Teaser

Dizzying flickers of blue and red bounced across weather-worn walls, coal asphalt and
choppy ocean water as Inspector Maggie Snow ducked under the limp police tape. A
light mist was beginning to fall so she hurried her pace, wanting to get the crime scene
processed quickly in case the mist turned into something heavier. She nodded at
Lieutenant Tom Hogan, unsurprised to see her boss surrounded by a gaggle of reporters.
This was the fourth apparent drug death in seven days. The mediawas starting to circle
like a school of great whites. They smelled blood in the water, and the police were
starting to feel like chum.

Maggie saw afamiliar face as she made her way toward the body. Claire Washburn was
kneeling next to the victim as the forensics teams circled around her, rapidly collecting
any remaining evidence before the rain began in earnest. Flashbulbs were firing off so
fast, Maggie amost felt like she was at anightclub. The strobe effect they created made
Claire’'s movements seem jerky and the slightest bit spooky.

“Dr. Washburn,” Maggie greeted Claire cordially, blinking as another flash from a
camera nearly blinded her. The medical examiner had thawed alittle toward her in the
last few weeks, but not enough to Maggie'sliking. She wanted to do her best to
ingratiate herself with Jill’sfriends. They obviously meant alot to the blonde attorney,
and since Jill was coming to mean alot to Maggie, it seemed the only prudent thing to do.
Not that a damn one of them was making it easy. At least Boxer wasn't on this case.
Maggietook it as avictory intheir little rivalry that she’ d grabbed this high profile case
while Boxer had been toiling on closing some homicides that were under the city’ s radar.
It wasn't that Maggie didn’t admire Boxer’s skills as a cop, but Boxer was at the top of
the totem pole, a place Maggie wanted reserved for herself.

“Ingpector Snow,” Claire grumbled as she packed up her kit.

“Time of death?” Maggie inquired, deciding her best approach with Claire for the
moment would be professional until they were no longer chatting over a corpse.

“About two hoursago.” Claire gently covered the young Asian woman tossed like trash
from amoving car. “She’s barely cold.”

Maggie dipped out a notepad and jotted a few immediate details about the scene into it.
“Lt. Hogan said on the phone that you think our girl here is another victim of this
whacked out batch of Ecstasy that’s making my life aliving Hell right now. What makes
you think that?’

Claire lifted the girl’ s right arm, picked up her UV light and flicked it on over the back of
the victim’s hand. The image of a devil appeared in the ghostly purple light. “She’s got
the mark on her.”

“Damn raves,” Maggie swore as Claire put the light away. All of the victims had



possessed the stamp on their hands, but it was information the police hadn’t released to
the genera public. “Stupid kids keep going to them even though the mediais warning
them right and left.”

“That’ s youth for you.” Claire tucked the light away and zipped her bag. “They think
nothing can touch them. A little danger just adds to the thrill.” She stood. “I’ll know for
sure if she overdosed on this poison once | get the tox resultsin.” She smiled tightly as
Maggie handed her the kit. The other woman was at least trying to be friendly, but
something about her still set Claire’ s teeth on edge. It was just hard to get past Maggie
accusing her best friend of murder. That sort of thing tended to piss Claire off, and she
had along memory. It didn’'t help matters that Hollywood, as Lindsay liked to call
Maggie, seemed wholly unapologetic about the matter and had picked up her little battle
of willswith Lindsay asif the whole Kiss-Me-Not case had never happened.

The situation didn’t seem to be a problem for Jill, however, Claire noted wryly as the
blonde attorney gave Maggie a beaming smile as she arrived on the scene. “Claire,” Jill
greeted warmly. “Maggie,” the last was said with a hint of suggestiveness that made
Claire’ s gag reflex twinge.

“Hi there.” Maggie smiled but didn’t return the flirting interest. There was atime and
place for it and thiswasn't it. At least she figured Claire would feel that way so she
decided to act accordingly.

Jill glanced down at the sheet-covered body. Clearly some kind-hearted Samaritans had
found the body first and tried to cover the girl up. Jill just hoped they hadn’t
contaminated any evidence. Bloodstains were already soaking through the sheet, turning
the small roses on the surface a darker shade than the designer ever intended. “Do | want
to look?’ she asked Claire.

Claire knelt again and lifted one corner so Jill could see the once beautiful young face.
Her friend winced at the sight of the torn skin and bruises, but then Jill frowned and bent
at the waist, angling her head for a better look. “Something wrong?’ Claire asked.
“She...” Jill stood up and shook her head. “Shelooks... familiar.”

Claire glanced back down at the young woman’s face. “Y ou know her?’

Jill shook her head again. “No. But I’ ve seen her somewhere before.”

“Any ideawhere?’ Maggie asked as the coroner’ s wagon arrived. She shot the vehicle a
look before tipping her head back and taking in the flash of lightning overhead. Spring
had sprung in San Francisco, and it had been raining on and off for ailmost aweek. The
storm and wet ground were going to be hell on any forensic trace evidence if the techs

didn’t pick up the pace.

Jill ran ahand through her hair. “I can’t placeit. | want to say work, though.”



“You think she worked at the Hall?” Claire asked with alarm as she glanced back at the
deceased again, wondering if it was someone she passed at work every day and hadn’t
realized it.

The blonde shrugged helplessly. “Maybe. Hell, maybe | just think | know her.” Jill
jumped when aclap of thunder sounded overhead.

Another flash of lightning illuminated the reporters behind the crime scene tape and
Claire lifted her chin when she saw afamiliar redhead among the crowd. “Excuse me,”
she told the two unfortunately dating women before shifting her kit to her other hand. “I
need to check in with a... colleague.”

Jill turned her head as Claire left, noting exactly where the medical examiner was
heading. She smiled in Cindy’s general direction, receiving a dip of the reporter’s head
in response. There was no answering grin, however, and Jill tried not to wince at the cool
response. Cindy was not happy with her for dating Maggie, and the reporter was none
too shy about displaying her displeasure at the relationship. A pang of guilt made Jill’s
stomach ache, but she resolutely stuffed the feeling aside and forced her gaze away from
her friends.

“Doesthat girl deep with Lindsay or a police scanner?” Maggie wanted to know as she
watched Claire duck under the police tape just as the medical examiner’s assistants came
under from the other side. The ME laid her hand on Cindy’ s shoulder and turned the
reporter around, but not before Cindy gave alook of stone cold hatred in Maggi€'s
direction. Maggie gave her a cheeky wave, unable to help herself.

“Cindy?’ Jill guessed, pretending not to notice Maggi€'s reaction and making a mental
note to talk to the reporter over lunch sometime very soon. “Probably both.” Jill knelt as
fat drops of rain began to patter on the asphalt and into the ocean just beyond the
warehouse they were standing behind. Ships were coming and going in the night, their
running lights and the sound of their motors the only evidence of their existencein the
darkness and rain. She lifted the corner of the sheet and studied the face of the victim
one last time. “Wherein the hell do | know this girl from?’ she murmured.

*k*k*

ACT |

The storm seemed fitting, like something out of a gothic horror novel, Denise Kwon
decided as she was led down along corridor of holding cells. Flashes of lightning came
through the barred windows, casting long, eerie shadows across the concrete floor as
inmates called out obscenities to one another from the bowels of the prison. Denise was
no stranger to this place, but the prisoner who had summoned her here at this hour was
not one she had any desire to see.



A guard buzzed her in while two more flanked her on each side. Denise caught sight of
the killer in his orange jJumpsuit, sitting at a table with his hands shackled and locked to a
long chain that secured him to the floor. She took an unsteady breath as the guard
unlocked the cell and stepped aside to allow her to enter.

“What?’ she demanded in a clipped voice.

Pete Raynor smiled, looking like the Prince Charming Denise had once thought him to
be. “Hello, Denise.”

Denise noted there was no other counsel present. She wondered what game Pete was
about to start playing now. “You shouldn’t have called me without your lawyer.”

“I"'m just glad you came. | refuse to hold on to thisinformation any longer. My
conscience simply won't let me. It was keeping me up at night.” Pete continued to smile
benignly.

“What do you want, Mr. Raynor? The warden said you insisted on speaking with
someone from the District Attorney’s office...”

“And hereyou are. Although,” Pete said placidly, “I was kind of hoping to see Jill.”

The mere thought gave Denise chills. She stood alittle straighter. “What do you want?’
she demanded again, her voice harder and dripping disdain.

“Totell you where you can find abody,” Pete announced with the same serene look il
on hisfeatures.

Denise had suspected this would be his ploy to drag her out at this time of night. She
crossed her arms and tried to look disinterested. “We have enough bodies, Mr. Raynor,
to get you the death penalty ten times over. If you think I’'m going to strike adeal...”

“1 want to talk to Lindsay,” Pete declared. “| don't need a deal from the District
Attorney’s Office.”

“Noway.” Denise shook her head for emphasis. “The next time you see Lindsay Boxer
will bein court.”

“I"ll only tell Lindsay where the body is,” Pete vowed.

“Then | guesswe won't find it,” Denise said smartly. Privately, she hated that some
family out there might not get closure, but she was not about to play games or make
concessions for thisman. “Right now Lindsay is curled up in bed with her girlfriend on
this dark and stormy night,” Denise told him and had the satisfaction of seeing his smug
smilefalter. “You'rethelast thing on her mind.”



“You don’t know that. I’ve marked her for life. I'll always be in the shadows of her
mind, lurking in the depths of her dreams...” Pete’s smile owly returned. “And she'll
want to come. She'll want to know where the body is... need to know where the body
is.”

“And why isthat?’ Denise snapped.

“Because | killed Jill’s stepfather, and I’ m the only one who knows where the rotting
bastard is.”

*k*k*%x

“Do we think thisis connected to the other three deaths? Did she have the Devil stamp
on her? Why do you think she was tossed here?’

“Hello to you, too, skipper,” Claire drawled to Cindy with atired smile as they moved
away from the crime scene as the rain picked up in intensity.

“Sorry.” Cindy brushed a damp lock of her hair away from her glasses. It was late, and
she’ d been dragged away from awarm bed and an even warmer partner, and she was less
than thrilled about it. “1 had way too much coffee on the way over here.”

Claire chuckled and lightly scratched Cindy’ s back through the thin navy windbreaker
she was wearing. They stopped walking out of the line of sight of the other reporters,
tucking themselves against a closed delivery door to avoid the worst of therain. “1I'm
surprised Lindsay didn’t come with you.”

“Well, she has been on duty for ten straight days. I’m not even sure she knows |I’'m
gone.” Cindy smiled just alittle. “I didn’t have the heart to wake her. Besides, it’s not
her case.”

“No. It'stheice queen'scase,” Claire muttered with a glance at Maggie and Jill. She
shook her head. “Why Tom gave this one to Snow is beyond me.”

Cindy privately agreed. “Well he can’'t give all the high-profile cases to Lindsay and
Jacobi. The other cops would complain.”

Claire chuckled. “Got a point there,” she admitted. Her gaze returned to Maggie and Jill.
Maggie's confidence in her skills as an investigator was clear in the inspector’ s very
bearing. Claire wouldn’t have had a problem with that if Snow had proven that she could
walk the walk aswell astalk thetalk. She watched as Maggie reached up and brushed
Jill’ s bangs away from her eyes. Claire had to ook away, none too pleased to see the
affection between the two women. “I really thought Jill’ s taste had improved with
Luke... but thisis a definite setback.”

Cindy snorted faintly. “Well you know how I fedl, but if she makes Jill happy...”



“Do you redly believe that?” Claire drawled with disbelief clear in her tone and
expression, her gaze shifting back to the reporter in surprise.

“1 plead the fifth.” Cindy flipped open her notebook with one hand while yawning into
her fist with the other. “Okay. What can you tell me?’

Claire gladly changed the topic. Murder seemed a much safer subject than Maggie Snow,
unfortunately. “Not much. Not yet anyway. She did have the same mark as the other
victims. If she has the same type of Ecstasy in her system, then we' ve definitely got a
problem.”

Cindy wiped at the annoying curl of hair again. “So the two things we know are that all
the victims were at this devil dude’ s raves and that someone gave them some seriously
tainted drugs.”

“Whoever gave them those drugs had to know they were going to kill those kids,” Claire
argued. “Cyanide only does one thing and getting you high is not it.”

“Ecstasy laced with poison. Too bad the victims didn’t listen to Nancy Reagan and just
say no.”

Claire’slips quirked. “Forensics pulled two pills off the victim. That is not for print, by
the way.”

Cindy held up her hands before jotting the information down. “Like the others? Green
with awhite flower on top?”’

“Just like the others,” Claire confirmed. She sighed tiredly. “That’s al | got, sweetheart.
| need to get the poor thing back to the office.”

“We don't even have her name?’ Cindy glanced at the scene as the victim was loaded
onto agurney.

“We'll have to wait on dental records,” Claire murmured.

Cindy watched as the body was |oaded into the coroner’ s wagon. She shook her head.
“The monsters just keep coming,” she said quietly.

“The monsters just keep coming,” Claire agreed.

*k*k*

A knock at the door wrenched Lindsay Boxer up from the heavy shackles of sleep. She
jerked upright in bed, cursing when she felt cold sheets where her usually warm girlfriend
should be. Another knock had her moving through Cindy’ s apartment, sidestepping



Martha only to bang her toe into the coffee table. More curses flowed from her lipsinto
the dimly lit space. They really needed to find their own place, Lindsay decided.
Cindy’ s apartment was just too damn small.

Lindsay looked out the peephole and frowned at her late night visitor. She had to take a
second glance to confirm she wasn't dreaming. “Huh,” she muttered as she undid the
row of locks and opened the door to a dripping Denise Kwon.

“Hi,” Denise said lamely. “I’'m sorry to wake you.” She glanced down at Lindsay’s
long, bare legs and blinked before shifting her attention back on Lindsay’s dark eyes.
The inspector was in nothing more than along Texas Longhorns jersey and socks. How
she could make the ensemble sexy, Denise wasn't sure, but Boxer was pulling it off and
rather well at that. The jersey had to be a gift from Thomas because Denise was pretty
sure Boxer didn’t know an end zone from agoal post. “May | come in?’

Too sleepy to notice Denise’ s perusal of her lack of wardrobe or to be self-conscious
about it, Lindsay moved aside and let her enter. “Need atowel ?’

“That would be nice, thank you.” Lindsay moved away, leaving Denise to awkwardly
pet Martha on the head when the dog came over and sat next to her hand. She couldn’t
see much in Cindy’ s dark apartment, but Denise gathered that Cindy wasn't home. The
reporter would have ventured out of the bedroom by now, driven by her relentless
curiosity.

“Hereyou go.” Lindsay returned in shorts and carrying a deep brown towel.

Denisetook it and began wiping her hands and face. “Thomasisn't home?’ she asked to
be sure.

Lindsay held up a piece of paper she'd found taped to the bathroom mirror. * She got
called out on that Ecstasy story apparently.”

“They found another victim?’ Denise asked in surprise. She hadn’t checked her
BlackBerry since getting her summons from Raynor.

“Looksthat way.” Lindsay crossed her arms as thunder rumbled loud and close. “So |
takeit thisisn't asocial call.”

“It’s not,” Denise sighed as she draped the towel around her shoulders. Shetook a breath
and bit the proverbial bullet. “Pete Raynor called me to the prison tonight.”

Lindsay stiffened and stood alittle straighter. Her features hardened into an unreadable
mask even as her stomach roiled at the very mention of Pete'sname. “Lucky you,” she
said tightly.

