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			CHAPTER 1

			I’ll Show You My Goats

			 

			Los Angeles, Saturday

			 

			Lauren King rolled over, coughed miserably, and buried her face in her pillow. She swallowed hard and winced. Her swollen tongue tasted like glitter, feathers, and faux fur.

			Nothing like waking up to a full-blown head cold with a side of pink boa.

			Her cell phone gave a faint beep from somewhere on her hardwood floor. She groaned and twisted only to get a face full of her own hair, which reeked of assorted socialites’ perfumes and industrial-strength hair sprays. Not surprising. All that air-kissing invariably had a downside. Not quite the worst part of her job, but way up there.

			Her phone beeped again. And then again. Lauren frowned.

			She turned to look at her clock radio—some incessantly cheerful red thing—and squinted until the numbers came into view—7:33 a.m.

			She scowled. Only people with a death wish would harass an entertainment reporter before ten on a weekend. Everyone knew it. It was one of those immutable commandments of journalism for god’s sake.

			With a sour grunt, she contemplated turning her cell off and catching more shut-eye. That thought lasted approximately three seconds before curiosity won out. She sighed and leaned out of bed to grope around for the beeping phone.

			She felt its shape bulging inside her jeans. She pulled the denim onto the bed, yanked the cell out of the pocket, and flung her jeans back to the floor again.

			Seventeen new messages? Okay, no one in her game was that popular before breakfast unless a sex tape had leaked. And her own lengthy bedroom dry spell meant at least it couldn’t be hers.

			Her eyes focused on the first of her texts. It contained only one word. Goats?

			Goats? She blinked. Had some A-lister with a zoological fetish been caught doing the unthinkable? Well, it probably wouldn’t be the first time.

			She peered at the screen. Oh. The text was from one of her five brothers. All were beefy, strapping mechanics—just like their dad—who worked at King & Sons Car Repairs in Cedar Rapids, Iowa. And all were experts in the art of teasing their kid sister, no matter how far away she was. She scrolled to the next message.

			 

			Goats, King? Oh and thanks for the scoop. Whatever do you do for an encore?

			 

			Lauren narrowed her eyes. She didn’t have to even look to know the author of that goading text. Her mind swirled. What scoop? And what’s with the goats?

			She clicked through to the Daily Sentinel’s website on her smartphone as she struggled to recall the previous night’s finer points. Her blurry recollection only confirmed that she shouldn’t have mixed cold meds with alcohol.

			A vision of Estella Flores-Vicario swam into her mind. The ambitious, former maid had married one of her clients—who just happened to be Hollywood’s second most insanely wealthy and elusive film producer.

			Estella was also entirely mad.

			Catch her on a good day, as Lauren had three weeks ago when she’d exclusively profiled her for her VIP events and parties pages, and she was your best friend, declaring “You must write my biography, darling; only you I trust.”

			The fact that she’d uttered this phrase to dozens of journalists over the years pretty much took the novelty out of the offer. Still, she was generally harmless in an eccentric, “Look, darling, I store my high heels in my spare fridge!” sort of way.

			Catch her on a bad day, though… Lauren’s head throbbed at her vague memories of Estella on a tear the previous night. Something about a glass-shattering crash, an orange silky confection of hissing socialite shooting by on her ass and swearing at Lauren in several languages as she slid through a foamy sea of pink punch and startled VIPs.

			Lauren gasped. Right. So that was absolutely not her fault. At least she hoped not.

			Her phone’s screen finally loaded up the familiar Daily Sentinel’s entertainment webpage.

			Beneath her colleague and arch rival’s popular column, Ayers and Graces, was a prominent video clip headlined “Divas of the Ball Square Off!”

			Underneath that screamer was the breakout teaser.

			 

			“I’ll show you my goats,” declares our own Daily Sentinel entertainment reporter Lauren King in a bizarre smackdown with producer’s eccentric wife. Catherine Ayers was on the scene and dishes all the dirt for readers. Click here to watch that punchbowl fly…

			 

			Heart thudding, she clicked Play. Four minutes, forty-two seconds, and one goat mystery solved later, she had a sick feeling in her churning guts that had nothing to do with whatever she had imbibed the previous night. She slid her gaze down to the hits counter on the video.

			884.

			She stabbed refresh.

			927.

			Crap. She had to fix this. She reached for a white T-shirt in her laundry heap on the floor and punched refresh again.

			982.

			Goddamnit. She ripped off her tank top, threw on the T-shirt, pulled her jeans over her white boy-shorts, and ran for the door. She paused only to hop from foot to foot as she slid on an old pair of boots. She winced as one bare heel rubbed against an unforgiving seam.

			Figures, she scowled to herself and grabbed her car keys.
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			The roar of her 1970 Chevrolet Chevelle filled Lauren’s ears as she relaxed against the leather seat. The sky-blue classic machine vibrated its impressive 480 horsepower through her bones.

			She glanced in her rearview mirror and watched as her tiny white apartment building on North Mansfield Ave. grew smaller. It had only two redeeming features—a garage for her beloved car and a rent she could just afford while still leaving enough for food, second-hand designer gowns for work, and occasional barhopping and karaoke nights.

			Her gaze caught her wild, shoulder-length, brown, bed hair in the mirror, and she realized she hadn’t even brushed it in her furious scramble to get to work. Lauren raked her fingers through it then reached over to the passenger seat, grabbed a cap, and rammed it on her head.

			Another glance in the rearview mirror. Her green eyes blinked back at her.

			Well, maybe it was marginally better. She slid on her sunglasses. Anyway it wasn’t like she’d bump into any colleagues at this time of day to give her grief. Right now the paper’s vast open-plan editorial floor would only be populated by a skeleton crew of online news updaters. Most of the print news staff wouldn’t even think of crawling in until a much more reasonable hour. That gave her a handy window in which to threaten a certain asshole videographer. Without witnesses. She’d just politely explain how he’d be walking real funny unless he agreed to take it down.

			She changed up to third gear and gave the gas pedal a stomp. It was a minor miracle being able to get out of second given the usual LA gridlock, but it was early enough on the weekend that the pretty young things and powerful old things were still too busy with each other to be going anywhere.

			She sat up straighter, and her T-shirt rode up her pale stomach. She glanced down and winced at the reminder. She should probably get out in the sun once in a while and maybe squeeze in an extra jog or two. Hard to believe she once had the toned build of a hotshot college softball pitcher. But it was so easy to let things slide in a party town—especially one filled with schmoozers all trying to get her liquored up and malleable enough to mention them in her pages.

			When she’d first started the VIP parties beat, she’d learned the hard way to stay on top of her health. Her job entailed a hell of a lot more enforced booze and exotic canapé consumption than was good for any human being.

			While most casual social butterflies might attend one or two events a week, she regularly had to hit about six to ten, some weeks as many as fifteen when she included all the charity breakfasts, brunches, and A-list luncheons.

			This was not what she’d left Iowa for, of course. She had big plans, and a political beat was the Holy Grail for her. This mind-numbing tap dance through Tinseltown was just a minor detour, she reminded herself grimly.

			At first, she’d balked at the job, but she’d pretty much drained her savings when all the other doors were slammed in her face. And if getting a foot in the door of newspapers in LA meant strapping on five-inch heels and hoping the news boss would be too distracted by her cleavage to declare her non-existent socialite résumé acceptable, so be it.

			News Managing Editor Frank Beltram had, however, seemed indifferent to both her décolletage and her fuck-me heels. And he didn’t give a rat’s ass about her University of Iowa journalism degree or lofty GPA or that award-winning series she’d written on rural teachers for the Cedar Rapids Register.

			“Can you count?” he’d asked her instead.

			At her astonished expression, he pinned her with a deadly serious look. “’Cause that’s exactly one half of this job. Don’t be fooled by the fancy title. We’re being too kind calling this ‘entertainment reporting’. It’s parties, plain and simple. Who, what, where, and how many attended a shindig. Get good at doing estimates because publicists will lie their skeezy asses off and tell you they had a thousand VIPs packing a room that you know only holds, say, six hundred max. You have to know shit like that, right?”

			Lauren had nodded.

			“You also need to know how to spell. ’Cause that’s the other half of the job.”

			Lauren forced herself not to roll her eyes.

			“You think I’m telling you how to chew gum; that journalists should all know how to spell?” Frank fixed her with a knowing look.

			“I’ve fired two writers on the entertainment beat in a year who kept spelling names wrong. It makes us look like illiterate idiots. If in doubt, you ask these prize pricks and prancing poodles themselves, got it? Don’t rely on their crew.

			“You think that sounds easy? Well remember you may have to march up to some half-drunk, wannabe big shot with an ego bigger than his pimped out truck who will be insulted you don’t know who he is and will threaten to end your career with one phone call. He may even be right.

			“So you have to work out a way to ask in such a way to make him feel grateful you checked, even if it’s in front of his friends or bosses or that smoking-hot actress who used to be in porn that he’s trying so hard to lay.

			“So, King, that’s the job. Spelling and counting. All the rest is window dressing. But if you screw it up, and I get publicists blasting me down the line for getting their oh-so-shit-hot, famous client’s details wrong, I’ll be a most unhappy boss.”

			Lauren blinked at him and wondered what the hell she’d gotten herself into.

			Frank studied her and gave a short bark of laughter. “I see those wheels turning, kid,” he said and twirled a finger in the direction of her head. “Yeah, yeah. You think you’re better than this. Truth is your earnest little résumé doesn’t amount to jack in the real world.

			“I know this job isn’t rocket science, but it counts as journalism if you squint real hard. And, like all journalism, it needs to be done right. Okay? Got it?”

			Lauren gave him a tight nod.

			Frank regarded her thoughtfully, and his face brightened.

			“All right, King, you’re in. You start on Friday night. I’ll pair you up with Ayers for a week. That’s our columnist who does all the high-end, big-ticket events—mainly the stuffed shirts and superstars. She knows everything and everyone, so pay attention to what she says. She has half this town shit-scared about what she’ll write next, especially since she’s always bang-on accurate and never minces her words.”

			“So she’s the gossip columnist?” Lauren asked.

			Frank snorted. “A word of advice, kid? Never call her a gossip columnist to her face. That’s my little occupational health and safety warning for you. Will not end well if you do. Now as for your job—you’ll be expected to attend everything, from crap events to grand openings, and crank out enough content to fill all of our celebrity-spotting back pages, plus keep the online team happy, too, with entertainment fillers. Right—any questions? No? Good. Just remember—do not fuck up the names.”

			And so she’d become a glorified parties reporter, with a business card that looked considerably more glamorous than the job itself. She was now adept at getting quotes—and double checking names—from various stars while taking note of who was on whose arm, what they were wearing, and who was new to this vapid circuit of the damned. Then she’d efficiently move on to the next party-ball-launch-fundraiser-gala-premiere and rinse and repeat.

			At the end of the night, she’d drag her exhausted body home, peel off her dress, file her story by email while sitting in her underwear in bed, and then barely crawl under the covers before she was asleep.

			It had been a year, and Lauren was done with it. She’d been slipping hard-hitting story ideas to Frank for over a month. The news boss hadn’t bitten on any of them yet, but it was only a matter of time ’til he folded. It was just about persistence. At least she hoped so.

			But now there was this debacle involving Estella giving her an earful. How the hell could she convince her boss she could handle the big stuff when she couldn’t even handle the most basic reporting gig without making a spectacle of herself and being ranted at on video by the craziest socialite of them all?

			And if this thing went viral… She shuddered.

			Lauren drummed her fingers on the wide steering wheel. She could see her workplace. The seven-story, grand beaux arts building was much more impressive than the product it put out. While the Daily Sentinel broke its fair share of solid, quality stories, the change in publisher six months before she joined was starting to show in the content. After all, why be earnest and dedicated when you can be slick and gossipy and generate clicks on the site?

			Lauren pulled into her workplace and was about to turn into her reserved parking spot when she saw a familiar silver Saab straddling the line beside it. It wasn’t enough to prevent most cars squeezing in, but then her vehicle’s broad line wasn’t typical of most cars—as the maddening owner of the Saab well knew.

			Goddamn, Ayers. Her rival was intent on ruining her day in every way, it seemed. With an irritated glare, she pulled back out onto the street and found a parking spot.

			She marched inside the building and spotted her favorite drinking buddy, Maxine aka Max, manning the ground floor. Lauren liked the no-nonsense security guard a lot. They mixed in a hell of a lot of similar circles when off duty. Well, okay, same clubs, same sports bars, and they had a shared secret shame for eighties music.

			“Hey,” Lauren greeted her as she shoved her sunglasses on her head.

			“Lauren? Hey, girl, why are you here so early? And on a Saturday? You doing Ayers’s hours now?” Max’s broad face split into a grin as she stepped out from behind the security desk.

			Lauren offered her best faux glare to her friend who looked like her regimen of donuts and beer was paying ample dividends.

			“There’s just something I need taken off the website, and you know Wolfman never answers his damn cell. I won’t be in long.”

			Max’s grin widened, and she folded her arms as she rocked back on her thick-soled boots. The brown uniform tightened across her powerful fleshy biceps. She gave a low guffaw.

			“Oh god! You’ve seen it.” Lauren groaned.

			Max smirked, plucked a cell phone out of her breast pocket, and swivelled it to face Lauren. “Not bad—1830 hits. You could even make the TV news tonight at this rate. Or TMZ? Who knows!” She chuckled and squeezed the phone back into her pocket.

			God no.

			“You know, everyone’s seen it,” Max continued. “Funniest thing I’ve seen all year. Oh hey, did you push Estella into the punch puddle or did she slip? I couldn’t tell, and I’ve watched it, like, ten times.”

			Lauren sighed. “Don’t ask me what happened. I was high on cold meds and $300-a-bottle champagne.” She headed for the tempered glass security barriers behind Max.

			The guard’s face turned all business. She put up a meaty hand and frowned. “Hon, your pass?”

			Lauren paused, shocked she’d forgotten it, and slapped her jeans pocket to be sure. “Crap—sorry, I think it’s in my car.” She looked at Max hopefully.

			The other woman gave her a faintly censorious headshake. “You know I would if I could. Rules are rules.”

			“Okay, yeah,” Lauren said. “I’ll run back and grab it.”

			“It’s my job, hon. Not even for you,” Max added apologetically.

			“Yeah,” Lauren agreed. “Sorry. That’s fine. Seriously. Back in a sec.”

			She left the foyer and jogged back to her car. She skidded to a stop when she spotted a familiar rectangular piece of paper and envelope stuck under her wiper. She swore furiously. She’d been gone, what, five minutes tops?

			She unlocked her door, grabbed her missing office pass, and snatched the parking ticket from the windshield.

			Two minutes later, she flashed her pass and stomped past Max.

			“I’m going to kill Ayers,” Lauren muttered and waved the parking ticket in the air like battle orders.

			“Fair enough.” Max nodded in solidarity. “But don’t leave a stain. More paperwork for me.”

			Lauren shook her head and strode toward the elevator. She thumped the Up button. Just as the polished steel doors opened and Lauren stepped in, Max said, “Oh, hey, hon, before ya go—What’s with the goats?”

			Lauren narrowed her eyes. The doors closed.
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			Lauren stalked furiously into editorial on the second floor. It felt like a morgue now, but on deadline, it was a sight to behold.

			Copy boys—well, teenagers—would run around with printouts or coffees, drop them on desks of department heads, and then scamper off at the next bellow of “Copy” to get new orders.

			Lauren had done her time as a copy kid back at the Liberty Gazette in Iowa. It could be backbreaking work hauling stacks of freshly printed papers up from the presses to the editorial floor. Ink would cover her hands and clothes in black smears and the stairs had made her extremely fit.

			The Daily Sentinel at least had an elevator.

			As she was heading for the videographer’s office, Lauren spied her gossip-writing and car-crowding nemesis sitting regally at her desk as her manicured fingers flew across her keyboard.

			The Caustic Queen, Catherine Ayers, was all prickles and smug attitude. Lauren, still fuming, made a sudden detour.

			Ayers was in her early forties, a decade older than Lauren. Her cool, gray eyes took in everything, and she famously did not suffer fools. She screamed old money with her cultured tones and compact, immaculately dressed frame—all of which belied a granite-hard, icy disposition.

			She’d been known to make seasoned newspapermen crumple with a single cutting, well-aimed insult. And, given that all her insults were well aimed, that was a lot of crumpling newsmen. So no one—from editors down—dared to take her on. Although that probably also had something to do with her immense reputation earned long before she was reduced to being a lowly celebrity gossip writer.

			Lauren didn’t give a crap about any of that. Or the fact that the fancy Armani suit flattering her curves probably cost more than Lauren earned in six months. She stomped over to Ayers’s desk and flapped her parking ticket under her nose.

			Before she could get a word out, Ayers glanced up and offered a slow, feline smile.

			“Well, well—Lauren King, goat botherer and socialite destroyer, darkening my desk on a Saturday. One of the signs of the apocalypse, I’m sure,” she drawled.

			Lauren glared at her. “Thanks for this.” She slapped the parking ticket on the desk and shoved her fists in her pockets. “If you could stay between the lines, I wouldn’t have to park on the street and get a ticket. Again! You can pay it! I sure as hell won’t.”

			Ayers picked it up lazily between an elegant forefinger and thumb and looked at it with sharp, amused eyes. Her lips twitched. Then she carefully put it down again.

			“I see your paranoia is back, King. You should consult a psychiatrist about these fantasies involving my supposed vendetta against you.”

			“It’s hardly delusional that you keep crowding my parking space!”

			Ayers quirked an eyebrow. “Delusional? That’s a big word. Are you getting tutoring, dear?”

			“Were you like this as a kid with a coloring book?” Lauren snapped, ignoring the jibe. “The lines you’re supposed to stay between were merely fun suggestions?”

			“I wasn’t aware you would be in today,” Ayers stated oh so reasonably. “So how was I to know to leave space for that ridiculous urban tank you drive?”

			She leaned back and gazed at Lauren, taking in her rumpled outfit for the first time.

			“My my, King, it’s like old times,” she said, her eyes glittering. “Or end times. Remember that first ball you ever attended? When I was training you? And you turned up dressed as, what would we call that outfit? On-trend pallbearer?”

			“Let’s…not,” Lauren ground out. “Shit, between your overlord mentoring approach and territorial expansion in the parking lot, you missed your calling. I’m sure there’s a small third-world country somewhere that needs a new despot. Hell, I’ll even write you a reference.”

			“They certainly breed them soft in the Midwest if you couldn’t handle my gentle instructions for a single week.”

			Lauren snorted. “Gentle? Riiiight. And Stalin was just misunderstood. The point is you should park within the lines every day whether I’m scheduled or not. It’s about being a decent human being, which I realize isn’t exactly playing to your strengths, but I live in hope. Now stop stalling and take care of my ticket.”

			She pushed it across the desk toward Ayers. They both stared at it for a beat.

			“Well, I’ll file it with the rest,” Ayers said serenely and positioned it over a thin metal spike which held half a dozen identical pieces of white paper. She slammed the ticket on it. Ayers gave a shit-eating smirk as Lauren’s mouth fell open.

			“Now, will that be all, King? Or do you have an audio commentary to add to our paper’s most popular clip of the day?”

			Lauren narrowed her eyes.

			Ayers leaned forward conspiratorially and lowered her voice. “I have to say, wasn’t it lucky that Jason Wolf was there when it happened? Because my understanding is he actually had one foot out the door to go to the next event. He almost didn’t capture that priceless footage at all. Fortunately, an informed bystander happened to notice Estella winding up for her trademark fireworks and tipped him off.”

			Lauren sucked in a breath. “Informed byst… Are you saying you actually fetched him to make sure he filmed it?” She glared. “That was an absolute asshole move.”

			Ayers offered a maddeningly indifferent expression.

			“For god’s sake—we work for the same paper!” Lauren continued. “It’s disloyal!”

			“A good journalist has an eye out for a story wherever it may be,” Ayers said with a purr and laced her fingers together on the desk. “And I cannot self-censor just because you and I, regrettably, work for the same organization. You surely aren’t advocating censorship, are you, King?”

			“Everyone knows Estella is crazy!” Lauren threw her hands up. “So why be cruel? Why mock her by putting that out there?”

			“I wasn’t aware Estella was the one being mocked. You and your curious goat fetish on the other hand…”

			“I have a head cold! For god’s sake, is everyone mental? I said, ‘I’ll show you my notes!’ Notes! Why would I show her my goats?”

			“Mine is not to wonder why. If you want to show her your goats, that’s between you and Estella. Oh and…” She paused and hit a button on her computer, then gleamed. “2,026 Sentinel online viewers—and counting.”

			“You’re un-fucking-believable.”

			“Thank you,” Ayers said, unruffled, with a faint smile. She gestured at her computer. “Now if you don’t mind, some of us have work to finish.”

			Lauren ground her teeth together, but before she could turn to leave, Ayers’s gaze flitted to the top of her head for the first time. Her eyes widened as she read what was on the tattered cap.

			“Just pay the damn ticket. I have to go,” Lauren said hastily, realizing she had just supplied the other woman enough ammunition to be mocked for another year.

			“Of course you do. I’m sure Cletus wants his hat back.” Ayers’s lips curled.

			Lauren tried not to flush as she remembered the name on her cap—Clet Koshatka Farm Equipment. It had been a gift from a farm supplier friend of her dad’s. It was also covered in about fifty different types of paint splotches.

			“It is my morning off,” Lauren defended weakly.

			“All evidence to the contrary,” Ayers retorted and drummed her long fingers on her desk. “Now, if that’s all? Could you go waste someone else’s time?”

			“Yeah, sure. I wouldn’t want to keep you from all your hard-hitting news stories.”

			As she strode away, she could feel Ayers’s molten glare scorching the back of her head. She tried to tell herself she didn’t feel remotely bad even if it was a low blow to hit Ayers’s notorious, never-discussed weak spot.

			Well, okay, so maybe she did feel a tiny bit bad.

			Lauren was halfway to the videographer’s desk, still figuring out her tactics for convincing Jason “Wolfman” Wolf to remove the video, when she saw a familiar figure watching her impassively from the far side of the newsroom, arms folded.

			She faltered mid step. What on earth was Frank doing in today?

			“My office,” he gruffly called across to her.

			Lauren followed her boss into the glass-walled room. His suit, navy, a bit too tight, was not worn often. He settled into his old black leather chair and frowned at her when she made to sit opposite.

			“Door,” he corrected.

			Well that was strange. The editorial floor was still so empty there could have been tumbleweeds bouncing across the desks. She turned to close the door and then perched on the visitor’s chair nervously as she glanced around the room.

			She was only rarely in here—for her day-to-day work, she reported to the Entertainment Managing Editor. But every now and then, Frank would call her in to tell her about some last-minute big VIP event that had a news angle, such as a disgraced politician attending, and she was usually out of his office again within twenty seconds.

			Framed, yellowing newspaper front pages from over the years greeted her; a couple of them bore Frank’s byline from his reporting days. A few awards-cum-paperweights gathered dust atop his overstuffed filing cabinet. The room smelled of Frank—which was to say masculine, sweaty, and faintly alcohol soaked. For a man in his early fifties, he could easily pass for a sixty-year-old.

			The indentation on his left ring finger, where a wedding band had sat for years until about a month ago, was still there. Not that he ever mentioned his private life. Lauren lifted her gaze back to his face.

			“Damned publisher has called the management team in for a meeting today,” he began with a scowl and shifted in his seat. His cheap polyester suit emitted a squeak.

			“Apparently print and online need to ‘integrate better and establish more effective shared models.’” His fingers swam up to form derisive air quotes.

			“Well that sounds, um…”

			He stopped and stared at Lauren, his face saying he couldn’t care less what she thought. She clanged her mouth shut and wondered whether her firing would be imminent. After all, a viral video involving a crazy socialite haranguing a reporter for supposed “lies, lies, lies” was hardly a good look.

			“Since you’re here, we should talk about that story of yours,” Frank began. He cleared his throat and seemed uncomfortable.

			Oh hell, she was getting fired.

			“Look I can explain,” Lauren began in a rush. “Estella didn’t like that I reported she stores her best heels in her bedroom fridge to keep the dust out. Even though she showed me the fridge—and it was, like, full to the brim with heels.

			“I saw it with my own eyes, Frank. I took notes. I have my notes. But she went nuts and said I was making up stuff to make her look stupid, and that she might be new to America, but she knows what a fridge is for, and I was a ‘cow’ for suggesting she didn’t. I think she half believed her own crap by the end of her rant.”

			Frank’s what-the-hell look made her stutter to an awkward stop.

			“You think I give a flying fuck about Estella and her shoes?” Frank peered at her. “That crazy bitch could stick them up her ass and parade about and call it performance art for all I care. I meant the story you pitched me two weeks ago. The parking enforcement officer corruption at the end of your street. I’ve been thinking about it. There might be something strong in that. Something we can use.”

			Lauren felt her face split into a wide smile.

			“You liked my story?” she asked. She rearranged her features into all business. “I can get to work on it right away. And, don’t worry; I can do it between VIP events, so it won’t affect anything. I’ve been ready to jump with this for months. I have extensive notes, too.”

			Frank looked down at his desk and shifted uneasily. His suit squeaked again. “Look, ah, King, it’s like this—I’m giving it to Doug. Doug Daley. It’ll be his story now. He has the experience. He’s seasoned. Safe hands. Won’t screw it up.”

			A silence fell between them before Frank’s blue-eyed gaze slowly lifted and intersected Lauren’s. She saw the stubbornness, the jaw clenching. Her heart dropped.

			“You’re giving my story away? To Doug Daley!”

			“It is his beat—local politics. You know that, King.”

			“Then Doug should have found it! I worked my ass off tracking this down! I watched the kickbacks being paid for weeks on my days off. I saw them collecting the bribes from those store managers to not ticket their customers’ cars. This isn’t fair!”

			“Fair?” Frank repeated. “You expected journalism to be fair? I know it ain’t fair, King. I know. This sucks more than a West Hollywood rent boy. But I have to think about the good of the paper, and that comes before the hurt feelings of my wet-behind-the-ears kid reporter who hasn’t written a hard-news story on a metro daily in her life.”

			“But Frank…”

			“Decision’s final, King. I’m sorry. If it helps, it’s not a bad yarn—it’s got legs. Don’t think I don’t know that. But I have the new publisher breathing down my neck with all these meetings about our profitability and our ‘message placement in the market’ and all that bull, and I can’t risk anything going ass up right now. Especially when I’m under the glass as it is, and here I have a solid yarn sitting in my lap like this one, one that could blow up into something big.”

			“It’s only sitting in your lap because I gave it to you,” Lauren said indignantly. “And giving it to Doug…he’ll be…” She was going to say “a smug asshole” but stopped. Frank quite liked his occasional drinking buddy. “Impossible,” she finished.

			“Yeah, well, that’s the way it is,” Frank agreed with a listless shrug and at least had the decency not to look happy about it. “Welcome to real-world journalism. Life ain’t all pink frilly cocktails and gala parties. But, if you like, I’ll make Doug include a tagline for you at the end.”

			Lauren stared at him. He did not just insult her intelligence by educating her that her beat was actually lightweight crap? Like she didn’t live and breathe several layers of offensively shallow craptitude every night? For god’s sake.

			And a tagline? In tiny seven-point? Saying Additional reporting by Lauren King like some insulting pat on the head? Not even a joint byline?

			She gaped at him. “You’ve gotta be kidding!”

			“No? Okay, well then, your choice. Now, I ’spose that’s everything. We’re done.” He gave her a dismissive wave and, without looking up, added, “One more thing. Get that crap video off our website. I won’t have one of my reporters looking like a clown even for the hits. And get it down before Harrington Jr. spots it and wants it on every news outlet in the state.” Frank glanced at his wall clock. “You’ve got ten minutes before he turns up for the meeting. If that ass Wolf puts up a fight because it’s trending or whatever crap he goes on about, tell him to take it up with me.”

			He began to flick through his papers, effectively dismissing her. Lauren climbed to her feet, her cheeks flushed with anger. She took two steps toward the door, indignation now in full burn.

			“Oh—and King…” Frank said and then paused as if confused.

			Lauren barely turned, not trusting herself, and waited, hand on the door handle, clenching it tightly.

			“What in the hell are you wearing?”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			That Way There Be Dragons

			 

			Saturday morning

			 

			Lauren was tired of staring at her bedroom ceiling. She’d been brooding for hours now. Well, two weeks if you wanted to get technical. Now it was D-day, and time to face whatever had been done to the story. Her story.

			She’d started thinking of the grandstanding, credit-swallowing hack as Smug Daley. It seemed everywhere she’d turned in the office in the past two weeks, he could be found regaling someone with the genius of his corrupt parking officer story.

			Just yesterday she’d seen him spouting his magnificence to a purse-lipped Ayers as she silently stirred her coffee in the office kitchen. She looked as if she’d rather be anywhere else.

			It was the last straw. The bastard hadn’t even had the good grace to look sheepish when he caught Lauren’s outraged expression. He just smirked and turned back to Ayers, only to find she’d already disappeared.

			Lauren slid her bare feet to the worn, polished floorboards and grimaced as one met a balled-up sock and the other a gritty something. Hopefully just a dust bunny.

			Note to self—clean some time before Christmas.

			She headed to the bathroom. Once she’d finished her morning routine, she found herself staring into the rust-stained mirror. A wild-haired brunette with slightly puffy eyes stared back, and she couldn’t resist poking out her tongue. It still looked relatively healthy.

			There was that at least.

			She headed for the kitchen. It wasn’t a long trek—the entire apartment was small enough to swing a cat and give it a migraine when it hit every wall. She opened the fridge door. Oh.

			Note to self—do shopping before scurvy sets in.

			She sniffed at one blackened shape at the back and recoiled.

			She rearranged her six beers, three bottled waters, and tub of margarine, searching hopefully until she came across a hard lump of cheese. Her fingers lingered over it, considering, before she rolled her eyes and moved on and then located a small protein bar that had come in a swag bag from a new active wear launch. She tried to remember when that had been. Eight months ago? Nine? She examined the wrapper dubiously. It’d do.

			She grabbed it and a water and thunked them on her chipped white breakfast counter.

			Right. Breakfast was served. She just needed her paper. Time to face D-day.

			She hunted around for her flip-flops and trench coat to hide her sleepwear and then shuffled downstairs.

			She skulked around a wall, avoiding anyone who might give her that judgy LA “Oh honey” fashion-disaster stare, and hunted the tiny front yard for her copy of the Daily Sentinel. She came up empty.

			Goddammit.

			Note to self—have the building’s paper thief found and killed.

			Swearing, she mounted the stairs, two at a time, ignoring the peeling white paint in the stairwell. It was best not to linger, anyway. The not-cleaned-since-Elvis-died smell would get a person every time.

			It was only when she reached the top of the second flight that she realized she hadn’t taken her keys with her. Lauren cursed herself and tested her door. It didn’t budge. A bit of good luck was too much to hope for, obviously. Now she had some major sucking up to do.

			Lauren gingerly knocked on her neighbor’s lime-green door and prayed Joshua was in a mood to be accommodating. The young wannabe accessories designer had a rather…fluctuating…set of emotions to go with his eternally creative soul. And he was no morning person.

			“Whoever you are, you’d better be dying, filthy rich, or a Calvin Klein model,” was announced through the wood before she heard the slide of a chain and the door swung open.

			“Oh,” he pouted. “None of the above. I suppose I don’t have to ask why you’re here.”

			He paused, distracted, and studied her outfit archly. “Really—how is it you write about the glitterati and yet have the style sensibility of a hillbilly bombed on moonshine? What is that outfit supposed to be anyway? Ode to a Floridian nanna?”

			“The just-got-out-of-bed-looking-for-my-paper-but-some-bastard-stole-it look?”

			Joshua harrumphed and turned, adjusting his silk crimson robe tighter against his lean, toned torso, and went in search of Lauren’s spare key. She had locked herself out five times in the past three months. It was getting old for both of them.

			He returned and dangled it at nose level. “It comes with a price this time, my dishevelled peach.”

			“Seriously?” Lauren reached for the key, only for it to be snatched away. “What do you want?”

			“Isn’t the blockbuster Wolverine vs Predator premiere soon?” he purred.

			She rolled her eyes. Joshua’s Hugh Jackman fanboy fetish was the worst-kept secret.

			“Why ask if you already know?” Lauren made another quick grab for her key, which he deftly evaded.

			“You’ll be needing a plus one,” Joshua grinned. “Besides I hear the designer Monique Hertford’s going. I have a new Joshua Bennett Original handbag that will be perfect for you to accidentally-on-purpose thrust in her line of sight when you’re on the red carpet. And since Monique and I are both going through our BeDazzling phase, this could be my big break.”

			“Ugh, Josh, come on, I can’t think about this now. I just need a shower and to do my laundry and not think about work for five minutes. So gimme my key.”

			“A night in the orbit of the dishy Aussie and my soon-to-be BFF designer to the stars—that’s the deal. Come on, I promise to be a dashing date. You know I will,” he said with a winning smile of perfect teeth he’d probably paid more for than her Chevy was worth.

			There was a reason so many artistic types in LA were starving.

			“I won’t even try to hit on anyone cute while your back is turned,” he continued, his brown eyes pleading. “And I’ll go secondhand threads shopping with you again to update your glad rags. You’re way overdue for a closet overhaul. So what do you say?”

			“It’s still two months away—guest lists aren’t even firmed up ’til three weeks out,” Lauren reasoned. “I don’t get every VIP event invite; I don’t even know if I’ll be on that list.” She looked longingly at her key. “Come on, can we not make my getting into my apartment a hostage negotiation?”

			She let a bit of steel in her voice, and he relented with a dramatic sigh.

			“Fine.” He dropped the key in her hand. “But if I hear you took anyone else to that premiere, I will throw a spectacular tantrum.”

			He inspected her once more and tapped his bottom lip with his index finger. “While we’re on the topic, if you ever want to update that frighteningly basic ’do, I know some friends who do hair for all the stars. The A-listers, the B-listers, the C-listers who blow the B-listers…”

			“And by ‘update’ you mean go bottle blonde?” Lauren suggested. “Marilyn again? When will your fixation end?”

			“Am I so predictable, dearheart?”

			“Just you and everyone else in this town. No one appreciates the classics,” she said, running her fingers through her brown strands. “For all you know, Cedar Rapids chic could be the next big thing.”

			“Such a lost cause.” Joshua tsked sadly. He leaned against his doorframe and watched her unlock her door.

			“All right, I tried. Lord knows I did,” he added. “And seriously, sunshine, do remember me for that premiere. It’s exactly the place for a poor, struggling accessories designer to make his mark. Say the word, and I’ll be there with bells on. And that may or may not be merely a metaphor.”

			He smiled so hopefully that she found herself laughing as she closed the door.
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			Ichiba Sushi, 1 p.m.

			 

			Lauren stretched out her legs under the table at Mariella Slater’s favorite sushi bar. She had agreed to this lunch catch-up a month ago, and if it had been anyone else, she’d have cried sick, stayed in bed, and pulled the covers over her head. But just not being in the mood didn’t fly because Mariella wasn’t just anyone. She was a publicist to LA’s top celebrities, and one of the few people who’d been exceptionally kind to Lauren in her early days on the job in Los Angeles.

			Sure, it had been in Mariella’s best interests to pocket a new journalist, and that’s how their business relationship had started out. Of course they both knew that Mariella befriending Lauren meant she would be considerably more likely to cover the events and famous clients Mariella wanted shining in the spotlight.

			But since the hard-headed publicist didn’t bother showing most newcomers how the LA circuit worked, Lauren had always considered it flattering that Mariella thought she was worth the effort.

			Mariella was a woman of a certain age, contemplating her first face-lift—“talk me out of it, be a dear”—and married to a gentle, if not eternally dazed, government office worker whom Mariella adored. They had no children, and Lauren secretly suspected the extroverted redhead got some sort of maternal satisfaction in following her growth.

			After many long lunches and galas spent together, these days they were good friends with professional benefits.

			Lauren found it useful to get the inside track on the up-and-coming stars and people to watch. Mariella’s battered, black contact book was fatter than a phone book and bulged with business cards that plopped out like confetti when she flung it open too fast.

			Little got past her about the underbelly and goings-on of her town, and there was no A-lister who didn’t know her on a first-name basis.

			“All set for the big gala next week?” Mariella asked as she breezed in, flung her chunky bag onto the seat next to Lauren’s, and air-kissed her. Lauren leaned up reluctantly and subjected herself to the jolt of one of Elizabeth Taylor’s less stinky signature perfumes. Her nostrils flared with displeasure.

			“Which one?” she asked as she reached for the mineral water she’d been nursing. “Aren’t they all big?”

			“Which one?” Mariella replied in faux horror and slapped a hand over her heart. Red silk fluttered on her immaculate, in-season dress. Lauren peered at it for a second and tried to identify the label but gave up. She still failed to pick the designer more often than she succeeded. Mariella waved her hand. “Mine of course.”

			Lauren looked at her blankly and tried to recall any recent invitation landing at work from Mariella. The publicist sighed and signalled for a waiter.

			“Martini, extra dry, hold the olive,” she declared, barely taking her eye off Lauren. “SmartPay USA’s Californian launch? Any bells?”

			Lauren shook her head, baffled.

			“Oh come on, sweetie,” Mariella sighed. “Two state governors will be there. Admittedly, one’s from Nevada, but beggars can’t be choosers. But our very own gov will be there, too. He’s always good for a boozy quote or three when the drinks are flowing, which I know you reporters just love.” She laughed and paused expectantly.

			Lauren gazed back at her at a complete loss. “Um…Mari, I have no memory of this event. No press kit, nothing. Never even heard of SmartPay USA.”

			“Oh, you must know! The Nevada start-up company ‘revolutionizing the way we do business’?” Mariella prodded. “And I’m not saying that because I’m paid to. Well, okay, not just saying it for that reason.” She smiled, her wide scarlet lips turning up in amusement. “No? Nothing?”

			Lauren frowned and shook her head.

			Mariella sighed and ticked off a list with her fingers. “It’s the way of the future, California signed on and added all its government workers to the scheme, groundbreaking, stupendous, best thing since sliced bread, yada yada. Come on, sweetie, how can this possibly be news to you?”

			Lauren shrugged helplessly, feeling a little stupid.

			“Well, I can see I’m failing miserably at promoting it,” Mariella said with a dramatic huff. “Okay, hon, so the basics for you are that it’ll be A-list, top-tier VIPs on deck—governors, assorted lower-rung politicians, plus fancy, glammed up wives and girlfriends.

			“There’s a lot of buzz about this thing going national, maybe even global—and that’s not spin. Now, now, I see that look, but I mean it. There’ll be a who’s who of business writers there, too. I’ll just,” she paused and rooted around a purple leather carryall the size of a small television, “re-send you the full media kit.”

			She tapped furiously on her iPhone, then looked up brightly.

			“Done. So naturally I expect you and that adorably frosty arch nemesis of yours to be front and center, notebooks out, and no whining about it being ‘boring’ or, god forbid, ‘some finance crap from Nevada.’”

			Lauren chuckled at the directive. Mariella loved to instruct journalists that they had to attend her events and implied that failure to do so would be some form of social travesty, if not journalistic suicide. The irony was that adding a business angle to the story made Lauren far more eager to be there, not less. She knew that made her a rarity in these parts. She was about to say as much when Mariella’s martini arrived.

			She took a long sip and exhaled in exaggerated relief. “Oh thank god, I can’t tell you how much I needed that. I swear handling those irksome boy band children who think they have talent is the worst. Concentrated sacks of hormones. I’ve been run off my feet all morning for one client—an impossible youth whose name I shall not speak…”

			Lauren shot her a sympathetic grin and let her vent. It’s probably why Mariella liked her so much. None of their lunch chats ever wound up as blind items on celebrity gossip sites. They both knew without saying that this rant, like all the others in the past year, was off the record.

			“Anyway,” Mariella continued as she ran a glossy red talon up her glass stem. “I caught the pre-pubescent dweeb lighting up a joint in the hotel bathroom when I ducked out to corral the world’s entertainment media in the outer room for his first press conference since The Incident.

			“He didn’t even have the balls to admit he was high as a kite when I went to get him, despite reeking like a hippie’s glove box. He looked me straight in the eye and said it was his cologne. His cologne! The little monster doesn’t even shave yet.”

			Lauren laughed. “Well, you could threaten to tell his mom on him.”

			“Oh don’t think I didn’t think of that, but she’s the worst. Worse than him. For all I know, she supplied him with the weed. I swear, as long as he’s famous, she wouldn’t care if he was caught screwing a herd of goats.”

			“Goats?” Lauren regarded her suspiciously.

			“Why yes,” Mariella said with a twinkle in her eye. “I did so enjoy that video. Everyone in my office did. How nice of Ms. Ayers to post the tell-all story for us.”

			“Yes,” Lauren said, scowling. “How very thoughtful.”

			Mariella chuckled. “Oh don’t be so pouty, sweetie! You’ll be laughing about this one in a few months. And never forget you’re just starting out. The whole world is at your feet. A few minor scandals like this make you more interesting, not less. Keep this up, and I finally might be able to find someone willing to go on a second date with you.”

			“Not this again.” Lauren groaned. “No more blind dates! Five and all nightmares!”

			“Were they really so traumatic? That last one, Natashyia, she seemed to be…”

			“She was hitting on the director at the next table before we even got to the main course. And I swear she stole my watch. It was there when the salads came, gone by the coffee. And that fake accent? French, my ass! No more. I mean it, Mari. Seriously, if you keep this matchmaking up, I’m thinking of joining a nunnery.”

			“Well that’s one way to improve your dating pool,” Mariella agreed with a sage nod. “I hear The Sound of Music is very popular with you ladies who like the ladies.”

			Lauren slowly banged her head on the table. “Oh god. You can shut up anytime now. Don’t make me regret telling you.”

			“Fine. okay, but now that I have your attention, lock in May 11th.” She looked at Lauren intently, instantly all business.

			“May 11th?” Lauren lifted her head.

			Mariella tapped the table impatiently. “The SmartPay USA launch. Two governors? Make a note or something. I really cannot believe you didn’t get the invitation. You should have gotten it last week. There were even balloons with it, attached to my fabulously compelling press release you are claiming ignorance on.”

			“Oh right,” Lauren said vaguely and screwed up her face. “You’d think I’d remember something coming with balloons.”

			She paused as she remembered Frank’s pleasant but scatter-brained secretary, Florence, leaving the office with balloons last Thursday. She sighed and wanted to thud her head back to the table. The ditz was a menace to functioning brain cells. Probably hadn’t even noticed the press release attached to them and just thought she’d scored a cute freebie for her kids.

			Mariella reached for the menu. “Hmm, I may have to improve my publicity gimmicks if that’s the response they get. Of course the ’70s are long gone, but back in the day certain predecessors of mine were known to include champagne and Quaaludes with their invites to ensure a full turnout of eager reporters.”

			“No shit?”

			“Yes indeed. Only in certain circles, to certain journalists known to indulge, you understand. Problem was the select attendees were too smashed to write up a coherent story. Kept including references to pink flamingos under the Sighted section.”

			“Okay, now I know you’re making this up,” Lauren said suspiciously.

			“Scout’s honor,” Mariella insisted with a grin. “Not that I would have made a terribly good Scout. All that DYBbing and DOBbing and truth telling? It flies in the face of my oath as a publicist. Oh good, they have my favorite today.”

			She waved at the waiter and shifted her attention back to Lauren. “So, May 11th?”

			Lauren checked the calendar on her phone. “No conflicts. You’ll have to bug Ayers yourself though. Just because we work in the same building, doesn’t mean we’re on actual polite speaking terms.”

			Mariella offered her best dignified snort.

			“You two. I swear in the event of the apocalypse, when the smoke finally clears, you’ll both still be locked in a death struggle, fingers clawing at each other’s throats.”

			Lauren laughed. “As if. She’d hardly lower herself to touch a corn-fed Iowa girl, even if there was the upside of choking the life out of me.”

			A waiter appeared at their table. Lauren put down the menu; she couldn’t face raw fish today when her story’s misappropriation was still giving her indigestion. “I’ll have the tempura shrimp roll.”

			He nodded and flicked his gaze over her body.

			“Fried carbs? How adventurous of you,” Mariella said, declaring what the man was no doubt thinking. She glanced at the waiter. “Salmon sashimi. One of us actually has to work at keeping her figure.”

			The waiter turned tail; his pressed lips seemed to agree.

			Obnoxious little…

			A film of billowy yellow caught her eye, and Lauren glanced to the door.

			Oh hell.

			It got closer.

			“Darlings! I thought that was you. I said to myself ‘Sahaya, if that doesn’t look like my good friends Lauren King and Mariella Slater, then I do not know who is eating at Ichiba Sushi.’”

			Good friends. Right.

			One of Hollywood’s most loose-lipped publicists air-kissed them both and pulled up a chair. Sarah Owens—pronounced Sahaya Onyx for reasons known only to her—apparently did not require an invitation to join a private lunch.

			“Mariella, dear, who are you wearing? I must have it!”

			“You really want us both swanning about in matching Vera Wangs, sweetie?”

			Vera Wang! Lauren mentally snapped her fingers. One of these days she’d actually remember a designer’s name.

			“Well there is that,” Sarah continued. “Now did I hear you both discussing the frosty one? Her Highness of the Daily Sentinel?”

			Lauren raised her eyebrows as the skeletally thin creature arranged herself artfully in the chair for what appeared to be a prolonged gossip session. And was the woman a damn lip-reader? It would explain how she knew so much of what was going on around town.

			“Did you know,” Sarah began, “that my boss still refuses to have her name spoken within his earshot. He never forgave her for the series on kickbacks and lobbyists in Washington where she named him the worst offender. The story included this nasty little artwork with his face in the center of a bullseye.”

			“Well to be fair,” Mariella interjected drolly, “he was the worst offender. His bribery expense account was higher than the GDP. Isn’t that why he moved to LA—he’d already bought out all of DC and needed fresh killing fields?”

			“Pffft, but he didn’t need everyone knowing that. Especially those in his new hunting grounds. He still hates Ayers with a passion.”

			Sarah’s eyes swung to Lauren. “She’s always been an icicle, you know. Now she’s just got a good reason to be bitter. Washington correspondent to gossip girl in one glorious, bloody swan dive.”

			She lowered her voice and added conspiratorially, “I heard they keep a police-tape body outline in her old office in Washington to remind everyone how big the splat can be when you screw up that badly. Like a warning to the next generation.”

			Lauren laughed. “Police tape?”

			“Unlikely,” Mariella said, amused, eyes lighting up as her sushi was placed before her. She reached for her fork as Lauren’s sizzling fried fish was set down, too.

			“Bodies get buried so fast in DC there’s no time for shrines—even for those spectacularly vanquished like Ayers,” Mariella continued and waved her fork at Sarah. “And as if she’d tolerate that. She’d have flown back to Washington and shriveled all their gonads with one icy glare.”

			She speared some sushi with her fork and jabbed the air in front of her. “I know it’s not obvious looking at her now, but I remember when she was the most ferocious, ambitious journalist that town had seen in years. She was so completely fearless. She wrote this one column on entrenched sexism in Washington that blew the tops off everyone’s heads. It was perfect. I have it framed on my wall. Of course, that went down about as well as you’d expect.”

			“So you don’t think it’s true about the shrine thing?” Sarah’s face dropped. “How disappointing. And my source seemed so sure. What about you? You work with her.” She turned to Lauren.

			Lauren shook her head. “How would I know what goes on in Washington?” she asked. “Besides, despite all the rumors about her, I’ve only ever known Ayers as a gossip columnist, and she’s a pretty wimpy one at that.”

			Mariella shot her an askance look. “Don’t ever let her hear you call her wimpy.”

			“Yeah, she’s so terrifying in her taffeta and Jimmy Choos. What’s she gonna do? Irritate me to death with her terrifying parking?”

			Lauren took a hearty bite of fried shrimp and ignored the shocked look on Sarah’s face. Lauren almost snickered. Probably more fat and carbs on her plate than the woman had seen in a year.

			“Ah, the youth of today,” Mariella sighed and examined her forkful of sushi. “Sticking their heads into dragon’s mouths.” She bit in and slowly chewed.

			Sarah shook her head. “Well, it’s a shame that rumor isn’t true. I rather liked the visual. Alright then, how about this bit of goss, hot off the presses—the relatively new publisher of a certain newspaper,” she glanced at Lauren pointedly, “who only got the top job when his respected publisher father retired, was seen leaving a hotel with a trashy blonde on his arm who was not his high-profile movie star girlfriend...”

			Lauren sighed inwardly. The proclivities of the Boy King Paul Harrington Jr. were becoming more obnoxious. If Frank’s grumbling was anything to go by, the 30-year-old was an entitled ass who thought his background in marketing made him some sort of gifted entrepreneur. He was anything but a gifted human being though.

			She’d heard around the office that, after Ayers’s infamous career crash, she’d been recalled to LA by Harrington Jr., who’d just replaced his father as publisher. He then not only closed the paper’s Washington bureau as “a waste of time and money,” but insisted the political writer see out the rest of her contract as a celebrity gossip writer.

			That now infamous shafting by the Boy King wasn’t the only one Ayers had endured. Water-cooler gossip had it that her phone stopped ringing overnight as her former contacts and well-placed friends were afraid of catching political typhoid by association.

			The thing Lauren didn’t get was the infamous ball-breaker hadn’t even fought back. She’d had the dream job—a respected bureau chief in Washington, for god’s sake—and was exactly where Lauren would give her eye teeth to be. But instead of defending herself, mounting a counterattack and fighting for her career and her reputation, she had simply rolled over into a prickly ball and taken it.

			Now she sat at the Daily Sentinel’s worst desk beside the office kitchen in her elegant Armani suits, pushing out biting columns about celebrities and counting down the days until her contract expired.

			It was cowardice, weakness, or something worse. Lauren couldn’t decide. She held her own counsel as Mariella and Sarah enthusiastically debated the merits of various rumors for a while until the gossipy interloper turned back to Lauren.

			“Does she ever talk about it,” Sarah asked in a hushed tone. “Ayers—her inglorious dumping from bureau chief?”

			“A good question,” Mariella said. “I wouldn’t mind knowing the answer myself.”

			“Doesn’t say a word,” Lauren told the pair who’d leaned forward eagerly. “Reams out anyone who gets too nosy. But she pretty much keeps to herself, goes about her business, ignores us mere mortals in general, and annoys me in particular.”

			“Oh do tell,” Sarah asked, scrunching up a napkin in excitement. “Whatever does the Caustic Queen do to you?”

			“Um, hello, the Estella video?” Lauren grimaced. “We’re on the same damned paper. She not only wrote it up but made sure there was humiliating footage!”

			“Oh that was divine!” Sarah burst into peals of high-pitched laughter, drawing eyes from around the room. “Estella is one of my clients, and she is still hissing about it. Her dress was one of a kind, and apparently the punch stain was as stubborn as mule to get out. Oh and she wants to know if you really do have goats?”

			Mariella joined in the laughter as Lauren glared with murderous intent.

			“Hilarious.” Lauren shot them a look.

			“If I know you, sweetie,” Mariella said, interrupting her darkening mood, “you won’t let her get away with that for long. Although, as your friend who values your good health, I strongly recommend that you do.”

			Lauren leaned back in her chair. “Duly noted and ignored, Mari. But yeah, as it happens I have a few ideas. Can’t say too much right now but at the next big gala...”

			Lauren hummed happily to herself at the thought but didn’t finish out loud.

			“Sweetie, I love you dearly, but if you exact revenge at one of my events, I will kill you. Actually, scratch that—at least get me good free press,” Mariella amended. “And no arrests. It’s always a bad night when the acronym men in dark suits rush about waving their guns.”

			“Acronym men?”

			“Oh you know—FBI, CIA, DEA. DKNY. Take your pick.”

			“Right. No guns in any dastardly schemes. Check.”

			“That way there be dragons,” Mariella muttered.

			“So fearless,” Sarah said in awe. She leaned across the table and patted Lauren’s hand sympathetically. “Don’t worry—I will write you a dazzling obituary and send it to all the national wires when she tires of playing with you and disposes of your body.”

			Lauren and Mariella burst into laughter.

			“Darlings,” Sarah pouted. “I was being completely serious!”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			There’s Something About Cherry

			 

			May 11

			 

			Lauren’s gaze drifted around the ballroom elaborately done up in the corporate colors of blue and yellow at SmartPay USA’s Californian launch. Ostentatious wasn’t even the half of it, but that was what happened when deep political pockets met Hollywood’s superficial grandiosity. Almost a thousand Hollywood stars and heavyweights in the industry moved like a glittering snake around the VIP event at the Beverly Hills Regent’s enormous five-star ballroom.

			Lauren scanned the political throng gathered near the stage, networking over champagnes. The mayor of Los Angeles was supposed to be here, too, but apparently some sensational parking officer corruption scandal had laid him low. There was already talk of Doug Daley winning an award for that hot exclusive.

			Lauren pursed her lips.

			She pushed him from her mind and scoured the room for more A-listers to interview. Mariella had truly outdone herself. It looked like all of Hollywood had emptied out to be here.

			Across the room, California’s governor, Democrat Peter Day, was preparing to take to the stage with Nevada’s governor, Republican Richard Freeman, so they could shake hands across the political divide, promise jobs to their constituency, and perform in an excruciatingly cheesy photo op.

			Governor Freeman was practically vibrating with delight. He was probably already pencilling this into his next election speech, as though he had somehow personally come up with the new tech instead of just peddling it interstate.

			“Ugh,” came a dramatic groan beside her. “Tell me again why I agreed to come to this thing?”

			Lauren fondly eyed her dashing date. “Free booze?” she suggested to Joshua. “Cute catering staff? The waiter with those lime duck meatballs has been making eyes at you all night.”

			“Mmm,” he said, faintly mollified as he looked about for the meatball purveyor. “Why are they even doing plus ones at this thing? Isn’t it a bit weird that you get to bring a date to a business launch?”

			“Mariella’s idea,” Lauren said, snagging a passing pastry creation. “She wanted to add ‘volume to the floor.’ I think that translates to ‘the more the merrier’ in PR speak. And she’s not wrong. She won’t even have to fudge the attendance numbers later.”

			As if on cue, Mariella breezed up in a swirl of black silk with several nervous acolytes pulled along in her wake.

			“Sweetie, thanks for coming.” Mariella air-kissed Lauren. “Joshua, lovely as always. Thanks for that adorable handbag you sent me last week. I do like it, but then you know I go weak at the knees for lilac and faux crocodile. I will flash it all over Fashion Week for you.”

			She air-kissed him, too, then took stock of his outfit. He preened and shifted to give her his best angle.

			“Goodness, dear boy, if I was twenty years younger, I’d be tempted to eat you right up. Don’t you look gorgeous!”

			Joshua grinned.

			Mariella gave them both waves, promised to chat later, and disappeared with her trail of assistants to handle the governors and their phalanxes.

			“Now I remember why I like you,” Joshua said, reaching for a glass of champagne. “Your impeccable taste in friends.”

			Lauren nodded as she watched the schmoozing. “Uh huh. You say that every time.”

			They fell silent and listened to the band rotate through timeless classics—code for older than their parents—while Lauren wondered when Ayers would arrive. She was curious to know whether her best-laid plans would yield results.

			“Hey,” Joshua said suddenly. “When did orange go out of style?”

			“Huh?” She glanced around. “When was it ever in style?”

			“I meant fake tans,” he said. “I’ve seen dozens of real tans tonight—and, wait for it, real boobs. It’s like the pod people have invaded LA.”

			“Real boobs? That’ll be the day.” Lauren immediately scanned the crowd more closely. Just then a socialite wandered by who had been in the news for an especially tawdry scandal—which was saying something in this town. There was a particular look in her eye that made Lauren reach for her notebook. She’d lay good money that the woman was dying to cough up the goods.

			“One sec,” Lauren told Joshua. “I’ll leave you to the pod people. Duty calls.”

			Fifteen minutes later, after a stream of drivel about how the socialite would “always love” her “dear, dear friend,” a serial-cheating B-lister, she returned to Joshua’s side deflated that the confessions were duller than a statistician’s in-tray.

			That’s when she felt a prickle slide up her spine and a shift in the air. She turned to the door.

			Catherine Ayers. She dominated the room in emerald green tonight, floating through the throngs in a satin dress that plunged in all the right places but stopped just before any arrests could be made. Her seductive décolletage was set off by a whisper-thin silver necklace studded with tiny diamonds and emeralds that matched her tear-drop earrings. Her rich, shoulder-length, auburn hair shined under the warm lights.

			Her accusing gaze suddenly locked onto Lauren’s. After a few weighty seconds, it dismissed her coldly, and drifted elsewhere.

			“My my,” Joshua drawled in her ear. “Doesn’t she make an entrance? You sure she’s an arch villainess? Because even I’d tap that.”

			“Nuh-uh, Josh, definitely not recommended by the surgeon general. She’d chew you up and spit you out before you got past the introductions,” Lauren said. “Men’s bits shrivel and crawl up in their bellies when she’s around, trust me.”

			“Well then who is that brave and juicy piece of man-fluff on her arm tonight?”

			Lauren followed his gaze to an exceedingly handsome young man flashing a toothy, perfect grin at the crowd. Ayers’s fingers were curled around his lower bicep, and her body language suggested a relaxed level of familiarity.

			Since when was Ayers dating? Although given how notoriously private she was, for all she knew this was Caustic Queen’s husband.

			Poor bastard.

			She studied his face again and then frowned.

			“How old is he?” she muttered. “Can’t she do better than raiding the local high school prom?”

			“Miaow, honey, sheath those claws, because I think he’s adorable. Who is he anyway?”

			Lauren snuck a longer look at the tanned masculine face—all jaw, really—and realized she’d seen him before. Quite a few times in the past six months in fact, always at the same events Ayers had been at. She’d just never connected that they were together.

			“He looks like a male model.” Joshua sighed. “Maybe he does underwear? I’ve always wanted to date an underwear model.”

			“You’re drooling,” Lauren grumbled. “And over someone who has already proven he has really lousy taste in dates.”

			Suddenly a young woman scampered up to Ayers, uttered a brief statement out of earshot, and then waited with wide, fearful eyes. Ayers, face like thunder, said something sharply, and the girl clopped away again.

			Ayers’s gaze swung darkly back to Lauren. She smirked, guessing exactly what had just transpired.

			“Care to share?” Joshua asked. “Have you been stewing up schemes again?”

			“Just a little one,” Lauren admitted with a grin. “Tiny bit of payback for the Estella video.”

			“What’d you do?”

			“It was harmless fun,” Lauren said and grinned. “After all, I did promise Mari no arrests at her event.”

			“Oh spill,” Joshua said, but his gaze still lingered on Ayers’s date.

			“Will you stop panting over the boy candy for five seconds?” Lauren sighed and nudged him in the ribs. “You look like a lion on the Serengeti with some poor, straight zebra in your sights.”

			“Straight? Please. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if that gorgeous zebra’s stripes are at least a little bi-curvy.”

			Lauren rolled her eyes. Josh always was an optimist. Another movement caught her attention.

			A young man was headed toward Ayers, but he seemed to lack the courage of his predecessor. He inched forward, and Lauren studied his tortoise-like approach with fascination.

			“Do you think she’ll eviscerate this one on the spot? String his innards up for all to see?” Joshua whispered, intrigued, as he, too, watched the creeping prey.

			“Wouldn’t put it past her. She might not even bother to spit out the skin and bones.” She grabbed his arm. “Let’s find out.”

			They edged to just within earshot.

			When the young man reached Ayers’s side, he sucked in a deep breath, stood ramrod straight, and reeled off who had won the last three Oscars for art direction. Then he swallowed and looked up at her expectantly.

			Ayers stared at him. “Are you an imbecile?”

			He blinked at her then shook his head vigorously.

			“Excellent. So you should be able to find the exit unassisted then.”

			Joshua clutched a hand over his heart and sighed. “She’s like the perfect gay man with really great boobs.”

			“Oh stop it,” Lauren slapped his arm. “She’s evil, remember.”

			Ayers’s head snapped around, and she pinned Lauren with another glare. It was even frostier than the last, and Lauren almost felt the icicles forming in her veins. In four long strides, she was right up inside Lauren’s space.

			“You!” she snapped. “They’ve been doing this all day. Stopping me in the street with ridiculous trivia. They were actually lying in wait in the parking lot tonight! They’re like the creeping plague. Everywhere I turn, squeaky-voiced idiots bombard me with trivia. So? Tell me. What. Did. You. Do?”

			Lauren smoothed down her electric-blue cocktail dress. She smiled serenely. “Apparently someone spread the word on craigslist that you are in need of an assistant able to demonstrate an in-depth knowledge of entertainment and fashion facts. This was essential if they were to accompany you in your ‘exciting world of high glamour.’”

			“An assistant?”

			“Oh, and you weren’t to be bothered with résumés or work experience, and they should simply appear and offer you a random piece of trivia to demonstrate their applied working knowledge. Uhhh, then I may have mentioned where you’d be tonight and posted a photo of you to make it easier to find you. And I bribed the side-door security guard to let them in without a ticket.”

			Ayers’s eyes glittered now. Lauren was actually pretty impressed. The reaction far exceeded expectations. She’d been aiming lower—maybe a sneer and a side of insults.

			Ayers hissed in a breath. “This is for the Estella video I presume? Are you still in high school?”

			“I’m no one’s chew toy,” Lauren said flatly, but she glowered at the insult.

			Ayers glared back, but some of the fury had gone out of her eyes. She exhaled heavily. “Why would anyone think an entertainment columnist needs an assistant? It’s unheard of. Absurd.”

			“This is Hollywood,” Lauren shrugged. “No one cares why anyone does anything. Like why do you have a boyfriend who looks young enough to still be living in his parents’ basement?”

