as she climbed into
her SUV. Shannon answered on the first ring. Alex waited patiently
while she went through her
Never-Happened-we-can-make-anything-go-away spiel. “Hey, do me a
favor, will you?”

“I was just about to call you.”

Damn. Alex didn’t have time to respond to a
client call right now. Not that she resented plenty of business,
but this just wasn’t a good time. “What’s up?”

“There was a strange call for you a few
minutes ago. Some really odd guy.”

A frown scrunched its way across Alex’s
forehead. She elected not to point out to Shannon that there were a
lot of odd guys in a city the size of Miami. “Did this odd man have
a name?”

“He wouldn’t leave his name. It was very
strange. He asked if today was your birthday. When I said no, he
asked when it was. I suggested he leave his name and number so you
could return his call and he hung up on me.”

Shannon was right, that was a little weird.
Alex couldn’t think of anyone she’d ticked off lately. “I suppose
if he really wants to know he’ll call back.” Alex started the
engine and backed out of the parking slot. Every business suffered
its share of cranks and jerks. “Did Marg ever come in?”

“Eventually,” Shannon said covertly.

Alex imagined Shannon craning her neck to
make sure Marg wasn’t listening. She didn’t like that Shannon and
Alex kept such close tabs on her. But it was necessary. When her
mother fell off the wagon Alex was the one to pick up the pieces.
Anytime Marg deviated from her routine, Alex went on alert. She’d
survived that journey far too many times already.

“Keep an eye on her.”

“Will do. What’s the favor you needed?”
Shannon asked.

“How about checking your sources for anything
on an explosion over in Morningside. It happened sometime late last
night or early this morning.”

Another call came in and Shannon promised to
get back to her ASAP.

Alex pulled out onto the street, her mind
rolling over the idea that Hitch was dead. She would miss him. If
she hadn’t found that stupid contact lens and called him about it,
maybe he’d still be alive. The part that really disturbed her was
the call from him last night. He’d sounded so animated. The guy who
did the analysis had to have given him substantial feedback to get
Hitch that pumped. And why had he driven toward Hallandale after
picking up the analysis? He didn’t live in that direction and
hadn’t mentioned taking the lens to anyone else before turning it
over to the lab this morning. It didn’t make sense.

The better question was why hadn’t he told
his partner?

Patton had been at the hospital welcoming his
new daughter into the world. Or maybe Hitch and his partner hadn’t
bonded closely enough for Hitch to share his obsession with all
things electronic.

The idea that something was wrong with the
whole scenario kept nagging at her.

Alex drove, her destination uncertain.
Hopefully Shannon would call soon with an exact location. No point
in checking out the crash site where Hitch’s car had been found,
the cops had already been over it and the car was in the hands of
forensics.

There was just one thing she could do right
now.

Go to the morgue.

The old guy who’d blown off half his head had
two eyes—or at least he had before he opted to discharge a .45 into
his skull. Most folks who chose contacts over eyeglasses wore two.
Maybe there was still one attached to the intact eye.

Anticipation fired through her. Only one way
to find out.

It wasn’t that she didn’t trust the cops to
do their job. She did, usually. But she’d been doing this job long
enough to know she didn’t have anything to shift their attention,
to make them look beyond the obvious. Cops operated under the rule
of probable cause and their investigations were based on hard
evidence, not speculation. Unless something at the scene of Hitch’s
crash looked suspicious or some foul play involving his car was
discovered, the case would be ruled accidental. Case closed.

Hitch had been a damned good cop. Not only
was he good at his job, he truly cared. That was precisely why he’d
chosen to run the contact lens through some preliminary analysis
when any other cop would probably have dismissed it. There really
wasn’t any reason to believe the contact lens was anything
relevant. Hitch suspected it might be electronic, but to her it was
just weird looking. But, because the lens was so unusual and Hitch
had a thing for all things techno, he had wanted to be sure. That
was just the kind of cop he was. Thorough. Dedicated. Maybe even a
little hopeful that he’d be the detective who busted some big spy
ring.

Damn she was going to miss that guy.

The Morgue Bureau, aka the medical examiner’s
office, was part of an imposing three building complex nestled amid
a couple of lushly landscaped acres on the perimeter of the
University of Miami Medical School Center. Tropical trees and
shrubs highlighted the meticulously cared for landscape. Inside,
the elegant furnishings, potted palms, soft lighting, and smiling
receptionist would almost make one think of a ritzy resort hotel.
At least until you read the mission statement above the front
desk:

To provide accurate, timely, dignified,
compassionate and professional death investigative services for the
citizens of Miami-Dade County.

That stopped any warm, fuzzy feelings dead in
their tracks.

As far as Alex was concerned, the luxurious
details were wasted on most visitors to the Joseph H. Davis Center
for Forensics Pathology considering they were dead. But hey, the
place looked great. Didn’t even smell like a morgue. Special
electronic air filters erased the unmistakable odors of
formaldehyde and decomposing bodies.

Alex waved to the receptionist but didn’t
bother checking in. She’d visited enough times to know her way
around and headed straight for the work area of a friend, Cody
Feldman, an evidence courier. If he wasn’t in she’d just have to
try her luck with an assistant medical examiner who had been a good
friend of Hitch. Cody would be far easier to... coax into
doing what she wanted. He had a thing for Alex.

A smile stretched across her lips as she
recalled the last time they’d gone out. It had been a Friday night.
Dinner and a movie had been on the agenda but they’d never made it
out of her house.

What could she say? Cody was cute. He’d been
fun. Although they hadn’t dated in a while, she and Cody were still
friends. She ran into him now and again since they frequented the
same nightspots. It was good to have friends in all kinds of
places. It was also good to know how to use those connections to
one’s advantage when the need arose. She felt certain Hitch would
appreciate her efforts.

Alex poked her head through the open door to
his tiny office. “Hey, Cody.” At least someone had an office
smaller than hers.

He glanced up from his computer and did a
double take. “Alex.” A couple of medical journals and an empty foam
cup hit the floor as he shot up out of his chair. “What’re you
doing here?” He blushed. “I mean...”

Her smile made the transition into a
full-blown grin. The guy was adorable when he was all embarrassed
and looking flustered. Only a man under the age of twenty-five
could still do that and look so sweet. “Good to see you, too.”

He pushed his desk chair toward her. “Have a
seat.” Glancing around his cluttered space he couldn’t seem to
decide what to say next. Inspiration belatedly struck. “You want
some coffee? Nancy just made a fresh pot.” He hitched his thumb
toward the end of the hall where the lounge could be found. “She
makes the best.” He licked his lips and blinked as if he’d abruptly
drawn a big old blank.

Alex shook her head. “No thanks. I’m good.”
She moved a little farther into his territory, pushing the chair
out of her way as she went “I need to ask a favor,” she offered
humbly.

He opened his arms wide. “Sure.
Anything.’’

His face had gone from pink to red. Alex was
pretty sure he’d just remembered one night in particular when she’d
made him beg for mercy. That was the thing about being a mature
woman and dating a younger guy. They were so easily
entertained.

Alex took a moment to appreciate her friend’s
casually sexy appearance. His trousers were navy, one of her
favorite colors. His shirt was striped in a paler blue, yellow, and
green. The shirttail was untucked on one side. Not a fashion
statement, simply a result of his slightly nerdish predisposition.
The brown loafers were polished. His face was clean-shaven. His
dark hair was tousled and his gray eyes were clear and bright.

“You got a stiff last night—”

His eyes suddenly widened and his face paled
as if he’d been caught doing something that would get him seriously
grounded,

Alex laughed softly. “A dead guy.” She’d been
hanging around with too many cops and was picking up all their
slang.

“Oh.” The pink started to creep up from his
collar again. “We got five last night.”

She nodded. “Detective Louis Hitch worked
this case. Caucasian, in his late sixties or early seventies, took
a .45 to his head.”

“Yeah.” Recognition flared in his expression.
“I imagine that was a real mess.”

She shook her head. “I’ll never understand
why these guys don’t consider the mess they’re going to leave when
they opt for the bullet to the head route.”

Cody was nodding in agreement.

“You think it’d be a problem if I took a look
at the body?”

A flicker of hesitation had her hastily
adding, “The guy doesn’t have any family. And the cops have pretty
much closed the case. There’s just something I’m curious about
related to the cleanup.”

Still looking a little unsure, he said, “He’s
scheduled for the full treatment tomorrow morning. Letting you look
at him wouldn’t really be—”

“I swear I won’t do anything that’ll get you
in trouble. I just need to check one little thing.” She held her
breath, then quickly added in hopes of alleviating any final
reservations he might have, “It’s not like I haven’t already seen
him. He was still at the scene when I arrived for the cleanup.” The
full treatment was a no holds barred complete autopsy. Everyone got
the full treatment unless the family requested otherwise.

He checked his watch. “I don’t guess there’d
be any harm. Like you said you’ve already seen him.” He shrugged.
“Been in the same room with him.” Their eyes locked. “Just let me
make sure the cooler is…ah… clear.”

“I really appreciate it.” She gave him her
best you’re-my-hero look of gratitude.

“I’ll be back in thirty seconds,” he promised
as he backed out of his office.

She couldn’t be certain whether he backed out
because he was afraid she would follow him or if he feared she’d
disappear before he returned. A quick peek out the door confirmed
her conclusion that he would probably run the whole distance to the
cooler.

Leaning against the doorframe to watch for
his return she couldn’t help thinking that men were like puppies.
She adored them, but she didn’t want to have to clean up after one
on a regular basis. She liked her independence.

True to his word, Cody was back in about half
a minute. “This way.”

Alex let him lead the way though she knew the
route. Cody checked the log sheet and headed for the drawer where
Charlie Crane awaited two things, an autopsy and then for the State
to claim his body since there was no next of kin. En route her
guide pointed to a box of latex gloves stationed on a counter. Alex
had them in place before Cody had rested his hand on the pull of
the cooler drawer.

With one last fleeting look at the door, he
lugged the drawer open. As if having second thoughts, he hesitated
before lowering the zipper on the body bag. “Make it quick,
okay?”

“I will.”

He opened the bag that helped to keep the
body fresh while in a refrigerated state.

With the old guy’s upper torso and what was
left of his head fully exposed to her, Cody backed away. “I’ll keep
watch outside.”

She nodded and he left her to her
business.

It wasn’t that Alex got any kind of thrill
out of touching a dead guy, but this had to be done. Working
quickly, she first surveyed what was left of his head. His body was
nude so anything he’d had in his pockets would be beyond her reach
at this point. It would take an act of congress or proof of kinship
to get her hands on his personal effects.

The right eye remained intact and exactly
where it should be in its socket.

“Okay, Charlie,” she murmured. “Let’s have a
look.”

Gingerly, she lifted the eyelid and surveyed
the eyeball. She shuddered, couldn’t help herself. The body changed
drastically after twenty-four hours without blood flowing through
the veins. The skin looked gray with the slightest marbling effect
deep beneath the surface. The eyes were cloudy, the pupils fully
dilated. The flesh was cold—that was the worst. Nothing smelled as
creepy as chilled flesh. Her stomach knotted.

Kicking aside her squeamishness, she touched
the eyeball, sliding the pad of her gloved finger over it. Nothing.
Frowning, she checked again just to be certain. If he’d been
wearing a second lens, it was gone now.

“Damn it.”

She zipped the bag carefully and closed the
drawer. For a moment, she just stood there feeling sad for him. No
one should die alone.

Hitch had died alone.

The idea that she might very well die that
way made her stomach spasm all over again. Of course there was
always the chance her mother would outlive her. But what if she
didn’t?

Would she end up in the morgue with no family
to claim her?

Nah. Shannon would claim her and see that she
got a proper funeral. At least as long as she was still
breathing.

Despite her chosen career, this was the first
time Alex could recall consciously considering what would happen to
her when she died. Other than the usual decomposition, that is.

This whole thing with Hitch had really shaken
her up.

Alex peeled off the gloves and disposed of
them as she crossed the room. She opened the door and Cody whipped
around with a start.

“Finished?” He tried to look calm and
composed but he didn’t fool her. He’d been sweating every second of
the three or four minutes she’d been in there.

“Yeah. Thanks, man, I owe you.”

Between that announcement and the whoosh of
the door closing behind her, he relaxed. He looked downright ready
to melt into a puddle of equal parts need and relief.

“We could have dinner,” he suggested
tentatively.

Alex hooked her arm in his and headed toward
his office. “We could.”

“Name the night.” He was feeling cockier now,
grinning like a kid looking forward to Christmas.

Oh, yes, easily entertained.

She went on tiptoe and placed a chaste kiss
on his cheek. “I’ll call you.”

Giving him a show he wouldn’t soon forget,
she strutted away. She didn’t have to look back to know he’d
enjoyed every second of it.

Men were so predictable.

God love ‘em.

The driveway was empty when Alex arrived at
the house Charlie Crane had called home until he’d elected to end
his existence. She scanned the neighborhood as she pulled on a pair
of latex gloves. At half past ten in the morning most folks were
either at work or on the beach. The morning was for too glorious to
spend cooped up inside unless you were physically unable to get out
and around.

Alex was counting on the idea that the
landlord hadn’t gotten around to calling anyone to take care of the
broken lock on Charlie’s apartment after the first cops on the
scene had kicked in the door. And she was right. The door opened
with a simple twist of the knob. The splintered wood on the
interior side of the casing confirmed her assumption.

After pushing the door shut behind her, she
flipped on the overhead lights. The front door opened into the
nondescript living room with its renter’s white walls and builder’s
grade carpeting in the ever-popular sand color. A hall beyond the
living room took her deeper into the house. She flipped on more
lights as she went. Despite the sun shining outside the heavy
blinds left the place in shadows. The rest of the house was
comprised of a kitchen, bathroom, and three bedrooms, one of which
had been turned into a den, complete with wood paneling.

She searched the den first. She doubted she’d
missed anything but since she was here, she might as well take a
second look. Minutes later she had checked each drawer, shelf and
niche. Magazines, papers, and pens were all she found.

Before moving on to the bathroom and
bedrooms, she took a moment to browse through the papers. She
didn’t really expect to find anything. The likelihood of her
recognizing something that shouldn’t be here was pretty low. Might
as well check it out.

Utility receipts. Rent receipts. Not much
else to speak of outside the usual credit card invitations.

The bathroom offered no better. Mouthwash,
toothpaste, deodorant. No prescription medications, not even a
bottle of aspirin.

The idea of a man who’d blown off the better
portion of his head not having a bottle of aspirin in the house
gave her pause. Everyone got headaches. She took a mental step back
and looked at the room again.

This time she nailed what felt wrong.

The soap rest in the shower-tub combination
was clean. No soap residue, nothing. She dragged the shower curtain
back to be sure she hadn’t missed a bottle of liquid body wash. Not
even a ring around the tub. No soap scum whatsoever.

Anticipation buzzing, she checked under the
sink next. Clean as a whistle.

The narrow linen closet next to the vanity
was stocked with half a dozen or so towels and a similar number of
washcloths. All in white. She picked them up one at a time and
sniffed, felt the texture of the terry cloth. Unused. Unwashed.

Her pulse raced as she moved to the bedrooms.
Clothes hung in the closet. All new. No price tags, but she could
tell. The fabrics had never been worn much less laundered.

The dresser drawers were the same. Nice,
neatly stored, new underclothes, including socks. She went
to the kitchen next. The cabinets were well stocked with a variety
of canned goods, dishes, and cookware. All were spotless and mirror
shiny.

The fridge was stocked, as well. None of the
goods inside had expired or been opened. Not the milk, not the
cheese and bologna. Not a single item.

Near the rear entrance was a set of bi-fold
louvered doors that concealed the place where a washer and dryer
would be. Dust was the only thing she discovered there. No
detergent. No cleaning supplies for taking care of the rest of the
house.

The second bedroom was as devoid of signs of
occupancy as the laundry closet had been. According to the landlord
Charlie Crane had rented this place one year ago. Why hadn’t he
lived here? Why the fresh foods in the fridge?

That creepy sensation danced up her spine
again. She shook it off and headed back to the den, the only place
where she’d found anything that wasn’t practically sterile.

She got out all the receipts and studied
them. They told her nothing. None had a signature. The labels on
the magazines sported his name and address but not one appeared to
have been perused. No wrinkled or dog-eared pages.

This time she took the drawers out of the
desk and checked the bottoms the way she’d seen it done on TV.
Unlike the protagonists in the cop shows, she came up
empty-handed.

She sat back on her haunches, surrounded by
the drawers she’d dragged from the desk. What was the deal with
this guy? This was weird. Just like the damned contact lens he’d
been wearing.

The Story of My Life shattered the silence
and her heart surged into her throat.

“Damn.” She caught her breath and reached
into her pants pocket for her phone. Damn thing about gave her a
heart attack.

“I’ve got that address for you.”

Shannon. Alex had almost forgotten. She drew
in a deep, calming breath. “Great.”

The address wasn’t in the swanky historic
district of Morningside but it was no shabby location, either.

“Thanks, Shannon. I’m headed that way.”

“You want to tell me what’s going on?”

Alex finished shoving the last of the drawers
back into place, holding the phone with her shoulder. “I’m not sure
yet. I’ll catch up with you later.”

She ended the call and tucked her phone back
into her pocket before her friend could argue. Shannon knew her too
well. She would have kept asking questions until she had some
answers. Alex didn’t have any right answers yet. Maybe there
weren’t any.

But she intended to find out.

Something about this old guy’s death got
Hitch killed. The idea that her turning that contact lens over to
her friend might have been the reason he was dead, wouldn’t be
banished from her mind.

She had to know for sure.

Nothing she’d found in this house would have
alerted the police. Cops didn’t go around sniffing towels and
checking soap dishes unless they had probable cause. This was
Miami, for Christ’s sake, they got all the probable cause and
evidence they could handle without going out of their way to look
for more of it. Hitch wouldn’t have looked at anything like this
unless something specific in the house had stood out to him or the
autopsy report gave reason to suspect suicide wasn’t the cause of
death. Hell, she wouldn’t have come here this morning if not for
the contact lens and Hitch’s death. There was nothing, except that
damned weird lens and even it might be nothing beyond a new
experimental vision enhancer.

Whatever the case, she couldn’t stop until
she was sure.

The sun had started to heat up when she went
outside again. What she’d found in the house had spooked her and
she didn’t like the feeling. Once she figured out if the explosion
was connected to Crane and her friend, she would go back to Hitch’s
partner and dump the whole theory in his lap. He could laugh at her
if he wanted to, but she had to do what she had to do.

She reached to open the driver’s side door of
her SUV and the creeps performed its spine-chilling tap dance for
the second time since she’d arrived.

Turning slowly she took a long, hard look
around her. The driveways along the street were still empty. The
houses, the whole neighborhood for that matter, were quiet. If
anyone was home it was impossible to tell.

No matter, she recognized the sensation. Knew
it all too well from a couple of jerks she’d dated before her
survival instincts had fully developed around age twenty-six.

Someone was watching her.

Nothing in this world pissed her off more
than the idea of someone playing the intimidation game. Just to
make sure she got her point across to whoever might be scrutinizing
her, she gave a little wave using one particular finger that
announced how she felt loudly and clearly.

She climbed into her SUV and backed out onto
the street. After a thorough check of her mirrors, she headed
toward Morningside to find out who’d been killed in the
explosion.




Chapter 7

Wyatt shook his head. “What are you up to,
Alexis Jackson?”

He’d watched her visit the station and chat
with the dead cop’s partner. Nothing particularly unusual about
that move. She’d stopped at the morgue and, if that wasn’t enough,
then she’d returned to the house where Charles Crane had ended his
life.

What could she possibly know? What did she
expect to find?

Since her friend, Detective Hitchcock, had
not been in possession of the device, it was highly probable that
she had it on her. It wasn’t in her house, in her vehicle, or at
her place of business.

She’d had no interactions with anyone else.
The device had to be with her.

Frustration had him wired. He needed a break
or a ten-mile run. Something had to give. His every instinct—or
maybe it was the tension—urged him to confront her. To do whatever
necessary to obtain the truth from her. The trouble was, the
retrieval methods filtering through his head had nothing to do with
getting the job done.

He followed her to Morningside Drive. With a
few taps on his cell he pulled up the news report on a home
explosion in the area. Perhaps she had a cleanup job. Whatever she
was up to, he wasn’t letting her out of his sight.

She’d almost spotted him once. Her instincts
were on high alert. She sensed someone was watching her. A smile
stretched his lips at the thought of her giving him the finger.
He’d have to be extra careful to avoid being spotted. Either that
or make a more direct approach. Before making a move like that,
he’d prefer to regain some perspective as well as to confirm the
device was in her possession.

His cell vibrated against the console. He
picked it up and answered without bothering to check the screen. No
need. It would be a member of his team or the Director. No one else
had this number.

“Murphy.”

“He’s still not talking.”

Wyatt swore silently. “I’ll be right
there.”

He hoped like hell Alex stayed out of trouble
for the next hour or so. He wouldn’t need much time. Every man had
his breaking point. Wyatt knew how to find it quickly.

Twenty minutes were lost driving to the
holding location. The warehouse had been abandoned for months but
the public utilities remained in service. Inside the block building
the temperature was a sweltering ninety degrees even at this early
hour.

Two members of Wyatt’s team waited outside
the small office turned prison cell. The senior of the two glanced
at the gym bag Wyatt carried. “With all due respect, you’re wasting
your time, sir.”

Wyatt ignored the comment. “Open the
door.”

The cocky agent who’d spoken unlocked the
door and pushed it open. Wyatt walked in and sat his bag on the
table.

“Good morning, Mr. Johnson. My name is
Murphy.”

Sean Johnson was a thirty-year-old hired gun.
A nobody who was insignificant in the grand scheme of things. Other
than his ability to answer the three questions Wyatt was about to
ask, he served no purpose whatsoever in this operation.

Johnson laughed. “So you’re the one they
warned me about.” He grinned, and then winced as his split lip
reopened. The two men outside the door had worked him over
reasonably well. “Don’t bother. I didn’t talk for them, I won’t do
it for you.”

Wyatt opened the gym bag and removed the
items he would need. A framing hammer. A box cutter. A pair of
pliers and a box of three inch nails. Johnson watched his
movements, studying each object with obvious resignation.

“Mr. Johnson, I have three questions for
you—”

“I told you, I’m not talking,” Johnson
repeated with somewhat less conviction.

“Before I leave this room,” Wyatt continued,
“I guarantee you will answer them. One, who hired you? Two, did you
find what you were looking for?” He picked up the hammer, measured
its weight. “And three, where is it?”




Chapter 8

What remained of the house in Morningside,
just east of Biscayne Boulevard, a few blocks from the bay was
indicative of typical Florida construction. One level, painted a
pale pink with shutters in a deeper pink shade. The slightly
overgrown yard was bordered by a hibiscus hedge and a strand of
yellow crime scene tape that flopped in the sporadic breeze.

A team of forensic techs was rummaging
through the wreckage. She recognized one of the detectives who
emerged from his car and crossed the yard to survey the ongoing
work. The guy who had almost knocked her down getting word to
Detective Patton about the body that had been recovered from this
gruesome scene.

No way was she getting across that line. The
detective hadn’t appeared friendly at the station, and she doubted
his disposition would improve in the field. She didn’t really need
to get that close, she supposed. If the contact lens was in the
house there definitely wasn’t anything left of it now.

What she needed was to confirm who had lived
here.