“He wants to see you,” Denise added without preamble, wishing she didn’t have to be the



bearer of such bad news. It made her feel guilty, to dredge the Kiss-Me-Not Killer back
up into the thoughts of a woman who would probably pay almost any price to never have
to think of him again.

“l don't care,” Lindsay replied immediately.

Denise massaged the bridge of her nose. “1 wasn’t going to tell you. | wasjust going to
pretend like | never heard what he said to me, but the more | thought about it the more |
couldn’t let it go.”

Lindsay shifted her weight, curious and angry with herself for feeling that way. “What
did he say? Y ou wouldn’t be here unless it was something major.”

“He said he murdered Jill’ s stepfather.”

Denise couldn’t have surprised Lindsay more if she’d shown up at this hour drunk and
frisky. “What?’ Lindsay reached past Denise and finally snapped on the light, bathing
them both in welcome, warm tones.

“1 believe him, Inspector,” Denise continued. “He said he would only reveal the location
of William Carter’s body to you.”

Tunneling her hands through her hair, Lindsay moved back into the living room and
started to pace. The rain picked up outside again, smacking against the window with a
clatter that grated on Lindsay’ s suddenly agitated nerves. “Sonofabitch,” she hissed.
Once the club had discovered Pete was the Kiss-Me-Not Killer, some distant part of her
mind had wondered if he hadn’t been behind the disappearance of Jill’s so-called
stepfather. Knowing she'd been right didn’t make her feel any better.

“That’swhy I’'m here. I’m not compelling you to go see him. I'm not even asking. We
have enough evidence against Raynor to put him away for life or to see that he gets death.
| don’t think anyone would miss Carter except hiswife. But...” Denise nibbled her
bottom lip.

“But?’ Lindsay prompted impatiently.

“I"'m here... because | wanted to know if Jill needsthis... thisclosure. We al know what
that man did to her. Would she want to find Carter’s body? Would she need that? And
what about his other victims? Maybe they need that, too.”

The pacing stopped as Lindsay considered the questions, cursing herself inwardly for
thinking more about her own reaction to the news than how Jill would feel about it. Pete
had damaged all of them, something she kept forgetting. “1 don’t know. It might be
enough to know Carter isdead. If he'sdead. Pete could be yanking our chains.”

“Hetold me how he killed him, Inspector. | believe him.”



“1 just want this guy out of al our lives,” Lindsay muttered after a minute of silence and
contempl ation.

Denise knew there was nothing she could say so she remained quiet.

“Thanks for letting me know,” Lindsay finally said.

“1’m sorry to burden you with this,” Denise admitted.

Lindsay shook her head, appreciating what Denise was trying to do for both her and Jill.
;(;’(?Jl{ll Idld the right thing telling me. Now | just need to figure out what the right thing is

Denise dipped the towel from her neck and handed it to Lindsay. “Let me know when
you do. I'll keep thisjust between us until then.” She moved to the door and opened it.

“Denise,” Lindsay called out before the woman was out the door. “Would you want to
know?’

The attorney hesitated. “1 don’t know. I’m not Jill, and I’'m not her best friend. | don’t
think I’'m the one to ask.”

There was something interesting in Denise’ stone, but Lindsay couldn’t quite put her
finger on what it was. “You may not be Jill,” she agreed. “But... you sure are acting like
afriend,” Lindsay informed the other woman with aweary half-smile.

Denise pursed her lips but said nothing more, closing the door behind her with a soft

snick and leaving Lindsay Boxer with anew weight to carry on her already overburdened
shoulders.

“She does not.”

“Doestoo.”

“Does not.”

“Does too,” Cindy argued lightly as she paced Jill step for step through the long corridors
of the Hall, taking almost three steps for every one of Jill’slong strides. “I’mtelling you,

she'stotally into you.”

“You'redelusional,” Jill replied with afirm shake of her head. She shifted her filesto
the other arm before shouldering her door open and shoving it inward.



“Denise is completely, absolutely...” Cindy started only to smack into her friend’ s back
when Jill stopped abruptly. The reporter glanced around Jill. “Sitting right there,” she
finished.

Denise lifted one elegant eyebrow as she rose from Jill’s chair. “What am | completely
and absolutely, Ms. Thomas?’

Cindy opened and closed her mouth before glancing at an imaginary watch. “Heh. Look
at thetime. 1've got adeadline to meet. Nice seeing you, Denise. Jill,” Cindy almost
squeaked before turning traitor and leaving her friend alone with her dragon lady of a
boss.

“High strung, that one,” Denise commented casually.

Jill’ s eyes narrowed as she watched Cindy flee, wishing, not for the first time, that |aser
vision realy had lasers. “Something | can do for you?’ Jill asked, ignoring her boss's jab
at the reporter.

“Asamatter of fact...” Denise grabbed Jill’ s files and flung them onto the floor,
spreading them out in a cascade of paper.

“Hey! Wh-...?" Jill started only to be pulled into her office, her words catching in her
throat as Denise kicked the door closed behind them and pressed Jill against the wood
and glass. Jill didn’t have time to think or react as Denise’ s mouth captured hers and her
boss' s hands began to blaze a path under her shirt and up her torso.

“D..."” Jill couldn’t speak as her knees went weak. Denise’ s warm, solid thigh slipped
between her own, causing a sweet friction between Jill’slegs. “God,” she got out
between rough kisses and gasps for air.

“| don't want to hear it, Bernhardt.”

Jill blinked as Denise' s voice lowered and smoothed out into the amber tones of Claire
Washburn. “Huh?’ She jumped when something cold and wet smacked her in the face.
The attorney snapped upright, realizing that she' d been dreaming and had apparently
fallen asleep with her face on Claire’' s desk.

“1 do not want to know why you were moaning in your sleep at my desk,” Claire
informed her with bemusement as she lounged in the doorway. “I have to sit in that
chair.”

The DDA rubbed at her face and then let her hands dide through her short, blonde locks.
Her features were still wet and she glanced down at the desk for the source, frowning
when she saw aglob of wet paper towels. “Was that necessary?’

“No, but it wasfun.” Claire chuckled at Jill’s scowl before crossing to her desk and



perching on the edge. “And you sounded like you needed some cooling off.”
Jill eyed the paper towels. “Those weren't used to wash up a dead body, were they?’
Claire snorted.

Deciding she was too overheated to care, Jill grabbed the towels and began to blot the
back of her neck. The cold felt wonderful against her hot skin. “I must be getting a
fever,” she murmured.

Frowning now, Claire leaned across the desk and felt her friend’ s forehead. “You are
warm. Y ou feeling okay?’

“Obvioudly not,” Jill muttered. “I just dreamed | was having sex with Denise.”

“Ah-ah.” Claire held up ahand and retreated from her desk. “Did | not tell you | didn’'t
want to hear it?" She started shooing Jill out of her chair, keeping her amusement out of
her voice. Claire was oddly pleased to hear Jill had been dreaming about someone other
than Maggie. She decided to take that asagood sign. “Up. Comeon. Up.”

Scowling again, Jill got to her feet and moved so Claire could sit. “Did you get cause of
death?’ She rubbed at one sleepy eye as Claire settled in her chair. They’d both been up
nearly twenty hours closing another case when they’ d received word of last night’s
victim. “If that kid in there died from the same drug...”

“Shedied from adrug,” Claire confirmed, too damn tired to quiz Jill on why she was
having sex dreams about her boss, even though a part of her wanted to pry. “Won't be
sure it was the same one until the toxicology resultsarein. And that kid isonly afew
years younger than Cindy.”

“That’s four, Claire,” Jill sighed as she slumped into achair. Pressing the cold towelsto
the back of her neck once more, she watched Claire lace her fingers and put them on the
desk. “Narcotics needs to get this stuff off the street.”

“Narcotics needs to find out who is pushing this stuff and make them take it,” Claire
declared.

Jill bobbed her head once in the affirmative. “That would work,” she agreed dryly.
“Save the taxpayers of San Francisco afew bucks on atrial.”

The door to the morgue swung open and a refreshed looking Cindy Thomas came rushing
in. “Hey. I’ve got something,” she informed them with asmile and slightly out of
breath.

“Way too much sleep from the looks of it,” Claire huffed.



Cindy hesitated as her gaze swung from Claire to Jill. She squinted her eyes as she
looked at the attorney. “What did you do to your face?’

Jill’s hand came up and she felt indentations on her cheek where she’'d fallen asleep on a
spiral notebook. “Shut up, Miss Sunshine,” she growled. “Some of us have been
working al night.”

“And some of us have been catching forty winks on my desk,” Claire added. She leaned
back in her chair and gave Cindy aweary smile. “What have you got, sweetheart?’

Deciding to avoid agrouchy Jill, Cindy sidled over to Claire’s desk. “Well, we know
magnoliais a messed-up kind of Ecstasy, right?’

“It'sadeath pill,” Claire argued roughly.

“Wait. What?’ Jill asked as she leaned forward. “Magnolia?’

“It'sagreen pill with awhite flower on the top,” Cindy replied defensively, her friends’
sour mood and lack of sleep wearing on her nerves already. “Someone at the Register
mentioned that it look like amagnolia. We had to call it something.” She looked from
one to the other but didn’t see any support. “Jeez. Y ou two need coffee.”

“Why do you reporters feel the need to name everything?’ Jill complained.

Cindy held out her hands, a reporter’ s notepad in one of them. “We can't just keep
calling it that green pill with the flower on top that killed those kids. Just callingit...
magnolia... it’s... easier.” She stood up alittle straighter asif she expected to haveto

defend herself some more.

“It does look like amagnolia,” Claire murmured as she looked at the photograph she kept
in her desk of the pill that had been keeping her so busy as of late.

“Not helping,” Jill whined.
Cindy smirked. “Anyway... calling it magnoliawas actually a good thing.”

“Helped you get your story above the fold?” Jill sniped before slumping back in the chair
and covering her eyes with the wet paper towels.

“Okay. Not coffee. You either need sleep or sex,” Cindy stated bluntly. “Maggieisn’t
al that, huh?’

Jill extended the middle finger of her right hand toward the reporter who grinned in
triumph and turned back to Claire. Ascranky asJill felt, it was still nice to have Cindy
smile at her again.



“1 ran a search using magnoliaand illegal substances,” Cindy explained.
“Y ou found something?’ Claire asked in surprise.

“Did | not say that when | walked in?” Cindy teased before retrieving the file she had
tucked under her arm. She opened it, laying out the photographs and articles on Claire’s
desk. Leather creaked behind her, and a moment later, Jill leaned over her shoulder.
“Magnolia,” Cindy said as she handed a police photo to Jill and an article dated four
years ago from a New Orleans newspaper to Claire.

The attorney bit her lip. “Looks the same,” she murmured.

“Itisthe same. They even called it Magnolia.” Cindy smiled triumphantly.
“I’ll be damned,” Claire almost whispered as she studied the article.
“What?’ Jill asked. “Sound like our drug?’

“It does,” Claire said. “But that’s not what got my attention.” She handed the copy of
the article to Jill and put her hands on her hips as she waited for her friend’ s reaction.

“I’ll be damned,” Jill echoed as she studied the photograph of narcotics officers at the
scene of arave gone bad. She glanced up at Claire and their gazes held as long buried
history floated up between them.

“What?’ Cindy asked. “What?’ She repeated when her friends didn’t answer quickly
enough.

Jill put her elbow on Cindy’ s shoulder and leaned closer, displaying the article for the
reporter to see. “Seethat cop there?” Jill drawled with ahint of asmile. She pointed at a
tall brunette who was standing just left of center in jeans and a leather jacket. Her shield
and gun were both visible on her narrow waist.

Cindy looked up at her friend when she heard the warmth enter Jill’s voice. The officer
was attractive, and Cindy had a moment to wonder if she was another notch on Jill’s
legendary bedpost. In fact, the officer reminded her alittle bit of Lindsay. “Y ou know
her?’

“That’s Nikki Beaumont,” Jill informed her.

“How do you know a narcotics cop from New Orleans?’ Cindy wanted to know.

Claire smiled and settled back in her chair once more. “She used to be in the club.”

*kk*%x



A day off.

Lindsay even said the words aoud, wishing she could relish the sound of them. Shewas
soaking in a bubble bath, turning over the angles of the information Denise had imparted
hours before. Denise’ s late night visit had ruined Lindsay’ s day in every way possible.
Instead of planning aromantic evening with Cindy and hunting for anew placeto live,
Lindsay once again found her thoughts on murder... on him.

When Cindy had come home last night, Lindsay had merely wrapped her lover up in her
arms and held her, wishing she could share what she knew but keeping the news to
herself for now. Lindsay felt like Pete was making both her and Denise complicit in
William Carter’s murder, but she was struggling to care. Carter had deserved to die for
what he did to Jill. Lindsay didn’t mourn his passing or the way in which he'd left this
world. She was glad he was dead, but damn the fates for |etting Pete Raynor be the one
to send the bastard on hisway.

Her thoughts came to an abrupt halt as the bathroom door swung open with a bang.
Martha jumped and scampered into a standing position on the bath mat, barking in
surprise at the unexpected visitor at the door.

“Jesus, Cindy. Y ou about gave the dog a heart attack.” Lindsay didn’t mention what
Cindy’ s entrance had done to her own heart rate.

“1 can’t believe you never told me,” Cindy whined.

Lindsay froze, considering all the things she may or may not have told her lover in the
time they’ d been together. Had Denise caved and spilled the news about Pete? “Um...
sorry?’ she ventured hesitantly.

“Thisisabig deal, Linz,” Cindy declared. “| mean... thisisunforgivable!”

“Whoa” Lindsay held up her hands as worry began to set in. “What? What isit that
you think | didn’t tell you?’

“Hello there,” Jill drawled as she came up behind Cindy and peeked her head around the
corner.

“Hey!” Lindsay dlid further down into the tub.

“Relax, Linz, it'snot like | haven't seeniit all already,” the attorney stated a little too
gleefully.

“Out!” Lindsay ordered. “And so help meif Clairewaksin here...”

“Don’t bedlly. Claireisat home sleeping.” Jill sauntered past an upset Cindy and
closed the lid on the toilet before sitting on it primly. “I, on the other hand, just had to



come see thisfirst hand.”

“Would someone tell me what in the hell is going on?’ Lindsay demanded peevishly.
Wordlessly, Cindy handed her afilefolder. Lindsay reached out to takeit only to
hesitate when water and bubbles dripped from her hand. She flicked her wrist in
irritation. “Could someone hand me atowel first?’

Jill did as requested, and Lindsay wiped her hands before accepting the folder and
flipping it open. Shefrowned. “Thisis about that drug case narcotics and Snow are
working?’ Shewas still alittle pissed at Tom for giving the case to Snow, but at |east
she wasn’t the one in the press's crosshairs this time as victims continued to stack up.
Maggie had to be feeling the heat, and Lindsay was secretly bemused at that fact,
especially after the other inspector had gloated about landing the case.

“Yep,” Jill answered easily. She leaned down, almost going shoulder to shoulder with
Lindsay. “Look at the photo. Third cop from the left.”

Lindsay started to sit up as recognition dawned only to rapidly sink back down again
when she felt the cold air brush parts of her anatomy that only Cindy and her doctor were
allowed to see.

“Look familiar?’” Cindy demanded.

“It' s Nikki,” Lindsay said softly, her voice catching alittle on the name.

“The origina member of the club. The onel replaced,” Cindy snipped.