			Ayers’s voice dropped to a tight whisper. “Tad is none of your business,” she snapped and glanced at her date. She paused when she saw him engaged in enthusiastic conversation with Joshua. Curiosity flickered across her face.

			“Tad?” Lauren laughed. “His name is Tad? Is that even a real name or just the one the escort agency came up with?”

			Ayers’s eyes became slits, and Lauren wondered if she’d finally gone too far.

			“My neighbor runs a wheel boot business. Imagine that? An entire career dedicated to the clamping of vehicles.”

			“Wheel boots?” Lauren grasped the implied threat. “Hey, my car is a classic! Clamps can do real damage to the chassis!”

			“I wasn’t aware we were discussing your vehicle,” Ayers said with a cold smile. “Just unusual career choices. Now then, to the topic at hand—will you call off your craigslist dogs?”

			Lauren studied her. “Will you pay my tickets? Shit, if you just parked between the lines at work, I wouldn’t owe $378.”

			“My parking is not at fault. The size of your vehicle is.”

			“You’re changing the subject.”

			“And you’re testing my patience,” Ayers snapped.

			“Now there’s a coincidence. Will you pay my fines or not? That’s my price for removing the listing.”

			“You’re attempting to blackmail me?”

			“You say ‘me’ like you’re some sort of protected species,” Lauren mocked. “Like you don’t pull your pants on one leg at a time like the rest of us. Need I remind you that, whoever you once were, you’re still just a lowly celebrity reporter cursed to the party circuit like me. Reality check—you’re not better than me. You’re the paper’s gossip columnist. Truth hurts.”

			It probably wasn’t the nicest or smartest thing to say to a woman like Catherine Ayers, and the moment the words were out of her mouth, she felt the temperature shift.

			Her gray eyes narrowed, her nostrils flared, and Ayers leaned toward her ear with the suppressed power of a deadly snake about to strike. Lauren could smell her perfume—something woody and spicy—as her body radiated fury inches from her.

			Ayers whispered against the shell of her ear, “I may be just a celebrity reporter, King, but I am nothing like you. What are you even? Some fraud from Iowa with crass charms and ugly tractor hats who has aspirations that outstrip her meager abilities? Thank god I’m nothing like you.”

			Lauren was rooted to the spot as the insult pierced her. Ayers stalked away, anger radiating from her. Lauren’s cheeks flamed. She stared after Ayers, heart thumping, trembling slightly, and trying not to look as stung as she felt. She glanced around for Joshua. He was nowhere to be seen.

			Maybe Mariella had been onto something when she’d warned her about putting her head into the mouths of dragons.
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			Lauren’s gaze roamed the room without really seeing it. All she could focus on were Ayers’s mocking words. What was she doing here? She couldn’t even get a story published under her own steam, for god’s sake. She must look like an easy mark to people like Frank and Doug who rolled right over the top of her.

			Maybe Ayers was right. Maybe Lauren was the definition of a fraud.

			She looked down at her dress. It was a blue, silky sheath. It wasn’t worth much—she’d nabbed it at a second-hand designer boutique. She thought it looked fine on her, even if it wasn’t some Gaultier or a Valentino. Joshua had declared she looked “beautiful.”

			She scanned the huddle of rich, powerful, and stunning people at the center of the room. Smooth politicians schmoozed around the edges, and the famous industry brokers flitted between the groups.

			She would never be like them. She remembered back to that first, hellish week in her new job with Ayers ridiculing her every flaw, pointing out it wasn’t too late to scurry back to Iowa where she belonged.

			Lauren had become good at ditching her at events to hang out with the fringe dwellers. Spending time with the outsiders had been a lot less disturbing than her mentor’s idea of training.

			She moved toward the familiar comfort of the shadows, far from sharp eyes, and a sharper tongue, drawn to the bangs and clangs and chaos of the catering area.

			As she neared a discreet side door at the rear of the room, watching it fly open regularly with trays of sizzling food carried out, she started to realize something was very different.

			She tried to put her finger on it. Not wrong so much as off. She stopped and turned, slowly, examining the humming room, glancing from face to face.

			Josh had been right. There was a disproportionate number of women with real tans and real breasts threaded throughout the A-list gaggles.

			The women were busty, but not artificially so, and were poured into outfits so sparkling they looked like garish Christmas tree ornaments. And yet, for all their bling, their dresses weren’t Rodeo Drive. These women had undoubtedly all worn their best party frocks—and their best party frocks were all well worn.

			Then there was the make-up. What the women lacked in ridiculous LA orange spray tans, they made up for with garish face paint. Their raccoon eyes and enormous fake lashes would give drag queens a run for their money.

			But what was most odd was that there were far too many of these women to be a natural consequence of attendees bringing them as dates for the evening.

			She knew the regulars who were escorts, and many were literally just that—dial-a-dates—and nothing more. Some were doing it for the money, others for the contacts—wanting to break into acting or modeling and using their well-connected dates to get into the best parties.

			Such LA escorts all had a practised professionalism Lauren could easily spot. They knew how to work a room and seem as though they were just someone’s girlfriend. After a year of hitting VIP parties, Lauren had begun to know many of them by sight. Some even by name.

			The women here, though, were not like that. There was nothing easy or slick about them. She watched them work the room for a while, getting into backgrounds of photos and enthusiastically inhaling Mariella’s top-of-the-line caviar, champagne, and appetizers.

			Lauren decided to get to the bottom of the mystery and stopped the nearest out-of-place woman for a chat. She was leggy, and her heavily sprayed tower of hair added almost a foot. She’d squeezed into a golden, shiny scrap of a frock that barely held her cleavage in check.

			Lauren made small talk, noted the out-of-town-accent, and then introduced herself.

			“By the way, I’m Lauren.”

			“Cherry,” the woman replied with a broad grin. “My friends call me Cherry Pie.”

			Uh. Okay. Stripper name much? She followed up with the question she’d asked a thousand times before.

			“So, who are you with tonight?”

			“Why? You worried I’m lonely?” she laughed loudly, all big teeth and bright pink lips. “You know, sugar, I don’t get lonely much in my line of work. How about you? Feeling a little lonesome? That it?”

			Her eyes sparkled, and her lips gave a knowing curl. Lauren almost took a step back at her directness. The professional LA escorts always pretended they were anything but for hire on their big nights out. It was all part of the fantasy.

			“Ah, no, I’m fine,” she said. “But I’m wondering who’s picking up the tab for you and your friends tonight?”

			“You know a lady never tells,” Cherry said, winked, and then jiggled her bust. “But we all got paid mighty well for nothing more than strapping on our dancing shoes and trying those nice meatballs. What were they, anyway? Chicken?”

			“Duck. With lime I think,” Lauren said.

			“Well now, they were really something. Wish I had the recipe.” She flicked a glance at Lauren’s watch and clucked. “Shoot. Almost eleven. Well, gotta run, sugar.”

			She darted from her side and headed for the back of the room. And Lauren, with a new eye as to what to look for, immediately began to count.

			At thirty-four Cherry clones, she stopped counting and exhaled. So, two state governors were partying in a room stuffed to the rafters with out-of-town prostitutes who all knew each other.

			It’d sounded like a punch line.

			Lauren began to take frantic notes. Who the women seemed to know—each other—who they flirted and mingled with—everyone—whether they were trying to be discreet—no way—and whether the many political advisors and lackeys seemed to know them—uncertain.

			Suddenly, they began to fade into the background and disappear. Lauren quickly followed. At the rear of the hotel she spotted a large chartered bus and watched as a driver stood by the door marking a clipboard as escort after escort boarded. She moved closer to the front and saw the word Nevada in fat white letters above the window and snapped a photo with her phone’s camera.

			The driver, a reed-thin man in a green uniform wearing black cowboy boots, finished a head count. He leaned back against the bus and sucked deeply on the remains of a cigarette, one boot up on a low concrete post.

			“Leaving in ten,” he called to his passengers through the open doors without turning around. “So do yer pit stops now, ladies.”

			“Hey,” Lauren said, plastering on a smile as she approached him.

			He nodded, running an appreciative glance over her outfit.

			“Well ’lo there ma’am. You’re not with this bunch.”

			“No,” Lauren agreed. “How’d you guess?”

			He eyed her. “Just a feelin’.”

			“Where are you and a busload of ladies off to tonight?” she asked.

			“Like the sign says, back to Nevada.” He threw his cigarette down and ground it under his boot. He pulled out a pack of Marlboro Reds and rummaged for another.

			Nevada.

			“Why would you bring a bus full of women from Nevada when there are plenty of ladies locally who can play party fillers?”

			He shrugged. “Hell if I know. I just drive the bus. Ain’t much about this job that makes sense, but I don’t question it.”

			“Really?” She leaned forward and smiled brightly. “What else doesn’t make sense?”

			He inhaled heavily on his cigarette and peered at her suspiciously. “Why do you want t’know?”

			“I’m just a curious girl. And maybe I have a boss who likes the look of one of these ladies and who might be interested in meeting her again, one-on-one. Would you know which establishment he should contact?”

			“Look, honey, none of this crazy shit is my business. And if people want to pay me to pick up a pallet of cheap pink champagne and the entire stock of working gals from a brothel, I do that. I do not ask sticky questions. And I ’specially don’t collect their business cards to pass around to horny bosses. Tell him to hire local.”

			Lauren mentally reviewed the drinks floating around the party. “I didn’t see any pink champagne tonight.”

			“I didn’t say I delivered it here. I just do what my itinerary says. Like I’m gonna argue with the boss or Uncle Sam.”

			The government? Lauren sucked in a breath.

			“You had me going there,” she said lightly. “No way the government knows anything about this.”

			“Oh really,” he drawled. He reached into his chest pocket and wrenched out a wad of stapled paperwork. He turned over the front page and flattened out an invoice underneath. “Does that or does that not look like the Nevada state seal to you? Right next to Payment Received.”

			At Lauren’s stunned expression, he laughed in her face, a faint rasp, and followed it with a cough. He refolded the paperwork and crammed it back into his pocket. He flicked his gaze to his watch. “It’s time.”

			“Mind if I get a copy of that before you go? I could snap a pic on my phone.”

			He froze. “I don’t think so. I suspect that would wind up being a mess of trouble for someone. Most likely me. So no. And I’m starting to think you ain’t some bored lil’ party girl. So whoever you are, we did not just have this little chat.”

			He coughed again, filling the night air with a nasty throat rattle, and spat a globule of saliva onto the ground. “Hear me?” he added and tossed away his half-smoked cigarette.

			He turned and climbed onto the bus.

			She watched through the windows as he stalked up and back the aisle doing a final head count and then closed the doors. The engine started.

			Lauren headed back inside, her mind bursting with questions. Why would Nevada’s government be involved in any of this? Paying for it? What a story. And this time, there was no way she was giving it up to Doug or anyone else without a knock-down, drag-out fight.

			Her fingers tingled as she began to figure out who she should call tomorrow. She was sure Mari would give her the Nevada team’s guest list, and she could work her way back from there.

			Josh scampered up to her, glowing with his I-have-a- secret face.

			“Where have you been?” he demanded. “Never mind. I have the juiciest gossip for you. Juicier than anything else, I promise.”

			“Actually, I find that hard to believe given what I’ve just seen.” Lauren grabbed a passing flute of bubbly and evaluated it closely. Nope, definitely not pink. She took a swig. Her taste buds danced. Definitely not cheap, either.

			“Huh?” Joshua said. “Never mind, me first. Hon, I was totally right about the bi-curvy zebra.”

			Lauren almost choked on her drink. “What? Ayers’s date? How do you know?”

			“Well when Tad was on his knees, unzipping my pants, I had a pretty good idea.”

			This time she did choke. “Fuck! You didn’t. Please tell me you didn’t!”

			“Relax, I didn’t. I asked him, straight out, ‘Isn’t Catherine Ayers your date tonight? Doesn’t she, like, love you or something?’ And he said, ‘sure,’ and ‘of course,’ like he was implying ‘Duh, who wouldn’t love me?’ So I told him he was a no-go and to pocket those rubbers. What a douche. Who does that to someone? I swear this town…”

			“God,” Lauren stared at her friend, shocked. Poor Ayers crossed her mind before she could stop herself. She was dimly aware of Josh still speaking.

			“Turns out Taddy boy’s a wannabe actor, and it looks pretty much like he’s using the Caustic Queen’s contacts to get his big break. He says he wants to be an A-lister someday, not a Gay-lister, which is why he prowls the big parties with her on his arm. She’s pleasant enough company, he says, and super smart, but he’s not interested in her.”

			“That bastard!”

			“Why so outraged? He’s not your closet-job boyfriend.”

			“Still, just, ugh.” Lauren shook her head. Her eyes trailed over to Ayers as the attractive young man in question placed a proprietary arm around his date’s waist and gave her a big smile. Ayers raised an eyebrow back at him, the corners of her lips curling slightly. The affection she held for him was clear.

			“Crap,” Lauren said with a frown. “I think I really hate you for this.”

			“For what? I told you I didn’t lay a paw on him. I have standards.”

			“I hate you for making me feel sorry for her. God, do you think I should tell her? I mean, someone should, right?”

			“Ah, no, you abso-fucking-lutely shouldn’t get involved in this. She’s a big girl. He’s playing safe when he plays. Trust me. It’s for them to work out.”

			“Maybe if I did it anonymously…”

			“Maybe if we stop talking about her entirely. Tell me, what’s your news? Why did you come in here suddenly looking all dreamy and post-coital? Don’t tell me.” He suddenly gasped. “Did you get laid? A quickie in the bathroom?”

			“Better.” Lauren gave him a huge smile. “Much, much better. I found a story.”

			“Oh sweetie.” Joshua sighed. “If you think that’s better, you’re past help.”

			“Ha ha. Now, let me tell you what the bus from Nevada dragged in.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			A Real Reporter

			 

			Monday, May 13

			 

			Jonathan Sands was an ordinary man. The sort of beige underling you’d forget moments after glancing at the thin wire glasses, sandy, floppy hair, and the sickly, pale skin of a man who never sees the sun. His brown, off-the-rack suit was ordinary, too, as if designed to fade him into the background of his borrowed surroundings at the state of California’s teak-filled offices.

			A perfectly even pile of technical manuals sat on his left, arranged by color. Sands leaned slightly forward, aligned his elbows on his temporary desk, and steepled his fingers, giving Lauren a steady stare. Polite insolence. She was getting pretty annoyed by that look. But then options were pretty thin on the ground.

			First thing Monday, she’d called Mariella to find out who was still in town from the Nevada contingent of the SmartPay USA launch.

			“Only one left, hon,” she’d reported after scanning her master list. “My assistants have seen everyone off to the airport except for a Jonathan Sands. He’s down as a systems analyst from Carson City, Nevada. Sounds important?”

			And now Lauren sat, facing a lean, owlish man in his early forties who looked anything but important. His wary brown eyes watched her closely. She’d charmed her way into the building with her press pass and then invited herself into his office, and Sands’s annoyance at her interruption wasn’t even remotely disguised.

			Okay so maybe that had been a little rude, and she was surprised he hadn’t kicked her out immediately. After all, everyone else she’d tried higher up had ignored her calls, hung up on her, or told to her bother someone else.

			“As I was saying,” Sands droned on, “I do payroll tech support and special IT projects implementation. I helped roll out SmartPay USA for all the government employees in Nevada, and they’ve loaned me out to help do it for the state workers here.”

			“So what’s the deal with SmartPay anyway?”

			“It simplifies payroll,” Sands said blandly.

			She almost rolled her eyes. No shit. “Thank you. How?”

			“Instead of an employer—in this case, the government—having to pay wages into many dozens of accounts run by all the different financial institutions, which is an administrative pain, they pay it all into employee accounts run by SmartPay’s own bank.

			“The employee can then automatically shift their funds into banks of their own choosing or keep their funds with SmartPay and take advantage of high interest and other member benefits.”

			“It’s a bank?” Lauren said, perplexed. “All this fuss over a new bank?”

			“No. It’s a streamlined payroll system with its own linked bank that offers some financial benefits should employees choose to make use of them. Some users do; some don’t.”

			“Do you?” Lauren asked.

			He blinked at her. “I’m a state employee. I get paid through SmartPay like everyone else.”

			“I meant do you keep your money with them after payday and use all the member perks of its bank?”

			“An interesting question. And none of your business.”

			Well that was true. She tried again. “It’s gotten a lot of hype. Is it really as good all that?”

			“If my employer tells me to put in new payroll systems, that’s what I do. If they tell me to move to California for six months and do the same thing here, I do that too. But I’m not paid to have an opinion on it.”

			“That bad, huh?” Lauren fished, offering him a lazy grin.

			“SmartPay does what it says on the label. Now is that why you came here? I have the number for the SmartPay marketing manager who can take you through all its features in detail if you prefer.”

			“No. I actually came to talk to you about Saturday’s SmartPay launch.”

			“Me? I’m just the IT guy.”

			“Look, here’s the thing—no one’s returning my calls,” Lauren admitted. “You’re the only member of the Nevada governor’s team still in California, so you’re pretty much it. And since you were at the launch, I thought you might have some thoughts on what took place. Off the record is fine.”

			“I can’t make a comment. I’ve already told you that.”

			“I know,” she said. “I was looking more for background. Since you’re from Nevada. The governor’s from Nevada. Hoping you can help me out since the, er, special guests were from Nevada, too.”

			He looked at her blankly. Then twitched.

			“I really can’t comment on anything.” He pulled his spectacles off, gave them a vigorous wipe, and returned them to his face.

			She offered him a small smile.

			“Did you know prostitution is legal in Nevada?” she asked pleasantly.

			“Although only operating in eight counties,” he replied evenly.

			“But who’s counting?”

			“You appear to be. Is there a point?”

			“Well the point is it’d therefore not be illegal to hire a busload of women from one of these legal brothels and drive them to California for a party.”

			“I can’t see why you’re asking me that, Ms. King.”

			“Well given you’re on Governor Freeman’s team, and you’re the only one left behind in the state who is—just tell me; does he make a point of doing this? Is that, you know, his thing? To jazz up a party with Nevada’s working girls? I’m not suggesting anyone’s having sex with them, but I just mean, maybe, enjoying the view? And given it’s all perfectly legal, no harm no foul, right?”

			He shot her an appalled look. “Are you serious? It is definitely not the governor’s thing. For a start, he’s a happily married man. He has four children! A scandal like that would cost a politician his job, legal or not!”

			“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking, too,” Lauren said thoughtfully. “It really wouldn’t be a smart thing for a politician. And yet someone in the Nevada governor’s office did, in fact, hire thirty-four hookers and send them to the SmartPay USA launch. As well as buying a bunch of pink champagne and sending that somewhere else, and I really can’t figure out why.”

			He stared at her. After an interminable pause, he finally said, “Why?”

			“Yeah,” Lauren said in frustration. “Exactly. Why?”

			“No. Why do you care? If this is such a big story, why did they send you?” He read the business card she’d given him. “An entertainment reporter? Why isn’t there a real journalist sitting here?”

			Lauren bit back her first retort. And the second. “I am a real journalist,” she said carefully.

			“Your card begs to differ,” he said. “This has been somewhat diverting, but I am busy.”

			He swivelled to face his computer and began to type.

			“Okay—fine, yes, I know I’m an entertainment reporter. I know how this must look. But I’m also a political writer-in-waiting, looking for my break, and here I am following a lead. Exactly like any other real journalist.”

			The rattle of keys paused. “So you, an entertainment writer—with what? No actual experience—plan to pursue this so-called story all by yourself?” He examined her over his glasses. “You.”

			She stared him down. “Me, yeah.”

			He snorted. “Okay. Good luck with that.”

			“You doubt my sincerity?” Lauren asked, indignation leaking out.

			“No, Ms. King, your ability. The way I see it, dozens of reporters were at that event. So, are they all blind? Perhaps they’re secretly corrupt? Asleep? Incompetent? Do I just pick one?”

			Lauren opened her mouth to answer, but he lifted a finger, stalling her.

			“Or, could it be that the rest of the media ignored what you claim happened because it didn’t.” He paused. “It’s one or the other. And either way, this is a joke.”

			He flicked her business card across the table at her.

			Lauren rose to her feet, leaned forward, and put her hands on the desk.

			“Give me a break,” she said with a scowl. “Where’s your patriotism at least? Anyone with even the faintest concern for the state of the country would give a damn about taxpayer money being blown on party girls. Now I get that it might not be worth your job to help me here, and if that’s the case, just say so. But don’t mock the media in one breath and then act like I’m an idiot for investigating the blatant misuse of our taxes.”

			There was silence as Lauren caught her breath. She sat back down again with a less than elegant thud.

			Sands had barely moved.

			“Patriotism,” he repeated, turning the word over carefully. He studied her closely. “You news people toss that term around far too easily. Along with words like hero and brave. You want to know what a real patriot is? Not ambitious journalists digging for dirt to further their careers. It’s people who put their lives on the line. Men like my father, who I lost in Vietnam. And soldiers like Jeremiah Denton who fought for our way of life.”

			Lauren stared at him. How on earth had her questions about party hookers ended up with a war in the ’70s?

			“A patriot is certainly not someone chasing her tail over alleged spending on legal prostitutes,” he continued. “Now if you don’t mind, I’m on a tight deadline. I’m sure you know where the door is. You found it easily enough on the way in. Goodbye.”

			He then swung back to his laptop and proceeded to ignore her. As she left, she watched him tap away furiously and was even more baffled than she had been when she arrived.
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			Wednesday, May 15

			 

			It had been two days, and Lauren had gone through every name on Mariella’s list of who had been with the Nevada team at that ball. She’d called some of them several times, such as Freeman’s press secretary and chief of staff. No one had given her the time of day. And given she was less than a nobody—and in a different state as well—she probably shouldn’t have been that surprised.

			She’d tried to contact the bus driver from that night, too. She still had the picture of the vehicle—and its license number—in her phone, so she’d looked up his company, Carson City Coach Rental.

			But driver David Fels had apparently quit abruptly. No notice. Just didn’t turn up for his next shift. And when his boss called him, he wasn’t even in the same country any more.

			“Who moves to Mexico?” the boss had grumbled to Lauren. “You find him, you tell that asshole I want the keys back to the No. 44.” And then he’d hung up.

			Okay, so that had been weird. Lauren stretched her legs out under her desk and yawned. She was tempted to take an early lunch just so she had something productive to do. Instead she grabbed her notebook and yet again flicked through the dog-eared notes she’d made after leaving Sands’s office.

			His ramblings about heroes and patriots were as off center as he was. Not to mention irrelevant as hell. She was about to slap her notepad closed again in annoyance when she spotted a scribbled name.

			Well, she supposed it was worth a shot. She typed Jeremiah Denton’s name into a search engine and wondered what some random soldier had done to earn the dour Sands’s fawning respect when a shadow fell across her desk.

			“I suppose I should say thank you.”

			“Why break the drought now?” Lauren kept typing. Ayers. She sighed internally.

			Lauren had avoided her since their last acerbic exchange on Saturday had ended so well. Not to mention she now knew a little too much about Ayers’s boyfriend to keep her stomach settled. So, yep, avoidance seemed like a good strategy.

			At the silence and lack of usual smug comeback, Lauren glanced up. Ayers was studying the computer screen over Lauren’s shoulder.

			“Wait, you’re actually thanking me?” Lauren said, fully registering her words. She tilted the screen away.

			“For calling off the craigslist dogs—even though you did fail to extort parking ticket money out of me in the process. You’re a dreadful negotiator. Always get something out of your opponent in return.”

			She waited expectantly. Lauren wondered what to say. The truth was she’d taken down the hoax ad after Josh’s appalling revelation about Tad.

			It wasn’t something a person could just blurt out. What the hell was the etiquette here, anyway? Should she tell Ayers her down-low boyfriend was picking up casual fucks at work functions? Was this like spotting spinach in someone’s teeth? Did she have to say something?

			She bit her lip.

			“So quiet, King, not like you,” Ayers drawled. She leaned forward. “What are you working on?” Her gaze darted again to the screen.

			Lauren immediately gave an indignant squawk and minimized the window. “Do you mind? Important—and private—research here.”

			“Jeremiah Denton?” Ayers’s eyebrows rose. “Why are you looking into him? That’s a story I haven’t heard in years.”

			Lauren blinked in surprise. “You’ve heard of him?”

			“You haven’t?”

			“Of course,” Lauren lied. “Now is that it? You just came to say thanks?”

			“You’ll note I did no such thing,” Ayers retorted, although her eyes sparkled with amusement.

			Lauren waited for some parting dig and Ayers’s exit. Except she didn’t move. She flicked invisible lint off her navy pencil skirt. Glanced around the room. Then back at Lauren.

			“Something else?”

			Ayers looked at her and moistened her lips, hesitating.

			Oh shit. Tad? That’s what this was about? Did she maybe see him disappear with Josh? Was this a fact-finding visit?

			Bracing herself for the world’s most awkward conversation, Lauren attempted a relaxed expression.

			“What is wrong with your face?” Ayers asked. “Look, there was something I wanted to know about the SmartPay function.”

			She paused as she appeared to be finding the right words. Oh shit, shit, shit.

			“Why did you follow all those escorts outside?” Ayers perched on the edge of the desk. “The ones with the big hair and Walmart cocktail dresses?”

			Not Tad? Lauren sagged in relief. Hang on—Ayers noticed them, too? “Escorts?” Lauren repeated innocently. “Is that what you think they were?”

			Ayers hesitated. “Perhaps. Do you think they were escorts? Because they weren’t from the usual LA catalog.”

			“They did seem to be from out of town,” Lauren said neutrally.

			“I counted at least twenty,” Ayers murmured. “But there were likely more, am I right?” She pinned Lauren with a sharp look. “At one point, you interviewed one of them. So who were they?”

			Lauren weighed how much to tell her. It’s not like she had a story yet. And although they were sort of rivals, they weren’t really. Both their paychecks came with a Daily Sentinel stamp on them. She could use a more seasoned insight into this. On the other hand, she’d only just been down the path of trusting a colleague. She wasn’t in the mood for another Smug Daley.

			She regarded Ayers coolly. “So,” she said, “I tell you everything and you steal my story? That how this works?”

			A flash of anger seared across Ayers’s face. “Do I look like Doug Daley to you? I don’t have to steal to get a story.”

			“You knew?”

			Ayers rolled her eyes. “Please. The moment I saw that page one I knew Daley hadn’t done the research. Aside from the fact many of the parking officer bribes took place on your street, that man can barely be bothered to get off his bar stool.”

			“Wait—you know where I live?”

			“You’d be amazed what I know. Why didn’t you get a tagline at least? Frank would have offered that, surely?”

			“I won’t be thrown a bone. I deserved the sole byline. Anything less was an insult.”

			Lauren stared grimly at Ayers and wondered if she was about to get a sermon on being naïve. She looked down, her heart thudding in fury at the reminder of her lost story.

			“So you did, King,” Ayers said quietly.

			Lauren’s head snapped back up.

			“Why so surprised? Quality should never be unappreciated. So, these escorts?” Ayers folded her arms and waited.

			Lauren rubbed at her forehead. She was getting nowhere on her own. Maybe she could just dip her toe in the water?

			“Not just escorts,” Lauren said carefully. “What about card-carrying, full-time hookers…maybe from a legal brothel in Nevada?”

			“Don’t be ridiculous. No governor would allow a room full of them for a launch. Political poison. At worst they will all have been random dial-a-dates.”

			“Yeah, that must be it. Case closed then.”

			Ayers studied her. “All right.” She relented. “We both saw the women. We both smell rats.” Ayers shook her head in irritation. “If I hadn’t been tied up with the governor’s wife bending my ear for an hour, I might have followed them outside myself. They were all gone when Esther finally stopped droning on about her new charity.”

			“That spotted owl sanctuary?” Lauren choked back a laugh. “Sounds like a fun chat.”

			Ayers’s eyes glinted. “Be grateful I didn’t explain to her your long-standing love of saving owls. She’d have sought you out for one of her famous high teas.”

			Lauren didn’t take the bait. She examined her screen and ignored the other woman.

			“You know something,” Ayers said.

			Lauren shrugged. “Maybe. I do know I’m behind on my research, and I should probably get back to it.”

			“Why are you looking up Jeremiah Denton? What could he have to do with a new payroll company, politicians, and prostitutes?”

			“Nice alliteration.”

			“I could help,” Ayers prompted, “with whatever you’re up to. I know who Denton is.”

			“So does Wikipedia. It’ll take me two minutes to know what you know.”

			“Not everything about him is on the internet, King. Honestly, the research habits of young people today…”

			“That’s your great pitch to get me to share my story? It seriously needs work.”

			Ayers suddenly smiled. “I knew it.”

			“What?” Lauren was mystified.

			“That there is a story.”

			Lauren held her breath. “So you think there’s a story?”

			“Yes. Surprising as it is, you clearly have more intelligence than the combined IQs of a room full of business hacks.”

			“Um, thanks?”

			“Don’t let it go to your head,” Ayers said. She became serious. “I also think you know far more than you’re telling. So…I’m proposing a joint endeavor.”

			“How can I trust you? You’re rude, vicious, and a complete bitch.”

			“Essentially accurate, if a little hyperbolic. But do any of those things make me untrustworthy?” She gave a feline smile.

			Lauren couldn’t help but laugh. “I see you have charm when it suits you. But I also remember the last time we worked side by side. One week under your tutelage, and it was like some kind of sadistic boot camp.”

			“Ahh.” Ayers fiddled with the cuff of her sleeve.

			“Mmm.” Lauren folded her arms.

			“Would you believe me if I said I was hard on you for your own good?” Ayers tried.

			“You weren’t hard; you were vicious.”

			Ayers waved her hand airily. “I had my reasons. And I may say equally vicious things in the future. This is who I am. But I can promise you this—I will not steal from you. I will not lie to you. I will not sugar coat things. I will not blow smoke up your ass about your abilities or lack of them. I will make you a better reporter. And I will see this through to the end.”

			Lauren shook her head. “Your terms suck. You call me a bad negotiator, but what was that? ‘I may rip you to shreds in the future but, hey, that’s just me.’”

			“Like I said, I’m honest.”

			“You know that honesty thing cuts both ways, right? Tell me what you know about Jeremiah Denton, and then I can see how or whether he fits into my story.”

			“You’ll tell me about the escorts then?”

			“It’s a start.” Lauren sat back and evaluated her. “I make no promises.”

			Ayers looked down at her tailored skirt, thoughtful. She glanced up.

			“No. Joint story. Sign on now or get used to the closed doors you’ve already been experiencing.”

			Lauren frowned. “How did you…”

			“Know that people are slamming doors in the face of an entertainment reporter no one’s ever heard of? I can’t imagine,” Ayers smirked. “I, on the other hand, have a deep contact list.”

			“Which is useless if no one returns your calls.”

			“Who says they don’t return my calls?”

			“Your name is mud in political circles. Everyone knows it.”

			“Everyone? Well, your lack of precision is something else we can iron out of your stories. Sweeping generalizations have no place in journalism.”

			“Tell me about Denton,” Lauren repeated with a growl.

			“Tell me about the escorts,” Ayers countered. “Where were they from? Who hired them? Why did they all leave together?”

			Neither woman responded.

			“An old-fashioned impasse,” Lauren eventually said.

			“So it seems,” Ayers agreed. “You know, King, the editor actually likes me. And he owes me a favor.”

			“You want a parade?” Lauren muttered. Neil Evans was so high up the paper’s food chain, she’d barely said two words to him in the past year.

			“And our news chief doesn’t think much of you if the way Frank sold you out to his drinking buddy is anything to go by.”

			Lauren shot Ayers a mutinous look.

			“He thinks you’re just an entertainment reporter no matter how many stories you pitch him,” she continued. “I could convince Neil to talk to Frank and get you time off to pull this together with me. You’d get your shot.”

			“I can do this on my own.”

			“Really? I’d love to be a fly on the wall when you demand Frank gives you resources to follow up a hookers-at-the-ball story that has now shifted back to Nevada. Would he laugh in your face or wait until after he’s slammed the door behind you?”

			Lauren hesitated. Shit.

			“Exactly,” Ayers said. “The sad truth is no credibility, no experience, no help from your boss.”

			“Why are you so sure there even is a story?”

			“My instincts are not often wrong. If you hang around politicians and their minders long enough, you can smell their fear. The California team wasn’t anxious at all. But the Nevada crowd was antsier than a horse running up stairs. That’s when I knew.”

			“Give me something,” Lauren said. “Make me trust you.”

			Ayers paused. She gave a tight nod.

			“Jeremiah Denton was in the US Navy and was held as a POW by the North Koreans for about eight years. He came home and later became a senator.”

			“That’s it?”

			“No.” She gave a Cheshire cat smile. “Your turn.”

			“The paperwork hiring the hookers had a Nevada state seal on it,” Lauren said. “They were bussed in and paid for by taxpayers.”

			Ayers inhaled sharply. “What proof do you have?”

			“I saw the paperwork thanks to the bus driver. Who, by the way, has now done a runner to Mexico. His boss is furious.”

			Ayers exhaled heavily. “Okay well—when Denton was in enemy hands, he was put on TV in a propaganda film,” she said. “He blinked out messages in Morse code to tell his commanders he was being tortured.”

			“No kidding?” Lauren said in surprise. “Smart.”

			“It was. And highly effective. What has he got to do with any of this?”

			“One of the Nevada governor’s team is this weird IT guy named Jonathan Sands. He used Denton’s name as an example of a hero when he was mocking the media. He’s probably no one important, but my other leads are going nowhere fast, so…”

			Ayers stared at Lauren. “Hmm,” she murmured. Her gaze suddenly flew up to the ceiling as though thinking something through.

			“What?”

			Ayers pinned Lauren with an intense stare, and for the first time since she’d known her, Lauren saw excitement lighting in those gray eyes.

			“Are we doing this? This story? Together?” Ayers’s tone became urgent. “Decide.”

			“Um…”

			“Well go on, take all year. I promise you won’t get a better offer any time soon. Actually, I have to make a couple of calls. Check some things. Give me your answer when I get back.”

			She swept away from the desk, moving faster than Lauren had ever seen her.

			[image: 206869.jpg]

			Ayers reappeared almost an hour later, a strange look on her face. Lauren finally put her finger on it—she was smiling. Genuinely.

			“Well?” Ayers demanded immediately.

			“I’ve thought about it,” Lauren said. “I agree we can work together if I’m in charge.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous. I have fifteen years experience in Washington, ten as a bureau chief. When was the last front page story you wrote?”

			“Parking officer corruption. You might have read about it somewhere. The mayor resigned today.”

			Ayers gave her a hint of a smirk. “Fine, I’ll give you that. You know what I mean. I have the experience. I run this. You get to learn.”

			“You said you wouldn’t steal my story.”

			“I won’t. I’m not doing this for the credit.”

			“Why are you doing it then? Some grand attempt at getting back into politics? A last-ditch effort?”

			Ayers glared. “Our publisher will never let me back on politics. Not that it matters. I’ll be a free agent soon. I have less than two months left on my contract.”

			“Then why? I could be completely wrong. And you don’t even know what I know.”

			“I know enough.” Ayers’s smile positively glittered.

			Lauren wondered where this Ayers had been for past year. “I don’t get it. All I’ve ever seen from you is a complete lack of interest in anything going on at work. This is the first time you’ve even looked sideways at a news story. Why now? Why my story?”

			“You might have appalling fashion sense and a cringeworthy vocabulary that would make a teamster blush, but you might just have good news sense. Emphasis on might.”

			“Just last weekend you called me a fraud. I’m apparently a crass fraud in tractor hats.”

			“Yes. And you had just called me ordinary. What did you expect?”

			“I didn’t call you ordinary. I said you were the same as me. Oh…”

			Ayers smirked. “See my point?”

			“Christ, you’re so rude.”

			“And you’re an enduring pain in my side. Be that as it may, it doesn’t mean you haven’t stumbled upon something. Something worthy.”

			“You’ve been wrong once before,” she said quietly. “And your career ended. Just like that.” She snapped her fingers.

			“Yes,” Ayers said curtly. “Just like that. Are you getting cold feet now? Is that what this is? Because if you don’t have the nerve for this, tell me now, and I’ll stop wasting my time with you. Of the two of us, you need me more than I need you.”

			“I’m just trying to understand. You hate me. Why would you want to work with me?”

			“And we’re back to your god complex. Seriously, King, not everything revolves around you. I’m doing what I have to for the good of the story. So if that means a collaboration, so be it. Putting the story first. Ahead of everything.”

			“Okay,” Lauren said. “But I get the top byline.”

			“I’ve had a thousand bylines. I don’t need another. You think I care who’s on top?” Her eyes seemed to glow.

			“Okay, so you agree that I’m in charge. So—your first move is to convince Frank to let me do the story.”

			“It’s done.”

			“What?”

			“I’ve already talked to Neil, and then we both talked to Frank.”

			“Just like that?” Lauren shook her head. “Frank did know you were talking about me, right?”

			Ayers softly snorted. “Frank wouldn’t care if a blind monkey wrote it as long as he got a story as big as the one I sold him. He’s even got that ditzy secretary of his lined up to fill in for you because she’s begging him to let her hit the parties circuit. Frank’s agreed to pay for accommodation and the gas for getting us to Nevada.”

			Lauren blinked. “Wait, what?”

			“Well that’s where the story is. And cheap flights are booked out because of some big convention, and he won’t shell out for business class. We’ll have to drive.”

			“Back up—what do you mean the story as ‘big as the one you sold him’? We don’t even have a story yet. We don’t know for sure what this is.”

			“He doesn’t know that. And I trust my instincts. Really, King, are you going to hide under a rock and play by the rules? No wonder Daley got the last story from you.”

			Lauren glared. “And Frank just bought this ‘incredible scoop’ bullshit and agreed, just like that?”

			Ayes smiled dangerously. “One of the benefits of who I used to be is that I can say certain things and they believe me.”

			Lauren stared at her. Well shit.

			Then her mind fast-forwarded through the conversation. Frank’s secretary would be filling in for her? She was nice enough, but dumb as a box of hair. Her expression drooped.

			“You’re thinking about the secretary,” Ayers said with a slow smile. “Frank said she could ‘spell and count,’ whatever the hell that means. I can see how highly he values you, given she’s the replacement.”

			“No,” Lauren lied, her cheeks heating up. “I was thinking that we’re definitely taking my car.”

			“My Saab is the obvious choice. All the creature comforts. It was even made this century. Does your tank even offer air-conditioning?”

			“Did you not hear the bit about my rules, my story, and my car? We’re taking her. That’s non-negotiable. Besides you can’t even park straight.”

			Ayers paused and said in a strangled tone, “Fine.”

			Lauren wondered at the capitulation. At all the capitulations—from working with her to cajoling their bosses to let her go to taking some long, boring road trip.

			“Why are you doing this?” Lauren demanded. “Any of it?”

			“You have to ask? It’s only ever about one thing.” She leaned down and lowered her voice. “The only thing that matters. A real reporter doesn’t even have to ask.”

			Lauren reviewed the possibilities. Ayers watched her with an amused expression.

			“The thrill of the chase,” Lauren finally said. “And nailing the story.”

			“Well now.” Ayers smirked. “Look who just became a real reporter.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			On the Road

			 

			“So, my fashion-curdled cherub, let me get this straight,” Joshua began as he flopped onto the floor of Lauren’s bedroom with a huff. “You are taking Catherine Ayers, your evil arch nemesis with the dreamy taste in toy-boys, to Nevada for a joint story?”

			“Yes.”

			“You.”

			“I just said that. Now make yourself useful and toss me my hiking boots. Behind you. No, the ones at the back of the closet.”

			“What, pray tell, are you planning to do with these eyesores?”

			“Hike in them? Hell if I know, but I’ve seen photos. Nevada looks plenty dusty.”

			“I still don’t get it—I thought you hated her in a throw-water-melt-the-witch kind of way. How many margaritas did I have to administer to stop you from quitting in the first week?”

			“Plenty,” she admitted.

			Joshua gave her a dubious look. “And now you’re co-conspirators swanning off to Nevada.”

			“Right.”

			“I never will get women. At least with us confirmed bachelors, we’ll cut you to the quick with our beautifully evil sneers so you’ll never die wondering at the depth of our vitriol and loathing.”

			“Until you all get drunk and hook up two days later,” Lauren laughed. “Come on, stop trying to understand this—there is no understanding it. All I know is if I’m going to have my big break, the price I pay is having Ayers along for the ride. And if she wants to get to the bottom of a mystery that has her burning up with curiosity, then the price she has to pay is me. Now pass me my cell. It’s just behind you.”

			Joshua gave her smartphone a waggle as he handed it over.

			“Make sure you take lots of snaps of the Caustic Queen in compromising positions,” he said with glee. “I know some gossip sites that’d pay serious moolah for her in disarray.”

			“Josh,” Lauren warned, “none of that. I’ll be on my best behavior.”

			“Well then, you’d probably better not tell her that her delectable Tad tracked me down on Facebook and wants to do shots the moment the Caustic Queen blows out of town.”

			“Oh god! I did not hear that.”

			“He’s a cad,” Josh sighed sadly. “A cad with rock-hard abs.”

			“Resist, for god’s sake,” Lauren demanded. “Oh hell—I didn’t tell her about, um, before, either. Tad trying to hook up with you? I couldn’t figure out how.”

			“Well,” Joshua said, “I really hope she’s not too fond of that boy, because the things he suggested we do together does not make for G-rated reading. And seriously, hon, I don’t even know half the items on his to-do list.”

			“You’d better be kidding.” She shoved a pile of T-shirts into her duffel bag. “That’s just so wrong. Has he no shame?”

			“Welcome to Hollyweird,” Josh said. “Land of the closet jobs. So, in sum, you don’t want me to lay even one tiny little finger on Cat’s perfect piece of man-fluff while she’s out of town?”

			“Not even your pinkie—as you well know. Why are you even asking? I thought you were better than that.”

			“I’m only human—and he did send me the most divine selfie with his underwear gloriously AWOL.”

			Lauren almost dropped her duffle bag. “Ew.”

			“Kidding, kidding.” Joshua grinned. “God, you’re so easy. You know me—the taken ones are for looking, not touching.”

			“Good,” she growled. “Keep it that way. Now help me lug this stuff to my car. I’d better find some air freshener for her, too. The Beast smells like ten-day-old takeout.”

			“I can’t imagine why.”

			“I admit nothing. Hey do you think I should pack some more snacks?”

			“You mean those bags and bags of cheesy fatty snack monsters on your kitchen counter aren’t enough? Hey why is it that everything bad for us ends in ‘Os’? Doritos, Cheetos, Oreos…”

			“That reminds me—love me some Fritos.” Lauren reached into the cupboard and rummaged.

			“How do you keep your figure, girl? It’s a mystery for the ages.”

			He disappeared as Lauren pulled out cans of soda and an icepack.

			“All packed, chickadee,” he announced five minutes later. He jumped up to sit on the counter; his restless booted heels banged gently against the cupboard doors. “Now don’t worry about me being lonely while you’re gone because I have an invite from the gaming guerrillas down the hall.”

			“I thought you hated them? Didn’t you say ‘Making lame gay jokes and stealing oxygen is all they’re good for’?”

			“That was last week. This week we’re having a détente. Keep up, honey. Snakepit’s actually not too bad when you get to know him.

			“Anyway, he’s just discovered girls, and in return for me outfitting him to look socially acceptable to the fairer sex, he promised to magic me up a pirated copy of the latest Anna Wintour documentary before it’s even in the theaters. And we’re in negotiations about getting his genius friend, Duppy, to hack into Christian F.’s website for a peek at his hot new range a whole week before it goes live.”

			Lauren hauled ever more cans of soft drink out of the fridge. “Duppy and Snakepit? God, how old are they?” she asked.

			“Don’t you see?” Joshua continued as he bounced on her counter. “I’ll be able to get a few bags out that match Christian’s new line before any of my competitors.”

			“Yeah, that won’t look suspicious at all.” Lauren snorted. “And I did not hear any of this. Can you at least update me on any of your legal plans?”

			“Okay, let’s see—I promise to check your mail and save your newspapers from the wicked thief and not pick up Tad for ‘casual discreet encounters’ no matter how many Kama Sutra positions he texts me. Okay?”

			“King?” a voice cut coolly through their conversation from the open front door.

			Lauren fumbled her sodas, and they flew out of her arms. Cans spun and bounced everywhere across the hard wood. One rolled rapidly over the floor, coming to a stop next to a foot.

			“Shit!” Lauren hissed as she realized just whose foot it was resting against. “Hey, um…I thought I was picking you up on the way through?”

			“I was in the neighbourhood.” Ayers leaned elegantly against the door frame.

			Lauren took in the pale blue jeans, white button-up, perfectly pressed, cotton shirt. Converse sneakers. Actual jeans?

			Ayers assessed Lauren’s shabby-unchic decor.

			Her lips resumed their usual judgmental position, and Lauren felt a flash of annoyance. Sure, her place was small, but it seemed, well, cheap under that scrutiny. And, okay, fine, it was a bit messy. But her nemesis was eyeballing Lauren’s home as if it were an illicit sweatshop.

			She glanced at Josh who gave her his best wide-eyed, oh-my-god look. He was no doubt wondering how much Ayers had heard.

			“Did Tad drop you off?” he asked.

			“Why?” Ayers turned.

			Josh shrugged. “We got along okay at the launch the other night.”

			Ayers’s gaze slid from the top of his gelled, jet black hair, down his designer lilac shirt and tight mustard jeans, to the pointy tips of his polished black boots.

			“Is that so?” Ayers mouth curved into a faintly terrifying smile.

			An uncomfortable silence lingered, and Joshua’s expression faltered. He jumped off the counter.

			“Ah, well, never mind,” he said. “I should go. You two enjoy your fabulous exposé. Unearth some Pulitzer Prize-winning scoop. Bye, Thelma,” he added, giving Lauren’s cheek a kiss.

			“Louise.” He sailed past Ayers on his way out.

			There was a distant bang a moment later as his apartment door shut.

			“What an odd man,” Ayers said.

			“I like him,” Lauren said as she dropped to the floor and scooped up the scattered sodas.

			Ayers was watching her again, making her ridiculously self-conscious.

			“I had an apartment like this once,” she suddenly said. “When I was nineteen.”

			Her voice was neutral, so Lauren had no clue whether Ayers’s thought this was a good or bad thing. She felt her muscles tense as she waited for the scathing insult. It must have shown because Ayers shot her an amused look.

			“Let’s go,” she announced and turned her shapely jean-clad ass in Lauren’s direction.

			Lauren quickly threw the cans in a carry bag and locked up, skidding down the stairs after her.

			“You gonna tell me why you’re really here instead of me picking you up?” Lauren asked.

			“It was more efficient to just grab a taxi.” Ayers opened the front passenger door. “Oh and my bags are to the right. Careful with them.”

			Ayers slid into the passenger seat and slammed the door.

			“Yessum,” Lauren ground out. “Anything Madame says.”

			She found a perfectly stunning pair of compact Louis Vuitton bags tucked next to the right wheel. She shook her head and placed them into the deep trunk, clanging it closed.

			“Okay,” she told Ayers as she slid into the driver’s seat, “the first rule of our road trip is there’s no dissing The Beast.” She gently patted the dashboard. “You got that? She’s a collectible. A 1970 Chevrolet Chevelle SS 454 LS6 with 480 horsepower. Right? A classic.”

			“I hate to break it to you, King, but ‘she’ is an ‘it,’ and my Saab’s hubcap is probably worth more.”

			“Well, if your Saab’s hubcap is worth $75,000, you bought it from the wrong dealer.” Lauren gave her a cool look. “Dad gave her to me when I left for LA. He worked on her every night after work for two years to fix her up. So I mean it—rule number one is non-negotiable.”

			Ayers put on her seatbelt. “As long as the thing is reliable, I couldn’t care less about its provenance.”

			“Oh she’s plenty reliable,” Lauren said as she turned the key. “Seats in the upright position, tray tables away, and prepare for ignition.”

			Ayers sneered. “Alien.” She sighed. “And every other derivative sci-fi film since. My first rule is—be original.”

			“A sci-fi fan? Hot damn. We have so much to discuss. Kirk or Picard?”

			Lauren grinned. Ayers’s expression dropped, and she pointedly positioned her sunglasses on her nose. Lauren revved The Beast once and carefully slipped her into reverse.
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			The journey had been smooth for the first two-and-a-half minutes. And that was when Lauren discovered Ayers’s taste in music was arty, high-brow, and complete crap.

			They’d both jabbed at the buttons on the radio, seesawing between classical and country, before they’d gone barely a block.

			“Should I be shocked your taste runs to hillbilly blues?” Ayers sniped.

			“Should I be shocked you probably own a ‘best of funeral dirges’ collection? In its original vinyl, of course.”

			Ayers didn’t answer and instead dug through a dark brown leather carryall by her feet and pulled out a sleeve of CDs.

			“You claim to want to be a political reporter,” she challenged. Her smile was pure evil as she inserted the disk and hit Play.

			After a few moments, a distinctive male drone filled the car. Lauren almost drove into a street sign.

			“We are not listening to the goddamned Nixon Tapes the whole way to Nevada!”

			Ayers lifted a perfectly shaped eyebrow.

			Lauren groaned, annoyed at how easily she’d been had. “Just put something else on before I lose my will to live. Nixon is a cure for insomnia, and it’s not too smart to send your driver into sleep.”

			“That he is.” She ejected the CD, and after a pause and a click, the modulated tones of Edward R. Murrow filled the car.

			“If you want to be a political journalist, learn from one of the best.” Ayers leaned back in her seat, stretching her legs. “This compilation has all of Murrow’s most famous Person to Person interviews. And what you pick up isn’t just what he asks, but how and when he pauses, and what he doesn’t say. He waits.”

			Lauren said nothing and changed lanes to merge seamlessly onto Route 101.

			“Oh please tell me you’ve heard of Murrow,” Ayers said and shot her a dismayed look. “Good god—”

			“I was just a little surprised,” Lauren cut her off, “that you would choose his soft celebrity interviews when his hard-hitting material came before that.”

			Ayers blinked.

			“I mean, everyone seems to think he brought down Joseph McCarthy on Person to Person, but he didn’t,” Lauren added. “It was on See It Now.”

			“You seem to know a lot about Murrow.” Ayers studied her.

			Lauren shrugged. “I saw his interview that destroyed McCarthyism.” She thrummed her fingers on the steering wheel. “A journalist who actually changed the world. It lit a flame in me to read up more. And to do more.”

			“I see,” Ayers said. “You really believe journalists in today’s world can make a difference in this country?”

			“Sure. You don’t?”

			“Between publishers interfering in stories, the persecution of whistle-blowers, and passing off entertainment as real news, how can anyone in our field be this naïve?”

			Lauren felt her irritation rise.

			“Idealism burns brightly, but it’ll flare out soon enough,” Ayers continued. “That optimism of yours will die with it.”

			“Really,” Lauren drawled. “Yet here you are in a car, barrelling toward Nevada on the optimistic whiff of a vague story. Why?”

			Ayers didn’t answer.

			“Yeah.” Lauren grinned triumphantly. “Oh hey, I forget, what’s the opposite of a cynic?”

			“A fool,” Ayers said. She hesitated. “By the way, how well does Joshua know Tad?”

			Lauren gulped. “They met at the SmartPay launch, and uh, you know guys. They were just talking about guy things, involving, um, all the many things that guys talk about. So, uh, yeah. Basically.”

			Ayers peered at her. An accusing silence fell between them.

			“Guy things?” Ayers repeated.

			Oh shit.

			“Can’t you just ask Tad?” Lauren gripped her steering wheel tighter. “I mean don’t you two, I dunno, live together or something?”

			“Not as of this morning,” Ayers said faintly. “He was packing when I woke up. That’s why I decided to go directly to your apartment. It was less…chaotic.”

			“Oh hell! I’m so sorry. How long were you two togeth—Sorry, never mind, none of my damn business.”

			“You seem jumpy. How much of that over-caffeinated fizz have you consumed already?”

			“I’m fine. All good here.” She forced a smile.

			“King,” Ayers said quietly. “Back to Tad. It’s a simple question. Just tell me the truth.”

			Lauren sucked in a deep breath. In one hurried sentence she spat out, “Tad tried to hook up with Joshua at the SmartPay launch, but Josh said no because he doesn’t get between couples, but Tad’s still trying to get into Joshua’s pants, and he says he doesn’t want anyone knowing he’s gay because he wants to be an A-list actor.”

			Silence fell.

			“There, see,” Ayers murmured after a moment. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

			What could Lauren say to that? I’m sorry you have no gaydar?

			“Would you have preferred I hadn’t told you?” she asked.

			“I suppose it’s insulting that you assumed I didn’t suspect,” Ayers said. “But I prefer the truth. In all things.”
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			Ayers had fallen asleep, leaving Lauren alone with her own thoughts for almost an hour. She turned right onto the Sierra Highway just as Ayers began to stir. It was a slow process, like watching a cat stretching in the sun and testing its extremities, one after the other.

			Her eyes finally fluttered open. She then sat up so abruptly Lauren glanced at her in alarm.

			“Where on earth are you going?” Ayers snapped.

			“We’re on the Sierra. We’ll be on Pearblossom Highway in less than a minute…”

			“I can see that. So I repeat my question. Where are you going?”

			“What? Nevada. What do you mean?”

			“Pull over—right now!”

			Lauren hit the brakes and pulled off to the right onto a dusty brown service road. In a cloud of dirt, the car skidded to a halt.

			She turned to stare at her companion. “Okay. We’re stopped.”

			“Why have you left Aerospace Highway?”

			“What?” Lauren asked. “Hang on, where in Nevada do you think we’re going?”

			“Carson City.”

			“What? No!”

			“Well where were you driving us?” Ayers demanded.

			“Las Vegas.”

			An awful silence fell between them as they looked from each other and back to the pile of dirt and traffic and nothingness all around.

			It suddenly occurred to Lauren that they had never actually had a discussion about their route or destination beyond mention of the Nevada governor’s HQ.

			“The governor’s offices are in Las Vegas,” Lauren began uncertainly. “The Grant Sawyer building. I looked it up. It’s four hours from LA.”

			She’d found a whole bunch of stories online about official state meetings held there, planning committees convening monthly, the whole bit.

			“No,” Ayers said with an irritated sigh. “An amateur error. The Grant Sawyer is where a few sub-committees meet, and where a number of government branch offices are. But the real work is done in Carson City. A seven-hour drive. How can you want to write politics and not know this?”

			Lauren’s stomach sank, and she flushed bright red. It’s true she’d been rushing and hadn’t had a chance to double check their destination and…oh hell. Ayers was right.

			“I assumed that—” she began feebly.

			“Assumptions will get you into trouble,” Ayers snapped. She regarded Lauren quizzically. “I don’t understand—Frank’s secretary assured me she’d given you the details of our motel for the week, which would have had a Carson City address.”

			“Um…” Lauren said and winced. “Yeah, she did, but I didn’t get a chance to…read them.”

			Florence was notorious in the office for providing poorly written, disorganized instructions that dribbled on for pages. So Lauren had kept putting it off. She figured she’d suck it up and trawl through the notes nearer to Las Vegas. Maybe at their lunch stop. If she was really honest, she’d assumed Ayers would play navigator and be the one to make sense of the woman’s hieroglyphics.

			“Maybe this was a mistake,” Ayers said quietly.

			Lauren glared at her. “Which part? Me or the trip?”

			“Yes.” Ayers said, dangerously low.

			“One little mistake, and you’re ready to bail?” Lauren accused, fear pricking at her. “What about your grand speech about seeing this ‘through to the end’?”

			She stared out the window, too afraid to look at Ayers.

			“This was not a ‘little’ mistake.”

			“Well, you’re not exactly blameless,” Lauren snapped. “I didn’t see you coming to run our itinerary past me at any point.”

			She finally turned her head to the right. Ayers regarded her silently. She did not seem angry for once. It was far worse.

			Disappointed.

			She knew the expression well given it was the way Ayers looked at pretty much everyone. But she had never directed it at Lauren. Annoyance, sneers, and eye rolls, sure, but not that.

			Lauren turned away again, embarrassed.

			“Look, just get us back to the Aerospace Highway,” Ayers said in a low voice.

			Lauren nodded and started the engine. She fixed her eyes forward, unwilling to risk seeing that disappointment again.

			The minutes ticked on with only the rhythmic whir of tires sounding in the background. Eventually Lauren sighed and sneaked a glance at her companion.

			“You know part of our problem is we have lousy communication,” she said. “Which is pretty stupid for a pair of journalists. You don’t tell me anything—you’re, like, all secret spy business. And I hate having to ask anyone for anything. Right?”

			Ayers gave a faint acknowledging head tilt.

			“See? You’re doing it again. I’m sure that dark mysterious act is awesome at getting contacts to reveal all their shit but we’re supposed to be a team. You know—trusting, sharing, all that jazz?”

			Ayers snorted. “Trusting and sharing won’t get you far in this game. Ever tried trusting a senator?”

			“Relevance? I’m not a senator. I’m on your side. Same paper. Remember?”

			Ayers drummed her fingers on the frame of the side window.

			“So what are you proposing?” she asked. “Braiding each other’s hair and swapping gossip about the boys we like?”

			“Only after hell has frozen over. And even then, I’ll pass.” Lauren shuddered. “I was thinking more along the lines of you tell me something about yourself that I don’t know, and vice versa.”

			At the guarded expression that immediately flashed across Ayers’s face, Lauren rolled her eyes.

			“Not your personal stuff. What about where you’re originally from and why you chose to work at the Daily Sentinel?”

			For a few moments, Ayers didn’t speak. Lauren became convinced she wasn’t going to, and her already crappy mood sank.

			“You first,” Ayers suddenly said. “Tell me, King, what lured you off the Midwestern prairies to the land of fake tans and plastic dreams?”

			“Okay.” Lauren grinned. “I grew up in Cedar Rapids. My dad and five older brothers work in our family’s mechanic business. Dad loves to fix up classics like this one.” She patted the dash fondly.

			“Mom was a teacher. She died when I was twelve. I got my passion for books and writing from her.

			“In high school I discovered I had a good fast ball. Softball helped me get a partial ride to college to earn my journalism degree.

			“The first paper I worked at after college was a tiny rag barely thick enough to block out the light. At the Liberty Gazette I was a copy kid, but then I worked my way up to writing crop yields. High school sports results. Stories of big-ass root vegetables. And just for variety, more crop yields.

			“The boss was the editor, publisher, and advertising department. He made his own home brew, wore yellow suspenders, quoted Johnny Carson and Jesus, and called all the women on staff honey—which was to say both of us.

			“I got my first page one with a groundbreaking story on the cow made out of butter at the Iowa State Fair. Dad had that framed, much to my eternal shame. Oh, and I got another page one for my interview with the newly crowned Pork Princess. That’s actually a real title,” Lauren added when she heard a soft snort beside her.

			“Goddamned Iowa,” Ayers drawled.

			Lauren smiled. “Seriously, there were a couple of girls who would probably hogtie their own grandmas for the title.”

			“Stop talking,” Ayers suddenly commanded. She reached into her carryall and pulled out a thermos. She poured herself a coffee and after a few deep mouthfuls gave a grateful sigh. She waved the back of her hand in Lauren’s vague direction. “Continue.”

			“Right, so, the most exciting thing that happened in my second year was the local political race,” Lauren continued. She rubbed her thumbs into the leather stitching on her steering wheel as she remembered.

			“It was between three powerful local businessmen, two of whom were cousins, all trying to outdo each other over the size of their gun collections and love of ‘this here damn fine country.’

			“I’d dug up so many irregularities in their campaigns, I could prove they should all be disqualified. My boss decided retreat was the better part of valor, and it’d be safer for his community standing if I stuck to butter cows. He spiked the story. I walked.”

			“My next paper was the Des Moine Standard.”

			“Well,” Ayers said after another slug of coffee, “a masthead I’ve actually heard of. You were moving up in the world.”

			“Yeah,” Lauren mused. “The Standard’s pretty famous for its political section.”

			“Which is what you wanted.”

			“Yes. I did all kinds of stories. Finally I asked to be given a shot at politics. They said to be patient. So I was. I patiently watched all the boys get their chance, including the cub reporter ten years my junior who got a political story on his first week on the job.

			“So I went back to my bosses. They told me they ‘highly valued my skills and hard work’ and maybe if I remained patient, they could see me slotting into Matt McKay’s job when he retired.”

			Lauren thumped the steering wheel in frustration. “Matt was barely forty-five! He’d been doing politics since he was thirty. His ass was nailed to that seat. He’d be a corpse long before he’d ever retire, and everyone knew it. I was some hilarious joke to them.

			“When I told them I wasn’t laughing, they ‘suggested’ that maybe I’d be better sticking to education stories. I was ‘good with teachers, right? Or health? Sick babies? Sad mommies?’

			“That was it. I decided there had to be other papers that’d give me a shot. But I wasn’t delusional enough to just go to DC without experience.

			“LA’s different. It has some decent papers amid all the fluff. It’s progressive, has plenty of female political writers, and best of all, it has a high turnover. They’re not likely to sit on their asses for thirty years doing the same beat. I packed up and drove out here.

			“Dad told me to ‘Do us proud’ the day I left.” Lauren sighed. “I’m not sure writing vapid crap about Hollywood parties constitutes doing anyone proud, though. But it was the only newspaper job I could find before my savings ran out. So. That’s everything.”

			She peered at Ayers. “Your turn.”

			“Well,” Ayers said and slid her sunglasses to the top of her head. “I’m originally from Boston. I was working at the Globe when they sent me to the Washington bureau. Several years later I was promoted to chief.

			“After a number of scoops over the years, including one that brought down three corrupt senators, Paul Harrington—that’s the father, not the son—headhunted me to run a new Washington bureau he was setting up for his LA paper, the Daily Sentinel. I moved to LA around the time the publisher’s son took over.”

			She stopped.

			“That’s it?” Lauren’s brow furrowed.