Alex drove farther down the block and parked
at the curb. At one point in her varied career, when she had been
around twenty-one, she’d briefly sold vacuum cleaners door-to-door.
“No home should be without one” had been the company motto. Just
another one of her early careers that hadn’t lasted. Maybe it was
her impatience with the extreme pressure to meet a certain quota.
How was she supposed to talk people into buying something if they
didn’t a) need it or b) want it? Then there were the folks
who slammed the door in her face or the ones who were just plain
rude.

That was the nice thing about cleaning up
after the dead, the dead didn’t talk back or give her grief. She
climbed out of her SUV and headed to door number one, an older
ranch-style home that had obviously been remodeled to fit in with
the escalating value of the property north of downtown Miami.

Three rings of the doorbell later and a young
woman, twenty-five maybe, opened the door far enough to check out
Alex. “Yes?” she asked tentatively.

Judging by the terry cloth fabric, she was
still in her robe. The abrupt sound of screaming behind her
signaled at least one toddler was likely vying for her attention
even as she continued to scrutinize Alex.

“I apologize for the intrusion, ma’am, but
I’d like to ask you a few questions about the explosion last
night.”

Uncertainty flickered in her brown eyes. “Are
you the police?”

“The detective and the forensics techs are
digging through the rubble now,” Alex dodged. “My job is to find
out if any of the neighbors saw or heard anything unusual before
the event.” She hoped like hell the woman would accept that as a
yes. Lying by omission appeared to be a steady appointment on her
agenda today.

“I answered the officer’s questions already,”
she said, seemingly to herself. Another bout of wailing began
behind her and she heaved a sigh. “Give me just a moment and I’ll
be with you.”

The door closed and Alex heard the woman
fussing at the children. Deciding she needed to look the part, Alex
dug a small notepad and pen from her bag. When the fretting had
quieted, the door opened once more. Leaving it open a crack, the
woman stepped out onto the stoop with Alex.

“I really don’t know anything useful,” she
started off. “We go to bed early around here. I heard the
explosion, of course.” She paused, her gaze expectant as if she
didn’t know what to say next.

Alex nodded. “What can you tell me about the
residents?”

“Timothy O’Neill lives,” she cleared her
throat, “lived there alone.” She stared in the direction of the
damaged house. “He leased it from the owners when they moved into
the retirement center.”

“I see,” Alex said, nodding agreeably.

“Thank God Mrs. Baker was visiting with her
sister in Tampa. Mrs. Baker lives in the house right next door. I’m
sure the explosion would have scared her to death.”

“What can you tell me about Timothy?” Alex
prodded. Any information about Timothy was what she really wanted.
She didn’t need to know who his neighbors were.

The woman shrugged. “I hate to speak ill of
the dead, but he was a little strange.”

Alex scribbled a couple of words on the pad
to look credible.

“I didn’t mention this to the other officer
because I was too stunned, but Timothy was sort of… you know, a
geek or nerd.”

More scribbling. “Really?”

Uncertainty flashed in her eyes again. “I’m
sure my personal opinion isn’t important…”

“Please,” Alex urged, “any information may
prove useful.”

The woman’s gaze wandered toward the
devastation once more. “He didn’t get out much. He spent all his
time piddling around with computers.” She leaned closer as if what
she had to say next was top secret. “Mrs. Baker went over once when
Timothy was first moving in. You know, checking out the new
neighbor to make sure he wasn’t an ax murderer or anything. The
place was packed with all sorts of electronic gadgets. At least
half a dozen computers. She said it was bizarre. Like something
from a spy movie.”

Alex’s heart rate reacted to an adrenaline
rush. “Is that what Timothy did for a living?”

She nodded. “My husband says he’s supposedly
a genius or something when it comes to computers and cyberspace.”
She cleared her throat again. “Was, I should say. He was really
quiet and he kept to himself.”

No wonder Hitch didn’t talk about the guy to
his friends. Confidentiality was probably part of their
arrangement. A kid that reclusive wouldn’t want any attention.

The sound of something crashing inside the
house ended the discussion. Alex thanked her and moved on to the
next house.

After hearing the same story from three
neighbors, Alex felt confident that Timothy O’Neill was the
unofficial expert Hitch had visited last night.

She decided to pull over at the scene and try
her luck with Detective Dickhead. Maybe he’d give something away.
She needed to be sure Timothy O’Neill was dead. His neighbors
assumed he was since they had seen the M.E. take a body from the
rubble.

The detective leaned against his car speaking
to someone on his cell phone. Alex parked behind him and got out of
her SUV. He glanced her way but didn’t bother waving. Something
about the way he noted her arrival with a dismissive glance sparked
recognition. She knew this guy.

He’d been the detective on the case when
Patsy’s Clip Joint had been burglarized. It sounded bizarre, she
knew, but there were people who would break into any place.
Fortunately none of the animals had been harmed or taken. The perp
had nabbed a few dollars in cash and a large metal cage. Alex had a
few ideas as to why the cage had been taken.

But this detective—Detective Daryl
Winston—had been a real jerk to Patsy. Alex had seen him from
across the alley, but she hadn’t known until later how he’d talked
down to Patsy. Alex despised bullies like him.

She walked toward the house, hadn’t even
reached the crime scene tape when he shouted, “Where do you think
you’re going?”

Well at least she had his attention now. She
turned around and flashed him a smile. “I’m Alex Jackson. Never
Happened. I thought I’d leave my card for the owner.” She snagged a
card from her bag and waved it at him.

The idea of her getting a job here wasn’t
exactly plausible considering the house would need a bulldozer a
whole lot more than it would need her. But hey, it was a
conversation starter.

“I know who you are.” Still reclined against
his car, he smirked, and then executed a long perusal of her from
head to toe. “Get real, Jackson, unless you’ve branched out into
rubble removal, this is way out of your league.”

“Who was the crispy critter?” she asked,
getting down on his level as she walked toward him. Crispy critter
was cop speak for a burned-beyond-recognition victim. She winced
inwardly at the heartless moniker.

“No comment.”

“Come on, I know the M.E. removed a body.
Timothy O’Neill?”

Winston crossed his arms over his chest and
eyed her suspiciously. “You know I can’t discuss the details of a
case with you.”

“The news has already reported it.” One of
the neighbors had told her that she’d heard the details on the
radio earlier that morning.

“Well then, why you asking?” Another one of
his smirks made Alex want to slap him cross-eyed.

“Maybe I’m curious, Winston. Is that a
crime?” She matched his stance, careful to prop her arms under her
breasts.

His gaze strayed to her cleavage. “I suppose
not. It’s O’Neill’s house. The body was found surrounded by his
computer equipment or what was left of it. It’s probably him, but
we don’t have an official ID yet. The press is guessing the same as
we are at this point.”

“I suppose he’ll be identified by dental
records?” That was the most commonly used method and the
quickest.

“The lower jaw is intact and that’s about
all.” He shook his head and let go a heavy breath. “Unfortunately,
we haven’t been able to track down a dentist who had him as a
patient. His family insists he never went to a dentist as a child.
So it’s too early to say anything for sure.”

Damn. “That’s too bad.” There would be no
burying the body, no closure, until the remains had been officially
identified. “Any idea what caused the explosion?”

“We’re still working on that.” He checked out
her boobs once more. “Besides, I couldn’t tell you if I knew. We
still have to determine if it was accidental or if foul play was
involved.”

“Right.” She tucked her hands into her back
pockets. “See you around, Winston.”

“Yeah.” His cell rang.

Alex slid behind the wheel of her SUV and
stared at what used to be Timothy O’Neill’s home. There was no
doubt in her mind that this was the place Hitch had brought the
contact lens.

Her stomach cramped.

Hitch had called her, excited that the
analysis had confirmed the lens was more than met the eye—no pun
intended. Now Hitch was dead. His friend who’d done the analysis
was dead.

All because of the contact lens she’d found.
If either Hitch or O’Neill had abruptly died under unusual
circumstances she could call it a fluke. But both? No way it was a
mere coincidence.

The question was, what did she do about
it?

How did she make Patton believe this
explosion had something to do with Hitch’s accident—that it
probably wasn’t an accident? She had no proof. Nothing.

The story sounded melodramatic even to her.
Still, she couldn’t just pretend it never happened. She owed it to
Hitch, it was the least she could do. She had to see this through
whether the police believed her or not.

Banging on the window next to her made her
jump. Three seconds passed before Alex’s heart slid back down her
throat and started to beat again. She lowered her window and glared
at Winston. “What?” He’d scared the hell of her.

He grinned like a jackass. “Thought I’d let
you know, I just got a call about a possible coffee spill at a
Starbucks not too far from here. I can give you the address if you
want to run over there and see if there’s any work to be drummed
up.”

She didn’t give him the finger, which had
been her first inclination. Instead she smiled, pulled the
gearshift into Reverse, and rolled away from him. He was still
laughing when she glanced into her rearview mirror after turning
around and driving away.

Buttwad.

Alex drove back to the office. As usual, her
parking spot was taken. She squeezed into an open space between a
Cadillac and a Honda.

“Got a call.” Shannon was waving a message at
her as she walked through the door. Alex wondered vaguely whatever
happened to “Hello, how was your morning?”

She snagged the message. “Thanks. Where’s
Marg?” The lounge door was wide open and from her position in front
of Shannon’s desk Alex could see that the room was empty. This
wasn’t a good sign.

“She left less than an hour after she got
here and never came back.” Shannon shrugged, and then pointed to
the message in Alex’s hand. “They’re in kind of a hurry. The guy
who called wanted to know if you could come right over. I was about
to call you.”

Alex read over the message. The apartment
building was over in Carol City. She knew the place. “What’s the
rush?” Not that she didn’t understand the need to get a cleanup
done, considering the most likely source of the problem, but
hurrying wouldn’t change the fact that someone was probably
deceased.

“The guy lived on the second floor.
Apparently he’s been dead for almost two weeks without anyone
missing him. He might not have been missed at all if his downstairs
neighbor hadn’t noticed something oozing from her kitchen
ceiling.”

Ugh. Alex’s favorite kind of duty. “I’m on my
way.”

She popped into the bathroom and took care of
business, pulled her hair up into a ponytail and stared at her
reflection, wondering what Fate had against her. She was reasonably
intelligent and attractive, why was it that her primary skill
appeared to be cleaning up after the dead? Somebody had to do it.
That was her stock answer whenever she felt sorry for herself.

Maybe that was the reason her life had not
taken the usual journey. Never had a husband. No kids. No serious
relationships. Single and independent was what she’d wanted. Wasn’t
it?

She thought about Hitch and what he’d wanted,
a long-term relationship... a commitment. What if she’d chosen that
path? What if she’d taken the chance?

She sighed. No risk, no regret.

She never second-guessed herself like this.
Evidently the recent rash of deaths involving people who basically
lived alone or had no one who looked in on them had gotten under
her skin. Yeah, right. If only it were that simple. It was Hitch.
Damn it.

Shaking off the depressing sentiment, she
headed for Carol City. The sooner she dived into the apartment’s
cleanup, the sooner she’d be done.






The building’s super led her to the
first-floor apartment where the neighbor had discovered the leak in
her ceiling. The fluids had seeped through the ceiling and oozed
down the wall next to her kitchen table. She’d refused to return to
the apartment until it was cleaned up and repainted.

No problem. Alex would have this place tiptop
in no time.

The apartment on the second floor was a
different story. The moment the super opened the door, the stench
assaulted Alex’s olfactory. Though the body was gone, the
unpleasant smell of decaying flesh and dissipating putrid gases had
permeated the space. The tenant had been dead, according to what
the M.E.’s office had told the super, at least twelve days. He’d
died in his kitchen, lying on the floor, directly above the kitchen
on the first level.

Twelve days. That was more than enough time
for things to get ugly. Immediately after death the body
temperature started to drop, and rigor mortis began only to reverse
itself about two days later. After nearly two weeks putrefaction
had already taken place and things were pretty much flat and
creamy. The body fluids that escaped had seeped into everything,
including the kitchen downstairs.

Alex donned her hazmat jumpsuit, gloves, et
cetera, and went to work, cleaning not only every surface involved
but also the air. The gases released by decomposing body fluids,
such as spinal fluid, could be extremely toxic.

By the time she was finished with the clean
up, the day had passed. The super planned to do the painting, which
was fine by her. She loaded the hazmat bags containing the remains
she would need to dispose of into the cargo area of her vehicle.
The jumpsuit, gloves, and shoe covers she’d worn were bagged and
ready to dump as well. It wasn’t quite five, she noted as she slid
behind the wheel and drove away. She should probably go back by the
office after she’d taken care of disposal. Or maybe she’d go talk
to Hitch’s partner again and broach the subject of the contact lens
and the house over on Morningside.

All she could do was try to convince him that
something very wrong had gone down last night.

“Alex Jackson?”

Alex almost ran off the causeway at the sound
of the male voice coming from her backseat.

Her fingers went automatically to the console
and the pepper spray she kept there.

“Whoever the hell you are,” she warned, “this
stuff is potent. I’m going to pull over.” She was already slowing,
simultaneously moving toward the emergency lane. “And you’d better
get the hell out as soon as I stop or you’ll regret it.”

“Wait! Please. I’m sorry if I scared
you.”

She relaxed marginally. Okay, what kind of
robber, rapist, or killer apologized?

“Who are you?” Though she’d eased off the
brake and shifted her foot back to the accelerator, she kept her
hand on her weapon.

He cleared his throat. “I’m going to sit up
now. Don’t freak out, okay?”

“Okay.” What was he, a leper or something?
He’d apologized for scaring her when he was the one who sounded
terrified. Not to mention he’d prepared her for whatever she would
see when he sat up. What kind of bad guy went to all that
trouble?

Green eyes and sandy blond hair appeared in
her rearview mirror. Young. Twenty-something, she guessed.

“Who are you?” she asked again, her fight
defenses still firmly in place.

“Timothy O’Neill.”

Her surprise had her weaving into the left
lane much to the dismay of the other drivers on the street. Horns
blasted.

She let go of the spray can and allowed her
right hand to rejoin her left on the steering wheel. At least she
knew now why he’d warned her not to freak out. Her first thought
was to ask why he’d been hiding in her car. Second was… hell, she
didn’t know what. “I thought you were dead.”

What the hell was she supposed to do with
him? Take him to the police? How had he found her? More
importantly, why?

“I’m supposed to be,” he said quietly. He
looked away when she would have made eye contact with him again.
“It was a buddy of mine. Back at my house. He was pirating movies
and—”

He abruptly shut up.

“Don’t worry,” she encouraged, “whatever your
friend was doing doesn’t make any difference now.”

His jaw worked futilely a couple of times
before anything actually came out. “Anyway, last night I was in the
kitchen getting something to eat. I saw Detective Hitchcock’s car
pull into the driveway. I mean,” he cleared his throat again, “I
didn’t really see his car. It was dark. I saw the headlights, but I
knew it was him. I was expecting him. When he came to the door he
wasn’t alone.”

“His partner was with him?” She felt certain
that wasn’t the case, but she needed to ask. She didn’t know Patton
that well, but he was one of the good guys. Hitch had said as much
plenty of times.

“My friend answered the door so I didn’t see
the guy, but I heard his voice.” He shrank back into the rear seat,
looking like a small boy rather than a grown man. “I don’t think it
was his partner. Hitch was saying stuff like you won’t get away
with this and leave the kid alone, he was just doing me a
favor.”

A keen sense of anticipation zinged through
Alex. She’d been right. Timothy O’Neill was the guy Hitch had
visited last night. Apparently Hitch had met with someone else on
his way to Timothy’s house. Why hadn’t he mentioned that to her?
Her breath caught. He’d said he was getting another call before he
said goodnight. Could that caller have been the man who killed
him?

Since Hitch hadn’t been alone when he
arrived, the guy with him had to be the caller. Someone he’d
rendezvoused with after talking to Alex. Goose bumps
spilled over her skin. “What did you do, Timothy?”

He was staring out the passenger side window
now. “I knew the kid Hitch was talking about was me. He always
called me kid.” His voice sounded distant. “I heard a
scuffle and arguing in the living room so I hid. I didn’t think. I
just reacted. I hid in the pantry. Hitch and the dude with him were
arguing... and fighting, I think.”

Ten seconds passed before he spoke again.
Alex’s heart pounded three times for each one.

“I just froze. I couldn’t move. My cell phone
was in the living room with them so I couldn’t call anyone.”

Alex kept quiet. Let him continue in his own
time. She picked up some speed, eased more fully into the flow of
traffic on the causeway and tried to focus on driving. Back to her
office? Home? She couldn’t decide so she just drove.

“There was a lot of noise.”

Alex met his eyes in the mirror but he wasn’t
looking at her. He was remembering.

“I figured the guy was tearing up my house. I
could hear Lenny, my friend,” he explained. “He was yelling that he
didn’t know what the guy was talking about. Hitch was saying
something, but I couldn’t make out his words. The guy told him to
shut up or he would take care of him right there. I knew we...”

When he fell silent Alex glanced up again,
this time his gaze collided with hers in the mirror. “I knew we
were all going to die.”

But he hadn’t, obviously.

“What did you do then?” she prompted when he
remained silent for more miles than she could bear.

“I took a chance and sneaked out the back
door.” He heaved a big breath. “Then I just ran. I tried to wake
one of my neighbors so I could call the police but no one was home.
Or she was in bed.” He scrubbed a hand over his pale face. “I made
my way back to my house, would have gone back inside to try to stop
whatever the hell was going on, but Hitch and the guy came
out.”

“Did you see the guy’s face this time?”
Adrenaline did a number on her pulse rate. This could prove Hitch’s
accident was no accident.

“No.” The croaked word was barely audible.
“It was dark and I couldn’t see from where I was hidden in the
shrubs next door.” He released a shuddering breath. “He sort of
dragged Hitch to the car.”

Alex’s breath caught on the ache in her
chest. Hitch had already been hurt even before he was dragged back
into his car.

“When they’d driven away, I started to go
check on my friend....” Timothy blinked. “The house exploded right
in front of me.”

Damn. “You okay?”

He didn’t answer for a moment. “Yeah. Sure. I
couldn’t hear for a few hours but it’s better now.”

Fury burned through her. The guy had no doubt
driven Hitch to the very place where he would die that night. The
accident hadn’t been an accident at all. Someone had killed him.
Someone who had something to do with Charlie Crane’s death and that
damned contact lens. “We should go to the police.”

“No way.” Timothy sat forward. “Just let me
out here. I’m not going to the police. Whoever the hell that guy
was, Hitch couldn’t stop him. I’m not getting involved with this.
No way. It’s too dangerous.”

He scooted to the passenger-side door.

Alex divided her attention between him and
the traffic all around her. She had to calm him down. “Let me take
you to my place. You’ll be safe there.”

“You don’t get it.” He looked ready to jump
out the door with her moving fifty-five miles per hour. “This thing
you gave Hitch is like poison. Anyone who touches it is going to
end up dead.”

Shifting her full attention back to traffic,
she tamped down the natural trepidation his words evoked. “What
exactly is it?”

“Some kind of new technology storage device,
works just like a computer only it’s tiny and somehow the brain
issues commands through the optic nerve. I’ve heard rumors about
that kind of stuff but I had no idea it existed yet. It has a
shitload of classified information on it. Most of it’s encrypted,
but I deciphered enough to understand what I was dealing with.”

“What kind of classified information?” She’d
made up her mind. They were going to the cops. If she could keep
him distracted long enough he might not even notice until they were
there already at the precinct.

“Government stuff. The kind of data we
civilians aren’t supposed to see if we want to stay alive.”

Government? Classified? She thought about
Charlie Crane. He hadn’t exactly looked like the James Bond type.
Then again, she’d never known a real-life spy.

“Let me out at the next light.”

“Look, Timothy.” She sped through the yellow
light instead of slowing for the stop, afraid he’d make a run for
it. She needed him. Without this guy Patton would never believe
her. “We really need to go to the cops.”

He moved up close behind her seat again. “I
just wanted to warn you. I figured you deserved a chance to save
yourself since Hitch liked you so much.”

Her chest tightened. “If we don’t go to the
police they won’t be able to find his killer.”

“I have to stay dead.” Their gazes locked in
the rearview mirror once more. “It’s the only chance I’ve got of
staying alive.” He reached over the seat and placed a small plastic
sandwich bag on the console.

She didn’t have to look to know it was the
lens she’d given to Hitch. “You had it on you when Hitch and the
killer arrived?”

He nodded. “It was too important to leave
laying around.”

Damn. This was even worse that she’d
suspected. What was she supposed to do with it?

“Make the next right,” he instructed. “I have
to disappear for awhile.”

Alex took the turn and found a place along
the street to park. “Do you have a car?” If walking was his plan
for disappearing, he needed to rethink his strategy.

“I’m good,” he told her without telling her
anything at all. “Like I said, I would have disappeared already but
I needed to warn you and give you back the device. You may need it
and… I owed it to Hitch.”

“I appreciate that.” What next? She wished
she could make him understand that going to the police was the only
reasonable option.

“I don’t know what he might have gotten out
of Hitch before he killed him,” Timothy cautioned, “but I wouldn’t
take any chances. You should disappear, Alex. Or you could end up
dead, too.”

Jesus, she hadn’t even thought of that. What
if Hitch told the guy that she’d seen the contact lens? No. She was
certain Hitch wouldn’t have done anything to endanger her. No way.
He would have died first.

Emotion swelled in her throat. More of those
damned tears burned her eyes.

“Timothy,” she countered with as much
determination as she could muster, “we have to talk to Hitch’s
partner.”

“You don’t get it,” he snapped, “if they know
I’m still alive, if they figure out I’ve contacted you, we’re both
dead.” He reached for the door handle. “I’ve done all I can
do.”


Chapter 9

“Alex, Alex, Alex. You have no idea what
you’re getting into.”

Wyatt had been following her since she left
the cleanup job in Carol City. With the locator he’d placed on her
vehicle, finding her again had been easy. Apparently the passenger
had hidden in her SUV before Wyatt’s arrival. The instant he saw
the guy sit up in her backseat, he went on alert.

Johnson’s interrogation had provided the
intel Wyatt needed. He now knew at least one of the other players
working with Crane, and he also knew the detective hadn’t had the
device in his possession when he was killed by Johnson. Detective
Hitchcock had left it with a hacker named Timothy O’Neill.

As soon as the passenger bounced out of
Alex’s SUV, Wyatt recognized him as O’Neill. Wyatt exited his
vehicle and started after the kid. He’d catch up with Alex
later.

O’Neill cut into an alley. Wyatt
followed.

The kid spotted him and started to run.

Wyatt sighed and broke into a sprint. “Give
it up, O’Neill.”

O’Neill glanced back, then around before
bursting into a harder run.

“Have it your way.”

That was the thing about guys like O’Neill,
he might be young but he spent all his time hunkered over a gadget
or a computer. With one final push forward, Wyatt lunged for him.
They went down. Wyatt pinned him to the ground. The kid struggled,
but only for a moment.

“Let me go!”

“No can do,” Wyatt warned.

O’Neill screamed. Wyatt clamped a hand over
his mouth. “Mr. O’Neill, we need to talk. Can I trust you to
cooperate?”

His eyes wide with fear, his heart pounding
so hard Wyatt could feel it, the kid bobbed his chin.

“I don’t want to hurt you.” Wyatt had no
desire to nail anyone else to the floor or to start breaking bones
one by one. “I have one question for you. Answer it truthfully and
I’ll see that you’re protected until this is over.”

O’Neill nodded again.

“Good. Now, listen carefully. I’m only going
to ask you once.”

The kid stared at him expectantly.

“Where is the device?” Wyatt cautiously
removed his hand.

“You swear you won’t hurt her?” O’Neill
blurted. She’s a really nice lady.”