Her girlfriend was clearly pissed. Lindsay looked at Jill for help.

“Ohno. Don'tlook at me,” Jill said. “I tried to explain to her already that this was no
big deal, but Lois Lane here acts like we' re the Super Friends and we didn’t tell her the
location of the Hall of Justice.”

Lindsay handed the file to Jill and focused her attention on Cindy. “Thisreally isn't abig
deal,” she promised.

“Easy for youto say. You aren't the replacement.” Cindy got afunny look on her face
and abruptly exited the bathroom as suddenly as she’d arrived in it.

Lindsay looked back at Jill.
“She’syour girlfriend,” Jill helpfully reminded her.
Lindsay closed her eyes, held her breath, and dlid under the water.

Just when she thought the day couldn’t get any worse.



*k*k*

“1 don’'t know why thisis such abig deal,” Lindsay complained ten minutes later as she
sat in arobe next to Jill on the couch as Cindy paced in front of them. Her girlfriend was
clearly upset, amost to the point of being agitated. The tense set of Cindy’s shoulders
made Lindsay hurt just looking at her, but she couldn’t understand why the news was
making Cindy so mad.

“1 thought | had to work hard to convince you guys you needed a fourth member, but it
turns out you already had one and didn’t tell me!” Cindy kept moving, ignoring the look
she saw Jill and Lindsay exchange out of the corner of her eye. “You let methink I'd
done something | hadn’t. | thought | was the original and now | found out that I'm like...
Shemp or something.”

“Shemp?’ Jill asked with disbelief. “Did you just compare us to the Three Slooges?’

Lindsay bit her lip at Jill’s good mood, knowing that she was keeping news from her
friend that she shouldn’t. She just wasn’t sure if she was holding back for Jill’s sake or
her own. “It was along time ago, Cindy. Nikki has been gone for almost eight years.”

Abruptly, Cindy stopped moving, plopping down into aleather chair and startling Martha
whose head popped up from the rug in curiosity. “I want to know what happened. Why
Isshein New Orleans instead of here with you? Why am | in her place?’

“You'renot in her place,” Lindsay answered testily. “Nikki isin New Orleans because
she’sfrom there. She went home when her mother died.” It was the truth, Lindsay
knew, it just lacked all the ugly details of Nikki’s departure.

“There is something you're not telling me,” Cindy guessed, her reporter instincts flaring.

“Wedidn't part on good terms,” Jill said, finally growing serious. “Nikki...” She
glanced at Lindsay. “Nikki was very close to her mom. She didn’t take her death well.”

Cindy fidgeted alittle, sensing she'd stirred up some painful memories. “What
happened?’

“She started drinking too much, partying too hard.” Lindsay rubbed her bottom lip. “She
was missing work because of hangovers...”

“And you let her do that?” Cindy cut Lindsay off in disbelief.
“Even if we had,” Jill countered, “do you really think Claire would stand for that

behavior?’ The attorney shook her head. “We staged an intervention one night. It
turned ugly. Words were said on both sides. The next day, Nikki was gone.”



“And you haven’t talked to her since?’ Cindy asked in surprise. “Wow, you guys really
know how to carry a grudge.”

Lindsay sighed and closed her eyes before leaning her head back on the couch. They did
know how to carry agrudge, but after all that had happened in the last two years alone,
what had transpired with Nikki now seemed petty and stupid.

“Wewereall hurt, Cindy,” Jill said quietly. “And alot dumber and younger then. Time
just kept passing and the next thing you know...”

Cindy digested what she’ d been told. She dlipped her BlackBerry out of her pocket and
looked down at the email icon before clicking onit. Y ou want to know how she’s doing
now?’ she asked in a hesitant voice, her brown eyes reviewing the information she’d had
several interns digging up since she’ d found out about Nikki Beaumont’ s existence.

Lindsay and Jill sat up alittle.

Cindy took that asayes. “Detective Nikki Beaumont moved from narcotics to the New
Orleans Special Crimes division two years ago. She's received numerous
commendations along with her partner Detective Nora Delaney. She's known in New
Orleans high society circles for her charity work with battered women’s shelters.”

“She got her act together,” Jill said with ahint of pride and relief.

Lindsay looked at her hands, feeling a weight she hadn’t known she’' d carried fall away,
but the ache that had bloomed in her chest when she saw Nikki’s photo intensified. It
was weird how she suddenly missed the other woman so much it hurt. * She ever marry?’

“Why? Did you two date?’ Cindy asked with a pointed glance at Jill before looking back
at Lindsay.

“No,” both Lindsay and Jill answered readily.

Mollified for the moment, Cindy got to her feet and grabbed her jacket. “Maybe you
should call her,” she grumbled. “Sounds like the original four musketeers might need to
huddle on this one.”

“Cindy...” Lindsay got to her feet just as her lover walked out the door, lamming it none
too gently behind her. Lindsay turned and looked at Jill.

“She hasapoint,” Jill said after amoment. “But I’m not calling Nikki.”
“It'snot my case,” Lindsay said distractedly.

“I"ll make Claire call,” Jill decided out loud to herself.



They stared at each other for amoment before Lindsay dropped her gaze and moved
toward the kitchen. Jill frowned before getting to her feet and following. Shelounged in
the doorway and watched as Lindsay retrieved a beer.

“You okay?’ the attorney asked.

Lindsay bit her lip as she twisted the cap off. She took her time with her first sip so she
could school her features into a neutral expression. “Fine,” she answered matter-of-factly
when she finally met Jill’s gaze again.

“Isthis about Maggie?’ Jill sighed. “You guys arereally going to haveto give me a
break here.”

Lindsay shook her head. “It’snot about Maggie.”
“Then what?’
“Nothing,” Lindsay said blandly. “Nothing’swrong.”

“Worst. Liar. Ever.” Jill crossed her arms and glared at her best friend. “Something is
going on in that pretty head. Spill.”

“My girlfriend is pissed at me,” Lindsay reminded her, waving her hand that held the
beer toward the door Cindy had stormed out of minutes before. “And atimein my life
I’d just as soon forget just got dredged up. Isthat not enough?’

Jill tilted her head, clearly not buying Lindsay’s excuses al theway. “Thereis
something else.”

Lindsay sighed. “It'smy problem for now, Jill. | just need to work through it.”

“So thisis about Maggie,” Jill guessed.

“It’s not about Maggie,” Lindsay groused. “Do | like that you' re dating Hollywood?
Hell no,” she admitted, her Texas accent thickening on the curse. “But I’ ve never been
able to do athing about your questionable taste, and I’m not about to change that now.”
“Okay,” Jill said after amoment, trying not to feel stung. “Fine. Whatever itisthat’s
making you so bitchy, you just keep it locked up inside like the old Lindsay would. But
do yourself afavor. If youwon't tell me what it is, you sure as hell better tell Cindy.”
Lindsay did nothing to stop Jill from leaving in a huff. The door slammed for the second
time in ten minutes, and once again, Lindsay was blessedly alone. Marthatrotted into the
kitchen and sat down in the doorway, regarding her master curioudly.

“You mad at me, too?’ Lindsay drawled at the dog.



Martha made a wuffing sound before turning tail and abandoning her grouchy owner for
a patch of sunlight and some snooze time now that the excitement seemed to be over.

“Lovely,” Lindsay mumbled before swallowing another mouthful of beer.

*k*k*%x

Feeling wired, pissed and restless, Jill made her way back to the Hall. She knew she
needed to crash for afew hours of sleep, but her brain was whirring through subject after
subject, never settling for long on any of them. She needed to organize her scattered
thoughts, and the only place she' d ever really been able to do that was in her office.

Rounding the corner, Jill spotted Denise coming her way. She managed a smile much
easier than she once had for her boss, and Denise dipped her head in curt greeting just as
the Acting District Attorney’s cell phone rang and she answered it. Jill had to admit
Denise looked sharp today, her long black hair pulled back and tied into aloose braid.
Her boss was sporting a black suit with an ice blue blouse and killer high heels, and Jill’s
eyes were drawn to her toned calves as Denise walked past her, chatting with whoever it
was on the phone.

A flash of her dream from the night before flickered across Jill’s mind in Technicolor,
and she averted her gaze, feeling heat crawl up her cheeks. Both aroused and mortified,
Jill almost jogged the rest of the distance to her office. She had her hand on the doorknob
when a soft cry from the hallway captured her compl ete attention.

A crack of plastic on marble followed as Denise’s cell phone slipped from her nerveless
fingers and shattered all over the floor. Jill sprinted toward her boss as Denise staggered
into the wall before sumping down it. In her haste, Jill accidentally kicked a piece of
Denise' s phone, sending it skittering down the hallway.

“Go away, Bernhardt,” Denise gasped out, her hands over her face.

Jill could hear tearsin Denise' s voice and the sound made the attorney’ s stomach clench.
Shock rippled through her as she grabbed Denise’ s wrists, her thumbs stroking over the
back of her boss' s hands. The skin was ice cold to the touch. “Comeon. Let'sat least
get you out of the hallway before anyone seesyou.” It wasn't the real reason Jill wanted
to help, but she knew it would get Denise moving and it did.

A few moments later, Jill closed the door to her office and led a shaking Deniseto a
chair. “Sit,” Jill almost whispered, feeling shaken to the core by Denise’ s loss of
composure. She moved to the mini-fridge she kept in a corner of her office and opened
it, fetching a bottle of water before returning to Denise and kneeling next to her. “Here.”
She wrapped Denise’ s limp fingers around the bottle. “Tell me what happened.”

Deniselooked at her asif she were finally aware of Jill’s presence. “Thisdoesn’'t



concernyou...”

“You'remy boss,” Jill argued. “And you're upset. Likeit or not, that concerns me,” Jill
retorted.

Denise’ sjaw clenched as she clearly willed herself to gain some control. “That was the
medical examiner’s office on the phone,” she struggled to say.

Jill took a breath. “Claire?’

A rapid shake of Denise’s head was the answer. “No. Another ME. Ricker.”
Familiar with the name and the man, Jill nodded. “What did he say?’

“The victim you found on the waterfront last night...”

The achein Jill’ s stomach worsened enough to make her wince. She thought of the
pretty young Asian woman whose life had ended there. Suddenly, acrystal clear image
of the woman'’s face came into focus. Jill remembered seeing the victim standing next to
asmiling Denisein abeautiful pewter picture frame that sat on the edge of Denise’ s desk.
It was the only personal memento in her boss's office. “Oh damn,” Jill breathed.

“She was my sister.”

*k*k*%x

ACT II

Jill had called Claire while Denise had freshened up. She hated to wake her friend from
some much needed deep, but Jill suspected Claire would want to be there, and there was
no one more compassionate than Claire Washburn when you'’ ve just lost someone that
made your world a better place.

Kelly Yung had been a twenty-three-year-old law student at Berkley when she' d been
murdered. Jill wished she could go back 24 hours and shake the girl, order her not to take
the drug, warn her that it would be the last thing she ever did. She wanted to yell at her
for how much she was going to hurt Denise by her actions. But she couldn’t, and now
she and Denise were standing over Kelly’s sheet-clad body.

Claire entered the room, shucking off her light jacket and immediately grabbing a pair of
latex gloves. She nodded at Malcolm Ricker, her counterpart on the day shift. He dipped
his head in understanding before excusing himself to leave the women alone. Kelly was
Claire's case, even more so now that dental records had identified her.

“Denise,” Claire greeted gently.



Denise glanced up at the medical examiner. “Dr. Washburn.” Her voice sounded tired
and strained but her features were devoid of tears at the moment.

“1 understand you' re next of kin?" Claire asked for confirmation.
Denise blinked. “No. 1...”

“You said she was your sister,” Jill blurted, suddenly feeling foolish.
“Sheis. My littlesister. I'm her mentor,” Denise replied peevishly.

“Big Brothers, Big Sisters?’ Claire asked, feeling both relief and pity for the woman in
front of her.

Denise nodded as her eyes dipped back down to the white sheet. “Can | see her?’
Clairedidn’t hesitate. Sherolled the sheet back from Kelly Yung’s recently washed
features and did her best not to flinch at the tiny sound that emerged from the back of
Denise' sthroat. “Isit her?’ she asked needlessly, Denise’ s reaction already all the proof
she needed.

Denise nodded again before turning away. “Bernhardt... I...”

“I"ll deal with your schedule for today,” Jill told her. “If there is anything you need...
anything we can do...”

“1 need to notify her family,” Denise informed them.
“It’ s aready been done,” Claire said softly. “They’re on their way in from Los Angeles.”
Denise nodded distractedly.

“Can | giveyou aride home?’ Jill offered, feeling a desperate need to do something for
the other woman.

The kindness seemed to finally be too much for Denise and she straightened before
facing both women again. Suddenly she was all business. “I’m fine. | would appreciate
it if you kept me in the loop on thisinvestigation. | have to see to afew matters this
afternoon for Kelly’s family.”

“Of course,” Claire said easily before Jill could answer.
Denisefinally dipped her head at both of them, her gaze lingering one last time on

Kelly’sface. Without another word, she pivoted on her heel and |eft the medical
examiner’s office.



“Hell of aweek,” Claire murmured into the silence.

Jill nodded distractedly as she turned her head and stared at the doors, wishing that she
could follow, wishing that Denise would let her do something to help.

“Leaveit alone, honey,” Claire said, guessing the path Jill’ s thoughts were walking.
“Thisis Denise we're talking about.”

“1 know,” Jill answered as Claire covered the body once more and snapped off her
gloves. Thetruth didn’t stop the need Jill had to go to the other woman, though. With a
sigh, Jill resigned herself to another 24 hours without sleep as she vowed to find Kelly
Yung'skiller before he claimed another victim. It was all Denise would let her do.

*k*k*

Cindy sighed and sat back from her computer at the Register. She had deadlines to
meet... storiesto write... but al she could think about was Nikki Beaumont. She'd run
plenty of Internet searches on her predecessor and had been increasingly impressed with
each nugget of information she’d mined. No wonder the club had been so reluctant to let
her in. She couldn’'t hold a candle to a cop as good as Nikki.

The rustling of abag drew her attention away from the screen and Cindy looked up into
the eyes of her lover. “Hey,” she blurted in surprise.

“Hey,” Lindsay said with a hesitant smile. She lifted the bag she was holding, ignoring
the curious glances she was receiving from Cindy’ s co-workers. “Fried chicken and
mashed potatoes from Mel’s,” she offered. “I figured you hadn’t eaten yet.”

Cindy was ready to lie when her stomach growled loudly at the heavenly smell. She shut
off her monitor but not before Lindsay saw a picture of Nikki on the screen.

“Is this supposed to be some kind of peace offering?’ Cindy asked as she leaned back in
her chair and slipped her glasses off.

Lindsay fidgeted alittle, shrugging jerkily before dipping her free hand into the back
pocket of her jeans. “Maybe. A tiny one,” she suggested with adlight quirk of her lips.
“Honestly, though, | need to talk to you about something.” Jill’s parting words had
stayed with her, finally forcing Lindsay to reluctantly |eave the apartment and seek out
the reporter.

Cindy blinked realizing something serious was on Lindsay’s mind by her tone of voice.
Fighting or not, that edge to Lindsay’ s voice always got under her defenses and now was
no different. She stood and grabbed her purse. “Sure,” she said. “Want to hit the park?’

Lindsay sighed inrelief. “That would be perfect.”



*k*k*

Neither spoke much as they ate, enjoying some of the sunshine they hadn’t seen in days.
They sat on a park bench overlooking the San Francisco Bay and watched the boats come
and go as a gentle breeze stirred the leaves and their hair.