			“Of course not,” Ayers said with a smug smile and slid her glasses back on her nose. “So, may I assume our charming Q&A session has now concluded?”

			“Why didn’t you quit?” Lauren blurted.

			“Excuse me?”

			“When your new publisher recalled you to LA and dumped you in entertainment reporting? You’re way better than that, and everyone knows it. Including you. And, hell, you’re not even from LA! So why didn’t you quit?”

			“Ah the burning question. Are you in for a decent amount in the office pool, King? Tell me, what’s the going rate? Twenty dollars a bet?”

			“What pool?”

			Ayers screwed the lid back on her thermos. “I felt sure there would be one. I know the Boy King would love to know the answer to that question, too. So, tell me, why do you think I stayed?”

			“I…well, I guess you’d be breaking your contract if you quit and would have to pay the Sentinel out? What did you have, like, eighteen or so months left at the time? It’d be expensive.”

			“You think that I stay in a demeaning job well below my abilities just so I don’t lose money? Really, King?” She then pointedly adjusted the strap on her watch. Tiny diamonds embedded in its face glittered in the sunlight.

			Lauren rolled her eyes. “Fine. You’re right. Okay then I have no clue.”

			“Well when you figure it out, let me know. Now, put Murrow back on. I’m suddenly fascinated to learn what Marilyn Monroe has to say.”

			Her lips curled into a smile as she closed her eyes again and settled back.
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			Three hours later, Lauren pulled into a truck stop at Olencha. Ayers had drained her thermos an hour ago and was starting to look a little twitchy. She hadn’t elaborated as to the source of her discomfort—god forbid—but Lauren knew the signs well. She’d done plenty of road trips with five brothers after all.

			Ayers glanced at her questioningly as Lauren killed the engine.

			“I’m dying for some donuts,” Lauren lied. “And if you need a bathroom break, that restroom doesn’t look too tragic.”

			She jerked her thumb toward the detached building a little distance from the diner and its lone rusty gas pump. She didn’t wait for a response and climbed out of the driver’s seat.

			Lauren entered the small diner, passing two truckers on the way out. A thin man held open the door and gave her a drawn-out leer. She hurried past.

			She took a step inside, her nose following the aroma of fresh pecan pie, when she saw a flash of movement through the eatery’s window.

			The truckers she’d just passed were pointing at Ayers heading to the bathroom and nudging each other. Their pace quickened as they followed her.

			Oh hell no.

			Lauren bolted outside, letting the screen door slap back against its frame, and ran across the empty parking lot. She overtook them and skidded to a halt in front of the men to block their path, just outside the bathroom.

			“Sorry guys, it’s occupied,” she said.

			“That so?” The skinny man offered her a creepy smile. He leaned into her space, forcing her to take a step backward toward the weathered brown door. He reeked of Old Spice and week-old truck grime.

			Her gaze flicked to his buddy who was built like a bus. He had a scratchy three-day growth and a sweat-stained Wild Turkey cap which threw his sharp-brown eyes into shadow. He gave her a hard look.

			“Move,” he warned her. “’Cause we need to take a leak.”

			He suddenly lurched two steps forward, leaning over her. She stepped quickly back again and they all heard the stark, dull thud as her back hit the wall.

			Old Spice crept around to her side. She could almost taste his excitement tinged with something primal. Fear shot through her.

			“You’re pretty,” he told her and slithered himself into her body. He sniffed her. “Be a shame to mess with that pretty face.”

			She felt the light sandpapering of stubble against her cheek, and his breath skittered over her skin, along with the heat from his ragged breathing.

			He reached out to grab a handful of hair, but she jerked her head away deftly. Her softball reflexes were still sharp, and her body remembered. Her senses had never felt more alert.

			She bounced on the balls of her feet, ready to run if it came to that. With a well-timed move she thought she could slam past both men—but then that would leave Ayers alone to face the gauntlet.

			Damn it.

			“Not going to happen, boys,” she said, gritting her teeth. She flexed her fingers into tight fists and dredged up some real menace.

			“It’s absolutely not fucking going to happen,” she repeated. “I grew up with five brothers, and I know about fifty different ways to make ’em drop to their knees and cry like babies. If you touch me or my friend, I will prove it in ways so painful that you can forget ever having kids. Your shitty gene pools would end right here.”

			She glared at them and tried not to swallow. The men exchanged a look.

			“Bullcrap.” Old Spice growled. He tilted his head as he regarded her, and his eyes lit with danger and something far more sinister. He made to shove her aside.

			Fear seared through her nerve endings like a burning sensation, only to be swallowed seconds later by a surge of incredible rage.

			“Stop!” Lauren yelled at him. He froze, startled. “So maybe you’re right, and you can stop me kicking you in the nuts so hard you choke on them. But you’re not faster than me. You can’t stop me from running over there right now,” she hissed, jabbing a finger at the diner, “and shouting loud enough to empty out the entire place. And they’ll all come rushing over to see you two big tough he-men menacing a woman half their size.”

			Pure malevolence darkened Wild Turkey’s cold, empty face. She stared back as he weighed his options. The sound of water running in a sink behind the door broke the silence.

			“Hey Jack,” Old Spice hissed to his friend. “Come on, it’s not worth it. This bitch is crazy.”

			In slow motion, Lauren watched as the washroom door began to open. Wild Turkey suddenly lurched forward, pushing himself full length against Lauren’s body, pinning her to the wall. Her head snapped back in revulsion when he brought his face next to her ear just as Ayers was about to come into view.

			“I could break you into tiny pieces,” he said softly. “Would enjoy that, too. Oh hell yes, I’d enjoy that. But I choose not to. It’s your lucky day. Bitch.”

			Suddenly he was gone. The oppressive smell of sweat and aftershave was replaced by an empty wash of dusty air. Lauren exhaled, adrenaline flooding her as he strode away. His creepy friend fell in beside him. Her pulse thumped against her neck.

			“Making new friends, King?” Ayers enquired as she came into view and watched the two men depart.

			“N-not exactly,” she said weakly.

			“Get your donuts?”

			She shook her head numbly.

			“Probably for the best.”

			Lauren stared at her blankly.

			“King? You all right?”

			Lauren swallowed. “Um, f-fine, yeah. Let’s go. Now. Come on.”

			She almost sprinted for the car, fearful her legs would give out before she got there. Once inside, with the car door closed, she smashed the knob to lock it and let out a shuddering breath. Her hands shook as she put them on the steering wheel, and they left sweaty smears along the black leather.

			“I can’t help but notice we’re not actually moving,” Ayers said gently after a few minutes as she buckled herself in.

			“Just gimme a sec, okay?” Lauren swallowed again and waited for her heartbeat to drop to merely freight train frantic.

			“Do you want me to drive? It’s been a while since I drove stick, but…”

			Lauren shook her head. As she did, she noticed the two rigs driven by the assholes were moving out of the parking lot. The trucks both turned in the opposite direction, away from Carson City.

			She blew her hair from her eyes. Every part of her seemed to sag in relief.

			“Okay,” she said as she turned the key. It took two attempts. The Beast sprung into life. “Let’s go.”
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			They hadn’t said much since Olencha. Even their food and fuel stop at Bishop an hour ago had been a largely silent affair. Over lunch, Lauren had finally bitten the bullet and tried to decipher Florence’s instructions for their motel between bites of waffles, while Ayers made some calls after barely touching a lettuce and tomato sandwich on wholegrain.

			It had been seven hours, and with the adrenalin long worn off, Lauren was exhausted. Her gaze wearily flicked to the right and flashed past something wide and blue and probably beautiful. She was beyond caring.

			“Topaz Lake,” Ayers observed, startling Lauren out of her trance. “It marks the border to Nevada.”

			Not long after that, they swept around a final bend and hit the outskirts of Carson City. Dusky pink, browns, and creams made up the color palette of every surface, from the buildings to the dirt.

			Lauren pulled into their assigned Motel 395 accommodation. The sign proudly proclaimed Truck Parking, Queen Beds, and Senior Rates.

			She turned off the ignition in the wide gray square of cracked concrete that held no other cars. A squat single-story motel with a brown roof and fading white walls stared back. Its views were comprised of either the parking lot overlooking a stagnant green swimming pool or the wide highway behind them.

			“I’m going to kill Frank.” Lauren thumped her head against the steering wheel. “We’d be lucky if this hole is even one star.”

			Ayers glanced up from her notes and briefly scrutinized the motel. “No,” she said. “We passed a Grand Millennium a mile up the road.”

			Lauren shook her head. “Frank will never spring for a Grand Millennium. Look at this flea pit. That says what his budget is.”

			“All this tells me is what Frank thinks of you. Now—ignition, U-turn, drive. It’ll be up on the right.”

			Lauren was too tired to argue. She headed back up the road and within minutes pulled into the pink stucco building’s lot. The Grand Millennium’s sign looked more expensive than the entire motel they’d just left. Which wasn’t saying much.
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			Lauren glanced around the hotel’s plush foyer. She was asleep standing up; she was sure of it. She distantly noted that Ayers slid a credit card over the desk. Gold, of course. She was too exhausted to roll her eyes.

			Wait, Ayers’s middle name was Violet?

			She snickered wearily.

			“If you tell a soul, I know people who can make you disappear,” a low voice purred next to her ear.

			Lauren started. “Oh great. Now that we’re four hundred miles from home, your secret violent streak comes out—”

			“Ladies,” the concierge interrupted gently. She had cropped blonde hair, amused bright eyes, and a nametag declaring her to be Janice.

			“I can bump you up to our double suite if you like,” she offered. “No extra charge. No one’s using it this week. Let’s call it ‘family’ rates.” She winked.

			“Double suite?” Ayers scowled. “Do we look like a couple to you? Two. Rooms,” she added crisply.

			“Okay, yes ma’am.” The blonde head bobbed professionally. “Two rooms. I’ll give you both views of the courtyard.”

			Ayers radiated irritation.

			“Ma’ams?” Janice said after a flurry of taps on her computer. “I’ve put you in 408 and 409. I’ll have the porter bring your bags up shortly.”

			She slid a pair of white plastic key cards toward them.

			“Ayers,” Lauren said as she picked up one, “I really don’t think Frank will cover this.”

			“Oh he will.” Ayers’s eyes glittered as she snatched the other card. “Especially after we break our exclusive.”

			“Could be an expensive gamble if you’re wrong,” Lauren said. She snagged her duffel bag, trudged toward the elevator, and leaned heavily on the Up button.

			Ayers slid her carryall over one shoulder and followed. The doors opened, and she entered, but not before she shot a warning glare at a young porter as he attempted to manhandle her pair of designer LVs onto his trolley.

			As the numbers slowly counted up, the silence weighed oppressively in the small space.

			After a moment, Ayer’s restless gaze settled on their reflections in the brushed steel doors.

			Lauren felt scrutinized. Again. She searched for something innocuous to say.

			“Thanks for upgrading us,” she said. “Not a fan of motels with a Petri dish for a pool.”

			Her words sounded unnaturally loud over the faint hum of the elevator.

			Ayers’s gaze burned a hole through their reflections in the doors. Lauren wondered what her malfunction was. Surely it wasn’t the rainbow brigade at Reception? She shifted from foot to foot and adjusted her duffel bag on her shoulder.

			What now? Should she invite Ayers to dinner? What was the etiquette for this? Should they order in room service or go out?

			Lauren closed her eyes as she gave the matter thought.

			There was a ding. The doors opened.

			She opened her eyes to see Ayers already gone and flying down the dimly-lit hall in ten rapid strides.

			No wave. No goodbyes. She stared after her. The door to 408 snicked open then clunked shut.

			Lauren gazed down the empty corridor, annoyed and far too tired to dissect Ayers’s latest crap. She wearily headed for her own room and dumped her bag on the floor two feet inside. She glanced around. Pink walls? Okay then.

			She contemplated the groaning air-conditioner struggling to keep the room cool. She was tempted to fiddle with it, but even the thought sounded exhausting. Maybe in the morning.

			She flopped on the queen-sized bed adorned in a pinkish-red cover. She kicked off her shoes, which flew across the room landing with a distant pair of thuds, and tried to concentrate on the night’s itinerary.

			Shower, food—possibly with Ayers—then sleep. Lots and lots of sleep.

			Sounded good. She’d just close her eyes for a minute and then get started.

			The air-conditioner hummed noisily on.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 6

			Chump Change

			 

			Lauren woke to a pounding noise, a parched throat, and a sense of disorientation. What was it with motels insisting on bolting shut windows and pumping stale air through air conditioners?

			And what the hell had woken her? She pulled back the sheets and padded to the door, inched it open and peered out. The corridor was empty.

			She closed it and peered around.

			Another knock. Sharper this time.

			Wait—the sound was coming from her closet?

			She yawned and tripped over her duffel bag on her way to pull the door open. Instead of racks or hangers, she found a vastly more irritating sight.

			“About time, King,” Ayers said, taking in her rumpled form. “I was starting to think you were going to sleep the day away. Come on—we have work to do.”

			Lauren stared at Ayers. She was immaculately dressed, wearing a fresh pair of jeans and crisp pale-blue shirt unbuttoned over a white designer T-shirt.

			She blinked at her, still half asleep and disoriented. “Adjoining rooms?”

			When had that been decided?

			“Clearly our little friend at reception thinks we’re either suppressing our secret desires or hiding them from the world,” Ayers drawled. “Now do you think you can divest yourself of yesterday’s clothes, have a shower, and join me for breakfast sometime today? I’ve set us up a meeting this morning.”

			“Meeting?”

			“Shower first.” There was a long pause as she peered over Lauren’s shoulder and surveyed the sheets scrunched up in a pile across her bed.

			Lauren scowled and ran her fingers through her hair. So she was a messy sleeper. So what? Like she was going to be judged before breakfast for not waking up in a perfectly made bed. She pointedly scratched her ass.

			Ayers shook her head, took a step back, and closed the adjoining door between them with a decisive clunk. “My room, fifteen minutes,” she said through the wood.

			Lauren glared at the door and offered it a middle finger. The door suddenly reopened. Lauren froze, eyes wide, as Ayers added, “And King, we’re meeting the public today so try to dress accordingly.”

			Ayers’s focus shifted to Lauren’s finger, which Lauren sheepishly balled into a fist.

			“Right,” she said and cleared her throat.

			Fourteen minutes and one shower later, she stepped into the other room, slicking back her hair with her hand. Ayers glanced up from the Nevada Appeal and laid the local paper to one side.

			“I took the liberty,” Ayers said, waving her hand at a plate of fruits and pastries. “I didn’t know what you liked, so I just ordered anything that had a lot of sugar and fat. The fruit salad’s for me,” she added dryly and stabbed a grape with her fork.

			“I don’t know where you get the idea that I only eat crap.” Lauren reached for a croissant and a pat of butter.

			“It’s a mystery,” Ayers murmured and nudged the stack of pancakes oozing with maple syrup her way.

			“So,” Lauren glanced at the morning edition, “anything exciting happening in these parts?”

			“I’d like to say the usual, but there’s nothing usual about Nevada. Page ten says that plans have stalled to move the state’s execution chamber from Carson City closer to Ely and its death row prisoners. Apparently state-sanctioned killing rooms are so mundane they don’t even make it to the front fold.”

			Ayers sliced into a banana.

			“God forbid Carson City loses its macabre tourist attraction,” Lauren suggested darkly and slathered strawberry jelly on her croissant.

			“It’s financial,” Ayers said. She flicked the paper with her finger. “They’re also debating whether to give aid for domestic violence victims to flee their abusers. That made it to page twenty-three, only just ahead of the recipes for the perfect prime rib.”

			“What’s there even to debate?”

			“That’s also financial.” Ayers slid a slice of banana in her mouth and chewed slowly.

			“I suppose everything is around here,” Lauren said. “Never seen more fliers for gambling day trips to Vegas than I found on my dresser this morning. This joint’s just a regular land of money-making opportunities.”

			“So it seems,” Ayers said. “So, this morning we’re meeting with a man named Bourke.”

			“Right. And he is?”

			“That is literally all I know. Yesterday at our lunch stop I called a GOP contact in Washington to set us up with someone senior within the Nevada Legislature for a backgrounder. I said it had to do with a ‘very unusual launch in LA.’ That was all I said. He didn’t even need to ask what I was talking about, just said he’d see what he could do.”

			“Seriously?” Lauren muttered. “It’s already gone all the way to Washington?”

			“So it would seem. While both political parties are efficient at heading off dirt as it’s kicked up, the haste with which this story has slithered up the pole is startling. Usually it’d take a few weeks at least for someone to admit it to Washington, just in case it turns into something.”

			“So what does this speed mean then?”

			“Usually one of two things,” Ayers said, as she forked a melon ball. “Either something unspeakably bad has happened, and they need a crack team on it immediately, no matter the embarrassment. Or, they’re just as confused as we are and are hoping someone from outside their little swamp can make sense of it.

			“Bourke will probably reveal which it is, one way or the other. How much he squirms and over what will give us a good idea. We’re meeting him for coffee up the road in twenty minutes.”

			“Why would he even agree to the meeting? No one I tried would even return my calls.”

			“My contact owes me one and called in a favor. Even so, sometimes certain people like their co-operation put on the record early in case a story blows up into something big later. The governor’s office can then later say they were up-front at all times and had nothing to hide. They may even cite our meeting as proof they’ve been above-board from the start and have only ever wanted to get to the truth—even if that’s just spin.”

			“Sneaky.”

			“Politics,” Ayers said simply.

			They both ate in silence for a few minutes.

			“I think we should try and find Cherry Pie,” Lauren said suddenly. “It’s a distinctive name. Shouldn’t be too hard. She seemed friendly enough.”

			“Friendly?” Ayers eyed her, askance.

			Lauren snorted. “Well she did flirt a bit—all in good fun.” Her fork wavered as she briefly considered the pancakes. “Hey, don’t look at me like that. It’s not like I’d be interested. She’s probably nudging fifty once you scrape off all that make-up.”

			“That’s your objection? Her age? Not that you’d have to swipe your credit card first before every date?”

			“Well, that too.”

			“Or the fact she’s female?” Ayers asked curiously. She laid her fork down.

			Lauren regarded her breakfast companion. “Is there something you’re asking me?” she said with deceptive softness.

			A charged silence fell between them. They stared at each other. Finally Ayers leaned back casually in her seat, eyes hooded. She picked up her fork again.

			“There are dozens of brothels throughout Nevada,” she said, her tone suddenly all business. “Finding one prostitute among hundreds is a big ask.”

			“Sure,” Lauren said. “But I’ll bet they have a pretty good idea of who works where. I bet we’d only have to call a handful to find which one is hers.”

			“Good point.” Ayers nodded.

			Lauren glanced at her in surprise. Ayers’s twitching lips threatened a smile.

			“Where should we start? Alphabetically? By county?” Ayers asked.

			“What about with the brothels closest to Carson City?” Lauren suggested. “If the women were hired by someone from the government, odds are he wouldn’t have gotten them from too far away. He might have even gone with women he knows.”

			“You think he’s hired them before?”

			“Maybe.” Lauren shrugged. “It wouldn’t be the smart thing to do, but nothing about this makes sense.”

			“True,” Ayers said. She glanced at her watch. “Let’s call the nearest places as soon as we’ve spoken to Bourke. On that note—you’ll be wanting to change before we head out.”

			“What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?” Lauren protested, looking down at her heavy-duty red shirt and worn pale jeans. “This is country. We’re in the country.”

			“You look ready for the rodeo,” Ayers retorted, eyes amused. “Only missing the spurs.”

			Lauren shrugged and jumped to her feet, tore off her long-sleeve shirt, and dumped it on the floor. She was now in a tight white tank top. She placed her hands on her hips. “Better?”

			Lauren found herself being assessed for a long moment. It was unnerving.

			“No. I don’t think so.” Ayers uncoiled elegantly from her chair and stood. Without another word she disappeared into one corner of the room and swung open the closet door.

			“Well?” she asked when Lauren hadn’t moved; she popped her head back out impatiently.

			Lauren walked over, confused. “What are you doing?”

			Ayers didn’t answer but pulled out two jackets still on their hangers and held them against Lauren’s chest, one after the other, then shook her head. She put them back and reached for another.

			“Hey—I can dress myself,” Lauren protested.

			“All evidence to the contrary,” Ayers said. “This one I think. Casual, but not cheap.” Her gaze flitted over Lauren’s tank top. “Okay. Try it on.”

			She pushed a stunning tailored cream jacket into Lauren’s arms. It was cinched at the waist and studded with snappy bronze zippers and buttons. She glanced at the label. Michael Kors.

			Ayers stood back and waited.

			Lauren dusted her fingers over the soft material appreciatively before she slid it along her arms and settled it across her shoulders. She quickly did up the rustic buttons and turned to look at the full-length mirror on the closet doors.

			She took in the way the jacket hugged the curve of her waist and flared out higher to emphasize the swell of her bust. It was stylish, sexy, and screamed high class.

			She blinked at her reflection. If she didn’t have the evidence before her eyes, she wouldn’t believe it. Since when did she exude high class?

			“Wow,” she said, then reddened, appalled she’d blurted it out loud.

			Ayers leaned in over her shoulder, and Lauren watched in the mirror as she pulled the collar perfectly straight, her well-defined cheekbone resting almost against Lauren’s. She could smell Ayers’s scent and feel her body heat warming her skin. The fine hairs along her neck stood up.

			Ayers matter-of-factly dusted the top of Lauren’s shoulders sharply, trailed her fingers down to the ends of sleeves, which she then snapped expertly in line. She took barely a half step back, her body right behind Lauren, and slowly perused Lauren’s reflection.

			“‘Wow’ indeed,” Ayers murmured in agreement and studied Lauren’s eyes in the mirror. She gave a satisfied smile. “I believe Mr. Kors suits you.”

			Soft warm breath feathered the back of her neck, and Lauren blinked. “Yeah,” she agreed with a small grin. “I think so too.”

			Ayers responded with one of her rare genuine smiles. It was captivating—all perfect white teeth and teasing, curling lips, while those glittering eyes regarded her with amusement.

			Lauren’s breath hitched, and she was startled to find herself sway slightly back into the warmth behind her. She frowned and stepped quickly to one side. She tore her gaze off Ayers’s stupid, perfect smile, vastly irritated to feel her cheeks heating up again.

			This was ridiculous. She could hire herself out as a stop light at this rate.

			“I, um, thanks,” she said, far too brightly. “That’s, this, it’s great. Promise not to get food on it or anything; you’ll get it back safe and sound. Right, so, I’ve just got, uh, some stuff to do. Before we go.”

			She was rambling. God, how she was rambling. Ayers stared at her with an inscrutable expression, eyebrow cocked.

			“And shoes. I need some,” Lauren added. She gestured to her feet dumbly, spun on her heel, and padded toward the adjoining room.

			“Don’t forget your little rodeo blouse,” Ayers called after her, pointing at the puddle of discarded shirt. Lauren scooped it up with a brusque snap on the way past.

			Lauren felt that all-too observant scrutiny track her until she closed the door with a click. Only then did she remember to let out her breath.
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			Victor Bourke had a tanned, ruddy face, a shoelace necktie strangling his puffy throat, and appeared to be affixed to his chair by sweat. Despite the day’s already rising heat, he had squeezed himself into a tight tan suit.

			Ayers greeted him with a full-charm offensive. She offered her hand for a firm shake, made eye contact, flashed teeth when she smiled, and made witty small talk about local politics. Lauren found the charisma overload disconcerting.

			Bourke had given her a penetrating stare that said he wasn’t that easy, and had twice avoided answering exactly what his job title was with the Nevada Legislature.

			Lauren thought he looked like a mid-level political lackey. Probably heard everything going on while being responsible for next to nothing. Useful, but not powerful. Even so, he was clearly nobody’s fool, a fact Ayers had clocked immediately. Her body language subtly shifted from charming to all-business in an instant.

			Bourke ordered the diner’s “double buzz” coffee with extra cream. Elbows planted on the table, he studied them.

			“I agreed to this meeting because Jim’s an old friend of mine,” he told Ayers, pointing a slug-like finger at her. “But this is a one-time thing. Go through the media liaison boys after this. And, as we agreed, nothing’s on the record, right?”

			Ayers and Lauren murmured their assent.

			“So you want to know about the party ladies,” he began. “The ones at that SmartPay USA thing? Let me cut the bull. There’s no big, high-level cover-up taking place that you reporters like to convince yourself is going on.”

			He actually looked grumpy at the thought.

			“We’re not stupid,” he continued. “We’ve got eyes. And some of those gals at the event were already known to some of the gentlemen at the event in a private capacity, if you know what I’m saying. So, we knew they were from around here.”

			“You also must have known your political competitors hadn’t hired them,” Lauren said. “Because they’d have been just as embarrassed as your side if it came out three-dozen prostitutes were at a big launch they were at.”

			“Something like that,” Bourke said sourly.

			“Was someone sending your governor a message? Is this a threat of some kind?” Ayers asked. “They plan to embarrass him for something?”

			“No,” Bourke said. “Nothing like that. Besides Freeman is clean as a whistle, especially on family values. It’s one of the reasons why we tapped him in the first place. Even the skeletons in his closet go to Bible group three times a week.”

			“Then what?” Ayers asked.

			“We think someone was playing a little joke on us.”

			Lauren’s eyebrows shot up.

			“A joke?” Ayers said doubtfully.

			“That’s what I said. Look, there’s nothing sinister about any of this. Someone was up to some mischief for kicks, and that’s all it was. Nothing to get worked up over.”

			“Who did it?” Ayers asked. “Do you know?”

			“Do you?” he countered and reached for his coffee. He took a long, deep draught, and watched her closely.

			Ayers pinned him with an intense gaze. “Mr. Bourke, how can you be so sure it’s a silly joke if you don’t even know who did it?”

			His nostrils flared. “Now I never said whether we know or don’t know. But it is being handled. And I can tell you this—it’s not news.”

			“It’s not news?” Lauren said, unimpressed. “You seem so sure. So I guess you must know all about where the money came from to pay for those women.”

			Bourke’s expression became closed. “Well I’m not going to speculate on—”

			“We know it was from government funds.” Lauren stalled him instantly.

			“You know?” He considered her.

			“I’ve seen the proof—an invoice with the Nevada state seal,” Lauren said.

			Bourke shook his head in distaste. “The practical joker behind the stunt will be charged soon enough. You’re worked up over nothing.”

			“I’m sure funding hookers with taxpayer funds isn’t nothing to the public, any more than it’s a joke,” Lauren said. “So would you like to tell us where exactly the money came from? Which account?”

			Ayers shot her an approving look.

			“I’m not at liberty to disclose the actual account which is being looked at in an internal investigation,” Bourke said warily.

			“Why not, if this is all such a nothing story?” Lauren asked. “So much for no cover-ups.”

			He peered at them for a moment, took another great gulp of coffee, and thumped the cup heavily on the table.

			“You reporters,” he grumbled. “Always assuming the government is the bad guy. But we did nothing wrong, and I promise you that you’re chasing your tails. Like I said, it’s an isolated incident by one person. A person who will be found and fired. The money will be recovered. That’s all there is to it. We’re talking chump change anyway.” He rose. “Give my best to Jim,” he told Ayers, then headed out, shouldering the cafe door heavily.

			They watched him go. Ayers looked thoughtful.

			“So much for a non-story,” Lauren said. “Was that an ass-covering exercise for when this blows up later? Or does that pass as actual backgrounding in your part of the world?”

			“It was a little of both and neither,” she said absently. She scribbled herself a note and looked up. “He was actually more forthcoming than he meant to be. He admitted it was one of theirs—he said he will be fired. So we know it was an employee, not an outside hacker. And we know they haven’t got him yet because Bourke said the culprit will be found.”

			“Yeah, but he didn’t say much else of any use,” Lauren said. “All his spin boiled down to ‘Nothing to see here, move along.’ Why did he even bother coming at all?”

			Ayers’s eyes sparkled. “Well I suspect he wanted to find out what we know. He was really here to interview us. Right about now he’ll be on the phone to Freeman’s chief of staff, telling him the LA reporters sniffing around know next to nothing.

			“Although they’re also probably frantically figuring out their damage control strategy over the fact we’re saying it’s government money. Fairly soon we’ll be getting a terse statement denying they know anything about anything, including their own names.”

			Lauren stretched her legs under the table and considered that. “Hey did you see his face when I asked where the money came from? He looked all weird, like a puffer fish.”

			Ayers shot her an amused glance. “Yes. He really did.”

			“Yet he was dismissive of it at the same time. Chump change?” Lauren reached for her notebook and began to write a list.

			“Chump change can’t be right,” she muttered, continuing her thought. “Like, how much would it cost to bus in thirty-four working girls from Nevada? Every hour on that bus is an hour they’re not earning money for their brothel, so it’d have cost a bit to buy them all for the night, right? And travelling time is, like, seven or eight hours each way, so it’d really add up.”

			“Yes,” Ayers said, looking intrigued. “A good question.”

			“You ladies want anything else?” A busty young waitress appeared next to Ayers holding a coffee pot. She smiled warmly. “I have some delicious pie.” Her eyes were guileless, but Lauren almost choked on the innuendo.

			Ayers didn’t miss a beat. “I’m sure you do, but we’ll just have the bill, thank you,” she said with a warm smile.

			Lauren stared at her. She looked so different. Her mouth felt suddenly dry as she studied the sensual sweep of Ayers’s neck when she leaned forward and jotted down some more notes in shorthand.

			“The bus rental wouldn’t have been cheap either,” Ayers said. “Which company did he book again? You had the photo of the bus on your phone? Wait, you called them, too, didn’t you?”

			Lauren’s gaze meandered over the soft curves to a crisp pale-blue collar, and she absently wondered whether that flawless skin went all the way down. Her eyes sprang open at the realization she was actually contemplating what lay beneath all that starched linen.

			The scratching pen stopped, and Ayers focused on her. “What’s your problem?” Ayers asked. “You look like you’re passing a kidney stone.”

			“Nothing,” Lauren muttered and cleared her throat. “And, um, it was Carson City Coach Rental. We can check it out after we’ve found where Cherry works.”
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			It took only three calls to find Cherry Pie. Wild Bunny Heaven Ranch was in Mound House, a small community just over the Carson City boundary in Lyon County.

			Despite its name, the white, squat building was neither a ranch nor heavenly. It looked more like a temporary building constructed from plywood and held together with little more than grime and spittle.

			Dark brown air-conditioning units crouched on the flat tin roof, and off-white rusting downpipes scribbled down the sides of the numerous rooms. A forbidding high barbed-wire fence circled the ranch.

			“Well that’s inviting,” Lauren declared as they pulled into the empty parking lot. “No wonder Cherry seemed so thrilled to be getting out for the night.”

			“Do you think they live here, too?” Ayers surveyed the depressing building that looked barely held together. “The women?”

			“For their sakes, I hope not,” Lauren said unbuckling her seatbelt. “I’m surprised you don’t know.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?” Ayers looked genuinely put out.

			Lauren raised her hands. “Sorry, I just assumed you’d know. You seem to know everything else.”

			Ayers’s eyes narrowed as though she was picking through the comment for the insult.

			“Well you do,” Lauren said. “Seriously!”

			“Politics I know, King,” she said. “Brothels are not something for which I’ve had much call to master the inner workings.”

			She exited the car and slammed the door, making Lauren wince. “Hey! Could you not beat up The Beast?” she protested. “Geez.”

			Ayers said nothing as she pulled out her cell phone and checked for messages.

			“Let me take the lead on this one?” Lauren suggested as she got out too. “We need to schmooze a little. And, let’s face it; I’m the people person of our duo.”

			Ayers glared at her over the roof of the Chevy. “It may shock you to know, but all those years in Washington I didn’t always approach situations with guns blazing. I can be charming.”

			Lauren looked at her skeptically. “Fine. Prove me wrong.”

			She locked The Beast and looked up to see Ayers’s swaying hips already halfway toward the sign marked Reception.

			God forbid Ayers actually waited for her.
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			Whatever Lauren thought the inside of a brothel would look like, this was not it. A dozen framed posters lined the red walls, featuring the stars of the ranch dressed up as showgirls. Below these sat a long sofa in velvet crimson with mounds of matching, tasselled cushions. Not even the dim lighting could disguise the age of the fraying décor.

			A shrunken woman with an efficient brown bob, wizened leathery skin, and thick, bright-red glasses exited the office at the rear and closed the door with a snick behind her.

			She was probably in her sixties, her nose-bleedingly-high black heels drilled with practised ease into the thin gray carpet as she stalked toward them. She wore a plum, cleavage-plunging dress with the weariness of an endured uniform. She was quite possibly the least sexy woman Lauren could ever imagine in this line of business. Maybe that was the point? To get the clients focused on the available women on offer?

			“Ladies,” the woman rasped. “Welcome to Wild Bunny Heaven Ranch,” she said. She sized them up. “So—are you reporters, cops, or just lost?”

			“How do you know we’re not clients?” Lauren asked.

			The woman bared her lips ever so slightly to offer a glimpse of nicotine-stained teeth.

			“Oh I can’t imagine,” she said. Her eyes dropped to the cell phone in Ayers’s hand. “So, you’re not lost.”

			“Okay, well, I was wondering if I could meet one of your women?” Lauren said. “Her name is Cher–”

			“She’s busy.” The woman regarded Ayers closely and finally shook her head. “Not cops.”

			Her eyes flicked to Lauren. “Well, you maybe. Definitely not her. A blue blood, and she can’t hide it. But since you’re here together, you likely work together—so which newspaper? Because somehow I know you two aren’t here looking to spice things up.” Her gaze shifted back to Ayers, and she offered a quirked eyebrow. “Although perhaps you are. A little walk on the wild side with the rough trade, darlin’?” Her eyes darted back to Lauren.

			“Oh well done,” Ayers said softly. “You seem to have us nicely figured out. Miss…”

			“Athena.”

			“As in the goddess of war?” Ayers inquired politely, her voice still low.

			“Or wisdom and strategy,” Athena said.

			“Don’t forget arts and crafts,” Lauren inserted helpfully.

			“Oh I see.” Athena narrowed her eyes, and she thrummed long, purple talons against her hips. “A pair of clowns. Well, you can find the door.”

			She pivoted away from them and moved toward her office.

			“We’re reporters,” Ayers said at her retreating back. “From Los Angeles. The Daily Sentinel.”

			Athena’s stride slowed. She beckoned them into her office with a crooked finger and arranged herself on a cheap swivel chair with the authority of a queen. She peered up at them. “Quite a drive. And why are you here?”

			“There was a party in LA on Saturday, the eleventh,” Ayers said. “Some of your ladies attended. We’d like to know more about the circumstances of that booking.”

			“All client details are private. I’m surprised you’d bother to ask. You must know the drill.”

			“We already know who paid,” Ayers said. “That’s not the information we’re seeking.”

			“That so?” Athena said and waved her hand as a fly buzzed slowly by. Her wrinkled fingers were crammed with antique rings—green- and yellow-stoned baubles which reflected the stark fluorescent light.

			She reached under her desk and brought out a can of fly spray. She liberally doused the insect, her desk, and everything within a three-foot radius, including her guests.

			Lauren coughed. “Shit,” she muttered indignantly when she sucked in a lungful. “Do you have to Agent Orange everything?”

			“Just the pests.” Athena put the can away. “Doing Nevada a favor.” She smiled brightly.

			Ayers’s jaw worked. Lauren watched, intrigued, wondering how vicious the comeback would be. Instead Ayers said tightly, “Someone hired your ladies at taxpayers’ expense for a business launch.”

			“Imagine that,” Athena remarked evenly.

			“The party was held in LA. Our governor was there, too.”

			“Mmm,” Athena said neutrally.

			“Look, can we just see the invoice?” Lauren interjected. “We already know who the client was. It’s not revealing anything.”

			“If it’s not revealing anything, why ask to see it?” Athena asked. “If such an invoice existed.”

			At Lauren’s disbelieving look, she added, “Oh sweetie, how long do you suppose I’d survive in this game if I handed out the specifics of private bookings to nosy reporters?”

			“Okay,” Lauren said, shoulders slumped. “True. Let’s play a hypothetical then. How much would it cost to hire thirty-four women for a night and take them to LA and back?”

			“Depends on what they’re doing. How many services are being offered,” Athena countered. “Hypothetically speaking.”

			“Let’s say they’re just there for scenery,” Lauren said. “Stay a few hours then leave. All up they’d be gone, say, twenty hours total, including travel time.”

			“I don’t have thirty-four women at my ranch,” Athena said. “I have eighteen.”

			Lauren blinked. “But I saw thirty-four at the party.”

			“I thought we were talking hypothetically.” Athena leaned back in her chair and regarded her. She drummed her fingernails against the desk. “But for argument’s sake, if you wanted, say, thirty-four girls, I’d have to call in our sister ranch in the next county. I’d do a deal with them for the remaining girls required. Any reason you want thirty-four? It’s an unusual number.”

			Athena was playing with them now, Lauren decided. She looked far too amused. Although, she was right—it was an odd number.

			“Let’s say I like unusual numbers.” Lauren said. “So how much then, total?”

			“$102,000,” Athena said without hesitation.

			There was a silence. Ayers reached for her notebook and scribbled the number down.

			“Over a hundred thousand?” Lauren whispered. “Are you kidding me?”

			“Thirty-four girls for twenty hours at $150 an hour—that’s our base rate that stipulates absolutely no sexual contact.”

			“It’s really impressive you know that total off the top of your head,” Lauren muttered.

			“Can’t be a successful entrepreneur without good math, sweetie.”

			“True.”

			Athena offered a slow smile. “Of course, we do offer a five-percent discount for those clients spending more than $50,000 on a single event.”

			“So that’s…” Lauren tried to do the math in her head.

			“$96,900,” Athena said easily.

			“You really are good at numbers,” Lauren said, impressed.

			“Thank you. Well, you are at least more polite than my previous callers on the topic.”

			“What?” Lauren exchanged a look with Ayers. “Previous callers? Talking to you about the LA booking?”

			An unfathomable look crossed Athena’s face. “I didn’t say that,” she said testily. “Now, excuse me ladies, but I have work to attend to. Enjoy your trip home.”

			She ushered them out the door.
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			Lauren slid into the driver’s seat, thoughts racing.

			“Almost a hundred thousand bucks!” Lauren said slowly. “That is not just ‘chump change.’ Someone, somewhere in Nevada’s government has a hole in their budget.”

			“So it would seem.”

			“And what’s with that hasty exit?” Lauren continued, throwing her hands up. “Like she’d left the stove on. And who visited her? That was weird. She was weird.”

			Ayers nodded. “Mm.”

			They sat for a moment, lost in thought, and Lauren traced the swirls of barbed wire along the top of the fence with her gaze.

			“I’ve never been called anyone’s rough trade before,” Lauren murmured.

			“Really?” Ayers sounded surprised.

			Lauren snapped her head around before she could hide her offended reaction. She quickly looked away to drill holes in the steering wheel. An awkward silence fell between them.

			Ayers inhaled a deep breath after a few minutes. “King,” she said. “Regardless of what that irritating creature implied, I don’t look down on you.”

			“No?”

			“Of course not,” Ayers said as though it was the most obvious statement in the world. “Well, your fashion sense, perhaps,” she added, lips curling. “But you? Generally, no.”

			“Yet you’re always reminding me I’m just a hick.” Lauren looked her squarely in the eye. “How many times have you made cracks about where I’m from?”

			“I was only ever reminding you of your roots. If you wish to layer that with negative connotations—that’s on you,” Ayers said, her eyebrow arched imperiously.

			Lauren snorted. “Uh huh.”

			“Besides, I’ve been to the Midwest,” Ayers added. “It’s not without its charms.” She slid her sunglasses on and changed the subject. “I suppose I’m not going to get to meet the infamous Cherry Pie. What a shame.”

			“And she was just your kind of people, too,” Lauren retorted with a sly grin.

			Ayers settled back against the seat. “I’m sure. Now can we get going? Preferably sometime before nightfall. This place makes me rethink my will to live.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 7

			Kors and Effect

			 

			Carson City Coach Rental had a few things going for it. Prime downtown location, a sign that still had all its letters—and words which were spelled correctly—and no barbed wire in sight. But what Lauren especially appreciated about it was it didn’t seem to have quite the same privacy concerns as a brothel.

			As luck would have it, the manager, a solidly built, outdoorsy type with his gaze fixed squarely on her chest, had been extremely forthcoming.

			Walt something was his name. Lauren didn’t quite catch the rest as she’d spent most of the introduction trying to extract her fingers from his engulfing handshake.

			He remembered the booking, he explained, which had arrived via fax two months ago.

			“Strangest thing ever,” he said, scratching his beard. He shrugged; his shoulders were so broad he looked like he probably felled trees before breakfast. “The purchase order came in, and the quote I gave back was for $2200. It’s our LA special—we do it around this time of year when business drops off. But, see, the client faxed back a reply that he’d book us if I upped my price by $40.80.”

			“He wanted you to increase your price?” Lauren asked.

			“Yup. Never seen that in twenty-odd years in the bus-rental business.”

			Walt rummaged around his counter which was cluttered with faded brochures of American vacation destinations. He nudged a Stop Off at Beautiful Baker flier out of the way and looked lost. “I thought the booking folder was here. Must be in the back.”

			Lauren glanced around the windowless office, covered in scenic posters with bland slogans like Buses Show You More. She unbuttoned her borrowed Kors jacket and slid her hands into her jeans pockets.

			“Well, I…uh…I’ll go get the invoice,” Walt told her chest earnestly. “Probably has the feller’s name on it. Since this one’s a government job, it’s, like, everyone’s business, right?” He didn’t move immediately, eyes still south of Lauren’s chin.

			“I’d appreciate that,” Lauren said when he still didn’t budge. He finally lumbered off and almost tripped over his boots in his enthusiasm. The moment he was gone, Ayers stepped up beside her and leaned on the counter.

			“Do you think you could stop presenting yourself like a bonobo chimp in heat?” she said. “It’s giving me indigestion.”

			“It’s hot in here,” Lauren protested. “What would you prefer? I faint in a puddle of sweat?”

			“I would prefer you don’t acquire us an amorous stalker.”

			Lauren rolled her eyes. “He’s just being friendly. Besides, this is information we need. Stop complaining.”

			The man’s return curtailed whatever caustic rejoinder Ayers was about to utter. He slapped a page on the desk. “Darndest thing. I can’t find my invoice. It’s gone from the main binder. Every job I book gets filed in there, and the duplicates go to the drivers. All I could find was the copy of the job sheet. It breaks down every stop a driver has to make for each booking and when he’s supposed to make it.”

			Three heads bent over the typed page on the counter.

			 

			May 11: Lyon County to LA (return)

			Client: Nevada Legislature

			Contact: 1-866-543-9941 (fax)

			Noon: Wild Bunny Heaven Ranch, 27 Desert Rd East, Lyon County—Pick up 34 passengers.

			12:30: Liquor store, 407 N. Curry St—Pick up pallet of champagne, invoice no. 26284.

			20:30: Beverly Hills Regent, 9876 Wilshire Bvd—Drop off passengers, rear door of Grand Convention Ballroom.

			20:45: 11820 W. Olympic Blvd, LA—Collect envelope.

			21:00-23:00: Food and rest break.

			23:00: Beverly Hills Regent—Pick up 34 passengers.

			07:30: Drop off at Wild Bunny Heaven Ranch.

			08:00: Return to Base.

			 

			“What’s this?” Lauren asked and pointed to the stop after the SmartPay launch drop off. “11820 W. Olympic Blvd. And what envelope?”

			Walt shrugged. “Not a clue. I’d normally say you should ask the driver but, like I told you on the phone, Fels just took off. He was supposed to open up for me last Monday—the thirteenth. But when I got in that afternoon, the office was still locked up tighter than a flea’s behind.

			“Two days later I get a Sorry boss, I moved to Mexico, PS I quit text. I can’t believe it.”

			Lauren studied the job sheet. “Can I get a copy of that?” she asked.

			The man’s scowl transformed into a wide smile. “Why, course, darlin’, just wait right there.” He disappeared out the back.

			Ayers side-eyed her. “When Buffalo Bill there tries to woo you later with a bowling date, you can pay for the dry cleaning to get his slobber out of my jacket.”

			The manager loped back in moments later and laid a photocopy down in front of them. He rocked back on his heels and puffed his chest out proudly. Ayers shot him a withering look, and Lauren had to bite her lip to stop from laughing.

			“So, uh, ma’am, don’t suppose you’re free tonight?” Walt asked Lauren hopefully. He scribbled his fingers through his bushy beard. “I’d love to take you out and show you Carson City’s best sights. What hotel are you at? Oh, hey, do you bowl?”
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			“Well that was productive, I suppose,” Ayers said as they settled back in the car. “And he was very, oh, what was that word again? Ah yes. Friendly.”

			Lauren started the engine. “Whatever. Look, we’ve got a lot more now than we had,” she reasoned. “And I thought it was nice of him to give us the job sheet. He didn’t have to. In fact, really, he probably shouldn’t have.”

			“I think it had more to do with your cleavage than any civic-minded interest in helping us get to the truth.”

			Lauren dropped a glance down to her tight tank top and shot her passenger a curious look. “What cleavage?”

			Ayers snapped on her seatbelt. “He was extrapolating. Your undershirt,” she swirled her index finger in the direction of her chest, “leaves little to the imagination.”

			Lauren pursed her lips. “For the last time, I was boiling in there. It’s not like he was being super creepy or anything.”

			“Oh really? Then why did you tell him we were booked into Motel 395?” Ayers asked ever so sweetly.

			“We were booked into Motel 395,” Lauren retorted. “Okay, fine. Like you said, I didn’t want a love-struck stalker. Now can you navigate us to that liquor store on the job sheet?”

			Ayers looked as if she was debating whether to continue the conversation but finally shifted her attention to the paperwork. She picked up her cell phone and consulted a map. “Left, then second right. It’s not far.”

			Before long they were in front of a grimy, shabby building that probably had its best years in the 70s.

			“Speaking of vivid imaginations,” Lauren muttered. “Mine didn’t properly prepare me for how lowbrow this joint would be. Not the first choice for champagne buyers, surely? Especially ones using a government account.”

			“Mmm,” Ayers murmured as she looked over the garish signage and cross-checked it with the job sheet. “This is the place, though. I must say it takes a certain skill to find the cheapest-looking alcohol establishment in the US in which to spend your embezzled funds.”

			“Think it’s deliberate?” Lauren asked.

			Ayers didn’t answer. She continued to stare at the ugly storefront as though hypnotized by its pink fluorescent letters.

			The interior of Booze, Booze, Booze was as classy as its name suggested, and as Lauren glanced around the dusty stands at the prices, she wondered whether anything was over fifteen dollars. If so, she’d yet to find it.

			Ayers had already swept up to the counter and engaged the old man behind it in conversation. Lauren listened as she roamed the aisles.

			“It would have been picked up on the eleventh,” Ayers said. “A Saturday.”

			“Get a lot of orders on Saturday nights,” he said. “Which feller placed the order?”

			Lauren edged around a wine stand to see an elderly man in a Hawaiian shirt, with a nametag that said “Dan.” He was hunched, weary, and perched on a chipped, ancient stool. White hair exploded from his ears. His chin was a riot of gray stubble, and his head bore a tatty cap with an insignia of what appeared to be rifles. It was hard to tell from the grime.

			“The order came with a bus,” Ayers said, side-stepping the man’s question. “As in the champagne bought here was loaded directly onto a chartered bus.”

			“Well why didn’t you say so?” he said with a wheezy laugh. “Who can forget a bus stuffed to the gills with young ladies in their fancy getups? Damn, that was a sight. Plus that order of pink fizz caused one hell of a ruckus later.”

			He rose from his stool and creaked slowly toward one of the darker rear shelves. He mumbled to himself, preventing Ayers asking about the ruckus as she dropped into step behind him. His fingers wagged from shelf to shelf as he looked for something.

			“If’n I recall, the order was faxed in two months ago for 96 bottles. That’s a pallet’s worth. And if you wanna be correct, technically speaking, it’s sparkling rosé that was ordered, not champagne. Blame the French for that persnickety distinction.

			“Ah—here we are—Pink Lady Blushing Bubbles.” He tapped the shelf. “These are them.”

			Lauren joined them and peered over Ayers’s shoulder. Two bottles were left. It was the ugliest wine label Lauren had ever seen in her life, and that included the cheap swill she and her best friend Becky had smuggled into their prom. She wrinkled her nose and studied the price tag.

			“$8.95 a bottle? So it’s the good stuff?”

			The man shot her a sharp look. “You know, girlie, not everyone can afford the blessed drops squeezed from the ass of grapes in the Pyrenees. I cater to all budgets.” He harrumphed and headed back to the counter.

			Ayers, eyes glittering, lowered her lips against Lauren’s ear and softly quoted back her earlier words. “You’re the people person?”

			Lauren glowered at her then caught up to the liquor store owner.

			“Sorry,” she said. “You’re right. Would you mind if we looked at the invoice?”

			“Hmm,” he said, as he huffed with exertion and perched back on his stool. “A smart man would tell you to go to hell. ’Specially after that uppity crack you just made. Then again a smart man probably wouldn’t have said a half of what I said to those stormtrooper bastards who were in here last Tuesday. But, the whole truth of it is, my daddy raised a man with a mouth way bigger than his brain.”

			He cackled at his own joke, which devolved into a hacking cough. He thumped his chest and muttered, “’Scuse me.”

			Lauren and Ayers exchanged a look.

			“Stormtroopers?” Ayers asked carefully. “As in government agents? Or police?”

			“Not police,” Dan said. “I know all the local boys at Carson City Sheriff’s Office. But it wasn’t like I was properly introduced to those jackbooters. There were two of them in sharp suits, no necks, and flashing shiny badges too fast ta see, and they asked about the paperwork for this here order, same as you. And then when I showed it to ’em, they tried to take it off me. Called it gov’ment business. I looked them straight in the necks and said that what they was trying was theft, plain and simple, and I’d make a big ol’ noise to the media and everyone else if they tried to leave here with my private business papers.”

			He ducked below the counter, ferreted around, and then stood, a crumpled pair of stapled pages clutched between his gnarled fingers. The pages were dog-eared and had clearly been much handled. “Oh they tried to lean all over me, but what can they threaten an old man with no family with? I told them that, too. They didn’t like it much. In the end, they gave me my paperwork back and warned me not to talk about this order with anyone else.

			“Now, see, I don’t take kindly to being ordered around when I’m just going about my lawful business,” he continued with an outraged glare. “This is ’Merica! I do not have to take bulldust from anyone, and I sure as hell won’t take it from my own gov’ment.”

			“How do you know they were from the government?” Ayers asked.

			“Who else? They had money for fancy black suits and were built like my first Buick. Those boys meant business. But I’m damned sure threatening law-abiding folks ain’t even close to constitutional, so I’ll take their warning as more of a helpful suggestion. And to that end—here ya go.”

			Dan pushed the pages across the counter. One was an invoice with a red stamped Paid in Full, plus the details of the bottles bought and their price. It was dusty, like everything else in the shop.

			Lauren turned over to the next page and gasped. Jackpot. A purchase order faxed through on official government letterhead. They could clearly see the Nevada state seal, and a series of typed numbers displaying the liquor store where the order had been placed, and—Lauren’s fingers trembled—the full account numbers from which the order would be paid. Lauren pulled out her phone to snap a photo of it.

			“No need for that,” Dan stopped her. “I made plenty of copies after that visit. Stashed them all over. You keep that. And if you happen to be mentioning my establishment in your fancy paper, don’t forget to spell the name right. That’s Booze, Booze, Booze. Right? Three of ’em.”

			Lauren grinned as she picked up the invoice. “Three. Got it. It’s a memorable name for a business, Dan.”

			“That it is. And you can talk to me anytime. I’ll say my thoughts on the record, too. I have plenty of thoughts about unconstitutional fascists, that’s for sure. Yes indeed I do.”

			“Thanks,” Lauren said and took one of the fliers on the counter that had Dan’s phone number on it.

			“We appreciate your help,” Ayers added.

			The door jangled as they left.
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			Lauren shook her head when they got outside. “This is getting surreal. The madam had a visit from those thugs, too, by the sound of things.”

			“Yes,” Ayers said. “But your Romeo at the bus company didn’t. Why not?”

			“Could it have slipped Walt’s mind?”

			Ayers shot her an incredulous glance.

			“Yeah, okay,” Lauren said, feeling stupid. “But I’ll call him and ask anyway.”

			Two minutes later she hung up. “Walt said no one has asked for the paperwork except us. He said he’d call back in a minute; he just wants to check something out.”

			“He’s probably working out his next pick up line,” Ayers said. “Since bowling didn’t grab you.”

			“I have only one sporty mistress, and her name is softball.”

			“Do you still play?”

			Lauren’s phone rang, preventing her from answering.

			“We have to go back,” Lauren said when she ended the call. “Walt has something to show us.”

			“I’ll bet he does.”

			“Cute. But he sounded really spooked. Come on.”

			Ten minutes later they were back at Carson City Coach Rental, crowded around a small black and white monitor as they watched security footage. White numbers at the top left of the screen dated it as Monday, May 13, 8:57am.

			“I checked the video soon as you said people were snooping over that job,” Walt said. “See there? That’s Dave Fels, my driver, opening up the office just like he was s’posed to. Now watch there.”

			He pointed as two tall males entered. There was no sound, but the shapes converged on the driver and all but stood on top of him. Their faces were grim, mouths moving fast. Fels looked petrified and suddenly left the front room.

			“He’s going to the office,” Walt explained.

			They watched as he returned and handed two sheets of paper over.

			Walt hit pause and pointed. “Top left of the paper he’s holding, see that circle? Nevada state seal. That’s the purchase order I got on the LA job. Which means underneath it must be the invoice. No wonder I couldn’t find it.”

			He hit Play. The men leaned in and said something in the driver’s ear.

			Fels flinched, his face ashen. Then they shouldered their way through the doors and left. The driver stood, staring after them, unmoving for several long minutes. Walt stabbed the Stop button.

			“And now we know why your man disappeared to Mexico,” Ayers said.

			“I tried to call him as soon as I saw this,” Walt said, looking ashamed. “Number’s disconnected now. You think I should call the cops?”

			“And say what? That two men spoke to your employee in an intimidating manner, and he has since left the country?”

			“Yeah,” Walt said glumly. “I guess it doesn’t sound like anything they’d care about.”

			“Do you mind if we get a copy of this footage?” Ayers asked.

			He studied them cautiously. “What are you going to do with it?”

			“It will probably be mentioned in our story,” Ayers said. “And on that note, we may ask you for a comment, too, when we have all our facts together. How would you feel about that?”

			Walt hit eject and put the security CD in a blank case. He looked at it anxiously then glanced up. “Well, I think that I’d rather not have this in my possession. And I also think it’d be the right thing to help you expose whatever the hell’s going on here. So yes, call me when you need me. I’ll talk.”

			He slid the disk over the counter and then dropped his business card on top of it.

			“Thank you, Walt,” Ayers said without a trace of her earlier sarcasm.

			“Welcome.” He gave her a solemn nod. “I’d best get some work done.” He turned away.

			“Well,” Lauren said the moment they got outside, “he’s actually brave—not creepy. I think some of us judge people way too fast.”

			“Or some of us give the benefit of doubt far too soon,” Ayers countered as she put her sunglasses on. “He could be brave and still a creep.”

			Lauren unlocked her car. “You are seriously the worst cynic I’ve ever met.”

			“Hang around the corridors of power for as long as I have, and it’ll challenge anyone’s belief in their fellow man,” Ayers said as she got in. “It’s quite the eye opener; I promise you.”

			“Well that’s depressing,” Lauren noted and joined her in the car. “So why the hell do you want to go back to DC?”

			An unfathomable look flitted across Ayers’s face. She shook her head and reached for her notebook.

			“Now that the excitement’s over, we can get back to business. I’ll tally up our findings,” she said briskly. “The total financial damage to the Nevada taxpayers for that big night out was—Prostitutes, $96,900. Bus rental, $2240—”

			“Don’t forget the eighty cents,” Lauren interrupted as she started the car.

			“Heaven forbid.” Ayers made the adjustment. “And pink champagne—or sparkling rosé, I should say—96 bottles at $8.95 each, which totals $859.20…”

			Lauren drove quietly back to their hotel and left Ayers to her calculations. There was a muffled sound of surprise.

			“What?”

			“I need a moment.” Ayers double checked her sums. After a moment she put her notes down.

			“And now we know why the eighty cents was important,” she said. “The grand total is exactly $100,000. To the penny.”

			“You’re kidding.”

			“How many times do I have to tell you…”

			“Yeah, yeah,” Lauren said. “I know.”

			“Obviously spending exactly $100,000 was what the embezzler intended; why else would he ask the coach company to increase its quote?”

			“So much for this whole thing being just a joke,” Lauren mused. “So Bourke’s either delusional or lying if he thinks this whole thing is just for kicks.”

			“Well our friendly neighborhood puffer fish is in politics, so it could be either,” Ayers mused. “Still, the good money’s always on lying.”

			“But what’s it all for? To freak out the political minders to the point they have goons going all over town threatening people and covering this up? Well mission accomplished, if that’s the aim.”

			“That wasn’t the aim,” Ayers said dismissively. “Because if this was all purely about politics, then the prostitutes and alcohol would have been sent to a political launch, not a business one.” She looked up sharply. “Come to think of it, why was this even done at a business launch? Given how meticulously planned everything else has been, the choice of event can’t possibly be a coincidence.”

			She glanced at Lauren, a gleam in her eye. “You know, I’m thinking it’s time we got the full SmartPay tour. Seeing we’re here in its home state, after all. Be a shame not to learn all about the payroll tech supposedly revolutionizing our nation.”
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			SmartPay USA. In the gleaming flesh. Lauren looked up and up at the enormous blue and gold sign that dwarfed all else. They were out in the middle of nowhere, past an industrial estate that included a belching chemical plant and an adjacent pollution-detection equipment manufacturer that bore the sign Your Gas Sampled.

			SmartPay USA’s headquarters were two years old, modern, and all glass and steel. A manicured lawn that would challenge the world’s best putting greens flanked a polished path up to a glass double door.

			“Pretty flashy for a start-up,” Lauren murmured as she stepped onto the shiny path. “Why do I suddenly feel like Dorothy though?”

			“Well let’s go meet the Wizard,” Ayers said; her gaze fell to small solar-powered lights that lined the pathway.

			“Why’s this place so big?” Lauren asked as she glanced around. “What do they even make here?”

			“Good question. And I think your answer is heading our way. Just follow the shiny suit and hair gel.”

			A young man in an expensive blue suit with slicked back hair and a boyish face scampered over to them.

			“Ah the reporters,” he announced. “Our CEO, David Teo, said you’d called his office and were coming by. He’s so pleased California’s media is showing such an interest in our cutting-edge technology. Welcome! I’m Reese Mathieson, SmartPay USA’s national marketing manager.”

			“Afternoon.” Ayers nodded curtly. “Catherine Ayers, the Daily Sentinel.”

			Lauren introduced herself and followed Reese into the foyer, taking in the cavernous layout.

			“It’s a solar-powered, eco-friendly, five-star, green-rated building,” Reese said. He pointed up. “We harness all that boundless Nevada sunshine, and there are solar panels all over the roof.

			“Now then, I’ll be able to show you around and answer any questions about our groundbreaking company.”

			“Why’s it so groundbreaking?” Lauren asked. “Payroll is payroll, right?”

			Reese shot her a look. “On the contrary. Ms. King, we believe we have a unique product that has worldwide appeal. Businesses everywhere will save themselves a great deal of time and money with our product.”

			“So that’s what you make here? Computer disks for payroll departments?”

			“Actually we mainly make dongles,” Reese said enthusiastically.

			“What on earth is a dongle?” Lauren asked.

			Reese practically vibrated with enthusiasm. “Come this way, and I’ll show you. It’s very exciting.”

			The factory floor had hundreds of workers bent over a production line, snapping things into place on what looked to be a tiny, flat USB thumb drive with a slot on the end. Reese clearly had a funny idea about what “exciting” meant.

			“Software disk production is through those doors; employee card creation is the next wing, but right here…” The marketing manager leaned over and plucked a device off the production line. “Dongles,” he said proudly, holding it up. “This is patented technology and represents millions of dollars of research time and development.”

			Lauren and Ayers stared at it.

			“Okay, so this particular dongle is an authentication device we call a SmartKey.”

			He dropped it back on the production line and led them into an office with a computer, a stack of papers, and motivational posters lining the walls about inspiration and perspiration.

			Reese sat down, opened a locked drawer, and pulled out another dongle. “This is my own SmartKey dongle. So what does it do, you ask? Let’s say you’ve just been paid your wages into your SmartPay account, and you want to use our optional extra services to pay your bills securely. This little guy means you can do that and cannot be hacked. Impossible.”

			He held up the dongle to the light.

			“This end plugs into any home computer or mobile device—you just use the correct attachment.” He plugged it into his laptop. “And the slot at the other end reads the chip in the corner of your SmartPay employee card.”

			Lauren said, “Let me guess, is it called SmartCard?”

			He flashed her a delighted smile. “Well now, have you been reading our informational material? As it so happens, it is.”

			He opened his wallet and pulled out a plastic card with his SmartPay ID on it. In one corner was a hologram with the company logo.

			He slid his employee card into the dongle’s slot. A tiny green light came on.

			“Now my payroll card and the dongle have just given each other a little electronic handshake, so all I have to do is log into SmartPay’s banking site using my unique password.”

			He tapped some keys, hit enter, and added cheerfully, “There. We’re now all set to pay our bills.” He smiled proudly. “Cannot be hacked,” he repeated, tapping the SmartKey gadget.

			“So far we have 35,000 SmartPay USA users on our system, and not one has ever been hacked or had their identities fraudulently used.” He looked at them expectantly. “Did you want to write that down? 35,000.” He waited.