Wyatt closed his fingers around the kid’s
throat. “Did you miss the part where I said I was only going to ask
once?”

“Alex Jackson. I gave it to her! She was the
one who found it anyway.”




Chapter 10

Alex sat on her closed toilet lid and stared
at the contact lens, storage device, whatever the hell it was that
Timothy O’Neill had given back to her. It was rubberlike and clear
except for the metallic rim. Nothing like the usual sort of contact
lens.

The words government, classified,
encrypted kept whirling in her thoughts, getting all mixed up
with the idea that this tiny gadget had gotten her friend as well
as at least one other person killed.

And it was her fault.

If she hadn’t found it… if she’d just tossed
the damned eyeball.

But she hadn’t. She’d done her job and now
Hitch was dead. The worst part was that no one seemed to be aware
of how and why he’d really died. To say no one cared would be
wrong. Hitch had too many friends, including his partner. But no
one had ruled out the “accident” assumption and moved forward with
a real investigation.

She stared at the phone she’d been clutching
since she’d come into the bathroom. Doing nothing was wrong. She
had to do something. Holding her breath, she entered Patton’s
number. She knew it by heart after more than an hour of sitting
here trying to decide if she should call him or not.

Most likely he’d think she was crazy, but she
had to do this for Hitch. He deserved justice, by God.

Jimmy Patton answered after only the second
ring.

“This is Alex Jackson.”

She didn’t actually have to bother with her
full name, most of the detectives knew her, but she’d felt the need
to make this sound official.

“What’s up, Jackson? Oh damn. I was supposed
to call you about the memorial service. It’s been crazy all day.
I’m just now getting away from work. I’m headed to the hospital to
see my wife and baby girl.”

Alex heard the pride in his voice. He had a
family now. She swallowed, steadied her voice, and took the plunge.
“Anything new on Hitch’s accident?”

Silence.

Could he possibly already know foul play was
involved? Would he find her question suspicious? After all, she was
one of the last people to talk to Hitch last night.

“What was that?” he asked. “You cut out for a
sec.”

Wetting her lips, she tried her best not to
let her voice reverberate with the tension gripping her throat.
“Any news on Hitch’s accident?”

“So far, it looks like an accident. No reason
to suspect otherwise. We’re still waiting for the final report on
the car.” He hesitated. “What’s going on, Jackson? Why do you sound
so nervous?’

Damn. Alex cringed. “What’s the time and
location of that memorial service?” She hoped like hell the abrupt
question would derail his suspicion.

“Tomorrow, four-thirty. St. Mary’s over on
Second Avenue. The family’ll have a private funeral mass and burial
later, after the autopsy.”

What did she say now? “Thanks. I... I just
can’t believe he’s gone.”

Patton made a knowing sound in his throat.
“Had you and Hitch... you know... talked about getting back
together?” He chuckled good-naturedly. “It was no secret he still
had a thing for you.”

Would he tell her more if he thought she and
Hitch were involved again? She wasn’t about to lie like that about
a friend, especially a dead one.

“No, we were just friends,” she confessed. “I
guess I’m stunned that he’s gone. That’s all. He sounded fine to me
last night, and then I wake up this morning to learn he’s
dead.”

“Look, Jackson,” Patton said, his voice
somber. “We all look for some way to explain an unexpected death
like this. Hitch was a top-notch detective and a great friend.
He’ll be sorely missed. If there was anything at all besides Fate
that played a hand in his death, I’ll find it. You don’t need to
worry.”

She didn’t doubt his sincerity, but was
sincerity enough? Could she convince Patton of what she suspected
without Timothy O’Neill to back her up? If she did tell him
everything and passed this thing—she glared at the plastic bag—on
to him, would his life be in danger, as well?

What about his wife and child?

How could she knowingly endanger his family?
Look at what had just happened to Timothy O’Neill’s friend.

Could she just pretend the explosion and this
damned thing had nothing to do with Hitch’s murder? It had been
murder. O’Neill had heard the whole thing. He’d seen the
bastard dragging Hitch to his car. Undoubtedly the same bastard
who’d blown up Timothy’s house.

Now or never. “Remember I told you there was
something funny about that guy Crane’s suicide scene? And that I’d
given Hitch a piece of evidence I thought might be relevant to his
death.”

“What was this evidence again? Something
about his eye?” Horns blared in the background. Patton muttered a
curse.

Alex bit her lip. Did she tell him
everything? Risk involving him despite what she knew could happen?
So far the people who’d touched this whatever the hell it was had
either been murdered or nearly so.

Except her.

And that might very well only be because
she’d just regained possession of the damned thing.

Okay. The decision was far too monumental to
make in the next twenty or so seconds. Maybe she should sleep on
it. She could talk to Patton after the memorial service
tomorrow.

“It was... it was...” She scrambled to think
of how to answer his question without telling him the truth. “Part
of an artificial eye.” She winced at how lame that sounded.

“Artificial eye?” The incredulity echoed in
his voice.

“Yeah. I guess it turned out to be
nothing.”

She hoped he’d let it go at that. Obviously
he hadn’t really been listening to her when she’d visited him at
the station, which might actually be a good thing. She needed to
think about this some more.

“Wait a minute. You said he called you. That
he was excited about this eyeball. What gives, Alex?
You’re sure there isn’t something you’re not telling me?”

Hell. He’d called her Alex. None of the guys
ever called her Alex unless they were suspicious or pissed. Doing
the right thing suddenly felt all wrong. She’d almost gone too far
to back out. Somehow she had to take a major step back… at least
for now.

“You know, Patton, I’d had a couple of beers
last night. Maybe I misunderstood. I guess I was just so shocked to
hear about his death that I got confused. I should let you go. Give
my best to your wife and daughter.”

She hit the off button before he could
argue.

She cursed herself for being so wishy-washy.
She should have told him, but then he might end up dead, too.

“Stick with your plan, Alex,” she muttered.
She would sleep on it tonight and make a decision in the morning.
The memory of the pile of rubble that used to be O’Neill’s home
zoomed into vivid focus.

Maybe she and Marg should go to Shannon’s
house tonight. And take the danger to her best friend?

Not a good idea.

At moments like this Alex really wished she
owned a gun. She was usually anti weapons. You couldn’t clean up
cranial fragments and massive amounts of blood, which were usually
the result of the use or misuse of firearms, and not be a little
gun-shy.

She laid the phone back on the sink. First
thing she had to do was hide the evidence.

If the guy who’d killed Hitch showed up at
her house he would likely know how to conduct a thorough search.
The idea that he might be from some government agency crossed her
mind again, but she refused to blame this on the good guys until
she knew more.

Wait… maybe he already had. She thought of
how her things had felt out of place last night. She’d blamed her
mother, but what if it had been whoever was looking for this
thing?

Alex shuddered. She needed a place most
people wouldn’t look.

She got down on her knees and dug around
inside the sink cabinet until she found a box of tampons.
Carefully, she pulled open one end and slid out the tampon. She
removed the lower portion of the insertion tube, and then gingerly
slipped the contact lens from its plastic bag. She held her breath
as she lightly squeezed the pliable contact lens into a u-shape and
tucked it into the larger section of the tube that had held the
tampon. She pushed the lower portion of the tube back into place
and returned the whole thing to its plastic sleeve. She then tucked
it, sealed end up, into the box, which she placed under the sink
once more.

She stood and, as she dusted her palms
together, got a glimpse of herself in the mirror. She didn’t like
the uncertainty she saw in her eyes. For about two seconds she
almost called Patton back and gave him the whole story.

All right, she was getting paranoid here.
Stay calm. Extra precautions were necessary, that was true, but
there was no need to panic just yet. In spite of her determination
to stay calm, trepidation fizzled along her nerve endings.

Bracing herself, she headed for the front
door. She needed to check on Marg. It was one thing for Alex to
decide to risk her own safety, another entirely to risk her
mother’s. Her mother had never been very good at taking care of
herself. Case in point, her taste in men. Marg had met Alex’s
father at a spring break binge. She’d sworn she was eighteen, and
the college-freshman-turned-dropout who’d become Alex’s father
hadn’t argued. The two had been bad for each other, plummeting into
a hell-raising place of no return. Despite fifteen years of trying
to survive together, he had ultimately chosen to leave not only his
little family, but the planet. Alex wasn’t sure she would ever
forgive him. If a girl couldn’t count on her own father, who could
she count on?

Speaking of which, her mother’s unexplained
absences today could mean trouble.

Alex locked the door behind her, something
she never did when her destination was just up a flight of stairs
to Marg’s apartment. The idea that whoever had killed Hitch might
be watching her was enough to have her taking a few
precautions.

Someone had definitely been watching her. She
scanned the street. No sign of the sporty car she’d noticed last
night. Maybe whoever it was had decided she didn’t know
anything.

Alex hustled up the steps to her mother’s
door and knocked. The evening news blared from the television so
she knocked again just in case the first one hadn’t been loud
enough.

The door opened and her mother looked
startled as if she hadn’t expected anyone to be at the door.
“Alex?”

The purse hanging from her mother’s shoulder
and the keys dangling from her hand told Alex that she was going
out for the evening. None of that surprised her, what did, however,
was the state of her dress. Sweatpants and a t-shirt. Marg Jackson
never wore sweatpants or a tee unless she was going to the gym,
which she had not done in ages.

“Were you on your way out?” Seemed like a
good starting place.

Marg blinked. “Yes. Yes, I am.”

Well there was an informative answer. “Plans
with a new guy?” Impossible. The sweatpants alone negated that
possibility, but maybe the question would prompt an answer.

“No.” Marg scooted out the door, forcing Alex
to step aside. She locked up and turned to her daughter. “You know,
Alex, I never ask you about the men you date. I certainly don’t
attempt to keep tabs on your comings and goings. I believe I
deserve the same respect for my privacy.”

Alex opened her mouth to give her a load of
reasons why it wasn’t the same thing, but her mother held up a hand
to silence her.

“I know I’ve made a lot of mistakes,” Marg
went on, “but I’m on my feet now. I can take care of myself. I
don’t need a babysitter.”

Alex took a breath. Decided not to start an
argument. “I worry, Mom, so shoot me.”

Her mother gave her a pointed look.

“Marg,” Alex amended. From the day she became
a widow at the ripe old age of thirty, her mother had insisted that
Alex was to call her Marg. Come to think of it that was about the
same time their roles had seemingly reversed.

Marg hitched the strap of her purse a little
higher on her shoulder. “We’re not that different, Alex. You just
don’t want to see it. If you look really close you’ll see just how
much alike we are.”

Too flabbergasted to speak, Alex watched her
mother descend the stairs and cross the street to where she’d left
her car at the curb. Today had been strange and unnerving in a lot
of ways, but outside of Hitch’s death nothing about it had rattled
her as badly as this.

If you look really close you’ll see just
how much alike we are.

They were nothing alike. Why couldn’t Marg
see that?

Alex stamped back down to her front door.

She had been working hard her entire adult
life to show just how different she and her mother were. Marg would
never even consider facing danger to prove a friend had been
murdered. She would run like hell.

Alex wasn’t running, by God.




Chapter 11

Wyatt remained in the shadows as Alex Jackson
stormed back into her house. She and her mother had quite an
unusual relationship. He rarely paid attention to the personal
interactions of his targets unless it was somehow relevant to the
mission. The Jackson family dynamics reminded him far too much of
his own. His mother had died when he was an infant and his father
had spent most of the next eighteen years as a cross-country truck
driver—anything to avoid being a father. Wyatt had joined the
military the day he graduated high school. After that, the only
time he’d heard from his father was when he needed bailing out of
trouble. Ten years into his military career, Wyatt had been on a
Special Forces mission in a third world country when he received
word his father had died.

Funny thing was, he’d cried that night. Wyatt
had never understood how, at the age of twenty-eight, he’d felt
compelled to cry for someone he’d hardly known. His grandparents
had raised him and they were long gone now. Family wasn’t something
a man like him needed. He was forty-two and spent most of his time
on foreign soil serving his country.

He and Alex had more in common than he cared
to admit. Though she did have more friends than he did. He’d only
had one real friend and he was dead now. Didn’t matter. They had
lost touch years ago.

His cell vibrated on the console.
“Murphy.”

“Have you located the device?”

The Director was growing increasingly
anxious. They’d only learned about the breach thirty-six hours ago.
“I’ve narrowed down the location, sir. I should have the device in
my possession within twenty-four hours.”

“You’ve determined the source of the
breach?”

“I have. You’ll have my full report soon,
sir.”

“Very well. I’m counting on you, Murphy.”

“I’m aware, sir.”

The call ended and Wyatt turned his attention
back to the small house where Alex Jackson resided.

He wondered if the lady had any idea how much
danger she was in?

It was time he introduced himself.


Chapter 12

Wednesday, July 23

St. Mary’s Cathedral over on Second Avenue
was not only a place of worship it was a beautiful church. Alex had
been here only one other time, but she hadn’t forgotten the lovely
stained glass windows or the panels of metal, mosaic, and ivory
embellishing the huge cathedral’s altar. Handcrafted gold and
precious stone illustrations of the life of Christ as well as glass
mosaics depicting scenes from Mary’s life adorned the
tabernacle.

She wasn’t sure Hitch would have appreciated
the impressive setting or the somber atmosphere, but he would have
gotten a kick out of all the attention.

The place was packed in every available
chamber. Miami Beach’s finest, dressed in their classiest garb, had
come out to pay their final respects. The flames dancing atop the
lit candles flickered, glinting off the crucifix holding court
behind the priest who offered consoling words for the friends and
family of the fallen detective. Alex spotted Jimmy Patton near the
front as she surveyed the hundreds in attendance.

Could one of the men standing in this very
church be the one who’d accompanied Hitch to Timothy O’Neill’s
home? Would he be watching her and wondering what she knew or
didn’t know?

Since there had been no report in this
morning’s headlines of Timothy or his body being found, she could
only assume that he’d succeeded in his determination to disappear.
Not that she could blame him. Someone had tried to kill him, had
killed his friend. Hanging around to see what happened next didn’t
seem like the smart thing to do.

She’d thought this whole situation over last
night, ensuring that she’d slept very little. Her decision was to
give the whole story to Patton, but she would keep the evidence
tucked safely in her bathroom for now. She just couldn’t risk
letting it out of her possession. It was the only proof she had of
what really happened to Hitch. All she really wanted was for Patton
to take a closer look at the cause of Hitch’s accident. If he
believed the tragedy was no accident, then that would ensure a full
investigation.

If he refused to believe her, well then she’d
have to regroup and try another tactic. She might very well end up
having to give him the lens, but that would be a last resort for
now. She had to protect herself while protecting anyone else whose
life the lens might endanger. Hitch was dead. As much as she wanted
the man responsible for his death to pay, endangering anyone else
at this point didn’t feel like the right thing to do. Hitch would
agree with her. The lens alone didn’t prove anything. The so-called
accident and explosion were the two elements the police needed to
focus on. If she could somehow make Patton see the connection that
would be a tremendous step in the right direction.

The other big question left up in the air
was, did the mystery man who’d killed Hitch and Timothy’s other
friend know about her involvement?

Had Hitch told him where he’d gotten the
lens?

Probably not, she decided, since no one had
approached her. Hitch had likely protected her. She had to see this
through for him. She owed it to him. He’d been a great guy and
hadn’t deserved to go that way.

She wished now that she had questioned
Timothy O’Neill a bit more. Since Hitch hadn’t taken the lens to
the police lab and he hadn’t spoken to his partner about it, she
had to assume that the analysis O’Neill had done had tipped off the
bad guy. O’Neill had either called someone and asked questions or
looked for information on the Internet. Whichever strategy he’d
used, a red flag had gone up and brought the enemy to his door.

Then again, the enemy had been with Hitch
when he returned to O’Neill’s house. So was it something Hitch did
or said that prompted the bad guy?

There wasn’t any way for her to know the
answer to that question. She doubted she could find O’Neill again
if she tried. The cops thought he was dead. There was another thing
she couldn’t do. She couldn’t rat out O’Neill. As long as the bad
guy or guys thought he was dead the kid was safe. He’d already lost
his friend and his home. He deserved a break.

What she could tell Patton was looking less
and less substantial.

As the service came to a close a man hurried
up the aisle to where Detective Patton now stood. Alex didn’t
recognize the guy until he turned slightly to speak with Patton.
Detective Winston from the scene where the explosion had taken
place. Mr. Dickhead.

He said something for Patton’s ears only and
they rushed out of the sanctuary. As if the two men had somehow
given the crowd gathered an order of dismissal with their hasty
exit, the main aisle suddenly filled.

Alex didn’t bother fighting the crowd to
catch up. She could touch base with Patton at his office. Besides,
the discussion they needed to have would be best held in private.
Then again, Winston could have arrived with news related to the
case. Since he had been working the scene of the explosion, maybe
he had learned that the victim pulled from the ashes was not
Timothy O’Neill.

If that were the case, technically she could
tell Patton what O’Neill had said without outing him as still being
alive since they would already know.

Eventually the final row in front of her
emptied and her opportunity to file into the aisle presented
itself.

Outside, the sun blazed like Hades itself.
Black wasn’t exactly a great color in the heat of a Miami summer
day. But then, no well-groomed lady went to a funeral or memorial
service wearing anything else. Black dress, scoop neck, capped
sleeves and just above the knee in length. Alex had chosen her
favorite pair of heels, black-and-white zebra pattern on the
outside, contrasted by a red lining inside. Hitch would have
approved. That too-familiar pang of regret tugged at her.

Miami’s esteemed mayor as well as every
high-ranking member of Miami-Dade brass mingled in the parking
area. She’d heard various and sundry comments about what a shame
the accident had been, and asides as to how much Louis Hitchcock
would be missed.

Alex shook her head. All those cops and not
one had a clue that Hitch had been murdered.

It seemed impossible. Whoever was behind the
murders knew how to fool everyone. Patton’s hasty dash out of the
church slid to the front of her thoughts. Maybe there had been a
new development.

“About damn time,” she muttered. She almost
bit her tongue when she considered that she was scarcely out the
door of God’s house and she was swearing.

She glanced skyward and mumbled a sorry. Not
that He wouldn’t expect her to swear. She’d learned how to cut a
guy off at the knees with nothing more than her razor-sharp tongue
long ago. Despite her career, she considered herself antiviolence.
Maybe that would count for something even though about the only
time she came to church was when someone died. Except for the
christening of Shannon’s children. Even Marg went to church at
least once a month. They’d only gone to church at Christmas and
Easter when Alex was a kid. She couldn’t recall exactly when her
mother had decided to grace the doors more often.

“One of the great mysteries of the universe,”
she mumbled as she strolled across the lot to her SUV.

“Damned hot day for wearing black.”

Alex’s head came up and her gaze collided
with a stranger leaning against a black Mercedes parked next to her
4Runner. Not just any Mercedes, mind you. One of those sporty
two-seaters that cost a small fortune. As she watched, he reached
up and removed a pair of aviator sunglasses.

The black suit he wore was expensively cut.
She didn’t have to touch it to recognize the fabric was silk and
would no doubt sport a designer label. A narrow black tie
contrasted a white shirt that looked crisp and fresh in spite of
the sweltering humidity. About the only clue the guy wasn’t blessed
with his own personal bubble of refrigerated air was the fine beads
of sweat gathered on his forehead.

And what a nice forehead he had. Broad, but
not too much. Square jaw, long, straight nose. Eyes so pale blue
they were almost silver. Nice lips, though she doubted they smiled
often. His expression was too… something. Not exactly hard or
rigid... controlled. Yes. That was the word for this stranger.
Controlled.

The beach bum blond hair was short and thick.
The image of her running her fingers through his hair while making
him lose control abruptly flashed in her naughty mind.

Jesus. First she was swearing not twenty feet
from the church doors, now she was having sexual fantasies halfway
across the parking lot.

She was definitely going to hell.

“Can’t wear anything else to a memorial
service.” She walked past him, feeling the weight and heat of his
stare, and paused at the driver’s side door of her vehicle to dig
for her keys.

“You have a flat tire.”

Startled that he’d followed her around to the
other side of her vehicle, she jumped a little. The reaction ticked
her off. Or maybe it was that he recognized her response that
annoyed her.

His words penetrated her irritation and she
stared down at her rear tire. Flat. The rim sat all the way down on
the asphalt. Damn. How had that happened? And why hadn’t she
noticed? Because she’d been too busy checking out the handsome
stranger.

All four tires had been fine when she’d
arrived.

“That’s why I was hanging around.” He
strolled closer, his hands in his pockets. “I thought whoever owned
this SUV might need some assistance.”

“I have Triple-A.” She reached into her bag
and fished out her phone. “Thanks anyway. Besides, I wouldn’t want
you to soil your nice suit.”

“I don’t mind at all.” He shrugged. “Triple-A
could take hours to get here.”

Unfortunately, the remark was far too
accurate. She’d once sat on the causeway for ninety minutes waiting
for the serviceman to arrive. Then again, the serviceman had been a
great date that same night.

Not about to let the guy think he could do
something she couldn’t, she clarified the situation. “I could
change it myself if not for the dress.” No point in giving the good
folks lingering around St. Mary’s a show to watch.

“I’m sure you could handle most anything that
came your way, Miss...?” He inclined his head and studied her.

“Alex.” She shifted her phone to her left
hand and stuck out her right. “Alex Jackson.”

He gripped her hand. Firm, steady grip.
“Wyatt Murphy.”

With her stiletto advantage he was still two
or three inches taller than her. Six-one or two. Maybe a hundred
eighty pounds. Athletic.

She dropped her phone back into her bag. “I
guess I’ll take you up on your offer if you’re sure you don’t
mind.”

The jacket came off and she got a tantalizing
visual confirmation as to his lean athleticism. The white shirt fit
his torso as if it had been tailor-made for him.

“It would be my pleasure.” He passed his
jacket to her and set to the task.

Curiosity propelling her, she checked out the
label. Versace. Very nice. Who was this guy? She strolled around to
the back of her SUV and watched while he removed the spare. When
that was done, he grabbed the necessary tools for the job and
placed them on the asphalt.

“Excuse me.” He moved around her to crouch by
the deflated tire.

“Tell me, Mr. Murphy,” she moseyed on over to
continue observing his progress, “what does a guy who wears Versace
and drives a car that cost six figures do? Can’t be a cop.”

She was being nosy, but what the heck? A girl
could never be wary enough of strangers offering gifts or
assistance. Even if said offered assistance was provided on holy
ground.

With the SUV jacked up, he started to loosen
the lug nuts. He paused to glance up at her. “You think a cop can’t
be independently wealthy?”

Okay, he had her there. Miami was the home of
the rich and the infamous. He could be the son of some mogul. The
thing was she kept an eye on the social pages and she’d never heard
of him.

It was her one weakness when it came to
current events—she adored celebrity gossip. Whether international
royalty, local heiresses, or Hollywood’s elite she couldn’t get
enough of reading about them. No one—absolutely no one— knew that
little secret. Shannon, who read nothing but the real news
and historical romance novels, would never let her live it down. It
was an easy addiction to conceal since Marg bought every gossip rag
on the newsstand. Marg borrowed Alex’s clothes, and Alex borrowed
her magazines and newspapers. The difference was Marg never knew.
She thought Alex took care of her recycling so she didn’t have to
lug it down the stairs.

“Where’s your gun?” Alex challenged.

He nodded toward his fancy car. “In the
console. I didn’t feel it was appropriate to take a weapon into the
service. Besides, I’m sure there were plenty of armed officers in
attendance.”