“Y ou heard about the victim from last night?’ Cindy finally broke the silence as she
wiped her fingers on anapkin. Lindsay slowly lifted her head to ook at her, and Cindy
felt her stomach flip at the lost ook in her lover’s eyes. She swallowed, wondering what
dark thoughts were torturing Lindsay this time.

“Jill shot me atext message,” Lindsay admitted. “Denise has had a hell of anight.”
“1 once thought | could never feel bad for that woman. | sure feel bad for her now.”
“Yeah,” Lindsay said distractedly.

Tucking one foot under her, Cindy shifted so she could turn and look at Lindsay. “Tell
me,” she urged, hoping to simply order out the secret Lindsay was nursing.

“It's not that | don’t want to tell you,” Lindsay confessed. “But telling you makes you
complicit in this mess.”

“Complicit?’ Cindy asked, her brow furrowing. “Did you break the law or something?’
she teased faintly, but her stomach tightened in sudden fear. “I’ve obviously been a bad
influence on you.”

Lindsay’s lips quirked at that and one of her elegant eyebrows lifted, but she said nothing
more on Cindy’s penchant for winding up behind bars. “I’m at least keeping the law
from being carried out right now.” Lindsay sighed and slumped back against the park
bench. “Pete called Denise last night.”

The warm breeze seemed to turn cold at the mention of Pete Raynor’s name. Cindy
swallowed again, her irritation with Lindsay about Nikki evaporating into the ether. “I'm
guessing he wasn’'t inviting her over for tea.”

Lindsay snorted but there was gratitude in her eyes when she glanced at Cindy again.
She reached out and captured one of her girlfriend’ s hands, lacing their fingers and
feeling the contact ground and calm her in away nothing ever had. Cindy was her
touchstone, the one serene place in the life she'd chosen to live. *Pete admitted to killing
Jill’ s stepfather.”

“Wow,” Cindy breathed after afew shocked moments, a mixture of emotions tumbling
through her. Shefelt alittle sick at herself that she was glad the man was dead, but he'd
hurt Jill and Cindy refused to apologize for being relieved he would never harm her
friend again. “Pete said he killed William Carter?’



Lindsay nodded, watching her lover closely.

Setting her containers of food on the ground, Cindy scooted closer to Lindsay, wrapping
her hands around her lover’s bicep and leaning her head on Lindsay’s shoulder. “He
wants to see you, doesn’'t he?’ she guessed. She heard Lindsay swallow roughly. “He
won't tell us where he buried Carter’ s body otherwise?’

“You've learned to read me too well,” Lindsay teased halfheartedly.

“Yeah,” Cindy agreed. “But I've learned him, too,” she murmured. “And he'll use
anything at his disposal to get to you. Even this.”

Swallowing again, Lindsay watched the boats out on the water. “1 know. He'll never
stop until time or the needle makes him.”

“What are you going to do?’ Cindy asked after a quiet moment. “Does Jill know?’

Lindsay leaned her head against Cindy’s, breathing in the reporter’ s familiar soap and
shampoo. “No. Wehaven't told her. | don’t know what to tell her.”

Cindy took a deep breath. “She would want to know, Linz. I’m not sureif it would
matter to Jill where that bastard dumped Carter’ s body, but Jill would want to know he's
dead.”

Lindsay fiddled with her fork before tossing it into her Styrofoam container and setting it
aside. “I don't know if I can doit, Cindy.”

“See Pete?’ Cindy guessed. Her upset with Claire, Jill and Lindsay over Nikki’s
involvement in the club seemed petty now in light of what Lindsay and Denise were
dealing with.

“Yeah.” Lindsay sighed. “He s still playing games. Even locked up, he' s still playing
gameswith all of us.”

Cindy considered the situation. “We should tell Jill and then we'll go from there. I'm
not sure she’ d want you to see Pete, either, sweetheart.”

Lindsay felt her stomach flip. Cindy didn’t use terms of endearment often, but Lindsay
loved it when she did. She shifted and dipped her head, kissing Cindy softly and
thoroughly. “I love you,” she whispered when they parted.

Effectively turned into a pile of romantic mush, Cindy could only let out a purr of
contentment. She cuddled closer to her lover, tucking her head under Lindsay’s chin.
“We'll figure something out,” she promised.



Draping an arm around Cindy’ s shoulders, Lindsay pulled her closer. “We usually do,”
she admitted.

“You're still not off the hook about Nikki, though,” Cindy reminded her, hoping to ease
some of the seriousness of their situation.

Lindsay kissed the top of Cindy’s head. “Of course not.”

*kk*%x

A hesitant knock drew Claire' s attention away from the phone and onto her |late afternoon
visitor. Even though it had been eight years since she'd last seen that familiar form
darken her door, it felt like yesterday. Tall, with dark hair tied back, and sparkling brown
eyesthat had aways, always held a hint of mischief, it was as if Nikki Beaumont hadn’t
aged aday. Claire blinked, wondering if she was seeing things or if the lack of sleep was
finally catching up to her.

“Hi,” Nikki said softly as she leaned with forced casualnessin Claire’ s doorway.
“Remember me?’” She smiled but there was a trace of fear in her brown eyes.

Claire pushed back from her chair, completely unaware when tears gathered and began to
stream down her face as she moved across her office and crushed the taller woman
against her in ahard hug. Nikki’shandsfisted in the back of Claire' slab coat and held
on.

“I'll take that as ayes,” Nikki’s drawled with her familiar southern accent. Her own tears
dotted her cheeks at the warm welcome she' d hope for but didn’t dare expect.

“l was just about to call you again.” Claire stepped back. “Wh...?’

“1 got your first message just as | was getting ready to take off from the airport.” Nikki
stepped back and put her hands on Claire’ s shoulders. “As soon as someone checked
with the department about that damn drug, my old partner called me and let me know. |
already had aflight booked.” Nikki put her palms on either side of her old friend’s face.
“You look exhausted.”

“And you look so much better than the last time | saw you,” Claire countered with a
smile. “It's so good to see you looking happy and healthy, Nikki.”

The detective blushed. “Took me awhile to get my head on straight,” she admitted.
“But | did. | just didn't know how to say | was sorry for everything that | said that night.
| don’'t know... it almost felt like my penance... to lose all of you.”

“Honey...” Claire chided. “I should have called. Hundreds of times | should have
called.”



They smiled hesitantly at one another.

“1 figured maybe | could lay this caseto bed finally,” Nikki admitted as Claire stepped
back. “And atone for afew of my own past sinswhile | was at it.”

“You were hurting...” Claire started to argue.

“l was an ass,” Nikki said with alittle bit of alaugh. “I was young and stupid and very,
very drunk and said awhole host of things | knew would hurt.”

“Y ou wanted everyone to hurt as much as you were hurting, sweetheart,” Claire said in
understanding.

Nikki narrowed her eyes and smiled. “How many years did it take before you came to
that conclusion?’

“A few.” Claire grinned and bumped the taller woman with her hip. “I have become
older and wiser,” she declared sagely and was rewarded with a delightfully familiar
chuckle from Nikki. “Come see what we have on the case. You came all thisway, |
think | can give you a peek at the files as a professional courtesy.”

Nikki cleared her throat. “Isthere still aclub?’ she asked as she followed Claire over to
her desk.

“Yes,” the medical examiner confirmed as she perched on the edge and handed the file to
Nikki. “We even added another fourth two years ago.”

“Ouch. I’'ve been replaced,” Nikki joked as she flipped open the file and began to
quickly peruse the contents.

“Never,” Claire vowed. “But Cindy wormed her way in. With one of us even more than
therest,” she added with awicked twinklein her eyes.

“Cindy?’ Nikki asked playfully aghast. “I got replaced by some Californiagirl named
Cindy?’ Shegroaned. “Pleasetell me sheisn't some valley girl, blonde bimbo.”

“She’'saredhead. And she' sareporter.”

Nikki’s head rocked back from where she was reading about the latest victim. “A
reporter?’

“You'll love her just as much aswe do,” Claire promised. “Now please tell me you have
a prime suspect with these murders.”

“You bet | do, sugar,” Nikki promised. “Brian Renollet. A high society pain in the ass
with a degreein chemistry. | knew it was him then, but | couldn’t prove it before he



skipped town.”

“They’ Il be no skipping thistime,” Claire said as she picked up the phone. “Keep
reading. I'll call the others and tell them you're here.”

Nikki watched her friend dial. “Definitely no skipping thistime,” she agreed quietly.
The bastard was not going to get away again.

Not this time.

*k*k*%x

Denise Kwon lay sprawled across her dark brown leather sofa, sipping from aglass
poured from the bottom of her first bottle of Shiraz. She'd drunk herself through
forgetfulness and was working on the melancholy stage when a knock at her door had her
getting unsteadily to her feet. Denise peered through the peephole and swore before
unlocking the deadbolt and throwing the door open. “What do you want, I nspector?”’

Maggie hesitated, her nose wrinkling at the strong scent of alcohoal rolling off Jill’ s boss.
“1 needed to ask you afew questions about Kelly Yung,” Maggie admitted. “I
understand you knew her.”

“Ah. Official police business,” Denise muttered, her voice slightly slurred. “Fine. Make
it quick.”

Denise moved away from the door, not bothering to wait for Maggie to enter. The police
ingpector closed and locked the door before following the Acting District Attorney into
the living room where Denise curled up once more on the sofa and took a sip of her wine.

“1"m sorry to bother you at this difficult time...” Maggie began, trailing off when she saw
smiling pictures of the victim littering Denise’ s coffee table. Y ung had been a beautiful
young woman with apromising career in law until she tossed it al away.

“Spare me the usual platitudes,” Denise spat, angered by the pity in the other woman’'s
eyes. “Just ask your damn questions and go.”

“Is there someone | can cal for you? Maggie asked.
Denise stared hard at Maggie for a string of heartbeats. “No,” she said firmly, suspecting
they were both thinking about Jill Bernhardt but for different reasons. “What do you

want to know?”’

Sighing, Maggie came around the sofa and settled in the closest chair. “Jill told me that
you were Kelly’s mentor.”

“Find job | did of that, huh?" Denise took another sip. “I thought she was making



something of herself and she was going out and throwing it all away.”
“Did she party alot?’ Maggie asked.

“Not that | was aware of. Law school takesahell of alot of studying. Not that you
would know. | didn’'t even know Kelly wasin the city.”

Maggie clamped her teeth together and bit back the sharp retort she wanted to make.
Denise wasn't exactly kind sober and they hadn’t gotten off on the right foot to begin
with. “Was she dating anyone? Who were her close friends?” Maggiefell silent as
Denise reached over and picked up a small notebook from the glass coffee table and
handed it to her. “What'sthis?’

“Every classmate, friend, teacher or boyfriend Kelly has mentioned in the last three
years.” Denise swirled the remains of her wine around in her glass. “I stopped being
Kelly’sbig sister when she turned 18, but we remained close. It doesn’'t make a damn bit
of sense that she would do something so foolish.”

Maggie flipped through Denise’ s detailed notes, impressed with her thoroughness. “This
will help,” she promised the attorney.

“Doesn’'t really matter if it will. Won't bring her back, will it?" Denise drained her glass.
“Anything else?’

“When was the last time you saw Kelly?’ Maggie asked, careful not to call Denise’s
friend “the victim.” Self-preservation told her that would be a fatal mistake.

“Other than in the morgue this morning?’ Denise sniped.
“Ms. Kwon...”

“Three daysago. We had lunch. She was over the moon about this new guy she was
seeing. Daniel Glass. It'sal inthe notebook. | thought she’d gone back to Berkley after
that.” Denise looked at Maggie openly, wondering what Jill saw in the other woman.
She'd seen Maggie hanging around after hours, watched as Maggie and Jill had left for
the evening giggling like schoolgirls with acrush. Maggie was pretty, but the woman
had accused Lindsay Boxer of murder. How in the hell did Bernhardt see past that when
Denise knew she couldn’t even let it go?

“We'll start with him then,” Maggie said. Deciding there was nothing else but abuse to
be gained by hanging around with Denise in this condition she got to her feet. “I’m sorry
for your loss, Counselor.”

“You don’t know what | lost, Inspector,” Denise answered smartly. “I trust you can find
your way to the door.”



“1 think | can manage,” Maggie replied with her first glimmer of anger. Alcohol might
blunt alot of Denise’s other edges, but her sharp tongue was obviously not one of them.
Maggie made a mental note to call Jill as she left Denise’ s apartment. Not that she
wanted to expose Jill to her boss' bad mood, but someone needed to check back on Kwon
later to make sure she hadn’t drunk herself into acoma. Maybe Jill could manage it on
her way to meet Maggie for dinner...

A plan in place, Maggie shut the door and checked to make it sure it locked behind her
before heading to the elevator.

*k*k*%x

ACT 11l

The elevator dinged and the doors opened, but Jill was more than alittle reluctant to exit.
What she was about to do could be career suicide. Denise could be abear on the best of
days. Jill wasn't sure she wanted to deal with her drunk and hurting. Her boss might just
maul her to pieces. But if Maggie had been accurate in her phone call about Denise’s
condition, then Jill knew someone had to be brave and make sure the woman was okay .

With a sigh, the attorney pushed off the rail and left the elevator, stepping out into along
hallway with beautiful cherry wood floors. Denise lived in anice part of the Bay area,
and Jill was silently impressed with the converted warehouse apartments. She would
have been more than curious to see the inside of Denise’ s apartment on just about any
other day but this one; however, it appeared that this was unfortunately going to be the
day she got an uninvited peek into the secret life of Denise Kwon.

Jill found the right apartment and took a deep breath, squaring herself to knock. It took a
moment for her courage to find its way to her hand and force it to rap on the wood
surface.

A silent minute slipped by as Jill waited. She was just about to knock again when she
heard locks being thrown and curses being muttered on the other side of the door. Denise
was so going to kill her, she decided. At least Claire knew where she kept her will.

Denise flung open the door, frowning when she saw her subordinate on the other side. “I
thought you were the pizzaguy,” she grumbled.

Jill opened her mouth and just as abruptly closed it. Denise’s hormally tame hair was a
wild, but rather appealing looking, mess. Her blue silk shirt was un-tucked, the top three
buttons undone to reveal an impressive amount of cleavage. Jill swallowed. It was clear
her boss was wasted, but alittle alcohol obviously did wonders for Denise’s sex appeal.
“Did you order pizza?’ she finally managed to ask, figuring security would never let a
delivery person past the lobby. She only got by because she had a badge.

“No,” Denise said after amoment of consideration. “What do you want, Bernhardt?’



“1 came by to see how you were doing,” Jill finaly confessed, figuring honesty was the
best approach.

“Your girlfriend told you | was boozing it up and suggested you drop by, huh?” Denise
guessed.

Even wasted, Jill realized, Denise was still aforce to be reckoned with, maybe even more
so. “I wasworried about you,” she admitted.

Denise' s eyebrows climbed halfway up her forehead. “I see,” she replied, only the
faintest trace of adlur to her words belying her intoxicated state. “Go away, Jill. I'm
fine.” With that, Denise slammed the door in Jill’ s face.