			Lauren twitched her pen listlessly over her notepad which seemed to satisfy him.

			“Any questions?” he asked hopefully.

			“Aren’t you just a bank in disguise?” Lauren suggested.

			“Oh no, not at all,” Reese said as he logged off and locked away his dongle. “We primarily do payroll systems with a few optional financial perks for members. Think of us as payroll friends with benefits.” He looked at them expectantly. “Now—would you like our media pack? What am I thinking? Of course you would!”

			“Sure,” Ayers said, the sarcasm lost on him. She dutifully accepted the hefty folder, stamped with SmartPay USA: Paying The Future Today.

			Lauren peered over Ayers’s shoulder. “Some light reading for tonight,” she said.

			Reese nodded. “Oh indeed.”

			“By the way, what if SmartPay users want some cash?” Lauren asked.

			“Oh that’s easy. At every site using SmartPay, we install an ATM and service it. It’s part of the contract. And we install at least one in any city or town center that is located near a SmartPay affiliated business.”

			“You don’t share ATMs with other banking institutions?” Lauren said.

			“Absolutely not. It’s part of our security promise to customers. We’re not like the rest—our ATMs are unique. Want to see?”

			He didn’t wait for an answer but led them outside to a vast manicured grassy square and pointed to a cash machine on the far side.

			“An added security feature is that only the person whose photo is on their SmartCard can withdraw money,” Reese said. “There is a small camera on each ATM that will scan the user and compare it to its database of employee photos. It’s ingenious. It can ‘see’ through sunglasses, bandages, and different hair styles and hats. Oh and the best part—who needs a PIN to remember? Not us! Just slot your card in and say cheese!

			“We’ve had enquiries from security companies all over the world to purchase the standalone recognition technology, and LAX is particularly interested because it sees through disguises and could help them spot the bad guys. It’s quite a coup.”

			As they got closer, Lauren could see the small eye of a camera at nose level jutting out from the machine. She leaned in to look at it and heard a mechanical whir as it focused on her features. She scowled at it. A red cross appeared on screen with the words User Not Recognized. Try Again.

			A wailing siren sounded behind her which made Lauren leap back in fright. Her heart rate rocketed to dizzying speeds, and she swallowed a curse. Reese gave her a curious look.

			“Whoa! Steady on there, Ms. King. It’s just the lunch horn. But I’d step back if I were you. Today’s payday.”

			The trio stood aside and watched as workers from all parts of the building swarmed on their location like yellow and blue ants. Men and women in overalls with plastic protective boot coverings spilled out from the factory floor, and many headed for the machine.

			Lauren watched the line of employees shuffling forward; each waited for facial recognition, inserted a card, then withdrew cash.

			“Creatures of habit,” Reese sighed, watching the line inch forward. “Our online payment and e-services are so much more convenient and efficient, but people are people. There’s always a stubborn group unwilling to embrace all the benefits of the future.”

			He suddenly grinned. “But, hey, that reminds me—let me show you the staff cafeteria. That’s cutting edge, too. I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised with what they’ve done with the state of the art condiment dispensers. We’ve had queries about these from every major fast-food chain in the nation.”

			[image: 206791.jpg]

			“Thank god that’s over,” Lauren sighed an hour later as she gratefully sank into her car seat. “That man’s excitement over condiments and dongles was insane.”

			“Oh I don’t know—automated sauce dispensers could be the future, King,” Ayers said and suppressed a yawn. “I swear, though, used car lots have more soul than that place. And that dumbed-down PowerPoint presentation with the singing cartoon employees sucked a year out of my life.”

			“Yeah,” Lauren agreed and started the engine. “I’ve got that damned jingle stuck in my brain.”

			As they hit the outskirts of town, she nudged Ayers who seemed barely awake.

			“Hey. It’s almost four. Where to now?”

			Ayers sat up straighter.

			“We may as well head back to the hotel. I have to update Neil on how we’re doing. You should probably check in with Frank, too, just to keep you on his good side. And let’s split the SmartPay material in half and read up on all the fine print.”

			Lauren nodded. “Good idea. Why don’t we find somewhere halfway decent for dinner tonight and compare notes.”

			“All right,” Ayers said. “I’ll leave the restaurant choice up to you.” She closed her eyes again.

			Lauren nodded. “Right. Can do.”
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			Dinner was at Mamma’s, a cosy Italian place opposite a small casino. But Lauren didn’t hold that against it. All two online reviewers had given it four stars, and she was sold on the fact there were no plastic tablecloths. All class.

			Small red jars with candles inside and the delicious smell of garlic greeted them as they entered and headed for a booth.

			“Not bad, King,” Ayers said as they settled in. Her lips twitched. “I must admit, I half expected you to choose somewhere with all three courses served on the same tray.”

			“I don’t like to be a cliché all the time,” Lauren said. “Gotta keep you on your toes.”

			After they’d ordered, Lauren and Ayers compared notes.

			“I’ve been studying all the numbers on that Booze, Booze, Booze purchase order,” Lauren said. She tapped the page. “I think this line is the government account that the payment was made from. What else could it be?”

			“I agree.”

			“And there’s a code there, too. RF814. No clue what that means. I’d love to find out.”

			“I’m fairly certain that’s exactly what the thugs are trying to prevent. Why else go after the paper trail?” Ayers asked. “I don’t suppose your Nevada government friend Jonathan Sands could explain that code number for us?”

			“He’d probably mock the question as sensationalist journalism or something, and remind me again of our incompetence. But I guess I could ask.”

			She shuffled through more of her notes.

			“Okay, I also read SmartPay’s fineprint,” Lauren said. “That’s an hour off my life I’ll never get back. And it was all pretty straightforward, but the stuff about their bank was confusing.”

			“How so?”

			“The interest rates are good on the saving account. There are no fees at all that I could find. They offer mortgages and personal loans at a rate so competitive I kept looking for the asterisk. I never found it. So…uh…why?”

			“Well, well,” Ayers said. “How shrewd.”

			“What?”

			“Only SmartPay businesses and employees can use that bank and access all those bonuses; is that correct?”

			“Yeah. It’s a perk of being with them.”

			“So it’s a double-pronged assault—it means they’ll crush any competitors in the payroll market who only offer payroll services. Who’ll want only payroll services when they can get dirt-cheap banking thrown in? And it also seems likes an attempted takeover of the financial sector by stealth.”

			“How do you figure?”

			“Well everyone gets paid. So if SmartPay’s bank retains even half of all wages in its accounts because people either can’t be bothered to transfer their wages into other banks or they like the deals on offer, then they will be the country’s top financial titan in short order. This start-up has the potential to transform the entire banking landscape.”

			“So it’s going to be huge in no time?” Lauren bit into some garlic bread and chewed, thinking. “Should we be afraid?”

			“So much power in one corporation? And it’s growing so rapidly? When has that ever been a good idea?”

			“Hell,” Lauren said quietly. “I think we’ve just met a corporate T-Rex, disguised as a friendly nanny goat.”

			Ayers smirked. “You and your goats.”

			Lauren glared, but without any real menace. Which only made Ayers laugh that low husky laugh that did weird things to Lauren’s stomach. She quickly changed the subject.

			They spent the next half hour going back and forth on the ramifications of SmartPay’s business methods. Was it a story?

			Lauren suggested that an employer forcing all of its staff to have an account with SmartPay’s bank just to receive their wages sounded illegal even if they could transfer all their pay out to their preferred bank or just take it out in cash. What if they didn’t want to do that?

			“Tell that to Walmart,” Ayers said. “It was in the news recently—they now automatically sign up any staff member who has no bank account to the financial institution of Walmart’s choosing, and they issue them a debit card with their wages on it. There is a precedent.”

			“So this isn’t a story then,” Lauren said. “Besides, SmartPay cornering the banking sector is not nearly as exciting as its weird launch involving a room full of prostitutes and some missing booze.”

			“Sad but true. By the way, Neil loves that we’ve got Dan willing to talk about a busload of working girls dressed up to party,” Ayers said of their editor. “That impressed him more than getting the invoice.”

			“Great,” Lauren said. “Well Frank wanted to know, and I quote, ‘What the hell are you two doing at the Grand Millennium?’ He may have said some other things—I was holding the phone away from my ear at the time.”

			“Well, tell him to talk to me after our exclusive appears,” Ayers said, unperturbed.

			They moved onto the main course. Lauren worked her way through her spaghetti marinara, using the opportunity to study Ayers.

			She was classy, it was true. Dignified. Refined. A blue blood, exactly as Athena had noted. She really couldn’t hide that. Lauren’s mind shifted back to the night of the SmartPay launch. She had been breathtaking in that emerald dress, with diamonds dripping from her ears. But then there was her celebrity accessory for the evening. On her arm was a no-name actor, all jaw and beach tan, who liked to pick up random men for a quickie.

			Lauren would expect Ayers to be dating someone in the same league as her at least. What had those two even found to talk about?

			“How long were you dating Tad?” she blurted.

			Ayers’s eyes became hooded. “Why do you ask?”

			Lauren shrugged. “We’re just talking.”

			“Then no comment.”

			Lauren sighed. “You’re really lousy at friendly conversation, you know that, right?”

			“Who says we’re friends?” Ayers replied.

			“Geez. Ouch.”

			Lauren grimly planted her fork in her spaghetti and began to twirl. There was a heavy silence.

			“I didn’t mean it quite that way,” Ayers said uneasily after a moment.

			“There’s a nice way to tell someone they’re not friend material?”

			“It’s not that. I just think what’s the point?” Ayers said, studying her salad intently. She glanced at Lauren. “I’ll be free of my contract soon. Why bother making friends here when I’ll be gone soon enough?”

			“How very practical of you,” Lauren countered, “forcing yourself not to get friendly with anyone in LA for the eighteen months you had left on your contract. Come on, that’s just ridiculous. Who does that?”

			“I have friends.” Ayers folded her arms. The room temperature seemed to drop about ten degrees. “Not at the Daily Sentinel, true. Most are back in Washington.”

			“I thought no one wanted anything to do with you after your career went ass up.”

			“Charming.” Ayers’s cool gaze latched onto Lauren’s in the shadowy candle light. “Well come on—you’ve been dying to ask. Everyone is. Get it off your chest.”

			“I know about that big story you wrote,” Lauren studied her pensively. “The crooked judges and politicians. It was incredible.” She paused. “Until it was all revealed to be a lie.”

			“Yes.” Her voice was harsh and cold. “A lie.”

			Lauren felt pinned under the gaze and decided it was too late now to back out.

			“I was told everyone you knew immediately ditched you as toxic.”

			“No,” Ayers said, lips thinning. “Not everyone. I admit it was a curious exercise discovering who would stand by me behind the scenes and who would instantly throw me to the wolves.”

			“But no one openly supported you?”

			Ayers regarded her. She looked at her meal and pushed her plate away with a sour look. “No,” she said finally. “None openly.”

			“Right,” Lauren said. “So they’re not really your friends.”

			Ayers leaned forward. “You don’t understand all that happened. Or why.”

			“No I don’t. But does that make me wrong?”

			Ayers said nothing. Finally she picked up her fork and played with the food on the plate she’d pushed aside, expression flat.

			“So is the real reason you don’t make friends anymore is that you don’t trust friendship now?”

			Ayers nailed her with a sharp look. “Now you’re making assumptions. It causes problems.”

			“Is that what happened with your story? Did you make assumptions about something? Or someone?”

			“I’m not going to discuss how it happened.”

			“Why not?”

			“Don’t push it, King. I mean it.”

			“I’m just trying to understand.”

			“No, you’re not,” Ayers said and dropped her fork onto her plate. “You’re just like the rest of them. You want your curiosity sated. You want to know how the high-and-mighty Caustic Queen could fuck things up so badly.”

			“I—”

			“I’m a cautionary tale, or an object of scorn. Or worse, someone to pity. And I’m over it. Then and now. This topic is closed.”

			Lauren took a steadying sip of her wine, then placed it gently on the table. “I’m not just curious,” she said. “And I’m not them. I also think you got completely screwed.”

			“Of course I did,” Ayers snapped. “When was the last time you saw a male bureau chief publicly humiliated the way I was? Put on gossip writing for god’s sake! Given that mocking column name—Ayers and Graces. Name one man treated like that in the history of journalism!

			“I’ll save you the trouble, King. There isn’t one. Anyone in the good ol’ boys club, their paper would have had their back. Would have issued a statement saying it was my first significant mistake in an exemplary career and that they supported me a hundred percent.”

			Her eyes flashed with indignation. “You wanted to know why I never resigned? Why I didn’t just crawl away somewhere else and do any job but this?”

			“Yes,” Lauren whispered.

			“Because it’s their shame, not mine. Theirs. My mere existence in that job rubs their noses in what they did and tells everyone in the industry what sort of man our new publisher is. His misogyny and cruelty are on display to the entire industry every time my byline appears on some shallow party story.

			“And even if he doesn’t care how it looks, and even if the entire industry doesn’t judge him for it, there’s another reason. I know what the Boy King really wants, and I’m damn well not going to give it to him.

			“Harrington wants me to resign so he won’t have to be remembered as the imbecile who fired the journalist who broke more stories than all his other reporters combined. My demotion was designed to force me to break my contract—the extra humiliation was just a bonus for the bastard. Well to hell with that. I won’t give him the easy out. And I go when I say. Not before.”

			She glared, daring Lauren to challenge her.

			“I get it,” Lauren said quietly. “And good for fucking you.”

			Ayers started.

			“I mean it,” Lauren said. “Screw all the ungrateful bastards who loved you when you were bringing in scoop after scoop and selling tens of thousands more papers on the back of your award-winning scandal series.

			“And you’re right. Why should you run away and make them feel better? This is, like, some awesome long game you’re playing there. I had no clue at all. So like I said, fuck ’em all.” She paused. “Oh, hey, you want the last slice of garlic bread?”

			Ayers shook her head; her eyes revealed her surprise.

			“Okay,” Lauren said and snagged it. “Can I ask you something about your contact, though? That guy who got us the meeting with Bourke?”

			“What about him?”

			“Is he one of those friends you mentioned that you secretly have in Washington?”

			“He is.”

			Lauren chewed on the bread.

			“Well?”

			“Huh?”

			“You have no poker face, King. What is it?”

			Lauren swallowed. “I could be outta line, but I think he helps you because he feels shitty that he didn’t openly support you when the crap hit the fan. He’s like a guilt-ally.”

			“You know nothing about him. And people do what they have to in order to survive in politics. I get that.”

			“You’re still their shameful secret. It’s wrong.”

			Ayers angrily folded her napkin and tossed it on her plate. Lauren studied the downward pull of Ayers’s mouth.

			“Look, I just meant that the support would count more if it was done in public. It wasn’t fair what they did.”

			“Well…” Ayers said. “The world is rarely fair. You finished?”

			She looked at her intently. Lauren nodded, and Ayers waved for the bill.

			She took out her credit card.

			“Thanks,” Lauren told her.

			“No need. I’ll charge it to Frank.”

			With the bill settled, they headed to the car. The air was cool as they walked back to the car in silence. They’d just passed a nightclub bursting with thudding house music when loud, boozy shouts shattered the night.

			Lauren felt a sharp jolt of fear electrify her, and she lengthened her stride as she blindly reached out to pull Ayers closer to her and shield her from the direction of the shouting.

			Three drunken men loomed in front of her. She gripped Ayers’s arm tighter as the men staggered past and headed down a side street, yahooing and laughing at the top of their lungs.

			They were harmless, she told herself. Harmless. And nothing like the two at that truck stop yesterday.

			“You can let go of my wrist now, King. You’re cutting off my circulation.”

			Lauren stared in confusion at the forearm she was clenching and let go instantly.

			“Shit! Sorry. I thought…” She shook her head. “I…it’s been a long day.”

			“Let’s get to our hotel,” Ayers said gently. “I can drive if you’d prefer?”

			“No,” Lauren said. “I’m…fine. Let’s get going before…” She gestured to the now-empty alley. “You know.”

			“Yes,” Ayers said as they reached the car. “I do. And I appreciate your concern for my safety.”

			Lauren glanced up, expecting to see her usual mocking gleam. Instead she saw a steady gaze and a genuine expression. She nodded in relief then bent down to unlock the car. Yeah. Underneath, women all knew that one fear.

			The street lights whizzed by in golden blurry strings, and the car radio hummed in the background. Country music? She hadn’t turned that on.

			They were only a few minutes from their hotel, but it took that long for Lauren to remember how to breathe normally again.

			“You okay?” Ayers asked.

			“Yes.” She forced herself to relax her pincer grip on the wheel.

			“Still feeling jumpy about those truckers yesterday?”

			“What?”

			“Eyes on the road, King.”

			Lauren snapped her attention back to the asphalt.

			“Olencha,” Ayers continued. “The truck stop. In the bathroom, the walls were thin. I heard every word. Every threat made. On both sides.”

			“But you never said anything,” Lauren whispered.

			“Neither did you. I kept waiting for you to bring it up.”

			Lauren shivered. “Why should we both share the nightmare?”

			“King?”

			“Yes?”

			“It’s only been a day. You’re bound to be a bit jumpy. Like at SmartPay when the horn went off. Give it time.”

			“Okay.” Lauren stared vacantly at the darkened area.

			“You know that was probably the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard in my life. You confronting those men.”

			“Thanks a lot.” Lauren pulled into the Grand Millennium’s parking lot and stopped.

			“Also the bravest.”

			“Oh.” She took in Ayers’s concerned expression. “Not brave. That’s just what people do for each other.”

			Ayers shook her head sharply.

			“Not all people. Next time, get some backup. Just—don’t do stupid stuff.”

			“Thanks for the pep talk.” Lauren undid her seat belt.

			Ayers put a stilling hand on her arm.

			“What I mean is—thank you for being there. It was unexpected, given how you feel about me.”

			Lauren shrugged in embarrassment. “A friend in need and all that.”

			“Indeed.”

			“Was that a pun?”

			“I don’t pun.”

			“But are we friends?”

			“Like oil and water.” Ayers smiled.

			“Flatterer.” Lauren scowled.

			“I will admit that you are refreshingly unpredictable when you’re not trying to annoy me.” Ayers studied her for a moment before she suddenly reached over to tug up the mashed collar of Lauren’s borrowed Kors jacket and straightened it. She stared at Lauren intently. “You know, I think my jacket looks better on you than me. You really do it justice.”

			Her fingers rested near Lauren’s throat, softly stroking the fabric. Lauren could feel the warmth from her skin.

			Ayers’s fingers slid away from the collar, down her arm, and paused on the sleeve.

			She gave Lauren a hint of a smile, then slid away, and exited the car. She looked back through the open door and paused before she closed it. “Good night. Lauren.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 8

			In the Crosshairs

			 

			Lauren woke early the next day. Between having the crap scared out of her by drunken revellers and Ayers’s strangely tactile moves in the car, she’d tossed and turned for about five hours as her brain churned and tried to make sense of things.

			She could have done without her own embarrassing meltdown. But Ayers’s response had been unexpected and perplexing.

			But then that was Ayers. Lauren rolled out of bed and headed for the shower.

			Warm water coursed down her body, and she let her forehead rest against the cool, frosted glass.

			Lauren considered what she’d learned over dinner. Ayers had been prepared to endure the most vapid job in newspapers just to flip the bird to the publisher who wanted her gone but was too cowardly to fire her.

			Ayers’s sheer ballsiness was breathtaking. So was the deep well of anger that had to fuel it. She clearly hid her true feelings well.

			Everyone knew about her snarky side. But her rage? Was her anger at her demotion the reason for her vicious tongue? Or had she always been this way? Lauren wondered who’d know. Maybe Mariella?

			She scrubbed some shampoo through her hair as her thoughts drifted.

			Soon Ayers would move on from the Daily Sentinel. She had, what? A month? Maybe two left to serve of her contract? What then?

			Despite her fall from grace, she had an impressive resume and experience a number of editors would value. She’d find a new job, a fresh purpose. Maybe not in DC, but far away from LA, probably.

			An unexpected pang struck, and she paused her vigorous rinsing. Underneath all the barbs, their one-upmanship had made her crappy job a lot more entertaining. She’d miss that if she was being completely honest.

			The thought of Ayers’s burning gaze in the car the previous night flashed into mind. The hand against her collar, stroking it. Calling her by her first name for the first time. That strange smile on her lips. What the hell?

			Lauren squeezed her eyes shut and leaned her head forward against the glass again. Jesus. Some days were just too hard.
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			Fifteen minutes later, Lauren was dried, dressed, and still confused. Ayers knocked and poked her head around the adjoining door. “Breakfast,” she announced. “It’s just arrived.”

			She turned, not catching Lauren’s nod, clearly assuming she would be right behind her.

			Lauren picked up the Kors jacket she’d borrowed yesterday and followed. She placed it carefully on the back of a chair in Ayers’s room.

			“Thanks,” Lauren said and gave it a pat.

			Ayers offered a nod and reached for her coffee.

			Lauren dropped beside her onto the sofa in front of the coffee table laden with food and plucked a slice of toast.

			Ayers cleared her throat. “This came with breakfast.” She pushed a piece of paper toward Lauren. “It’s as expected.” She forked an orange segment from her fruit salad and watched.

			Lauren unfolded what appeared to be a fax, with a logo from the Office of the Governor of Nevada prominently on the left hand corner. She read to herself.

			 

			An internal investigation is underway into the apparent theft of $100,000 from a Nevada Legislature account. Governor Freeman and his office are co-operating fully to bring the matter, which they had no prior knowledge of, to a swift conclusion. No further comment will be made at this time.

			 

			Lauren placed the press release on the coffee table.

			“Butt covering,” Ayers noted. “Putting it on the record that they knew nothing. You see they haven’t once mentioned the police? Or how the funds somehow just walked, bypassing bank security?”

			“Who are they co-operating fully with then if not the police?” Lauren asked.

			“Their internal investigators.”

			Lauren shook her head. “I thought they were the blameless victims in all this? But no cops? Really?”

			“They probably will go to the police once they’ve worked out what damage minimization strategies to put in place. They’re still getting ready. And I’m sure they’re praying we won’t publish our story until they know exactly how to spin this in a way to leave them fallout free.”

			“So why send out a media statement at all?” Lauren asked. “Isn’t that only alerting everyone? Have we just lost our exclusive?”

			Ayers smiled.

			“Bottom of the page, in five-point type.” She tapped a line. “It’s just for us. See? DSentl.doc? As in Daily Sentinel. And the time stamp on the fax shows this was put together after we met Bourke. This is a personalized press release for a party of two.”

			Lauren exhaled in relief.

			“Well, I suppose we’re doing something right if we merit an official comment—even a crappy one like this. But where does this leave us?” she asked, spreading her toast with peanut butter.

			“We have a confirmation now of the amount stolen,” Ayers said. “And they’ve confirmed they also suspect it came from Nevada government money. I’m sure they’d love to have dodged that admission, but you were so adamant to Bourke about seeing government documents they must have decided not to risk an outright denial.”

			“You know,” Lauren said, “I think if we just find the account the money came from, we may work out what the hell is going on.” She bit into her toast and began to chew thoughtfully.

			“Perhaps,” Ayers said. “But we’re still in the dark until someone decodes those account numbers on that champagne order. We need Sands’s help.”

			“On it,” Lauren said, dropped her toast to her plate, and dug out her cell phone.

			She called the state of California switchboard, and asked for Jonathan Sands. His phone rang and rang. Just as she was about to hang up, the line clicked, rang once more, and was answered.

			“Payroll Department. Mr. Rondell’s office, Kaye speaking.”

			Lauren shot a surprised look at Ayers.

			“Uh, hi. Kaye? Not sure how I got you. I’m looking for Jonathan Sands?”

			“You and everyone else,” the woman said tartly.

			“I’m sorry?”

			“You one of that Nevada crowd?”

			“Well yes, I’m in Nevada and…”

			“I thought as much. Listen, ma’am, can you tell the rest of his friends that I can barely get any work done with you all calling now that I’m stuck answering his phone as well as my boss’s.”

			“Uh, but I’m not—”

			“Ma’am, to be really plain, for the hundredth time, we don’t know where he is or why he ran off. And, no, we have no idea when he’ll be back. All right? Because of the break-in Detective Rankin is making further enquiries. Why don’t you talk to him?”

			“Wait, Sands is missing? What break-in?”

			Ayers froze and stared at Lauren curiously.

			“Who is this?” Kaye’s tone shifted to suspicious. “You don’t know he disappeared a week ago?”

			“I’m a journalist with the Daily Sentinel. Lauren King.”

			“A journalist?” the secretary repeated. Sounds of scribbling could be heard. “Ms. King, we have no comment about any of this.”

			“Okay, but someone broke into his place?”

			“Take that up with Detective Rankin from LAPD’s Adult Missing Persons Unit,” Kaye said curtly. “Or talk to his wife, Della. Okay? Leave me out of it.”

			Lauren caught voices in the background, and the sharp authoritative whip of a masculine voice.

			“If that’s all?” Kaye said. “I have work, and my boss has arrived.”

			Before she could reply, the phone went dead.

			“Now it’s two down.” Lauren said, pocketing her cell.

			Ayers’s eyebrows rose.

			“First Fels, now Sands,” Lauren continued. “Gone. He’s left behind a burgled apartment and a wife named Della.”

			“What is going on?” Ayers murmured.

			“Beats me,” Lauren said. “But I’m guessing he didn’t suddenly up and leave for a change of scenery.”

			“I suppose we should consider all possibilities.” Ayers reached for her notepad. “This could be unrelated to the bus driver running. And it may be unrelated to the SmartPay party fiasco, too. For all we know he had debts and someone after him.”

			“Not this guy. No tawdry dirty messes for him, no way. Sands is far too anal for that.”

			“I see.” Ayers found her cell phone and tapped away at it. “Okay,” she said after a few minutes.

			Lauren watched her and chewed her toast. Ayers continued, “There’s only one ‘Sands’ in the WhitePages in Carson City under J and D. I think we should pay the wife a visit.”
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			Della Sands peered at the reporters’ press passes through her screen door with blood-shot eyes. Ayers held them up after Mrs. Sands demanded proof they were who they claimed.

			She was a tall blonde wearing a threadbare Nevada craft beer T-shirt and old jeans. Her shoulder-length hair was held together in a rough ponytail.

			“What’s this about?” she asked suspiciously.

			“Your husband,” Lauren said.

			“What about him? What do you know?”

			Her eagerness battered Lauren with guilt. “Sorry, Mrs. Sands,” she said. “All we know is that he’s missing.”

			Della’s shoulders slumped. “That’s it? You’re as bad as the police.”

			“They’re not being helpful?”

			“You could say that,” she said darkly. “Do you know they wanted to know if he had a mistress! It was practically their first question. I swear they don’t listen.”

			“We could listen. We’re here for the truth. Whatever it is,” Lauren said earnestly.

			Della sized the women up. She sighed and reached for the screen door handle. “Well you at least have an honest face,” she told Lauren. Her eyes shifted to Ayers. “You look like one of those one percenters.”

			Oh shit. Lauren stifled a nervous giggle. Not very well.

			“I see you agree,” Della observed.

			Ayers narrowed her eyes at Lauren who gazed back helplessly. Oh come on. It was funny. She felt guilty for the second time in as many minutes.

			“Well…you’d better come in.” Della opened the door. “Excuse the mess. I have a four-year-old, and I wasn’t expecting visitors today.”

			It was a comfortable suburban home, dotted with pictures of a little girl, and a few framed black-and-white photographs of a man in an Army uniform. Ayers examined one photo in a set of three on the way past.

			“Our daughter Fiona,” Della said over her shoulder. Her gaze fell to the image Ayers was inspecting. “And Jon’s father. He fought in Vietnam. This way. It’s just through here.”

			Della pointed to a wide, brown-striped sofa, and Ayers sat on one end, Lauren at the other. Something dug into her hip, and she winced. She pulled out a nude plastic Barbie doll with matted blonde hair. She smiled as she placed it carefully on a coffee table loaded up with neat piles of magazines.

			She glanced up to find herself at eye level with a bookcase on the facing wall. Everything from computer technical magazines and reference manuals to racy novels stared back at her. All arranged—not by size or type or author, but by color.

			Reds to the left. Purples to the right.

			She stared. She’d seen a similar color scheme in Sands’s office. Although, she noted absently, there was nothing black, nothing white.

			Della followed her curious gaze. “Blacks and whites are not on the light spectrum.” She smiled at some fond memory. “As I am often reminded by my stickler of a husband.”

			Lauren gazed at the literal rainbow of spines, unsettled.

			“Tell us about Jonathan.” She switched her focus to Della. “What happened?”

			“I have no idea,” she said and dug her fingers into the foam armrest of her chair. “Early last week, he Skyped our daughter for their daily catch-up. He talked with me at the end of the call. He told me that his job in California would be wrapping up really soon—in a month or so. He added he loved us, like he always did, and that was it. I never heard from him again.”

			“What day was that?”

			“Last Tuesday. About noon. He missed his Skype call on Wednesday and didn’t answer my calls. I called his LA office, and they hadn’t seen him. Then I called Barry here, and he said he’d spoken to him on Tuesday night but not since.”

			“Barry?”

			“Barry Whiteman. His best friend. He works in accounting for the state.”

			“They work together?”

			“Different departments, but yes.”

			“Did Barry say whether Jon was acting out of character when they last spoke?”

			“Barry didn’t say much of anything. He’s almost as upset as I am.”

			“Would he mind if we called him for background information?” Lauren asked. “Can we get his number?”

			Della shook her head firmly. “One thing he and Jon share is a dislike of the media. He wouldn’t want me to give out his number to you.”

			“That’s okay,” Lauren reassured her. There were other ways. “So when did you call the police?”

			“Wednesday night. They said they were busy, and he hadn’t been gone long and to wait and see if he came back on his own. I called back the next day and kept on calling until they started investigating.

			“Then they wanted to know if we’d been having marital difficulties. Was Jon a ladies man?” She glared. “What a joke! Jon would never stray. He’s a devoted family man.

			“When they went to his apartment, they found the lock had been broken. All his things had been gone through, but some cash in the bedroom was untouched.”

			“The police must have taken the case more seriously after that?” Ayers said, speaking for the first time. “Men running off with mistresses don’t usually tip their apartments upside down first.”

			Della’s jaw tightened. “Oh sure. Detective Rankin went from asking me about his secret girlfriends to what business Jon was really into. Drugs, gambling…”

			“Well, is it possible that he—” Ayers began.

			“No!” Della slapped the armrest hard. “Not drugs, not gambling, not crime of any kind. And even if you don’t believe me, look around you! He liked everything organized…” She gestured at the book shelf.

			“How did you two meet?” Lauren asked curiously, wondering how a woman like this, who’d look at home pulling beers at a sports bar, wound up with the uptight Sands.

			Della’s eyes warmed. “He was in Las Vegas for a Business in Technology convention. I was working as a waitress for the caterer. He was almost the only guy who talked to me—my eyes, not my boobs or my ass.”

			She laughed. “He didn’t care that I didn’t know one thing about technology stuff. All he cared about was me. He gave up his career for me.”

			“What do you mean?” Lauren asked in confusion. “He still works with computers.”

			“Oh he had this much better job, but he quit and came here to be with me. I couldn’t leave Carson City—my family and home are here. So he moved, we got married, and had Fee. And it was all fine.” She hesitated.

			Ayers studied her. “What happened?”

			Della didn’t answer immediately.

			“Jon has been going through a difficult time lately,” she said and paused. She fidgeted with her watch again. “He’s become more and more secretive. Maybe a little paranoid. He talks to himself often. That happens with very smart people sometimes,” she said anxiously. “Right?

			“Something wasn’t okay when he left for LA.” A faraway look crossed her face. “He wasn’t like this when we got married. He was the sweetest man.”

			“It’s odd,” Lauren murmured. “He seemed fine when I spoke to him last Monday. Well except for the rant about the mainstream media.”

			Della smiled. “Well, don’t try and figure it out. I discovered long ago that my husband’s brilliant mind processes things in curious ways. Nothing works quite the same way for him as it does for everyone else.”

			“Do you think it’s possible his paranoia got the better of him? That’s why he’s missing?” Ayers asked carefully.

			“Did you forget the part about his apartment being ransacked?” Della said sharply. “That was no figment of his imagination.”

			“Do you have any ideas where he might have run to?” Ayers tried. “Friends? Family?”

			“Why does everyone think he ran? What if someone has him? Our accounts haven’t been touched. Who runs without money? Besides,” her tone softened, “he would not leave our little girl. Those two are like peas in a pod. Fee misses her daddy.” Her hand curled into a fist, and she met their gazes. “Jon would never ever leave me or his baby girl. His family means everything to him, no matter what might be going on with his state of mind. Do you get that at least?”

			Lauren and Ayers both nodded, which seemed to satisfy her.

			“When did Jon start to decline?” Ayers asked.

			Della eyed her warily. “About eighteen months ago.”

			“Can you tell me all the things that happened around then? Even if they seem insignificant?” Ayers clicked her pen.

			Della rubbed her temple as she thought. “Susan—that’s his sister in New York—came to stay. Jon started following the news. Don’t ask me why. He also bought Fee a little laptop for her third birthday. We had a terrible fight about it. It seems silly now, but I was so angry. I think three is far too young for computers, don’t you? Even one that’s a pink My Little Pony thing.”

			She sighed. “Anyway, that’s about everything. Now can I ask why you’re taking such a sudden interest in Jon’s case? You know he’s been missing for a week already.”

			“We only found out today,” Lauren said.

			“A lot of people go missing,” Della said, frowning. “Why do you care about him?”

			Lauren wasn’t sure how to answer that. She was fairly certain that mentioning a party full of hookers and cheap booze had led them here was not a good idea. Della’s bloodshot gaze swung between them as she waited.

			Ayers answered for her.

			“A lot of people do go missing, Mrs. Sands,” she said, smoothly. “But it’s like you said, what if Jon didn’t run?”

			Della nodded, pleased. “Thank you. For keeping an open mind. That’s more than the police are offering.” She stood, making it clear their chat was over.

			“Take my business card,” Lauren said as she rose and handed it over. “Call any time if something comes up. And we’re really sorry for what you’re going through.”

			Della didn’t reply but nodded and led them to the door.
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			“So…” Ayers said as they stretched their legs out at a grassy park. “What does a tech expert having a meltdown have to do with a bus driver fleeing to Mexico and embezzlement costing the state of Nevada $100,000?”

			Lauren glanced cautiously around. There were three teenage boys hanging out in the distance, two on skateboards. Otherwise, they had their corner of the park to themselves. Lunch was at their sides, and notebooks and pens were scattered around them as they brainstormed.

			“What does a huge payroll business with expansion plans have to do with any of this,” Lauren countered. “Are they even linked?”

			“What’s the common denominator?” Ayers asked. “Money? Power? Who gains what?” She reached for her coffee and took a swig.

			“Politics,” Lauren said. “I think it comes down to Governor Freeman somehow. He’s up for re-election, right? He was counting on claiming SmartPay as one of his wins—the local start-up going global. He can’t do that if a whiff of scandal is attached to it. He’s being targeted.”

			“And yet the other side isn’t saying a word,” Ayers said, tapping her cup. “I have sources there, too, and there’s no chatter at all on this. It’s not them.”

			Lauren reached for a can of cola.

			“That stuff will kill you,” Ayers said in disdain.

			Lauren pointed to Ayers double espresso. “Ditto. Besides I have excellent metabolism. And good genes.”

			“Well,” Ayers said. She placed her now empty coffee cup on the ground. “Lucky you.”

			“Speaking of lucky genes…” Lauren said, carefully. “I gather you grew up with money, but I’m sorry I laughed at the one percenter crack. That was rude.”

			“I can’t help being born into money,” Ayers said in a clipped tone. “But if it sits better with your working-class reverse snobbery, I bought my house with my own money. I didn’t get a dime from my family.”

			Her tone was oddly stripped of emotion, and Lauren felt a little startled to be told even that much.

			“Did you have some moral objection to using their money? Wanted to ‘make it’ on your own or something?” she asked.

			Ayers’s lips thinned. This time Lauren knew she was well and truly trampling all over the woman’s comfort zone.

			“Yes,” she said curtly. “But either way it’s irrelevant. My parents had a rather…strenuous objection to me pursuing the career I did. I was given an ultimatum—journalism or the family money.”

			“Your parents weren’t proud as hell about the reporter you became? You ran a news bureau! My dad would have been doing handsprings and boasting to everyone if that was me.”

			“Well,” Ayers said, and her eyes returned to staring at her sandwich. “As I said before, lucky you.” She bundled the remains of her lunch into its wrapper, fisted it into an angry ball, and dropped it on the grass.

			“Um, what exactly did they think was a good career for you?” Lauren asked tentatively.

			“They had me in line for an esteemed Fortune 500 company.”

			Lauren’s eyebrows shot up.

			“As a secretary. In the family business.”

			“Shit.”

			“Mmm. Or I could have married a nice man with impeccable credentials and retired to the upper echelons of the Boston social set. Thrown elaborate parties and fundraisers and so forth. My mother would have approved of that rather a lot.”

			“Ew,” Lauren said, and screwed up her face. “It’s sort of weird you ended up attending those kinds of events anyway. All day every day in fact.”

			“The irony hasn’t been lost on me. Now, if we’re done?” Ayers reached for her cell phone. “I’m calling Whiteman again. For the ninth time. You’d think he’d want to help us find his best friend.”

			“Maybe Barry just hates the media more than he likes his friend,” Lauren shrugged.

			She finished her potato salad as she heard Ayers go through the switchboard and ask for the accounting office.

			Ayers suddenly sat up straight, quickly thumbed her phone across to speaker mode, and made a writing motion in Lauren’s direction.

			Lauren scrambled for her notebook and pen ready to take notes as Ayers launched into one of her rare charm offensives.

			“Mr. Whiteman,” she began. “Catherine Ayers from the Daily Sentinel. I’m very sorry to intrude, but I’ll be brief. It’s about your friend, Jon Sands. I really think we should meet.”
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			Lauren pulled over and turned off the ignition. “Are you sure the address is right? This place is creepy.”

			“You wrote it down,” Ayers said. “You tell me.”

			They were in a small, dark alley behind a series of shops. The area was filled with large dumpsters, smaller trash cans, and the smell of rotting food pervaded the air. Rear doors lined the alley from the businesses that backed onto the area, and as Lauren glanced down to check what she’d written, one of them opened and banged shut.

			“Your scrawl appears accurate,” Ayers murmured and pointed. “Over there.”

			They watched as a man in his early forties, overweight, pale and anxious, with a five-o’clock shadow, shuffled out. He wore ill-fitting tracksuit pants and a faded Guns N’ Roses T-shirt that was a size too small. Lauren opened her door, about to get out and greet him, but he shook his head and pointed to the rear of the car.

			He dropped into the back seat with a grunt and slammed the door on The Beast so violently that Ayers offered Lauren a vaguely sympathetic glance.

			“Christ,” he said by way of introduction. “I can’t believe you kept calling me at work,” he hissed. “Everyone’s twitchy enough as it is right now. I had to tell them I was going to the gym. Like that was believable. And then I had to borrow gym clothes. God, look at me!”

			“Barry?” Ayers checked, twisting to get a proper look at their passenger.

			“Yeah, oh hell, sorry. Barry Whiteman. So let’s cut the crap. Have you heard from Jon?” He peered at them hopefully. “Della calls me every day, worried sick. He has a daughter, you know. Those two adore Jon. If anything happened…” He began to gnaw on his fingernails as he watched them.

			“Why do you think something’s happened to him?” Ayers asked.

			“I just told you. Why would a man choose to disappear when he loves his family that much? Hell, he must love them—why do you think he left Washington for this dump?”

			Ayers started. “Sands used to work in Washington?”

			Barry gave a short laugh. “Big time. I met him at a convention in Nevada, and we hung out some. Same event he met Della at.”

			He stared out the window. “I helped him get a job here. It was a crappy gig compared to what he had, but it was all that was available at the time in IT. He didn’t mind though. He got to be with Della.”

			“What did he do in Washington?” Lauren asked.

			“He wrote programs to crunch political poll data. He was freelance, and he was so accurate at predicting how elections would swing in which districts that both sides would hire him on and off. He didn’t care which persuasion paid his check, either. Jon’s not political. It’s all just numbers to him.

			“When he quit, there were head hunters coast to coast trying to lure him back. They had no chance. Only Carson City had Della.”

			Ayers considered that. “Was he happy here? Away from all the DC action?”

			“More or less,” Barry said. He swallowed. “Look, you know that SmartPay party? The one with the hookers and booze charged to the taxpayers?”

			“You know about that?”

			He laughed dryly. “You kidding? Everyone does. People have been losing their shit trying to find out what the hell’s going on. IT was given the job of investigating it and worked out pretty fast it was an inside job because too many safety protocols had been sidestepped. But after that, they were stumped. It seemed like heads were gonna roll.”

			“Barry,” Lauren said slowly. “Why are you talking in the past tense? Do they know who did it now?”

			He began to fiddle with the door handle.

			“Barry?”

			“I didn’t know,” he said gruffly, choking on his words. “I just…I was trying to be helpful.”

			“Go on,” Ayers urged.

			“One of the IT guys, well, he and I would sometimes hang out at a bar after work. The political minders were giving him hell for being incompetent for not finding the thief immediately and figuring out what happened. I wanted to help him.”

			He ran a hand shakily through his thinning hair. “So I said, ‘Hey, Jarmal, why don’t you ask Jon to help you find the bastard? He’d track him down in, like, five minutes.’ A couple of the higher-ups from work who were at the bar must have been listening in ’cause they came over, saying ‘Jon who?’ And I’m like, ‘Oh you know, Jon Sands. Uh, the guy who went to California to help with SmartPay? The guy who’s a tech genius?’

			“And they’re all, ‘Come on, how could some low-level grunt know anything about catching this guy? Whaddya mean ‘genius?’ And that’s when I remember none of them know his background. Jon didn’t want to be overlooked as too qualified when he applied here, so he left a bunch of the incredible stuff off his resume.

			“So I tell them. All of it. About Washington, and him being the highest paid tech-head in DC. You shoulda seen their faces. Especially my IT buddy—he’d just assumed all this time Jon was some dumb-shit basic code monkey. Jon was always too modest to ever hint otherwise.” He sucked in a shaky breath. “They were shocked. And the higher-ups start clapping me on the shoulder and saying, ‘Yeah, we sure will follow that up.’ And ‘Good work.’ I suddenly had a bad feeling about it.

			“So that night, it was, what, Tuesday the fourteenth, I give Jon a call, a little head’s up that they’re going to maybe ask for his expertise. Sometimes he freaks a little if you spring stuff on him that’s out of his usual routine. And oh man, it was the worst.

			“He was all, ‘Barry, why’d you have to go and do that? Why’d you tell them who I used to be? You put me in the crosshairs for this. They’ll think I did it now. I was invisible, everyone left me alone and you’ve ruined that.’

			“I tried to calm him and said ‘Nah, nah they won’t think it’s you, don’t be paranoid. Come on, this is just a challenge to solve. Solve it, and the rest will all go away.’ But he was convinced I’d put a target on his back. First time I’ve ever known him to get mad. And that was the last I spoke to him.”

			He shook his head. “I haven’t told Della any of that. She’d kill me. But the worst part is he was right. They did decide he’d done it.

			“I don’t know what happened after that. Maybe someone got to him. Hurt him or took him or worse. Or maybe he did run, and they went through his shit later—I don’t know. But next thing you know, he’s not there. And here, with no one else to blame and Jon suddenly gone? You know how that looked.

			“The bosses decided he had to be guilty and told anyone who’d listen he was a ‘lone rogue.’ I told them it was crazy. What does a man who doesn’t drink or go to parties, who’s straight as an arrow, and who has never even been late with a library book have to do with this shit?

			“Know what they said? ‘It’s a good fit and gets the governor off our cases. Now stop rocking the damn boat.’ And that was that. Everyone bought it, shrugged, and moved on. All ’cause I opened my big trap.”

			There was a silence.

			Ayers studied him. “You don’t think he did it?”

			“He had no motive,” Barry growled in frustration. “Why would he? Risk his family for this stupid crap? And it doesn’t fit his personality. Jon lives for rules.”

			“Who else then? Who else had the ability and the access?”

			“I asked Jarmal the same thing. And he said they’d narrowed it down to five guys with the ability to do this before they heard about Jon. So it came down to Jarmal and his boss, plus two green college grads in the IT department. No one thinks it’s the two kids.”

			“That’s only four,” Lauren said. “Who’s the fifth?”

			“Oh.” Barry shrugged. “The governor’s chief of staff. Jason Maynard.”

			“The chief of staff?” Ayers repeated. “Since when would any political advisor know how to crack bank accounts?”

			“He had a career change from IT not long back. But our culprit didn’t just know how to crack systems,” Barry said. “He had to know which government account had a hundred large ones sitting in it and how to get around bank passwords to pay those businesses and so on. And he had to hide all the login times, prevent any red flags from going up, and delete the trail. And the backups.”

			“What about the fax number?” Lauren asked curiously. “On the order request forms. Was that number tracked anywhere?”

			“Never heard about any faxed forms.”

			“Three businesses were sent faxed job orders on state letterhead. And then some meatheads in suits went around asking them to cough up that paperwork—with attitude.”

			Barry stared at her. “Okay, now that is some weird shit. And, come on, Freeman’s team don’t have a knuckle dragger among them. Besides, even if any of them managed to find an ounce of menace, they wouldn’t want to mess up their hair for TV.”

			“Maybe they outsourced,” Ayers suggested.

			“Thugs “R” Us?” Barry snorted. “Su-ure. Seems unlikely. And if you’re saying the orders were done via fax, it’s likely a long dead number by now. Our guy is way too smart to leave such an obvious trail back to him.”

			“True,” Ayers agreed. “And by the way your chief of staff sounds suspicious.”

			“Why?” Barry asked curiously.

			“He’s the odd one out. Everyone else who could have done it is working in IT. It seems curious that a political advisor knows how to do any of this.”

			“Jarmal says he’s not that good though,” Barry argued. “Having the basic ability and actually being skilled at it are not the same. There’s a reason he had a career shift to something he had a talent for. Besides he’s a bad fit for this, same as Jon. His life will be hell when this story gets out. And his job is at risk if Freeman loses the next election. So, again, no motive.”

			“Why didn’t they call the police on Sands?” Ayers asked. “If they truly believe he did it?”

			“He went missing before they could call anyone. I think it suits them not to right now. Given Jon likely didn’t do it, and the police would come to the same conclusion, this way the political advisors won’t have to admit to Freeman they have no clue who actually did this.”

			“Then whoever pulled this off must be delighted to have all fingers point to Sands,” Lauren said.

			Barry looked glum. “Don’t remind me. Damn it. I shouldn’t have dropped him in it. But I had no idea what would happen.”

			His hand fidgeted with the car door. “Okay. That’s it. That’s all I know.” He got out and slammed the door.

			“Wait!” Lauren wound down her window. She scrabbled through her bag. “Don’t you work in accounting?”

			“Yeah. Why?”

			She pulled out the Booze, Booze, Booze paperwork and held it up. He pulled it through the open window and examined it intently.

			Lauren tapped a mystery line of numbers.

			“Is this what we think it is?” she asked. “A big freaking arrow pointing to the account the money was taken from?”

			He stared at it curiously. “Well it’s definitely a government account.”

			“It is?” Lauren said. “You recognize the account?”

			“No. But it’s the pattern. Look—RF814. Those three numbers denote the department, and the rest of the numbers relate to the specific account it’s from. But the big giveaway is the two letters next to it.” He tapped the “RF”.

			“What do they mean?” Lauren asked.

			“All our government accounts are color-coded to make it easier for the number crunchers. It’s so we can find and group things at a glance.

			“So green is for school constructions. That gets a GF code, for green files. Blue is roads and bridges. That’s BF. Orange is office supplies. OF. Purple is social security. PF. Never seen an RF before though. It can’t be a very active account.” He shrugged. “But I’d guess you’re looking at the red files.”

			“Which department are the red files in?” Lauren asked. “Do you recognize that from the rest of the numbers?”

			He shook his head, but Lauren saw the fear. He licked his lips.

			“Sorry,” he said. “And you never got any of this from me.”

			He handed back the paperwork and turned to go. But instead of moving, he stood in the semi-darkness staring at his shoes—ill-fitting, off-white sneakers. Probably not even his.

			His face twisted around just enough for them to see it.

			“Look I don’t know what any of this other crap has to do with my friend. But just remember this one thing—Jon’s a good man. He’s decent. Okay? And you two can make this right. Find him. For Della and Fee.”

			He shuffled into the shadows and disappeared through one of the doors.
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			Back at the hotel, Ayers headed straight for her room and said nothing when Lauren trailed in right after her.

			“So what now?” Lauren asked, not entirely sure why their conversation had dried up to almost nothing since leaving Barry.

			Ayers barely looked up, her fingers flying over her cell phone.

			“I have to make some calls. Find out if anyone’s heard of the red files. I know a DC guy who works on the line items on budgets there. Maybe I can figure out which department has the red files. Even if it is some unofficial Nevada-specific coding thing, people talk. Compare notes. It’s a long shot, but still.”

			She was calling then; not making eye contact with Lauren. The very vision of a professional.

			“Oh right,” Lauren said, backing toward their adjoining doors. “Well, I, too, have, um, important calls to make. Many, ah, sources to tap.”

			Ayers glanced at her, cocked an eyebrow skeptically, and then dismissed her as she focused on her call. “Ray? Catherine Ayers. Yes, yes, a very long time. How’s Jenny?”

			Lauren backed out and closed the door. She kicked off her boots, sank onto her bed, and flicked through her phone’s database. Sure she had sources. Sure she was just as effective as Ayers at this stuff.

			She rolled her eyes. Sure she felt like a little kid with her toe in the dirt next to someone who seemed to know everyone in politics.

			Her thumbs stopped scrolling, and she picked a number and stabbed it. It answered on the fourth ring.

			“Hey Mariella.”

			“Lauren!” She roared her delight down the phone. “How’s it going, sweetie? I got your email! My god, Nevada with the Caustic Queen? All your limbs still intact?”

			“At last count.” Lauren chuckled.

			“Any strange sensations? Dizziness, vomiting?”

			“What?”

			“Well, just checking she’s not poisoning your food. I know what your mutual history is. It pays to be prepared.”

			“Come on, she’s not as bad as that,” Lauren protested. “Under all the claws and sarcastic crap, I mean.”

			Silence.

			“Mari?”

			“All right, Lauren King, you’ve clearly been wandering around in the desert too long. Are you keeping hydrated? How long have you been suffering from this delirium?”

			Lauren huffed. “Oh, ha ha. Just, I mean, seeing her work close up, she’s not all bad. She knows stuff. And a lot of people.” She tried to keep the insecurity out of her voice.

			“Ahh,” Mariella said knowingly. “Feeling a little wanting next to the Washington wonder?”

			“Maybe a little,” Lauren admitted.

			“Ah. It’s hard being the junior member,” Mariella sympathised. “But remember one thing—once upon a time Catherine Ayers was you. Just starting out, fresh-faced, knowing nothing about anything. She has fifteen years on you in political experience and ten in years. Of course she knows things you don’t. But she was young once, too.”

			“That’s hard to picture. I mean really, really hard. I think she was just hatched fully formed in perfect Armani suits designed to highlight her banging body and bad attitude.”

			There was a breathy inhalation from the phone.

			“You think Catherine Ayers has a banging body?” Mariella asked curiously.

			Shit.

			“No.” Lauren squeaked. “Ah…”

			Wait. Did she?

			She frowned.

			“And just how much of this banging body have you seen?” Mariella asked with deceptive lightness.

			“None of it!” Lauren protested, askance.

			“But you’d like to,” Mariella said silkily. “Am I right?”

			“That’s…ridiculous! Why would I want to go anywhere near her?”

			“Because she has a banging body apparently,” Mari said. “Which, I do concur, sweetie, she does.”

			Lauren wondered what on earth had possessed her to match wits with one of the smartest people in LA. She closed her eyes.

			“This subject is closed. Moving on.”

			“Fine, fine, subject closed,” Mariella said in a way that clearly meant they’d be discussing this all too soon for her liking.

			“What will we talk about? Work? Do you want to know which teenage monster I’ve been stuck babysitting now? Let me just say three things—bikini line, Disney channel, and Instagram.”

			The adjoining door vibrated with a knock and opened.

			“Hey,” Ayers said as she stuck her head in. “Sorry,” she added when she realized Lauren was on the phone. “You’ll never believe what’s happened now.” She flicked a gaze back at the cell. “One of your many sources?”

			Lauren threw her a withering glare as Ayers laughed and closed the doors behind her.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 9

			Walking the Line

			 

			Ayers glanced up as Lauren joined her in her room. She indicated the TV with a jerk of the remote control she was holding.

			“Look.”

			Lauren sat on the end of Ayers’s bed and watched as a reporter finished up her news story. They were panning around a waterway that looked vaguely familiar before rounding on a white SUV parked on the edge of a lake.

			The reporter said to the camera, “Once again, the Douglas County Sheriff has identified the abandoned SUV as belonging to a forty-one-year-old Nevada state IT employee who was reported missing a week ago from his temporary home in California. A spokesman for LA’s missing persons unit tells me they hold grave fears for his safety given the state of his mental health.

			“No police divers have yet been authorized to conduct a search of Topaz Lake for reasons our Channel 2 news sources would only say was a bureaucratic gray area. But what we do know is the abandoned vehicle and its immediate surroundings are being treated as a potential crime scene. We’ll keep you updated as we get more. Back to you, Lisa.” She gave a sunny smile.

			Lauren glanced up at Ayers questioningly.

			“They said earlier that police are trying to figure out whether there’s foul play at work, an accident, or—and this was the main subtext—Sands deliberately drowned himself.”

			“Oh no,” Lauren whispered. She looked at her watch.

			“Too late to check it out now,” Ayers said. “We need to get there early tomorrow though. First thing.”

			“Poor Della.” Lauren stared vacantly as the news switched to an enthusiastic report about the Reno Bighorns.

			“They haven’t found a body,” Ayers offered. “But, yes. Poor Della.”

			“What do you think that bureaucratic gray area is?”

			“That is curious.”

			“Damn,” Lauren muttered. “Would it be asking too much to start solving a few of these mysteries?”

			“I’m going to make some more calls then turn in. Let’s reconvene in the morning. See you first thing.”

			Lauren felt an unexpected stab of disappointment. She realized she’d had come to enjoy Ayers’s company over meals.

			“Okay,” Lauren said. “What time do you categorize as ‘first thing’ anyway?”

			“Dawn.”

			“I’ll set my alarm for crazy o’clock,” Lauren said, trying not to grit her teeth. “Terrific.”

			“We could make it earlier if you prefer,” Ayers suggested, eyes glinting. “If you wanted to hit the gym first, for instance.”

			“No, no,” Lauren said hastily.

			“Until dawn then,” Ayers said and snapped off the TV. She looked up and caught Lauren’s gaze. “Good night, Lauren.”

			She smiled, without the smart-ass attitude this time, and Lauren’s breath caught. It was only when she got back to her room that she remembered what she’d just agreed to.

			Dawn. Oh crap.
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			Room service experienced alone was a sad affair, Lauren decided. She chewed unenthusiastically on her hotel-issue burger and fries, propped up in bed as CNN droned in the background, and wondered who Ayers had to call that was important enough to skip dinner with her. Lauren stopped chewing.

			It was not like Ayers was that close to her family by the sound of things. And she’d just been left by that asshole closet-job who Josh was panting over. So no way in hell was she calling Tad.

			At the thought of Josh, Lauren reached for her cell, accidentally spraying fries across her bed. A Facebook update greeted her the moment she switched on her phone. Her eyes froze.

			 

			Joshua Bennett has changed his status to In a relationship.

			 

			There followed a series of photos of her colourful neighbor draped all over the silhouette of a certain wannabe actor. Nothing of Tad’s face showed, but she easily recognized him. She stared at the images in disbelief. Josh hadn’t even waited two days. He’d looked her dead in the eye and promised not to lay a finger on the cheating creep.

			Lauren stabbed his number. It rang five times and then clicked to his voicemail. Well, that was new. Josh always took her calls. “Josh!” She growled into the voicemail recording. “You promised! I have to see photos of you on that douche’s lap while he’s feeding you ice cream? You hate ice cream! You always say it goes straight to your thighs! Or had you forgotten? Like the promise you forgot you made to me only two days ago? Damn it! It’s a good thing I like you! Now call me back!”

			She hit End Call with a dissatisfied grunt and tossed her phone on the bed.

			Her thoughts immediately turned to the woman in the next room. How humiliating for Ayers.

			Should she even tell her? Hold up the world’s most saccharine photos on her Facebook feed and say “Oh hey, check out what your ex of two days has been up to. Along with my best friend and multiple full-fat dairy products.”

			Lauren shuddered. Nope. No way in hell was she having that conversation. And it didn’t matter that Tad was single now. It went to his character—or lack of it. This showed what he was prepared to do and who he was prepared to use in the process. How could Josh not see that?

			She flopped back on her bed with an aggrieved sigh only to find something squishy under her arm. Cold fries. Coated in ketchup.

			She glared at the ceiling.

			Of course.

			She heard a muted laugh through the adjoining door and snapped her head toward the sound. Ayers? Laughing? Who on earth with?

			She jumped out of bed and crept over to the door, trying not to feel the least bit guilty as she pressed her ear to the crack. More laughter. Light and amused. The genuine kind, too. The indistinct words were one-sided, so Ayers was definitely on the phone.

			Lauren strained to hear some clue as to the caller’s identity and heard Ayers start to say goodbye. Her voice was louder, as though she was walking toward the door as she did so.

			Lauren bolted back to bed and threw herself on it. Soggy fries trampolined haphazardly up from the bed and rained down on her like piñata candies.

			“Shit!”

			She almost bit her tongue out when she realized she’d blurted that out loud.

			Ayers’s murmurings halted abruptly. Lauren hastily scrabbled around and snatched up the remains of her meal in case Ayers poked her head in. She flung fries back on the plate. Then she cranked up the volume on CNN to give the impression of being wholly involved in earnest, serious news-type matters. Like the absolute professional she was. A professional who didn’t listen at doors to colleagues in order to figure out who was making them laugh.

			Lauren glowered as she stared unseeingly at something on budget cuts. Oh no, she wasn’t tragic at all.

			[image: 206746.jpg]

			A trickle of sweat made its way down Lauren’s neck, and she swallowed, only to discover that her mouth was bone dry. She lengthened her stride, her breathing choked and irregular. It felt useless. No matter how fast she pushed her exhausted body, it still wasn’t enough.

			He was much closer now. It was so quiet the only sound she could hear was the thudding of her heart, her rasping intake of air, and his labored breathing. She saw a shaft of light around a corner, a flash of shadow, and she bolted.

			She threw herself around the bend, her thighs straining with exertion, only to almost collapse to her knees at the sight she was confronted with.

			White, blinding fear lanced through her. She was too late. She watched as the fleeting shape she’d been trying to reach, to save, went down in a terrified scream underneath the shadow. The agony of the woman’s cries dug and clawed at her.

			She tried to cry out. No sound. Lauren tried to get nearer, to haul him off her. Every time she was within finger’s reach, he was farther away somehow.

			And then she felt it. The presence of a second man, even closer than the first.

			He was whispering things, obscene things meant for the other woman, but Lauren could clearly hear them. Tears of frustration began to leak from her eyes. She had to stop this… But her legs. Why the hell wouldn’t they move?

			She struggled furiously, and her gasping, silent cries turned into a full-blooded shout.

			“Lauren!”

			She twisted her head around at the new intruder. Suddenly cool air was filling her lungs, and she sucked in one deep breath after another.

			“You’re safe now. Come on, Lauren, wake up.”

			She felt a hand—soft, so soft—gently touching her arm, and her eyes flashed open. She exhaled, getting her bearings. She slowly made out the features.

			Catherine Ayers came into focus, sitting on the side of her bed, rubbing Lauren’s arm.

			She sat up abruptly, disoriented. “What’s wrong?”

			“A nightmare, Lauren. Your shouts woke me.”

			“Nightmare?” Lauren wrapped her arms around herself and pressed her chin into her chest.

			“What was it about?” Ayers asked not unkindly. “You were thrashing when I came in.”

			Lauren shook her head, but the images wouldn’t leave. “I…uh…was running. And no matter how fast I ran, I was useless. I couldn’t speak, I couldn’t…” She swallowed and clenched her trembling hands.

			“I’m sorry you’re enduring that again,” Ayers said quietly.

			“Again?”

			“Olencha. The two truckers. You’re safe now.”

			Lauren bit her lip. It would be a world of awkward for them both if she admitted what had really scared her. Even now, the curdling fear of being too late clawed at her, of what might have happened if she’d been lining up at the diner’s counter while Ayers had been trapped.

			Goosebumps broke out across her flesh, still damp with sweat. Ayers’s hand instantly flattened and rubbed her arm automatically, warming her. Lauren stared at the fingers in surprise. Ayers tracked her gaze and retracted her hand instantly, dropping it back to her lap.

			“Is it time to get up?” Lauren asked, already missing the soothing touch.

			“It’s nearly five thirty. Seems like you’ll have time for that workout after all,” Ayers said, offering a small smile.

			Lauren nodded, too tired to bother with her usual retorts.

			“Are you really okay?” Ayers asked with a frown.

			Lauren dragged her fingers through her hair as she tried to think of a way to honestly answer that without sounding even more pathetic.

			“I just need some water,” she said and struggled to rise. “Throat’s as dry as a Nevada highway.”

			“Stay there, I’ll get it,” Ayers said. She placed a stilling hand on Lauren’s thigh as she rose.