“So you’re a cop.” She shifted her weight,
planting one stiletto-clad foot slightly in front of her. The move
accomplished her goal, his gaze traced a path from her ankle to the
hem of her dress. “With Miami-Dade County? Miami Beach? North
Beach?”

He loosened the last nut with a firm twist of
the lug wench. “Let’s just say my jurisdiction supersedes local law
enforcement.”

Oh, ho. The man was a fed. She should have
gotten that one. Most feds were classy dressers. Then again,
Versace went a little above even a typical fed’s pay grade. She’d
dated one once.

“FBI?”

She had to admit she was rather enjoying this
little game of twenty questions. Took her mind off the depressing
reason she was here.

“You know I’m in law enforcement.” He pulled
the flat tire free and set it aside. “Why don’t you tell me what
you do for a living?”

She laughed. “Maybe because I’m not sure
you’ll believe me.” No one ever guessed her occupation.

He slid the spare tire—a real tire, not the
little donut jobs—into place before meeting her gaze. “You’re a
professional cleaner.”

The wariness she’d let slide bumped back up a
notch. “What makes you say that?”

“I smelled a hint of something stronger than
the garden-variety disinfectant when I opened your cargo door.”

As hard as she tried she couldn’t keep her
vehicle completely free of the hazards of her work. She’d had a
special partition installed between the back seat and the cargo
area. At least she could keep any lingering odors out of the
passenger compartment.

“You guessed it. I’m a cleaner.” For all he
knew she was a maid.

“But not just any kind of cleaner,” he went
on as he gave the lug wrench a violent twist to tighten a third nut
back into place.

“My turn,” she countered. “You knew Detective
Hitchcock?”

“Are we still playing the guessing game or am
I supposed to give you a straight answer?”

The more he relaxed the more his silvery blue
eyes sparkled. His smile almost looked genuine now. Some of that
fierce control had melted. Maybe due to the heat rising from the
asphalt.

“A straight answer would be nice.”

“I’m investigating his death.”

No way could she have reacted quickly enough
to veil her expression. “What do you mean? He had an accident,
right? That’s what I saw in the papers.”

“Did he?” He locked another nut into place
with enough pressure to match an air wrench. “Sometimes what you
don’t see is far more telling.”

“His partner seems to think it was an
accident.” She was hedging. Whatever this guy knew, he was on a
fishing expedition. Her gaze narrowed. His parking and then waiting
by her vehicle was no coincidence any more than the flat tire had
been.

Slow down, Alex, you’re going all
conspiracy theory.

“But you don’t think so.” He tightened the
final lug nut.

Her wariness elevated to a higher level. Who
was this guy?

Shrugging casually, she refused to confirm
what could only be his theory. “I don’t agree with the idea that he
fell asleep at the wheel,” she admitted. The only way this fed
could know anything about what she thought was if Patton had told
him. “Hitch and I spoke briefly and he sounded fine. It’s my
understanding the accident occurred a short time later. He just
didn’t sound sleepy or even tired to me.”

Murphy stood and rolled the flat tire around
to the rear of the vehicle. He hefted it into the cargo area. Next
he picked up the tools and put them away. He swiped his palms
together to dust them off. “What did you talk about?”

Uncertain as to just how much she should
share with this handsome stranger, she hesitated a couple seconds
too long.

“I could obtain a warrant for your phone
records.”

A warrant? “For the details of a personal
telephone conversation I’ve already shared with the local police?”
Why were the feds suddenly interested in Hitch’s accident? What had
changed since she last spoke to Patton? No, she decided, this
wasn’t about Hitch at all. “If you’re that worried, why don’t you
just arrest me?”

Government stuff. The kind of data we
civilians aren’t supposed to see if we want to stay alive.

Maybe Timothy O’Neill was more right than he
knew.

“I wouldn’t have to arrest you, Alex,” Murphy
said as he closed the cargo door. “I could bring you in as a person
of interest to the case.”

‘To what case?” She refused to admit anything
more than what she’d said already. “Why didn’t Detective Patton say
anything about Hitch’s accident being under further
investigation?”

There was something wrong about this sudden
development. Anger started to simmer low in her gut. If Patton had
suspected something, he should have told her. He had no business
leaving her in the dark like this.

Then again, she had pretty much left him in
the dark, too.

“Detective Patton only knows what he needs to
know. This is my investigation. The locals have been instructed as
to the hands-off nature of the situation,” Murphy said, drawing her
away from her frustrating thoughts. He reached for his jacket and
folded it neatly over his left arm.

When another scenario elbowed its way into
her evolving conclusions, the mixture of irritation and wariness
churning inside her gave way to outrage. This could be the
man. The man who’d showed up at O’Neill’s house with
Hitch. The same one who’d killed him.

“Thanks for taking care of the tire.” She
stretched her lips into a fake smile. “I’d love to stay and chat
some more, but I have an appointment.”

Call her dramatic, but when Murphy reached
into the interior pocket of his jacket— even though she’d held said
jacket and knew he couldn’t possibly have been carrying a weapon
without her noticing the additional weight—her breath caught.

“Take my card.” He held out an elegantly
embossed business card. “I’d like you to call me if you remember
anything that might be helpful to this investigation.”

She reached for the card, but he held on to
it long enough to add, “I’m quite certain you want to see justice
for your friend.”

He released the card and walked away.

Alex was still standing there when he drove
off in his sporty Mercedes.

She stared at the card that displayed his
name and phone number. Shouldn’t Federal Bureau of Investigation be
inscribed there as well?

If only O’Neill had gotten a look at the guy
who’d been with Hitch. She couldn’t be sure whether this Murphy
character was a good guy or a bad one. What she needed was to talk
to Patton. If the feds were investigating Hitch’s accident, the
locals would have to know even if they weren’t involved. Murphy had
said as much, called his investigation hands-off as far as the
locals were concerned. The only way the locals would back off was
if the feds had jurisdiction that superseded their own.

Alex slid behind the wheel of her SUV and
started the engine. She set the air-conditioning to maximum and dug
for her phone. With Miami Beach PD on speed dial, she entered the
necessary extension and pushed her hair behind her shoulders to let
the cooling air flow over her throat.

When Patton came on the line, she didn’t
mince words. “Hey, why didn’t you tell me the feds were
investigating Hitch’s accident?”

A heavy sigh echoed across the line. “What
are you talking about, Alex?”

Alex. She saw how it was.

“I’m talking about this guy, Wyatt Murphy. He
grilled me in the church parking lot. You could have told me.”

“Look.” Another deep breath. “I haven’t the
slightest idea what you’re talking about. We’re all upset that
Hitch is dead. I know the memorial service was tough on everyone,
but for Christ’s sake, Alex, you’ve got to stop making things worse
by coming up with these outlandish scenarios. Hitch is dead. So far
it appears to be nothing more than a tragic accident.”

“You didn’t sic some fed on me about that
call Hitch made to me the night he died?”

“Of course not. Why would the feds
be involved in this case anyway?” Patton sounded tired—tired and
disgusted. “Like I told you before, we’re checking out every aspect
of the accident. The techs found no indication whatsoever his
vehicle had been tampered with. If anything—and I mean anything—was
out of sync we would have found it by now.”

But they wouldn’t find it. Not only were they
looking in the wrong place, they had no idea what they were looking
for.


Chapter 13

Still fuming, Alex parked in her driveway and
strode up the walk to her front door. If Murphy’s story was legit
and he was investigating the case, she suspected it was about the
lens and not Hitch’s murder—which would explain why Patton had been
left out of the loop. The trouble with that scenario was that if
Murphy suspected she knew something, who else did? The man who had
killed Hitch. Probably the same one who’d blown up O’Neill’s home.
This, of course, was assuming Murphy wasn’t that man.

Was she only giving him the benefit of the
doubt—despite what Patton said—because he was drop-dead
gorgeous?

Her mother’s comment about how alike they
were nagged at Alex but she ignored it. They were total opposites.
Anyone who knew them would say the same. Alex liked being in
control. She liked standing on her own two feet. She liked doing
things her way. Her mother was rarely in control of her destiny.
She was wholly dependent upon Alex for a place to live and a job.
Her relationships always ended badly.

Guilt for being so hard on her mother pinged
her. Marg tried. Most of the time anyway.

Alex tossed her bag onto the sofa and kicked
off her stilettos. She would peel off the dress later. First she
wanted a beer and something to munch on. She’d totally forgotten
lunch except for a bag of chips, and grease didn’t technically
count as a food group. Mostly she wanted to put this whole mess out
of her head for a minute.

She grabbed a Corona from the fridge and
quenched her thirst. After throwing together a ham sandwich and
snagging her shoes, she headed to her room to get comfortable with
the stack of magazines she’d borrowed from Marg’s apartment. She
smiled. Even if she died tonight, Shannon would just assume Marg
had left the gossip rags at Alex’s house or that Alex had
confiscated them for some reason.

She stopped. Just because both she and Marg
liked the gossip rags didn’t mean they were alike.

They were nothing alike.

She wasn’t going to think about that anymore.
She went into her room and put the shoes away in her closet, set
her half-empty beer and sandwich aside, and was just about to
wiggle out of her dress when she noticed the earring glittering on
the carpet.

It was one of those freak things. The tiny
platinum-and-pearl stud was so small it was a miracle she saw it at
all. Somehow her gaze just happened to land in the right spot and
recognition fired in the only two brain cells she had left that
were paying attention.

She bent down and picked it up. Since she
hadn’t worn these particular earrings in months, she frowned.
Placing the earring on top of her jewelry box, she opened the first
dresser drawer—the one where she kept her panties. Things appeared
in order. She was pretty sure Marg had gone through her things and
borrowed something recently. She’d meant to mention that to her and
she’d forgotten.

Determined to be sure nothing else had been
borrowed, Alex went through drawer after drawer. The more
she opened and slammed closed, the angrier she became. It wasn’t so
much a particular garment or item out of place it was the keen
awareness that her things had been moved… touched.
Again.

She marched to her closet next. Oh, Marg had
been careful. Every dress, blouse, pair of slacks, and shoes were
exactly where they were supposed to be, but Alex could sense the
minute changes.

She checked her jewelry box. Not that she had
anything expensive, but just to see if Marg had actually borrowed a
pair of earrings or if she’d only been looking to see if Alex had
bought anything new lately.

Her frown deepened. Now this was where her
mother had fallen down on covering her tracks. The earrings were
paired together but not in the same place they’d been. Not that
Alex was a neat freak or anything but she kept the ones she wore
most often on top, the rest in the bottom compartment.

She slammed the box shut and gave herself a
couple of minutes to cool off. She calmly finished her sandwich and
beer, and then she marched out the front door and straight up to
Marg’s apartment. A couple of bangs later and her mother came to
the door, wearing a jade sheath that fit like a second skin and a
pair of Alex’s shoes she’d completely forgotten about since they’d
been borrowed for so long.

“I wondered where those had gotten to,” she
said, giving the green snakeskin shoes a confirming glance.

“Alex! I borrowed them from you for the
Christmas party. Don’t you remember?”

Marg Jackson looked fantastic in the outfit.
Her figure was remarkable for a woman her age, with or without a
gym membership. Even her face lacked the usual wrinkles associated
with AARP eligibility and years in the Florida sun. Alex had to
hand it to her mother, the woman swore by SPF 45 or above sunblock.
No matter how great the genes, sun damage could ruin the prettiest
face.

‘That was Christmas before last,” Alex
reminded her. “And you haven’t returned them yet.”

“I promise I’ll have them back to you
tomorrow. Right now I have to go. I’m meeting friends for
dinner.”

Suspicion overrode the bone Alex had to pick
with her mother. “What friends?” She hadn’t heard Marg talking
about any new friends. All her old friends were party girls who
lived to drink and get rowdy.

“New friends,” she returned. “You don’t know
them.”

“I don’t have dinner plans,” Alex suggested.
“Maybe I could meet your friends.”

Marg looked nervous. Damn it. Alex wanted to
shake her. When would she learn? She couldn’t keep screwing up.
There had to come a time when she realized that she was wasting her
life on booze and bad relationships. As far as Alex was concerned
that time was now.

“Okay,” Marg admitted, “I’m busted. These
aren’t new friends. It’s a support group. Alcoholics
Anonymous.”

“AA?” Alex was shocked. Her mother had
outright refused to join Alcoholics Anonymous. She’d insisted the
group was for those too weak to quit drinking on their own. What
had changed her mind? Or maybe this was a trick. “Which group?”

Marg exhaled an impatient breath and dug a
card from her purse. When Alex realized the purse was hers, too,
she shook her head. Of course her mother would borrow the bag, it
matched the shoes.

“I thought I’d give it a try.”

Surprised—no, startled, Alex struggled with
how to respond for a moment. “This is good.”

Marg lifted her chin and squared her
shoulders. “We’ll see.”

That she was even going ranked right up there
in the scope of miraculous. “I’m glad you’re giving it a try.”

Marg gave a little smirk. “Maybe you should
join one, too.” She stepped out onto the stoop. “There are support
groups for those who have commitment phobias.”

Incensed, Alex huffed. “I don’t have a
commitment phobia.”

“Really?” Marg gave her a haughty look. “I
suppose you consider still being single at your age normal.”

“Yes.” Yes, she did. Just because she was
forty didn’t mean she had to be married. There were no rules in
this day and age about how old was too old to still be single.

Marg made a dismissive sound as she locked
her door behind her. “Denial is a powerful adversary.”

Her mother stepped around her and started
down the stairs. Stunned, Alex stared after her for two beats
before understanding bobbed to the surface. Marg had done that to
change the subject.

“Hey!” Alex marched down the steps after her.
“We’re not finished yet.”

At the bottom of the steps, Marg turned to
face her daughter. “Make it fast I don’t want to be late.”

“Look.” Alex forced herself to remain calm.
This was her mother. No need to get nasty, even if she had played
the commitment card. “You know I don’t mind when you borrow my
things.”

“I always get whatever I borrow cleaned,”
Marg cut in. “And I never lose or damage anything.”

Alex thought about the earring but decided to
let that go. She’d dropped her share in the past. “True. But I
don’t like you coming into my house and going through my stuff
without telling me.”

Marg held up the green clutch. “I went
straight to your closet and got this bag. I didn’t touch anything
else.”

And just moments ago she’d been taking Alex
down the road about denial. “Mother—”

Marg cleared her throat in warning.

“Marg, you jumbled up my jewelry box. You
went through my drawers. Just admit it and we’ll get past it.”

Okay, Alex realized she was being
hypocritical considering she’d borrowed—she used the term in its
loosest form—her mother’s magazines without asking. But that was
different. She went behind her back to protect her secret. Marg
just did it because she was Marg.

“I did not touch your jewelry box.” She
folded her arms over her ample chest. “I did not open a single one
of your drawers.”

Alex started to argue with her, but the fury
in her mother’s eyes stopped her. Marg was telling the truth.

Virtually the only thing she’d ever lied to
Alex about anyway was her drinking.

“So you haven’t gone through my things.”

Marg shook her head adamantly from side to
side.

Something far too close to fear seared
through Alex. “I apologize for accusing you. I just thought...”

Concern marred her mother’s smooth
complexion. “You think someone has gone through your things?”

Alex shrugged and laughed it off. There was
no need to upset Marg. She was taking a big step going to this
support group. The last thing Alex wanted to do was give her an
excuse not to go.

“I’m probably overreacting.”

Marg patted her arm. “We’ve all noticed how
upset you’ve been about the death of your detective friend. You
should take this weekend for yourself. You work too hard. Rescue
Shannon from domestic slavery and go to a spa.”

“Maybe I will.”

When Marg would have headed toward her car,
Alex grabbed her and hugged her. “I want you to know I’m really
proud of you for taking this step.”

Her mother drew back, looking a little
startled and a lot suspicious. “Are you sure you’re okay,
Alex?”

Alex laughed again, the sound strained. “I’m
fine. Go. I’ll call Shannon and see what she’s up to.”

“Good.”

Alex watched her mother drive away in her
ancient but sporty red BMW convertible. On the other side of the
street, parked in plain sight was Murphy’s snazzy black Mercedes.
The windows were down and the handsome agent or whatever he was sat
watching her. He nodded once.

Alex gave him her back. She was changing
clothes, and then she was out of here.


Chapter 14

Apparently Wyatt had not made the best
impression on Miss Jackson. He had followed her as she drove to her
home. He was surprised she hadn’t gone to the office. It had been
after five, but based on his observations he’d concluded that Alex
was driven and work oriented. He found those qualities surprising.
When he’d first reviewed her background file, he’d expected her to
be more of a party girl. Never married. No children. No steady
relationships.

She wasn’t that person at all. Alex Jackson’s
primary goal appeared to be taking care of people—her mother in
particular.

She hadn’t been home more than a couple of
minutes when she’d stormed up to her mother’s apartment. He’d had
to adjust the volume on his communications link as the two ladies
argued. It wasn’t exactly an argument, more a difference of
opinions. A smile tugged at his lips. Alex Jackson was one
determined, strong willed woman. She appeared to value her
relationships with her friends and her mother above all else.

Her background file had provided the fact
that her father was deceased and the manner of his death. He had to
respect a woman who could take charge of her life at fifteen and
make it as far as Alex had, with her alcoholic mother in tow.

Why was it that her ability to bond so well
with her friends didn’t extend to any romantic interests?

“What’re you afraid of, Alex?” Not much, he
would wager. But something.

She exited her house again and climbed into
her SUV without sparing him a glance. She was headed to her friend
and coworker’s home. He eased out into the street and followed. She
didn’t like that he followed her. He imagined she didn’t like
anything that made her feel out of control.

An alert on his phone drew his attention. He
played the voicemail from the analyst tasked with monitoring the
activities of the local police. Evidently Alex had called a PD
contact and mentioned Wyatt. A Detective Patton had initiated a
search on Wyatt’s name. He wouldn’t find anything. When a man’s
identity was buried as deep as Wyatt’s, a great deal more than a
mere database search was necessary.

Alex knew someone had been in her house.
Unless Wyatt interceded, she would likely find the bugs he’d
planted. The one in her SUV wasn’t operating correctly so he had
missed any conversations she had in the vehicle. He’d have to take
care of that tonight.

She reached her destination and parked in the
drive. Wyatt eased to the curb across the street. He liked watching
her. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d found a woman so
intriguing.

She was off limits, of course. In this game,
she was a player, albeit a reluctant one. Not once in his career
had he allowed himself to get personally involved on the job. He
wouldn’t start now.

His orders were simple. Regain control of the
device and determine the identities of all the players.

If Alex Jackson were smart, she would play
this his way.

He really didn’t want her to become part of
the collateral damage.


Chapter 15

Shannon Bainbridge and her husband, Bobby,
lived in a Mediterranean style house in North Miami Beach. The
neighborhood was quiet with good schools and escalating property
values. Shannon’s kids, a boy and a girl, were off in college, one
a freshman at Florida State and the other a sophomore at Georgia
Tech, both on academic scholarships. Husband Bobby worked in
construction and had achieved the status of project manager.
Shannon had been a domestic engineer until Alex opened Never
Happened.

Since the kids had already been in grade
school, Alex concluded that she had saved her friend from a life of
boring sameness—cleaning, cooking, and shopping.

Alex rang the bell and took the time to
appreciate Shannon’s gorgeous landscaping. It was part of her
friend’s Type A personality. Everything had to be perfect.

Every vine, every flowering shrub, and potted
plant served a curb-appeal purpose. The same space conscious
attitude defined the interior. From the architectural features of
the ceilings and the paint on the walls to the gleaming tile on the
floor, not a single opportunity to impress had been missed.

Bobby had the know-how, but Shannon had the
vision.

The red paneled door swung open wide. “Alex!
What’re you doing here?’

“You’re not on your way out, are you?” Alex
knew the answer before she asked. Shannon and Bobby went out one
night per week and Wednesday night wasn’t it. They had a schedule
for everything, even sex. The scary thing was they never deviated.
Is that what happened after twenty years of marriage?

“Absolutely not. Come in.” She ushered Alex
inside and closed the door. “Bobby!”

Her sweetheart of a husband sauntered into
the entry hall. “Alex! You’re looking mighty fine as always.”

When she’d changed out of the funeral dress,
she’d grabbed her favorite red mini skirt, the matching tank top
and heels. At the last minute she’d grabbed a silver chain belt and
draped it low on her hips. If Murphy intended to keep an eye on her
the least she could do was keep it interesting.

Thank God Shannon didn’t mind her husband’s
gawking. That was another thing that appeared to evolve the longer
a couple was together—the length of time a man’s gaze was allowed
to stray.

Shannon elbowed him to get his attention.
“Put another steak on the grill.”

Bobby glanced at his wife. “Okay. Sure.”

Shannon grabbed Alex by the hand. “Come on,
we’ll have a glass of something bubbly.”

Her friend’s kitchen was large and homey.
Loads of travertine and granite, lots of spacious cream-colored
cabinets. A working kitchen. Shannon was a self-taught chef. Her
husband’s round form attested to that fact.

Alex climbed onto a stool at the kitchen
island. Shannon settled two stemmed glasses on the granite surface
and claimed the stool across from her.

“Thanks.” Alex sipped the beer Shannon had
poured for her. Her friend was well aware that Alex’s preferred
beverage didn’t come in a bottle with a Napa Valley label.

“What’s going on, Alex?” Shannon curled her
fingers around the stem of her glass of wine but didn’t partake.
She liked to get straight to the heart of any matter, whether
business or pleasure, before distracting herself with food or
drink.

“Can’t a girl visit her best friend just for
the fun of it?” To wash down the lie a little better, she took a
long drink.

“I see.” Shannon joined her, turning up her
own glass to bolster for battle.

Shannon was one of the strongest people Alex
knew and she had a curiosity streak—not to mention a stubborn one—a
mile wide. Alex had worried all the way over here as to how much
she should tell Shannon. She didn’t want to endanger her friend,
but she needed someone to confide in. Someone who could look at
this with a little more perspective. Someone who knew Alex and
could measure whether she was reading too much between the
lines.

She’d decided to spill the beans. If she was
crazy she needed someone to tell her. Unlike Patton, she could talk
to Shannon without worrying that she would launch an investigation
of her own. Patton would stir the pot and trouble would end up
landing on him. That was the risk Alex wasn’t prepared to take.

“Remember the suicide I cleaned up the other
day? Charlie Crane?”

Shannon nodded before taking another drink
from her glass.

“I found this thing.”

Alex didn’t beat around the bush. She gave
Shannon the whole story, from Hitch’s call to her concern that
someone had riffled through her things and the fact that Murphy was
following her. Shannon listened, not once interrupting her.

“Order up!” Bobby called as he strode into
the kitchen carrying his tray of freshly grilled steaks. The smell
was heavenly. Alex’s stomach rumbled.

“Let’s eat while I mull this over,” Shannon
suggested.

She wouldn’t get any argument from Alex.

They ate slowly, enjoying the good food.
Shannon made the best salads with all the right greens and little
flourishes that not only looked nice but also were healthy. It was
part of that whole Type A thing.

Dinner conversation consisted of the
renovations Shannon had decided she needed to do to the house now
that they were empty nesters. Bobby grumbled good-naturedly after
her every proposed idea for changes. Shannon basically ignored him,
knowing she’d get her way in the end. Alex liked watching their
easy banter. More often than not they completed each other’s
sentences.

Alex wondered if she would wake up one of
these days and regret that she didn’t have anyone to be with that
way. Hitch’s image immediately loomed large in her head. She
ordered herself to stop it. She’d made her choice. It was too late
to change it or to regret it now.

“Did you take care of that flat tire?”