Pivoting angrily away from the door, Jill headed for the elevator only to hesitate in the
middle of the hallway. Good sense told her to keep moving, to put one foot in front of
the other until she got on the elevator and was whisked away to awaiting taxi and her
date with Maggie. Slowly, she turned and walked back to Denise' s door, laying her hand
flat against the cool wood. It felt wrong to leave the woman alone like this. Denise
might be a bitch on wheels, but she was still human, and Jill had seen the thinly veiled
anguish in the other woman’s eyes. She knew that feeling oh so well herself after ayear
of hurts and losses, and seeing it reflected in Denise’ s gaze was upsetting Jill more than
she wanted to admit.

Her hand closed into afist. Jill’s chin came up as determination settled on her shoulders
like ablanket. With a quick breath, she knocked, vowing to make up the date she was
about to miss with Maggie somehow.

It took a few moments for Denise to reappear, and Jill wondered if her boss was on the
other side of the door, sizing her up through the peephole. Just in case, the attorney
stared straight ahead, keeping her face benignly neutral.

“Forget something?’ Denise sniped when she yanked open the door, but she couldn’t
hold Jill’ s gaze.

“Asamatter of fact, | did,” Jill answered lightly. She brushed past her boss and
sauntered into Denise’ s apartment, missing the shell-shocked expression on Denise’' s face
but imagining it with satisfaction neverthel ess.

“Bernhardt, what in the hell do you think you' re doing?’ Denise demanded as she shut
the door and turned to face her subordinate.

Jill took a breath as her eyes skimmed over the earth tones and tasteful furnishings of
Denise' s apartment. They had surprisingly similar tastes. She turned and met Denise’s
anger head on. “Returning afavor.”



“A favor?’ Denise spat. “What favor?’

“Pick one.” Jill came closer to her boss. “How about the time you figured out the
Hallelujah Man was David Arnold in time to save my life? Or being there in court when
it was al said and done and reminding me of what’s important? Or the time you figured
out the connection between Pete Raynor and the Kiss-Me-Not case...”

Denise shook her head and took a step back, surprised and thrown off kilter by the clear
gratitude she could hear in Jill’svoice. “I was doing my job.”

“Cindy and Lindsay told me how hard you worked to help find me when Arnold had
me,” Jill answered smply. She smiled mischievously. “Y ou have aheart, Denise
Kwon,” she teased before sobering. “And | know it’s hurting right now.”

Denise swallowed, the only outward sign that she’' d been affected. “Y ou trying to curry
favor with the boss, Jill?’ she asked coldly.

Jill bit down on her first response and shook her head. “No,” she said through her teeth.
“You trying to pretend like Kelly’ s death isn’t cutting you up like knives inside?’

Denise’ s gaze held Jill’ s for amoment longer before dropping in defeat. Wearily, she
moved past Jill and into her kitchen. Since she hadn’t been ordered to leave, Jill
followed, discovering a bottle of wine breathing on the counter. A single glass sat half
empty next toit. Asshe watched, Denise fetched one more from the cupboard.

“You like Shiraz?’ Denise asked in aresigned voice.

“Never met abottle | didn't,” Jill answered as she accepted the glass from Denise with
something closeto relief. She held the stem as Denise poured her a generous amount that
had her eyebrows lifting in surprise.

They sipped their wine in silence for afew minutes. Jill was relieved at how comfortable
it felt. There was no awkwardness. No desperate need to fill the quiet with conversation.
She waited Denise out, deciding her boss would share if and when she was ready. It was
atrick she’'d learned watching Lindsay in interrogation, and it didn’t take long for Denise
togivein.

“Kelly bought me this bottle,” Denisefinally spoke. “It was after the Dow trial, in fact.”
She smiled, just afraction of an upturn to her lips. “She wasin the galley that day
Thomas went after opposing council.”

Jill smiled against the rim of her glass. There were bad memories associated with that
day now, but she chose to ignore them in favor of remembering Cindy’ s fierce defense of
her when she' d been on the witness stand. “Y ou know what Lindsay’s family calls
Cindy?’ Jill asked, deciding to share alittle something with the other woman.



Denise glanced at her, curiosity clear in her dark eyes.

“Spitfire,” Jill drawled, adding alittle Texas twang to it for fun. She watched as Denise
tried not to laugh and felt charmed by that. “Fits, doesn’'t it?

“Aptly,” Denise replied before taking asip of her wine. “They’re quite amatch,” she
said softly once she’ d swallowed.

Jill didn’t have to hear Lindsay and Cindy’ s names to know they were the ones being
discussed. “They are,” she agreed warmly.

“You ever wonder what it would be like?’ Denise asked. “To find something like that?’

Jill’s head came up at the hint of yearning in Denise’ s voice. Her blue eyes jerked toward
the bottle once more, and Jill realized Denise had made more of adent in it than she'd
realized. “l...” She shrugged as she searched for the right words.

Denise snorted. “Forget it. | forgot who | was talking to.”
“What is that supposed to mean?’ Jill demanded.

“Love‘em and leave ‘em Bernhardt.” Denise took another sip of her wine. “Everyone
knows what you're interested in.”

Was that a note of hurt Jill heard in her boss s voice? The attorney frowned with
confusion and tried to tamp down her immediate angry reaction. Denise liked goading
her, and Jill was coming to realize that some of Denise’ sicinesswas, in fact, a defense
mechanism. “No,” Jill said with determination as she set down her glass and reached for
Denise's, taking it away.

“No what?’ Denise practically growled.

“No | am not playing this game with you tonight.” Jill stepped closer to her boss as she
set Denise' s glass on the counter. “Likeit or not, Denise, I’'m going to be your friend
tonight. Y ou can be as nasty as you want to be to me if it makes you feel better, but | am
not going to-" Jill’s words ended abruptly as Denise closed the distance between them
and kissed her. Long fingers threaded through Jill’ s short hair, tugging her closer and the
blonde stumbled into her boss, her arms circling Denise’ s waist automatically. Some
distant part of her was screaming at her to stop this, but the rest of her was suddenly
consumed by the taste of Denise’ s wine-flavored tongue as it teased and tangled with her
own.

“Y ou want to help me tonight?’ Denise whispered against Jill’ s lips when they parted.
“Then help me forget for alittle while.” She closed the distance again and kissed the
attorney once more, her fingers pulling insistently at Jill’ s shirt, freeing it from the
waistband of the lawyer’s skirt.



“Wait,” Jill gasped as she felt Denise’s hands brush her stomach, sending fire racing
through her veins. “Wait.” Dizzy with the sudden heady and unexpected rush of desire,
Jill staggered backward, nearly falling onto the tile floor. She caught an edge of the
counter, keeping herself upright on shaking legs. Her fingers cameto her lips, asif the
touch would make the last few moments any more real. “Wait,” she blurted one last
time.

Her cell phone chose that moment to ring, chirping out a happy tune that sounded
completely ludicrous in the sudden thick silence that had settled between herself and
Denise.

Denise snatched up her glass of wine. “Better get that,” she practically snarled as she
walked away. “Could be a musketeer... or maybe your girlfriend.”

Shaking her head in adaze, Jill could barely believe what had transpired just moments
ago. She fetched her cell phone from her pocket and flipped it open, bringing it to her
ear. “What?’

“And hello to you, too,” Claire drawled with humor. “Where are you?’

“Um... I'm at Denise’s apartment,” Jill admitted as her fingertips grazed her bottom lip
once more. It still tingled, till tasted like wine.

“She all right?’ Claire asked with genuine concern.

“1 have no idea,” Jill admitted as she watched Denise kick off her high heel shoesin the
next room. Her blue eyes were drawn to the toned calves of her boss's legs and the
attorney licked her lips. “I...” She shook her head again through a deepening fog of lust.
“What's up?’ Jill hoped Claire didn’t hear the husky tone to her voice.

“1 think you need to come to my office.”

Jill scrubbed a hand over her face as she realized Denise was unbuttoning her blouse.
The silk dlipped from Denise’ s shoulders and fell into alight blue puddie on the floor.
Jill swallowed hard. “Why?" she almost squeaked.

“Nikki is here.”

Jill’ s attention snapped back to the conversation instantly. “What?’

“You heard me. Now get down here and say hello.”

*k*k*

A booted foot tapped a nervous tempo on the morgue room floor. Claire glanced up from



her computer where she was typing up her final report on Kelly Yung's autopsy and gave
her friend alook that made Nikki’ stoe stop in its tracks.

“Sorry,” Nikki murmured with a hint of her southern drawl. She tucked her long black
hair behind her ears. “This seemed like such agood ideawhen | was on the plane.”

“Not so much now?’ Claire guessed with a sympathetic smile as she leaned back in her
chair and regarded her old friend. “Time has been kind,” she said gently.

Nikki’ s head came up and she smiled bashfully. “To both of us.” Shewinked. “At least
time has been. | know all our cases sure haven't.” She studied her fingernails. “I kept
tabs on the whole Kiss-Me-Not thing. | should have called.”

Clairefelt atwinge of guilt. Nikki had kept up with them even if they hadn’t kept up
with Nikki. All those years they thought Nikki was at fault for the end of their
friendship... Clairerealized in that moment that she and the others were just as much to
blame if not more so. “Lindsay saw the flowers you sent to her father’s funeral.”

“Yeah?” Nikki sighed and slid her hands into the back pockets of her worn blue jeans.
“Seemed like a copout.”

“It meant alot to her, Nik,” Claire promised, the nickname slipping out without
conscious thought. “It meant alot to all of us. | know we didn’t end on good terms...”

“What a polite way of putting it,” Nikki teased. She turned and sat on the edge of
Claire' sdesk. “Still... | should have been here for Marty... for Lindsay.”

They sat in silence for amoment, each thinking about the past and how many different
ways and times they could have fixed the damage between them. Nikki sighed again. “It
was... big of you... to let me know about this case.”

“You'reagood cop, Nikki. Even when we haven't been the best of friends, | always
knew that. If you can help us bring down this bastard before he claims another life...”
Claire trailed off, remembering Denise' s shattered composure and the tiny wail that had
caught in the attorney’ s throat. She closed her eyes.

“My daddy eventually jerked aknot in my tail when | got home. He helped me clean up
my life. Get my head on straight,” Nikki told her in aquiet voice. “It wasjust... when
mom died... I....” Nikki swallowed, remembering how she’ d unraveled in the weeks and
months following her mother’ s death. She could barely believe she’ d come that unhinged
when she looked at her life now. The only thing that could send her spiraling that out of
control now would be if something happened to Nora, and that was a thought she
couldn’t bear to dwell on.

“1 know.” Claire reached across the desk and captured Nikki’s hand, squeezing it gently.
They looked at each other, hesitant smiles on their faces, and Claire felt time fall away. It



was like it had been eight years ago when they had been young and idealistic. So much
like Cindy was now, all fresh faced and full of enthusiasm. Raynor and Arnold had worn
away some of that shine, Claire knew, but Cindy was still just as determined, if not more
S0, to see justice done.

Nikki squeezed back. “I’ve missed you.”
“We missed you, t0o.”

Jill paused in the doorway, taking a deep breath when she saw the two women holding
hands. Nikki seemed to have barely aged aday. She remembered that last night they
were together. The screaming, the crying... Nikki had stormed out a mess, shouting the
most hurtful things she could imagine.

And Jill knew she’ d chosen to be righteously angry and to nurse her hurt rather than see
through it to understand what hell Nikki had been in when she'd said what she did.
They’ d never spoken again.

Jill cleared her throat and warm, familiar brown eyes shifted their attention onto her. Jill
couldn’t help the smile that split her features. Despite the way they ended things, it was
damn good to seethe face in front of her. “Hi, gorgeous.”

Nikki’s eyes teared as she got up from the desk and crossed the room, throwing her arms
around Jill and squeezing hard. “Hi, beautiful,” Nikki answered, recalling their favorite
nicknames for each other. She leaned back and studied Jill’sface. “Looking damn fine
after having one hell of ayear.”

“I moisturize,” Jill deadpanned and earned a sexy, southern chuckle from the dark-haired
woman. “You look good, Nikki.”

“Better than the last time you saw me,” Nikki joked with the truth. “I hopethisis okay...
me crashing the party.”

“Whatever it takes to catch thisguy. Hislatest victim was someone important to my
boss.”

“How is Denise doing?’ Claire asked.

“She got drunk and hit on me,” Jill confessed breezily, trying to forget what Denise’s
heat and curves had felt like pressed up against her. She'd barely been able to think of
anything elsein the taxi.

“Whoa,” Nikki muttered. “Still a magnet for that sort of thing, huh?’

“She did what?” Claire got to her feet and came around her desk before leaning against it.
Crossing her arms, Claire waited for Jill to continue with obvious curiosity.



“Denise was drunk,” Jill said asif that explained everything.

“And libidinous, apparently,” Nikki added with awicked grin. “You go, girl.”
“Wedidn't have sex,” Jill hastily added in case her friends got the wrong idea.
“Wasiit because | interrupted?’ Claire drawled knowingly.

Jill pursed her lips and glared at the medical examiner, earning another chuckle from
Nikki. “It was Denise,” Jill reminded her friend. “My boss.”

“Who you were dreaming about this morning as you slept at my desk,” Claire added,
taking awicked delight in making Jill fidget.

“What is the world coming to when Jill Bernhardt turns down sex?’ Nikki wondered.

“Hey,” Jill replied with heat but still amused. “You aren’t exactly known for your
restraint either, missy.”

Claire started laughing. “Lord. The more things change the more they stay the same.
Y ou two are still like a pair of squabbling siblings.”

Nikki scratched the back of her neck self-consciously. “Yeah, well... I'm showing more
restraint these days... at least... you know... it'sjust one person...”

Claire and Jill gaped. “You settled down?” Jill asked in surprise.

The detective shrugged jerkily. “1"m figuring the whole thing out.”

“And how’ s that going for you?’ Claire asked cheekily.

“Better than you two obvioudly think it is,” Nikki fired back with atinge of amusement.
“What' s his name?” Jill demanded.

“Or her name,” Claire added, remembering that Nikki had a fondness for women as well
as men.

“Arethere pictures?’ Jill asked before sidling up to Nikki again. “I’ll bet there are
pictures.”

“You so haven't changed,” Nikki claimed as Jill tried to snatch the detective’ s wallet
residing in her back pocket. “Still nosey and still trying to grab my ass.” She swatted at
the blonde woman, but Jill still managed to seize her prize. “Give methat.”



Jill spun away and raced toward Claire asif the medical examiner had ninja skills that
would protect her. “Let’s see what we have here.”

“Jill...” Nikki practically whined as the attorney flipped the wallet open and she and
Claire leaned in to have a closer |ook.

“Wow,” Jill murmured when she got alook at the honey-blonde woman with the jade
green eyes that stared up at her from Nikki’swallet. “Who isthat?’

Nikki grabbed the wallet away from both women who looked up at her expectantly.
“That’s my partner,” she huffed.

“Partner?’ Claire asked. “It’'s developed that far?’

“My partner,” Nikki reiterated. “On the force,” she qualified only to wince when she
realized that was the way Noratended to clarify their relationship to other peoplein case
they got suspicious.

“Too bad,” Jill said sincerely. “She’s beautiful.”
“So the case,” Nikki said to get them off the hunt.
“She changed the topic,” Jill noted.

“Mmhm,” Claire agreed. “Highly suspect.” Shetilted her head and looked at Nikki.
“What's her name?’

Nikki sighed, not sure why she wanted to keep her relationship with her partner a secret,
maybe it was just habit by now. “Nora,” she confessed.

“Serioudy?’ Jill asked. “Nikki and Nora?’ She remembered that Cindy had mentioned
Nora Delaney to them, but she hadn’t connected the humor in the names until now.