			For the first time since she’d woken, Lauren fully took in Ayers’s form. Catherine was back lit by the light streaming in through the open door to the adjoining room and wearing a long, white, button-up shirt that barely came down to mid thigh. The swells of her breasts were contained by just four buttons. And that, Lauren realized, as her poor, abused heart thudded faster, was absolutely all she had on.

			She sneaked a look at Ayers’s face just before she turned to leave. Scrubbed free of make-up, she looked much younger, as though the bruising weight of the world added a burden in years that she only carried in the waking hours. Her thick, auburn hair fell messily around her shoulders. Everything about her seemed softer.

			Lauren hissed to herself. There was absolutely no good that could come from that line of thought.

			Ayers reappeared a moment later and sat on the side of the bed. She tucked one foot under her bare thigh and passed over a bottle of water from her mini-bar. She watched silently as Lauren took a sip and then finished the rest of it in a series of hasty gulps.

			“Thanks.”

			She shivered. Her bedding was strewn all over the place. Two blankets and a pillow were on the floor. A sheet was wrapped in a strangled twist around her hips, and her long legs stretched out across the bare mattress.

			“How do you sleep in so little? This room is freezing.” Ayers stared at her tank top and boxers.

			Lauren shrugged, struggling not to feel self-conscious. “Habit.” She flicked her eyes over to Ayers’s revealing white shirt. “I could ask you the same thing.”

			Ayers glanced down, and her eyes widened. A faint pink stained her cheeks, and she discreetly attempted to tug the hem of her shirt a little farther down her thighs. “It was warm last night,” she said tightly. “I dressed for the conditions.”

			Lauren gave her a faint grin, and she was rewarded with a matching smile.

			“Wanna get started on the day?” Lauren asked as she shifted in an effort to unkink her shoulders.

			Ayers straightened. “Tell you what—take a long shower, decompress. I’ll order us breakfast, and we can get moving.”

			“Okay. And, um, I think I need a stack of pancakes today.”

			“Of course,” Ayers said obligingly.

			Lauren side-eyed her. “With maple syrup,” she added, waiting for at least some snark. “And extra butter.”

			However Ayers merely nodded and said easily, “Naturally.” As she got up, she leaned forward. Her white cotton cleavage briefly billowed and provided Lauren with an unexpected flash of naked skin.

			She slammed her eyes shut. Okay, so Ayers really wasn’t wearing anything else. Her brain helpfully replayed that tantalising glimpse of soft breasts, much fuller than she’d have guessed. Arousal coursed through her.

			“I could order your pancakes with double the sugar, too.” Ayers stood. “Why stop at one diabetic coma?”

			“Um, I do have a line, believe it or not,” Lauren countered, her voice hoarse. She stood and stretched, her gaze fixed on the far wall as she warmed up her muscles. She gave her neck a rotation each way and then shook out her arms and legs.

			Ayers seemed suspiciously silent. Lauren sneaked a peek to find her gaze fixed on her bare stomach. She watched curiously as Ayers’s hooded eyes shifted upwards, running slowly along the lines of Lauren’s tank top. They paused at the curve of her bust and then lifted higher and stopped.

			For a moment they stared at each other. Lauren fidgeted under the close scrutiny, and she pulled her tank top back down her stomach. Ayers focused with surprising intensity on the fingers plucking at cotton.

			“Catherine?” Lauren asked.

			“It’s time to get up,” Ayers husked. “We should…get started.”

			Neither of them moved at first, then Ayers suddenly shook her head, pivoted on one heel, and left the room. She banged the door shut behind her with a lot less grace than usual.

			Lauren stared after her in confusion.
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			Topaz Lake just after dawn was beautiful, Lauren decided as they pulled up not far from Sands’s abandoned SUV. It would have been even more beautiful if it wasn’t for the tangle of yellow-and-black crime scene tape ringing the area.

			“Think they’ve cordoned off enough?” she asked with a snort and turned off the engine.

			“Police do like to be thorough to the point of overkill,” Ayers said. She reached for a black camera bag she’d tossed on the back seat half an hour before. “I brought my long lens in case we can’t get in close enough. But at least we’re early enough to avoid anyone telling us to move on.”

			They walked around the perimeter of the police tape. A few boats dotted the lake in the background with anglers probably eager to hook some rainbow trout, but they were just distant smudges of color.

			“Anything out of the ordinary?” Lauren asked after they’d navigated the edge of the tape completely.

			Ayers set her camera bag down, crouched, and unzipped it. “Maybe. Depends on what that is on the dash.”

			Lauren’s head whipped around and spotted a white scrap of paper.

			Ayers clicked into place a 60-250mm lens to her DSLR. She trained it on the dashboard and zoomed in.

			Lauren tried to get a clearer look at the paper herself but was stymied by the plastic tape. She made a step to go under when a hand flashed out and grabbed a fistful of her brown leather jacket.

			“Don’t even think about it,” Ayers said, tugging her back. Your footprints will show up in the sand, and I don’t want to have to explain to the DA at your hearing that I witnessed you contaminate the crime scene resulting in California’s finest all chasing their tails, hunting for a size-nine suspect.”

			She let go of Lauren’s jacket, returned her attention to her camera, and fiddled with a light setting. Lauren peered down at her boots, startled Catherine had accurately picked her shoe size. She shoved her fists into her jacket pockets and felt appropriately chastened.

			“Um, don’t you mean Nevada’s finest?” Lauren said after she’d digested the warning. She glanced around at the early morning light and stamped her boots to get warmer. “We are still in Nevada.”

			Ayers glanced over her shoulder at her. “I believe we crossed the state line a minute before you pulled in. We’re on California’s side now. I think this is probably Mono County Sheriff’s jurisdiction right where we’re standing.”

			Lauren shook her head. “No, the border is in line with…” She peered up toward the highway to get her bearings and then drew a visual line down from a building on the border she’d mentally noted before they’d left. Her eyes travelled slowly down and landed squarely on the SUV.

			“Huh. We’re both right.”

			Ayers shot her a questioning look.

			“Fairly sure Sands’s car is sitting right on top of the state line. Two wheels are on either side of it.”

			Ayers lowered her camera. “Well. That certainly makes things interesting. Which police force has authority in the case? Usually it’s wherever the body is found, but in this case there isn’t one.”

			“Maybe that’s what the bureaucratic gray area is? Must cost a bit to search Topaz. No one wants to foot the bill.”

			“Mmm,” Ayers said. She lifted her camera again, zoomed in on the SUV’s dashboard, and shot off a few frames.

			“You’d think they’d just combine forces and share the costs.”

			She dropped to her haunches and examined the photo on the viewing screen at the back of her camera. “Okay. It’s a note for... I can see D-E-L,” she stopped and zoomed the image further to the right.

			“Della?” Lauren suggested.

			“Could be. I can’t read anything else without getting on the other side of the tape.” She flicked Lauren a warning glance. “Which we won’t be doing.”

			She stood again and squeezed off a few more photos but found no better angles. Then she swapped lenses and began to shoot the general area itself.

			“Are you sure we can’t just…” Lauren waved in frustration at the police line. The answers were so close she could taste it.

			Ayers pursed her lips. “No. Now stop asking.”

			She finished with her photos, headed back to the car, and packed away the equipment. Lauren trekked after her and wondered if they were done already.

			Ayers rummaged through her bag and fished out a thermos of coffee and plastic cups and filled them. She passed one to Lauren. “Courtesy of the hotel’s kitchen staff who took pity on us leaving so early.”

			Lauren took it gratefully and sank onto the sand, her back leaning against the car, and sipped. “Good thinking,” she murmured. “World’s a lot less grim with a caffeine hit.”

			They enjoyed the coffee in silence—Lauren sprawled out beside the open rear car door; Ayers sat just inside, poised on the back seat, papers on her knees, sipping occasionally. Every now and then Lauren would hear the rustle of papers as Ayers checked something or scribbled a note to herself. The cry of birds passing overhead caught her attention.

			She studied one.

			“Common loon.” Ayers said without looking up and continued to write.

			“Excuse me?” Lauren snapped her head around.

			Ayers glanced down at her in amusement. “The bird that flew by. The common loon or Gavia immer. Probably a breeding ground around here somewhere.”

			“You didn’t even see it,” Lauren accused.

			“I heard it though.”

			“You’re a bird watcher.” Lauren went back to leaning against the car. “Never would have picked that.”

			“Why not?” The papers stopped rustling.

			“Because political correspondents don’t have the most outdoorsy job.”

			“I wasn’t always a political correspondent. In fact, in case it’s escaped your eagle-eyed attention, I’m not one now.”

			“You will be again,” Lauren said with certainty and took another sip of coffee. “You’re too good at it not to be.”

			There was silence, and for a moment, Lauren wondered if she’d annoyed Ayers by mentioning her beloved former job. She looked around again to find Ayers assessing her.

			“What?”

			“A vote of confidence from Lauren King,” Ayers said casually. She dropped her eyes back to her page. “Sign of end times for sure. How unexpected.”

			“Just a fact,” Lauren said and shrugged. “I know you’ll be bolting soon for somewhere better where you’ll be appreciated. You’re probably counting down the hours till you get out of the Sentinel.” Lauren fluttered her eyes closed at that weirdly depressing thought and warmed her face in the morning sun.

			“I would have thought you couldn’t wait for me to be gone? Aren’t I your evil nemesis or something?”

			Lauren laughed. “Now what good is a superhero without a supervillain? Everyone knows that.”

			“Ah. So my working with you is all about balancing the universe? Yin and Yang?”

			“Exactly.” Lauren drained the last of her coffee and put her cup on the sand.

			“And what makes you think you’re holding your side up on this balanced, cosmic see-saw?”

			“You know I am,” Lauren said and gave her a smirk. “Or you wouldn’t even be here with me. Don’t bother denying it.”

			There was a silence.

			“Nothing to say to that?” Lauren prompted and fidgeted as she waited for a reply.

			“I was busy not denying it,” Ayers said with a regal sniff. “As instructed.”

			Lauren was contemplating Ayers’s playful response when a black car roared up emblazoned with Douglas County Sheriff down the side. A fat black grill guard framed the front of the vehicle, making it seem especially obnoxious.

			“Who the hell are you two?” an officer barked as he leaned out the window before he’d even killed the motor. He had a round face, a small, pale mustache, and slicked back, light-brown hair that poorly hid a bald patch.

			“Reporters,” Ayers told him, and she casually set aside her papers and climbed out of the car. Lauren scrambled to her feet beside her.

			“LA Daily Sentinel,” Lauren added. She examined his car. “Are you the sheriff?” She indicated the lettering on his door.

			“All our vehicles have that,” he grunted and got out. “So no.”

			He slammed the door and ambled over and took a closer look at them. He wore a dark-blue uniform; the Taser, walkie-talkie, and holstered gun accentuated the way his belt strained around his ample midriff. Above his right breast pocket was a small police-issue US flag pin, underneath which sat a bronzed badge declaring J.P. Frost.

			Appraisal over, he walked to the edge of the taped-off area to examine the sand. It had no footprints, size nine or otherwise. Seemingly satisfied, he turned back to them.

			“Show me your press passes.”

			Lauren hauled out her Daily Sentinel ID from her wallet. Ayers passed hers over as well. Frost made a note of both their names and returned them.

			“Ain’t you two a little far from home?”

			“Jon Sands was working in LA when he went missing,” Ayers said. “We’re following his trail. It led here.”

			“We never released a name,” Frost said. “What makes you think it’s him?”

			“You’re denying that’s his car?” Lauren asked. She shot him her best incredulous look, daring him to respond.

			He didn’t bite and offered her a stony stare. “Tell me why a pair of reporters would care about a missing man who works on fixing up computers?”

			Before they could answer, a white SUV crunched across gravel and sand toward them and rolled to an easy stop. This vehicle had Mono County Sheriff down its side.

			The driver, in a pale khaki police uniform, wore a laid-back, easy smile under his wide-brimmed hat. Next to him was a tall, broad-shouldered man in a dark suit, with a buzz cut and mirrored sunglasses. He immediately strode off toward the abandoned vehicle and began to circle it.

			“Hey Pete.” Frost welcomed the uniformed officer. The sour look he’d reserved for the journalists evaporated. “What drags you out here so early? Who’s your friend over there?”

			“Well,” the officer said and scratched his chin. “You know how we put out that locate message on NLETS for info on that vehicle? After we got a hit the driver was an MP, Detective Rankin here just showed up at my office yesterday.”

			He pointed to the man lumbering around the car, making notes in a small pad. “He’s from LA missing persons. Wanted me to show him the case file and drive him out here to see the scene for himself. So, here we are.” He shrugged.

			Deputy Frost digested that and flicked a glance at Lauren and Ayers, then drew his friend to one side. As they walked away, Lauren quickly looked up “MP” on her phone. Oh. Missing Person.

			She tried “NLETS” next. National Law Enforcement Telecommunications System. Okay, so that had to be an interdepartmental alert service or something. She turned the phone’s screen to Ayers who examined it and nodded.

			Frost was a distance away now and had lowered his voice, but the wind, whipping straight off the lake, wasn’t helping his discretion.

			“That seems a bit much for an MP,” she heard him mutter. “Why bother about someone who’s gone and drowned himself all the way up here? Doesn’t he trust your report’ll be any good or something? Why is that feller actually here?”

			The Mono County deputy shrugged. “Got me,” he said. “He’s not saying much, either. Just that he wants the case closed. Okay, Jake, you gonna tell me who your friends are?”

			Detective Rankin had finished his saunter around the vehicle and came up behind the two officers. “Would like to know that one myself,” he said.

			“We were just getting acquainted when you both showed up,” Frost told the detective. “Say they’re reporters. From your neck of the woods. Came hunting for more on the deceased.”

			“Deceased? You found a body?” Rankin asked curiously. His eyes darted around as if expecting to see a body bag. “I thought the bureaucrats from Douglas County had their heads too far up their asses to authorize a lake search.” He gave Frost a hard look.

			The deputy folded his arms. “Don’t look at me. Our boss likes to hang onto the department’s Benjamins. Expensive thing doing lake sweeps. He thinks calling out our diving team over just a vague possibility of a suicide isn’t smart. And even if he is dead, the feller could be bobbing around over the state line and not his financial concern.”

			Rankin turned to the other officer. “And why can’t your side do the search if Nevada’s too cheap to?”

			Pete shrugged nonchalantly. “We’re only small. No divers. And we use volunteers for any search and rescue ops. This kind of thing, bodies in a lake, it can put more persons at risk than’s worth it. Not to mention it ain’t pretty. Our Sheriff doesn’t want to involve civvies in that situation when Douglas County’s professional divers can do it. And they should do it. ‘Sides, for all we know your MP’s on Nevada’s side.”

			“So that’s it?” Rankin asked. “We have to wait till Sands bloats up and scares the shit out of some poor old fisherman? How’s that gonna play out in the press?”

			Three sets of eyes swung around to the reporters. Ayers, who’d been taking rapid notes, froze, while Lauren swallowed at the realization they’d been caught listening.

			“Hey now,” Frost said, mood turning stormy. “Any and all information you just heard was off the record!” He stalked over to them, the other two men in his wake.

			“Who are you two anyway?” Rankin said, glaring at them. “Specifically.”

			“That’s Catherine Ayers, I’m Lauren K—”

			“King,” he finished, staring at her. “Right?”

			Lauren nodded.

			“You were on the visitor records—the reporter who met with Sands at his work. I’d planned to talk to you. What did you two discuss anyway?”

			“A party,” Lauren shrugged. “Nothing much else.”

			“Party?” Rankin repeated. “That SmartPay thing?”

			She gave him a nod. “Can I ask whether Della knows about his car being found?”

			“Della?” Pete asked in confusion.

			“The wife,” Frost told him.

			“She is none of these reporters’ concern,” Rankin interrupted. He gave them a warning look. “And don’t you go bothering that poor woman.”

			“Poor woman? Why are you so convinced he killed himself?” Ayers asked him. “No room for any other theories? No other possibilities at all?”

			“No comment,” Rankin said; his lips twisted unpleasantly. “I’m not about to discuss his motives with journalists. Time for you two to move along now.”

			“Would I be right in thinking you believe he killed himself because he was a little paranoid? That’s what you’re basing all this on?” Ayers evaluated him.

			Rankin pulled off his mirrored sunglasses and took a step closer.

			“You know, ma’am, I don’t think I appreciate your attitude. I’ve been working in missing persons for two decades. I can’t tell you how many cases go the same way. There’s a person, maybe got a few mental issues, and he disappears one day leaving behind a sad little note saying how much he loved his wife.

			“You don’t need the dots too close together to know what comes next on this case. You can stand there all self-righteous and judge me for assuming things, but I’ve been here way more often than you.”

			For a moment no one spoke.

			Frost shook his head, pulled a notepad out, and began to flip through it. He stopped on a page.

			“How’d you know about the paranoia?” he asked as he tapped it. “That detail wasn’t released. None of the specifics of the case were.”

			“We know more than you think,” Ayers said smoothly. “Like the breaking and entering of his apartment.”

			“Kids,” Rankin said dismissively. “Several other apartments got hit in the building that month too. Probably after drug money.”

			“But they didn’t take any of the cash,” Ayers countered.

			“How’d you know that?” Rankin demanded.

			“We’re reporters. People tell us things. Sometimes we hear things even the police don’t. Now why don’t we compare notes? Off the record is fine, if you can’t say anything official yet.”

			“Ah, excuse me,” Deputy Frost began in confusion, “What break-in? You saying the MP was targeted?”

			Pete looked up, startled. “Uh, what now?”

			Rankin lifted his hand. “No. That’s just claptrap being spread from the wife. It’s sad. The spouses never want to believe their loved ones have it in them to leave them. Happens all the time.”

			He stared hard at Ayers. “As for you, this is a police matter. Go back to LA. Talk to police media relations, and maybe they’ll give you a statement down the line.”

			Frost looked conflicted, as if debating whether his natural curiosity was worth contradicting a colleague’s order. Pete watched the standoff with only passing interest.

			“Do you want to be charged? I’m sure I can think up something,” Rankin added when neither woman moved.

			“We heard you,” Ayers said. She stepped back and glanced over to Lauren. They fell into step and headed back to the car.

			“That was the laziest police work ever,” Lauren said in exasperation as they got in and shut the doors. “We could have had all these great leads for them—that smug asshole had no way of knowing. You could tell Frost was tempted to do an info swap though. You could see it in his eyes.”

			“I can see why Della had so much trouble with Rankin,” Ayers agreed. “He appears to lack the most basic first requisite of a good police officer—an open mind.”

			Lauren’s phone began to ring.

			“King,” she answered.

			“Hello? It’s Della. Della Sands. Jon’s wife? You gave me your card and said to call if anything came up.”

			“Oh, right! Sure! Mrs. Sands, hi.”

			Ayers leaned closer to listen in.

			“Are you still in Carson City? Can you come by?”

			“Of course. We’re a little out of town but we can be there soon. Is this about Jon’s car being found?”

			“No. I’d like you to see something. Hurry.” The phone clicked off.

			“What could the wife want to show us?” she asked.

			Ayers shook her head. “We’re done here. Let’s find out.”
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			Della Sands snatched her screen door open the moment they approached her house. “Good, you’re here. Come and look at this!”

			She watched them impatiently as they quickened their pace, and then she turned back inside.

			Lauren and Ayers followed and looked around. The place had been tossed. Furniture and possessions were everywhere.

			Della led them into a bedroom. The dresser drawers were opened.

			“There!” she said, pointing at a small pile of cash and jewellery kicked to one side. “They weren’t after money.”

			She took them to the adjacent door. “Fee’s room.” A plastic chest covered with cartoon characters had been opened, its contents everywhere. Toys littered the floor.

			“Where is your daughter?” Ayers asked in concern.

			“At my mom’s where I dropped her off on my way to work, like always. I usually come back here to have some coffee and pack my lunch before I start my shift. Instead I found this. I was only gone twenty minutes!”

			“They did all this in that time?” Lauren frowned. “How’d they get in?”

			“Forced the kitchen window open. Through here. See?”

			Lauren examined the entry point. No broken glass. Not even a scuff mark.

			Della led them into the living room. The rainbow of books had been tossed in every direction. The heavy wooden bookcase lay on its side.

			“Jon would be so upset if he saw this,” Della said and dropped to her knees. Her eyes flashed with anger, but a deeper distress was evident in her trembling fingers as she grouped all the reds together into a pile.

			Lauren righted the bookcase, easing it neatly against the wall.

			“Did you call the police?” she asked.

			Della snorted. “Of course. For all the good that did me. They’re busy right now. They will send someone when they get a chance since it isn’t life threatening. Not life threatening? Tell that to Jon. How can this not be connected?”

			Ayers dropped to her haunches beside the distraught woman and pushed the green books into a stack, then moved on to the magazines. “So did they find it?” she asked as she worked.

			“What?” Della looked up.

			“Whatever they were obviously searching for. As you say, they weren’t interested in quick cash.”

			“No they weren’t,” Della said. “They took his work computer.”

			“Anything else?”

			“Just some of those little USB thingies.” She slapped two books together particularly hard. “They won’t find anything on there but videos he made for Fee of him reading her some of her favorite bedtime stories. I guess they’ll get a surprise when they load those up.” She gave a mirthless laugh. “Fee won’t understand why he can’t do that anymore. Because, oh, that’s right, he apparently threw himself in a lake yesterday for no damn reason!”

			“We saw the news last night,” Lauren said softly. “And we went to the lake this morning to see for ourselves. We’re sorry that—”

			“Don’t. Don’t be sorry. It’s all a lie.” Della rubbed her eyes. “The cop they sent yesterday gave me the we’re-so-sorry-ma’am speech. I told him he was wasting his breath. Jon would never kill himself.”

			“We did see his car abandoned—”

			“I don’t care how it looks. He wouldn’t do that. He loves us too much.”

			She wiped her hands down her jeans and moved on to another pile of books. “Besides, when that cop showed me a copy of Jon’s suicide note, I knew I was right.”

			“You’ve seen what the note says?” Ayers asked in surprise. “Do you have it?”

			Della looked at her and then nodded. She disappeared for a few moments and returned with an eight by ten photo. She tossed it on the floor and returned to sorting her books.

			She gave a head shake. “That cop said he couldn’t give me the real thing because it was evidence and was being kept with his car till some bureaucracy thing was sorted. But he had nothing to say about where my husband is.”

			Her hands shook as she moved on to the yellows.

			Lauren and Ayers bent over the photographed note.

			 

			Della, I’m sorry for everything I’ve put you through. The pain will be over soon, I promise. With all my Love, Jonathan Sands.

			 

			“Is this his handwriting?” Lauren asked.

			“It does look like it,” Della conceded with a sour look. “But that definitely wasn’t from his heart.”

			“Why do you say that?”

			“A man who loved his baby girl as much as Jon does would never forget to include her in a note if he really was going to kill himself. And who signs a note to their wife with their full name? Did he think I wouldn’t know which husband it was from?”

			“That is odd.”

			“Then, there’s the page it’s on—you can see it was just ripped out of an old tatty notepad.”

			“And your husband liked neatness,” Ayers said slowly.

			“Yes he does,” Della said firmly, correcting the verb tense. “At all times. Then there’s the last line. He’d never do that, either.” She stabbed the word Love with her finger. “The L is capitalized mid sentence!” Della exclaimed as if that explained everything. “Jon sticks by the rules. All the rules. He dots his Is and crosses his Ts. It’s practically in his DNA. I mean his whole family’s like this. His sister and father are both grammar nazis. Maybe you think I’m just clutching at straws, but none of this is my Jon. It’s all just off somehow.”

			“Wait, his father?” Lauren blinked. “But he died in Vietnam.”

			“Where’d you get that idea? While I’ve no earthly clue exactly where he’s at right now, I do know the crazy old coot is alive and well somewhere.”

			“How come you don’t know where he lives?” Lauren asked.

			“Gray moves around a lot.” Della shrugged. “He also likes to live off the grid. One day he’s in the backwaters of Ohio or a farmer’s shed in Mississippi, next he’s under a bridge in DC. Doesn’t like to be tied down.”

			“Gray?” Ayers murmured. “Is that a first or last name?”

			“Both. He didn’t like his real name, so he took just that name.”

			“Mrs. Sands, Jon definitely told me his father was a casualty of the war,” Lauren said.

			“Oh. Well I suppose that’s true in a way. Gray came back from the war not able to fit in any place. He was a casualty in that sense. That man never had a day of peace, what with the nightmares and all. It’s really sad.”

			“Does he visit much?” Ayers asked curiously.

			“Oh no. We see more of the family’s other black sheep,” she said and gave a small laugh. “That’s Jon’s sister. She not only works in publicity, but she married the CEO of some huge New York marketing corporation, much to Jon and his daddy’s horror.” She rolled her eyes. “Gray wouldn’t even talk to her after that. Shame, because Susan’s a sweetheart.

			“As for Gray, well, Jon and he catch up occasionally when his wanderings get him close by.”

			Della stopped moving the books around. “I’m not sure what happens now,” she said. “I mean…are they going to search Topaz Lake or what?”

			“That depends on whether the two police counties involved can come to some agreement,” Ayers said.

			“Agreement about what?”

			“Your husband’s car is parked right on the border of California and Nevada. No one knows whose jurisdiction it is. It’ll probably be stuck there for the duration until they decide. That’s probably what they meant about the note, too. Which side looks at and processes the evidence is yet to be hashed out.”

			Della’s mouth dropped open. “Right on the border?”

			Ayers nodded.

			“No one told me that,” she said. “You’re sure?”

			Lauren watched curiously as her face lit up. “We’re sure,” she said. “I checked it on my car’s GPS before I left.”

			“Then Jon’s fine!” Della jumped to her feet.

			“How can you know?” Ayers asked.

			“Because he took me to that spot once. Ages ago, for a picnic. So don’t you see? I thought maybe he’d been kidnapped and forced to write that idiotic note. But if he’s put the car there, it’s like he’s telling me that he’s fine!”

			“Or he wanted to be somewhere meaningful that he connected with you,” Ayers suggested gently.

			“The key is in the note!” Della snapped.

			Lauren held up a placating hand. “Why did he park on the border the day of your picnic? Did he say?”

			Della paused. “Not really. It was, I don’t know, maybe a year ago, and I think he was in a strange mood. He said something like ‘Borders are funny things. The world revolves around them, and everyone watches them, and they’re the most important pieces of real estate on the planet. They even go to war over them. Yet they’re still just indistinct bits of land like any other.’”

			Della looked at them expectantly. “What do you think it means? Obviously he wants us to understand something. Why else is his car there?”

			Ayers and Lauren looked at her doubtfully.

			“Here,” Della said in frustration as she scooped up the photo of her husband’s note and thrust it at them. “Take that. Figure it out. What it all means—the burglaries, his message, why he parked where he did. Everything. And then you’ll find Jon.”

			“Uh,” Lauren said, cautiously. “I’m not sure we, I mean…”

			“No! You’re supposed to be journalists! So investigate this. It means something.” Her voice caught. “It must mean something.” She glanced at the disarray on the floor. “This is all so pointless,” she said. “Why they’d burst in here and take that computer is beyond me. It’s not like he does any of his work on it. He hadn’t even plugged it in for months.”

			“But isn’t that his work laptop?” Ayers began. “How could he—”

			Della appeared faintly embarrassed. “That’s Jon. He does things differently sometimes. One day, out of the blue, he decided it would be better to use Fee’s computer for his work whenever he’s here.”

			“Your daughter’s,” Lauren repeated slowly. “So a top government IT professional has been working on his daughter’s My Little Pony laptop?”

			Della sighed. “Look I know it sounds crazy. But he figured no one would think to ever steal it.” She suddenly looked up. “I suppose he was right about that, wasn’t he?” She rose. “Just a minute.”

			She returned with a hot-pink, plastic laptop, barely bigger than a fat paperback. Della placed it on the coffee table. They all stared at the machine. It was absurd that this pink eyesore was being used by any grown man.

			“Has this thing even got ten megs of RAM?” Lauren asked, incredulous.

			Della shook her head. “No idea what that means. But you’re welcome to borrow it and figure out what’s going on.”

			Lauren shot Ayers a skeptical glance. “Are you sure he uses this for work? I mean it’s so…”

			“He did,” Della said with confidence. She glanced at a wall clock. “He used to play with it at all hours. Now you’ll have to excuse me, but I have to get to work.” She led them to the door. “Please don’t give up on Jon. Let me know what you find, okay?”

			Della looked far too hopeful, Lauren thought guiltily as she tucked the pink machine under one arm, along with the copy of the note, and headed outside.

			“We’ll do our best,” she said. “And we’ll take good care of this.”

			“Take care of what?”

			Lauren spun around to see a policewoman in a green uniform picking her way up the path to the front door. Her patrol car had Carson City Sheriff down its side.

			She wanted to groan. Just how many police departments were they going to tangle with in one day?

			“Nothing important,” Lauren replied casually. “We were just leaving.”

			The deputy slid her gaze over the reporters in a manner she probably thought she was intimidating. Lauren almost laughed.

			“You those two LA reporters sniffing around town?”

			“I see there are no secrets in Carson City,” Lauren said. “How’d you know?”

			The woman flicked an assessing glance toward the door and noticed Della standing on the stoop. She gave Lauren a sharp look. “You bothering the lady? Harassing her maybe?” She sounded hopeful, as if she was itching to charge them with something obnoxious. Lauren sucked in an annoyed breath and straightened up to her full height.

			“We were invited,” Ayers inserted. She placed her hand lightly on the small of Lauren’s back and steered her toward their car. “And now we’re on our way.”

			“You here for the burglary?” Della suddenly called out, drawing the deputy’s attention. “I called over an hour and a half ago!”

			“Ma’am, we have many calls to attend, and a B&E is not…”

			Lauren took advantage of the distraction and picked up her pace for the car with Ayers literally breathing down her neck. A not so small part of her brain wondered why the woman had to be so damned close. It was not good for her concentration.

			She hefted the laptop again—it was an awkward size, just that little bit too wide and fat to sit easily in the hand—and something niggled in the back of her brain.

			And then she realized.

			Damn thing was rattling.
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			Lauren lay on her stomach on the floor of Ayers’s hotel room, armed with a tiny screwdriver as she tried to pry the back of the laptop open which was held together by even tinier screws. Ayers sat regally on her bed, one eye checking her cell messages, the other flicking to Lauren sprawled on the floor.

			“Did you buy Della’s line that the car being on the border is a coded message?” Lauren asked as she focused on the final screw.

			“Could be,” Ayers said. “Or could be that it’s too hard to accept the truth that you’re not important enough to live for. To quote Rankin.”

			“That’s a bit harsh,” Lauren argued. The screw gave a little as she twisted harder. “It’s not that a loved one is not enough of a reason to stop someone killing themselves; it’s just some crap’s too much to handle.”

			Ayers paused from scrolling through her messages and looked up. “Well, I think it’s an unlikely coincidence that one man’s property would be ransacked twice in a week. What does he have that someone’s after? Answer that, and the rest of it might make sense.”

			“How about industrial espionage,” Lauren suggested. “He’s working with some pretty sophisticated tech at SmartPay. What if he stole some of it to sell?”

			“A corporate theft,” Ayers mused. “But SmartPay should have been onto the police the instant they suspected. And Della would know if the cops were investigating him.”

			“What if he wasn’t the criminal? Someone knew Sands had the tech and wanted to steal it from him. A rival company? Hence the break-in?”

			“Then you’d go after some pivotal SmartPay employee, not an unknown government IT worker. This doesn’t smell corporate at all. It’s just a gut feeling, but it seems, maybe, political.”

			“Okay,” Lauren said, thinking. “So let’s look at Sands and politics. We know the Nevada government bosses chose to smear him with the SmartPay party crap. Barry thinks it was because he was an easy target and had conveniently disappeared. Do we buy that?”

			Ayers studied Lauren’s frustrated attempts to remove the battery cover. “There are really only three options,” she said. “One is Barry’s theory—Sands didn’t do it, and they want to cover up who really did. Or they don’t know who did it and chose Sands as an easy scapegoat either way.

			“Or two, he did do it.”

			“And three?”

			“That none of this is related to anything. It could just be an odd series of coincidences and one eccentric, runaway husband.”

			“Don’t say crap like that,” Lauren groaned. “No, come on, this has to be a story. This stuff doesn’t just happen on its own. Bus drivers getting scared off to Mexico? Uptight IT guys in weird possible suicides? Thugs in suits in booze shops? Pallets of cheap champagne disappearing? Hookers at business launches?”

			The last screw flew up suddenly. Ayers dropped any pretence of indifference, tossed her phone aside, and moved to the edge of her bed. She peered over Lauren’s shoulder just as she clicked open the battery compartment.

			“Huh.” Lauren plucked a white plastic card out of the compartment and held it up to the light. “Any guesses?”

			“Security pass?”

			“To where?” Lauren turned it over. The numbers “127/285” were inked on it in felt-tip pen. “An address? Apartment 127 of 285 Something Street?”

			“It’d have to be a tower complex then. Not many of those around here. If any. Maybe in Las Vegas though? Some of those casino hotels are pretty big.”

			As Lauren was pushing the battery cover back into place, she heard something else. She froze. “Hey! Hear that?” She gave the laptop a soft shake. “Something’s in the CD drive, too.” She put it down. “Can you hand me the power cable? Let’s boot her up and hit eject.”

			A minute later, Lauren sat back and punched the power button. A cursor appeared and just sat there, blinking against the black screen.

			Lauren frowned and stomped her thumb on the eject button. The CD tray didn’t budge.

			“Sort of feeling out of my depth here,” she complained.

			Ayers studied the screen, puzzled. “So…know any friendly neighborhood hackers?” she asked. “We need what’s in that tray, not to mention whatever’s on that laptop.”

			“As a matter of fact I might know two someones. Acquaintances of Josh. They’re not entirely on the right side of the law. Might be what we need?”

			“How good are they?”

			“They hacked into some designer’s website before it was even online. They also got a copy of a new documentary on Anna Wintour before it was in the theaters.”

			“Fashion hackers?” Ayers said. “Terrifying. Watch out, FBI.”

			“They’re not into fashion at all actually. It was a favor for someone, okay?”

			“I can’t possibly imagine who.” Ayers gave her a knowing look.

			“Well the point is they did it without blinking. Unless you have a better idea?”

			She waited and, when Ayers said nothing further, grabbed her cell and punched in Josh’s number. It switched through to his voicemail.

			“Damn, Josh’s still avoiding me,” she muttered.

			“Why?”

			Lauren groaned inwardly. No way was she touching that grenade. She waited for the message beep and said, “Hi Josh. It’s Lauren. I need to borrow your two new BFFs for a top-secret project. And, yes, we will still be talking about your Facebook page. But this is really important. Call me. Thanks.”

			As she hung up, Ayers’s cell phone shrilled.

			“What can I do for you, Neil?” Ayers switched into ultra-pleasant mode. Had to be their editor.

			Ayers listened, and her face gradually lost its color.

			“He can’t do that,” she said coldly. “We had a deal. He can’t just come in and…”

			Ayers’s lips clamped together. “Understood.” She flicked a dark look at Lauren. “I’ll tell her. Yes, she’s right here. See you soon. Bye.”

			“It seems,” Ayers said as she dropped her cell phone to the table, “that our illustrious publisher got wind of our road trip and has ordered it be shut down. We’re to return home now. Not even first thing tomorrow.”

			Lauren glanced at her watch. “But we’d get in just before midnight!”

			“Neil’s well aware. He pointed that fact out to the Boy King, and it earned a care factor of nil.”

			“Why? What’d we do wrong?”

			“I’d say it’s what we’re doing right. Certain people in various powerful positions have been calling Harrington, complaining about us sniffing around this story, and they want him to intervene and spike it.”

			“That’s censorship!”

			“That’s politics,” Ayers countered. “It happens all the time, pressure calls to editors. Usually publishers don’t get involved at all, and editors just tell whoever it is to shove it.

			“So now Harrington is either being his usual weak self or he’s getting his kicks sabotaging me by making it as difficult as possible to finish our investigation. Or both. It doesn’t matter. At least he hasn’t killed the story altogether, just ordered us home. Anyway, let’s get packed.”

			“How can you be so calm about this?” Lauren demanded. “We’re this close to solving an incredible mystery. I can feel it! It’s like we just have to pull one thread and it’ll all come apart. We just need to find the right thread.”

			Ayers’s understanding gaze fell on her. “And there it is,” she said softly.

			“What?”

			“I knew there was a real journalist in there somewhere. It’s that feeling—so hard to explain, isn’t it? Impossible to teach, but it’s there. When you’re about to crack a great story, and you just feel it in your bones. You just know. There’s nothing quite like it.”

			“Then how can you be so relaxed about our boss trying to rip that away from us now?”

			“Because the imbecile won’t succeed,” Ayers said. She pointed to the laptop. “Because what’s in front of us could hold the key to everything. Or not. But we don’t need to be in Nevada to find out. I’d been about to suggest we head home now anyway. This is not the end of our story. Not even close.”

			“But Harrington—”

			“Is not half the man his father is. Like most arrogant young men, he makes the mistake of assuming everyone is motivated by what motivates him. And right now, he’s trying to tell senior editors, men who have ink in their blood, who live and breathe the news, to bury a potentially huge story. He might have the title, but it isn’t earned. And I believe our Boy King is about to discover the limits of his control.”

			“Are you seriously going to fight the publisher?” Lauren asked in astonishment.

			A Cheshire cat smile spread across Ayers’s face.

			“No. I’m going to destroy him.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 10

			Gorillas in the Midst

			 

			Lauren watched the streaks of street lights coming toward her and suppressed a yawn. It was almost midnight; the trip had taken an extra hour due to a couple of rest stops and one flat tire near Water Spout Gulch.

			Uncharacteristically, Ayers had offered no biting commentary on that incident even though the tire blowout had been entirely Lauren’s fault. She’d lost concentration and the car had strayed onto the road edge and sliced against a jagged rock.

			She glanced at the sleeping woman beside her, her face partially lit in the inky night by the dash. Lauren was struck again by how peaceful Ayers seemed in repose. There was nothing soft about Ayers by day, beyond the slope of her smooth neck and those wicked lips.

			And therein lay the contradiction. It was hopeless even trying to understand the push-pull Lauren felt toward Ayers. She was both everything and nothing Lauren thought she desired.

			Casual cruelty usually repulsed her. Yet in Ayers she found that biting tongue and sharp mind addictive to be around. Nonetheless, it was unsettling to realize that much of Ayers’s appeal lay in her prickly edges.

			She exhaled heavily as she realized what that meant—what she wanted.

			Who she wanted.
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			It was 12:13 a.m. when Lauren saw the signs for Ventura Freeway and knew they were getting close to Ayers’s turn-off. She softly said, “Hey, wake up.”

			Ayers’s eyes fluttered open. “How close?” Her voice was thick.

			“Not far. Can you give me directions to your place?”

			Ayers sat up to get her bearings. “I’m on Oakshire Drive. You need to come off the 101 at—”

			A blast of ringtone cut her off, and Lauren blinked in surprise given the hour. She turned on her Bluetooth receiver and took the call.

			“King,” she said.

			“Lauren!”

			“Josh? Is everything okay?”

			“Honey, I hope you’re sitting down.”

			“I’m driving.”

			“Then pull over. I don’t want you rear-ending someone.”

			“Okay,” Lauren replied, unsettled. She took the next exit off Hollywood Freeway and, not liking the immediate area, drove a little bit farther, looking for a well-lit area. She saw people milling outside a squat building across the road and pulled over.

			“Stopped now,” she told him. “What is it?”

			“Where are you anyway?” Josh asked. “I thought you’d be tucked up in some cushy hotel at this time of night.”

			“Uhhm,” Lauren peered at a street sign over the road. “Studio City, I think. Some oil can place? On Ventura Boulevard.”

			She heard a sputtering noise. “Oh my god! You’re hitting that old gay club? Well I suppose Thursdays are She-nanigans night. A little lovin’ with the ladies…”

			“Josh! Come on, I’m out with Catherine! And you’re on speakerphone.”

			He made a strangled noise, and she flushed at how bad that sounded.

			“What’s so important?” she ground out.

			“Oh right,” he said. His voice changed to anxious. “Well someone’s broken into your place. Like, a little over half an hour ago. I saw them leaving when I was getting home. Those bruisers were big. In a neckless quarterback kind of way. I ducked out of sight, and I got a pic for you. It’s a bit blurred, but my hand was shaking on account of me being terrified they’d see me and use me for a toothpick.”

			Lauren shared a startled look with Ayers.

			“Hon, are you still there?”

			“Yeah Josh. That was brave of you. You okay?”

			“I’m being comforted by some tall, tanned, and nameless hunk. Well, okay, his name rhymes with egad.”

			Lauren winced.

			“I have to call the police,” she said.

			“Done and done. All part of the neighborly service. They had a patrol car in the area, so they’ve been and gone. They just checked it out, wrote some notes, and left. I gave them a copy of my cell phone photo, and they said they’ll want to talk to you later about what’s missing.

			“But hon, I had a peek around, and I couldn’t figure out what they took. All the expensive stuff’s still there.”

			“Can you email me a copy of the photo?”

			“Sure. Two neckless gorillas coming right up.”

			Lauren’s phone beeped. She scrolled to her emails and studied the photo. Two burly men in dark sweaters and black pants were leaving her apartment. Josh had to have been hiding in the stairwell given the angle. She examined the shadowed faces trying to work out why they looked familiar.

			She tilted the phone toward Ayers.

			“Why do I know them?” she asked, puzzled.

			“The thugs from the bus company,” Ayers said, her voice low. “They scared the driver off to Mexico.”

			Lauren flipped the phone back around and realized Ayers was right.

			“What the hell is going on?” she muttered. “Josh, I’m almost home. I just have to drop Catherine off, and I’ll be able to—”

			She felt a stilling hand on her arm.

			“Joshua, this is Catherine. Can you tell me whether you’d be able to secure Lauren’s door tonight? Prevent anyone else from accessing her apartment?”

			“Sure,” Josh said. “No problemo. Leave it to me.”

			“Excellent,” Ayers said. “I think it would be safer to stay away for now since it seems that certain people know where she lives.”

			“Gotcha. By the way, Snakepit and Duppy are really excited to help with your top secret project. Come around tomorrow morning, and I’ll introduce you to the whiz kids. Don’t mind their attitude. They’re like that with everyone.”

			“Thanks Josh, we’ll be there,” Lauren said and leaned over, about to end the call.

			“Oh hey, and hon,” Josh suddenly added urgently, “about Tad…”

			Lauren punched the End button and cut off his words.

			Ayers pricked up her ears. “Tad?”

			“We have more important things to discuss,” Lauren said quickly. “Like what were those men looking for? And where to now?”

			“We’ll go to my place,” Ayers said. “It has gated security and alarms. I also pay a security company a premium to maintain my privacy.”

			Lauren didn’t respond at first, astonished that the guarded Ayers would offer her home to Lauren. As if reading her mind, Ayers turned to look out the side window. “I’m merely protecting our story.”

			“Oh, okay,” Lauren said, feeling foolish. “’Course.” The story always comes first. Nothing else matters. Not even Ayers’s vaunted privacy, it seemed.

			“As for what those gorillas want,” Ayers continued, “it’s interesting Joshua said the break-in only just occurred. Why now?”

			“Opportunistic? I was out.”

			“Actually I suspect they thought you’d be in. I have a hunch they were well aware of our departure from Carson City and expected you to have been home an hour ago and fast asleep by now. Which you would have been if not for the flat.

			“They likely wanted to look at what you brought home with you. And, if I was them, I’d be rather afraid that whatever you had on you would leave your hands soon, so they had no choice but to move now.”

			“They wanted our notes?” Lauren asked, perplexed.

			“It could be any number of things. The Booze, Booze, Booze invoice, transcripts of our interviews, the security footage from the bus company. Or they may just be worried about what we might have.”

			Lauren nodded. “Okay. So why have they come after me and not you?”

			“You’re listed in the phone book; I’m not. Furthermore, your place has all the security of a Boy Scout tent. So, given they had a fifty-fifty choice, you were the obvious, softer target.”

			“Have they been trailing us all over Nevada? Who else is in on this?”

			“Don’t get paranoid. That’s how mistakes are made,” Ayers said. “Look, they obviously weren’t following us all the way home or they’d have known about our delay.”

			“How can we not get paranoid, because someone knew we were leaving and reported it to someone else back here.”

			“You’re missing the point. At the end of the day it doesn’t matter. We still have everything we left Nevada with, my home is secure enough to protect it, and now that we know we’re being watched, we’ll be able to plan our next steps accordingly.”

			Lauren turned that over reluctantly but couldn’t find any holes in her logic.

			“I don’t like it. I’d at least like to know which shoulder to look over.”

			“It’s mutual,” Ayers said. “But the truth always has a way of coming out.”

			Doubtful, Lauren’s gaze drifted to the other side of the road, and her amusement faded. She could see women of all shapes and sizes milling around, laughing, having left the gay club. Several pairs had linked arms and seemed happy in that comfortable way of long-term couples.

			She wondered what that would be like, having someone as a constant in your life who knew everything about you and loved you anyway. So far in her unremarkable dating history, most women had given up relatively early once they’d realized the hours she worked and her laser-like focus on moving up the career ladder into something more serious. Women who understood her ambition and the hours she had to put in didn’t exactly grow on trees.

			“Lauren?”

			She turned to Ayers and saw faint concern warring with curiosity. She shook her head, annoyed her deflating mood had leaked out. “It’s nothing. Can you give me your address? I’ll put it in the GPS. We’re a little offtrack right now.”

			“3239 Oakshire Drive, Hollywood Hills.”

			Lauren tapped it in, and as she sat back up, she caught a glimpse of an idling black SUV in her side mirror and wondered at how long it had been there.

			Don’t get paranoid, Ayers said.

			Okay.

			It wasn’t moving. With a thumping heart she switched the GPS out of satellite mode to map mode, then widened the field. Then widened it again.

			“What are you doing?”

			“Better to be safe than sorry,” Lauren muttered and scanned the map, looking at any looping, winding streets. One particularly florid curve caught her eye, and she switched the view to satellite and zoomed back in. No homes right along the road. Okay, good. She dropped an electronic pin in it.

			“Just in case,” she told Ayers.

			“In case of what?”

			“Don’t worry. We probably won’t need it,” Lauren said. “But I’d tighten your seat belt.”

			She started her engine and pulled back onto Ventura and watched the vehicle idling behind. It pulled away from the curb.

			Well crap.

			“Where are you going? Oakshire Drive is behind us.”

			“Testing your theory that I’m just being paranoid,” Lauren said, keeping an eye on her wing mirror. She turned onto a side street. The SUV pulled in behind them and slowed.

			Her pulse leaped. She shot Ayers a determined look and gripped the steering wheel.

			“It seems,” she said, “we’ve picked up some friends. Hang on.”

			She punched the gas and screeched down the small street; the SUV leapt into action after them.

			“Friends?” Ayers said, craning her neck around. “As in a tail? You’ve been watching far too many…” She stopped.

			“You were saying?” Lauren grunted and yanked on the wheel to take a corner at high speed.

			“Could you not roll us?” Ayers snapped, eyes widening.

			“Hey I kept two wheels on the road,” Lauren retorted as the speed needle nudged ever higher.

			At the next intersection she did a little dogleg onto a wide side street and bit back a groan as she saw the street sign.

			“Lauren!” Ayers said anxiously. “You’re going up a one-way street the wrong way!”

			“Well aware of that,” Lauren ground out as she crunched her gears. “They still behind us?”

			“Yes,” Ayers said, swivelling in her seat. “And getting closer. Are they high beaming us now?”

			“Yeah they are. Assholes.”

			She saw oncoming headlights and sucked in a breath as the staccato beeps of a horn barked at them. At the last minute, she and the oncoming driver swerved just enough to pass each other, both mounting the edges of sidewalks. The angry honking resumed behind her, about five seconds later.

			Lauren flicked Ayers a glance. “Doing okay?”

			Ayers didn’t answer.

			“Don’t worry,” Lauren said. “I’ve got this. Dad fitted out The Beast for just this kind of thing.”

			“Your father foresaw the need for you to outrun pursuers?” Ayers said through thin lips. “I suspect our childhoods were very different.”

			“Ha,” Lauren said and whipped the wheel hard around, hauling them with a squeal of tires across the main thoroughfare of Laurel Canyon Blvd, finally back on the right side of the road. “My brothers loved racing on dirt tracks and gunning it around obstacle courses, so before I even had my licence, they showed me how to do some things that would curl your hair.”

			Lauren glanced at her GPS destination, figuring out the distances remaining.

			“Dona Lola Drive?” Ayers said, following her eyes. “Why are we going there?”

			“It has a shape that’s pretty much perfect for taking out unsuspecting drivers,” Lauren replied. “You’ll see.”

			“Taking out?” Ayers repeated. “Now why do I not like the sound of that?”

			Lauren’s eyes glinted. “Just trust me.” Her heartbeat picked up even faster as she saw the street sign she was looking for. “Ready?”

			She peeled off Laurel Canyon onto the side road leading to Dona Lola and then suddenly slammed on the brakes. “Crap! That wasn’t on the map!”

			They could see Dona Lola Drive stretching up a steep hill on the left. But it had been blocked off at the bottom end, just in front of them, with thick bushes. “Who the hell turns a road into a freaking cul-de-sac without mentioning it to map companies?” Lauren growled. “Shit!”

			She thought about her options for a split second and then, shaking her head, hit reverse. She lined Dona Lola up.

			“You are not about to do what I think you are,” Ayers said in dismay.

			“Fairly sure I am.” She focused and revved her engine, steeling herself.

			“What about your car! Those bushes will shred your paint.”

			“You said it yourself,” Lauren said through gritted teeth. “The story comes first.”

			The wash of high beam headlights hit them as their pursuers came around the bend on Laurel Canyon Blvd and spotted them idling on the side street. They turned off to follow. Lauren said a brief prayer to any deity listening, then stomped the gas pedal. The Beast leapt forward as Ayers’s breath hitched.

			The bruising, scraping, crunching, and crashing noises of metal and nature pulverizing each other made Lauren sick to her stomach, but in a heartbeat they were through and the only noise was the roar of a powerful engine flying up the hill.

			High beams hit them again.

			So the SUV would also be needing a new paint job, Lauren thought grimly. Good. Served them right.

			She angled her car on the deserted road in a way to prevent the SUV from seeing the arcing bend coming up quickly.

			“Ever heard of drifting?” she asked Ayers.

			Ayers shook her head firmly, fingers tightening on her seatbelt.

			“Okay, crash course coming right up. Hold on.”

			“Crash?”

			Lauren increased her speed as they roared up to the tight bend. The road was generously wide, but the bend was acute, almost a hairpin, meaning anyone going too fast or who was caught unawares would overshoot, hit the high, right side-rail, and fly into the potholed hillside and bushes above it.

			She throttled up, pulled the steering wheel hard left, intentionally oversteering, and felt the loss of traction from the rear wheels as they kicked out and began to drift toward the metal railing.

			The safety barrier loomed up fast but the momentum from Lauren hauling on the wheel curled them around the turn like a sling shot. But without traction on the rear, The Beast’s rear would slam into the rail.

			“Lauren!”

			She heard the fear and shock in the word but didn’t lose focus. Everything seemed to slow down. She held the turn as the vibrations thrummed through her steering wheel and up her forearms, the engine roared its protest at the unexpected G-forces, and the rear wheels continued to slide loosely. And then she sensed it—that perfect sweet spot of speed and power and timing. Like old times, she heard her oldest brother’s voice screaming in her brain. Now, Laur, now! Punch it!

			She slammed her foot hard on the pedal, and The Beast regained its feet, gave a little ass wiggle, and shot forward, straight down the hill like a bullet.

			She could hear a wailing screech of brakes just behind her, then a shredding sound of metal on metal as the SUV smashed into the barrier. It tore through it in a furious ripping sound of twisting metal.

			She eased up on the speed and saw in the side mirror the plume of smoke and metal smouldering against the bushy hill face. She slowed to a stop, opened her door, and leaned out to watch as two men crawled shakily from the wreckage and appeared to be shouting at each other. One pointed furiously at Lauren’s idling car.

			She grinned, closed the door, and tossed a relieved grin at Ayers, who was staring straight in front of her as though she’d just seen the second coming.

			Hell, maybe she had.

			“Takes a lot of practice to do that,” Lauren explained as they resumed their journey. “Doubt they had a clue what hit them. Now aren’t you glad we took The Beast?”

			At Ayers’s prolonged silence, Lauren realized she was white as a sheet.

			“Hey, you okay?” Lauren asked. “Want me to stop?”

			Ayers shook her head. “Just. Home. Now. Slowly.”

			“Sure,” Lauren said. She lowered her speed. “Hey, I think you should know I have done that move, like, a shit-ton of times.”

			She glanced at Ayers who didn’t seem big on speaking. Or blinking. Or breathing.

			“You were always in good hands,” she reassured her. “And it was probably safer than it looked. Okay?”

			“Probably safer?” Ayers slowly uncurled her white-knuckle grip from the seat belt and turned to look squarely at her. “Lauren,” she said in a low voice, “I just had the depressing realization that if I died, the last line of my obituary would read that I was a gossip columnist for the Daily Sentinel. So I’m only going to say this once. Thank you for not killing us tonight. And from now on, I drive.”
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			Catherine Ayers’s home was, in a word, freaking spectacular. Okay, so that was two words, Lauren amended to herself as she gingerly turned into a driveway lined with low palms and thick, lush greenery that was blocked by a towering wall and gate. It had taken a lot longer to get here than it should have thanks to Ayers and her withering glares every time Lauren tried to nudge the speed anywhere north of forty.

			Ayers exhaled raggedly at the sight of her address and thumbed a small remote she’d pulled out of her bag. A wide wrought-iron gate rolled open.

			Beyond lay an elegant, two-story, cream house, lit with warm exterior lights which extended into the garden, backlighting the greenery.

			“What style is your house?” Lauren asked in awe. “I mean, that is gorgeous.”

			“It was built in the ’20s,” Ayers said quietly as she put her keys away. “A racetrack owner is rumored to have built it, thinking he could lure the stars of the golden era of Hollywood to his parties. He wanted something intimate but beautiful.”

			“It is,” Lauren said. “How much did you pay for it?”

			Ayers glared.

			“Sorry,” Lauren said. “It’s late. I lose my censor button after eleven.”

			“Useful to know.”

			Lauren was distracted by a movement in her rearview mirror.

			“Your camera just turned to follow us,” she said, startled. “The one on the external wall we passed.”

			“It has a movement tracker. It’s sending video of your vehicle to my security company as we speak. I should get a call any minute about a strange car in my driveway.”

			A moment later as she pulled up in front of the garage, and the red cedar door slid up automatically. “Neat trick.”

			“It’s automatic,” Ayers explained, pulling out her cell phone which had just begun to ring.

			“Ayers,” she answered. “Yes. Please log its plate number for the white list. By the way, I’m expecting security intrusions in the immediate future. Put my address on high alert. And do the external patrol. All the extras. I believe it may be professionals involved, so be vigilant. Thanks. Good night.”

			Lauren turned off her ignition and watched in wonder as the door behind them closed on its own and the interior lights of the garage came on, washing the room in warm yellow. Ayers’s infamous silver Saab was parked beside her, and the entire garage was meticulous with gleaming benches and an alcove for every tool.

			“My dad would love this,” she said in wonder.

			“Most men do,” Ayers noted and slid out. She rapped on the trunk and waited for Lauren to pop it, then reached for her two designer bags.

			Lauren tried not to think of all the men who’d probably gotten an invite to Ayers’s fancy, high-tech house over however long she’d had it. She hauled out her lone duffle bag, slung it over her shoulder, and slammed her trunk’s door a little too hard.

			Then her eye fell to the deep scratches cutting into the side all along her car. She scowled, and her heart sank in dismay. “Crap.”
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			Ayers’s home was beautiful and tasteful, with polished timber floors, cream decor, artwork on the walls, and rooms and nooks bursting with books.

			As Ayers led them through the upper level, Lauren paused at one view from an office window and spied a little gazebo next to a stone bench and a pond. The gardens were extensively lit, and the trees had tiny twinkling lights embedded in their branches.

			It was magical, like a wonderland of lights and lush plants. It was warm and soothing and nothing like the lair she’d imagine for Ayers.

			Had to be a killer of an electric bill.

			“Solar lighting,” Ayers said. “And that’s my favorite view. It’s a creative place to write.”

			Lauren glanced down at a small writing desk. On it were framed pictures of Ayers with various noted names. Presidents. Entrepreneurs. Leaders. Nelson Mandela. Stephen Hawking. Sally Ride. Ayers looked poised in every photo except for one. She paused over that exception, taking in a much younger Ayers standing with an iconic political correspondent at a party on the lawn of the White House.

			She picked it up and examined the hopeful expression on the twenty-something Ayers’s face. “Helen Thomas, huh? Who didn’t idolize her?”

			Ayers glanced at her in surprise.

			“You know, Catherine, you’ve really got to stop underestimating my knowledge of political journalists,” Lauren said lightly. “I wasn’t entirely raised in a barn. Although you seem to think I was.”

			Ayers’s lips quirked. “I suppose that’s fair.” She took the photo from Lauren’s hands and studied it closely.

			“It was a different era back then,” she mused. “I’d just moved to Washington. It was a time when seeking the truth was still seen as the core goal of a political journalist.”

			“As opposed to what?”

			“Rehashing press releases. Debating political spin as real news. Being blatantly used by the parties. Helen saw it happening and called them on it repeatedly.” She sighed. “The political machine got her in the end, of course.

			“The golden rule of politics and the media is when the wolves start to bay, it’s irrelevant what you do or say after that. If you’re marked for extinction, they will get you. Seven decades of service to the truth, and her career ended in scandal. She certainly didn’t deserve that inglorious exit.”

			Lauren caught a strange inflection. “But you think you did?” she asked, confused.

			Ayers tilted her head. “While I deserved most of the blame, I know that certain people who contributed to my downfall were not held accountable at all. Look, it’s complicated. But as I said, once you’re in their crosshairs and they want you gone, you’re gone.”

			Lauren held her breath and willed Ayers to explain the mystery no one fully understood. How could someone as smart and politically savvy as Ayers, blow everything with one spectacularly bad story?

			“So what went wrong?”

			Ayers shook her head in irritation and placed the picture of the veteran print journalist in its pride of place on her desk. She adjusted it and then took a step back, obviously forgetting how close Lauren had been standing.

			Lauren could feel Ayers’s body heat curling across her skin.

			“It’s late,” Ayers said, her voice vibrating close to her ear. “And I think our dash to the gates of hell and back tonight has put me in a reflective mood. But no good comes from rehashing the past.”

			Lauren almost slumped in disappointment.

			“Your room’s this way.” Ayers left.

			She trailed after Ayers, entered the guest room, and dropped her duffel bag on the floor. She looked around. It was cosy and adorable. A double bed, a white dresser, and matching white wardrobe. An exotic timber ornamental ceiling fan added unique flair. Ayers pointed to a door. “Guest bathroom’s right there. If you need me, I’m at the end of the hall. Sleep well, Lauren.”

			“You too, Catherine,” she said. Ayers sauntered out as though she hadn’t just spent eight hours on the road followed by one near-death experience.

			She opened the curtains and then sat on the bed to review her day as her tired eyes focused on the enticing gardens below.

			It was hypnotic. Giving herself a shake, she sleepily headed for the shower. Her head leaned against the tiled wall, water running down her back, as her brain helpfully supplied her with two important facts.

			One, Catherine Ayers, the closed-off, famously private journalist, was letting her stay in her house.

			Two, Catherine Ayers, the alluring woman, was probably naked as a jaybird in the shower herself right now.

			Lauren groaned and gently thumped her head against the wall as she willed that scorching image from her mind.

			[image: 206702.jpg]

			Dawn had barely broken when Lauren’s eyes fluttered open. It took a moment to place where she was, and then her heart did a double flip with a half pike. She stared incredulously at the ceiling fan. She’d woken up in Catherine Ayers’s home.

			Her empty stomach grumbled. She rose, quickly used the en suite, and then rummaged through her bag. She found only a lonely, sad mint, which she unwrapped, popped in her mouth, and chewed hungrily while she hunted for a granola bar she thought she’d packed. She came up empty.

			After a few minutes, she gave up her search and padded through the hall, ears straining to hear if she’d woken her host.

			The house was silent. She could hear a ticking of a clock from somewhere and the chirp of birds outside, but nothing else.

			She headed toward the stairs intent on finding the kitchen when she came to an abrupt halt. Below her in the low light she could make out a stunning lounge and entertaining area, with wide glass windows and white sofas on a polished timber floor.

			But that’s not what had caught her eye. All the way down the cream stairway wall were photos. She realized she was staring at a gallery of Ayers’s life. She edged closer.

			Polished black frames held several photos of a well-dressed older couple, jewels glittering on them. She could see the resemblance to Ayers in the aristocratic angle with which they held their heads. Two little girls were at their side in the pictures. The smaller one smiled dutifully, a fixed vacant expression. The taller girl, with long auburn hair and intelligent, sharp eyes, didn’t bother to hide her boredom.

			Lauren smirked. No doubts as to who was who.

			She took a step lower and saw the same two girls, older now, on horses, with matching equestrian outfits and silly grins. Ayers’s hair was in a long braid, and she sat easily in the saddle patting her mount.

			Two steps down, and she was looking at a wedding. The younger Ayers girl was being married to a tall, red-headed man with freckles and a pleasant face. He had pale skin, a weak chin, and reeked of old money. He looked a little overwhelmed. Ayers’s parents watched the happy couple approvingly in the background.

			Catherine, who looked to be in her mid-twenties, was off to one side in a bridesmaid’s outfit of shiny green taffeta with a plunging neckline. Somehow she managed to make the hideous garment work, although the faintly incredulous expression on her face said it all. The round, homely creature beside her—a cousin, perhaps, given she shared the same eyes and chin—had a lot less luck with pulling off the fashion travesty. A green toffee apple came to mind.