The first question out of Shannon’s mouth as
they finished dinner surprised Alex. With all that she’d told her,
she’d expected something a little more urgent than whether or not
she’d fixed the flat. It was still in the back of her SUV.

“I haven’t had time.” Geez, she’d only
discovered it a few hours ago. Too much had happened since to think
about stopping by a service station.

“Bobby, would you mind taking care of Alex’s
flat?” Shannon smiled for her husband, probably promising him a
special treat later.

“Sure thing.” Bobby scooted back from the
table. “You pick up a nail somewhere?” he asked Alex.

“Guess so.” Maybe she’d run over something in
Morningside near the site of the explosion.

“You ladies chill. I’ll take care of the
dishes later,” Bobby promised his wife.

When he’d gone, Alex winked at Shannon. “Is
he bucking for some special one-on-one attention later?”

“He can dream on,” Shannon scoffed.

Alex saw the pink in her cheeks. Shannon had
every intention of giving Bobby whatever he wanted, no matter how
much she denied it.

“First of all,” Shannon began, “I think you
should share all you know with Detective Patton regardless. Taking
risks is part of his job.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“You’re going to have to take some added
precautions at home. This could be dangerous, Alex.” She put her
hand on Alex’s. “This guy Murphy might not be who he says he
is.”

Alex sighed. “I’ve been thinking the same
thing.” She would hate to find out she’d been attracted to a
killer.

“There’s always the chance Timothy O’Neill is
some sort of nutcase,” Shannon offered, hitting on a possibility
that hadn’t occurred to Alex.

“I suppose that’s possible, but I can’t see
Hitch using a nutcase for any kind of analysis, official or
unofficial.”

Shannon flared her hands, showing her palms.
“I’ll give you that one. Still, he may have made some sort of
mistake like blowing up his own house. This whole crazy story may
be about covering his ass. Maybe Hitch’s accident really was an
accident.”

Shannon made some valid points. Points Alex
hadn’t wanted to consider. “All right” Why put this off any longer?
Shannon was right. Patton was a cop. His job included risking his
life to solve crime. “I’ll talk to Patton. I’ll give him the whole
story, even the part about Timothy.” She took a deep breath. “I’ll
give him the lens. Leave it in his lap and let the authorities
handle it.”

Shannon reached for the wine bottle. “I think
that’s the right decision.”

Alex poured herself another beer. “Hey, did I
tell you that Marg joined AA?”

Before Alex could continue, Bobby trotted
back into the house via the garage door, concern clouding his face.
“Alex, you made any new enemies lately?”

“What do you mean?” Alex asked, confused.

“That’s not funny,” Shannon chastised.

“I’m not trying to be funny,” he told his
wife. “Usually when you get a flat tire it means you ran over
something that punctured the tread or maybe the valve went bad, but
neither of those things happened.”

“Give it to us in layman’s terms,” Shannon
ordered with a puff of impatience.

“Someone opened the valve and let the air out
of your tire, Alex.” Bobby set his hands on his hips and, just in
case they didn’t get it, added, “On purpose.”






Twenty minutes before midnight Alex couldn’t
take it anymore. She’d looked out the window a dozen times since
she arrived home and Murphy was still there. Watching her house.
She needed sleep and she could not sleep like this. She tucked her
pepper spray into the back of her yoga pants and squared her
shoulders. She’d given Shannon his name and description, the make
of his car and license plate info. If anything happened to her,
Shannon would go straight to Patton.

She walked out of her house, thankful for the
cool night air. As if he’d anticipated her frustration, he was out
of the car and leaning against the door. The moonlight provided
just enough illumination to cast him in a soft spotlight. Alex had
a feeling there was nothing soft about him.

“Can’t sleep?”

She marched straight up to him and every word
she’d intended to say abruptly vanished from her brain.

He stared at her for a long moment. “I take
it you’re ready to talk.”

She lifted her chin in defiance of her odd
reaction to the man. “Yes. I think we should talk.”

“Are you inviting me in?”

She flinched. Couldn’t help it. “I am.” There
was absolutely no way she was going to let this guy see how he
rattled her.

He straightened. “After you.”

Her outrage building, she marched back into
her house. When he’d crossed the threshold, she closed the
door.

“Were you planning to use that on me?”

She faced him and frowned. “What?”

He reached around her with his right hand,
his face coming so near to hers she could see the tiny flecks of
gleaming silver in his pale blue eyes. Her breath caught. He
snagged the canister of pepper spray she’d completely
forgotten.

“What do you want to talk about, Alex?”

She snatched the canister from him, ignoring
the spark of electricity touching his fingers ignited. “Did you
come into my house and go through my things?”

She resisted the urge to step back from his
penetrating gaze. He was so damned close and so very good-looking
and impossibly intense.

No way. This was her home. If anyone was
going to back off, it was him.

“Yes.” He drew away. “You were taking a bath.
The lavender was… distracting.”

Another little hitch disrupted her breathing.
“You were here… while I…” Sweet Jesus. Her heart was pounding so
hard she could hardly breathe, but it was the heat building inside
her that unnerved her so completely.

A ghost of a smile touched his lips. “Any
more questions?”

“How did you get in?” It was a question, but
her brain was being less than cooperative at the moment.

“I haven’t met a lock yet I couldn’t open.”
His lips twitched with the need to let that ghost of a smile spread
across his handsome face.

Unable to help herself, she watched his lips
move as he spoke. Anger poked its way through the desire clouding
her good sense. “Why are you watching me? Because my friend called
me the night he was killed?” Her heart was really racing now. It
was a miracle he couldn’t see it trying to bang its way out of her
chest.

“All you have to do is tell me what happened
to the device?”

She froze. “I don’t know what you’re talking
about.”

The smile made a full on appearance now. “You
know exactly what I’m talking about, Alex.”

That he stood only inches from her should
have unsettled her. Instead, with every part of her that made her
woman she wanted to scale his lean body right this instant. “If I
had whatever it is you’re looking for, wouldn’t you have found it
when you searched my house?”

“And your office.”

Her jaw dropped. “You searched my
office?”

“I did. I also let the air out of your tire
as an opportunity to introduce myself.”

Who was this guy? “You couldn’t just knock on
my door and say hello?”

“That’s not my style.”

For the love of God. “The local cops have
never heard of you. There is no federal investigation into
Detective Hitchcock’s death.”

The smile vanished, along with all other
emotion. “This operation is on a need-to-know basis only.”

“Well, here’s the deal, Mr. Murphy,” she
opened the door, “I don’t need to know.”

“You’re making a mistake, Alex.”

“I’d like you to leave now.”

Before Alex could blink, he slammed the door
closed and pinned her against it. “I’m trying to protect you.”

Even then, she felt no fear. The feel of his
warm breath on her lips had fire blazing through her. The tension
radiating from his lean body made her want to touch him just to see
if he was really made of stone beneath all that designer
fabric.

Somehow she found her voice. “Goodnight, Mr.
Murphy.”

He stepped back, giving her room to open the
door once more. She watched him disappear into the darkness and she
could breathe again.


Chapter 16

Thursday, July 24

By dawn Alex had made up her mind about the
next step. Under no circumstances was she going to trust Wyatt
Murphy. Instead, she would tell Patton the whole story. He could
laugh her out of his office, but she was telling him anyway. Better
the devil she knew.

She would keep the contact lens hidden for
now as a sort of backup plan. She’d only give up that evidence if
Patton couldn’t move forward without it. A smiled teased her lips
when she considered that Mr. Murphy hadn’t discovered her hiding
place. Just thinking about him had a shiver of awareness racing
over her skin.

“Not smart,” she reminded herself.

Before leaving the house Alex went through
room after room of her home and checked the windows and doors. She
couldn’t remember a time when she’d been afraid in this house and
she wasn’t really scared now, but she did need to ensure that she
took extra precautions. If Murphy could get into her house, someone
else could as well.

There was no need to mention any of this to
her mother. Marg was a fanatic about keeping her windows and doors
locked—not that mere locks would stop a pro like Murphy. Alex
wondered if her mother’s obsession with protecting herself had
anything to do with her marriage. Those years hadn’t been easy and
Alex was certain she didn’t know the worst of it.

She checked her reflection once more before
heading out to try to catch Patton before he got into a case. Hitch
had mentioned on numerous occasions that he and his partner got to
work by seven each morning to enjoy a couple of cups of coffee and
to discuss their thoughts about ongoing cases. She imagined Patton
would stick with old habits no matter that his partner was dead and
that he was a new father.

Shannon had reminded her to check her tires
before going anywhere. Bobby gave his own advice, as well: Look for
any drained fluids under her SUV when she backed out of a parking
spot. Of course, she now knew who had flattened her tire. Still, it
didn’t hurt to take precautions.

Just days ago she’d climbed into her SUV with
no concern other than if her gas tank was empty or not. She refused
to acknowledge Murphy’s presence as she went through the steps.
Tires were in order. She crouched down and surveyed the concrete
under her vehicle. As clean as it had been when she’d parked there
last night.

She checked the backseat and cargo area
before clicking the remote and climbing in.

The Miami climate had already set itself to
smoldering. Alex adjusted the air conditioning in her SUV and
backed out of her driveway. As she rolled down the street, Murphy
followed. She hated that she had dreamed of kissing him. He’d
certainly gotten close enough to make that happen. Alex suspected
he’d only been trying to intimidate her. She hoped he hadn’t picked
up on how turned on she’d been.

God, maybe she needed therapy. Or maybe just
a vacation.

Even with the air turned to max, she powered
her window down and let the saltwater breeze flow into her vehicle.
She had several cleanups on the schedule today, including four
deaths. Two were natural causes, bodies already claimed, and two
others were from questionable circumstances that wouldn’t be
available for removal until after lunch.

Hernandez would take the first two scenes
while the Professor whittled away at the list of other jobs,
including the removal of decaying vegetables stacked in a far north
side duplex. Apparently the perishables had been stolen from a
local warehouse, and then abandoned in the rented home of one of
the perpetrators. A truckload of rotting lettuce, potatoes, and
tomatoes. Very messy. Like people, decaying vegetables attracted a
variety of predatory insects and vermin.

When she reached the station, thankfully,
Patton was already there. Alex found him in the lounge getting what
he announced was his third cup of coffee for the morning.

“Morning, Jackson.” He stirred two packets of
sugar into the dark liquid. “You working a case with us this
morning?”

Any time a death had to be investigated, Alex
checked in with the detective in charge before beginning her
cleanup. Standard operating procedure. She followed the rules—which
was the reason she was in this predicament in the first place.

“I came to talk to you.” She didn’t mention
the subject matter since anyone could walk in at any time. She
needed privacy for this. “Can we talk somewhere?” Most of the
detectives shared the bullpen, but there were a few private offices
and a conference room or two. A senior detective like Patton would
have access to a more nonpublic setting.

He sighed. “Sure.” He gestured to the
coffeemaker. “Coffee?”

“No thanks.” Her stomach was already in
knots, she didn’t need any caffeine.

Patton led her across the bullpen to a small
conference room. It wasn’t large enough to hold the morning
briefings, but for a discussion between an intimate few on a shared
case it would be quite sufficient. A whiteboard and conference
table that seated eight made up the basic furnishings.

When she’d settled into a seat, Patton did
the same. “You here about the guy who’s claiming to be a federal
agent? Seriously, Alex, he’s probably just trying to get a date
with you. If you want, I can talk to him.”

Alex could just imagine how that would go.
“I’m here about Hitch.”

His expression changed to one of resignation.
“I thought we cleared things up already.”

She braced herself and took the plunge. “I
wasn’t completely honest with you the last time we talked. The
eyeball I found at the Crane scene wasn’t artificial, but it did
have a strange looking contact lens attached to it. I called Hitch
and he came back by the scene to pick it up just in case it was
relevant.”

“To the scene of Crane’s suicide?”

“Yes.” He was still openly skeptical, but
there was a glimmer of interest. “Hitch seemed pretty excited about
it. When he called me later that night, he said he’d taken the lens
to a friend for unofficial analysis and that it appeared to be some
sort of computer chip or advanced technology. He was really hyped.
He planned to pick it up and take it to the state lab the next
morning.”

That glimmer of interest abruptly died. “His
friend was one Timothy O’Neill?”

She sure hadn’t seen that one coming. “Yes.
The kid whose house blew up.” She gave him the abbreviated version
of her encounter with O’Neill.

Patton stared at his coffee for a moment.
“Jackson, we’ve been had.”

Confusion drew her eyebrows together. “I’m
not sure I know what you mean.”

“Hitch was a bit of a computer buff. Turns
out he and O’Neill were friends. He was the first cop to arrest
O’Neill after he dropped out of high school. He befriended the kid
and tried to set him on a better path. Let me emphasize here,”
Patton said, pinning her with a firm look, “O’Neill is not a
legitimate source for police business.”

Alex nodded. “Hitch told me the analysis was
unofficial.”

“Anyway,” Patton went on, “Timothy O’Neill
turned himself in late yesterday.”

About five seconds elapsed before the full
impact of his words penetrated deeply enough to evoke a response.
“Turned himself in?” She had to tread carefully here. Patton could
be fishing. “Wasn’t he supposed to be dead?”

“We’ve confirmed that the body pulled from
the rubble wasn’t him. We just didn’t know who or why. Apparently
Timothy couldn’t live with his conscience and he turned himself
in.”

“Did he tell you why his house blew up?”
Turning himself in seemed logical to her. The kid feared for his
life. He must have realized he couldn’t disappear as easily as he’d
hoped.

“He told me what he told you,” Patton went
on. “Alex, he made the whole thing up to draw attention away from
his own guilt over what really happened.”

Alex didn’t get it. “What guilt? Someone
tried to kill him.”

Patton gave up on resisting the coffee and
drank long and deep before continuing. “The explosion was an
accident. He was afraid he’d be blamed for his friend’s death so he
made up this elaborate story.”

“You’re saying he used Hitch’s accident for
an alibi?”

“In a manner of speaking.” Another long draw
from the foam cup. “Desperate people do desperate things, Jackson.
No surprise there.”

“But what about the contact lens he analyzed
for Hitch? O’Neill insisted it contained government data.” None of
this made sense. O’Neill had been terrified when he returned that
contact lens to her.

“He made it up. The contact lens was just a
contact lens. It blew up along with his house.”

Alex tensed. Had O’Neill not told Patton he
gave the lens back to her? “Where is he now?” But why turn himself
in and then tell this elaborate story to the police?

“We have him in custody. He waived his right
to call an attorney. We’ll keep him here, maybe get a psych eval
done, until we can sort out this whole mess.”

Her head was spinning with all the arguments
she wanted to toss back at Patton but none of it mattered. O’Neill
had confessed to blowing up his house. He’d insisted that
everything he told Alex was a lie. Why would he do that? Jesus. He
could end up doing time for negligent homicide.

“I was going to call you this morning,”
Patton explained. “Losing Hitch has been tough. O’Neill’s stupid
game only made bad matters worse.”

“Wait.” This just wasn’t right. “I went back
to the scene of Crane’s suicide. The whole place was like a setup
for a life that never got lived.” She told him about all the unused
items.

He leaned forward, set his coffee on the
table. “Jackson, I’ve been a cop for a long time. If you really
want to find trouble, it’s always there. Hitch’s death stunned us
all. The way some of us deal with it is by denying the facts. We
prefer to believe otherwise. Think about it. Focusing on the idea
that he was murdered keeps you from having to face the reality that
he’s simply gone. You can keep him alive, so to speak, by
investigating his death.”

The conversation only went downhill from
there. Patton wasn’t going to buy anything she had to say. He
refused to allow her to see O’Neill. She’d wasted her time coming
to him.

At least she knew where she stood with the
cops on the case.

Hitch had been murdered.

And no one was going to find out why.

No one—unless she did.

Her determination increasing as she exited
the building, she came to an immediate stop when she saw Murphy
waiting near her vehicle.

Her first instinct was to run back inside and
get Patton, but then something else kicked in. The mere sight of
him ignited her fury, propelling her forward once more. Somehow he
was responsible for all this.

“The police aren’t going to believe you,
Alex.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.” She wanted
to tell him to kiss off and then just drive away but he was her
only connection to everything Patton didn’t see. “Who the hell are
you?”

He pushed his hands into the pockets of his
navy designer trousers. “You already know who I am. I can’t help
you, Alex, unless you help me.”

He wanted the lens or chip or whatever the
hell it was.

She was not parting with the one piece of
potential proof she had. “How could I possibly help you? I don’t
have whatever it is you’re looking for.”

“You need to be smart like Mr. O’Neill. I
recommended he take himself out of the game. All he has to do now
is sit back and let the police protect him until this is over.”
Murphy took a step closer to her. “He told me he gave you the item
that started all his trouble in the first place.”

Son of a… “You know what?” She took that
final step, went toe-to-toe with him. As angry as she was, some
part of her acknowledged that he smelled great, like the night,
dark and exotic. “If you were as good as you think you are, you’d
know the kid was lying. He didn’t give me anything.”

Murphy smiled, the gesture only affecting one
corner of his mouth. “I know who’s lying, Alex, and it isn’t
O’Neill.”

Now he’d just made her mad. “Let’s get this
straight, Murphy. You need to back off. I don’t play well with
bullies.”

With that warning, she turned on her heels
and strode deliberately to the driver’s side of her vehicle. Screw
this guy. The contact lens was all she had. The only connection to
what really happened to Hitch. She wasn’t about to turn it over to
anyone until she had some answers.

Taking her warning literally, he moved back
two steps. He said nothing, but that pale blue gaze burned right
through her, telling her far more than she wanted to know. This guy
would not give up.

She opened the door and scooted behind the
wheel. The sooner she was away from him the sooner she could think
straight.

“One last question, Alex.”

Damn him. She hesitated before closing her
door, shouldn’t have but she couldn’t resist that he might give her
some tidbit of useful information.

“Are you going to wait until someone else has
to die before you realize I’m the only person who can help
you?”

Three beats passed before she could slam the
door against the words that kept echoing in her head. She drove
away without looking back.

She didn’t care what Patton believed. She
didn’t care how smart Murphy thought he was. No one pushed Alex
Jackson around. And she never, ever let down her friends. She would
find out what happened to Hitch.






Hours later Alex realized she would miss
lunch again.

With the Professor and Hernandez on scheduled
calls, she’d spent the entire morning catching up on paperwork with
Shannon cracking the whip. Marg had been busy finagling an
interview for Never Happened in a Miami Who’s Who magazine. Just
when Alex had considered ordering lunch for the three of them,
she’d gotten a call from a lady who needed an estimate on getting
an unsightly mess cleaned up ASAP. She indicated there was blood
and other things but hedged whenever Alex asked for additional
details. She insisted she would pay a bonus if the job could be
completed today.

Anyone who avoided the details and offered to
pay a bonus usually had something to hide. Not that it was
necessarily a criminal act. People made really bad mistakes
sometimes. Accidentally killed a loved one, and then they were
afraid to call the police. Alex would end up having to make the
call while the client sobbed hysterically about how he or she
hadn’t meant to hurt anyone. Most of the time she chose to believe
the story. The explanations were too bizarre to be made up.

Alex felt reasonably certain this one would
fall into that category considering the amount of blood the woman
talked about. She hadn’t sounded hysterical but there had been an
odd tension simmering beneath her calm. Only one way to find out.
The woman obviously needed assistance of some sort.

With Murphy right behind her, Alex headed for
the location. The temperature in her SUV took forever to cool down.
The midday sun had turned the closed-up interior into an oven. If
there was a body at this scene, she hoped the house was
air-conditioned.

She made the necessary turns and then cruised
along the specified street, watching for the house number of her
potential client. Kids played in the yards, toys cluttering what
was otherwise a neatly trimmed landscape, surrounding equally tidy
cookie-cutter houses.

The home of the woman who’d called was a
different story, however. Chipped, peeling paint that screamed for
attention. A tangle of overgrown grass, more brown than green as a
result of the heat and longstanding negligence. The dented garage
door was closed, the driveway was cracked and crumbling. Not
exactly home sweet home.

A middle-aged woman came out onto the porch
as Alex climbed out of her SUV. She waved a hello. “I’m Alex
Jackson of Never Happened.” Alex gestured to her vehicle. “I have
to grab a few things but I’ll be right in.”

“I don’t want you to do anything until I have
an estimate,” the woman, who was hopefully Janet Bell,
reminded.

Alex nodded her understanding and went around
to the cargo door to prepare for entering the house. Since she
didn’t know what to expect outside blood, she pulled on shoe covers
and gloves.

“You’re Mrs. Bell?” Alex asked as she climbed
the steps leading to the porch.

“Yes.” Janet dragged in a heavy breath.
“Prepare yourself, Miss Jackson, this is not a pretty sight.”

Alex gifted her with a comforting smile.
“Trust me, it won’t be anything I haven’t seen before.”

Mrs. Bell managed a tight smile. “This
way.”

Alex followed her inside. Air-conditioned.
Good. But even the coolness of the interior couldn’t disguise the
smell of blood. Coppery, goose-bump inspiring.

No matter how often she walked into a scene
and encountered the same bodily fluids, there was something about
blood that made her shiver.

They passed through the living room and moved
down the dimly lit hall. Mrs. Bell hesitated outside what was
probably a bedroom door. “I apologize in advance for this immoral
image. Please don’t associate what you’re about to see with me.”
She moved her head solemnly from side to side. “This has nothing to
do with me.”

Alex kept that smile of reassurance tacked in
place. “Why don’t you stay out here while I have a look? There’s no
reason for you to go in again.”

Mrs. Bell nodded jerkily.

Alex reached for the door but hesitated. As
sorry as she felt for the lady there was one thing she had to know.
“Mrs. Bell.” She turned to look at the poor woman. “Is there
anything in here that merits calling the police? I wouldn’t want to
contaminate a crime scene.”

Her eyes rounded like saucers. “Oh, I
couldn’t have the police coming in and seeing this. I’ll call them
as soon as you’ve taken care of...” She motioned toward the still
unopened door. “I couldn’t possibly bear the humiliation of having
the neighbors get wind of this. If the police are called first,
it’ll be a circus.”

This was not good. Evidently this woman
understood that whatever was in this room required the
participation of the police. Alex couldn’t make her call, but once
she’d viewed the scene she could damn sure call herself.

Alex opened the door and a blast of metallic
odor—coagulated blood—hit her in the face. Mingled with that
overwhelming smell was the stench of urine. Her empty stomach
roiled in protest. Not even those smells could detract from the
shock at what she saw.

A thin man, late fifties she guessed and
naked as the day he was born, hung from the ceiling fan in the
middle of the room. There wasn’t more than two inches of space
between the tip of his toes and the worn blue fabric of the chair
directly behind him that he had apparently stepped off.

At first glance it looked as if he had
committed suicide. Not only had he hung himself, he’d somehow
managed to cut an artery in his neck. But then the other details
came into focus. Like the careful padding around the rope’s noose
and the loose way his hands were bound in front of him by the silk
scarf. Both the noose’s padding and the scarf were soaked in
blood.

The straight razor with which he’d apparently
attempted to cut the noose had fallen onto the floor near an open
magazine. At least he’d died happy it seemed, considering the
sultry vixen so vividly exposed on the magazine’s centerfold.

For a few seconds more Alex tried to figure
out why he hadn’t just kicked around until his toes found the
chair. Then he certainly could have reached above his head and held
on to the rope to take the pressure off his neck. Maybe cutting
himself loose was another part of the excitement. She’d heard how
some people got off on the whole danger element of asphyxiation,
but the knife was over the top. Most claimed that asphyxia made the
orgasm better, out of this world even. Some sexual partners
strangled each other to achieve the effect.