“LikeI’ve never gotten that one before.” Nikki stuffed her wallet in the back pocket of
her jeans.

Nikki was saved from further grilling about her love life as the door to the coroner’s
office swung open and Cindy came bounding in with Lindsay trailing closely behind.
“Hey,” Cindy greeted Claire alittle breathlessly. “Glad you're still here. We needed to
chat with you a second.” Cindy smiled at the newcomer and started to apologize for
interrupting when her eidetic memory kicked into hyper drive and she went still. “Oh.”

Lindsay hung up her phone after listening to Claire’ s voicemail, suspecting what had
made her lover go quiet. Her gaze moved from Cindy to Jill and Claire and finally to
Nikki, locking onto her old friend’s warm brown eyes with a sense of shock. Seeing
Cindy and Nikki in the same space was like watching the past and present collide. “Hi,”



Lindsay greeted everyone when she could think of nothing else to say.

“Hey, Linz,” Nikki greeted cautiously. Her brown eyes moved onto the redhead. “And
you must be Cindy,” she said hesitantly as she sized the younger woman up. Nikki
offered her hand and noted that it took Cindy a moment to take it. “Nice to meet you.”

Jill and Lindsay exchanged glances wondering if Cindy would behave.

“You, too,” Cindy managed, hoping she sounded more sincere than she felt. Shelet go of
Nikki’s hand and stepped back to stand next to Lindsay. Nervously, Cindy tucked her
hair behind her ears. “I take it you’re here about the case.”

“l am.” Nikki noticed the tone seemed to have changed in the room. Her gaze went to
Lindsay who gave her an apologetic smirk. Nikki wasn't sure of the reason for Lindsay’s
expression, but at least her old friend wasn’t reacting with anger at her presence. “I'm
sorry to just show up like this,” Nikki told them. “But this case has haunted me for a
longtime. I'dreally liketo seeif | could do something to closeit.”

“You really think thisisthe same case?’ Cindy asked.

“Claire let me look over everything. It'sthe same case. You got a serial killer who uses
adrug as hisweapon of choice. He killed seven kids in New Orleans and then vanished.
We figured he must have fallen off his boat somewhere and died. The coastguard found
It abandoned in the Gulf of Mexico. Now it looks like he was just biding histime.”

“And moving across country,” Jill added.

Nikki went to the bag she' d dropped in the doorway when she' d first arrived and fetched
afolder. “The suspect we were looking at was Brian Renollet. He was thirty-seven at
thetime. A rich boy who very much liked to party.” She handed the folder to Cindy
first; sensing that including the reporter right off the bat was a good idea.

Cindy looked at her in surprise but took the file and glanced down at his picture.
“Handsome,” she admitted when she saw his wavy brown hair and green eyes. She
handed the folder to Lindsay who gave it a cursory glance before passing it on to Jill and
Claire.

“Yeah. Hislooks got him places when his money couldn’t.” Nikki shook her head. “I
knew in my gut it was him, but we never could pin the guy down. No one was talking
and the underground parties he was throwing were always so damn secretive. Apparently
all the attendees had to wear masks. After atime, when we had the information out there
about magnolia... people would still take the damn stuff because they knew that they
werein for ahell of asweet high aslong as they didn’t get the random tainted pill.”

“Wait,” Claire spoke up. “You're telling me people at these parties knew some of the
drugs were tainted and they took them anyway?’



“Like Russian Roulette,” Lindsay murmured with afrown. “Supposed to make you feel
more alive when you cheat death.”

Nikki nodded. “Something likethat. | till say thisguy isaseria killer, though. He
killed seven in my neck of the woods, and | heard he's up to four here.”

“Eleven people,” Jill said with a shake of her head. “All dying in aquest for the perfect
high.”

Lindsay sighed and held up her phone. “As much asit pains meto do this... | should call
Snow and Tom, let them know about this.” She knew Hollywood would get her ass
chapped to have thisinfo handed to her on a silver platter courtesy of the NOPD, but a
lead was alead wherever it came from.

“Tom Hogan?' Nikki asked with a knowing smile.

Lindsay gave her old friend aversion of her laser vision and left the room.

“Um... they'redivorced,” Jill pointed out to Nikki.

“Really?’ Nikki drawled. “Please tell me she wised up and went looking for better
pickings. Tom is cute as a button and all, but not exactly stimulating in the conversation
department.

Cindy bit her lip to hide asmile.

“Actualy, Tom left Lindsay,” Claireinformed Nikki. “But...” Her eyesdid to Cindy’s
and locked gazes with the reporter. “Lindsay’s taste has definitely improved.”

Nikki did a double take when she saw where Claire was looking. She opened her mouth
to say something, wondering if she was imagining things when Lindsay came back into
the room.

“He's putting out an APB.” Lindsay focused her attention on Jill. “And Maggie seems
to think I’'m horning in on her investigation. She had some very lovely adjectives for
me.”

“Sorry,” Jill sighed. “I think she'sreally feeling the heat on this one. She hasn’t been
ableto find Kelly’s boyfriend... and | haven't called to tell her | won't bejoining her for
dinner,” she remembered out loud. “Shit.”

“Um... | think I might have filled her in on that,” Lindsay admitted with a grimace.
“Because then she had a few choice words for you and Denise.”

Jill rolled her eyes and dipped her phone out of her pocket. “I should call her and



smooth things over.”

Lindsay bit her lip as she looked at Cindy. “Want to go get ajump on the pack, Lois
Lane?’

Cindy hesitated, her gaze darting to Jill before swinging back to Lindsay. Her lover gave
her afaint nod. “Yeah,” Cindy said without enthusiasm. “I guess | better. Let me know
If you guys hear anything. | want to get this guy for Denise. | think we owe her one.”

“That we do,” Claire agreed with aglancein Jill’sdirection. Her friend was staring at the
floor, afunny look on her features, her cell phone cradled between her pams. Claire
frowned, wondering what to make of Jill’ s distracted state.

“Nice meeting you,” Cindy managed for Nikki. “I'll catch you al in abit,” she informed
the rest before heading out, her hand stroking down Lindsay’ s arm as she passed.

Nikki watched the touch in surprise but her face remained neutral. Silence reigned when
the reporter |eft as the original members of the club were left done. The detective
cleared her throat, sensing a sudden undercurrent of tension that had nothing to do with
her. “1"m going to check in with my partner,” she announced as she slipped her cell
phone from her jacket pocket. She hooked her thumb toward the hallway. “Be right
back.”

They all watched her leave before Claire and Jill focused on Lindsay.

“What'swrong?’ Claire asked.

Lindsay wasn't even mildly surprised that Claire had read her so easily. “I need to talk to
Jill for asecond,” Lindsay admitted, finally deciding that she wasn’t going to play Pete's
mind games anymore.

Jill blinked in surprise. “Isthisabout...”

“It’ s not about Maggie,” Lindsay promised quickly and with a hint of exasperation.
“ Although we should probably have along talk about that soon.”

“Whatever it isyou have to say,” Jill told her best friend, “you can say in front of Claire.”

Nodding distractedly, Lindsay sighed, mentally cursing Pete’s name once more for
messing with all their lives. “I have some information about William Carter.”

Claire stood up from her desk, her gaze worriedly darting to Jill who'd gone frighteningly
still.

“Hopefully you're going to tell me someone found him dead in a ditch somewhere,” Jill
said after a moment, her tone cold.



“Jill,” Claire admonished.
“Sort of,” Lindsay admitted. “Pete claims he killed him.”

Jill could only stare at Lindsay. Shefelt Claire’'s touch ease around her shoulders,
offering her wordless comfort and much needed support. “Why?" Jill hissed. “Why
would he tell you that?’

“Hedidn’'t tell me. Hetold Denise,” Lindsay explained. “She came and told me. Denise
was trying to do the right thing by both of us.”

Blue eyes closed and Jill swore vicioudly. “The bastard won't tell you where he hid the
body. He wantsto seeyou...”

“Yes.” Lindsay didn’'t bother to deny it. Her friends knew her too well. “But if you need
this...” Lindsay began.

Jill shook her head. “I'll handleit.”
“Sweetheart,” Claire murmured.

“I"ll handleit,” the attorney vowed. “Y ou are going nowhere near that man,” Jill
promised Lindsay with conviction. “1"m through with him playing games with you...
with all of us. I'll handleit.”

Lindsay felt guilty for the relief that swept through her, but when Jill stepped forward and
wrapped her up in afierce, hard hug, it didn’t matter. Sometimes you had to let your
friends protect you instead of always trying to protect your friends. It had been a hard
lesson to learn, but she was making progress. “I loveyou,” Lindsay murmured into Jill’s
neck.

“1 loveyou, too,” Jill whispered as Claire looked on. “You let me take this round with
Pete. | have athing or two | need to say to him anyway.”

*k*k*

ACT IV

Two days later, Lindsay stood in Tom’s office and felt like tearing her own hair out.
That was a safer thing to contemplate than punching Maggie Snow in the face. “Areyou
kidding me with this?” Lindsay looked from Snow to Tom. “I am not impeding your
damn investigation,” she snarled at both of them. “I haven't stepped one foot near a
single suspect or a crime scene. Where in the hell do you get off...”

“Linz,” Tom interjected. “Inspector Snow isn’'t accusing you of impeding her



investigation, but you are meddling init.”

“Tom, | just got back from afew days off. How in the hell would | be meddling in the
investigation? Why would | be meddling in the investigation?’

“You brought in your friend from New Orleans,” Maggie reminded Lindsay. “The one
who has been under foot for the last two days. She'swalking around here like thisis her
case.”

“Itisher case,” Lindsay fired back. “Shewason it first.”

“The New Orleans murders are Detective Beaumont’ s jurisdiction,” Tom agreed, “and
we should make every effort to allow her to participate in our investigation.”

“But...” Maggie started, practically spitting she was so mad.

“But,” Tom silenced her with alook, “the San Francisco cases take precedence here.
You'rein charge of the investigation, Snow. Aslong as Nikki wantsin on this case, she
works for you.”

Maggie straightened alittle, liking the sound of that.

“Which last time | checked,” Lindsay countered, “Nikki was doing that anyway. What is
your problem?’

“My problem,” Maggie answered, “isyou and your little club.”

Lindsay crossed her arms and tilted her head. *Y ou’re upset with us for helping you or
for the fact we don’t like you dating Jill?’

Tom’ s head popped up from where he’ d been reading afile and trying to stay out of the
crossfire. His eyes widened at the news but he said nothing on the subject.

“1 don't need your help,” Maggie countered.

“Everybody needs help, Hollywood,” Lindsay replied, her voice pitching to its lowest
and gravelliest register. “Take it from someone who learned the hard way.”

“Stay away from my case,” Maggie snarled.
“Tradeya,” Lindsay offered. “I'll stay away from your caseif you stay away from Jill.”
Snow shook her head. “Am | dismissed, sir?” she demanded of Tom.

“By al means,” the lieutenant answered, happy to have the shouting over. He waited
until Maggie left before turning his gaze on Lindsay.



“What?" Lindsay said in peevish response to the look. “I’m not messing with her case!”

“She'sfrustrated, Lindsay. Snow hasn’'t been able to locate the boyfriend and she has the
media tightening the noose.”

“Hey,” Lindsay volleyed. “She wanted the big case so she gets everything that goes with
it. All I did was make a phone call after Nikki showed up. It'snot my fault if Nikki is
stomping all over Hollywood' s toes.”

Tom rubbed at hisface and sighed. “Hell,” he muttered. “I’d give the case to Beaumont
if 1 could. She wants this one bad.”

“Do you blame her?’ Lindsay asked, her voice evening out.
“Not at al,” Tom murmured.

“And what makes Nikki the better cop here is that she wants the case for al the right
reasons.”

Tom shook hishead. “Maggieisagood cop, Linz.”

“1 know that. Maggie has the makingsto be agreat cop... but she’s cocky and she's
about the glory — not the victim.”

“You used to be about the glory, too,” Tom reminded her gently.

“1 know,” Lindsay sighed. “That’s what makes me want to smack her, because I know
how much pain she' s going to be in one day.”

“Maybe she never will feel that, Linz. Just because Snow reminds you of you when you
were younger...”

“She'sgotitin her, Tom,” Lindsay said Slowly. “I can seeit when she looks at Jill. It
turns my stomach to see them together because | really don't like Hollywood, but she
cares about Jill.”

“That is one smoking hot combination to think about,” Tom confessed as he |eaned back
in his chair.

Lindsay rolled her eyes and headed for Tom’s other door. “Y ou're such aman.”

“Thanks for noticing,” he called after her with awicked smirk.

*kk*%x



A slam made Nikki look up from the bullpen. As she watched, Maggie came storming
out of Tom’'s office. The inspector didn’'t even spare the New Orleans detective a glance
as she stalked by and headed out into the late afternoon sunlight.

Nikki pursed her lips. She didn’'t have to be a cop to deduce the topic of conversation
that had gotten Snow so mad. She'd been stepping all over the inspector’ s investigation
since Tom had brought her into it. Nikki didn’t blame the other woman for being upset.
She knew she sure as hell would have been had she been in Maggi€e' s shoes, but Nikki
knew Brian Renollet, and she didn’t care who she pissed off to catch him. It wasjust a
shame that Lindsay was taking the heat for her lack of lady-like manners when it came to
handling Snow’ s turf.

Still, it had to be galling for the other detective that Nikki had swooped in and made more
progress on the investigation in two hours than Snow had in days. Snow was ssimply
forgetting that Nikki had had several yearsto stew over the case and that Renollet had
already gotten away from her once.

Sighing, Nikki rubbed at her tired eyes as her thoughts spun around the killer they were
after. Two days and not asingle soul in the city of San Francisco had stepped forward
with even a sliver of useful information about Renollet. It wasn't surprising, Nikki
decided, given her previous experience with the man, but it was damned annoying.

While they chased their tails, Renollet was no doubt mixing up another batch of
magnolia. The question was whether or not they could catch him before another kid died.

At least the girls had welcomed her back with open arms which had been the one saving
grace of the whole damn trip. Nikki had thought she’d put those hurts and regrets behind
her, but now she knew she'd just buried them deep and had really never let them go.
Sitting around a booth at Papa Joe’'s and hearing her friends familiar laughs the night
before had brought tearsto her eyes. She'd started blubbering like an idiot.

And that had started the waterworks with Claire. Jill had followed and finally Lindsay
was wiping her eyes aswell as abemused Cindy Thomas had looked on and handed them
all napkins from the dispenser on the table.

Thomas. Nikki leaned back in Lindsay’s chair at the precinct, her fingers toying with the
edge of a copy of the Register that sat on Lindsay’s desk. The reporter was atough nut to
crack, but Nikki felt like she’'d made some inroads with her. At least Cindy would hold
her gaze now and didn’t bristle every time she walked into aroom. Nikki wasn't sure
how she’ d offended the redhead, but Cindy was wary as al hell around her.

Nikki sighed again as she observed the inspectors in the bullpen. Had she remained in
the city all those years ago, she probably would have had a desk here in homicide.
Maybe even one near Lindsay. Her life could have been so much different, but she
wouldn’t trade her time with Norafor anything, not even the friends she left behind.
There was guilt with the acknowledgment, but something freeing about it aswell. She'd
made her mistakes and her choices and learned from both, but in the end, Nikki knew she



was where she was meant to be.