			Three steps lower, and the couple now had a baby; another two steps saw the photogenic teenage boy at high school age, striking a superhero pose and laughing.

			One photo later, Lauren stopped cold and stared at it in shock.

			She heard a movement from below and pulled her eyes away to see Ayers making her way up to her, hair slicked back, with a white towel casually slung over her shoulder. She wore a one-piece black swimsuit and an interested expression as she scrutinized Lauren’s outfit.

			Lauren followed her wandering eyes. Oh right. Still in her boxers and tank top. Not that Ayers could get too obnoxious about the liberal amount of skin on display. Lauren’s gaze shifted to long, pale, toned, bare legs, and the high-cut, damp swimsuit.

			“Pool?” She reddened. Of course the woman had been swimming. Idiot.

			“What gave it away?” Ayers retorted as she joined her on the same step. “But if you’re asking because you want a swim yourself, I’ll show you where the lap pool is after I get dressed.”

			“Nnngh,” Lauren replied helplessly as she took in a close-up of Ayers in little more than thin black nylon. She could see the swell of her breasts and the muscle definition in shoulders and arms well-used to sliding through water.

			Goddammit. She spun back to examine the photo that had captured her attention before Ayers’s arrival, hoping to prevent her fritzing brain’s complete meltdown.

			“Ah,” Ayers said as she studied the photo in front of Lauren, leaning just over her shoulder. Her cheek was almost against her ear. The hairs on the back of Lauren’s neck shot to attention and practically saluted.

			“I see you’ve met my nephew. Again,” she purred.

			Lauren’s mouth fell open. She turned.

			“Wait, what? You let me believe…no, you let everyone believe you were dating him. But he’s…Catherine, your nephew is Tad.”

			“Yes, Thadeus is my nephew.”

			“Did you enjoy playing me for a fool?”

			“Yes,” Ayers said with an amused look. “Well, at first.” She met Lauren’s eyes challengingly.

			“To think I actually agonized over whether to tell you about him hitting on Josh. I lost sleep over that!”

			“Well I didn’t know you were giving yourself an ulcer about it. How could I?” Ayers countered.

			“And if you had known, would you have told me then?” At her silence, Lauren shook her head in disappointment. “That’s what I thought.”

			“No,” Ayers said. She crossed her arms. “If people jumped to that conclusion, that’s hardly my fault.”

			“Oh please,” Lauren snapped. “You knew exactly what you were doing. Just tell me why?”

			“What possible difference would it make to your life knowing that?”

			“It’s about trust,” Lauren said angrily.

			“I’ve never lied to you, Lauren.”

			“Semantics, and you know it.”

			“No, there is a distinction,” Ayers said defensively. “Thadeus has been my date to dozens of events, and not one person asked me who he was in my life. Everyone just presumed I had to be sleeping with him. How pathetic is that?”

			She pinned Lauren with a quelling look. “Everyone’s so fixated on the body beautiful in this shallow little town that it didn’t enter a single person’s mind that I wasn’t taking him to my bed. And before you get too indignant, that includes you, too.”

			Lauren wished she could deny it. Her jaw worked in irritation.

			Ayers’s eyes lit in triumph. “See what I mean about assuming?” she drawled.

			Lauren was torn between anger and disappointment that Ayers was as much a fraud as anyone else in this plastic town. She remembered all the times her stomach had knotted over the thought of Josh and Tad hooking up behind Ayers’s back, and it made her furious all over again.

			“Does Tad’s family know he’s gay and you trot him out at events like some prized pony?” Lauren sniped. It was beneath her, some part of her brain noted, but she was too annoyed to care.

			Ayers’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “How is that any of your business?”

			“He’s dating one of my best friends. I’d like to know how potholed the road is ahead for him. Josh is an artistic soul—he gives his heart too easily. And to people who don’t deserve him. I don’t want him being anyone’s dirty little secret.”

			Ayers rolled her eyes. “If you must know, I’m the only one aware of his preferences in our family. And he doesn’t know that I know. But despite the secrecy, I believe he’d never treat Joshua with disrespect.

			“As for his escort duties, it’s entirely his choice. When he turned up on my doorstep with his bags, only then did anyone in our family realize how serious he was about becoming an actor. His mother—my sister—was horrified. I agreed to take him in and keep an eye on him and introduce him to entertainment industry contacts at various events until he found his feet and got his own place. And on the morning we left for Nevada, he decided to move out. Apparently I was cramping his style, among other reasons. But the straw that broke the camel’s back was Joshua refusing to date Tad because he lived with me.”

			Lauren felt a flash of relief that her friend had acted honorably. She owed him an apology.

			“Okay,” Lauren said. “But why not tell people he was your nephew? Plenty of people take relatives as plus ones to events.”

			Ayers shifted uncomfortably. “He had an image he wished to protect. Or invent, I suppose.”

			“Well that explains the games you play with strangers, but why pretend to people closer to home? Those who work with you and respect you? Like me or, say, Mariella. She deals with a ton of closeted actors. It’s not like we couldn’t keep a secret about Tad. He’s not even in a small minority in Hollywood.

			“Or is it that you think we wouldn’t keep it a secret?” Lauren stared at her. “Come on, you can’t seriously think I’d out Tad and ruin his acting chances or something?”

			“Of course not.”

			“Then why? I can’t think of a single reason for your fake dating game that makes any sense.”

			Ayers regarded her, fingers gripping tighter on her towel. Her icy eyes, usually so mocking and confident, seemed conflicted.

			“I’m sorry. I won’t discuss it.”

			Lauren felt the words bite into her. Of course it would be too much for Ayers to explain anything. Now she knew exactly where she stood on Ayers’ friendship scale. Sub-basement level.

			“You’re right,” she said tightly, “it’s absolutely none of my business. Don’t worry, I’ll get out of your way.” She took a step back up the stairs.

			“Lauren.”

			She glanced down to find Ayers gripping her arm. She lifted her head in confusion.

			An index finger slowly stroked up Lauren’s bicep and then curled behind her neck. Ayers tugged Lauren’s head to hers and took a step closer so their lips were millimetres from touching.

			“What are you doing?” Lauren asked.

			“Explaining.” Ayers closed the sliver of space between them and dusted her lips across Lauren’s as gently as a breeze.

			Arousal flooded Lauren, and she leaned forward, kissed her hungrily, and opened her mouth under teasing lips. After a moment’s hesitation, their tongues met and tangled.

			Lauren’s hands slid to Ayers’s firm ass, squeezed it, and then found the smooth bare skin at the small of her back and stroked. The tips of Lauren’s fingers slid under the nylon of the swimsuit with each downward stroke and elicited a gasp against her lips.

			Ayers rolled her hips and pinned her hard against the wall. Lauren’s knees almost buckled at the sensation.

			Jesus.

			Ayers suddenly stepped back. Those watchful eyes were dark and half-lidded. Her lips were swollen. She exhaled and licked them.

			“That’s why,” she breathed, staring hard at Lauren.

			“You…you’re?” Lauren swallowed. “Oh!”

			Ayers dropped her eyes, but not before Lauren saw a flash of something dark in her intense gaze. “And now you know,” she said coolly. She turned. “Help yourself to the kitchen. I need to get changed.”

			“But,” Lauren said, watching her go. “Wait!”

			Lauren stared after her, lips on fire, and her nipples rock hard. She traced her fingertips across her mouth to assure herself that the impossible had indeed happened.

			Catherine Ayers had just kissed her as if she knew her way around another woman’s lips. And she’d admitted that was pretty much the status quo for her.

			Dazed, Lauren steered her wobbly legs toward the kitchen.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 11

			The Red Files

			 

			For evil geniuses, Duppy and Snakepit looked remarkably like a pair of twenty-year-olds who’d been hibernating in their parents’ basement.

			Lauren stared at one, then the other, trying to work out who’d had his first ever date under Josh’s tutelage. She gave up. They both seemed too abrasive to actually be able to converse with women. Although Duppy had no problem running his eyes over Ayers’s jean-clad ass, much to Lauren’s annoyance. She ground her teeth and shot him a warning look. He ignored her.

			Dipshit.

			Ayers sat gracefully on the striped sofa in Josh’s apartment and looked remarkably well suited to the artistic décor, which burst with colorful material swatches of every texture, sketches of Josh’s handbag designs, and framed iconic fashion magazine covers. She moved one of his more eclectic cushions, replete with gold tassels, and crossed her legs elegantly.

			Lauren sat opposite in a hand-painted armchair that looked like a mad art student had created its abstract design on a dare. She admired Ayers’s curves in pale worn jeans and starched white linen and remembered only too well how that body had felt pressed against hers.

			Breakfast earlier had been a strange affair, involving granola, fruit, and coffee, and classical music which was up just that little bit too loud to comfortably hold a conversation. Instead they’d settled for a lot of silent chewing and furtive, smoldering glances that ended the moment the other’s gaze was caught.

			During the Saab ride over, with more conversation-killing, high-decibel classics, Lauren wondered who else knew Catherine’s secret. Who had been allowed into the inner sanctum? Tad? Her parents?
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			“First, we’d like you to crack this laptop so we can see what’s rattling around in the drive,” Ayers began, leaning forward to point to the My Little Pony laptop between them on the low coffee table.

			“Next…” She paused as the two young men snorted and nudged each other. “What’s so funny?” she asked as Duppy snatched up a paper clip and played with it. “I know it looks ridiculous but even so it may contain—”

			“Nah, it’s not that. My little sister’s got one of these Little Pony things, and I can tell by the weight that this one’s got way more than its original specs on board. But, see lady, you don’t need us to hack anything to get into a CD drive.”

			He leaned over the pink device, pointed to a small pinhole under the drive bay, and then pushed a now straightened paper clip in.

			“Anyone want a drink?” Josh returned from the kitchen. He looked around at the expectant faces focused on the small CD door which had popped open. “Ooh, what’d I miss?”

			Duppy pulled something small and flat out of the ejected tray and squinted at it. “Huh. What the fuck is this thing?”

			“Oh,” Lauren muttered. “Uh, Catherine, is that what I think it is?”

			“A SmartPay dongle. Yes.” She leaned forward.

			“A smart what?” Snakepit asked; he plucked it from his friend’s fingers and inspected it closely. “And why’s some random dude stashed it in his drive?”

			“You’ve just stated your mission,” Ayers said. “Find out why it matters and what else is on the computer.”

			“Hey wait up,” Duppy said, fingers feeling around. He flipped the laptop and they saw a small circle of plastic stuck to the underside of the CD tray. He peeled it off.

			Lauren studied it as Duppy held it up to the light and realized why it looked vaguely familiar. “It’s an ID chip. For that dongle. It’s been cut from a SmartPay employee pass. You slide it in the slot at the end.”

			Snakepit’s eyes lit up, and he swiped the device through the dongle. A green light came on.

			“Oh this is cool,” he grinned widely. He took the computer to a small table near the window with better light. “Hey Duppster,” he called, throwing his friend a cable, “plug me in and let’s get cracking.” He laughed, emitting a boyish braying that set Lauren’s nerves on edge.

			Were they nuts trusting their only real lead to these two?

			Ayers stiffened, and Lauren knew she wasn’t the only one having doubts.

			“Hey,” Josh whispered as he dropped between the two women and perched on the edge of his coffee table. “Stop panicking. I know they look a bit amateur, but they really know their stuff. Snakepit’s got a degree in computer science and programming from MIT.”

			Lauren did a double take at the young hacker who looked swamped by his gray Fallout: New Vegas T-shirt. “Did he graduate at fourteen or something?”

			“Close,” Josh said. “Fifteen. And Duppy’s golden on other stuff you really don’t want to know about. Like getting into and out of places he really shouldn’t.”

			The two men had accessed the laptop now, and Snakepit was feverishly tapping away in front of a screen that looked like just strings of letters and numbers to Lauren.

			“Shit!” Duppy said, thumping his friend. “Check those fucking specs out!”

			Snakepit whistled. “I’ve never seen anyone overclock a machine like this. How hasn’t he fried its brains out? Do you think he—”

			“Uh guys,” Lauren interrupted. “Can you remember it’s not how he souped it up, but why?”

			Duppy gave her a dark look, then moved on. They worked steadily, talking to each other in half sentences. Ayers headed into the kitchen to take a call. Duppy, looking like a dog with its tongue lolling out a car window, promptly swivelled to examine her ass again. Lauren contemplated tossing a few of Josh’s pointier handbags at his smarmy face. Unfortunately, she needed his eyeballs—wandering or otherwise.

			“Hey can you guys do a pizza run?” Snakepit asked without looking up. His fingers flew, focus intense. “We think better with pizza.”

			“Pizza?” Lauren repeated. “You know it’s not even ten yet?”

			There was a silence as Snakepit and Duppy turned to stare at her. She couldn’t help but notice the work had instantly stopped.

			“Okay, right, yeah.” She threw her hands up in surrender and stood. “Pizza. What type?” she asked, trying hard to tune out the voice on the phone behind her.

			Because Ayer’s husky professional voice was in no way sexy. At all.

			“Everything meat,” Snakepit grunted. “Oh and while you’re there, bring us back a shitload of peace and quiet. ’Kay?”

			Duppy snorted and high fived him. Lauren glared at their backs as she trudged to the door. Josh padded up beside her in scarlet Marc Jacobs socks. Cashmere. New. 

			“Sorry about them,” he said quietly. “They’re barely house trained, let alone socially trained. I can only do so much, and they get really weird around the opposite sex. Tell you what, why don’t I call for the pizza and you two disappear for a bit? Let them get on with it.”

			“Okay but what if—” Lauren began as her gaze darted to the laptop.

			“I’ll call you if they figure out anything important, promise?”

			“Okay,” Lauren said and caught Ayers’s eye to wave her over. She nodded and lifted a one-sec finger as she finished her call.

			“Thanks, Josh.”

			“No problem. Oh by the way,” he lowered his voice even further. “I can’t help but notice you’re on a first name basis with Lady Voldemort now.” His attention went to the woman in his kitchen scribbling down a note.

			“Yeah well,” Lauren muttered as she stole another look at her, “Ayers is such a mouthful.”

			“Uh huh,” Josh said. His expression turned serious just as Ayers finished her call and headed back to the main room.

			“Look, hon, about Tad,” Josh whispered hurriedly, “Ayers is his aunt. That’s why he told me he just used her to be seen at parties and that she loved him. He thought I already knew. So it was a bit of crossed wires.”

			“Yeah, I know. She told me this morning. Sorry I jumped to conclusions.”

			“She told you?” Joshua watched her sharply as he opened his apartment door. “She who famously never explains herself and gives you static for breathing too loudly, told you?”

			“Yes and stop looking at me like that.” She gently slapped his bicep. “It’s no big mystery. We’ve just reached an understanding. There’re only so many insults we could dream up to hurl at each other. So we’ve plateaued on a truce.”

			“Hey! Shut the damn door! You’re letting in a draft.”

			Duppy. Lauren resisted the urge to clip the ogling little creep around the ear—with her boot.

			“We’re just leaving,” she said as pleasantly as she could muster. She moved aside to make room as Ayers joined them at the door.

			“And I heard what Joshy said about calling you later if we find anything,” Duppy hollered again. “Get a clue, you two! Don’t use your cells to say anything. You don’t know who the fuck’s listening.”

			Josh rolled his eyes. “Ooh! It’s like James Bond around here. Hey, before I forget.” He rummaged around his jacket pocket, then dropped a card into her hand. “For when you catch up with the cops for their report. Here’s who to call. And I secured your place from any opportunistic thieves. You’ll see. Bye, lovelies.”

			He glanced at them both with a thoughtful expression then waggled his fingers and closed the door behind them.

			They stared at each other and digested Duppy’s warning as the lock clunked into place.

			“You know,” Lauren said, “I’d been wondering last night how that black SUV knew exactly where we were before it started chasing us…” She petered out. Maybe it was paranoia.

			Ayers tilted her head. “The thought occurred to me as well. You told Joshua we were outside that club and gave its address. And suddenly someone appears minutes later?”

			“They can track cells these days, right?” Lauren asked, biting her lip.

			“Yes and no. There’s some basic, common detection technology that can track signals to the general area where cell towers are picking up a phone’s signals. I used to have drinks with an FBI agent who told me that the tech could get them within 165 feet.”

			“An FBI agent? What’s his name? Anyone important?”

			“Ashlee.”

			Lauren felt an unexpected flare of jealousy.

			“Just drinks,” Ayers said lightly, as if reading her mind. “She was a contact—or rather her husband was. He’s a senator’s aide. Anyway we’d been discussing the Patriot Act one night, and she explained there are also some complicated, invasive—and now terrifyingly legal—ways to be really accurate at tracking a cell phone. As in pinpoint accurate. But for those options an agency needs time, resources, and a high-value target. I doubt we’re exactly high value.”

			“But you think we’re of value enough that someone worked out roughly where we were and had someone cruise around in the vicinity and wait for more information to find us?” Lauren asked, appalled.

			“It makes sense. Because ten minutes after you said where we were, there they were.”

			Lauren shivered. “Creepy.”

			“It’s the tip of the iceberg on creepy,” Ayers said. “But that’s a Big Brother horror story for another day. As for last night, it proves that, whoever this is, they’re organized, there are clearly more than just the two men involved, and our cells can no longer be considered safe.”

			“Yeah. Hate to admit it, but cyber-asshole had a point.”

			Ayers adjusted her bag on her shoulder. “By the way, the editor just called. A press release was emailed to the Daily Sentinel, addressed to us from Governor Freeman’s office. Neil says the gist is that Freeman’s people are withdrawing the earlier press release as an administrative error.”

			“The one about the missing hundred grand? Saying they were investigating it?”

			“Yes. The one that confirms the theft took place,” Ayers said.

			“Did they say why?”

			“An intern supposedly sent it out in error.”

			Lauren laughed. “We’re expected to fall for that?”

			“I doubt they care if we do or don’t. But now we can no longer say there’s a confirmed theft of government funds, even if that’s what happened. We’ll have to prove it all ourselves.”

			“So why now?” Lauren asked. “What’s changed?”

			“That’s a good question. Maybe their internal investigators found something?” Ayers said and then frowned, staring just past Lauren’s shoulder. “Isn’t that your apartment?” She pointed.

			Lauren turned and did a double take.

			“Ah,” she said with a grin. A sign taped to the door with Josh’s loopy all caps penmanship.

			 

			Danger—Gas leak. Enter and you will die a most horrific death.

			 

			Lauren walked over and nudged open her busted door with her boot. She sucked in a bracing breath and glanced at Ayers. “I should check out the damage and call a locksmith.”

			Ayers hesitated, as if unsure whether she was welcome to view the aftermath. Lauren widened the door in invitation and entered.

			She looked around. Things had been tossed about, although, as Josh had noted, nothing obvious appeared to be missing. TV, stereo, books, and DVDs were all in the same place. So the thieves were either really picky or looking for something else. She caught Ayers contemplating the near-new LCD TV which hadn’t been touched, and knew she wasn’t alone in her suspicions.

			She headed into her bedroom and stopped cold as she saw the drawers had been opened, and her undergarments flung about on the floor.

			“Those bastards,” she said angrily and stalked past a startled Ayers only to return moments later with her laundry hamper. She crouched, balled up her bras and panties, and tossed them into the bag viciously. “Think they got off on it?” she growled. “Going through a woman’s private things?”

			She stood, glaring at the mess that was her sanctuary. Ayers approached silently from behind; her familiar scent startled Lauren out of her fury.

			“Hey,” she said gently. “They were professionals most likely. This was probably just a job for them. I doubt it was anything personal.”

			“Doesn’t help.” Lauren inhaled uneasily. “But thanks for trying.”

			Lauren stepped back and looked at her bed. The mattress had been flipped and sheets were half on the floor, half under it. She sighed and perched on the corner of her bed and stared morosely at the wall.

			Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Ayers lean against the doorframe as she scanned her room with her usual intensity, taking in the knickknacks, softball trophies, and a framed journalistic award she’d won back home about teaching conditions in rural schools.

			Lauren examined a dust bunny with more interest than it deserved.

			“I’d offer you something to drink,” she said, “but I ran out of coffee a week ago. I have water though.”

			“That’s fine. I’m not thirsty.”

			Ayers’s gaze eventually settled on the framed, signed poster that took pride of place on the far wall.

			“Women’s soccer?” Ayers murmured after a beat. “A bit clichéd isn’t it?”

			Lauren rolled her eyes. “You know it’s rude to invite yourself into a girl’s bedroom then critique how gay her stuff is. Especially if you’ve just kissed said girl in the gayest possible way.”

			Ayers’s cheeks reddened. “Touché.”

			The oppressive silence fell between them again. Lauren stared at the intriguing woman leaning against her door frame who was no longer meeting her gaze.

			“Does Tad know?” she asked suddenly. “About you?”

			Ayers sighed.

			“Tad and I don’t have a huge amount of common ground or in-depth discussions about anything.”

			“Well you have one thing in common.”

			A warning glare was her only answer.

			Lauren sighed. “Okay, you’re right, enough of the small talk. I’ll cut to the party-sized elephant in the room then. Why did you kiss me?”

			“Lauren.” Ayers sighed.

			“Don’t give me that world-weary, this-is-beneath-me crap. In case you forgot, you kissed me.”

			“I’m well aware.”

			More silence.

			Lauren shook her head. “Okay, I’ll get you started. You were explaining. Your situation. Via lips and hips. That was very innovative, by the way. Interactive.”

			Ayers regarded her coolly. “Are you done yet?”

			“Not by a long shot.” Lauren leaned back on her elbows and watched her closely. “But I do like your explanations. In case you were wondering.”

			“Well I’m very sure I’m done explaining,” she replied tersely. “Especially since everything’s just a joke to you.” She straightened as if about to leave.

			“Um Catherine?” Lauren said, forestalling her. “Thanks for telling me. Or, ah, whatever you’d call our conversation this morning.”

			Ayers affected a pained expression.

			“Sorry,” Lauren said with a wince. “I’m not trying to be a smart-ass although I know you think I am. I mean it. Thanks for sharing. And taking a risk.”

			Ayers’s wary, hooded gaze greeted her.

			“It’s hard,” Lauren continued, willing her to see her sincerity, “in our industry. Men’s are the loudest voices. It can be difficult to cut through, get taken seriously. It’s much harder when you’re a member of two minorities. Of course I get that.

			“So to be dealing with that and running a bureau in Washington as well? A place crawling with people who love to sniff out secrets and weak spots? That’s really hard. I know you’ve gotten used to not trusting anyone. So what I meant before was thanks—thanks for trusting me with your secret. Okay?”

			Ayers had listened silently. She opened her mouth to reply when her cell lit up. Its ring pierced the room. She snapped her mouth closed, gave Lauren a small nod, and swept out to take the call.

			Lauren watched her go, wondering if she’d overstepped some line. She didn’t regret her words. She’d meant them. Besides, a nod was good, right?

			She sighed and grabbed her phone to browse for locksmiths.
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			Lauren examined the shiny new apartment key and slid it onto her key ring. Ayers dropped into step beside her as they headed for her Saab.

			She’d been remarkably patient, watching the news on Lauren’s beat-up old sofa while they waited for Lock Both Ways to install a new triple locking deadbolt on the door. Ayers had amused herself—and Lauren—with a biting commentary, eviscerating various news channels for their journalistic failings, which involved her liberal use of the words regurgitated and uncritical.

			Lauren, who had been trying to chat with the locksmith about drill bit selections, came away discovering cobalt tips were better than titanium, and that Ayers’s acerbic tongue was absolute comedy gold.

			“Feel better?” Ayers’s gaze dropped to the new key.

			“Yeah. It’s good to feel secure again,” Lauren replied. “Hope the landlord doesn’t mind springing for that triple lock.”

			She shot Ayers a glance. She wondered when they’d become the sort of people who asked about each other’s well-being. But then again, a day ago they weren’t the sort of people to push each other against walls and press fevered kisses across lips and throats, either. So. There was that.

			They headed up the road. Ayers concentrated on where she was driving, and Lauren studied the motorists behind them in the side mirror.

			No tails. She relaxed marginally. Well, no obvious ones.

			Okay, so she wasn’t paranoid much.

			“I don’t think they know my car yet,” Ayers said when she caught what Lauren was doing. “They’re probably driving around in circles looking for your urban tank.”

			Before Lauren could give her usual defence of classic machines having character in a mass-produced age, her phone rang. She heard excited shouting down the line before she could get her name out.

			She listened in astonishment then covered the receiver. “It’s Maxine, the security guard at work,” she said and put the call on speaker.

			“Can you say that last bit again, Max?” Lauren said.

			“I caught a pair of suits going through two desks in editorial—yours and Ayers’s.”

			“When was this?”

			“This morning, before the online team’s early shift clocked on. I have no clue how they got past me or the barriers.” She sounded furious. “But, shit, when I do—”

			“What happened next?”

			“I cornered them at Taser point and asked them to state their damn business ’cause I’ve never seen these two meatheads in my entire life. They claimed to be from IT and had to fix something. And then, get this, all business-like, one of them asks where you keep your pink laptop. Apparently it needs an urgent fix.”

			Lauren sucked in a breath. Well, that clinched exactly what the pair of gorillas was after.

			“I know, right? Pink laptop? You!” Max chuckled. “So I called the cops. And you shoulda heard them squealing about that. They kept saying I didn’t know who I was dealing with. They threatened my job!

			“In the middle of this, Mr. Harrington walks past, takes one look at what’s going on, and demands to see them in his office—alone. Five minutes later he tells me to cancel the police call, and I get told to escort them outta here.

			“Smug when they left, too; one said a few choice things about my parentage that would have earned him a mouthful of broken teeth if my daddy had ’a heard. I’ve never been so tempted to Taser a smirk off a man’s face.”

			“Oh crap. Sorry Max.”

			“Not your fault. But what was it all about?”

			“It’s to do with a story we’re chasing. Can’t say much else right now.”

			“Ohhhh, gotcha, right. Okay, so you’re back in town? Ditched the witch? We good for karaoke Tuesday? It’s ABBA tribute night. Got some new flares. Extra sparkles. Almost melted my BeDazzler. It’s a riot.”

			“Ah yeah,” Lauren said. Her cheeks flushed, and she tried to block out Ayer’s suddenly intense stare. “I’ll let you know later when I see how things go with my story.”

			“Sure thing, Lauren. Catchya later.” The phone went dead.

			“Karaoke?” Ayers drawled as though she was a cat that had just been gifted a brand new toy mouse. “ABBA?”

			Lauren shot her a warning scowl. “Do not disrespect ABBA. I mean it. That’s a total no-go zone.”

			Ayers relented after a moment of looking sorely tempted. “All right. The Swedes are safe. For now.” She regarded her. “So…I’m a witch, am I?”

			Lauren made a face. “Can we talk about Sands’s laptop? Like shouldn’t we warn the hackers that they could be next? Not to answer any loud thumping on doors or something like that?”

			“All right.” Ayers sighed. “Let’s find a pay phone.”
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			Fifteen minutes later, Lauren hung up the phone from out front of the Happy Beef Meat Company. Motto—We’re offally good.

			“No answer,” she said darkly as she opened the car door. “I tried twice. I don’t like it.”

			“What is that smell?” Ayers’s nose wrinkled.

			“If you’re thinking of throwing me out so I don’t stink up your precious car, I’ll remind you my car made the ultimate sacrifice.”

			“It’s merely scratched,” Ayers sniffed. “All right, get in. And before you ask, no, we can’t drive over and check on your hacker friends. For the same reason we shouldn’t be making work calls on our cells.”

			“We should have warned them,” Lauren grumbled as she slapped on her seatbelt. “They could be sitting ducks. I don’t know why we didn’t connect the dots last night about the laptop. It’s so damned obvious. And now Josh and the nerds are just mysteriously gone?”

			“They could have gone out for food.”

			“Why? When Josh had ordered them pizza?”

			Ayers reached into the back seat for her bag.

			“Smart boys that they are, I have faith they’ll find a way to contact us when it’s safe. Right now, we can do something more productive than worrying about things we can’t change. Remember this?”

			She lifted a page from her bag and gave it to Lauren. The bus driver’s itinerary. Ayers tapped one line.

			 

			20:45: 11820 W. Olympic Blvd, LA—Collect envelope.

			 

			“We wanted to know where Mr. Fels went that night after dropping off the women. And what was in the envelope?”

			Lauren’s face lit up. “Oh yeah.”

			Her phone rang again. She saw the Daily Sentinel prefix so she immediately punched the speaker button.

			“King?” a gruff voice asked.

			“Yeah. Frank?”

			“Ayers with you?”

			“Yes. But I don’t think it’s a good idea to talk on this number if it’s about our story.”

			“Then call me back in five. It’s important.” The phone clicked dead.

			“Come on,” Lauren said; her gaze darted back to the meat warehouse’s phone.

			“I’m not going near that place,” Ayers stated firmly.

			“But it’s offally good. Besides, what is it you say? Story always comes first?” Lauren shot her a shit-eating grin.

			Ayers scowled.
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			“I’ll cut the BS,” Frank told them a minute later as they bent over the phone’s receiver, cheeks almost touching. “You hear about the intruders this morning? The two clowns going through your desks?”

			“Yes,” Lauren said.

			“Well our publisher met with the men involved, had a little chat, and shortly after sending them on their way, called in the editor. He was seriously considering it before, but now he’s told Neil we have to spike your story.”

			“What?” Lauren gasped. “He can’t do that! We’re so close to—”

			“Hey!” Frank barked. “I haven’t finished. I just said he was instructed to do that. You think we’re gonna spike your story just when it’s getting interesting? Way we see it, if you have two Neanderthals rifling through your desks and getting rounded up at Taser point, then you’re onto something. And while Harrington might be easily intimidated, that doesn’t mean we all cave.

			“Now, we’re gonna buy you some time, but we’re on a clock now. Neil and I are going to conveniently forget to tell you officially that we’re killing the story. But after next Wednesday, Harrington will be hanging around editorial for some online integrated newsroom BS he’s dreamt up. We won’t be able to hide anything we’re working on then. So it’s real simple; you have till Tuesday night to file. Got it?”

			“Yeah Frank. And thanks.”

			“You got it, too, Ayers?”

			“Yes.”

			“Good. Make it worth the shitstorm we’re gonna cop from the boss for this. Don’t let us down.”

			The phone went dead. Lauren carefully replaced the receiver.

			“So,” she exhaled. “No pressure then.”

			Ayers smiled darkly as they made their way back to the car.

			“What did I say?” she asked rhetorically. “Never get between an old-school editor and a front-page story.”

			She resumed the driver’s seat and flicked on her GPS and tapped in the Olympic Blvd address. Then she straightened, giving Lauren an unfathomable look. “All right, I am definitely not doing public-phone-reeking-of-roadkill ever again,” Ayers said sourly. “So on the way, we’re picking up a burner phone. I’ll bill it to Frank.” Her nose flared. “Along with my dry cleaning.”
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			11820 W. Olympic Blvd., LA turned out to be the grungiest storage facility in business. Its sign boasted Stow your stuff at a ‘cheep, cheep’ rate and had a faint glue outline of what once most likely had been a cartoon bird.

			They made their way to the office only to find a faded Back in 1 hour sign on the door. Lauren glanced at her watch. Lunchtime.

			“I guess we kill an hour?” she asked Ayers. “Feel like some food?”

			“We smell of rotting carcass. How can you think of eating?”

			Lauren shrugged. “I grew up with five brothers. Kinda immune to gross smells for life.”

			Ayers looked faintly ill, and Lauren bit back a laugh as they headed back up the drive. Her gaze roamed across the prolific signage. No parking. No stopping. No flammable goods. Height allowance. Terms and conditions. She had to squint to read 285 storage lockers, capacities listed below.

			Lauren stopped. “Catherine?” She tapped the number on the sign. “Hey, have you got that plastic card we dug out of the laptop?”

			Ayers looked in her bag, pulled it out, and showed Lauren. It read 127/285.

			“Now before you ask,” Ayers flipped it to her after she glanced at the 285 on the sign, “no, I don’t believe in coincidences.”

			Standing outside the roller door of storage unit No. 127 Lauren noticed her palms were sweating. Which was stupid, really. It’d either open or it wouldn’t. And if it didn’t, well they’d deal with that then. But if it did…

			Ayers shot her an impatient look, and Lauren pressed the pass to a small black rectangle on the wall.

			Nothing happened. Lauren sagged in disappointment.

			“Try again. Turn it around this time.” Ayers suggested, stepping closer.

			Lauren reversed the card and pressed it against the reader. A green light blinked, and the screeching of a door going up sounded.

			Lauren jumped back in surprise. “Huh. I didn’t actually think it would work,” she muttered, relief washing through her.

			It was dark when they stepped inside. She heard a click as Ayers found the light switch, then the room lit up.

			The small space was largely empty with a couple of cardboard boxes neatly marked cables and connectors and cases and switches against the wall. At the far end was a small book shelf, neatly stacked with computer publications.

			“Hey,” Lauren said, “no doubting who rents this place.” She jerked her thumb toward the shelf.

			Magazine spines were filed by color.

			Lauren took in the rainbow of publications, and something tickled at the back of her brain. At that moment her hip bumped into something solid and big.

			She turned. It was a pallet of pink champagne. Well, sparkling rosé to be exact.

			“Hey, look at this.”

			Ayers joined her and plucked off the packing slip strapped to the shrink-wrap. “It’s definitely the Booze, Booze, Booze order,” she said.

			On top of the pallet lay an opened envelope. Lauren grabbed it.

			 

			For pickup May 11, bus driver from Carson City Coach Rental. Please read instructions within.

			 

			She pulled out a folded, typed page and read it to Ayers.

			 

			Driver, retrieve key card 127 from the manager who gave you this envelope. Unload the pallet of champagne into that storage unit, then lock up, and return that card to the manager.

			 

			Lauren dropped the envelope.

			“Crap,” she said. “It was Jon Sands all along? The hookers, the booze, the bus?”

			“Looks like it.” Ayers stared at it.

			Lauren’s brain fizzed. “Barry was so certain Sands didn’t do it. And why would he? Is this some kind of mistake?”

			“The proof is right in front of you. His key pass hidden in his laptop opened this storage locker.”

			“Della will be devastated. Her husband’s a thief,” Lauren murmured, and stepped away. She opened one of the boxes lining the walls marked spare parts. Motherboards and wires came spilling out. She studied a strange flat green stick with metal bits stuck on it and tossed it back in the box.

			“Nothing illicit in here,” she said. “He’s just an IT guy stashing his spare gear. I really don’t get it.”

			Lauren’s phone vibrated. She pulled it out and found an empty text from an unknown number.

			“Wrong number I guess,” she said.

			It vibrated again.

			Another empty message. She frowned and showed it to Ayers.

			“Don’t ask me,” she said.

			Lauren stared at the device hard, then put it on top of the pallet. It went off twice more in succession, vibrating and wiggling across the plastic casing.

			“Why do I get the feeling someone’s waving madly at me?” Lauren asked. She picked up her phone and tapped a text reply. Who IS this?

			Another empty text message landed. Then another. She growled and opened her inbox and stared at it, willing it to give her some answers. And then she saw it. The 1 next to her drafts folder. A draft message that she hadn’t written. She opened it.

			Safest way to communicate was all it said.

			She deleted the draft and wrote Who is this? She hit Save Draft.

			Within a second that message was gone and a new one appeared.

			 

			U know who. U gave me shit looks for cheking out a certain sum1’s fine a$$ this a.m. Cant blame a man 4 looking. She like yunger men?

			 

			“What’s going on?” Ayers asked, leaning over Lauren’s shoulder to peer at the screen. “Who are you writing to?”

			The draft mercifully deleted itself just before she could read it.

			“It’s Duppy,” Lauren said. As she spoke, a new message appeared.

			 

			U know ur password is way 2 easy 2 hack. Shit—MammaMia? Not even any nos?

			 

			Lauren scowled, wiped the message, and created a new one.

			 

			What happened to you guys?

			 

			A moment later a message flashed up.

			 

			Think we tripped a hidden securty thng on the laptp. Then sum asshols wit no necks tried to break in but we got out a windw and dwn the pipe jst in time. Btw Josh says u owe him a new pair of sox. Hes safe 2. Just freakng out.

			 

			“Oh crap,” Lauren whispered. Poor Josh.

			What’d you find out? she typed and then saved it.

			The draft deleted.

			 

			Everythng. But first, c this.

			 

			An attachment appeared on the message. It contained a photo.

			Lauren opened it to discover a screen grab of a list of names and numbers.

			 

			Reason no.1 that u have an asshle problem. Found this in a file wit lots of securty on it. Whch just made SnakeP more pumped 2 crack it.

			 

			Lauren stared at the screen grab.

			 

			State of Nevada

			Infrastructure projects 2014-2015

			Red Files—RF814: Consultancy Fees

			 

			A list of names were below it.

			“These are the Red Files?” Lauren said, pausing on the third line, showing it to Ayers. “It’s just an account that pays consultants?”

			“Not quite,” she replied. “Look who’s on the list.”

			Lauren examined the names.

			 

			Peter Freeman—$65,000

			Harry Biggs—$20,000

			Jason Maynard—$10,000

			Nigel Masters—$5000

			BALANCE—$100,000

			Dec 11, 9:02am

			 

			So, Nevada’s governor, lieutenant governor, the chief of staff, and someone else.

			“Jesus!” she whispered. “Nevada’s three top political operators are being paid consulting fees from an account buried in infrastructure? Come on—how suspicious does this look?”

			A new draft message appeared.

			 

			The $$ were paid to those 4 thru this account from an outside compny every 2 months, same amount each time. Then instantly the $$ were zapped out into personal accounts, and red files went back 2 empty. So even if anyone got luky findng this account, which is xtra hiden, itd almst always be on $0 so no one would bothr with it.

			 

			Ayers sighed. “Bribes. I was almost hoping it would turn out to be something a little less predictable. But it seems corrupt officials are as inevitable as taxes.”

			Which company is paying the men? Lauren typed.

			A reply instantly came: Heres the account no. You tel us.

			A screen capture with a string of numbers appeared.

			 

			Btw this laptop has a clone of the entire NV infrastructre budget files for past 18 months, incl its hidden files. U got the asswipes cold. Easy 2 c this is no 1 time thing!

			 

			Thanks D, Lauren wrote. That’s great.

			Lauren’s draft changed.

			 

			U aint seen nothing. That was the starters. The mains are killer. They r gona rock ur world.

			 

			Lauren paused. What the hell could top that?

			They waited a few minutes, but the screen stubbornly didn’t refresh.

			When it finally did, they read, We think thugz r bak again. Talk l8er. D.

			“No!” Lauren groaned. “What else did they find?”

			“I suppose we just have to wait,” Ayers said. “But at least now we know what happened. Sands stole exactly $100,000 from an account that receives $100,000 every two months to pay off top Nevada officials.”

			“But then Sands just pissed it against the wall,” Lauren countered. “So this was his revenge, right? Stick it to the corrupt officials? Stealing money meant for their bribes?”

			“Actually, I don’t think this was about revenge,” Ayers said. “I think he was tapping out a code for us to find, and just like his hero Jeremiah Denton, he’s been doing it in plain sight. He’s a whistle-blower.”

			“A whistle-blower,” Lauren repeated skeptically. “But he didn’t tell us anything.”

			“Except he did. He’s been trying to draw everyone’s eyes to a dirty account in the most ostentatious way possible. The whole thing was one big, gaudy publicity stunt.

			“Missing cheap pink champagne, bussed-in hookers at a big showy launch he knew dozens of media and political figures were at? He pointed us to the bribes while he hid in the shadows. And he’d have stayed invisible, too, if Barry hadn’t put his name out there.”

			“But why didn’t he just whistle-blow to the media directly?” Lauren asked. “Why the stupid horse and pony show?”

			Ayers frowned. “To spare Della? He thought he could actually do all this without his name being dragged into it?”

			“Hey,” Lauren said, “is it actually stealing to divert dirty money intended to bribe officials? Is Sands even really a thief? I mean, hell, by preventing a payoff, he technically stopped a crime!”

			“A good question,” Ayers said, and her eyes gleamed.

			“Here’s a better one. How does SmartPay fit in? Was their launch just collateral damage to point the finger at the bribes?” Lauren snatched her cell. “And who is the fourth man on the take?”

			She tapped in Nigel Masters and Nevada government into her phone’s web browser.

			Nothing obvious came up. Only a social media page for some kid in Nevada. She opened it anyway. Okay, not a kid, but barely out of his teens. He had bad skin and a weird smile thanks to a missing left incisor. She was about to try a different search when she saw what was listed under employment on his profile page.

			State of Nevada. Junior Accountant.

			“No way,” Lauren muttered. She spun her phone around to show Ayers the young man with a faint dusting of a mustache and a wash of pimples.

			Ayers’s eyebrow lifted. “I somehow suspect that young man and Governor Freeman don’t do drinks together at the club every Friday. They would hardly mix in the same circles.”

			“How could a kid this young offer consultancy services on anything?” Lauren asked. “He lists his hobbies as high-voltage transmission lines. He’s included albums full of photos of power lines from highways around the world. Who the hell is he in all of this?”

			“Barry would know. They work in the same department.”

			“True,” Lauren agreed as Ayers rummaged through her bag and handed over their new, untraceable burner cell.

			Lauren placed the call and waited. Barry’s phone stubbornly didn’t answer. She sighed, handing the burner back. “Lunchtime, I guess. We can try later.”

			“All right. Are we done here?” Ayers asked. “I need to wash the cattle out of my hair.”

			She turned toward the door but Lauren snagged her arm. “Wait,” she said. She found herself drawn again to the rainbow of magazines and books. Something nudged at her again. And then she saw it. Oh wow.

			“Catherine, look. There’s a white book next to the purple.”

			Ayers paused, and her eyes shot to the row of magazines. “Mr. Sands is slipping,” she said softly. “White’s not on the color spectrum.”

			Lauren strode up to it. “Exactly. This shouldn’t be here.” She plucked the white spine off the shelf. It turned out to be a thin box. Ayers stepped up beside Lauren as she eased its lid off. Postcards. Piles and piles of them from all over the US.

			Lauren flipped a few cards over at random. Spidery handwriting was on them all. She noted Sands’s Carson City address on the right and two short paragraphs written on the left. She turned over another and another. All had the same writing and the same format.

			“What does it mean?” Lauren asked, perplexed. “It’s not signed. But every single one goes on and on about prices. This one says Tomatoes are $4 out here and that ain’t right. Oranges now $8.55. Tobacco’s gone up by 31 cents. Why send Sands a shopping list of complaints?” She turned it back over to examine a picture of Reno and tossed it back in the box.

			Ayers shook her head as she flicked through a few herself. “Oh look. Ohio. Mississippi. Washington DC. They’re in order.”

			“What order?”

			“The order Della told us where Jon’s father has lived over the years. I’ll bet the postcards are from Gray. And I’d say each one lets Jon know where he’s living every time he’s moved.”

			“But I don’t see any address,” Lauren protested. “Just the ramblings of a crazy old man who hates inflation.”

			“Perhaps.” Ayers shrugged and snapped the lid back on the box. “Let’s take it home anyway and look at it later.”
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			Lauren was perched restlessly on Ayers’s sofa, trying not to get distracted by the sight of Ayers with slicked back wet hair, yoga pants, and a pale green blouse. She was diligently sorting through her notes.

			Lauren, in turn, was going stir-crazy waiting for Duppy to reconnect with them. She alternated between glaring at her cell, trying not to admire Ayers’s freshly scrubbed skin, and dialing Barry’s number on the burner phone.

			An hour later she finally got through to the accounting officer.

			Five minutes later Lauren’s mind was reeling.

			“Well?” Ayers asked impatiently.

			“Ughh he’s still a little tightly wound about the media,” Lauren reported and dropped the phone to the coffee table between them. “He had a few choice things to say about me calling him at work. And, well, at all.

			“The bottom line is he says, while Nigel Masters is an anti-social jerk, he’s apparently got an excellent eye for numbers, details, and finding mistakes everyone else misses. He also says you’d be certifiable to pay the kid to consult on anything. He can barely string two words together.”

			“So a young employee with a sharp eye for finding hidden things is getting $5000 every two months.” Ayers’s eyes glinted. “Well, well.”

			“So it’s shut-the-hell-up-about-what-you-just-found money?” Lauren suggested.

			“Most likely. Is that all Barry said? You look a little…” she waved her hand, “distracted.”

			Lauren exhaled. “Yeah. Uh, well I read out the number to him. You know, the one belonging to the company paying the men in the red files. I asked him if he recognized it.”

			“So I heard. Did he know it?”

			“Oh yeah. He sure did. He said, ‘Why the hell are you reading out SmartPay’s account numbers to me?’”

			Ayers froze. “SmartPay?”

			Lauren nodded grimly. “You think SmartPay could be bribing its way to success?”

			Ayers inhaled sharply. “They’re on the verge of going national. Then they want to go global and run everyone’s payroll. Not to mention their expansion in the banking side.”

			“Yep.” Lauren nodded, eyes wide. “And if they’re dirty, then this is huge.”

			“We really need to find Jonathan Sands,” Ayers said, flicking out her hand. “As in right now. Pass me the white box. We have to figure out the postcards.”
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			“Gah,” Lauren said and stretched. “This is maddening. Everything on the cards is so random. Peanut butter, chicken breasts, spinach salads, nougat? And what old guy buys chicken breasts and spinach salad anyway?”

			“One who wishes to live to be an even older man?” Ayers suggested dryly, not looking up from studying some cards fanned out in front of her.

			“I’ve tried anagrams, but if you scramble up the letters, all you get is even more scrambled letters,” Lauren continued. “I’ve tried looking at every second, third and fourth word. All I get is a list of bitching and whining.

			“So—new working theory. What if Gray is just some grumpy old bastard who thinks his son should know his life’s expensive? These scribblings might only be proof of a cranky, unhinged mind!”

			“Then why would Sands keep the postcards?” Ayers asked reasonably, glancing up. “No. I don’t buy it. Keep looking.”

			“Well even if we find the father, it doesn’t mean we’ll find the son.” Lauren rubbed her eyes. “Why are we even assuming that?”

			“This is our only fresh lead,” Ayers reminded her. “And I’m assuming nothing. Even so, it’s not such a huge leap that a father might know where his son’s favorite hiding place is.”

			“If he’s hiding,” Lauren grumbled. “Not floating around in a lake somewhere proving that asshole Rankin right. Wouldn’t be the first whistle-blower who met a suspicious and sticky end.”

			“To think people call me pessimistic,” Ayers said. “You’ve skipped that phase and jumped straight to depressingly macabre.”

			Lauren yawned instead of answering. The past three hours were catching up with her. They’d worked through a platter of finger foods that Ayers had whipped up which substituted as dinner. And they were making good headway on a second bottle from her exceptional wine cellar—a 2001 Beringer Private Reserve cabernet. Lauren had secretly Googled it. Hundred bucks a pop.

			“Call it a hunch,” Ayers added, stretching. “Families tend to know where the bodies are buried. And, before you go there, that is just a metaphor.”

			“Okay. But these numbers are making my head hurt,” Lauren grouched. “Half of them aren’t even legit. I mean fifty-five dollars for a six-pack of beer? In what universe?”

			Ayers stiffened. “Where did he write that?”

			Lauren passed over the offending postcard.

			“The prices are wrong,” Ayers repeated.

			“I just said that.”

			“If the prices are wrong, then they’re the code, not the words. We’ve been trying to decode the wrong thing.”

			Lauren felt excitement streak through her, and she grabbed more of the cards and began to discount any words, homing in on the numbers.

			“It’s a pattern,” she said after a few minutes. “Every single one has a similar series of numbers. Check if yours are the same. Two digits. Then two more, then a run of either three or four digits. The second paragraph is always two or three more numbers, then two, and another set of either three or four.”

			Ayers flicked through the bunch she was holding. “Yes,” she confirmed. “And I just noticed the word closest to the numbers always have irregularly capped letters. The N is capped on nougat and the W on water. But didn’t Della say the whole family is a bunch of grammar nazis? It should be lowercase.”

			Lauren stared. “Yeah, she did say that.” She scrabbled through some more. “Notice it’s only the same four letters that are ever capped? N, E, W, and S.”

			“News?” Ayers frowned.

			“Nope, try compass points. N as in north? E as in east and so on?”

			“GPS co-ordinates,” Ayers hissed. “That’s what the numbers mean.” She sat up, eyes blazing with excitement.

			“Yep.” Lauren grinned at her. “I take it back. Gray’s not a whiner; he’s one clever old coot.”

			“Can we find the most recent postcard?” Ayers asked, sorting through her set. “Latest I have is last January.”

			Lauren studied the postmarks on hers. Finally she said, “I have it. April 19th.”

			She turned over the card and held up the winner.

			“California.” Ayers breathed. “Let’s be grateful he’s not in Alaska.”

			Lauren flipped the card back over and jotted down the numbers, turning them into strings. 38.65507°N - 119.52213°E.

			She reached for her phone and called up a GPS co-ordinates page. “So, let’s see where the old boy lives this month.”

			They watched, heads bent over the phone, as the mapping app homed in on California then shifted, higher and higher.

			Finally it zoomed in.

			“Oh,” Lauren said. “Ohhh.”

			The satellite photo was focused on a small thicket of trees, four miles southeast of a large water body.

			A very familiar body of water.

			Topaz Lake.
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			The third bottle of wine to celebrate figuring out where Gray was camped out could have been considered a mistake, Lauren mused as her fogged brain analyzed her current situation. But her happily buzzed body definitely did not see it that way.

			Somehow Ayers had ended up on her side of the sofa.

			Somehow Lauren had found her head almost resting on her shoulder.

			Somehow Ayers hadn’t complained.

			The music was beautiful. Some tragic French torch singer Lauren had never heard of. It sure beat classical.

			“For a woman famous for being prickly, you sure are soft,” Lauren announced blearily.

			At the stunned silence from her couchmate, Lauren lolled her head over and looked up at her. “Hey it’s after eleven. Censor-button-off rules apply.”

			“Is that so?” came an amused reply. “More wine?”

			“I probably shouldn’t, especially if we’re driving back to Topaz tomorrow,” Lauren said, but she held out her glass anyway. Ayers smirked and poured in a little more.

			“Well since I’m driving, you can afford to let loose a little,” she said.

			“Don’t you ever let loose?” Lauren asked, attempting to straighten up. “Ever let your guard down?”

			“Once or twice,” Ayers said and sipped her wine. “It didn’t end well.”

			“Ah,” Lauren said. “Your big story. Tell me what happened?”

			Ayers exhaled. “Not this again. You know I have been asked hundreds of times, and no one knows the truth.”

			“Except you.”

			“Not even me.”

			Lauren blinked. “I don’t understand.”

			“That’s okay, neither do I.”

			“Catherine? Tell me what happened,” Lauren asked again. “Please?”

			“Lauren.” The word was whispered, half plea, half scold.

			“You trusted me with your secret. Trust me with this.”

			Ayers’s index finger stroked the stem of her glass. “I’m not sure why I told you that.”

			“Technically speaking you showed not told,” Lauren said impishly. “And I’m kinda hoping it’s because you like me?”

			“Hmm,” Ayers said, but her eyes seemed brighter. Lauren wasn’t sure if it was too much wine or something else.

			Ayers slowly placed her glass on the coffee table.

			“It began with Stephanie,” she said softly. “My confidential informant. The one who brought me documents proving the scandal involving three judges and four congressmen and many others. The documents were shocking. How high the corruption went, how many kickbacks had been taken, how many people had to have known, the depths of the cover-ups. It was horrendous.”

			Lauren held her breath, too scared to move in case Ayers stopped speaking.

			“Of course, the journalist in me should have been highly suspicious. It was a treasure trove. A perfect story just falling in my lap. All the research done. All the proof right in front of me. I called a few names on the lists, some of the lower-down people who were peripherally involved and after a little arm twisting they confirmed it. All of it. But, still, it seemed too easy.

			“And then there was Stephanie. She worked in one of the senator’s offices that had been rife with rumors of corruption for many years. She was so compelling, explaining how she sneaked the secret files out of her boss’s desk. She was so sure. So ready to get the ‘corrupt bastards’. She was what sold me on the story.” Her voice caught.

			“You cared about her?” Lauren guessed.

			There was a long pause. “Very much.” Ayers fiddled with a ring on her right hand. “Too much. I trusted her with my life. And my career as it turned out. I assumed she would never hurt me. So I ran with the story.”

			Ayers closed her eyes painfully. “It was all a lie. The folder was entirely a fabrication. I found out that the lower-ranked people I’d contacted had been paid off to agree to anything I put to them. I never found out by whom, although I had my suspicions.”

			“Didn’t Stephanie know who’d paid them?” Lauren asked.

			Ayers reached for her glass with a shaky hand, took a long swallow, and returned it to the table. “The day the story ran, I went into work as usual and immediately the calls and abuse began to hit my desk. I realized I’d been played. I phoned her. No answer. I rushed to her place. All her things were gone. Stephanie was gone. I never saw her again. To this day, I don’t know if she knew all along that the information she gave me was false or whether she was just a pawn. The realist in me suspects the former.”

			“Why did they do it?” Lauren asked gently, unsettled by Ayers’s stricken expression. “Why you?”

			“Word on the street was I’d been too good at my job, and I was sniffing around something they didn’t want me to. Someone paid a large sum to ensure I was brought down. I’d say they got what they paid for—and more. And I learnt an important lesson that day.”

			“Never to trust,” Lauren said slowly. “Never to assume.”

			Ayers nodded. “It’s good advice.”

			“Yet you’ve trusted me,” Lauren said. “Twice.”

			“I’m really not sure why.” Ayers’s gaze settled on Lauren. “I knew you were trouble the moment I met you. The first day. I made your life hell so you’d leave and I wouldn’t have to even look at you.”

			“Oh god, please tell me I don’t look like your ex?” Lauren stared at her, appalled.

			Ayers gave her a small smile. “Not even close. But your brashness, your earnestness? She had that. It was in her eyes. She would look at me, and those eyes would promise me the world, and I’d believe anything.”

			“It’s a scary thing,” Lauren suggested quietly, “to be so vulnerable to a simple look.”

			“Yes,” Ayers said. “It truly is.”

			“And you don’t do vulnerable. Or allow people in.”

			“No,” she agreed. “Not anymore.”

			“Well that’s good,” Lauren said, earning a startled look. “Because who wants to be exposed to life’s highs and lows, all that messy emotion, when you can just skate through, unfeeling and uninvolved, bitching at everyone? That’s much safer.”

			“Are you judging me now?”

			Lauren smiled to take the sting out. “Maybe a little. But no more than you judge yourself. It’s a devastating thing that happened to you. But I think you told me because you know I won’t pat your hand and say there, there. You want me to challenge you. Force you back out of your shell. And you trusted me because I’m the only person in your life who’ll make you.”

			“You know nothing about me,” Ayers said faintly.

			“So you keep saying. But I don’t see family or friends around you, telling you that life’s meant to be lived. That you’re too interesting and too smart to disappear into old regrets. That you have to get back in the game. I can’t picture Tad even standing up to you, let alone doing that.”

			Ayers’s eyes were mere slits. “You can be very annoying. Maddening.”

			“Yeah,” Lauren agreed. “So I’ve been told. Do you think that’s why you kissed me?”

			“I suspect it was a case of momentarily taking leave of my senses.”

			“Mm,” Lauren said, seeing a glint in the other woman’s eye. “I figured as much. So…want to take leave of them again?”

			“We have a long drive tomorrow. And we can’t…”

			Lauren gave her a smile, leaned forward, and kissed her soundly. Ayers made a startled noise and began to pull away. Lauren followed. She felt a whispered sigh, and then the soft lips began to respond.

			Ayers’s hands slid up into Lauren’s hair, gently caressing, and her mouth dropped to near her ear. “What am I going to do with you? This can’t happen. You must know that.”

			Lauren recaptured her lips, kissing the protests away.

			“Lauren.” Ayers sighed and pulled away.

			“Catherine, you like me this way. I challenge you, remember.”

			“This is insane.”

			“Yes.”

			“We hate each other.”

			“Really not feeling that right now,” Lauren said, nuzzling her jaw. “I think you’re so beautiful by the way. And that acerbic tongue of yours? I want to kiss the insults right off it.”

			“That sounds like a large-scale project. And we can’t. Lauren, we can’t. I mean it when I say the story must come first.”

			Lauren leaned back and took in Ayers’s stormy gaze. Her eyes were filled with desire but laced with sincerity.

			She sighed. “Okay. But you know we won’t always have a story between us.”

			Ayers regarded her for a moment, absently curling a stray strand of hair around Lauren’s ear. “I know.”

			“And when that day comes, what then?” Lauren asked.

			“When that day comes, you’re going to be famous. We both will be. Your family will probably throw you a parade.”

			“And…”

			“And you’ll have more job offers than you count.”

			“And…”

			“And Frank will finally give you the respect you deserve.”

			Lauren sighed. “Stop it. You know what I’m asking you, don’t you?”

			Ayers didn’t speak, just studied her with a scorching intensity.

			“Catherine?”

			“Lauren,” Ayers said quietly. “I don’t want to make promises I know I can’t keep. I’m sorry if that hurts, but it’s the truth. And, as I keep saying, I prefer the truth in all things. Now it’s getting late, and we have a big day tomorrow. We should turn in.”

			She cast Lauren one last, lingering, smouldering look and then rose.

			Lauren watched her ascend the stairs, disappointment filling her chest.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 12

			Sleeping Dragons

			 

			“It’s a ditch,” Lauren said with disappointment, glancing from her smartphone’s GPS app back to the muddy channel stretching out in front of them. “We’ve driven for seven hours with hangovers for something called Wiley Ditch.”

			“I don’t recall saying I had a hangover.” Ayers pushed her darker-than-normal sunglasses on more snugly.

			She’d barely spoken for most of the drive, which suited Lauren fine given she’d woken up grumpy and miserable. The excess of wine was only partly to blame. She wondered if Ayers regretted letting down her guard the previous night. The thought made Lauren even more morose, but there was no polite way to raise that in conversation. Besides, her head throbbed too much to try now.

			“Not a hangover then,” Lauren replied with forced cheer. “You prefer tired and emotional? Dawn damage? The mourning after? That one works with and without the U.”

			Ayers sighed. “Can we focus on the business at hand? Your device seems limited,” she waved at Lauren’s cell. “My Saab’s GPS says our destination is actually at the end of this ditch.” She pointed to the distance.

			Lauren looked up to see a small, dense copse of trees about a half-mile away. “Okay then.” Both women got out of the car. Lauren fumbled with the heavy door and it slammed loudly.

			Ayers’s face morphed into a sour expression. “Must you?” she hissed as she gingerly closed her own door and locked up. She rubbed her temple.

			“No hangover, huh?” Lauren smirked. Predictably, she was met with silence.

			They set off. It was easy, flat terrain, pretty much all farmland beside the swampy, overgrown ditch, and before long they were almost at the trees.

			There was a sharp bang overhead.

			Lauren immediately wrenched on Ayers’s arm, pulling her to the ground. Another bang echoed around them. Lauren gave Ayers a push, propelling her into the sodden ditch three feet below. There was a heavy splosh and a curse. Lauren scrambled after her, splashing into the thick brown water rimmed with green vegetation.

			“What the hell are you doing?” Ayers sputtered. Mud had drenched the front of her blouse and her pants were soaked. She tried to get up but Lauren slammed her hand firmly between her shoulder blades, pushing her lower with a hissed “No! And for god’s sake, be quiet!”

			Ayers’s head jerked around.

			“Someone just took a couple of pot shots at us,” Lauren growled softly. She shifted an overgrown weed out of her face and edged up on one elbow

			“You’re sure?” Ayers sat up higher, glancing around.

			“Yes I’m sure!” Lauren said, wrenching her back down. “Three of my brothers hunt. I know what gunshots sound like. Okay, it looks like we can commando crawl back to the car along this ditch. It’ll be muddy as hell, but at least we won’t get our heads blown off.”

			“Are you insane? And this is getting beyond absurd. We’re being shot at in the middle of nowhere!”

			“Yeah, well, could be our thugs are in a bad mood because they can’t find the laptop. Or maybe they want to stop us from finding our whistle-blower.”

			“It can’t be those two oafs,” Ayers argued. “If they’d been following us, the shots would be from behind us, not over there.” She pointed sharply toward the trees.

			Another shot sounded—closer this time.

			“Catherine!” Lauren snapped her arm down. “Could you remember this is live ammo?”

			“Hard to forget,” Ayers snarled, “since we’re lying in a putrid trench like we’re stuck in some bad Coppola flick.”

			Lauren blinked at her, realization dawning.

			“What?” Ayers asked with a dark look. “Don’t tell me you liked Apocalypse Now. It was highly overrated.”

			“Shit,” Lauren said and twisted forward. “Well I think I know who’s shooting at us.”

			She sat up and shouted, “Hey, Gray!”

			“Lauren!” Ayers hissed, pulling in vain at her T-shirt. “Live ammunition, remember!”

			There was another shot in reply.

			“Oh come on!” Lauren shouted again. “We’re friendly, okay? Hold your fucking fire.”

			A figure stepped into the ditch about fifty feet away and stared down at them, water lapping his shins through camouflage pants. His hair was sandy, unkempt, and escaping an old dirty bandana; eyes clear blue.

			He took one look at them and laughed.

			“What in hell do you two think you’re doing there?”

			“Uh, avoiding getting shot at?” Lauren said.

			“What makes you think you’re important enough to waste a bullet on?”

			“Wait—you weren’t shooting at us?”

			“Not unless you’ve grown a blasted cottontail and go well with baked potato. Besides, if I was shooting at you, you’d be too busy being dead to talk. So, who’re you with? You one of Uncle Sam’s slippery little eels?”

			“Hell no! I’m a reporter.”