Personally, Alex preferred her orgasms the
old-fashioned way. Not that she was a prude or anything. She was
happy to try new techniques, as long as they didn’t involve a close
encounter with death. No matter how embarrassing the situation,
Alex had no choice but to bring in the police. From what she saw
she’d stake her reputation that the guy’s death was accidental, but
she wasn’t the official who could make that call.

She backed out of the room and closed the
door, removed her gloves and turned to face the dead man’s wife.
“Mrs. Bell, I’m sorry but the police will have to be called first.
This is an unattended death and to clean it up before they’ve had a
look would be breaking the law.”

Horror claimed the woman’s expression. “But I
don’t understand. He’s done this a hundred times and lived to laugh
about it. How could he be so stupid?”

The idea that she knew what her husband was
up to wasn’t as startling as the idea that his death didn’t appear
to be paramount just now.

“I’m sorry for your loss, Mrs. Bell. I’m sure
you’re suffering from shock. Losing a spouse is particularly
shattering. Why don’t you—?”

“A spouse!” She looked even more mortified,
if that was possible. “He’s not my husband. He’s my brother! I
simply can’t have this getting out.”

Well, no wonder she was so pissed off. It was
bad enough when a spouse dragged his or her better half into an
ugly situation, but a brother should keep something like this to
himself.

As the woman said, the poor bastard had
probably done this hundreds of times without a glitch. Most likely
he’d gotten a little too confident about his skill at escaping
death. Maybe he’d added the knife to ensure the same rush. Like a
drug addict, he may have wanted to add another layer of danger.

“I tell you what,” Alex offered, “you sit
with me in the living room and I’ll call a detective friend of
mine. He’ll come over without all the fanfare and get the ball
rolling.”

“Thank you so much, Miss Jackson.”

Alex patted the woman’s arm. “Not a
problem.”

Why the hell did men not think about the
ramifications of their actions before they went totally stupid? And
who usually cleaned up the mess and faced the music afterward?
Women.

Thank God she’d stayed single. Thank God her
mother hadn’t had any other children, she added as an
afterthought.

She didn’t have to worry about some guy doing
this to her.

Alex called Patton. He certainly didn’t owe
her any favors but she had a feeling he would come if she asked.
Damn, she missed Hitch.

She realized something about her interaction
with the male species. She liked men a lot. A whole lot. But her
favorite interactions with men were the ones that resulted in
friendship, no matter how they’d started out. Look at her friend
Cody at the morgue. They’d had a great physical thing going for a
while and stayed friends. That was good. Even Hitch. A pang of
regret ached through her. He had made a difference in her life, had
an impact. But anything more than the few dates they’d shared had
been beyond what she wanted. She was her own boss. She didn’t
answer to anyone.

What was so wrong with that?

That last thought prompted an image of Wyatt
Murphy. He was exactly the type who liked to be the boss, who liked
the power of having a woman answer to him.

Not her type at all.

Men like Murphy were good for one thing only:
an all-nighter—just once. Lots of hot, steamy sex for however many
hours he could hold out and then walk away. No strings, no
regrets.

Unless, of course, he proved to be a killer
as well as handsome.


Chapter 17

After waiting with Janet Bell until Detective
Patton arrived, Alex went home. She couldn’t do the cleanup until
the police released the scene. It was after five o’clock and she
was spent.

Murphy, of course, followed her. She
conscientiously ignored him.

She peeled off her clothes, and then stood
very still for a moment. Janet Bell’s dead brother was just like
the other victims she’d encountered lately... alone. If his sister
hadn’t checked up on him, how long would it have been before anyone
missed him?

Did choosing to stay single mean she’d end up
that way? Discovered dead in the bathtub or in bed by some friend
or neighbor?

She suddenly wondered who had discovered
Hitch? Had he lain dead or dying in his car for hours before anyone
noticed?

Why was it that being alone suddenly felt so
lonesome?

Alex’s cell rang and she jerked at the
unexpected sound. She turned on the shower so the water would warm
up, and then grabbed her phone.

“Alex Jackson.”

“We have a problem, Alex Jackson.”

Her free hand struggling with the clasp of
her bra, Alex stilled. She didn’t recognize the voice but that
wasn’t what sent the chill through her. It was the innately cruel
tone that instantly made her understand this was not a former
customer calling to complain.

“Who is this?” She reached for a robe,
abruptly feeling exposed.

“A friend of Charlie Crane’s.”

She held the phone back from her ear to see
if a number registered on the caller ID display. Blocked
number.

Resting the phone against her ear once more,
she cautiously resumed the conversation. “I’m afraid you’ll need to
call Detective Jimmy Patton of Miami Beach PD or the morgue for any
information regarding your late friend’s body.”

Silence.

Alex licked her lips and held her breath just
to make sure he didn’t pick up on any unsteadiness in her.

“It’s not the body I’m looking for, Miss
Jackson. I think you know that.”

She initiated a long, slow breath before
responding. “Any personal effects left behind can be obtained
from—”

“Miss Jackson, let’s not play games.”

“What do you want?” she demanded, allowing
him to hear the annoyance that flared. His irritating monotone was
getting on her nerves. Who the hell was this jerk? Obviously
someone who wanted the lens. Maybe one of Murphy’s cronies?

“You have something that belonged to Mr.
Crane,” he said with total confidence. “I must have it.”

“Look, buddy,” no way was she admitting a
damned thing, ”I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about and
I’m just about sick of you guys throwing your weight around.”

“Ah. You’ve met Mr. Murphy, I presume.”

Well, duh. “I’ve made his acquaintance.”

“Watch your back with Murphy, Miss Jackson.
He’s a very dangerous man. You wouldn’t like him if you knew all
the facts.”

“Who says I like him now?” She suddenly
wished she’d recorded the conversation. Why was it all this crazy
stuff happened when no one else was around to see or hear it?

“There are things you don’t know. Things you
don’t see.”

“You’re right there,” she snapped. “Like who
killed my friend.”

“Yes.”

She could almost see this jerk nodding his
head as if she were a slow learner under his tutelage.

“Detective Hitchcock. You want to know who
killed him.”

“Was it you?” Why beat around the bush?

“I’m afraid you’ll have to ask Mr. Murphy
about what happened to Detective Hitchcock. My only concern is the
device you have in your possession.”

She stood her ground. “I have no idea what
you’re talking about.”

“We need to discuss this matter, Miss
Jackson. It is of the utmost importance that I reclaim the item. I
will gladly tell you everything you want to know about Murphy and
the danger he represents to you if you’ll meet me
face-to-face.”

“Like I’m going to meet you.” Please, what
did he take her for?

“Name the place, Miss Jackson. The more
public the better. I will be happy to meet on your terms.”

Well now, that put a whole different spin on
things. If she could pick the time and place, she was all over it.
She had questions for this guy. She owed it to Hitch.






Aventura Mall, Biscayne Boulevard

Alex dressed for the occasion. White
low-slung slacks, white scooped blouse and matching summer jacket.
The powder-blue pointed-toe flats and matching leather belt were
her only concessions to color. The flats were her only allowance
for the fear. The lack of heels were better for running if
necessary, and the pointed toes were perfect for busting balls.
Whether this guy knew it or not, he was dealing with a woman fully
capable of meeting whatever challenge he tossed her way.

Not to mention, she had her own private
shadow. Murphy would be around here somewhere, watching to see what
she was up to.

While she waited near the fountain she
contemplated all she knew about Hitch’s death. Not that much. Only
that one phone call he’d made to her and what O’Neill had told her.
It didn’t take a degree in criminology to know the two things added
up to trouble. The whole idea of being in danger over that stupid
contact lens—or device—still felt surreal.

But Hitch was dead. Timothy O’Neill’s home
was a pile of rubble and his friend was dead. Whatever this was, it
was bad and it wasn’t going away.

Her main objective with this meeting was to
get a visual ID of this new character to the stage and to determine
if he was a good guy or a bad one. What she learned about him,
considering his opinion of Murphy, might help her come to more
accurate conclusions about both men.

Alex checked the time on her cell and
surveyed the crowd mingling around in the mall’s main thoroughfare.
Lots of people. She wasn’t afraid. He couldn’t touch her here
without being caught by mall security. One of the security guards
had offered to hang out near the fountain. They’d gone to high
school together. She’d asked him to senior prom when every girl
he’d asked had turned him down. Alex had always felt the need to
champion the underdog. Besides, going with a friend was a lot more
fun anyway. He was married now, but they were still friends.

A distinguished gentleman of about seventy
moved toward her, setting her nerves on edge. Charcoal suit, gray
hair, confident stride. Hands right where she could see them and
thankfully empty.

“Miss Jackson,” he acknowledged as he moved
up beside her at the fountain’s south side.

“Mr...?” She frowned dramatically. “I don’t
think I got your name.”

“My name is not important.”

Of course it wasn’t. Why hadn’t she thought
of that line? She’d heard it in at least three movies.

“Sorry, pal.” She backed away a step. “I
don’t talk to strangers.”

Urgency and no small amount of irritation
claimed his expression. “My name is Avery Chambers.”

“All right, Mr. Chambers.” She folded her
arms over her chest. “Let’s see some ID—preferably something that
tells me who you work for.”

“I’m afraid that’s quite impossible.”

What was it with the spook types? “Whoever
you are, I want to know what this whole thing is about.”

He smiled. She was certain it was meant to be
pleasant or charming but it wasn’t. “It’s about a technology war,
Miss Jackson. Our country is losing, save for a few very special
projects. The contact lens Crane was wearing is a prototype. If it
falls into the wrong hands...” He heaved a monumental breath.
“We’re already far behind on too many fronts.”

“Why was Crane wearing it?” If it was so top
secret and so important, what was a guy like Crane doing with it in
Miami?

“Crane was a test subject. A ghost living
among Miami’s citizens, overlooked and ignored. The type of
feedback he was to provide would have been invaluable to the
technology’s success. It is imperative that this unfortunate
incident not destroy the whole program.”

She had to admit that what he said made some
sense. “If Crane was so important to the program why would he kill
himself?” He had to know how important it was to protect the
device. Why jeopardize something so important?

“We believe he was murdered.”

Tension rippled through Alex. “Why didn’t the
murderer take the lens or whatever you call it?” He had to give her
more than that.

“We can only assume that he was unfamiliar
with the design we’d selected for Crane. The various venues of this
technology are a closely guarded secret. Evidently, when Crane
refused to give him what he wanted, well… you know what
happened.”

“What exactly is the technology?” Might as
well get all she could while he was talking.

“I’m sure you’re aware I can’t share that
information.” His smile was a bit more sincere this time. “If you
have the device, I must reclaim it. There is no reason for this to
burden you further. I’m certain you realize how dangerous this
could prove.”

She was relatively certain she’d just been
threatened.

“First, I’ll need the rest of the information
on Murphy you promised. You did say everything. Then we
can discuss where the lens might be.” No way was she admitting
anything until she felt convinced he was one of the good guys.

His eyes tapered with suspicion. “Are you
saying you don’t have the device?”

“If you’re not going to hold up your end of
this bargain,” she countered, “we have nothing else to
discuss.”

“You’re on the verge of making a very serious
mistake, Miss Jackson. I would suggest you do all within your power
to get the device back to me in a timely manner. You won’t find
anyone else who can protect you from Murphy.”

“What about Murphy?” He’d told her that
Murphy was not to be trusted. She wanted to know exactly who Murphy
was. “Are you telling me he’s an enemy of this country? That he’d
steal our technology to sell to someone else for his own benefit?”
Wouldn’t that make him a terrorist? And how do I know you’re not
after the same thing?”

The man’s eyes turned cold and hard with
impatience as his right hand slid into his jacket pocket. “Miss
Jackson, I have a weapon aimed at you right now. I don’t want to
have to use it, but believe me I won’t hesitate if the necessity
arises. Let’s take a walk so that we may discuss the subject
further without any interference.”

Alex studied his pocket where his hand now
rested. There could be a gun in there. Her heart had started to
beat faster, pumping adrenaline through her veins. She couldn’t
help Hitch if she got herself killed. But she couldn’t give this
guy what he wanted without knowing who the hell he was and who the
hell Murphy was. She refused to let Hitch’s death be for
nothing.

“I can prove Murphy killed your detective
friend,” Chambers insisted, “but first you must come with me. It’s
for your own safety.”

“If you can prove who killed my friend, then
we have something to talk about,” she allowed, “but we’ll do it on
my terms.”

His face reddened with the rage seeping out
around his rigid composure. “You’ll come with me now unless you
want to become one of Miami’s sad statistics. How would you like
this to end, Miss Jackson?”

Alex refused to let fear get the better of
her. She nodded toward the fountain. “You see the security
guard?”

Chambers glanced briefly in the direction
she’d indicated.

“He’s a friend of mine. How do you
want this to end, Mr. Chambers?” She went on when he simply glared
at her. “All I want is the truth. I want whoever killed my friend
to pay and I want your precious technology to end up back where it
belongs.”

Instead of responding, he did the last thing
she’d expected.

He wheeled around and hurried away.

What the hell was that about?

Just then, in her peripheral vision, she got
her answer.

Wyatt Murphy.






Avery Chambers had scared her.

Damn it. Even after a long, hot bath and a
couple of cold ones, she was still shaken.

A great deal of who she was, okay, maybe her
entire existence, was tied inextricably with her sense of
independence. Being afraid didn’t bode well with maintaining the
level of confidence required to feel totally independent.

She’d been all cocky and determined to
strong-arm the truth out of the guy, Chambers, but that hadn’t
happened. At this moment she wasn’t certain of anything, most
assuredly of what she should or shouldn’t do.

The police, including Patton, wouldn’t listen
to her when she suggested that Hitch’s accident had been no
accident. Even O’Neill had wimped out on her. Giving the kid grace,
his friends were dead and he was terrified that he would be
next.

Alex was left with no clear avenues to
pursue.

How the hell could this happen in real
life?

Bizarre computer devices and secret agents!
Gimme a break! This was movie and book fodder, not part of
the regular workday grind. Now she wondered if that old guy would
have killed her had Murphy not been around.

The idea of dying now, at forty, with so much
life ahead of her—so many things she wanted to do—made her feel
sick to her stomach. Hitch had lost decades of living. Not to
mention the wife and kids he’d hoped for. He’d wanted those things
and he’d missed out.

Trying to look at the situation rationally,
if what Chambers said was true, Crane hadn’t committed suicide at
all. He’d been murdered just like Hitch. The scenario didn’t make
sense in Alex’s opinion because he’d still been wearing the contact
lens. She didn’t buy Chambers’ suggestion that the killer hadn’t
known what to look for. That would make for one dumb killer.

Why didn’t the government simply come in and
take what was theirs? She could only imagine the surveillance
techniques they had at their disposal. Why were people merely
assuming she had the device? Why didn’t they know for sure? Her
home had been searched at least once. Where was that fancy
technology she’d seen used in the movies? Even her ingenious hiding
place shouldn’t withstand elaborate gadgets designed for finding
hidden items.

Was that why Murphy had shown up in her life?
Was he supposed to watch her until he had the truth or the device,
whichever came first? Had he been hired to retrieve it at all costs
using nothing more than old-fashioned thug tactics?

Which one was the bad guy? Avery Chambers or
Wyatt Murphy? Obviously they weren’t on the same team.

A knock on her door made her jump. She
checked the peephole.

Wyatt Murphy stood on her porch.

For about three seconds she contemplated
telling him to go away, but her curiosity got the better of
her.

She opened the door a crack. “What do you
want?”

“We need to talk.”

Did they really have anything to talk about?
What made him think she would trust anything he said?

“May I come in?”

She pursed her lips and considered the best
way to proceed. “Give me your weapon.”

Proud of herself for coming up with that one,
she tamped down a grin, squared her shoulders, and waited for him
to comply. She hadn’t watched all those seasons of cop shows for
nothing.

He reached beneath his elegant navy suit
jacket and removed a big black weapon. He held it out, butt first,
for her. She took it, surprised at how heavy it was.

“You have a backup piece?” Blue
Bloods.

He reached down and removed another smaller
weapon from somewhere near his ankle. He handed it to her as well.
This one was lighter.

“Anything else?” he growled.

She thought about that a moment. “You have a
knife?”

“No,” he said from between clenched
teeth.

Testy, testy. She stepped back for him to
come inside. “Make yourself at home.”

After closing the door she joined him. She
sat on the sofa across from the chair where he lounged. Somehow her
grandmother’s doilies didn’t look right draped across the back of
the chair with him in the picture.

“What do you want, Mr. Murphy?” Despite the
lateness of the hour, his pastel blue shirt looked fresh and
unwrinkled. The striped tie, a deep blue like his jacket, completed
the stylish look. She almost sighed.

“I need the details of the conversation you
had with Avery Chambers.”

Alex wondered if Murphy took lessons in
suppressing his personality or if he simply didn’t have one. Then
again, guys as handsome as him rarely concentrated on developing
their character.

“He called me, asked me to meet with him so
he could warn me about you.” She placed the two weapons on the sofa
next to her.

Murphy didn’t look impressed or moved in any
way. He simply waited for her to continue.

“He told me you killed Detective
Hitchcock.”

There was the slightest flicker of something
in his eyes. Definitely not guilt or remorse, but something.

“Did you kill him?” she pressed. The irony
that two lethal weapons sat on the sofa cushion next to her wasn’t
lost on her. As much as she wanted her friend’s murderer brought to
justice, she was no vigilante.

“I had no reason to kill Detective
Hitchcock.”

She would bet a million dollars that Wyatt
Murphy could fool a lie detector test with no sweat. His tone was
completely void of emotion. His expression rarely changed. He
stared at her, unflinching except for that one imperceptible
flicker she’d observed.

How could a man so physically attractive be
so cold and unreachable? She never had been able to resist a
challenge. In this case that wasn’t a good thing. She hadn’t needed
Chambers to tell her that this guy was dangerous. Wyatt Murphy was
absolutely dangerous.

“Miss Jackson, I’m going to provide you with
information that is in direct conflict with my orders.” Incredibly
his droll, seemingly innocuous monotone was turning her on. “I’m
convinced that this is the only way to secure your
cooperation.”

“I’m all ears, Mr. Murphy.”

“The technology Charlie Crane was testing was
stolen from my agency—”

“What agency is that?” she interrupted,
deciding that his habit of only hitting the high spots was not
going to get them to the heart of the matter.

Another concession to either his mounting
frustration or his impatience, his jaw tightened visibly. “The
CIA.”

Yeah right. Like she would believe that in a
gazillion years. “You can prove this?” She made no attempt to keep
the skepticism out of her voice.

He pulled his credentials from his interior
jacket pocket and passed them to her. There was a snapshot of his
handsome mug, as well as all the other identifying information… but
IDs could be faked.

“How do I know this is real?” She passed the
case back to him. His fingers touched hers at the same instant
their gazes locked. Fire sizzled up her arm. The reaction didn’t
actually surprise her. As crazy as it was, she was undeniably
attracted to this man.

“I guess you’ll have to take my word for
it.”

“Like I was supposed to take Avery Chambers’
word?”

Murphy stared at her a moment before
responding. When he did, he spouted off a number. “Call, they’ll
confirm what I’ve told you.”

“How do I know that’s the real CIA’s number?”
She wasn’t going to make this easy for him.

“So look it up. Get the number for the D.C.
office.”

Alex chewed her lip a moment, and then went
for it. Using her cell, she Googled the CIA and called the number
provided.

“Put it on speakerphone,” Murphy ordered.

She obliged even if she didn’t appreciate
being ordered around. When the prerecorded voice had completed the
CIA’s spiel, including the part about their normal business hours,
which had passed, the voice asked her to enter her party’s
extension if she knew it.

She glanced at Murphy.

“Three-oh-one.”

Two rings later a gruff male voice answered.
“Weatherly.”

“Director, this is Wyatt Murphy.”

“Tell me what I want to hear, Murphy.”

“I don’t have the technology in hand just
yet, sir, but I’m working on it.”

Alex was pretty sure she wasn’t supposed to
be privy to what the director said next. The man roared about the
importance of damage control. The necessity of discretion. And
lastly, how time was of the essence. Lots and lots of imaginative
adjectives were tossed in for good measure.

“Sir, I have Miss Alexis Jackson here and she
needs confirmation that my credentials are legitimate.’’

A moment of silence passed before the
director gave her the information she needed. She supposed she
should be impressed, but she wasn’t sure about that yet. She
thanked him and he informed her of her duty to her country. Nothing
she’d heard or seen on this case could be discussed with anyone.
She didn’t mention the fact that she’d already talked to Shannon
and Bobby. Not to mention Patton who still didn’t believe her.

When the call ended, Murphy settled that
intense gaze on her once more. “Now, what did Chambers tell
you?”

“Basically the same thing you just did.
Top-secret technology, had to get it back, so on and so forth.
Well, except the part about you being a killer and very
dangerous.”

Murphy looked away.

“What’s the matter, didn’t you catch him?”
Chambers was at least twenty-five years older than Murphy. Surely
catching the guy hadn’t been a problem.

“He’s dead.”

Fear trickled through her. “You killed
him?”

Murphy shook his head. “He killed
himself.”

Now we were back to the superspy stuff. “Oh,
yeah right, the whole cyanide pill thing, right?”

Intent blue eyes locked with hers. “This is
no joking matter.”

Damn. He was serious. Chambers was dead. “He
actually killed himself?” Chambers’ words about Crane’s death
filtered through the haze of disturbing thoughts. “He said Crane
was murdered.”

“I think Crane killed himself to send me a
message.”

Alex shifted slightly, annoyed that the
continued hardness in his voice somehow made her even more
interested in him rather than his words, especially
considering the subject matter. But there was just something about
him. “Why would he want to do that?”

“Because he used to be CIA. He was my mentor
when I was first recruited by the Agency. After he retired,” Murphy
shrugged those broad shoulders, “he changed. Cut off all ties to
the people who were once his friends. I thought he was dead until
his name surfaced two weeks ago. I think he realized he couldn’t
continue to sell out his country and the only way out was
death.”

Alex straightened, held up her hands for him
to wait a minute. “So, he killed himself with no care as to who
would find the lens.”

“He knew we were looking for him and his
associates. By killing himself he gave us his position. He knew
we’d come and the others would run scared.” That intense gaze
searched hers a moment before he continued. “It’s not as imperative
that I retrieve the technology as it is that I ensure no one else
does. Chambers won’t be the only one looking. He was an enemy of
the United States and that’s as much as I can tell you.”

“Why don’t you tell me what the technology
does? Exactly.” What the hell could be so important about something
that small?

Murphy hesitated, but not for long. “It’s the
transfer link for any computer system it supports. Information,
satellites, the Internet, the reach is boundless. A simple implant
at the base of the brain and the optic nerve allows full control of
the technology.”

Sweet Jesus. “So all you want is the contact
lens, right?” Maybe all she needed to do, now that she’d verified
his identity, was to turn the evidence over to him.

On one condition, she decided, that Hitch’s
killer was brought to justice.

Before she could say as much, he spoke.
“There’s a little more to it than that.”

A new rush of apprehension worked its way
under her skin. “What’s a little more?”

“Since Crane and Chambers are dead, that
leaves me with no way to determine who’s running this rogue
operation they were involved in. It’s my job to secure the
technology and to shut down the operation, including all the
players. Crane led me here but that’s not enough.”

If he’d come here to shut down the
operation...

“You wanted this Avery Chambers guy
to come after me.” The epiphany hit her so suddenly and with such
impact that she lost her breath.

He didn’t deny the charge.