She slipped her phone from her pocket as she waited for Lindsay to come down from
Tom’s office. Her thumb smoothed across the screen as Nikki thought about her partner.
She craved the sound of Nora' s voice, the heat of her lover’s nearness. Nikki even
missed the way Nora smelled, especially when she was taking a deep breath from the
curve of Nora'sneck. “You got it bad, Beaumont,” she chided herself with alittle
chuckle at her mooning thoughts. Still, she hadn’t spoken with Nora since last night and
had been unable to reach her all day. Nikki wondered if she was going into withdrawal.

“Something will turn up.”

Nikki tipped her head back to look up at Lindsay’ s partner. He was standing over her, a
cup of coffee extended in offering. “What?’

Jacobi smiled. “On your killer. Something is gonna pop soon. You can feel it.”

Accepting the cup of coffee, Nikki gave him a hesitant but genuine smile. “From your
lipsto God's ears, sugar.” She winked playfully at Jacobi. Nikki found she'd already
developed a serious soft spot for the inspector.

He chuckled and perched a hip on Lindsay’s desk. “So I’'ll bet you have some stories to
tell about our mutual friends.”

“Mmm.” Nikki swallowed the coffee, feeling it warm and wake her. Hours spent
reading files and manning phones had her eyes drooping. “Maybe afew,” she teased.
She opened her mouth to begin a particularly juicy tale when asharp order cut her off.

“Don’t even think about it,” Lindsay’s voice carried from Tom’s office as she trotted
down the steps. “Get away from her, Jacobi.”

“Somebody’ s paranoid,” Jacobi murmured to Nikki. “Y ou let me buy you dinner before
you skip town so | can hear all about what she doesn’t want me to know.”

Nikki covered up a smile by taking another hit of coffee as Jacobi chuckled and moved
away. Shelooked up at Lindsay as her old friend arrived at her desk. “Anything new?’

Lindsay gave the fleeing Jacobi her laser vision before focusing her attention on Nikki.
“1 don't know. Hollywood is running this case, and sheisn't letting me anywhere near
it.”

“Even though you brought her the leads that could break it?’

“You brought the leads,” Lindsay clarified. “And the fact that you're an old friend and
another cop just chapped Snow’ s ass.”



“You sound all broken up about that.”

“Devastated,” Lindsay drawled dramatically before sinking down onto the corner of her
desk. “Sowhat did you tell him?’

“Tell who what?’ Nikki asked.

“Don’t act al missinnocent on me. What secrets did you spill to Jacobi?’ Lindsay
demanded.

“What happensin the club, staysin the club,” Nikki reminded her.

“It'snot aclub,” Cindy reminded them both as she arrived. She offered Nikki a hesitant
smile. It was hard not to warm up to the southern detective even though Cindy had been
doing her best the past two days. “I’ve got something.”

Nikki got to her feet. “On Renollet?’

“On Danidl Glass,” Cindy announced.

“Who in the hell is Daniel Glass?’ Lindsay wanted to know.

“Kelly Yung' s boyfriend. The same boyfriend Inspector Snow hasn’'t been able to locate
since Kelly turned up dead,” Cindy elaborated with a smirk.

“What about him?’ Lindsay asked.
“1 have him in Interview Two. He has some information he wanted the press to know
about Kelly, and | convinced him to come talk to the two of you.” Cindy held out her
hands. “Am | good or am | good?’

Impulsively, Nikki leaned over and kissed a startled Cindy on the cheek. “I’'minlove
with you. Now where in the hell is Interview Two?”’

“Should we wait on Maggie?’ Cindy asked, fighting a blush as Lindsay turned away and
headed for the interview rooms with Nikki in the lead.

“You can if you want,” Lindsay teased, spinning around and walking backward as she
spoke.

“Asif,” Cindy sniffed before racing to catch up.

*k*k*%x

“Poor, stupid kids,” Lindsay murmured an hour later. She closed the folder on the
statement Glass had given them about the night of Kelly Yung's desth as she settled



against the interview table. Glass had just left, and Lindsay now found herself alone with
Nikki, Cindy and Jill who had arrived dightly late to the party.

“At least Denise should be able to find some solace in his statement,” Cindy added softly.
“Kelly didn’'t take the drug. It wasforced on her.”

Jill sighed and sank down into one of the vacant chairs. “I don’t know if it will make
Denise feel better or worse to find out Kelly was playing crusader and trying to bring this
guy down.”

“1 don't know your boss,” Nikki ventured, “but it would make me feel better. If it were
me, I’d wish amillion times over that Kelly had come to me and asked for help, but at
least I'd know she went out with her heart in the right place and as the type of person |

had believed her to be.” She dropped her hand onto Jill’ s back and rubbed soothing
circles.

“What was that girl thinking?’ Cindy asked the others as she |eaned against the one-way
glass. “I mean, why would she think she was capable of going up against akiller like
that? She walked right into a dangerous situation and didn’t even tell anyone that could
have helped her where she was going or what she was doing.”

Jill and Lindsay both looked at her incredulously.

“What?" Cindy asked without a clue.

“Hello, pot... thisiskettle calling,” Lindsay drawled.

Cindy frowned and crossed her arms. “It’s not the same thing.”

“Uh-huh.” Lindsay turned and dlid the folder to Jill as an amused Nikki looked on. “So
what do we do? If Glassisright, there is another rave tonight. Your girlfriend isn’'t

answering her cell phone for any of us, so | say we move on this without her.”

“Maggie will be majorly pissed if you bring this guy down without notifying her,” Jill
informed them. “It’s her case.”

“Well...” Nikki added. “Technically it wasmy casefirst.” She smiled deviously.
Lindsay motioned at Nikki with awave of her hand. “Thereyou go,” she said to Jill.
“Didn’t you get yelled at earlier for interfering?’ Jill asked Lindsay.

“Hollywood tattled on me? Serioudy?’ Lindsay asked. “And | didn’t interfere!
Well....” Lindsay amended with a one-shoulder shrug. “I hadn’t interfered until now...”

“You just want to get back at Maggie for accusing you of murder,” Jill responded drolly.



Nikki’ s head bobbed up. “Huh?’

“WEell... yeah,” Lindsay confessed as she dlid her hands into the back pockets of her
jeans. “But | also owe Denise afavor or two,” she said with a softer look for Jill. “I'm
not gonnawait on Hollywood to show up just because she didn’t want to take our calls.
WEe've got a chance to stop thisguy. We need to takeit.”

Jill took a slow breath and looked at all of them watching her expectantly. Maggie hadn’t
answered her calls either since their quick five minute chat earlier, suggesting the
ingpector was still mad about their busted date the other night. “1’ll get the warrant.”

“Almost like old times,” Nikki declared before her gaze shifted to Cindy who bristled at
the comment. “But better,” she amended with adly smile for the redhead. “Now we're
more important and can get more shit done.”

“Damn right,” Lindsay agreed.

*k*k*%x

“Maggieisgoing to be pissed.”

Lindsay snorted at the note of glee in Cindy’ s voice as she watched the other officers
move into position. Strapping on her Kevlar vest, Lindsay smiled as Cindy distractedly
helped her with the Velcro strips. It felt rather weird having Cindy help her into her
clothes instead of out of them for achange. “Y ou need to get over this repressed anger of
yours,” she deadpanned as she looked down onto damp red hair with affection. The night
was misting, coating their hair and skin and making the hood of Lindsay’s Jeep shinein
the streetlights.

“She accused you of murder,” Cindy reminded her lover while swiping at aloose, damp
curl. She tapped her own chest. “I think | have a perfectly logical intense dislike of the
woman for that.”

“Y ou mean hate.”

“That, too,” Cindy agreed readily. She swiped at another tendril of hair as Nikki
approached, already suited up in her protective gear. Her eyes scanned the crowd of cops
for Maggie but there was no sign of her. Cindy felt atiny twinge of remorse, but she
quickly stuffed it down. Maggie should have taken their damn calls.

Cindy frowned when she saw ared sedan pull into the parking lot across the street. She
thought it looked vaguely familiar and got confirmation when Denise Kwon emerged
from the driver’ s side. “Uh-oh.”

Lindsay and Nikki turned to see what the reporter was looking at.



“Let me guess,” Nikki ventured. “Denise?’

“Dammit,” Lindsay murmured. “Wait here.” She moved away and out into the street,
angling to cut Denise off. Jill’s boss looked furious and had her attention zeroed in on
Tom and Jacobi who were near the command center truck. Lindsay caught Denise's
elbow, startling the other woman whose gaze swung away from Tom and onto Lindsay
with laser intensity. “You can't be here.”

“Like hell.” Denisetried to jerk away from Lindsay but the inspector’s grip tightened
painfully on her arm. “You didn’t even notify me. | had to hear it from the damn janitor
when | went in to get some files from the office.”

“We would have called once we had him in custody, Denise,” Lindsay promised as she
half-walked, half-dragged Denise back across the street toward her car.

“Jill should have called me.”

“Jill has been busy making sure there isn’t aloophole for this guy to wiggle out of ... and
she’sdoing it for you, so don’t go getting mad at her.”

Denisefinally squirmed out of Lindsay’s grip as they reached her car. Her gaze shifted
and she caught Cindy and another woman watching her from across the street. “New
member of the musketeers?’ Denise snarled at Nikki.

Lindsay looked back. “No. Anold one.” She opened the door to Denise’scar. “I'll let
you stay, but you haveto stay in your car. I'll put acop on thisdoor if | have to.”

“1 am the Acting District Attorney...” Denise started to protest.

“You'reavictim,” Lindsay cut her off brutally, but she didn’t have time for this. She
watched as Denise blinked several timesin shock at the title. “You lost aloved one,
Denise. Thisis personal for you.”

“Ingpector...” Denise began to protest.

“We all want justice for Kelly, Denise,” Lindsay promised. “Now stay out of the way
and let us get it.”

The anger bled from the attorney and her shoulders slumped. “I just...”

“l know.” Lindsay put her hands on the other woman'’s shoulders and squeezed. “I
know,” she said alittle more softly.

Denise stared at Lindsay for along moment before slowly nodding. “Don’t let him walk,
Lindsay,” she pleaded, trusting Lindsay Boxer with a glimpse of the soul she tried so



hard to pretend she didn’'t have.

“Hewon't. | promise.” A squea of tires made Lindsay glance to her left and she
couldn’t help the smirk as she recognized Hollywood's car.

*k*k*

“Uh-oh,” Nikki muttered as she watched Maggie Snow slam her car door shut and make
abeelinefor Lindsay. Nikki thought Snow seemed like a pretty capable and likable
inspector, but clearly Lindsay, Cindy and Claire had some issues with her. Lindsay was
sauntering toward Snow while Snow looked like she was ready to start swinging once she
got in arms reach.

Cindy turned in time to see Nikki breaking into ajog as she tried to intercept the two
officers. “Uh-oh,” she echoed before giving chase.

“Y ou bitch.”

“Hello to you, too, Hollywood,” Lindsay greeted breezily, tension rolling into her tall
frame when she saw Maggi€e' sfingersflex into fists. “Finally answer your phone?’

“1 was with the family of the victim. | turned it off,” Maggie snapped. “You just
couldn’t wait, could you?’

“Thisisn’'t about me and you,” Lindsay said as Maggie got closer. Lindsay stopped
walking, bracing herself for afight as other officers quickly started to movein to
intercede. She saw Tom and Jacobi approaching and was aware of Nikki closing in to
her left. A fight had been brewing between her and Maggie since day one, and it looked
like it was about to happen at the worst possible moment. Maggie was a damn good cop,
and Lindsay suspected she was a pretty decent person, but she was too ambitious for her
own good. She wanted what she wanted and heaven help anyone who got in her way.
Part of Lindsay admired the other woman for that. The rest of her remembered being
accused of being akiller. Her own rage swelled and she welcomed the chance for alittle
payback.

“The hell itisn't,” Maggie snarled, fed up with Saint Boxer and her little club. She was
through trying to impress them, to atone for what had happened with Kiss-Me-Not. They
were never going to accept her and that fueled her anger at the one woman she saw
standing between her and her ambitions toward the job and Jill.

Maggie swung her arm back to strike the first blow, only to have it grabbed and her feet
neatly taken out from under her by someone from behind. She hit the asphalt with a
crunch, but her attacker had slowed her fall, keeping her from doing too much damage to
herself. She cursed as she was rolled over and straddled, her face pressed into the wet
street. Cold cuffs snapped on her wrists.



Nikki stopped next to Lindsay, staring at the scene in shock. The blonde detective who'd
neutralized the situation looked up at them both. “Sugar, you really do have the best
timing,” Nikki laughed ailmost giddily.

Detective Nora Delaney lifted her gaze and smiled at her partner. “I try. Hopel didn’'t
just crash the party.”

*k*k*

“How was | supposed to know she was another cop?’ Nora asked plaintively as Maggie
Snow gave her a murderous glance from the command center. The detective had a fresh
bruise or two, but was otherwise uninjured.

“l so wish I'd had my camera,” Cindy commented with a nervous giggle as she stood
next to Noraand her partner. Lindsay also lingered close by as did Jacobi. The police
were about to move in on the old warehouse down the street now that they had
confirmation that arave wasin process. There wasn’t another reporter in sight. She was
going to have a sweet exclusive tomorrow, but she would have traded it for the chance to
watch Maggie get taken down another peg or two again.

Noraglanced at the redhead and smirked before her green eyes fastened on her partner
again. “Did | screw up?’

“No,” Lindsay said as she entered their little circle. “Probably kept me from doing
something seriously stupid, actually.”

Nikki put her hand on Nora's shoulder and squeezed. “Thisis Snow’s case and she
thought we were horning in.”

“Oh. Well | would have been pissed, too,” Nora murmured with another look at the
stewing detective.

“She had her phone off and this was the only chance we’ ve had to catch the guy,” Cindy
explained. She noticed Lindsay’slook. “Okay... the only chance for the police to catch
thisguy. I’'mjust... you know... observing.”

“Cindy’s areporter,” Nikki explained at Nora' s confused look.

“Uh-huh.” Noralicked her lips, having guessed that bit of information already by the
notepad in Cindy’s hands. “1’d watch your back,” she said to Lindsay. “I think your
friend is going to want arematch.”

Lindsay looked over her shoulder where Tom was giving Snow a piece of his mind.
Lindsay smirked alittle at herself, acknowledging that she and Maggie had been kindred
spirits once, but somewhere along the way the victims had become far more important to
Lindsay than the medals and promotions. Hopefully Maggie would learn something from



all this. Lindsay returned her focus to the group. “God | feel old.”

“1 wondered if you saw alittle of you in alittle of her.” Nikki softened the observation
with asmile.

“We're so not going there.” Lindsay snorted. She turned her gaze on Norawho was
watching her with open curiosity. “Let’s get this over with,” she announced. “I want to
hear what stories you have on our mutual friend here.”

“Hey!” Nikki protested.
“1 bet you have afew aswell,” Norareplied.
“Hey!” Nikki repeated with more volume.

“1 can do you one better,” Lindsay announced as she watched the milling officers moving
with sudden purpose. She leaned over and kissed Cindy on the head. “I have pictures.”

Jacobi appeared, putting his hand on Lindsay’s back. “Ladies, it's show time.”

*k*k*%x

Just the sight of him made Jill nauseous. Pete was watching her with interest as she was
led to the interview room; his blue eyes fastened on her as the guards opened the door
and let her step inside. She’d let him stew for afew days as she’ d gathered her courage
to face him. Despite her bravado with Lindsay, Jill was terrified of Pete Raynor, and
seeing him shackled to the floor was cold comfort. Not even the two burly guards with
her made Jill feel safe.