			“Reporters are as bad as the government. Bit of a line ball which is worse, actually.”

			“We just need your help to find Jon. Della’s frantic. We came from LA to look for him.”

			“My boy’s missing, you say?”

			“Yeah.”

			“And who’s she?” He jabbed a finger in Ayers’s direction. “Some kind of mute?”

			“I’m also a reporter looking for your son,” Ayers said as she sat up. The mud clung to her clothes, and she scowled, trying to sluice it from her body. “I’m Catherine Ayers.”

			He regarded her thoughtfully.

			“Well now, so you are,” he said. “I thought you looked familiar. Worked in DC once, didn’t you? You brought down those corrupt senators who were up to their snouts in kickbacks. About, oh, three years back, am I right? You were in all the news.”

			Ayers gave a slow nod, her disbelief evident.

			He nestled his rifle in the crook of his arm, reached into his pocket, and pulled out a small pouch. He rolled himself a cigarette and muttered, “They sure stitched you up later, didn’t they, honey? Taught you who was boss and how that cesspool works. I read you just scuttled out of there after that. Dust cloud up your tail.”

			Ayers’s expression was a mix of sourness, fury, and surprise. Gray shifted his assessing stare over her face and barked with laughter, then lit his cigarette. “What, you think some old washed-up soldier of no fixed address doesn’t know what’s going on in our nation’s capital? I used to live there, you know. I read all the papers. They float on by and make great insulation. Put them in your pockets, in your shirt. Nice and toasty. But they also kept me right up to date.”

			He sucked in a slow drag and considered her.

			“And now here you are—looking for my boy. Small world.” He shook his head and turned, pointing to the trees behind him. “Well come on then, a person can’t talk in a civilized manner in a ditch. What were you thinking, climbing in here anyway? Crazy-assed move. Is it some LA thing?”

			Lauren and Ayers shared an incredulous look and crawled out of the drainage ditch after him.
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			Gray pointed them to a white gnarled log as he unloaded and put away his rifle in a tall, camouflaged tent. Strung-up pots hung from the tent pole outside the flap on one side, and a bag of perishables hung on the other pole—presumably keeping it out of reach of vermin.

			Lauren studied the set-up, surprised. It seemed roomy and well organised for a man of nomadic impulses. But, she supposed, if you’re going to spend your whole life off the grid, it may as well be comfortable.

			Gray returned, crouched in front of them, and stoked a small fire. And that was when Lauren realized he had bare feet—brown, thick soled, and heavily calloused.

			“Don’t you get cold?” she asked him, gesturing to them.

			He seemed surprised as though he’d forgotten it was unusual. He shrugged. “Get used to it. Easier to get the jump on folks. Had some strange folk in suits follow me around for a bit. You can hear a man by the squeak of his shoes, did you know that?”

			“Why?” Lauren asked, perplexed. “I mean, why you?”

			He gave her a hard look. “You calling me a liar? Or saying it’s all in my head, maybe? You’re like those veterans hospital shrinks.”

			“Actually,” Ayers interrupted hastily, “we’ve had a few run-ins with certain government suits ourselves. So we understand.”

			Gray relaxed and inhaled on his cigarette. “Well. That’s the thing. I don’t remember why anymore,” he finally said, exhaling a long swirl of smoke. “Noggin isn’t what it used to be. But I stay vigilant anyway. Move around a bit to throw them off. Just in case. Now, you mentioned my boy? Why’re you two worrying about him?”

			He checked a small pot of water on a metal tripod over the fire, then rummaged around a tatty box nearby, and drew out a can of instant coffee.

			“Gone up $1.50,” he said, pointing to it. He peered at them. “Not good.” He reached for a spoon. “Well? My boy?”

			“We believe your son can help us with an important story.”

			“What’s it about, this big story?” He scooped some coffee, and his hands trembled as he tried to get the granules in the mug. He spilled more than he got in, then he poured the boiling water.

			“We think he’s a whistle-blower,” Ayers said. “That he’s trying to tell us about a company bribing government officials.”

			Gray’s low laugh resounded around the tiny encampment. “My by-the-book kid? Who loves everything neat and in its place? Who lines up all his socks by color and has his boxer shorts ironed and marked for every day of the week? That boy?”

			“I know it sounds unlikely,” Lauren said. “He’s been pretty clever about it, but yes, we think he’s a whistle-blower.”

			Gray shook his head. “Now I know you two are crazy. I taught my son well. And there is no way he’d do something so stupid as to put his neck in a noose like that.”

			“How can you be so sure?” Ayers asked.

			The tent flap opened suddenly, and a man stepped out. “Because he knows me. And he’s right. I would never be a whistle-blower.”

			Both women stared at the stooped figure of Jonathan Sands as he rubbed sleep out of his eyes then put on his glasses.
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			“Well, look who’s finally up. It’s after two.” Gray rose and passed his son over the mug of coffee. Sands lowered himself to the ground, sat cross-legged, and observed the women through his owlish spectacles. He was the least outdoorsy human in creation, Lauren decided, taking in his neat pants and too-big Marines-emblazoned T-shirt—clearly borrowed—and immaculate loafers.

			Sands cupped the mug and glanced at his father. “Who can sleep with you grumbling in your sleep all night?” He drank in big, hearty gulps.

			The old man gave him a grunt and turned to his guests. “You two want some coffee?”

			“No thanks,” Ayers said.

			Lauren shook her head.

			“Right then, I’m off to the lake. Since you two scared away that jackrabbit, I’ll have to hook us some supper instead.” He reached for a backpack a few feet away which had a fishing rod stuck in the back.

			He eyed the two interlopers. “You cross my boy, and I’ll hear about it. And next time I won’t be playing around with those bullets.”

			His threat sounded almost cheerful.

			Jon glanced at the two women after his father disappeared beyond the trees. “Don’t mind him,” he said, returning his tired gaze to his coffee. “Dad can be a little protective. When he’s not reliving the Tet Offensive every other night, he tries to scare away anyone who might want to stir up trouble. But he’s mostly harmless. You know, he used to teach comparative literature at Georgetown University in DC before he got drafted.”

			“Why didn’t he go back to teaching?” Lauren glanced around the small encampment. “This isn’t much of a life for an old man.”

			“Says the war stole his words. That’s all he ever says about it.”

			He studied Lauren for a moment between sips of coffee. “So—the entertainment writer. We meet again, Ms. King. And who’s your bedraggled friend?”

			Ayers glowered, and Lauren bit back a laugh. “Catherine Ayers. Also a reporter.”

			“Show me your phones and any electronic devices.”

			Lauren handed over their burner phone. He quickly removed the battery and SIM card and passed them back.

			“Nothing else? Tablets, smart watches, anything?”

			They shook their heads.

			“Well given the fact you’re both here, I suppose there’s hope for this story yet. How far have you gotten?”

			“But you just claimed you weren’t a whistle-blower,” Lauren said.

			“I’m not.”

			“But—” Lauren protested.

			“Just tell me—how far,” he interrupted. “It’s important.”

			“The SmartPay launch with prostitutes and champagne,” Lauren said. “Everything that you said wasn’t a story, was. We traced the invoices back to an account most likely set up to pay bribe money to four Nevada state officials.”

			“I never said it wasn’t a story,” Sands disagreed. “I just asked why the other journalists in the room didn’t think it was. It’s still a valid question, don’t you think?” He arched a disdainful eyebrow.

			“We’re not here to debate the media,” Ayers broke in, flicking mud from her thighs to the ground beside her. “We’re here for the story.”

			“Which it sounds like you already have,” he said. “Why haven’t you run it? How long do I have to hide out in this hole until it’s safe to reappear?”

			“It was incomplete.”

			“How so? You just said you uncovered an account to bribe officials. So—print that.”

			“No, Mr. Sands, you uncovered an account to bribe officials,” Ayers corrected. “And you left us a breadcrumb trail to find it. Not to mention, you were the one who paid for thirty-four prostitutes, a bus, and a pallet of champagne using $100,000 intended to bribe four officials.”

			He adjusted his glasses. “How you came about your story is not important. It’s just window dressing. The bribes, the official corruption—that is the story. So what are you waiting for? Run it. Today.”

			“You’re not disputing your involvement?” Ayers said in surprise. “And yet you claim you’re not a whistle-blower.”

			“I’m not. Tell me when I ever contacted the media. I have leaked nothing to you or anyone. Even when Ms. King came to see me, I said nothing to encourage her to follow up this story. Under any legal or journalistic definition I’m no whistle-blower.”

			“Why are you so opposed to being called that? Nevada’s law has protections,” Ayers said. “You could have revealed what you found, openly and safely.”

			He gave her an incredulous stare. “A whistle-blower in Nevada is only protected if they take their concerns to their superiors. My superiors were corrupt all the way up the line. And are you really so naïve as to think anyone can whistle-blow safely in this country?”

			“Why not?” Lauren asked doubtfully. “Give us one good reason.”

			“I’ll give you more than one. Edward Snowden. Revealed to Americans their own government was spying on them. He was called a traitor and forced into hiding overseas, even though the Supreme Court now agrees he uncovered illegal acts.

			“Private Manning. Released proof of American pilots shooting up groups of unarmed civilians and covering it up, among other things, and sentenced to rot for thirty-five years. You literally do less time for rape and murder. And that’s when they’re not also dragging your name through the mud, or calling you a terrorist sympathizer or crazy.

			“Of course those are just the alive whistle-blowers. Want me to start on the curiously dead ones? What about the murdered journalists? Like Michael Hastings? Of course you wouldn’t have heard of them if you followed the sell-out, lazy mainstream media in this country.”

			“We get the point,” Ayers interrupted, holding up her hand. “But if we were all sell-outs or lazy we wouldn’t be here right now, would we?”

			Sands paused. “Mmm,” he conceded, finally. He gave them a half smile. “I suppose there’s hope for us yet.”

			Lauren smothered a laugh at how aggrieved he sounded making that admission.

			“So,” Ayers said impatiently. “You worked out that by doing it your way you’d only get charged with embezzlement?”

			“Yes. Well, the best-case scenario I wouldn’t be found out at all. Second-best, I wouldn’t be charged given all I took was money intended for bribes. Absolute worst-case scenario—a year in jail—probably less for a first offence—or a fine. I kept the alcohol and the receipts to return it for a refund to lessen the severity of the charge.”

			He ran his hand through his hair. “I miss Fee and Della, though. So, if we can move this along, I’d really rather be home.”

			“I don’t understand one thing,” Ayers said. “If you’re so frightened by what happens to whistle-blowers, why do anything at all? Why risk it? You could have pretended you didn’t find the red files.”

			“After going to all the effort to find something I could use on SmartPay, I wasn’t about to pretend I hadn’t found it. I just had to figure out a way to use it and protect myself at the same time.”

			“It wasn’t an accident then?” Ayers asked, “Finding the red files?”

			He gave a wry laugh. “Definitely not. I had to write a very clever little program to squirrel its way through SmartPay’s internal accounts over many months to dig up that particular fiscal irregularity,” Sands said. “They’d hidden it in their marketing budget over a dozen different departments to make it look legitimate.

			“But then I tried to pull the thread at the Nevada government’s end, and discovered the red files were so creatively hidden that no journalist would ever be able to find them unassisted. I’d have to stick a neon arrow on them.”

			“Why are you gunning for SmartPay?” Lauren asked. “I mean aside from the fact they pay bribes?”

			“SmartPay bribing officials to talk up their technology at business conventions and government meet-fests and calling it speaking engagement fees doesn’t even touch the sides of what they’re up to. And I don’t want to see my little girl growing up in a world with something as evil as SmartPay in it. Think of them as a corporate Al Capone.”

			Lauren cocked her head. “The gangster?”

			“A ruthless crime boss from the twenties,” Sands said. “They couldn’t get him for all the countless murders, prostitution, and drug rings he ran, so they finally jailed him on tax fraud. I decided to do the same. While the red files bribes are chicken feed in the scheme of what SmartPay is involved in, it can still destroy them. All that’s needed is enough bad publicity to frighten off any other states from signing up and to stop California’s rollout cold. But it has to be done now.”

			“If the red files are chicken feed, what’s SmartPay’s main crime?” Lauren asked.

			“It’s nothing I can prove without costing me everything,” he sighed. “And without the proof, people would dismiss me as a conspiracy theorist just so they could sleep at night. Some truths are too scary to face.”

			“Tell us anyway,” Lauren urged. “Maybe there’s a way?”

			“A way? I’ve thought of nothing else for over a year,” Sands said, staring into the fire. He shook his head. “I’ve thought of every possible scenario, and it all ends in me dead, rotting in jail, or exiled somewhere that has no extradition treaty with the US. And in every option, I lose my family. But with the red files? Problem solved. Corrupt officials, a bribing corporation? People can wrap their heads around that. And I get to keep my family.”

			“Why didn’t you tell Della any of this?” Lauren asked. “This has been a nightmare for her. They told her you were probably dead.”

			“Hell,” he said, his voice breaking. It was the most human Lauren had seen him. “It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. Look, if it’d gone to plan, the bribes story would have been run already. They would never have known who was involved and be too busy arresting corrupt officials and investigating SmartPay.

			“But Barry went and named me, and the moment he did, the moment the government found out how good I really am, what I can do, then SmartPay found out, too. I knew what the next step would be—they’d be wondering what else I might have found out and they’d put me in their sights. This, here,” he waved his hand around the camp site, “is my pathetic Plan B—to hide out with Dad.

			“And of course I couldn’t tell Della, because while my wife has many incredible qualities, discretion isn’t one of them. She cannot keep a secret to save her life.”

			“So you parked where you did to tell her you were safe? Was she right?”

			“You know I was right there on the lake, fishing, that day you were standing around my car with the cops,” Sands said.

			Lauren started in surprise.

			“Yeah.” He nodded. “It gave me some hope. I wanted you staying interested in the story, and there’s nothing like a turf war mixed up with a weird mystery to keep the media sniffing around.

			“But I didn’t want Della to worry, either. So I left the note to let her know I was fine and prayed you were curious enough to keep digging. Please tell me I didn’t put my family through all this for nothing? Tell me you’ll run the story now?”

			“We will,” Ayers said. “But I’m curious about how you knew how to play the media so well. You know far more than any ordinary IT worker should.”

			“Well, that’s because of my sister. It’s her line of work—dreaming up publicity stunts to get the media’s attention. She and her husband run a big New York marketing agency. Last Christmas, we were sitting around after a few drinks, and I challenged them, pretending it was a hypothetical, to come up with one way to get the attention of a roomful of journalists at a party attended by politicians. I said it had to be a guaranteed front-page story.

			“Susan suggested billing crates of the world’s worst pink champagne to the politicians using the taxpayers’ money. And the genius part was not to actually serve it to anyone, because missing cheap pink champagne sounds far more mysterious.

			“Mark suggested it’d be more dramatic billing the taxpayers for a room full of Las Vegas showgirls—and then leaving the invoice lying around.

			“It turns out you can do both quite easily if you know how. Although I found out showgirls are way more expensive to hire than prostitutes. Besides they lack that essential tawdry quality you in the media so love.”

			Lauren ignored the dig. “And your plan worked perfectly. Until Barry blabbed.”

			Sands’s lip curled in annoyance. “The human equation is always the weakest part of any plan.”

			“So no one knows what you know about SmartPay? What you really have on them?”

			“No.”

			“Then why have two gorillas broken into your home—both here and in LA—and mine? And why do they keep following us?”

			“Only two? I’m surprised it’s not more. It’ll be little more than a fact-finding mission on their part. Anytime anyone sniffs around SmartPay, men in suits turn up. What did these two look like?”

			Lauren sheepishly pulled out her own cell phone that she hadn’t volunteered earlier when he was deconstructing their burner. He shot her an admonishing look. She showed him the photo.

			“Can you zoom in above the ear, right there? He tapped the screen. Lauren did as he instructed. 

			“See? The coiled wire there? That’s standard issue for the CIA, NSA, and a couple of other intelligence agencies.” 

			He plucked her phone from her hands, removed the battery and SIM card, and passed it back silently. He then reached for his own phone and scrolled down. He showed them grainy black and white pictures of two men in Italian suits.

			“I call this pair ‘Dolce and Gabbana.’ I still have no idea which agency they’re from. I ghosted this snap off SmartPay’s security camera at the Nevada HQ. They randomly turn up at the same restaurants I eat at. Follow me when I take my girl to the park.” He scrolled to another picture. A tall man with a thick neck and dark eyes was staring past the camera, adjusting something in his collar. “I call this one Fido. He’s security for SmartPay. He follows up industrial espionage mostly. He followed me for a little while when I first started implementing the system in Nevada. He follows us all from time to time, just to check we’re not up to anything. There are others—I’m not sure who they’re with.” He flicked through his phone, photo after photo of people with cool eyes and sharp suits greeted them. “It’ll make you crazy if you think about them watching you for long enough.”

			“What do they want?” Lauren asked.

			“To make sure nothing stops what SmartPay is doing.”

			“Which is?”

			His mouth tightened. “The thing I can’t prove and can’t directly end.”

			“Tell us?” Ayers asked.

			“You can’t stop it. You can’t prove it. You can’t print it. And I won’t back you up if you try to do any of these things. It’d be suicide.”

			“You could go to the FBI.”

			He shot her a pitying look. “You really don’t get what this is about, do you? How big this is? The FBI couldn’t do jack to stop this. There are many forces wanting this rollout to happen without interference, forces far more powerful than the FBI.”

			“So tell us why.”

			He sighed. “You don’t know what you’re asking. And you won’t thank me for knowing it, either. It made me paranoid for months. Della thought I was going mad. Because this stuff…it really does make you crazy.”

			Lauren exchanged a look with Ayers. She saw a curiosity and determination that matched her own.

			“We’re prepared to take the risk,” Lauren said quietly. “Tell us.”

			Sands stared at them for a long moment, then took in a deep shuddering breath. “Okay but remember you asked. SmartPay plans to spy on us all and sell the data it gleans to the highest bidder. Namely, an intelligence agency.

			“How can SmartPay do that?” Lauren asked, perplexed. “You mean track what we spend our wages on? Or what?”

			“No. First they sell payroll technology cheaply to get as many people using it as possible—SmartPay sells its product at cost, making no profit, to drive out competitors and be more enticing to employers. Next, once people have their wages in a SmartPay account, it’s deliberately made very tempting to leave your money there because the deals offered through SmartPay’s bank are phenomenal. And do you know why that is?

			“It’s all because to perform transactions using SmartPay’s bank you have to use their patented security dongles. And, quite by accident, I discovered one day that their dongles have sleeping dragons in them. A special, tailored virus buried deep in the source code under many layers of high security. Only a top programmer would recognize it for what it is.”

			Lauren saw fear flitter across Ayers’s eyes, and she swallowed.

			Sands looked at them grimly. “Yeah,” he said, reading their faces. “That’s how I felt when I saw it. What happens is the first time your dongle gets plugged into a computer, the virus hops over into that machine then goes back to sleep, waiting for a command to wake it. The wake command can be done remotely by anyone—well, anyone who has paid for the code. Someone, like an intelligence agency, for example.”

			“What happens when someone wakes the dragon?” Lauren asked.

			“SmartPay’s virus has the power to take over everything on your computer—the webcam and microphone, and it has a keystroke logger built in, too. Everything you type or say or do around your computer, it watches, listens, records, knows. SmartPay essentially supplies its espionage clients with a double agent in every home. And it doesn’t stop there. The virus copies itself onto any subsequent USB device inserted into that computer and spreads itself well beyond SmartPay customers. Now from the sudden activity I’ve seen on their visitor’s e-log book, SmartPay appears to be getting very near to selling the wake-up code. Someone, somewhere will soon have unprecedented power over us. Now do you see why I couldn’t just let that happen?”

			“Why wouldn’t a spy agency just develop this themselves?” Lauren asked.

			“Times are tight, and research and development budgets aren’t what they used to be,” Sands shrugged. “I’m guessing SmartPay saw a gap in the market. Rumor has it key board members have NSA or CIA links, so they probably had this planned from day one. And the agencies get deniability later if anything bad blows up—it’s real easy to toss a private operator to the wolves and call them a rogue element.”

			“Why can’t you prove any of this?”

			“Because SmartPay made their virus too well. Once it copies itself the first time, it deletes itself from the dongle and then we have no way of linking the copy of it back to SmartPay. I only stopped the deletion on my dongle in the nick of time. But to prove any of this I need a brand new dongle, still in its packaging. These things are surprisingly hard to get hold of—there’s huge security on them. They make one per customer and each is keyed to an employee’s ID.

			“If that’s not bad enough, I also need a top computer expert—someone independent—to witness and prove what I’ve said is true, or people could claim it’s a lie or I created it myself.

			“I also need a federal government willing to stop this madness before it starts. But it’s too late. The power available is too immense for the spy agencies to pass up—especially given SmartPay plans to go global.

			“Imagine the CIA, for example, able to tap into virtually any computer in the world to see what its enemies and allies are up to. They could read the emails of an Israeli soldier in Hebron or a British protestor in London or just some teenage girl gossiping with her friends in Maine—they could get all their secrets in a single data upload from their computer. Now do you see why this stuff will make you crazy if you head too far down the rabbit hole?”

			“No wonder they’ve been looking for your laptop,” Lauren mused. “Given what they fear you could have found out.”

			“What?” he said sharply. “As if I’d keep anything on my work laptop.”

			“I meant your other one. The My Little Pony thing.”

			The color drained from Sands’s face. “How could you possibly know about that?” he asked.

			“Della really wanted us to solve this mystery of your disappearance. She thought that could help. She gave it to us.”

			“She… I had it hidden under my… How could… Oh my god. Tell me you have it in a safe place? That no one else knows about it?”

			“Uh…” Lauren looked at her boots, drying with caked-on mud. “Okay, well, a cop in Carson City saw me leaving with it, and maybe she told someone who told someone. Or maybe someone else was following us? But now everyone seems to want it.”

			“Who has it now?” Sands whispered. His pallor had gone gray.

			“Some friends of a friend. Computer experts. They’ve cracked it, too, I think.”

			“Then they’re in a great deal of danger,” Sands said darkly. “And therefore so are we.”

			He jumped to his feet, eyes darting. “Run with the bribes story, make SmartPay political poison, and hope like hell that stops everything. Because right now we’re all in deep trouble if they get their hands on the laptop and realize how much I know and speculate on how much I have told you. And if you found me, they may be able to, as well. Dad and I have to leave. Now.”

			“How can we contact you?” Ayers asked.

			“You can’t. I’ve been using a burner phone, but…” He took it out of his pocket and slid the cover off it. He dug around and tossed the SIM card into the fire. He took a rock and smashed the cheap plastic phone. “It was time to upgrade.” He glanced up. “Just make sure you print the story soon. I don’t want to be on the run forever.”

			“It’ll be run in a matter of days,” Ayers assured him.

			“There’ll be pressure to stop you,” he said. “The intelligence agencies—they’ll know what’s going on. Why the bribes story is running.”

			“There’s been pressure already. But it will run.”

			“Okay.” He nodded and turned to Lauren.

			“The entertainment reporter,” he said. He considered her for a moment. “You know, I only met you that day to see how far along the media was on the story. Imagine my dismay when I found you only wrote about parties. Looks like you showed me.”

			Lauren shot him a wry look. “And I thought you were an officious jerk stonewalling me. I had no idea you were this…brave.”

			He shook his head and stuck out his hand. “Not brave. Just a father wanting to keep his daughter’s future from being some Orwellian nightmare.” He gave her a respectful nod. “Good luck, Ms. King. With everything.”

			“You too.” She shook his hand.

			He disappeared inside his tent and after a moment reappeared with his father’s rifle in one hand. He dropped a plastic bag at their feet.

			“Some clothes and towels for you. You can’t leave like that. Last thing we need is people reporting to police two strange, battered women crawling out of a ditch.”

			He loaded two bullets in the rifle and gestured to the tent. “Get changed. I’m going to get Dad back and relocate.” He shouldered the gun and strode away.

			They stepped inside the tent. A bunk bed to the right had been made with military precision and a worn Aldous Huxley novel sat on it. Brave New World. To the left lay a new sleeping bag and a trio of computer journals, neatly stacked.

			Lauren glanced over at Ayers.

			“He’s not wrong about how conspicuous we look,” Lauren said, squeezing some mud out of her T-shirt. “I look like I’ve gone a few rounds with the creature from the black lagoon. Even you look like shit—and you never look bad.”

			Ayers’s silk shirt clung to her chest, and her smart navy pants were brown and slightly torn on one side.

			“Was that a compliment dressed up as an insult? Or the other way around?” Ayers asked, studying Lauren’s muddy boots and jeans. Her white T-shirt was a dripping brown mess. Ayers tossed her a set of clothes from Sands’s bag. “Besides, whose ridiculous idea was it to turn us into a pair of mud wrestlers?”

			Lauren caught what turned out to be a pair of camouflage pants and a T-shirt with an eagle on the chest. “How was I to know Gray wasn’t aiming for us? I could have saved our lives.”

			“Uh huh.” Ayers rolled her eyes and began unbuttoning her blouse.

			Lauren spun around, faced the other way, and grabbed a towel. She peeled off her sodden T-shirt and jeans and kicked off her boots. She wiped the mud off her legs and stomach and realized they hadn’t yet discussed their next plans.

			Back to Ayers’s place? Or a motel and a fresh start in the morning? Either was doable, although the former would be exhausting given how far Ayers had already driven today. Unless she was the one to drive them home? Lauren quite liked the idea of wrangling the luxurious Saab. She turned to ask. And then froze.

			Ayers was towelling down her front. Mud was smeared across a skimpy, formerly white lace bra and matching high-cut panties. Her lean, long legs were as stunning as Lauren remembered.

			She stared, sipping in air. Her cheeks flushed.

			Ayers’s gaze dipped over Lauren’s bare legs, up to her stomach.

			Lauren held her breath, transfixed, as twin knots hardened beneath the flimsy lace covering Ayers’s chest. Pink dusted Ayers’s neck but she said nothing as she looked back challengingly.

			Two shots sounded in the distance, and Lauren jumped.

			Ayers stepped closer. “That’ll be Sands telling his father to come back. No need to be alarmed.”

			Lauren nodded and realized only a foot separated them. “Yeah,” she said. She studied Ayers’s lips, and remembered how they tasted. She licked her own lips and watched, fascinated, as Ayers’s mouth quirked up at the edges.

			“Lauren.” Her voice was low, gently taking her to task.

			“Can’t blame a girl for thinking about it,” Lauren replied quietly. “You’re gorgeous under your armor.”

			“I look like a human mudslide.”

			“It’s your best look to date.”

			Ayers’s eyebrow lifted. “Oh?”

			“Human.” Lauren flushed at their nearness and turned away to resume towelling down.

			“Don’t get used to it,” came the soft, amused reply.

			“Too late,” Lauren said, smiling to herself. She vigorously wiped away the last of the mud and then stepped into the pants. They were too long so she rolled them up. She grabbed the eagle T-shirt, slid it on, and then tossed her clothes in the now empty bag Sands had given them. A dripping pile of Ayers’s clothes landed with a plop at her feet.

			Lauren scooped them into the sack, too.

			“Thanks,” Ayers said. “If you want to do the honors and drive us back, we can leave for home now. I think Sands is right about the urgency. We have to get the bribery story out before anyone else decides to stop us.”

			“Sounds like a plan,” Lauren agreed. She glanced at Ayers and laughed.

			Ayers had scraped her damp hair back with her fingers, slicking it behind her ears. Her T-shirt was tucked neatly into the loose military-style pants which she’d secured with her Armani belt. With her stylish ankle boots she looked both high fashion and kick-ass GI Jane.

			“Well don’t you look like an adorable,” Lauren grinned. “Hell, yes, ma’am, I’d salute you.”

			“And you look like you’re on your second tour of duty,” she retorted.

			Lauren glared, which only made Ayers offer a gleaming smile. She took a step closer and trailed her fingers pointedly up Lauren’s bare upper arm. She stopped and stroked the taut bundle of muscle.

			“You misunderstand. I think you look as though you’re well acquainted with hauling a weapon around.” She gave Lauren’s arm a slow, admiring look, then stepped back and dropped her fingers to her side. “That’s all I meant.”

			“Uh.” Lauren’s brain short-circuited.

			Ayers turned away and fished out her car keys. “Let’s head home. We have a story to write.”

			“And a corporation to destroy,” Lauren responded, her mind still replaying how Ayers had hungrily examined every inch of her body. This was the woman who said they shouldn’t do this? They couldn’t be together? That maybe they hated each other?

			“Yes we do,” Ayers smiled warmly. She tilted her head and looked at Lauren with interested, soft-gray eyes. “And I think I’m going to enjoy doing that with you.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 13

			Taming the Dragon

			 

			The drive home had been eerie. A heaviness hung over them as they digested Sands’s revelations. An international spying scandal. The CIA, NSA, and god knew who else was involved. Yet they couldn’t prove or print a single word of it.

			“How can you be so calm about this?” Lauren asked, slapping the steering wheel in frustration. “It’s an outrage.”

			Ayers frowned pointedly at Lauren’s abuse of her Saab. “Lauren, sometimes it just works out this way. We run the story we can, not the one we wish we had. We have to be practical.”

			“And SmartPay gets away with the biggest spying scandal in history? Along with whoever else helped? And no one will ever know? Screw that!”

			“We’ll know,” Ayers countered quietly. “We’ll know, and while we might be powerless to do anything about this now, you don’t know what the future will bring.”

			“That sounds almost optimistic coming from you.”

			“I’m never above hoping for more, even as life constantly disappoints.” Ayers gave her a hint of a smile to take the sting out.

			They pulled into Ayers’s driveway just after ten. The garage door automatically curled up and Lauren carefully parked the luxury vehicle. With more reluctance than she’d ever admit, Lauren slid out of the driver’s seat and tossed Ayers her car keys as the other woman also stood.

			“A girl could get used to driving a car like that,” Lauren said.

			Ayers’s lips threatened to smile. “I’ll bet.”

			Lauren’s gaze fell to the car beside them. “I’m not cheating on you, babe,” she told The Beast and gave it an affectionate pat. “Just appreciating your sexy competition.”

			Her eyes dropped to the side of her car which had gotten so badly scratched up by their chase. She frowned. The Chevy was now unblemished.

			“What the…?” She ran her hand along the surface to check, then she darted to the other side and examined it, too.

			“It’s fixed,” she said slowly, eyebrows lifting in question.

			Ayers was pulling her bag out of the trunk. “Imagine that.”

			Lauren stared at her in wonder, heart thudding. “You had The Beast repaired?”

			Ayers straightened and glanced at her before looking away. “Yes. Well. Apparently I owed you for some parking tickets. So this seemed equitable.”

			Lauren blinked. “My parking tickets cost nothing near what a paint job would have. Especially color matching for a shade they don’t even make any more.” She strode back to where Ayers stood and, without thinking, enveloped her in a hug.

			Ayers made a surprised noise. Lauren revelled in her softness and felt hands float up to rest on her back. They held each other for longer than polite gratitude would dictate, and Lauren’s breath caught in her throat.

			Finally she stepped back with some reluctance and felt those fingers trailing slowly down her back as Ayers pulled away, too.

			Lauren gave her a wide grin. “I have no words. This…it’s sensational. I mean it. Thanks.”

			A red tinge covered Ayers’s cheeks and neck. Lauren wondered why she looked so uncomfortable. Did no one ever thank her for stuff?

			“It’s nothing,” Ayers said stiffly, waving her hand. “Only money. Besides, I’m half tempted to bill it to Frank.”

			“Not nothing,” Lauren corrected. She cocked her head. “I still don’t get how you came to be wealthy enough to say things like it’s only money,” she waved at the house, “when you’re a lowly entertainment reporter, and it’s not your family money.”

			Ayers picked up her carryall and slung it over her shoulder. “Let’s just say I negotiated an extremely favorable salary package with the former publisher back when I was the toast of DC. I’m still on that package. And I caught the right end of the property market slump when people were dumping their estates for fire-sale prices.”

			Lauren picked up her own bag, shut the trunk, and followed Ayers upstairs.

			“Well I’m glad you got it,” she said. “The place suits you.”

			“How so?”

			“It’s elegant. Beautiful. With a fortress around it,” Lauren said and side-eyed her playfully. She slid her gaze to Ayers’s lips. Well, speaking of beautiful.

			“You’re incorrigible.” Ayers said.

			“True. But not alluring?” Lauren teased.

			“Alas, you do smell like irrigation trench.”

			“Now there’s a coincidence. Or are you about to tell me you’re above reeking of ditch water?”

			“I’m well aware I do. I plan to fix that in a minute.” She considered her for a moment then gave a small smile. “Well. Good night, Lauren.”

			“Night,” she grinned back. “And, hey, thanks again for my car repaint.”

			She reached out and squeezed Ayers’s hand warmly, then watched the sexy sashay of hips as she headed to her room.

			Lauren sighed. Even in rumpled, second-hand military fatigues, Ayers looked smoking hot.
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			Lauren had tossed and turned for three hours. She flopped over onto her back and stared at the ornate wooden ceiling fan, wondering what would happen when their story was finished. Would they go back to how things were? Snarking at each other across a crowded ballroom while Ayers counted down the days for her contract to end? Or would Frank finally take a chance and give her some real news stories? In which case would she even see Catherine anymore? Would she just one day disappear? Take off for her new life without so much as a goodbye? She was perverse enough to do that.

			Lauren found just the thought of not seeing her again made her guts ache. She glared at the ceiling. Great. She was actually falling for the Caustic Queen. And, to quote Mariella, that way there be dragons.

			At the thought of her favorite publicist, she glanced at the clock. It wasn’t too late. The night owl would still be up. She stabbed her number on her cell.

			“Sweetie! You’re still alive?” came the weary but amused voice.

			“Ha, funny. Yes. Catherine hasn’t killed me yet.”

			“I see you’re on a first name basis now. How interesting,” Mariella purred.

			“Mari…” Lauren sighed. “Just wanted to see how you’re doing—if it’s not too late, that is?”

			“You know me. Right now I’m agonizing over the launch of Fire Swarm.”

			“Oh my god, that $300 million exploding insects flick that’s drowning Los Angeles in billboards?”

			“Not exploding, dear, immolating. Apparently there’s a difference. And the studio’s new CEO fired the entire promotions department last week for not making Fire Swarm sound, and I quote, ‘mega blockbustery enough.’

			“So I agreed to take over the kick-off party on short notice, but I’m having a little problem because none of the starlets want to be anywhere near the handsy director. Sexual harassment insurance is a thing, isn’t it sweetie? We’re in a town full of lawyers and perverts, how can grope coverage not be a thing?”

			“It should be,” Lauren agreed. “So how’s Harold?” she added, thinking fondly of the hapless state of California requisitions officer who was usually swept along in his frenetic wife’s wake.

			“Snoring loudly beside me. Oh, that reminds me, I was going to call you tomorrow. He’s retiring. Can you believe I’ll have him underfoot 24/7 now? It’ll be chaos!” she said affectionately. “We’re having a little thing to mark the occasion on Monday. He’d love it if you could come.”

			“Oh good for him. Tomorrow’s a bit tricky though,” Lauren said. “I’m on a really tight deadline with my story. It’s got to be filed by Tuesday night.”

			“We’ll you’ll have a whole day after the party to write it then,” Mariella said breezily. “I’m not taking no for an answer, dear. Trust me, you’ll have a good time. My place, six. Do not be late. Oh and why don’t you bring a date? Is Catherine free?”

			“Uh…”

			“It’s settled then. And if he wasn’t unconscious and dreaming of improving his backswing, Harold would give his regards, too. Now then, sorry to run, but I have to find someone who’ll sell me 30,000 fireflies and a two-story high glass dome. Does that sound ‘mega’ enough? It’d better. Anyway, see you both tomorrow. Night, sweetie!”

			Lauren hung up feeling somewhat confused. Since when did anyone hold a party on a Monday? She’d never known her friend to do that. Not even once. She was usually too busy recuperating from her weekends. And bring a date to someone’s retirement party? Who does that?

			At the thought of Ayers, she smiled and flopped back against her pillow. Might be worth making the effort to go just to see her glammed up. She drifted off to sleep with a smile flitting across her lips.
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			Sunday was spent writing up their bribery story on the sofa in Ayers’s living room. A laptop passed back and forth between them. Paperwork was stacked on the coffee table, the floor, and any available surface. Ayers had done up a flow chart of who knew what, and did what, when.

			They called the bus company manager, Walt, and Booze Booze Booze’s owner, Dan, for quotes, explaining what their respective service and goods had been used for.

			“Holy Jesus!” Dan had barked, between hacking coughs of laughter. “Shit—it was dirty? Money meant for bribes? No wonder Assholes Incorporated were shaking me upside down for the invoice. Probably had the shredding machine already powered up in the back of their black van. Yeah, you can quote me on that.”

			They also rang Athena, the brothel owner, giving her the opportunity to comment. Instead she drawled, “How interesting,” then hung up on them.

			Lauren watched as Ayers methodically worked her way through her notes and slid just the right quotes in exactly where they were needed.

			“What about—” Lauren pointed, reading over her shoulder, as she sat beside her on the sofa.

			“Got it higher,” Ayers replied, divining her thoughts. She pointed to the screen. “And we need a better bridging para there, where you put in Dan’s quotes. It’s killing the flow where you shift topics.”

			“Oh,” Lauren said, seeing what she meant. “How about The next day, another Nevada business got an intimidating visit from the two burly men. Booze Booze Booze owner Dan Hancock said etc etc.”

			“That’ll work,” Ayers said and typed it in.

			“When are we calling the governor and the other three bribe-takers for comments?” Lauren asked.

			“Normally last gasp, Tuesday,” Ayers said as her fingers flew. “Minimizes the risk another media outlet gets fed the story by the government with their spin on it. But given what else is going on, the bigger picture, I’m inclined to give them as much time as possible to maximise how much their fear builds. We don’t know what we’ll flush out. Panickers have been known to do extraordinarily stupid things.”

			“Such as?”

			“You never know. Hand me that booze store invoice. And can you dig out the bus company security footage? I want to improve our description on the two heavies. I appreciate your attempt at color, but I don’t think neckless wonders will get past Frank somehow.”

			Lauren handed both requests over and resumed her position cross-legged beside her. “I’d like to be the one to contact the power lines guy,” she said. “That kid accountant who also got bribed.”

			“Okay, fine. You’re closer in age. Maybe he’ll respond to that.”

			“Well yeah. I’m going to play friendly big sister. I think you might make him soil his pants,” she joked.

			“I’m not that intimidating.” Ayers protested archly, although her eyes glinted with amusement.

			“Yeah,” Lauren said, patting the other woman’s thigh. “You’re a real pussycat.”

			“Well, I have no objection.”

			Lauren shrugged. “Like you said, you never know.” She loaded up her Facebook page, looked up Nigel Masters, and sent him a request.

			“You’re doing it via social media?” Ayers asked, turning to stare.

			Lauren shrugged. “He’s young. This is where everyone hangs out.”

			Five minutes later, her screen pinged. Lauren’s eyes lit with surprise.

			“Nigel sent me a message back. I’m going to open a chat window.”

			Ayers blinked at her. “Can you record what he says?”

			“It’s kept by Facebook, yeah. I can screen grab it as I go.”

			“Tell him it’s on the record.”

			“Already did.”

			“Why are you asking him about power lines?”

			Ayers was peering over her shoulder, and Lauren tilted her phone away with an aggrieved grunt. “Big sister, remember. I’m appealing to his interests. And no backseat interviewing, okay?”

			Ayers nodded and went back to work.

			“Oh wow,” Lauren said softly a few minutes later. She tilted her phone around. “He just confessed.”

			Ayers’s eyes snapped to the words on the screen.

			 

			I didn’t know how to say no to them. They are totally evil.

			 

			Lauren flipped the phone around and typed Then help me bring them down?

			One letter appeared. Y. A few seconds later a mobile number appeared on screen.

			An hour later, Lauren stared up the ceiling and dropped the burner phone to the table.

			“Poor kid. It was just a game to him. A puzzle to solve.” Lauren shook her head. “When he first found the red files, he was excited. He thought he’d get promoted or something. Instead he got the crap scared out of him by Freeman’s chief of staff and bribe money shoved into his account.

			“They told him even if he went to the cops, they’d never believe he wasn’t on the take and that he’d go to jail for decades. He didn’t spend a cent of it. He’s been a wreck for eighteen months with all this dough sitting in his account. He’s given us names, dates, everything.”

			Ayers studied Lauren for so long she wondered if she’d done something wrong. She fidgeted.

			“Well done,” she finally said. Lauren felt the glow warm her chest.

			“Thanks,” she said and cleared her throat. “Nigel told me a bit of background, too. The three other bribe takers had no idea the red files had been cleaned out by Sands until after they’d ordered an internal investigation into why there were local prostitutes at the party.

			“They’d worked out that it was taxpayer funds right away because their internal investigator phoned Athena and threatened her with a police investigation and a series of raids for code violations if she didn’t cough up the invoice.

			“They knew instantly after receiving it that it was government accounts because of the distinctive color-coding pattern on the numbers. But it took a little while before they dug deeper and realized exactly which funds had been used, and the moment they did, there was a panic at the top. The three officials shut everything down, paid off the investigators to disappear, buried all of it, including retracting the press release they sent to us.”

			“Well that also proves the two thugs going around intimidating people were not from the state of Nevada,” Ayers said. “Because they did a personal visit to shake out those invoices. It seems Sands is correct that our men in suits are part of some intelligence agency.”

			“Yep,” Lauren said and glanced at her watch. “Hey, it’s dinner time. I’ve got an idea. Let’s order pizza and drink wine and celebrate our story being nearly done.”

			“Pizza?”

			“And wine.” Lauren grinned. “Because your wine cellar is kick ass, and I’m really gonna miss it.”

			“Ah, it all becomes clear. You just want me for my wine.”

			Lauren leaned back and looked at her playfully. “What answer will get me pizza?”

			“Hmm.” Ayers rose and went to her kitchen, returning with a gourmet pizza menu. “The housekeeper left this here.”

			“Sure she did.”

			“Why so suspicious?”

			“You don’t have a housekeeper.”

			“What makes you so sure?”

			“You’re a very private person, Catherine,” Lauren answered sincerely. “You wouldn’t have anyone here who you didn’t absolutely have to.”

			Ayers didn’t answer immediately. “If that’s true, why have I let you stay?”

			“You need me.”

			Ayers stared.

			Lauren felt herself redden. “For the story. Obviously.” She gestured at the screen. “It’s done isn’t it? I mean once we feed in Nigel’s quotes, that’s it.”

			“Yes.”

			“Think Frank will like it?”

			“You can send it to him and find out.” She nudged her screen around, showing the opening of the story.

			Lauren stared at her name above Ayers’s. “You gave me the lead byline.”

			“As I said to you two weeks ago, I’ve had plenty, I don’t need another. And besides, you’ve earned it.”

			Lauren gave her a pleased grin. “Thanks. Hmm, I seem to be doing nothing but thanking you lately.”

			“I’ve noticed.” Ayers shook her head. “This is bad for my reputation. Apparently I’m not as caustic as I thought. Now…which pizza would you like?”
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			Monday morning, over coffee and reading the paper, Lauren emailed Frank their bribery story. Thirty minutes later, the phone rang. She recognized her boss’s number and picked up to tell him she’d call him right back on the burner phone. She made the call, switched it to speaker, and beckoned Ayers over.

			“This is it?” he bellowed down the line. “Some shitty bribe scandal involving three asses from Nevada and some bean-counter kid caught in the middle?”

			“One of those asses is the governor,” Lauren protested. “Another is his lieutenant. A third his chief of staff!”

			“I know, kid, I can read. But did they have to be from Nevada? Christ, not even a California scandal! You do know we’re an LA paper right?”

			“Frank, they were being bribed by SmartPay to get their product endorsed and promoted all over the country from supposedly unbiased high-level clients. And SmartPay is being rolled out here. Next week in fact.”

			“Yeah, yeah. I suppose. Well. All right. Maybe it’s something we can use on page five.”

			“Five!” Lauren gasped.

			“Three if you’re lucky. Must say, I’m pretty disappointed. And what’s with these nameless thugs intimidating businesses? You didn’t even get where they’re from?”

			“No proof, so no,” Lauren said. “We can only speculate. Sorry.”

			“Well sorry doesn’t get the Boy King off my ass when this runs. Is this seriously all you had?”

			“No,” Ayers said, speaking for the first time.

			“Ayers? What the hell? King I’d expect wouldn’t know her ass from her elbow when it comes to news, but what’s your excuse?”

			“Frank, high-level political corruption is not some filler story.”

			“Sure—if I was in Nevada, I’d be creaming my shorts right now. But like I said, we’re not. So what else is there?”

			“A story so big we can’t even tell you about it over a burner phone.”

			“And when am I going to see this mythical wondrous story? By tomorrow’s deadline?”

			“You’re not going to see it at all. Because we can’t prove it. But there was a lot more to this than meets the eye. By comparison it would have reduced Watergate to being as newsworthy as an obits page filler. King does know news when she sees it because she was the one who found this. And it’s incredible.”

			“Proof or it didn’t happen, Ayers.”

			“And that’s the problem.”

			He grunted. “Look, I’m being called into yet another of Harrington’s our-future-is-online meetings. Do us all a favor and prove this legendary bullshit story of yours by tomorrow night or stay the hell out of my sight for the rest of your contract. Okay, Ayers?”

			Ayers’s nostrils flared.

			“Well?” he repeated.

			“We heard you, Frank,” Lauren cut in. “But like Catherine said, we can’t write what we can’t prove—”

			The phone clicked dead.

			Lauren and Ayers stared at each other.

			“Just great. What’s next?” Ayers spat. She flicked her pen viciously across the room.

			“Well, ah,” Lauren said weakly, watching the pen clatter under a bookcase, “I forgot to mention earlier, but you’re my date this evening for this thing I have to go to.”

			Ayers’s eyebrows shot heavenward, and her mood seemed to darken. “What thing?”

			“A retirement party for Mariella Slater’s husband. Ah, Harold. Well, anyway, apparently refusal’s not an option. She told me you have to come, too.”

			Based on the incendiary look fixed on her, Lauren felt exceedingly glad she wasn’t flammable.
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			“Sweeties!” Mariella said and air-kissed them at the door. “Oooh my favorite wine, Catherine, thank you! How did you know?” She didn’t wait for an answer as she ushered them inside.

			Ayers stepped forward first, giving Lauren an impressive view of a very desirable ass clad in slim-fitting tailored pants. She moved with effortless grace, and Lauren followed enviously after her.

			Lauren glanced around curiously. There didn’t seem to be much in the way of party noise. Or people, for that matter.

			“Are we too early?” she asked. “We got the day right?” She laughed nervously.

			“Come with me,” Mariella said with a mysterious smile and drew them downstairs into a part of her home Lauren had never before been to.

			“Where are we?” she asked.

			“The guest wing,” Mariella replied.

			“Um, why?”

			Mariella offered her an indulgent smile. “A couple of nights ago, I had three unexpected guests on my doorstep, looking worse for wear, scared, and feeling very sorry for themselves, seeking somewhere to lay low. Now what am I, if not a humanitarian? Especially when one of said asylum seekers only this month gave me a divine, faux-crocodile, lilac clutch to match my favorite Christian Lacroix.”

			She knocked on a door and opened it.

			Three boyish faces which had been staring at a computer swung around. Snakepit, Duppy, and Josh.

			“Lauren!” Josh said and ran to her and gave her a hug. “Thank god. I thought they were going to start another game of gay warlords.”

			“They’re not gay, dude,” Snakepit objected. “They’re fearsome beast killers.”

			“Loin cloths, leather, and pecs,” Josh countered, winking at Lauren. “I just call it how I see it.”

			She looked at Mariella questioningly.

			“They told me the whole story,” she said quietly. “About finding the red files bribes and the secret spyware built into SmartPay’s dongler thingies. And two men chasing them. It’s a scary thing you’ve got yourself caught up in, sweetie. But knowing you, you won’t care about that. You’ll want to finish it.

			“Joshua here seemed convinced of that too. And Snakepit thought Harold’s retirement party would throw any eavesdroppers off the scent. And this one…” she pointed at Duppy. “Apparently just wanted to look at Catherine’s ass again.” She smirked. “So welcome to research night.”

			Duppy blushed but didn’t bother denying anything. Ayers and Lauren shot him matching glares.

			“So is Harold not really retiring?” Lauren asked in confusion.

			“Oh he is,” Mariella says. “He’s entertaining a few colleagues upstairs. I’ll bring you up later if you want to say hello.”

			“Thanks, Mari,” Lauren said and gave her a grateful hug.

			“Now, now, no rumpling the taffeta.” She tsked, but looked pleased. She met Ayers’s steady gaze. “For god’s sake don’t get yourselves hurt over this. No story is worth that. I have a guest upstairs for you who I was just sorting out some drinks for. I’ll send him right in.”

			“A guest?”

			“You’ll see.”

			She left them, and Lauren and Ayers perched gingerly on the edge of a long sofa.

			“So,” Lauren said, studying the two hackers. “Can you prove it? The virus on the SmartPay dongle?”

			“Even better,” Snakepit said, just as the door opened again.

			A man entered cautiously. He was in his mid-forties, wearing a suit and tie. He was holding a bourbon and looked serious.

			“This is them?” he asked the trio, eyeing the reporters.

			“Yep,” Snakepit said. “That’s Lauren King, and she’s Catherine Ayers. And this is my MIT professor of computer science, Javed Singh. He can verify everything. He also got shortlisted for a Nobel Prize last year, so, you know, no one can call him a crackpot.”

			“You brought us an expert witness?” Lauren said, stunned.

			Professor Singh shook their hands. “Mrs. Slater explained to Gerald and Simon how newspapers work, that their word alone would likely not be taken seriously,” he said, indicating the hackers who instantly reddened at their real names being used. “So they gave me a call. And I have to say my former protégé was not exaggerating the gravity of what he found. I’m greatly disturbed. I’m here so you can quote me for your story.”

			“But how can we prove it’s SmartPay’s virus?” Lauren asked. “Doesn’t it erase itself off dongles after it copies to a computer?”

			“Yes,” the professor confirmed.

			“So don’t we need a sealed one to test it and prove it?”

			“Indeed.”

			“But we don’t have one,” Lauren said, confused.

			“But we do,” Professor Singh said and studied her. “Did Mrs. Slater not tell you? Her husband donated his dongle to us. He won’t need it since he’s retiring. They only issued them at his workplace last week.”

			Lauren blinked. Harold, as a government worker, would of course be subject to SmartPay.

			“He told us he brought his retirement forward three months,” Snakepit interjected, “when he found out he’d have to use one of those dongles. I guess we pretty much put the fear of electronic god in him over dinner every night this week.”

			“Wow,” Lauren whispered. “And now you have a new dongle to test.”

			“Yeah,” Duppy said. “We videoed the professor as he cut open the packaging and then as he tracked and identified the worm in the SmartPay source code. No video edits—so no one can say the virus was added by us later. Then we also got proof of the thing hopping. It’s all here.”

			He handed them a DVD. “Don’t worry, it’s just a copy. But you can put it on your paper’s website.”

			“So,” Professor Singh began, “what would you like to know? How this insidious little spy worm would be the downfall of freedom across the globe if it’s unleashed? Or the worst abuse of governmental power ever witnessed?”

			Ayers reached for her handbag, pulled out a digital voice recorder and a notepad, and then moved to the desk near them. “How about options A and B?” she asked, face lit with excitement.

			Lauren took one look at her and grinned. Then she caught sight of Josh’s knowing look and her smile evaporated. He bounced over to the sofa and plopped down beside her and whispered, “Oh honey, you’ve got it so bad.”

			She shot him a venomous look.

			“Oh don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me. I won’t breathe a word to a soul—although it’ll cost you.”

			“What do you want this time? I still don’t have tickets to that Wolverine vs Predator film.”

			“I want my designer socks replaced. They were shredded when I scampered out the window when a pair of gorillas burst in on us while we were virus hunting for you. It was terrifying. So much pilling.”

			“I’m so sorr—wait, pilling? The socks getting hurt you found terrifying?”

			“You never did understand fashion, did you? Such a lost cause.” His gaze flicked over to Ayers who was deep in conversation with the MIT professor. “So tell me, what’s it like kissing the Arctic queen? Any frost bite?”

			“Josh!” she hissed. “Cut it out.”

			“I will. So, size eight. Marc Jacobs. Scarlet. Cashmere.”

			“Blackmailer.”

			“No argument. So, any tongue? Soft sighs? Moans? Growls? Boob grabbing?”

			“What size did you say?” Lauren choked out.

			“Eight.” He grinned and patted her knee. “You’re looking well, by the way. Unresolved sexual tension agrees with you. Suits kitty Cat, too.”

			“How did you know?”

			His smile widened. “You just told me.”

			“I hate you.” She said sourly, earning a snicker.
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			“Oh my god,” Lauren said as she kicked off her shoes when they got home. “That was surreal.”

			Ayers smiled, radiating satisfaction. “It was. It was,” she repeated. “Did you hear when the good professor called the government culpable of a crime against its people that’s more devastating than if it had set off a nuclear bomb in every capital city? And that, just because they didn’t make the worm, buying it or even bidding on it makes them an accessory after the fact.”

			“That man was born for this moment,” Lauren giggled, still feeling a little lightheaded.

			Ayers led them upstairs. “Let me just drop off my notes and we’ll have a nightcap to celebrate.”

			“Sure,” Lauren smiled and followed her. They headed into Ayers’s office, and as usual, her eyes were drawn to the beautiful view. The lighting in the gardens twinkled, and the outside lights illuminated the room enough to not bother putting the interior light on. An odd shadow in the ferns caught her attention, and she stepped forward for a better look.

			“Man, we’re going to blow the top of Frank’s head off with this story,” she said as her gaze followed the shape.

			“Funny you should say that.” A masculine voice cut through the silence. Ayers gasped, her bag slipping from her fingers to the floor. A man stepped out of the shadows and pinned them both with a cool stare.

			“You’re not going to run your story,” he said matter-of-factly. “Either of them.”

			Lauren stared at his features, wondering why he seemed vaguely familiar. Then she noticed the Italian suit. Dolce and Gabbana. One of the men Sands had noticed following him.

			“Who are you?” Ayers snapped. “How did you get into my house? You realize my security firm will already be on its way—”

			“Bransky Security is a little short staffed right now. For several reasons.” He smiled, and Lauren was struck by his perfect set of Hollywood teeth. What was it with this town?

			He slid his hand pointedly into his pocket. It bulged. A surge of adrenalin flooded Lauren, and she did the first thing she could think of. She lunged.

			She’d seen a domed glass paperweight on the desk and rushed forward, fluidly scooped it up, and pitched it toward his head with her deadliest fast ball. It was heavier than a softball, the wrong shape, and she hadn’t exactly warmed up. But her muscles remembered, and the throw scorched like a rocket—powerful and screamingly fast.

			Gabbana was faster.

			His head flicked out of the way by the barest of margins, and the paperweight smashed into the wall behind him. She heard Ayers’s breath hitch behind her.

			The man looked unshaken.

			“Ms. King I presume? The softball star turned party writer. Your father and brothers must be so proud.” Derision dripped off his voice.

			Lauren heaved in a breath and tried to collect her racing thoughts. “How do you—”

			“Who are your superiors?” Ayers interrupted, placing a stilling hand on Lauren’s arm.

			He ignored both questions. “Your digging into a certain matter is putting national security at risk,” he said. “This is a fluid situation, so I can’t give you operational details. But your government is asking you to put the good of your country ahead of your need for a scoop. Let us do our job.” He gave them both an alligator smile, all glittering teeth and implied threat.

			“We can’t do that,” Ayers said icily. “This story is in the public interest. We have to report it. That’s our job.”

			“I have asked nicely,” he said, his voice becoming menacing. “But this is not a request.”

			“This is how you deal with national security stories now?” Lauren asked incredulously. “Break into journalists’ homes without even showing ID and threaten them? Hell, I smell another scoop.”

			“Ms. King,” he said with a condescending smile that was mostly oil, “why would you want to stand in the way of your government keeping you safe and instead aid and abet our enemies?”

			Lauren paled at the implied threat.

			“You’re going to paint us as traitors?” Ayers asked in disbelief. “No one will buy that for one second when they see what we’ve found.”

			“That’s what Edward Snowden thought. But who is he now to average Americans? To your readers? They think he’s some computer guy who sold secrets to the Russians. Come on, you know how these things go. Especially you.” He swivelled to look at Ayers. “Michelle Hastings?”

			She looked at him blankly.

			He snapped his fingers. “Oh that’s right. You might know her as Stephanie. Now she knew how to spin a story. All about the things she’d found in her boss’s locked drawer. She was really quite the actress. Could have fooled anyone. Well not anyone. Just you.”

			Lauren felt her stomach clench at the blow and it wasn’t even aimed at her. Ayers’s jaw tightened, and her expression shifted from stony to murderous.

			“So I have to ask,” Gabbana continued with faux concern. “Are you really sure about your facts this time, Ms. Ayers? Prepared to risk what’s left of your reputation and the future of this innocent young woman who has placed her trust in you?”

			Ayers flicked a glance at Lauren and then glowered at the man. She did not speak. Lauren, however, felt the tightness of her hand that still rested just above her elbow.

			She subtly stroked the fingers until Ayers’s grip eased a little.

			Gabbana observed the action. His calculating eyes gleamed briefly, which did not go unnoticed by Ayers. Her hand returned to an almost pincer grip on Lauren’s flesh.

			She tried not to wince.

			“What do you want?” Ayers snapped.

			“I’ve already told you. Your story doesn’t run. And don’t bother doing an end run around your publisher again. We’ve enlightened him as to how he should be more vigilant of his staff going rogue. He’s being surprisingly helpful in agreeing with our position.”

			“What have you got on him?” Ayers asked.

			“Got on him?” the man repeated. “Ms. Ayers, your publisher freely chose to take this course of action. Mr. Harrington fully understands the importance of national security. And, well, he does own a generous amount of SmartPay shares. Be it patriotism or greed, he made a very intelligent decision. We’re expecting you’ll make the same decision. Now, one last question. Where’s the laptop? The pink one.”

			“Never heard of it,” Lauren said. She folded her arms.

			“Is that so?” A photograph came out of his pocket and landed on the desk between them. It was of Lauren holding the laptop as she left Sands’s house.

			“I don’t have it.”

			“I’m aware of that. Your two friends do. They were tracked to your neighbor’s apartment. Joshua Bennett. Where are they now? Where is the device?”

			Lauren shrugged. “Haven’t seen it since the CIA took it. Or they might have been NSA. Hard to tell.”

			He paused just for a moment, but the flicker of doubt was there. “Don’t lie.”

			“You’re not with either of them,” Ayers said in dawning realization. “Who are you?”

			“An interested party from DC. And this is your only warning.” He tilted his head, assessing her for a moment, and then something shifted in his expression. Suddenly he lunged, taking Ayers by the neck, hauling her around and against him.

			Lauren took two steps forward but froze when Gabbana squeezed Ayers hard enough for her to cry out.

			“Uh uh,” he warned Lauren. “I wouldn’t move an inch.” His hand was pressed around her neck, his fingers and thumb squeezed the pressure points under her ears and caused her face to redden and eyes to water.

			Ayers stared unwaveringly back at Lauren, eyes defiant.

			“I’ve been patient,” he said conversationally. “Now, tell me where it is or your dear friend suffers the consequences.”

			Lauren gave a cold laugh. “You talk about hurting one of the most famous journalists of the past decade? You think no one will care? You’re a fool.” She grabbed some of the photos from the top of Ayers’s desk and thrust them at him. “She’s dined with presidents.” She threw a photo at his feet. “World leaders. Bill fucking Gates.” She tossed more photos. “You think none of these people will care what happened to her?”

			He smirked as she held up the last photo. “Some old bat?” he retorted. “I’m terrified.”

			“You fucking should be,” she said, smashing it viciously into his face. “And that’s Helen Thomas to you, you prick.”

			“Bitch!” he bellowed, letting go of his hostage and clutching at his face.

			A long glass shard was embedded in his cheek, protruding up toward his eye. Blood gushed from the wound, and he howled in pain.

			Ayers had dropped to her knees, gasping for air, and seemed to be reaching for something behind the door.

			“Bitch,” he repeated with menace, blood bubbling from his nose and seeping out of his eye socket. He fumbled for his pocket.

			“And you’re a stupid asshole,” Lauren said and kicked him between the legs. She felt immense satisfaction when he doubled over clutching his groin.

			A siren sounded in the distance. He began to reach for his pocket again, hand trembling this time.

			“Last chance,” he said, voice slurring as his blood loss increased. “Where’s the laptop. Or you’re both in a fucking world of trouble.”

			“Says the man bleeding all over the floor,” Lauren said, watching him slump lower. She crouched down and mocked him. “What’re you going to do?”

			“You’re insane if you print that story. There are many powerful people who will fight you. You’ll be called a traitor. You’ll be hounded. Your friends. Your families.” He coughed and bloodied saliva bubbled out of his mouth.

			Lauren studied him. “That’s your opinion. But don’t you know the first rule of journalism? The story always comes first.”

			The siren was loud now, and Lauren watched as his breathing grew more ragged.

			“This?” He spat at her. “This story’s nothing. It’s hardly worth the nightmare headed your way.”

			His head dropped to his chest. The hand in his pocket and twitched and Lauren watched in slow motion as he began to pull something out.

			Her mind screamed gun, and her head began to move reflexively to one side as she tried to scrabble out of the way. Time slowed. She slid her eyes fearfully over to Ayers. Only to find she was not where she had been. She saw metal flash out of Gabbana’s pocket.

			There was a whoosh of air, a sickening thunk, and a clatter. Her eyes widened in shock. A hammering noise pounded in her ears, and she realized it was her own racing heart.