“You’ve been using me?” she demanded. That
was the only conclusion that made sense. He’d been watching her,
following her, but he’d never officially hauled her in for
questioning or interacted with the local authorities.

“Bait.” She said the word at the same time
that the full ramifications penetrated her brain, allowing her to
answer her own question. “I’m the only bait you have left. Hitch is
dead and O’Neil dumped that damned thing right back in my lap.”

Murphy stared at her with an intensity that
warned the choice was no longer up to her. “That’s very astute of
you, Miss Jackson. All I need is the device and your brief
cooperation and we’ll finish this unpleasant business.”

Alex was tough. She was smart. Damn smart.
And no one, absolutely no one, intimidated her. Except this guy.
She had a feeling he wouldn’t stop until he had his way... no
matter the cost.

“All right. I’ll cooperate. On two
conditions.”

His undivided attention remained on her.

“First, you make sure my mother and my close
friends are protected.”

“Security details are already in place,” he
assured her.

Alex breathed easier. She didn’t want this to
hurt anyone else she cared about. “Number two, you see that the
local police have the goods on Hitch’s killer, who I assume is the
same one who blew up O’Neill’s house, and I’ll cooperate all you
want.”

“You’re admitting that you have the
device.”

Alex smiled. “Let’s just say I can guarantee
you’ll have it... if we have a deal.”

“You do understand this will mean I’ll be on
top of your every move.”

Now there was an image she could have done
without, considering her current dilemma where this man was
concerned.

“As long as Hitch’s killer gets his, I can do
business with the devil himself.”

Murphy stood. “I’ll take custody of the
device now.”

She pushed to her feet. “When this is
done.”

That fierce blue gaze locked with hers once
more. “I’ll only allow you to push me so far, Alex.”

No matter that the coffee table and a good
three feet stood between them, her entire body reacted to him.

“Are you saying I’m testing your boundaries,
Wyatt?”

“Yes.”

The ability to breathe ceased. “Should I be
worried?”

He rounded the coffee table in two strides
and cupped her face in his hands. “Very.”

He kissed her. Hard, and then harder still.
She fisted her fingers at her sides, not daring to touch him
despite the need pulsing inside her.

He abruptly stepped back, snatched up his
weapons, and then walked out.


Chapter 18

Friday, July 25

The next morning Alex, followed by her
shadow, waltzed into her office to find her entire crew waiting for
her arrival.

“I’m glad you’re all here,” she announced,
avoiding eye contact with Shannon. “I’d like to introduce you to
Wyatt Murphy. He’s the newest edition to our crew.” She cleared her
throat. “Professor, if you’d show Wyatt around, I have some
paperwork to get to.”

Marg, the Professor, and Hernandez simply
stared at her. Usually they made decisions as a team. They were
all, except Shannon, stunned by her announcement. There was no help
for it. Murphy had informed her first thing this morning that he
wasn’t letting her out of his sight. This was his plan for ensuring
he was able to stay on top of her.

“Alex, we’d like to speak to you. Privately,”
Shannon added with a nod toward Murphy.

Alex took a breath. “Sure.” She turned to
Murphy. “Why don’t you grab that new odor neutralizer I ordered?”
She tossed him the keys to her SUV.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Even those two words made her shiver. Jesus,
she was still reeling from that kiss last night. She hadn’t slept.
Now her crew was looking at her as if she’d just announced there
would be no bonus at Christmas this year.

She propped a smile in place and asked,
“What’s up?”

“Does he have any experience?” Hernandez
wanted to know, clearly miffed about the new guy.

Shannon shot him a look. “Alex was right to
snag this guy. Personally, I’m tired of working late and on
Saturdays most weeks.”

Hernandez adopted a properly humbled
expression. Alex appreciated Shannon covering for her. She would
explain as much as she could later.

“What we actually wanted to say,” the
Professor announced, “is that we’ve taken a vote.”

Alex tossed her bag onto the counter and then
leaned against it. “What kind of vote?”

“We think you should take a vacation,” Marg
spoke up.

“Get out of town. Relax,” Shannon added. She
glanced toward the door Murphy had existed. “As soon as you can, of
course.”

Alex immediately saw the quickest way out of
this. “I think that’s a great idea.” She grabbed her bag. “I’ll be
in my office. Planning my vacation.”

She left her nosy-if-well-meaning crew to
ponder that one. Today’s schedule was a busy one. She doubted there
would be time for arguments or more questions.

Alex had enjoyed the seclusion of her office
for all of five minutes when a soft rap invaded the silence. She
squeezed her eyes shut and dug deep for patience. It wouldn’t be
Murphy. He would never knock that softly. Geez, the ride here this
morning had been torture. Her mind kept replaying that hot, frantic
kiss. His scent had her so hot and bothered by the time they
reached the office she almost had an orgasm getting out of the
damned SUV.

How pathetic was that. She didn’t even want
to consider how long it had been since she’d had a date, much less
sex. Life had gotten in the way.

The door opened and Marg poked her head
inside, “Alex, I need to talk to you.”

Alex cleared her head and gestured to the
chair in front of her desk. “Sure.” Her mother was having one of
her depressed days. Alex could always tell. Her attire was dark,
like her mood. The blouse was particularly conservative, with no
cleavage whatsoever showing. “What’s wrong?”

“I feel so old.”

Alex made a dismissive sound. “Don’t be
ridiculous. You are not old.”

“Can’t help how I feel.”

Alex opened her mouth to suggest her mother
join another gym. Instead, for the first time in a long time, she
held her tongue and looked closely at her mother. She was a
beautiful woman. The tiniest lines had started to crease the
corners of her eyes. Worry lines no doubt. Alex had been there all
those years when Marg and Dex Jackson had fought like cats and
dogs. The marriage had been doomed from the beginning. Though her
mother would never admit as much, she’d only married Dex because
she’d been fifteen and pregnant.

“You really do need a vacation, Alex.”

Alex made a face. “I thought we were talking
about you.”

“I feel old because I’m worried about
you.”

“What?” Alex rolled her eyes. Was there
anything her mother couldn’t blame on someone else?

Marg stared meaningfully at Alex for a
moment. ”I’m so afraid that the mistakes your father and I made are
keeping you from living your life to the fullest.”

This entire conversation was simply
ludicrous. “What’re you talking about? My life is fine.”

“Alex.” Her mother reached across her desk
placed a hand on hers. “You can’t run away from love forever.”

Alex bit back the nasty retort that came to
mind. Marg was vulnerable right now. She’d just taken a big step by
joining AA. This was the way it was with them. Her mother needed
her, Alex jumped in and helped. It had been that way for as far
back as she could remember.

“Mother, I’m fine. Really. I’m perfectly
happy with my life just as it is.”

“I’m certain it’s my fault you haven’t let
anyone close,” Marg continued as if Alex had said nothing. “You’ve
been too busy taking care of me and cleaning up the messes I’ve
made.”

Alex shook her head. “Don’t be
ridiculous.”

“Honestly,” her mother insisted, “I’m
terrified that you don’t understand that it’s okay to make a
mistake. It’s okay to fail every so often. Life isn’t supposed to
be perfect. Living life is about taking risks, about allowing
yourself to be vulnerable at times.” She squeezed Alex’s hand. “You
need to let someone in. Otherwise you’ll never know just
how magical that kind of relationship is.”

Somehow Alex couldn’t bring herself to launch
the stock argument she typically used. This whole week had shaken
her.

“I’ve been paying attention,” Marg went on.
“Hitch’s death has taken a toll on you. That’s very telling, Alex.
Pay attention to what your heart is saying.”

Sweet Jesus. How on earth was she supposed to
take relationship advice from her mother?

As if she’d said as much aloud, Marg leaned
back into her chair. “I haven’t been a very good example. Your
father didn’t know how to be a husband, much less a father. I
couldn’t be the kind of wife he wanted or the sort of mother you
needed. I know it was hard on you, Alex.” She heaved a heavy
breath. “But we did love each other, we just weren’t good for each
other. The jealousy and the alcohol made us do crazy things.”

“You don’t have to do this,” Alex said
gently.

Marg held up her hands in surrender. “I know
you’re going to do whatever you decide is right for you, just
remember what I said, okay?”

Alex smiled. “Okay.”

Marg pushed to her feet. “I’ll let you get to
work then.” She smiled. “I like your new friend. He’s very good
looking and such a gentleman.”

Alex frowned. “Murphy?”

Marg nodded. “He’s a keeper.”

“He’s not that kind of friend,” Alex assured
her. Even as she said the words that kiss cycled through her head
again.

Her mother made it to the door before saying
more. “I’m very proud of you for being so independent and capable,
Alex. You’re an amazing woman and an incredible daughter.”

“Thank you.” Wow. Marg must really be worried
about her.

“Just remember, no matter how independent you
are there comes a time when everyone needs someone.”

With that profound statement, Marg went on
her way.

Alex shook her head and reached for a pile of
invoices. How could her mother instinctively know she had been
dealing with those same feelings lately? Worse, why was it Wyatt
Murphy’s handsome mug and that damned kiss wouldn’t stay out of her
head?

Work. She needed to work.






By late afternoon, Alex had finished all the
reports and signed off on every single invoice. She’d even taken
the time to organize the clutter in her office. It wouldn’t be
winning any beautification award, but at least she could walk
through her office without stepping on something or tripping.
Shannon had popped in a couple of times to shower her with praise.
Alex suspected that was about keeping her motivated. Marg had
brought her a salad at lunch.

Murphy hadn’t popped in even once. Maybe he
had decided to steer clear after letting his control slip last
night. Hernandez and the Professor had gone out on an apartment
cleanup involving a drug deal gone bad over in Little Havana.

A light knock sounded on the door before
Shannon breezed in. She passed Alex a message. “Tenant was a
hoarder. The landlord needs the place cleaned up ASAP. I thought
maybe you and Murphy could handle this one.”

Alex glared at her. “He’s not really working
here,” she growled under her breath. No way did Alex want to spend
the next few hours holed up at a job site with him.

“He’s keeping an eye on you,” Shannon
muttered. “I get that, but either you get him out of here or I’m
going home. He’s been sitting out there all day and I cannot take
it a minute longer.”

Alex got it now. She grinned. “He smells
good, doesn’t he?”

Shannon closed her eyes. “Incredible.”

Alex stood. “Okay. We’re out of here.”






Per her instructions, Murphy parked in the
driveway of the house where Walter Brenner had lived. According to
the landlord, he had been one of those people who saved everything.
The landlord wanted the place emptied and readied for a new tenant
coming in the first of the month. Brenner had no next of kin. His
attending physician had authorized the funeral home to come pick
him up. Since the man had suffered with high blood pressure and
heart problems, not to mention he was eighty-nine, the law allowed
an attending physician to sign-off on his death, forgoing the need
for an M.E. or an autopsy.

Donning shoe covers and gloves, Alex took the
key she’d picked up from the landlord and opened the door.

“I’ll go first.” Wearing shoe covers and
gloves as well, Murphy moved ahead of her.

Suited her just fine. Three feet inside the
door and the less than pleasant odor of molding pizza greeted her.
Could have been a lot worse. She shivered as she closed the door
behind her. The temp of the air-conditioning had to be set at
sixty. It was like a fridge in here.

The living room was piled high with
magazines, newspapers, and dozens upon dozens of pizza boxes. Her
nose twitched. That would explain the smell of moldy cheese. In one
corner of the room stood a tower of aluminum cans. She would see
that all recyclables were taken to a center.

Actually, she realized as she surveyed the
furniture and what she could see of the floor, the place was pretty
clean, the mounds of accumulated stuff notwithstanding.

“You run into situations like this
often?”

“More often than you’d think.” She slid a
sidelong glance at her shadow. That was more than he’d said all
day. “Do you run into cases like this often?”

A smile teased one corner of his mouth.
“They’re always different.”

She was glad he’d stepped away from the
brooding persona. She liked this side of him much better.

“Different keeps things interesting, I
guess.”

He grunted. Deciding that was the only answer
she was going to get, Alex moved down the hall to check out the
bathroom and bedrooms. The same scenario. Mountains of clothes,
detergent boxes, and bottles. Tons of stuff.

She saved what would likely be the worst for
last. The kitchen.

Taking the short hall back to the living
room, she wove through the dining room and its boxes upon boxes of
cheap china and on into the kitchen.

She froze.

“I take it that’s not supposed to happen,”
Murphy suggested. He stood so close behind her the sound of his
voice made her shiver.

Walter Brenner still sat at the kitchen
table, slumped over a nearly empty bowl of what had at one time
likely been cereal.

Poor bastard.

“Definitely not supposed to happen.” She dug
her phone from her pocket and called the landlord. “Hey, the body’s
still in the house. I can’t touch this place until he’s out of
here.”

The landlord had assured her that the funeral
home had been here and gone already. She listened impatiently as he
now explained there had been a mix up and the funeral home was on
the way. Alex shoved her phone back into her pocket and let go a
breath of frustration.

“What now?”

She glanced at Murphy. “Now, we wait.”

Alex decided to focus on the vic rather than
try and make conversation with her shadow. Mr. Brenner dressed
well, khaki slacks and a navy polo. His hair had gone gray and
thin, leaving his pate bare. He was a little pudgy around the
middle. His skin was wrinkled from too many years in the Miami sun,
though he looked a little pale just now since the blood had settled
in the lower portion of his body after he’d ceased to breathe.

He’d lived alone. His wife had died years
ago. No kids. No close relatives that the landlord knew of. He’d
been dead less than twenty-four hours. The UPS guy couldn’t get him
to the door to sign for a delivery this morning. The two were on a
first name basis since Mr. Brenner ordered so many items from the
Home Shopping Network. There was a delivery practically every
day.

Alex pulled out a chair and sat down on the
opposite end of the table from the poor man. Rigor mortis had
settled in his muscles, but the worst of what was to come hadn’t
started yet. She wondered again as she studied him, was this how
she would end up?

So maybe focusing on the vic wasn’t such a
good idea. “Have a seat, Murphy.”

“I’ll stand. Thank you.”

“Suit yourself.”

The man was too uptight. The memory of
Hitch’s silly laugh and crooked grin poked into her thoughts. Maybe
her mother was right. Maybe she would end up all alone if she just
kept walking away.

She was allowing them to get to her.
All the people, like Mr. Brenner, who’d died alone...

Dying was bad enough. But dying alone, that
really sucked.

The question was: could she—did she even want
to—do anything about it?

The thought of exploring options with Murphy
had her shivering again.

“Are you cold?”

Before she could protest, he’d removed his
jacket and draped it around her. His scent, the body heat that had
trapped in the fabric, surrounded her.

She closed her eyes and prayed the funeral
home would hurry.






Late that evening, well after dark, Alex made
it home. Her tail was dragging.

The cleanup at the Brenner location had taken
forever. So much stuff. So many trips to the recycling center. If
not for Murphy’s help, she would still be there. She owed him. He’d
asked to use her shower. How could she say no?

As Alex unlocked her front door, Murphy
retrieved what looked like an overnight bag from his fancy car.

“Let me go in first,” he said before she
could even open the door.

No matter that she was utterly exhausted, she
held up her hands in surrender as he hurried to check the
house.

“Clear.” He stepped aside for her to come
in.

“Thanks.” With a sigh, she dropped her keys
and purse near the door and headed straight for her room. “There’s
a shower in the hall bath,” she called over her shoulder. “You
should find everything you need.”

In her bathroom, she closed the door and
leaned against it. She was too tired to trust herself around him.
She turned on the water in the tub and stripped off her clothes.
She wanted to soak away the day… and the building need for the man
in the other room. She slid beneath the water and closed her
eyes.

Whether it had been half an hour or
forty-five minutes, a knock snapped her from that half sleep, half
awake place. The idea that he was on the other side of that door
and she was naked in a tub full of chilly water irritated her.
“What?”

“I ordered Chinese. Do you have an ETA on
when you’re coming out of there?”

She opened her mouth to tell him to go away
and her stomach rumbled. “Fifteen minutes.”

He said something but Alex didn’t hear it
over the sloshing water as she climbed out. While the tub drained,
she dried her body. As soon as her hair was dry she donned sweat
pants and a tee. The food had arrived. The spicy scents wafted
beneath her bedroom door. With a big breath for courage, she exited
her room.

Murphy had spread the boxes of entrees and
sides on the table. While she surveyed the choices he grabbed a
couple of beers from her fridge. Alex was starving. She loaded a
plate with rice, chicken, and vegetables. Her mouth was
watering.

Alex curled up in her favorite chair while
Murphy prepared his plate. When he’d taken a seat on the sofa, she
asked. “Have you been sleeping in your car the past two
nights?”

“Three.”

She felt a little bad about that,
particularly after he’d worked so hard today. “The least I can do
is offer you my extra bedroom.” He was CIA after all. She owed her
cooperation to her country, right? And he was protecting her.
Wasn’t he?

“That’s not necessary, Alex. I’ll be fine in
my car.”

She stared at him as he spoke. Had she ever
met a man more sexy? No. Definitely no. “Don’t be ridiculous.
Second door on the right. No one’s slept there since Shannon and I
had a slumber party for my birthday last year.”

“If you insist.”

He devoured the rice with chopsticks as if
he’d been eating with them his entire life. When he licked his
lips, she almost gasped.

“Well.” She stood. “I’m beat. Goodnight. Lock
up when you’re ready to call it a night.”

She hurried to the sink and rinsed her plate.
Another three seconds and she would have escaped before he joined
her.

Standing next to her, he rinsed his plate.
She told herself to go but her feet wouldn’t cooperate. As if he’d
heard her inner struggle, he turned to her.

“Do I make you nervous, Alex?”

“Of course not.” She tugged at the hem of her
tee. “Why on earth would you make me nervous?”

“I never get personally involved with any
aspect of an operation. That kiss last night was an anomaly.”

Alex laughed. She wished it sounded a bit
more natural. “I offered you my spare bedroom, Murphy, not my
body.”

He moved closer. “It’s not you I’m worried
about.”

He leaned down slowly, giving her time to
dodge but she didn’t move.

Her heart stumbled as his lips brushed hers.
He tasted her bottom lip, making her tremble. He touched her cheek
with his fingers, trailed those blunt tips along her jawline as he
teased her lips with his tongue.

By the time he kissed her, she was breathless
and weak-kneed.

Then he drew away. “Goodnight.”

She grabbed at the counter to stay vertical
as he walked away.

If his goal was to keep her off balance, he
was doing one hell of a good job.


Chapter 19

Saturday, July 26

Alex woke the next morning to the immediate
realization that something was wrong.

There was an unfamiliar odor in the air.

There was sound, which she slowly recognized
as a television news channel.

She threw back the covers and sat up.

Not only had she awakened to odd goings-on in
her home. She’d dreamed about sex. With him. Hot, wild
sex.

They’d kissed. Twice. She groaned and climbed
out of bed. She padded down the hall and through the living room.
He was in the kitchen—beyond that door, cooking or something. She
wasn’t ready for that side of Wyatt Murphy. She wasn’t sure she
would ever be ready for anything other than the tense control freak
she’d come to know him as. Even his kiss had been controlled.

She hurried to the bathroom to wash her face
and brush her teeth. Fifteen minutes later she was presentable in
jeans and a tank. Buying more time, she made her bed. When she
entered the kitchen, he was propped against the counter drinking a
cup of coffee.

She stopped short of her destination, the
coffeemaker. Where was the jacket? The tie? The top three buttons
of his shirt were even open.

Blinking furiously, she growled a good
morning and darted around him to get herself a cup of coffee.

“I borrowed bacon and eggs from your
mother.”

Alex almost spilled the coffee she was
pouring. “You went up to my mother’s?” Oh hell. Now Marg would
grill her about him spending the night. Letting Murphy stay in the
house had quite possibly been a huge mistake. The only person who
knew about their arrangement was Shannon.

“I did,” Murphy said in answer to her
question. “She was on her way out to a meeting.” He jerked his head
toward the fridge. “There’s fresh orange juice, too. She squeezed
it herself.”

Marg? Squeezing orange juice? She didn’t even
like orange juice. And since when did she stock bacon and eggs?
Maybe her decision to join AA was the first step toward major
changes in her life. Go Marg!

Once Alex got over the initial shock, she had
to admit she was starved. She couldn’t pretend disinterest.
Silently, they prepared their plates and sat at the table. The
quiet continued, other than the crunching of bacon and scrape of
silverware across stoneware.

Alex refused to consider how this CIA man,
this uptight hard-ass could behave so domestically. Not to
mention, how he could so easily turn her knees to jelly with
nothing more than a kiss. She didn’t want to know that he could
cook. She didn’t want to see him without the trappings of his day
job. She wanted to button his shirt.

Her gaze kept drifting to those nice lips.
Whenever he licked them, she had to restrain the need to lick her
own hungrily. He was so proper, so controlled that watching his
tongue glide over his bottom lip was incredibly intimate.

She liked his fingers, too. Long,
blunt-tipped. The memory of how they’d felt on her skin had heat
stirring her blood. His sleeves were rolled up and his forearms
were well muscled. He would be so strong.

Her throat felt dry and breathing was
difficult. She hadn’t had a reaction this powerful to a man in a
very long time. She stood, unable to bear another second. “That was
great. Thanks.” She moved to the sink with her dishes.

Unfortunately he did the same.

Her heart executed a strange little maneuver
when she got a whiff of him. How could a guy who’d cooked a greasy
meal smell that damned good? It just wasn’t right.

“You know my being here is about the mission,
right?”

She couldn’t help herself, she had to look up
at him. He was standing so close. The scent of him... the pull of
his proximity and those eyes—intense, watchful. The whole package
made her weak. No matter what he said, she recognized that he was
as attracted to her as she was to him. Whoever he was trying to
convince, it wasn’t working.

“Yeah, I know,” she managed in response.

He nodded and for one fleeting instant his
gaze dropped to her lips. Her breath locked in her lungs and she
had to refrain from pressing her palms against his chest, just to
see if his heart was pounding as hard as hers was.

How could he cast such a spell so quickly and
seemingly effortlessly?

“Thanks again… for breakfast.” Her voice
sounded breathless.

“Thank you,” he countered, that watchful gaze
studying every feature of her face. “Sleeping in your guestroom was
far more comfortable than in my car.”

She nodded. “Good.”

What now? This was the first Saturday in
weeks that she didn’t have to go to work. There was no way she
would survive the day cooped up in this house with Murphy.

She had to put some distance between them.
Instead of offering to do the dishes, she strolled over to the
front window and stared out at the morning. Across the room, dishes
clinked and silverware rattled as he cleaned up. Maybe he’d needed
to distract himself as well.

Unable to resist, she dared to look over at
him. How could a man doing dishes look so incredibly sexy? Perfect.
Right down to the very last detail.

As if sensing she was watching him, he
glanced back.

She jumped. “Is that really your car or just
part of the cover?” She blinked at the absurdity of her question.
It was the only thing she could think to say. She was standing at
the window and the car was right there in her driveway.

“It’s mine.”

Her tension eased and she was able to breathe
again. “Nice.”

He turned back to the sink, but continued,
“My work is dangerous. The way I see it, why not enjoy life? It
could end tomorrow.” He shrugged. “I live for today.”

She had basically the same motto. Life was
short. Live it like you mean it.

Despite her best efforts, she couldn’t help
staring at him as he dried his hands. Damn he was handsome. But not
the type a smart woman got involved with.

When had she turned so dumb?

“What you see is what you get, Alex. Nothing
more, nothing less.”

She tried to think of a witty comeback but
wit escaped her this morning. He walked toward her and her pulse
reacted. She told herself to look away, but she simply couldn’t.
The way he moved was… fascinating. Slow, deliberate, unbelievably
sexy. His words filtered through the lust and she wondered if he’d
meant the statement as a warning or as an invitation.