“Jill,” Pete greeted her asif they were old friends. “1 knew you'd come eventually.”
“Did you?’ she asked slowly.

Pete smiled. “I’ve aways had a soft spot for you. Y ou pushed Lindsay to talk to me.
We got together in part because of you.”

Jill choked alittle, feeling what she'd forced down at lunch trying to make areturn trip.
“You know why I'm here,” she answered tightly, ignoring his comments.

“I do.”

“Did you redly kill him?" she asked. Her eyes darted to the clock on the wall behind
him, realizing that Lindsay and Nikki were probably entering the warehouse right about
now. She just wanted to get this over with so she could go talk to Denise, to fill her in on
what was going on.



“I really did,” Pete admitted. “Strangled himin hiscar. He was going to run, you know.
He was going to get away with touching another girl. He was going to get away with
what he did to you.”

Pete was acting as if he'd done Jill afavor. Maybe he had, some part of her admitted, but
the thought made her shiver. “Where isthe body?’ Jill asked.

He held up afinger and waggled it from side to side. “Now, now. Y ou know the deal.”
“She’ s not coming, Pete,” Jill breathed.

His blue eyes hardened and the smile fell away. “You'll never know,” he informed her.
“Never know where he's buried... if I'mreally telling the truth...” The smile returned.
“Five minutesisall I’'m asking for, and you can put your mind at ease.”

“Put my mind at ease?’ Jill’s voice had steel init. “Put my mind at ease? Areyou
kidding me? | pushed Lindsay at you. | pushed her into the arms of amaniac. Y ou think
I'll ever forgive myself for that?’ She shook her head, her eyesflinty. “I don't care
where William Carter is. He' s not and never has been my family. Lindsay is, and |
would go to hell and back for her.”

“Jill...” Pete’s composure slipped and an edge of desperation entered his voice.

“Screw you, Pete. You want my thanksfor killing Carter? Fine, but you will not see
Lindsay until she testifies against your sorry assin court.”

“You need to know!” Pete shouted amming his hands down on the table and making Jill
jump. “You need to see for yourself that he's dead!”

Jill turned and went to the door, her whole body quaking from the conversation but her
voice was smooth as ice when she spoke. “Do |?” Without another word, Jill walked
away, doing her damndest to pretend like Pete wasn't screaming her name with every

step.

She’ d won this round with the Kiss-Me-Not Killer, but the satisfaction felt hollow. Jill
knew she’ d never get back al he'd taken from her and her friends, but she’ d take the
victories where she could.

Asfor William Carter, he could rot in hell.

*kk*%x

The music was ungodly loud. Nikki winced asit seemed to throb deep in her veins,
making her heart, head and ears hurt. Around her, men and women swayed to the bezt,
their faces hidden behind garish masks, their bodies melding and moving against each
other in and out of the strobe lights. The scene looked surreal enough. Nikki couldn’t



imagine what it looked like to anyone who was high.

She could feel Nora behind her, her partner’ s nearness a welcome warmth, despite the
heat coming off the mass of moving bodies. Norawas going to have some explaining to
do when they were back out in the coolness of the night and alone, but for now, Nikki
was just glad she was there.

No one seemed to notice that the police had arrived and were moving through the crowd,
guns drawn. Other officers were pulling the revelers outside in case there was gunfire,
but Nikki knew agunwasn't Glass' style. If the killer thought he was trapped with no
way out, Nikki knew he’'d swallow his own poison before going to prison.

A touch on her back made Nikki turn her head. Nora motioned at Lindsay who was
gesturing toward the left front corner of the room. Nikki shifted her gaze and felt her
heart lurch when she saw adevil looking back at her. Their eyes met and locked. She
saw the recognition flare.

“Shit,” Nikki hissed as Renollet bolted.

“Here we go,” Noradrawled as Nikki sprinted into motion after the suspect. She gave
chase, plowing through the crowd after her partner. It took pushing, shoving, and few
solid body slams to get people out of the way, but they muscled their way through the
revelers, closing the gap between them and Renollet. Nora knew this case had haunted
Nikki for years, and she prayed it would end here tonight, but she’ d traveled halfway
across the country to make sure it ended with Nikki in one piece.

Nora spotted Lindsay and Jacobi pursuing the suspect out the back door ahead of them.
She heard Nikki curse between beats as she dodged a couple of toked college kids,
elbowing them both aside as she identified herself as a police officer over the cacophony
of sound.

They hit the door and tumbled out into the darkness and rain. Nikki drew up to get her
bearings, feeling Nora exit just behind her. “Boat,” Nikki managed, breathing hard.
“He'd have aboat.”

“Left,” Nora shouted as she saw Lindsay and Jacobi running toward the Bay. Nikki
didn’t hesitate, taking off after the other detectives, using her long legs to close the
distance. “He could have backup!” Nora shouted after her only to swear when Nikki kept
running.

Other voices began to reach them. Commands were shouted and flashlight beams danced
and bounced around on the asphalt as other officers joined the pursuit. Nikki ignored
them, focusing on Lindsay’ s back through the rain, knowing her old friend had Renollet
in her sights. Nikki was determined not to go home empty-handed. She would not face
those families torn apart by Renollet and his poison again without the bastard behind
bars.



A shot rang out and Nikki poured on the speed, lungs burning as she raced for the water.
She watched Lindsay and Jacobi go down into defensive positions, crouching low and
raising their weapons to return fire. Nora had been right. Renollet was obviously not
aone.

“Nikki. Nikki!” Norashouted at her partner when Nikki didn’t slow or take precautions
at the sound of gunfire. More shots followed, a sudden spray of bullets that originated
from the water. Noraleapt out and grabbed her partner around the waist, dragging them
both down as bullets whizzed by above them. Norarolled and returned fire, squeezing
off several shots where she' d seen muzzle flashes moments before.

Maggie Snow barreled past them, firing at will at the water. Nikki staggered back on her
feet and followed, much to Nora s displeasure. Noragot her feet under her and chased
after them both.

A boat motor caught, and Nikki’s heart lodged in her throat. She passed Maggie, wanting
Renollet more than the other detective could imagine. Lindsay rose up and returned fire,
hitting the hired gun at the wheel. He rocked back, the force of the impact knocking him
over the seat just as Nikki leapt for Renollet. He was still in his devil mask when Nikki
slammed into him, taking them both over the side and into the water.

“Nikki!” Lindsay and Nora's voices overlapped as Nora pulled up inches before going
into the Bay.

“We need light over here!” Maggie shouted as she jumped down into the boat, checking
the man Lindsay had shot. She moved away from the shooter when she detected no pulse
and pointed her gun and flashlight at the water. “Beaumont!”

Lindsay grabbed Nora s arm, holding the detectivein place. She could feel fear vibrating
through the other woman. “Wait. Just wait.”

Norawas about to take Lindsay into the water with her when Nikki abruptly surfaced,
dragging air into her lungs with agasp. Nora shook out of Lindsay’s grasp and dropped
down into the boat, scrambling next to Maggie as Nikki swam closer, an unconscious
Renollet in tow.

Maggie shook her head. “Crazy bitch,” she muttered, but it sounded like a compliment.
Noradropped to her knees and captured Nikki’s hand, pulling her toward the boat. “1 am
so going to kick your ass later,” she promised, shaking hard as tension and fear bled from

her body.

“He'sall yours, Inspector,” Nikki said to Maggie, pushing the unconscious killer at the
other officer.



Lindsay climbed into the speedboat and helped Maggie drag Renollet onboard. “Forgot
how fast you run,” Lindsay said to Nikki as Nora eased her into the boat. She shot
Maggie alook as the other inspector snapped the cuffs on Renollet. “Looks like you'll
get the glory after al,” she said casually.

Maggie looked down at the now shivering Nikki as Nora slipped off her jacket and

wrapped it around her partner. “Mmm. | think | might be able to share alittle,” she
joked.

*k*k*

A soft knock on Jill’ s door the next morning pulled the attorney’ s gaze away from her
case notes on Renollet and onto Denise’ s familiar form in her doorway. Jill closed the
file and got to her feet, a mixture of emotions tumbling through her at the sight of her
boss. She hadn’t seen Denise since the attorney had kissed her, and Jill suddenly found
all the words she’ d planned to say to the other woman vanishing now that it was time to
use them.

“Good morning,” Denise greeted hesitantly.

“Good morning,” Jill replied neutrally, deciding it was best to let Denise lead the
conversation.

“Renollet issinging like abird,” Denisetold her. “Turns out he played hislittle desth
gamein Chicago aswell. It'satoss up who will get him first. The feds are making a
play for him aswell.”

“No surprise there,” Jill said. “1I’m just glad he's off the streets.”

“Yeah,” Denise said softly. “Wish it could have been sooner.” She cleared her throat.
“Kelly’s funeral istomorrow.”

“1’ll be happy to cover for you...”
“1"d like you to come,” Deniseinterrupted. “I think she’d likeit if you came.”

Jill dropped her gaze and took a shallow breath. “I'll clear my schedule.” She met
Denise'sgaze again. “Listen... |...”

“1 heard you went to see Raynor,” Denise cut her off before Jill could address what had
happened in her apartment.

“I did.”

“Did he tell you where your stepfather is?” Denise asked carefully.



Jill shook her head. “No. | didn’t think he would. 1 just wanted to tell him to hisface
that his games weren’'t going to work. Not anymore.”

“The warden called me thismorning. Whatever you told him apparently sent him into a
rage. He had to be sedated.”

A tiny dliver of asatisfied smile appeared on Jill’sface. “Gee. That’stoo bad.”

“Well,” Denise said after amoment of tense silence. “I have court. | just wanted to stop
by and...”

“You'regoing to pretend like it didn’'t even happen, aren’t you?' Jill asked bluntly.

Denise straightened, but Jill didn’t miss the flash of panic in her boss' s eyes. “Pretend
like what didn’t happen?’

“You kissed me,” Jill reminded her, careful to keep her voice low.

“What?’ Denise' s voice quavered as she smoothed a hand through her hair. “Bernhardt,
areyou crazy?’

Jill laughed without humor. “I knew it. | knew you would pretend to be too drunk to
remember that you came onto me in your apartment.”

“1 did no such thing,” Denise snapped but she wouldn’'t meet Jill gaze. “I am your
superior. | would never cross that line.”

Jill blinked, something about Denise’' s response making her stomach flutter. The lawyer
in her analyzed the wording and she blinked again. “Since when isthere alineto cross?’

Denise shook her head and moved toward the door. “You're delusional.”

Jill intercepted her, grabbing Denise by the elbow and spinning her around while pushing
the door shut with her other hand. Before she even thought about what she was doing,
she bodily pressed Denise against the door, keeping her from escaping. Anger made Jill
dip her head and find Denise’ s lips with her own, claiming the other woman’s mouth with
a hunger that amost frightened her. When Denise stopped fighting and kissed her back,
Jill’ s knees nearly buckled. A desperate need for air had Jill finally pulling back as she
stared at Denisein shock. Shelicked her lips and stepped back on shaking legs.

“Y ou gonna pretend that didn’t just happen, too?’ Jill asked in a hoarse voice.
Denise took a deep breath and straightened her shoulders. Opening her mouth to say

something, she seemed to suddenly think better of it. Without aword, Denise turned and
opened the door, leaving without a backwards glance.



Jill managed to make it to the edge of her desk where she sat down heavily. Thoughts of
Maggie flickered behind her now closed eyelids, and Jill cursed herself for the sudden
confusion her heart and body were awash in.

“Jill?’

The attorney jJumped and opened her eyes, finding Claire watching her from the doorway.
“You okay, sweetheart?’ Claire asked.

Jill shook her head. “Most definitely not okay. | just did something really stupid.”

Claire figured it had something to do with the confused ook Denise Kwon was sporting
asshe'd left Jill’soffice. Her instincts started purring, and she suddenly had a pretty
good idea what had just happened between the Acting District Attorney and one of her
best friends. “Good Lord. Tell me about it in the car. We're gonna be late for Nikki’s
going away lunch.”

*k*k*%x

“You sure you can’t stay another few days?’ Lindsay asked around a booth at Papa Jo€'s.
She sat next to Cindy and Norawhile Jill, Claire and Nikki occupied the other side.
They’d had a huge meal and the drinks to go along with it and now everyone could feel
their shared time coming to an end. “I’m on desk duty for afew days while the shooting
getsreviewed. We could do lunch.”

Nikki laughed. “Asmuch as| would love to stay and show Nora al the lovely sights San
Francisco has to offer,” Nikki said with an impish expression directed at Nora, “1 really
need to get back to New Orleans. |’ ve got some fresh cases piling up.”

“Rain check?’ Claire asked Nikki with a quick glance at Norato let the other woman
know she was welcome as well.

“Absolutely.” Nikki swallowed around the emotion she could feel tightening her throat.
“It’ s been so good to see you guys.”

Jill smiled around the ache she could feel in the center of her chest. She didn’t want
Nikki to go, to walk back out of their lives again even if it was under better circumstances
thistime. “We'll missyou.”

The others nodded, and Nikki was grateful for Nora' s gentle touch on her knee under the
table. Shelooked at Cindy and gave her awatery smile. “Y ou keep an eye on this
bunch. Don't et Lindsay’s laser vision intimidate you.”

Cindy smiled back, feeling like an ass now for being so upset about Nikki in the first
place. “I'll try, but you've seenit. It'simpressive.”



Everyone chuckled as Lindsay slid an arm around Cindy’ s shoulders and kissed her on
the temple.

“1 only crack it out when you really have it coming,” Lindsay teased the reporter.

“Whichisusually afew timesaweek,” Cindy admitted wryly. She smiled at Nikki. “It
was good to meet you.” Her gaze slid to Nora. “Both of you.”

“WEell it certainly was nice to meet all of you,” Noraanswered. “Because | have heard
some stories...” she taunted playfully.

“What stories?’ Lindsay, Jill and Claire al asked at once.

“Ah. Look at thetime. Sugar, we should get going,” Nikki said as she quickly dslid out of
the booth.

“1 thought what happened in the club stayed in the club,” Lindsay said sweetly to Nikki.

Nikki took a breath as Nora stood up next to her. “She’sin my club as much as all of you
are.”

“Hmm,” Jill said, amused to see Nikki had turned into quite the romantic. “I don’t know,
ladies. 'Y ou think we should maybe start up afranchise?’

The other club members looked at her in confusion.

“1 think we should branch out. Have another chapter of the clubin... let'ssay... New
Orleans,” Jill continued blithely.

“A franchise?’ Nikki drawled. “Beautiful, | love you, but you’re nuts.”
Everyone laughed.

“Then we'll just have to expand the club by two more,” Cindy said when the laughter had
wound down. She smiled shyly at Nikki who grinned back knowingly.

“That we will,” Claire agreed.

They all did out of the booth and hugs and goodbyes were exchanged before Nikki and
Noraleft them to their desserts and their days.

“Feels alot emptier with them gone,” Cindy admitted when the bell on the door had
stopped jangling after their departure.

“They’ |l be back,” Lindsay assured the others.



Jill smiled. “Yeah. They’ll be back.”

*k*k*

“Interesting friends you have there,” Nora said as they ducked into a cab for the airport.
The cab pulled away and Nikki turned her head, trying to keep sight of her old friends for
aslong as possible. Asthe vehicle turned the corner, she looked back at Norathrough
her tears. “Now that you're in the club, | can tell you all about them.”

THE END
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