When he stopped only a couple of feet away,
she decided it was time she knew more about him. Anything to break
the tension and maybe even to discover something she disliked. “You
married, Murphy?”

“No.”

“Ever been married?”

“No.”

“Kids?”

“No.”

Well, damn.

“Brothers?”

“No.”

Alex pushed a handful of hair behind her ear.
“Sisters?”

“No.”

If he said no to her next question—

“My parents live in Iowa,” he said before she
could ask. “I’m an only child and I’ve never had time to give a
long-term relationship the attention it needed.”

“So you steer away from commitment?”
Interesting. They had something in common.

“Relationships are complicated. I don’t need
additional complications in my life.”

She relaxed for the first time since waking
up. “I have to agree.” She hadn’t really planned to make that
confession out loud, but there it was.

Murphy leaned in her direction. Only a
little. She might not have even noticed if she hadn’t been staring
so intently at him.

“I don’t get personally involved.”

Alex laughed softly. “Don’t flatter yourself,
Murphy. I was making conversation not trying to get to know you
better.”

When he said nothing, she added, “And I
invited you to sleep inside my house last night because I felt
sorry for you.” She laughed, the sound a little strained. “Just
because I let you kiss me a couple of times doesn’t mean I have any
interest whatsoever in getting involved with you.”

“I don’t believe you.”

His words fanned the flames already raging
inside her. She had to head this off now.

“I should…” She gestured toward her bedroom.
“Get my bag…” What did she say next? How could she think with him
staring at her so intently? The urge to grab him by the shirtfront
and pull him closer was a palpable need. “I have things to do.”

When she would have moved away from him,
long, powerful fingers curled around her wrist. She turned to face
him, knowing it was a mistake of monumental proportion and, yet she
was helpless to do otherwise. The same fire burning her up simmered
in his eyes.

Damn him. “I’m not having sex with you,
Murphy.”

“I didn’t ask you to have sex with me.” His
gaze held hers so intimately she ached with the intensity of
it.

“Yes, you did.” Saying the words wasn’t
necessary. She saw the want in his eyes.

“I shouldn’t have kissed you. It was a
mistake.”

One he’d made twice. “Whatever you say.”

He released her and let her walk away. She
would have been home free if she had just walked straight into her
bedroom without looking back. But she hadn’t.

He stood there watching her. His fierce
control had slipped a little more. He looked almost...
vulnerable.

Before she could guess his next move, he was
right in front of her and diving both hands into her hair. Her
brain betrayed her, left her floundering for an appropriate
response.

He tilted her chin up and kissed her. Not the
fast and furious way he had before. He took his time, lingered, his
mouth devouring hers infinitely slowly. She told herself not to
move—not to touch him—but she couldn’t resist. She flattened her
palms against his chest, allowed them to glide over that hard
terrain.

Without breaking the kiss, he picked her up
and carried her to the bed. She told herself to stop this before it
was too late, but the idea was like giving up breathing.
Impossible. She reached for the buttons of his shirt, her
fingers fumbling in their haste.

He lowered her feet to the floor. She tugged
his shirt from his trousers and peeled it off him. For a moment she
could only touch him. Her greedy hands moved over the smooth skin
stretched tight over hard muscle. His fingers found their way to
the hem of her tank and tugged it up and over her head. He sucked
in a harsh breath as he traced the lacy fabric of her black bra.
She wanted it off… she wanted his hands on her breasts.

As if he’d read her mind, he unfastened the
hooks and lifted the bra away from her. His palms curved over her
breasts and desire tightened inside her. She arched into his touch.
He leaned down and tasted one taut nipple. She cried out. His hands
were suddenly all over her. She unfastened his fly and pushed his
trousers and underwear off his lean hips. His thick arousal nudged
her belly. She shivered. Her hands slid downward, tracing his hips
and that tantalizing vee until she encircled his length. He
groaned.

As if her intimate touch had been the last
straw, he ushered her onto the bed, shucked his trousers, and then
tugged off her jeans. He took his time sliding her panties down her
legs. He kissed her ankle, lavished the arch of her foot with his
tongue. By the time he climbed onto the bed with her, she was
trembling with need. With her last rational thought she reached
into the top drawer of her bedside table and fumbled for a condom.
He took it from her, ripped open the foil package, and stretched
the slick latex into place.

His blue eyes locked with hers as he came
down on top of her. He guided himself into that wet, aching place
between her thighs. She entwined her legs with his and lifted her
hips to meet his thrust. He pushed fully inside her and she
came.

He held still, watching her fall apart. When
those sweet waves of completion had subsided, he finally moved. She
couldn’t stop touching him. She wanted to explore every inch of
him. He made her come again before withdrawing and kissing his way
down her body. He used every delicious trick in the book to
pleasure her and her body hummed with the magic of his touch.

When she tried to pull him back to her once
more, needing him inside her, he trapped her hands in his. “Not
yet,” he murmured.

He drove her mad with nothing more than his
lips and his amazing tongue until she thought she would lose her
mind. Then he filled her once more and it was her turn to watch him
come undone.






Alex wasn’t sure how much time had passed.
All she knew was that she never wanted to move. The feel of him
spooned against her made her want to stay like this forever. Mr.
Control had known exactly how to make her lose control. Having him
lay with her like this when she’d expected him to make a hasty
retreat, broke down her defenses a little more. All these years she
had sworn she loved being single, that she refused to have her life
measured by whether or not she was part of a pair.

She had been lying to herself.

He raised up on one elbow and left a sweet
kiss on her shoulder. “I should shower and get dressed.”

She smiled, wishing the moment didn’t have to
end. Just watching him walk away made her weak with need.

Do not fall for this guy, Alex. He
would be gone when this was over.

Why on earth did her heart want to take a
risk on a guy like Wyatt Murphy?

Because there was no one else on earth like
him, she was certain. He made her want… more.

The sound of the water running in the shower
prompted her to get up. She grabbed a robe and started to shoulder
into it but hesitated. A wicked grin slid across her lips. She
strolled out of her room, dragging the robe behind her. Like she
figured, he’d left the bathroom door open.

Why not join him? If she never saw him again
after this was over, she might as well enjoy every minute.

A knock at the front door derailed her
fantasy. She took one last look at his fine backside and sighed.
“Maybe later.”

Dragging on her robe, she hurried to the door
as a second knock echoed. She reached for the door but stopped
herself. She should be sure who was out there before—

Another knock, this one harder. The sound
made her jump. She leaned forward and checked the security
peephole.

Marg’s face was all she saw at first. Her
mother looked hurt… or terrified. Then Alex saw the muzzle of the
gun jammed against her temple.

Alex’s heart lunged into her throat. She
reached for the doorknob.

“Don’t open the door, Alex!”

Murphy’s words reverberated through her too
late. Alex had already released the lock. She glanced back at him.
A towel slung around his hips, a gun in his hand, Murphy was moving
toward her. He was saying something… She watched his lips move, his
words lost to the roar of her own blood in her ears.

The door flew inward.

“Get down!” Murphy shouted.

Marg screamed. Alex whirled toward her. The
man holding her mother at gunpoint abruptly hauled her away.
Another man darted around him, a weapon in his hand. Alex saw the
muzzle flash… heard the gunshot exploding in the room.

A third man grabbed Alex and dragged her out
the door.


Chapter 20

“You have ten seconds,” Wyatt warned.

The paramedic glanced up at him but didn’t
speak.

“Murphy, the man is trying to patch you up,”
Agent Ned Fairbanks admonished.

“Three seconds and I’m walking out that
door,” Wyatt warned anyone listening.

“Good to go, sir.” The paramedic added a
large bandage over the suture job on Wyatt’s side and stepped back.
“You should have your personal physician look at that as soon as
possible.”

“Thanks.” Wyatt grimaced as he buttoned his
shirt. “I’m gone.”

Fairbanks checked his cell. “You know I can’t
let you do this alone.”

Technically, Fairbanks was not his superior.
Wyatt tucked his weapon at the small of his back. Half a dozen
agents were milling around Alex’s house. The agent assigned to Marg
was en route to the ER. Two unidentified enemy agents were down,
and a third was alive but refusing to talk.

“You give me two minutes with our prisoner,”
Wyatt suggested, “and I’ll let you tag along for the rescue.”

“I don’t think so. I heard about what you did
to Johnson. The director is not going to like it.”

Wyatt had learned a long time ago that the
director preferred to hear the job was done without all the gory
details. “We’re wasting time.”

Fairbanks hissed a heavy breath. “Do not make
me regret this, Murphy.”

Wyatt grabbed his car keys from where they’d
fallen on the floor. He tossed them to the nearest agent. “There’s
a gym bag in my trunk. I’m going to need it.”

“I think I’ll wait outside,” Fairbanks
announced.

“Good idea.”

When Wyatt had his gym bag, he ordered the
rest of the team out of the house. He stepped around the two bodies
on the floor waiting for removal and joined the lone survivor at
Alex’s kitchen table. The guy’s hands were cuffed behind his back
and his ankles were secured.

Wyatt placed the gym bag on the table. He
opened it and removed his tools. Hammer, box cutter, nails, and
pliers. On second thought, he grabbed the hacksaw.

“I have two questions for you.” When the
cocky guy would have argued, Wyatt went on. “You will answer my
questions. You can trust me on that.”

Some of the man’s arrogance vanished.

“One, where did they take the hostages?”
Wyatt picked up the hacksaw and studied it. “Two, how many are in
my way?”






Alex couldn’t say for sure how much time had
passed. An hour maybe. The men who’d kidnapped her and Marg had
tied their hands and feet and blindfolded them for the ride. Once
they’d arrived at wherever the hell they were, the same two men had
hauled them into this dark room, ripped off their blindfolds, and
left them here.

Marg huddled close. She was still shaking.
Alex wished she could hug her.

“Do you think someone will come rescue
us?”

Alex smiled but it was too dark for her mom
to see. “Absolutely. Murphy won’t let us down.”

“I’m so scared, Alex.”

Alex wiggled closer to her. “It’s okay to be
scared, but we will get through this.”

She closed her eyes and prayed this wouldn’t
be the time she let her mother down. All this insanity was her
fault. Please let us get through this and let Wyatt be
okay…

Those final moments in the house had played
over and over in her head. The sound of the weapons discharging.
Wyatt rushing toward her. Had he been hit by the gunfire? She
wasn’t sure.

He’ll be here.

Metal scraped against metal and the door
opened with a whine. Overhead lights came on, harsh and bright.
Alex blinked as she tried to see the dark figures that entered the
gray room. Not a regular room. More like a big walk-in vault.

Two armed men who were dressed like guards or
soldiers took positions on either side of the open door before a
third man entered. Like Avery and Crane, this man appeared to be in
his late sixties and distinguished, if not handsome. What was it
with all these old guys? Did they have nothing better to do than to
get into trouble by stealing secret technology and killing
people?

“Alex Jackson,” he said with a nod. “We
finally meet.”

This one had an accent that sounded British.
“What do you want?”

“My time is very limited, Alex, so I’ll get
straight to the point. The device, where is it?”

The reality that this man could hurt her
mother—and probably would—made Alex’s stomach churn and her heart
skip a beat. She’d told herself repeatedly that she could be strong
enough. Don’t fall down now. She had to do this right.
Marg’s life depended on what Alex did next.

Her options were clear. If she told him the
truth and Wyatt was lying injured in her house, these guys would
kill him. If she lied, she might be able to buy some time. And just
maybe help would arrive before these jerks returned.

Decision made, she looked him straight in the
eye and lied. “It’s at my office. Inside a glove in my middle desk
drawer.”

“You’re sure about that? I would genuinely
regret having to return empty handed. I would have no choice but to
hurt your lovely mother.”

A quake of uncertainty shuddered through her
but Alex held her ground. “I’m sure.”

“So we shall see.”

The three men left and the lights went out
once more. Marg laid her head on Alex’s shoulder and sobbed
softly.

Alex focused on trying to work her hands free
from the ropes. Wyatt would be here. She refused to believe
otherwise.

Seemingly endless minutes later when the
ropes started to loosen, Alex’s wrists were raw. She was almost
free. One more hard jerk. Pain sliced through her wrists and shot
up her arms. The ropes fell away. She was free. She wasn’t sure how
much time had passed since she sent the British guy and his friends
on that wild goose chase. There was no way to know when they would
return.

Adrenaline shoring up her determination, she
worked on the ropes binding her ankles. Marg kept quiet. Neither of
them dared to speak in case someone was monitoring the room. The
ropes around her ankles came loose and Alex stretched her legs.
God, it felt so good.

She leaned closer to Marg and whispered, “I’m
loose. I’m going to untie you now.”

Marg turned her back, giving Alex easy
access. Her fingers ached as she freed her mother’s hands. When she
reached down to work on the rope around her ankles, Marg set her
hands away. She patted Alex’s arm in a silent signal that she could
do this.

Alex closed her eyes and tried to remember
what she’d seen in the room during the brief time the lights were
on. Gray walls. Concrete maybe, like the floor. A couple of cots, a
table and chair, possibly two. What was this place? A prison or a
bunkhouse? Didn’t matter. All she and Marg needed was a way
out.

Moving on hands and knees, she worked her way
around the room, hoping to find anything they could use for a
weapon. She felt the cold metal leg of the table, and then the
smaller wooden leg of a chair. Relief flowed through her veins. It
wasn’t much, but it was something. She stood and lifted the chair,
gauging its weight. This could work.

A touch on her shoulder made Alex gasp. Marg
squeezed her arm reassuringly. Alex took her mother’s hand and
placed it on the chair.

Marg leaned close and whispered, “I think
there are two. I’ll get the other one.”

Despite the terrifying circumstances, Alex
smiled. Maybe her mother was stronger than she’d realized.

The grind of metal jerked her attention to
the door.

They were coming back.

Quickly taking a position to one side of the
door, Alex raised the chair above her head. Next to her, Marg did
the same. Alex held her breath.

The door swung inward and those bright lights
came on.

Alex prepared to slam the chair into the
first person she saw as her eyes adjusted…

One of the guards from before came into
focus. She swung the chair at his face. The impact of wood against
flesh and bone shook her.

Swearing, he staggered back.

Alex grabbed for his weapon.

The guard snatched the gun from her reach and
charged forward.

Marg swung her chair, barely missing Alex and
whopping him square in the chest.

This time he went down. Alex didn’t bother
trying to fish his gun from under his crumpled body. She grabbed
her mother’s hand and rushed out the door.

The big, black muzzle of a weapon stopped
her.

The Brit.

Damn it.

She wilted with defeat.

“My men just informed me that the device is
not in your office,” he stated with enough hostility to scorch the
air.

“Now I remember,” she said, working hard to
keep the fear from her voice, “I stuck it in my purse.”

“Where is it?” he repeated, disdain and fury
dripping from the words.

“At my house.” She squared her shoulders and
held Marg’s hand a little tighter. “I’ll show you.”

“This is your last opportunity to do this
right, Alex.” He grabbed Marg by the hair and pulled her close. She
whimpered. “Lie to me again and this time your mother will die
right in front of you.”

Fear twisted inside her, but Alex refused to
allow the tears brimming to escape. “You can have the damned thing.
Just don’t hurt her.”

“Good.” He shoved Marg at Alex. “Let’s
go.”

The guard, looking thoroughly pissed, moved
up next to Alex to lead the way.

The other guard and no telling how many
others would likely rendezvous at her house. She and Marg were
running out of time and options.

Wyatt, where are you?

When the long, door-lined corridor finally
ended, a set of steep stairs led them up to yet another steel door.
The guard opened it and sunlight spilled in. Some amount of relief
washed over Alex. At least they were getting out of this place.

Outside, she surveyed the area. Deserted. A
few trees and scraggly grasses. There was graffiti on the exterior
concrete walls. No highway in sight, just a dirt road. What was
this place? Some sort of abandoned testing facility or military
site? The silence was eerie.

A big black SUV waited a few yards away. The
guard double-timed it to the vehicle and opened the rear passenger
door before moving toward the driver’s door.

The Brit nudged Alex in the back with his
gun. “Your mother gets in first, and then you.”

Alex moved forward. Marg stayed closed to her
side. Please, please let help get here in time.

A gunshot cracked the silence, and then
another.

Alex stalled.

On the other side of the SUV the guard fell
to the ground, his agonizing screams making her heart slam against
her sternum. Were the good guys here or had more bad guys found
them?

“Drop the weapon, Braddock.”

Wyatt.

Alex’s racing heart took a little leap. Wyatt
and at least a dozen other men suddenly appeared from the trees.
The realization that there was blood on his shirt momentarily
overrode her relief. He had been injured. He looked okay though and
he was moving toward her with that big gun of his aimed at the bad
guy. She wanted to cheer.

The Brit he’d called Braddock abruptly jerked
Alex away from her mother and against him. His left arm went tight
around her neck and the muzzle of his weapon bored into her
skull.

“Stop right where you are,” Braddock warned,
“or I’ll ruin the lady’s day.”

Alex trembled. It made her mad as hell but
she couldn’t stop the shaking. She wanted to tell the bastard that
he’d already ruined her day, damn it.

Wyatt stopped. “You have two options,
Braddock. Live or die. It’s your choice.”

“If I die, she dies with me.” Braddock’s
weapon drilled a little deeper into her scalp.

Alex had been in tight spots a time or two in
her life. Typically the unfortunate moment involved a man—like now.
She had learned long ago that when a man refused to listen to
reason there was only one thing a woman could do.

She reached down, grabbed him by the crotch,
and squeezed for all she was worth.

Braddock howled in pain. At the same instant,
Marg screamed like a banshee and hurled herself against him.

A weapon discharged… the hiss of a bullet
buzzed so close to Alex she felt its heat.

Braddock jerked back. The weapon in his right
hand hit the ground. Blood leaked from his right shoulder.

Alex tore away from him. She scrambled to
where Marg struggled to get to her feet.

Suddenly people were everywhere. A man
carrying what looked like a paramedic bag knelt next to Marg.

Wyatt grabbed Alex, pulled her up, and held
her at arm’s length. He surveyed her from head to toe and back.
“Are you hurt?”

She shook her head, her gaze rushing over him
to make sure he was okay. The blood on his shirt had her heart
leaping again.

“It’s nothing,” he assured her. “Let’s get
you and Marg out of here.”

The next few minutes were a blur of activity.
Braddock refused to talk, but his guard was spilling his guts. The
rest of Braddock’s team was taken into custody at Alex’s
office.

Wyatt explained that Alex and her mother
needed to be debriefed.

And then he was gone.

It was over.

The good guys had won. Yet, somehow, Alex was
certain she had lost.


Chapter 21

Sunday, July 27, 8:30 p.m.

More than twenty-four hours had passed since
the debriefing. Patton had called. He’d explained that a man named
Sean Johnson had been arrested for Hitch’s murder as well as for
the murder of the guy who’d died in the house explosion. Timothy
O’Neill had been cleared of any wrongdoing and released from jail.
Patton couldn’t give her any other details since the case was
classified. Alex didn’t mention that she already knew those
details.

Late yesterday she had turned over the device
to an agent sent to her house by Wyatt. It was done. Over. Case
closed.

That was good, right?

Funny thing was, it didn’t feel good. Every
part of her felt… sad.

She and Marg were unharmed beyond a few
scrapes and bruises. Marg had stayed the night. Alex wasn’t sure
which of them had needed the other the most. Many hours of
soul-searching conversation and lots of tears had been shared.

When dawn broke with Alex still awake, she’d
realized one thing with a keenly painful certainty—she wouldn’t be
seeing Wyatt Murphy again.

She and her mother had been instructed never
to speak of the events that had occurred. Anything they had learned
about the device was a threat to national security and to disclose
that information would make them terrorists. They should forget
everything they had seen and heard over the last week.

Alex had no problem with any of the
instructions except the forgetting part. If she spent the rest of
her life trying, she would never be able to forget Wyatt
Murphy.

How had he forgotten her so easily?

Shannon had appeared at Alex’s door a couple
of hours ago with a movie and bags filled with junk food, beer, and
wine. Alex had a sneaking suspicion that Marg had called her. No
matter that Alex wanted to pretend everything was fine, she was
glad to have Marg and Shannon with her tonight.

The truth was, nothing was fine.

Alex drained her second bottle of Corona and
set it aside. She would be okay… eventually. It wasn’t as if she
needed a man in her life every minute of every day to feel
complete. She had her home, her business, and her friends. She
waited for the resounding echo of damn straight but it
didn’t come. The only thing that popped into her head was the image
of Wyatt.

Just as Hitch’s death had, Wyatt’s presence
had tampered with her balance.

Maybe it was time she tried the relationship
route again. See where it went. Maybe she was missing something.
All she had to do was find the right man.

One man in particular strong-armed his way
back into her thoughts. Not smart, Alex. The guy is long
gone.

The doorbell chimed and she jumped up. “I’ll
get it.” Any excuse to take her mind off the ache that refused to
go away.

Marg and Shannon didn’t even appear to notice
she’d moved. They were too engrossed in watching Magic Mike.

Alex shook her head and wandered over to the
front door. Maybe the Professor, Hernandez, and Bobby had decided
to join the party.

She opened the door and all other thoughts,
including the one that would have told her to say hello,
vanished.

Wyatt Murphy stood on her porch.

“Hey, Alex.” When she simply stood there,
mute, he added, “May I come in?”

Cheering from the girls at something on the
movie nudged Alex out of the trance she’d drifted into. “No. I…”
She stepped onto the porch and pulled the door closed behind her.
“I have company.”

A flicker of something in those blue eyes
made her chest constrict. Damn this man and his power over her.
Five seconds in his presence and already she couldn’t catch her
breath.

“I stopped by to thank you,” he said. “You
performed a great service for your country.”

She heard what he said, but for the most part
she was busy admiring the pale blue shirt that matched his eyes and
the sexy jeans. Where was the suit? Suit or no, he was as
heart-stoppingly handsome as ever.

She started to assure him that another thank
you wasn’t necessary, but a burst of anger stopped her. She took a
breath and then said what was really on her mind. “What did you
really come here for, Agent Murphy?”

He looked puzzled at her question, but he
knew exactly what she meant. He was back and it had nothing to do
with showing his gratitude for her service to her country. Thank
God she’d chosen a decent outfit. Slim-fitting, low-slung jeans and
a silk tank edged in frilly lace. Her bare feet sported sexy pink
toenails.

“I suppose I wanted to ensure you were all
right.”

Liar. “You knew I was all right when we said
goodbye yesterday.”

He nodded.

Daring to hope, she stared directly into his
gorgeous eyes. “Did you come back because there was something else
you wanted?”

Tension tightened that handsome jaw as his
gaze raked down the length of her body and back. When his eyes met
hers once more, blatant desire burned there. “Yes.”

Her heart reacted to a rush of yearning. “So,
Agent Murphy, what now?”

He reached those strong arms around her and
pulled her close. “I hoped we could spend some time getting to know
each other a little better.”

She searched his eyes. Was the sparkle she
saw there a sign? “Don’t you have to hurry back to Washington or
some place?”

“Actually, this was my last mission. I’ve
decided to retire.”

“What?” Could he possibly mean…?

“You did give me a job. I could help you out
until I establish my own private investigations business.”

Pure happiness welled inside her. Alex
grinned. “As long as you understand I’m the boss.”

“I don’t think that’ll be a problem.”

He brushed his lips across hers and Alex knew
in that moment she had found what came next. Wyatt Murphy was a
keeper.
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