			Gabbana was sprawled out in an unconscious tangle. Two feet away lay a bloodied lump of metal. She saw Ayers drop beside her, kneeling, moving her lips. It took a few attempts for her brain to catch up to what she was saying.

			“Are you okay? Lauren?”

			She nodded. “Are you?” she asked, checking Ayers’s arms and face. No blood. Okay.

			“No, no blood,” Ayers gave her a strange soft smile.

			“Oh, I said that out loud.”

			“Yes.”

			“What happened?”

			Ayers pointed to a wrought-iron book end. “I may not pitch as well as you, but it’s twice as effective when they never see it coming.”

			Thundering footsteps entered the room, and Lauren jumped. Fingers rubbed her arm, and she heard Ayers’s soothing words near her ears. “It’s my security team. When he was bleeding out on the floor, monologuing about our sad futures, I was able to reach the panic alarm.”

			Lauren looked around at the mess. “Oh shit! I smashed your photo of Helen Thomas. He’s wearing half the glass in his face.”

			“I actually think Helen would have approved. And by the way, that man may be many things but there’s no way he’s from DC. Everyone in DC would have recognized her in the photo. She was such an institution.”

			“Huh.” Lauren stared up at concerned eyes regarding her. “Who was he then?”

			“No idea. We may never know.”

			The security guards moved the man out of the office and dragged him out of the house.

			“Catherine?”

			“Mmm?”

			“Did you just attack an armed man about to kill me?”

			Ayers rolled her eyes. “It sounds so heroic when you say it like that.”

			“You saved my life. You don’t get to pretend it’s nothing.”

			“Says the woman who took on two brutes in Olencha and didn’t even mention it. But if it makes you feel better, he wasn’t armed. He was reaching for his cell phone.”

			“Did you know that at the time?” Lauren asked.

			Ayers said nothing.

			“That’s what I thought.” Lauren smiled. “Damn, you are a hero.”

			A man wearing a security uniform strode back in. “We have him in custody, ma’am. We’re sorry he got as far as he did. He cut the feed on the video and bypassed a number of sensors. We’ll have more information when he wakes up. A doctor’s treating him now. He seems to have a bad facial injury.” The man shot an approving glance at Lauren.

			“I think he has a partner somewhere,” Lauren said, remembering the shadow in the garden.

			“We already found him. He incapacitated a few of my men on patrol. They’re only unconscious. We’re waiting to hand both intruders over to the police. There’ll be a full report in the morning. And I have a cleaning crew lined up for eight tomorrow to sort out the, ah, situation.” He pointed to the bloodied mess on the floor.

			“Thanks,” Ayers said. “Sorry for your men’s injuries.”

			“They’ll recover. We can leave men on your gate tonight, if you’d like.”

			“I would.”

			“Ma’am.” He nodded and left.

			“Can we be anywhere but here now?” Lauren asked and scooped up Ayers’s notes and her bag.

			“Good plan,” Ayers agreed and led her from the room.

			“Hey, I’m sorry about your ex. Finding out she was definitely playing you the whole time,” Lauren said softly.

			Ayers’s jaw hardened. “I think I’ll have to process that later. He may have been lying just to get a reaction. And right now, I don’t want to think about that.”

			She opened a door at the end of the hallway.

			Lauren looked around and saw a large master suite. There was a queen-sized bed in the middle of a room that was luxurious and clearly well lived in. The walls were cream and the artwork tasteful.

			Lauren’s eyebrows lifted. Ayers’s bedroom?

			Suddenly Ayers realized where they were—she’d obviously headed there by rote.

			“I didn’t, ah…” She stopped and bit her lip, her cheeks growing pink.

			Lauren observed her hesitation, the slight fidgeting, her high color.

			“We can if you want,” she said, suggestively brushing her fingertips down Ayers’s arm. “Just now I thought that was going to be my last moment on earth. That kind of puts things into perspective.”

			Her gaze drifted to Ayers’s lips. The other woman tensed and shook her head. “It’d only end in tears,” she said. “I’m leaving LA soon.”

			Lauren considered her uneven breathing. She took a step forward. “I know that,” she said. “But we’re alive. And that’s worth celebrating.”

			Ayers’s chest rose and fell, her expression pinched. After a moment, she whispered, “Please go.”

			Ayer’s jaw tensed, and Lauren stepped back. “Okay.” She gave a wan chuckle. “Besides I need a shower anyway. Gotta wash five levels of terror off me.”

			Ayers didn’t reply, or even move.

			Lauren took the hint and left.
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			Thank-god-I’m-alive showers were amazing, Lauren thought, sighing blissfully. Steam had fogged the glass walls, and she was blasting her body with a heat much higher than she normally liked.

			She heard a faint knock, and before she could answer, the en suite door slapped open. Lauren spun around in shock to see a hazy, faceless shape in front of the fogged-up cubicle. She wiped a circle of steam from the glass and peered out, heart in her throat.

			Ayers’s gray, stormy eyes stared back.

			Lauren watched, fixed to the spot, as the shower door opened and Ayers stepped in, still clothed in the white button-down shirt and dark cotton pants she’d worn that evening.

			“You’re still dressed,” Lauren said in shock.

			“I don’t give a fuck,” Ayers whispered and leaned forward. Her eyes glinted. “We’re alive.”

			She took Lauren’s chin between her thumb and forefinger and kissed her hungrily.

			They stumbled backward. Lauren hit the back wall, wrenched her lips away, and moaned. Ayers’s mouth journeyed relentlessly down to her neck, nibbling and tasting, biting and soothing as Lauren hissed under her devilish, naughty teeth.

			Her flailing brain tried to process what was happening. It had to be the adrenalin. Ayers was on some we’re-not-dead high and wanted to feel. And Lauren was there. Naked. Available. Very wet.

			She shivered as Ayers bent over her collar bone and licked, then lowered teasingly to dance down between her breasts. Then her maddening tongue slithered down further.

			It shouldn’t be enough, a small part of her brain whispered. She shouldn’t want to have Ayers so much, this way. It was careless and crazy, and Ayers had told her there was no future. But god, she wanted it. Any piece she could have of her.

			With a desperation she hadn’t known she felt, Lauren threaded her fingers possessively into silky hair, tugging, stroking, claiming, and then pulled Ayers’s mouth against her breast. Like an offering.

			She felt the lips against her soft flesh curl into a smile and then take Lauren’s breast into her mouth, tongue scraping across her nipple. She laved and toyed with the nub, her glinting gaze fixed on Lauren’s and filled with carnal promises.

			Steaming water sluiced over Lauren’s hair, her chest, Ayers’s face and the sensuous, pale arch of her neck. Lauren suddenly had to see her. Her hands fell from her hair and scrabbled frantically with the sodden shirt in front of her, blindly tearing at the fabric.

			Ayers pulled her mouth away to allow Lauren to rip the cotton from her body and toss it to the floor. Lauren kicked it away from the drain and then raked her gaze over what she’d unearthed.

			A delicate white bra was almost translucent, revealing the vivid red smudges hiding her nipples. She captured a breast and tongued it through her bra. She chewed lightly against the material, and arousal arced through her with every hitched gasp ripped from Ayers.

			She needed more. She tugged at the bra, wrenching it to Ayers’s waist, then undid it. Her hands were instantly full of breasts, thumbs flicking up to lavish attention on Ayer’s dark, aroused nipples. Ayers sighed, trailing fingers down Lauren’s sides to capture and knead her ass. The heat between her legs turned into an inferno, and Ayers curled her long fingers around and dusted against her clit.

			Lauren stepped back suddenly and enjoyed the startled inhalation of surprise. She slid slowly to her knees, enjoying having Ayers’s undivided attention as she stared down at Lauren with hooded eyes.

			She hurriedly unzipped and tugged down Ayers’s soaked pants and panties.

			She caressed the lean, smooth thighs rising above her, cupped the backs of them, and deeply massaged the muscles. She leaned forward to offer soft, reverent kisses, trail wet smears across the tops and insides of her thighs. She moved forward and kissed Ayers’s glistening pussy. Lauren admired the evidence of her handiwork and ran her tongue achingly slow up the slit.

			Ayers trembled. “Oh god.”

			Lauren smiled and repeated the movement, this time downwards. She licked the swollen flesh in earnest, teasing the lower lips apart. Ayers parted her legs wide and leaned back against the glass wall. Her hands dropped to Lauren’s hair, pulsing and pulling, pressing Lauren’s face to her.

			She swirled her tongue around the sensitive clit, and Ayers’s thighs quivered. Lauren found her entrance and slipped two fingers just inside as she continued to worship her with her mouth. The hands tangled in her hair stopped moving. Ayers made a sharp, strangled sound, then bucked and cried out, and a warm, salty-sweet essence coated her tongue.

			“Lauren!”

			Lauren drank her in, rubbed her face against her softness as the hands in her hair became gentle and soothing. After a few minutes, Ayers urged her upwards.

			Ayers met her halfway up the wall, kissing her fiercely, claiming her, pushing their bodies tightly together. The look in her eyes was wild. In one swift movement, she pressed Lauren’s shoulder blades back onto the cool rear wall. Long, deft fingers scribbled their way between her legs, teasing and testing, and then parted her folds. A thumb pressed itself at the top of her neatly trimmed curls and rubbed in firm circles.

			Lauren groaned, feeling her legs become jelly. Ayers was relentless. Lauren felt tremors begin.

			“Inside,” she gasped.

			Ayers paused as if considering whether to obey.

			“Please.”

			Lauren didn’t even recognize the plea as her own until Ayers’s face split into a knowing smile. The sort of smug smile that would have annoyed the hell out of her if she hadn’t been at her mercy and begging for release. Ayers took her with two fingers. The tapping, punishing thumb returned again and again to her clit, playing her like a straining violin quivering against its top notes.

			The orgasm came indecently, humiliatingly fast. Lauren gave a low moan, unprepared for its intensity. Her legs, already weak, buckled as warmth flooded her. Ayers caught her on the helpless slide down, wrapping her arms around her, pressing their breasts and stomachs together, whispering words that Lauren couldn’t make out over the thundering of her heart.

			Ayers’s head relaxed against Lauren’s shoulder, her tongue still tracing sinful, teasing patterns across her skin. Lauren’s fingers mapped the bare flesh along Ayers’s ribs, admiring the goosebumps breaking out that were not from any coldness.

			The warm water kept falling. Ayers kept holding her. And Lauren, heart hammering in her chest, tried to memorize the feel of Ayers’s gorgeous body pressed against her own.

			Then she heard one word. A question lazily purred against the shell of her ear that sent a thrill straight to her core.

			“Again?”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 14

			The Last Ally

			 

			Lauren woke feeling pleasantly sore in places she hadn’t felt sore in for a long, long time. Her breath caught at the memory of Ayers’s sated expression when she’d finally stepped out of the shower and paused, studying every inch of Lauren who was still standing, mesmerized, under the stream of water.

			She slowly towelled herself dry, eyes never wavering from Lauren’s nude form. She turned to go and gave her a small smile over her shoulder. “Good night,” she said.

			Tongue-tied, Lauren had mentally agreed it was. It really was.

			She lay in bed wondering if they could find a way to make this work. She’d always wanted to go to DC. Maybe doors would open, as Ayers predicted, once their story ran? To have more of the icy woman melting under her fingertips made her skin heat up at the mere thought.

			Lauren went mechanically through her morning ablutions, barely able to focus on much more than the many arousing ways Ayers had touched her. Those intense eyes filled with desire were something she would never ever forget.

			At that, she padded downstairs, eager to find the woman who had invaded her every waking thought.

			Ayers stood in the kitchen by the sink, gazing out at the garden. She wore a gray silken robe. Bare, shapely legs caught Lauren’s attention. She’d had those wrapped around her hips at one point, as Lauren pressed her into the wall.

			“Morning,” she said softly.

			Ayers started and pivoted abruptly. Lauren’s heart dropped. There was a tightness to her jaw and a coolness in her eyes.

			“I suppose it is.” Ayers moved to the cupboard and pointed. “Coffee?”

			“Only if you’re having some.”

			“I’m not,” Ayers said. “I’m stimulated enough as it is.”

			“Really?” Lauren gave her a cheeky grin.

			“About our story,” Ayers corrected curtly.

			Lauren blinked, at a loss at the stony visage. “Okay.”

			They stared at each other.

			“Are we going to talk about last night?” Lauren asked.

			Ayers’s expression didn’t change. “What’s there to talk about? It was an understandable moment of weakness in the face of what we experienced. Being relieved to be alive. It happened. Let’s move on.”

			“Weakness?” Lauren’s stomach twisted. “That’s it then? All decided?”

			“This cannot possibly be news to you. I never once lied to you about my intentions.” She flicked her a dismissive look. “I suppose you’ll be heading back to your apartment now.”

			Lauren peered down pointedly at her gloriously rumpled sleepwear. She’d only barely crawled out of bed. It wasn’t much past seven.

			“Our story is done,” Ayers continued flatly. “I checked with Security, and they believe the risk will be gone once the story’s published tonight. You’ll be fine.”

			“Right.” Lauren said tightly. “So it’s just ‘thanks for the fuck and get out?’ Except you didn’t even bother with the thank you. Real classy.”

			“Lauren,” Ayers said, pursing her lips. “That’s your spin, not mine. We knew going in that last night was just last night. Your career’s about to take off, and I’ll soon have the freedom to correct mine, far away from here. We both get what we want.”

			I could come with you, a small part of Lauren’s brain cried out. And yet the flat, distant tone told Lauren with sickening certainty that she’d been deluding herself to think whatever this was had more than one night in it.

			How stupid could she be? To think someone like Catherine Ayers would want more from someone like her.

			Ayers turned to resume her gazing out the window.

			“I’ll get my stuff and get out of your hair,” Lauren snapped, embarrassed at her foolish hopes. “It’s been…an experience…working with you.”

			Ayers didn’t reply. Didn’t even bother to turn.

			Bitch, Lauren’s brain offered with a snarl.

			Sexy bitch, her lower brain supplied helpfully.
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			“Holy fucking crap,” Frank said. The news boss was thumping his chest in a way that didn’t exactly look healthy. But his face was incandescent with excitement. “Jesus’s donkey at a disco,” he added for good measure. He slapped down the printout in front of him. Lauren had emailed him their new story, a collaboration done via a curt exchange of emails, and he’d ordered them both in to discuss it.

			“You weren’t kidding me, were you? Now this is a killer page one splash.”

			His eyes darted from Lauren to Ayers and back again. “You showed the editor this yet?”

			“Yes,” Ayers said. “Neil’s reaction was much the same. Except for one thing. He said we can’t run it.”

			Frank’s knuckles whitened, strangling his pen. “Yeah. Fucking Boy King got wind of your yarn. How the hell did that happen? Who talked?”

			“One of the men in suits, most likely,” Ayers said. “Don’t ask me which agency. We’ve lost track.” Her voice was low and cold. Even Lauren, used to all her moods by now, felt the chill off this one.

			“Well we have a problem now, don’t we?” Frank grumbled. “We could have pulled this off if Harrington didn’t have a clue. He’s sent me a memo—anyone who writes so much as a brief with the word SmartPay in it will be marched out of here.”

			“He can’t fire everyone,” Lauren protested. “That’s crazy.”

			“Can if he wants.” Frank mulled it over for a moment. “But it wouldn’t be the brightest move if he wants to still put a paper out.”

			Lauren checked the clock. It was one. Their editorial deadline was six. And the paper’s presses would start rolling just before ten.

			“We still have time,” she said. “We just have to get everyone in editorial behind us. We tell them what the story is about, and we count on them to all back it. If everyone stands up to him, he won’t fire us all.”

			Ayers coughed.

			“What?” Lauren asked.

			“That’s…optimistic,” she drawled.

			“Are we or are we not in the news business? Supposedly dedicated to getting at the truth,” Lauren snapped. “Are we not all about putting the story first? I think someone once told me that was important.”

			“Not everyone will share your idealism,” Ayers countered. She turned to Frank, eyebrow cocked. “Or am I wrong?”

			“Mmph,” he grunted. “You’re both right. And I’m willing to put it to the test. We’ll call a meeting. Spell it out to the whole floor. But it has to be unanimous. All in or none in.” He eyed them both skeptically. “Better hope one of you has a silver tongue.”

			Lauren glanced at Ayers. “Catherine’ll do it.”

			Ayers’s head whipped around to glare at her. “Me? I’ve already made it clear I don’t have much faith in a room full of journalists having the greater good at heart. Trust me, I know people will only let you down if it’s not in their own interests to be brave.”

			“That’s why it should be you to talk to them,” Lauren argued. “Coming from you, it’ll make them think that if even the infamous cynic Catherine Ayers backs it, then it has to be something worth getting behind. And it’s not like I can argue anything—even the handful of people who know who I am don’t respect me. I’m just that girl who writes about parties.”

			“She’s right,” Frank said. “You’re the only hope of getting them to put their necks on the line and ignore their own publisher.”

			“Well,” Ayers muttered, “expect me to say I told you so later.”

			Lauren looked at her, unimpressed. “Don’t bury us yet.”

			Ayers rolled her eyes. “What time do we do this?”

			“I’ll get the departments all in here for two,” Frank said. “That give you enough time to come up with a pitch to make it seem worth risking their jobs?”

			Ayers said nothing. She didn’t need to. The doubt was clearly etched on her face.

			“Sure it will,” Lauren interjected with forced enthusiasm. “Thanks Frank.”

			He grunted. “Don’t thank me yet. Probably just delaying the inevitable. Now get outta here. I’ve got to think of a way to explain to the Boy King why his entire staff doesn’t deserve to be fired on the off chance you two actually pull this off.”

			Lauren shot him a grin. “See,” she said, “this place is drowning in optimism.”

			“Yeah, yeah,” he grunted and waved them out.
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			“What the hell have you gotten me into?” Ayers said testily at five minutes to two. She peered around the small, interview room they’d been using to prepare her speech. “Did you not remember the part where I told you how everyone turned on me in DC? The members of the fourth estate don’t care about the truth unless it helps them. Selflessness and journalism do not go together. Trust me.”

			“You’re underselling our colleagues,” Lauren said. “That was DC. This is LA. They might surprise you. And come on, this is the biggest story they’ll have ever seen. Sell them that—if it’s self-interest you think motivates them, spin them a line about getting some of the reflected glory.”

			“You know our intruder yesterday was probably right,” Ayers said tightly. “This will likely be very bad. We’ll make enemies in high places with this story.”

			Lauren stepped back, stunned. “And you’re afraid.”

			“Only a fool wouldn’t be. And we have good reason. But I’m not afraid for the reason you’re thinking.”

			Her phone began to ring.

			“Ayers,” she barked, her gaze still slicing into Lauren’s. She suddenly dropped her eyes as she listened. “What? When? Both of them? Are your men okay?” After a pause, she gritted her teeth and said, “Understood. Bye.”

			“What is it?”

			“That was my security company. Last night at a stop light, a pair of vans flanked them when they were taking our intruders to the police. Armed men, professionals, took the two prisoners. The security boss has been trying to track them and didn’t want to call before he did. He thinks now that the hostile vans match vehicles run by a private security contractor that often does certain specialized work for government intelligence agencies.”

			“You mean like Blackwater?”

			“They’ve been through a few name changes,” Ayers said. “But yes. Anyway he’s doubled the number of my guards, but he still seems worried.”

			“Then our best protection, hell, our only protection, is to print this now,” Lauren said.

			“Agreed. These agencies are more of a threat when they think there’s a chance of stopping the story. After the fact, they’ll just have us blacklisted while their experts snipe at us from a distance.”

			“That had better be a metaphor.”

			“I hope so, too.” She gave a tiny smile that fell away.

			Lauren wondered where that had been this morning. Ayers’s attention drifted back to her paperwork.

			There was a knock on the door, and Frank’s secretary stuck her head in.

			“They’re ready for you.”

			“Thanks Florence,” Ayers replied. She stood to full height, an air of confidence and resolve settling on her face.

			“Okay,” she said, tilting her chin up. “Let’s do this.”
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			The shocked looks on the faces of reporters, sub-editors, designers, secretaries and photographers crammed into the editorial floor was almost comical, Lauren thought as she watched Ayers command the room, spelling out in crisp, no-nonsense tones what their spy scandal scoop involved. Frank and Neil framed her on either side, arms folded across chests—imposing sentinels offering silent support.

			When Ayers finished, Frank stepped forward.

			“We’re telling you this because we want to run this story tonight,” he said. “We have the proof. We’re ready. But our publisher has threatened to fire anyone who touches it. Neil and I have taken the decision to support whatever you all decide to do here next.”

			He stepped back and waved for Ayers to continue.

			“What we want to do is run the story,” she said, “despite the threat of us all being fired.”

			There was a murmur.

			“But we think it’s not fair,” she continued, “that the few people among us who happen to be in production roles should bear the whole burden of responsibility for our story. Why should only the sub-editors and designers be at risk? We are a newsroom. We live and die on this as one. We should all want the truth to be told and bear that risk together. We believe Harrington would never fire us all.

			“And make no mistake, this is the greatest story you will ever see in your careers. Do you want to be part of history? To be remembered as the news team who stepped up and broke the scandal in the face of a corrupt publisher.”

			“How is he corrupt?” one voice shouted.

			“He’s one of SmartPay’s top stockholders,” Ayers replied. She held up a document. “I’ve found that Harrington Jr. has seventeen percent of the stock in the company. If the price goes into free fall—and it will when this story runs—it will cost him millions. On the other hand, if SmartPay proceeds unchecked, he’s on the cusp of making multi-millions. Make no mistake; his ban on us publishing has nothing to do with national interests or security concerns. This is greed, pure and simple.”

			“Who gives a shit about that?” a voice called out from much closer. “What about us? We have mortgages. Kids. We can’t afford to risk being fired so you get one last chance to haul your trashed reputation back out of the gutter.”

			Lauren craned her head. Doug Daley. She snarled. There were more than a few nods around the room, agreeing with his sentiment.

			“So says a man who has to steal a story just to have any reputation at all,” Ayers retorted.

			“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

			“You took Lauren King’s parking corruption story and pretended you’d found it.” Her voice was cool, lip curling in disdain.

			There were disbelieving murmurs.

			“Is that true?” Neil turned on Frank, who shifted awkwardly.

			“Well…sort of,” Frank admitted in a low voice. “I gave King’s story to Doug because that’s his area of expertise.”

			“And then Daley sold it as entirely his own research,” Ayers concluded. “How many awards are you putting it up for, anyway?” she asked the local government reporter. “You’re a fraud. Your opinion is therefore irrelevant here.”

			Daley stared at her as though he wanted to rip her tongue out.

			Ayers took one look at him, and a predatory smirk twisted her lips, her eyes narrowing. She went in for the kill. “But just think, Daley, here’s your chance at last to have a hand in a story that will have this newsroom, and everyone in it, immortalised in history. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? You can even lie to your reflection and tell yourself you broke it.”

			Lauren winced at the depths of the maliciousness. It might have been deserved, but it didn’t go unnoticed, and the editorial staff started to shift uneasily. She glanced at Ayers. Catherine was a creature of habit—vicious, cutting habit. And right now she was supposed to be bringing the newsroom around to her side, not reminding them of all the reasons they disliked her. She knew the staff accepted Daley far more than an outsider who’d made no effort to befriend them in the past eighteen months. At best Ayers tolerated them, and everyone in the room knew it.

			The murmurings were starting to sound sympathetic in his favor.

			“You see,” Daley said triumphantly, jabbing his finger toward the room. “They don’t want to follow you in anything. You’re just a bitter, dried-up, old has-been put out to pasture.” He spun around to the room and raised his voice. “All in favor of risking your jobs and your mortgages in the tightest job market journalists have ever seen on the hope the Caustic Queen’s risky vanity project pays off, raise your hands.”

			About half the hands in the room slowly went up. Some were wavering. Others, like Florence, had her hand up straight and tall, a determined look on the secretary’s face.

			“And those who want to vote for job security and not taking on the entire federal government and its national security assholes, raise your hand.” More hands lifted.

			“There you are then!” Daley said. “Your story’s buried and so say half of us. The smart half at least. This dangerous shit storm you’re trying to drag us into is over.”

			The group began to disperse, splintering into two halves. Those who’d voted no looked sheepish and didn’t make eye contact, huddling toward other no voters. The rest looked disturbed by their colleagues’ cowardice, and several muttered jibes could be heard.

			“Sorry,” Frank told Ayers quietly. He looked to Lauren. “You, too, kid. Had to be unanimous for it to work.”

			“Goddamned Doug Daley,” Lauren spat. “If it hadn’t been for him—”

			“Then it would have been the next person. Times are tough. The newspaper market is shrinking; Doug’s not wrong about that,” Frank sighed. He studied Ayers. “Guess you get to say that you told her so now.”

			For once he wasn’t being a smart-ass. Shoulders slumped, not waiting for an answer, he shuffled over to talk to Neil.

			Lauren felt sick to her stomach.

			“Maybe you should have been the one to speak after all,” Ayers told her quietly. “It seems cynics with a bad reputation can’t win anyone over. Maybe we needed your unsullied optimism in the end.”

			“I was so sure,” Lauren muttered. “I thought truth was all we needed. Story always comes first. And I believe that. I do.”

			“I know,” Ayers said. “You’re a believer and a fighter. Dangerous combination. You either lead the revolution or get killed trying.”

			Lauren’s phone rang.

			“King,” she said, not looking away from the Ayers’s sympathetic gaze.

			“He what?” she barked so sharply that Frank, Neil, and half dozen reporters in the general vicinity stopped and stared at her. “Okay. Thanks for the head’s up, Max.”

			“It’s our publisher,” she said. “Someone here told Harrington about the meeting.” Her eyes settled on the publisher’s elderly secretary who suddenly busied herself with shuffling papers around. “He’s on his way up to speak to the floor.”

			“Shit!” “Hell!” “Oh great!” reporters began speaking over each other, looking around quickly.

			“Think he’s going to fire us anyway?” one asked.

			“He can’t; I’ve got my alimony payment due. I’ll be toast if he does.”

			Ayers took out her cell phone and went to a corner for privacy as Lauren tried to calm them. They ignored her completely. Well, she was still a no one. She sighed.

			Ayers returned to her side. “I’ve called in some reinforcements. It might be enough.”

			Lauren frowned. “I thought we’d done all we could?”

			“I had one ally left, and I decided, well, I may as well go down having tried everything.”

			“Two allies left,” Lauren said pointedly.

			Ayers paused. “One valuable ally,” she corrected.

			Lauren stared at her. “Really? That was necessary?”

			“No, but factual. Truth isn’t always palatable, is it?”

			Lauren glared at her. “If this is about this morning—”

			“For god’s sake, do you have a one-track mind?” Ayers interrupted coldly. “But speaking of truth, I made a promise to destroy the Boy King, and I sincerely plan to keep it within the next fifteen minutes.”
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			Paul Harrington Jr. strode into the middle of the newsroom. His Armani suit was showy and expensive, his tie bright red. His designer shoes—black, polished, and pointy—burned a trail across the news floor.

			“What is this?” he demanded, turning to address everyone. “Was my memo not clear? Anyone who runs a SmartPay story gets fired. Yet you all stop to discuss it? Am I the publisher here, or am I not the fucking publisher?”

			He sounded enraged, but even in his fancy suit he gave the impression of a little boy having a tantrum.

			“Yes Paul,” Neil said calmly, stepping up to him. “You are the publisher. Why don’t you step inside my office, and we can have a meeting about what took place just now and why.”

			“I think we should have it out, right here. I want someone to explain to me what happened.”

			There was a long silence.

			“Well?”

			“We voted,” Daley spoke up. “Not to run Ayers’s story.”

			Harrington’s head snapped around. “Voted. Like it was up to you people when I’d already said no?”

			Daley swallowed.

			“Well, let’s see it—show of hands. Who voted yes?” Harrington asked.

			The crowd shifted anxiously.

			“Come on, Paul,” Neil said soothingly. “You can’t ask them that. That’s not fair.”

			“I’ll tell you what’s not fair. Disloyal ingrates on my payroll.”

			“Oh some of them are very loyal,” Neil snapped, clearly annoyed.

			“What?” Harrington glared.

			“Loyal to the truth.”

			“You’re in on this mutiny, too?” Harrington sized him up. He smiled. “Well they say management sets the tone. You’re fired.”

			The watching reporters murmured their growing disapproval, shooting the publisher outraged looks.

			“Where were we? Ah yes. I want a show of hands of who voted yes, or I fire every last one of you. And I’m not bluffing.”

			“You can’t fire them all,” Frank intervened. “No one’d be left to run the paper if you do.”

			“That’s my concern isn’t it?” he said. He assessed Frank. “And which way did you vote?” he asked dangerously.

			“I didn’t. It wasn’t my role.”

			“Good answer.”

			“My role was to implement what the staff decided,” he added and stuck his chin out pugnaciously.

			Lauren’s eyes widened. Oh crap.

			“You…” Harrington glowered at him. “You’re fucking fired, too.”

			“Good,” Frank barked back. “Wouldn’t want to work for a corrupt publisher. We all know about your SmartPay shares.”

			“My investment portfolio is not your concern.”

			“Nah,” Frank shook his head. “Why would a massive conflict of interest concern a room full of fucking journalists?”

			Harrington deliberately turned his back to him and looked at the rest of the staff. “I won’t ask again—hands up if you voted yes.”

			His gaze shifted from face to face. No one seemed willing to even twitch.

			“Your father must be so proud,” Ayers said quietly, moving gracefully toward him. In the deathly quiet room, the words carried.

			“I couldn’t give a crap what Dad thinks. And you’re fired too, you insubordinate acidic ice bitch.” He gave her a smug look, and Daley snickered loudly.

			“You should care what your father thinks,” Ayers said calmly. “He still owns the shares in the Daily Sentinel. And you’re not fit to run it or any newspaper.”

			“What drugs are you on, Ayers? Dad’s retired. The paper’s mine now.”

			“I wouldn’t be so sure,” a ragged voice said from the rear of the room. Out of the shadows stepped a thin man in his mid sixties dressed in jeans and a golfing shirt.

			Harrington paled. “Dad?”

			The older man moved toward the middle of the room and sized his son up.

			“I’d hoped your leadership and publishing abilities would improve if I got out of your way and you wouldn’t always have me looking over your shoulder,” he said. “But Catherine’s right. You’re not fit to run my paper.

			“She emailed me a copy of her story this morning and asked me to be in the vicinity today in case I was needed. She called me not ten minutes ago and asked me to come in. Didn’t expect to find you tossing out half your staff and trying to kill the story.”

			“It’s my call to spike any story I want.”

			“That story, son, was the greatest thing I’ve read in four decades of journalism. You should be on your knees with gratitude to have it sitting on your plate. Instead you’re more interested in—what? Making money on top of the millions I already gave you? You don’t need more money—you need loyalty. Firing two of the best news chiefs in the game and one of the most exceptional journalists I’ve ever worked with is a rookie error. I’m taking the paper off you, boy. You’re not cut out for it. You never were—and that is the sorry truth.”

			“You can’t!”

			“I just did.”

			“You’re taking her side?” he jabbed his finger at Ayers. “She’s nothing. I’m your son!”

			“And that’s why you’ll never be a good publisher. Because you undervalue everything you have. You overlook your most valuable assets and are more interested in your World Wide Web ventures than the talent that’s parked right under your nose.”

			“Internet news is the future! You think you know news? I know what’s trending. News as it happens. Live, all over the world in an instant.” He snapped his fingers. “What do you know? A dying industry that worships dead trees and ink. You’re a fossil. All of you are.”

			“You might know a lot of things, son, but you haven’t got a lick of sense with it. I’ve never been so disappointed.”

			“Dad…”

			“Go home. We’ll talk later. As for everyone else?” his eyes roamed the newsroom. “Your jobs are safe. Get back to work. And I expect to see a SmartPay spy scandal on every news feed in the nation tomorrow.”

			A small cheer went up, and Lauren’s face split into a huge grin. Relief coursed through her.

			“Will you resume as publisher?” Ayers asked as the room dispersed.

			“For now. But I’ll find someone qualified next time I hand over the reins.”

			“You’d better,” she said.

			“Sassy,” he scolded her fondly. “And Cath? We’ll catch up for lunch soon. You can explain to me what the hell congress thinks it’s doing on that healthcare nonsense. Like old times.”

			“It would be my pleasure.”

			He left her and headed over to Frank and Neil, slapped them both on the shoulder, and launched into an animated discussion about their exclusive story.

			Lauren sauntered over. “Some last ally. He’s only the boss of everything. Jesus.”

			“Not quite, but he is a friend, true,” Ayers admitted. “But it was always a hugely risky move pitting father against son. He didn’t intervene when I was demoted, choosing to let his son make his own decisions and mistakes. I thought there was a good chance he might yet again decide blood was thicker than ink.”

			They regarded each other for a moment, taking in the importance of what had just happened.

			“Holy crap,” Lauren said, grinning. “They’re running our freaking story.”

			“Yes,” Ayers smiled. “I do believe they are.”

			Lauren saw her own excitement mirrored back, and as their gazes locked, she forgot she was supposed to be mad as hell with her.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 15

			Countdown

			 

			Wednesday, May 29

			33 Days Remaining

			7:37 a.m.

			 

			Lauren rolled over, coughed once, and buried her face in her pillow. Nothing like waking up after a night of celebrating the story to end all stories.

			Her cell phone gave a faint beep from the bedside table.

			It beeped again. And then again.

			She scowled. Only people with a death wish would harass a entertainment reporter before ten in the morning. Everyone knew it. It was the unwritten rule of journalism.

			With a sour grunt, she groped around for the beeping phone.

			Twenty-seven new messages?

			Her eyes focused on the first of her texts. A congratulations from her dad. She smiled and scrolled down. All of her brothers had sent her texts of various degrees of awe and mockery. 

			Mariella had emailed to let her know her house guests had left, with Duppy cheerfully vowing to hack any website she wanted as a thanks for putting them up. She demurred. At Harold’s workplace, she added, State of California employees had staged an impromptu burning of their new SmartPay employee cards in the staff parking lot. Mariella admitted she possibly may have put them up to the idea. And she also may have called in a TV camera crew or six to witness the fiery carnage.

			Lauren laughed and flicked her phone browser over to the Daily Sentinel’s website.

			 

			SHOCK ESPIONAGE SCANDAL

			Government agencies implicated in scheme to spy on the American people

			EXCLUSIVE

			By Lauren King and Catherine Ayers

			Read full story

			 

			More: Nevada Government Bribes—Corruption at the top. Hundreds of thousands paid for top officials to endorse SmartPay USA to interstate government officials and corporations.

			 

			Breaking news: Nevada’s governor, lieutenant-governor, and chief of staff resign. Carson City Sheriff’s Office raid their offices. Tax investigation announced. NV accountant insider who was forced to receive bribes helps officials.

			 

			Business news: Paul Harrington Jr. steps down as publisher of Daily Sentinel. His father, Paul Harrington Sr. who came out of retirement to resume the top role, wished his son all the best on his “exciting new online projects.”

			 

			Interstate roundup: A missing LA-based Nevada IT worker, who was the subject of a two-state manhunt this week, has turned up alive at his Carson City, NV, family home just before six this morning. “I’d just gone fishing,” Jonathan Sands reportedly told shocked LAPD Adult Missing Persons Unit (AMPU) investigators.

			 

			LAPD AMPU Detective Jay Rankin was quoted earlier in the week as saying Sands had “unfortunately most likely suffered a fatal outcome in Topaz Lake” where his vehicle was discovered, seemingly abandoned, on May 22nd. Wife Della Sands reports she’s “over the moon” to see him and “always knew” he wasn’t dead.

			 

			Lauren grinned. Good for them.

			She flicked curiously through all the major news sites. The SmartPay scandal was headlining the news everywhere. Every expert was so shocked, and no one knew anything. The CIA and NSA predictably had nothing to say. The president was being briefed on the situation.

			She resumed her trawl through her text messages. A few of them made her laugh.

			Her old boss at the Des Moines Standard had written in.

			 

			Hell, King if we’d known you were this good, we’d have put you on politics. You should have said.

			 

			She rolled her eyes. She’d only pitched her case what, eight or ten times?

			CNN wanted an exclusive interview. So did all the other networks. She’d have to check with Frank about how he wanted her to handle it. She scrolled to the next message and then stopped cold.

			 

			“Spies, King? Oh and thanks for the scoop. Whatever do you do for an encore?

			 

			She wrote back.

			 

			Hilarious. And yay us. We’re the toast of town. What a rollercoaster ride!

			 

			The reply landed seconds later. Indeed.

			Lauren stared at her phone. They’d been through hell and back, been chased and terrorized, and shared one night of smoking hot sex, and Ayers had distilled it all down to the word indeed.

			She peered at the text, waiting for a follow-up. Five minutes went by, then ten. At twenty minutes, and with her buoyant mood starting to flag, she gave up and called Josh to dissect their previous evening’s celebrations. And to find out how she wound up with glitter and confetti in her shoes.

			Her phone never did beep again from Ayers.
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			Frank told Lauren to spend the day doing interviews, promoting the Daily Sentinel, and generally getting the most buzz out of their scoop. She saw nothing of Ayers, but when she turned on the news that night and saw her giving her own interviews on a few other networks, she realized he’d given her the same instructions.

			She studied her, watching the way she held herself. She wore a smart charcoal skirt suit, her hair was swept elegantly behind her ear to reveal drop pearl earrings.

			So dignified.

			Well that was one word for her. Hot mess were two more, as Lauren recalled her writhing against her, fingernails biting into her shoulders as Ayers gasped for her release while rolling her slippery center against Lauren’s thigh. She remembered that heated gaze devouring her, lips parted a little, sipping on air, as watery rivulets curled a path down her breasts. She could still hear the soft, shuddering moans of Ayers coming apart against her.

			Lauren crossed her legs and stared at the cool face. She seemed tired, and she was toying with the ring on her right hand—something she did whenever she was uncomfortable or bored.

			She decided to agree to Max’s suggestion for a night out, given the security guard had promised to show her a celebration to remember for crushing the Douche King. That Ayers had been the one to pull the trigger on Harrington Jr. had seemed to matter little to Max, who declared Lauren the “Badass of the Century.”
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			Thursday, May 30

			32 Days Remaining

			9:03 a.m.

			 

			Lauren shuffled into work the next day with a hangover so vicious it made a mockery of her supposed badass status. Frank, as if somehow sensing her moment of greatest pitifulness, summoned her to his office.

			She sat gingerly so as not to jar her head as he shoved a fat, ugly plaque across the desk at her.

			“Here,” he said. “Consider it yours. Arrived today.”

			Lauren picked it up and read the engraved words. Best Investigative Journalism, California Journalism Awards.

			“How could we have won anything so fast?” she asked.

			The news editor twirled his finger, indicating the back.

			She turned it around and read the inscription and snapped her head up. “Frank! This has Doug Daley’s name on it!”

			“Yeah, it does. Look, I know that Doug won it under false pretences for your parking tickets story, claiming it was all his work. So, technically, I s’pose it’s yours.”

			“Did you have to pry it out of his cold, dead hands?”

			Frank actually cracked a smile at that. “Nah. Never gave it to him.” He shot her a sheepish look that probably passed as an apology in Frank’s world.

			Lauren pushed it back across the desk. “No thanks. Shockingly, I don’t want some secondhand trinket. Use it as a doorstop or something.”

			Frank shrugged. “Suit yourself. Besides, you’ll probably get a wall full of these before the year’s out.”

			“I didn’t do the story for that,” Lauren grimaced.

			“Yeah, I know, kid. But do yourself a favor and remember that some kind of healthy ego will help you a lot in this game. You’ll understand that once you do a year or two on Doug’s beat.”

			“Uh, what?”

			“Ayers didn’t tell you?”

			“Tell me what?”

			“It’s been decided Doug’s getting reassigned to special projects.”

			Lauren tried not to show her shock. It was career suicide. Special projects was the only section lower than her own. No one sent to write advertorial crap about boating and RV shows or trade conventions ever recovered their standing.

			“Why?” Lauren asked.

			“The old man has certain views about people who steal other people’s work without giving credit where it’s due.”

			Old man? Oh, right. Their returning esteemed publisher.

			“Why would Catherine know anything about this?” she asked.

			Frank leaned back and laced his fingers over his ample gut. “It was her idea. She nominated you as Doug’s replacement.”

			“She what? When?”

			“Yesterday morning. Old man did a phone hook-up at crack of dawn. Damn I wish he’d keep regular hours. I mean six is barbaric. He asked Ayers to take part because he wanted to offer her old job back. He’s reopening our DC Bureau. Needs her to be our chief there again.”

			Lauren digested his words. So Ayers had recommended Lauren for a job knowing full well it would keep her in LA. The message was clear. She didn’t want Lauren trailing after her like some over-eager puppy.

			She tried to smile. She suspected she looked constipated. “Okay,” she said tightly. “When do I start?”

			“We’re doing a shakeup of a few positions, what with Ayers leaving in…” he frowned and looked at his calendar “…thirty-something days. So when she goes, we’ll move you off entertainment, too. Fresh blood across the board. Right?” He waved his hand toward the door.

			Dismissed, Lauren rose. “Thanks Frank,” she said.

			“You earned it.” He squinted at her. “I’d have expected a few more cartwheels from you.”

			Lauren forced a grin. “Oh I’m excited,” she said. “Just surprised you’d pick me.”

			“Well it wasn’t just up to me,” Frank said dryly. “Anyway, Ayers made a compelling case.”

			Lauren’s mood sank further. I’ll bet.

			“She did?” she asked neutrally.

			Frank studied her. “She really didn’t tell you? Called us all a bunch of blind asses if we didn’t see how much raw talent you had. Okay. That’s it. Go write us up more froth and nonsense, and I’ll see you back here for the real news at the end of the month. Close the door on the way out.”
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			Saturday, June 1

			30 Days Remaining

			9:48 p.m.

			 

			Lauren looked around the Dynasty Ballroom in annoyance, half wishing it would burst into flames and spare her having to stay for the speeches. It wouldn’t be hard to ignite with so many rustic naked torches around. Mariella had indeed outdone herself for Fire Swarm’s blockbuster launch. She returned to shooting daggers at a clutch of elegant women arranged artfully by the drinks table. Two women in particular.

			Her long-suffering date rolled his eyes.

			“Honestly, hon, you are no fun tonight.” Joshua pouted. “And if I’d known your girlfriend wasn’t going to bring my boyfriend, I wouldn’t have bothered dry cleaning my good tux.”

			“She’s not my girlfriend,” Lauren objected, staring at Ayers in her stunning black dress with a scandalously plunging neckline. It boasted a glittering necklace designed to draw gazes to her cleavage. And one of the gazes she was drawing was her plus one for the evening, a bigwig cable TV executive from Washington. Cynthia something.

			Cynthia Something was fucking gorgeous, and Lauren hated her with a loathing she usually reserved for dictators and telemarketers. And right now Cynthia was wooing Ayers with all the fervor of a rottweiler going after a tennis ball.

			Speaking of rottweilers…

			Cynthia touched Ayers’s silk clad arm and parted her lips prettily as Ayers talked to her. “I think she’s actually panting,” Lauren muttered. The brushing fingers appeared accidental, but Lauren knew better. “It’s obscene.”

			“Obscene is the shade of green you are this evening,” Josh observed. “Was she really that good in bed?”

			“Stop fishing,” Lauren said still staring at the pair. “You don’t see me asking you about your bedroom antics with Tad.”

			“So you are in a relationship,” Josh said with a triumphant gleam. “Since you just compared yourself to a couple. And by the way Thadeus is glorious between the sheets, thanks for asking. Surprisingly flexible for all that muscle. It’s the Pilates.”

			“Ugh, too much information.” Lauren scowled. “And still no comment.”

			She stiffened when Cynthia Something’s hand drifted to the small of Ayers’s back and she indicated the door as she whispered in Ayers’s ear.

			“Oooh,” Josh said. “Was your lady of the luscious cleavage just propositioned?”

			“Eyes off her cleavage,” Lauren snapped. “And don’t be dramatic. She doesn’t mix business and pleasure. Apparently.”

			As she spoke, Ayers nodded, placed her glassware on the table, and headed toward the exit, hot on the towering heels of the media executive.

			“What the hell?” Lauren gasped. “She isn’t!”

			“Oh I do believe she is,” Josh said, eyes just as wide. “And people call gay boys fickle.” He popped a small salmon bite in his mouth and swooned. “God, I have to get Mariella’s caterer on speed dial to make me a batch of these.”

			Ayers turned near the door and scanned the room. Her gaze settled on Lauren and paused. Time stopped as she regarded her. Lauren held her breath. Cynthia glanced toward Lauren, then whispered something in Ayers’s ear and drew her attention back to her. That intense gray-eyed stare dropped, and soon both women were swallowed up into the crowd of finery clustered by the door.

			“Now I hate them both,” Lauren said, seething.

			“I very much doubt that, sweetie.”

			“She looked at me like I’m…” Lauren shook her head, trying to find the word. “Nothing?” She gave a bitter laugh. “She didn’t even need to steal my story. She just used it to get herself back on the hot list with the in-crowd. And who am I compared to them?”

			Josh studied her for a moment and leaned in. His breath ruffled her hair above her ear as his voice dropped to a whisper. “You are a woman in love with Catherine Ayers.”

			Lauren snapped her mouth open to deny it but found the words stuck in her throat. She flushed deep red and looked down, studying her Manolo Blahnik knock offs she couldn’t even remember buying.

			“Hey,” he said kindly. “Don’t worry, I’ll never tell. And neither will Tad.”

			“How could he know?”

			“We’ve talked about it. It turns out that he’s been watching you watching his aunt for many, many social events. Long before your fabulous, groundbreaking story.”

			Lauren’s eyes shot up. “But I was still in hate with her then.”

			“Were you? Really?” he asked earnestly. “Because Tad seems to think you came alive every time you were in her orbit, following her around, taunting her. It all looked like foreplay to him. He never breathed a word, though. Apparently that family of theirs isn’t huge on sharing anything related to The Gay. But if it makes you feel better, he thought kitty Cat enjoyed being hunted by you, too. Although anytime he mentioned your name, she hissed.”

			“Yeah, I can see just how deep her affection runs,” Lauren noted, “since she just left with someone else.”

			“Maybe it’s just networking,” Josh shrugged. “We both know she’s back in DC soon. She’ll need contacts. Probably all it is. A get-to-know-you thing.”

			“What if it isn’t?” Lauren said carefully, biting her lip.

			Josh sipped his champagne thoughtfully. “Then Ayers is a complete heel, and you deserve much better.”

			Lauren nodded, not sure what she thought about the idea of Ayers being a heel. She glanced around the room. Mariella and her team of assistants floated about, talking to guests and discreetly manoeuvring the handsy director so he was only ever stuck talking to men. He was starting to look quite frustrated.

			A-listers were thick on the ground, dripping with bling and self-importance. But they had not been the center of attention. Nor had Mariella’s incredible 30,000 fireflies under a dome. No, this evening no one had been able to tear their eyes off Ayers.

			The breathtaking Donna Karan gown was only part of the allure. The aura of success she now exuded was like a flame to Hollywood’s ambitious moths, and she had been drawing everyone in the room.

			Lauren felt a stab of jealousy. She’d had Ayers to herself for weeks. Well, a lot longer if she was being totally honest. No one had even wanted to be seen around the disgraced Caustic Queen. Now Ayers was at the top of everyone’s list as someone to be near. Hollywood and the media both loved a good comeback it seemed.

			But one among the thick crowd of admirers had done more than just shower her with compliments for her incredible scoop—and it was funny how many people forgot she hadn’t written it alone.

			Lauren stared unseeingly at the exit Cynthia had just whisked Ayers through and realized three things in quick succession.

			She missed Catherine—a lot.

			She possibly did love her. And had for some time.

			And she really hated Cynthia Something.
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			Sunday, June 16

			14 Days Remaining

			 

			Lauren really really hated Cynthia Redwell. She’d found out the blonde’s name due to the fact she’d been photographed with Ayers at about four events now, and had made every Spotted column for A-listers. Every photo showed the stunning TV executive closer to Ayers than in the previous image. That morning, Lauren noted with supreme dissatisfaction, Cynthia had managed to be snapped with one arm wrapped around her waist. Her ring finger was also in the image, and it was definitely unadorned.

			With a peevish snarl Lauren tapped out a text and sent it to Ayers.

			 

			Does Redwell actually ‘read well’? Or is her name ironic? She is in TV after all.

			 

			To her surprise, a response pinged back almost immediately.

			 

			She has written three books on the global financial crisis and fixing the US economy. How many have you written?

			 

			Ouch, Lauren thought. Fucking ouch. She texted back.

			 

			Took her three to get it right, huh?

			 

			There was no reply.

			She resumed going through her emails in an even fouler mood. One from the Washington Post leapt out, and she opened it with interest.
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			Saturday, June 22

			8 Days Remaining

			 

			It took Robert Redford to do it, but Lauren had actually come within three feet of Ayers. Although it was probably accidental on Ayers’s part, given she’d turned around just as Lauren stepped past a pillar at the actor’s lavish new cologne launch.

			They both noticed each other at the same time.

			Redwell was by her arm as usual, chatting to a tall man with a face made for infomercials. He was nine parts fake tan, one part teeth whitener. Orange is the New Blech, she thought as she recoiled from the carrot glow to his skin. Lauren vaguely recognized him as a TV motivational guru but couldn’t remember his name. Because, well, she was within three feet of Ayers.

			“Hey,” she said cleverly, before she remembered she was still supposed to be furious with her.

			“King.”

			“So formal.”

			Ayers’s gaze flicked to Cynthia and back.

			“Your date looks just fine,” Lauren said.

			Ayers ignored that. “You look well.” It had just enough of a question in it for Lauren to remember why it was a question.

			“No thanks to you.”

			Ayers’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh? What, pray tell, am I to be blamed for this time?”

			“Really?” Lauren asked. “Here? You want to do this now?”

			A look of consternation shot across Ayers’s face, and just at that moment, the TV executive finished getting her life tips and swivelled back to her companion.

			“Everything okay?” she asked, regarding Lauren like a roach plague.

			“Existentially, emotionally, or economically,” Lauren snapped, annoyed at being treated like one of Ayers’s ever-increasing number of groupies.

			“How about economically,” Redwell suggested with a dangerous lilt. “Since so few seem to understand the concept.”

			“Maybe some of us just find the concept of money boring,” Lauren shrugged.

			“I find most people claim they are bored by things that they can’t actually grasp.”

			“A 6000-year-old Ponzi scheme with a value worth less than the paper its promissory notes are written on?” Lauren asked innocently. “I know that much. Although I get the appeal of drinking the Keynesian economics Kool-Aid as a solution for all our woes. It’s just so gosh-darned simple.”

			Redwell stared at her incredulously. “You’ve read my books?”

			Lauren shrugged. Actually she’d Googled her books. And it didn’t take a rocket scientist to work out the woman’s simplistic spend, spend, spend theories to grow the economy were wildly unsustainable. Unless you were a politician, in which case they were voter catnip.

			“Who is your charming friend, Cat?” Redwell asked.

			Lauren saw the faint wince as Catherine reacted to the nickname.

			“Lauren King,” Ayers said evenly. “She co-wrote the SmartPay exclusive you so admired.” Her eyes narrowed at Lauren, warning her to back off.

			Lauren wondered why this woman’s opinion even mattered to Ayers. Unless it was the woman herself who mattered? Part of her almost hoped they were banging because that had to be better than Ayers admiring Redwell’s pitifully thin veneer of intellect.

			“Ah,” Redwell said and pointedly shifted her hand to Ayers’s arm as she studied Lauren intently. “Your co-writer who flitted about Nevada with you. I see.”

			And Lauren realized she really did “see.” Their gazes met, and there was a triumph in Redwell’s eyes as she idly kept her hand on Ayers’s forearm as though she owned it. “Aren’t you the perky little socialist?”

			“You should see her in her tractor cap.” Ayers smirked.

			“A farm girl?” Redwell laughed mercilessly. “I’m not about to get a lecture about real America am I?”

			Lauren shot Ayers a stung look. But instead of defending Lauren, she lifted her champagne to her lips and sipped as Redwell watched the scene smugly.

			Lauren took a step backward. “Well,” she said stiffly. “I’m sorry for intruding. I’ll leave you to—your people. One of us has work to do.” She lifted her glass, and her hurt gaze met Ayers’s. “Cheers to getting what you deserve.”

			She spun on heel and strode away before the sting behind her eyes turned to tears.

			Lauren found a small alley which backed onto the kitchen unloading area. In the shadows, she let the tears fall. She couldn’t stop them. Her brain repeated on a loop the pain and irritation she felt with herself for caring for a woman with no heart.

			Oh, they’d warned her. Nearly every person at the Daily Sentinel had joked at some time or other about how vicious Ayers could be. But, no, Lauren had assumed since she’d undergone the initial baptism of fire, she’d already survived the worst. An amateur mistake. She thought she was fireproof to the dragon.

			She’d never been more wrong in her life.

			Lauren felt exhausted. She was tired of all of it—the story, the nightmares, the thing with Ayers, the stress, and the unrelenting adrenalin. She needed a break. She rummaged around her clutch, found her cell, and rang Frank.

			“What the hell, King?” he barked. “It’s almost eleven! Where’s the fire?”

			“In my head,” she muttered.

			“Say again?”

			“Would it be a disaster if I took a few days off next week,” she asked. “I’m sorry to spring it on you, but I’m having a bit of a-a situation I have to deal with. And you know I haven’t had a day off all year and—”

			“Okay.”

			“What?”

			“I said okay. You’ve had a big story that’s gone global now, and that knocks people around in different ways. You’re overdue for a break, too. Take the whole week. We’ll start you on Daley’s round when you’re back. I already have a new kid lined up for the parties circuit anyway.”

			“Thanks Frank. That’s generous. Much appreciated.”

			“Yeah well, don’t spread it around. Night.”

			“Bye,” she said, hearing the click in her ear before she’d finished speaking.

			She stared at her cell, feeling desolate. She needed to talk to someone normal. Someone who didn’t know what the words Catherine Ayers meant to her.
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			Dear, uncomplicated Max didn’t question why her clubbing buddy had turned up after eleven on her doorstep unannounced. Instead she gave her an in-depth critique of the Star Trek marathon she was indulging in, leading her enthusiastically back to her TV.

			“Kirk or Picard?” Lauren asked by rote, when Max finally stopped to draw breath.

			“Pfft! Janeway.”

			Lauren gave a watery smile as she arranged herself beside her friend on the vivid green sofa. She remembered asking Ayers the same thing once. At the thought of the other woman she began to silently cry.

			Max skidded to a halt, mid-sentence. “Hey, kiddo, what’s wrong?”

			“I’m fine,” Lauren said, shocked she’d seemed to have lost the ability to keep her shit together.

			“No, my friend, you definitely are not fine.”

			Lauren exhaled. “I may have gone AWOL from a big event tonight.”

			Max was silent for a moment. “Okay. Musta been pretty crappy guest list then,” she joked.

			Lauren gave a sheepish grin. “Yeah. Robert Redford.”

			Max grinned back. “Exactly. So some C-list hack no one’s ever heard of.” She passed her a box of tissues.

			Lauren’s phone beeped, and she pulled it out to find the screen lit with “Ayers.” She resisted the urge to snarl as she debated whether to even open the text. She wasn’t really up for any more of Ayers’s blow-hot, blow-cold, blow-nuclear-winter shit.

			She considered the name for a full minute, and then finally tapped the message, opening it.

			 

			Where ARE you?

			 

			Lauren growled. What the hell did she care? And no way did she want to deal with Ayers, her snide date, or that bitchy tongue for round two. She angrily turned her phone off and slammed it back in her clutch.

			Max, wisely, said not a word, instead changing the subject to dissect the artistic merits of Star Trek: Voyager’s captain in a tank top fleeing super-sized bugs.
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			Sunday, June 30—a week later

			9:23 p.m.

			Last Day

			 

			Max had been a saint. When Lauren had first arrived at her tiny apartment, she’d been dying to wallow, but the burly security guard somehow seemed to realize that. Max had earnestly explained how she had some “projects kicking me in the ovaries” and wondered if Lauren might want to spend her week off staying with her and giving her a hand?

			So, with nothing better to do, and not liking the dark places her mind kept meandering to, Lauren began to help on Max’s projects. She tuned up her Hummer so it purred like a kitten. She upgraded her terrarium so her tiny turtle had more legroom. She found herself up a ladder installing some ceiling lighting in her living room that needed two sets of hands and a blind eye to ridiculous ’70s decor. It was like a waterfall of glass cubes.

			“That is seriously trippy,” Lauren said as they both stared up in awe when Max finally hit the light switch. Every shimmering cube radiated a different color.

			“An actual friggin’ rainbow,” Max agreed happily and clapped her hands. “I’m such a cliché.”

			Lauren gave a small smile, wishing she could muster more enthusiasm for the riot of glass.

			“Hey,” Max said kindly. “I don’t want to intrude or anything, but whoever she is, she’s not worth it.”

			Lauren looked at her, blinking back the tears that suddenly threatened to fall again.

			“Shit,” she snapped, wiping them viciously with her hand. “I’m so pathetic. We hadn’t ever been on a single date. And we only had one night together. But I’m a mess.”

			“Mm,” Max said, and led her to the sofa, and patted her arm. “Stay there, I’ll get the reinforcements.”

			She returned moments later with a six-pack of beer and some leftover pizza. “Okay,” she said, “It might have been only one night, but I’m thinking it meant a lot more to you than that, am I right?”

			Lauren reached for a beer. “I’m so stupid actually thinking it could go anywhere.”

			“And you know for sure she doesn’t feel the same way?”

			Lauren shrugged. “I don’t think she feels much of anything. She was so cold the morning after; then she barely spoke to me for the next two weeks. The night I first came here, she’d tag-teamed with some stuck-up TV bitch and mocked me for my old tractor cap.” She sniffed. “God, listen to me. Look, I know just how pathetic that sounds.”

			“Well,” Max said sliding a plate and a large slice of pizza over to her. “First, I like your tractor cap. It’s you, you know?”

			“Old and falling apart?” Lauren suggested dryly.

			“Nah, kiddo. It says you’re not afraid to be yourself in a place where everyone is fake as hell.”

			Lauren gave a wan smile. “Thanks.”

			“Second, there’s a lot of effort from your one-night-stand lady just to make you feel bad. I’d say she feels something at least.”

			Lauren paused.

			“So whoever she is, that’s a lot of game-playing just to tell you she doesn’t care,” Max concluded.

			“Or she’s a total bitch and really doesn’t care that she hurt me,” Lauren said.

			“That is also a valid option. So there’s only one solution.”

			“What?”

			“We need a Janeway/Seven marathon with a drinking game. Every time Janeway checks out her pet Borg we take a drink.”

			“And how does this help?”

			“Two ways. First you get reminded you’re a strong, kick-butt woman, too. And sure, okay, maybe some random bitch may have stomped on your bits when you were down, but you get up again, right?”

			“And the second way it helps?”

			“Alcohol cures all.”

			“Pretty sure that’s not true.”

			Max grinned. “It’s true tonight. Oh, hey, before we start, can I borrow your cell? I want to see if I’m winning my eBay auction. Original ABBA Arrival vinyl LP. My battery died and I can’t figure out where I stashed the charger.”

			“Should I mention you don’t actually have a record player?” Lauren asked as she pointed to the bag which held her phone. It was the same clutch she’d used the night she’d run from the ballroom. She’d gone near it just once since she’d been staying with Max—when she’d grabbed her car keys to pick up a few essentials from home and ask Josh to grab her mail for the week.

			Max gave her a sheepish grin and grabbed her phone. “I know. Thanks,” she said as she turned it on.

			It lit up and began to immediately vibrate with message after message notifying about missed calls, voicemails, and texts. “Whoa!” Max said, eyes bugging out, and tossed it to Lauren as though it was a live grenade.

			They both stared at it, impressed as it continued to twitch and spit out message alerts.

			“It seems Lady Ayers is not as indifferent to you as you think,” Max said.

			Lauren froze in surprise. She’d never named her.

			“I had my suspicions,” Max shrugged. “There’s just something about the way you two are around each other. But come on,” she pointed at the cell, “I can see a bunch of messages with her name on them. Tell ya what, I’m gonna pick up some milk for breakfast tomorrow from the all-night store down the street. Why don’t you work your way through the messages and, hell, I dunno, maybe call her?”

			Lauren said nothing, staring at her phone as her friend left. Once the door clicked shut and locked, she began to replay the voice messages.

			The first one was dated the night of Lauren’s meltdown.

			 

			Saturday, June 22, 11:12 p.m. “Well? Where are you? Some people here have concerns for your welfare given your dramatic exit.”

			11:51 p.m. “Security says no bodies have been found, so I must presume yours is still breathing. Call me.”

			Sunday, June 23, 12:07 a.m. “I know what you’re doing. Fine—I regret certain things said earlier. All right? Now call me.”

			12:34 a.m. “This is ridiculous, Lauren. Just text me if you don’t want to talk. That’s fine. Two letters. ‘OK’. Send me that.”

			1:47 a.m. “To clarify, I actually like your silly cap by the way. It’s you.”

			2:54 a.m. “Joshua is out god knows where with Tad. He’s no help. You… This is…this is not okay. Just let me know you’re alive.”

			4:21 a.m. “Well sleeping proved a waste of time. Did you know my home is much emptier without you in it? Why is that? I just noticed.”

			6:06 a.m. “It’ll be a beautiful sunrise. I know you’re not a morning person. Remember Topaz Lake? It took three coffees for you to not look asleep. But you’d enjoy this sunrise.”

			4:07 p.m. “Your father is concerned. He hasn’t heard from you, either. Contact one of us at least.”

			4:08 p.m. “Lauren? It’s Dad. I just had a weird call from your colleague, Kathleen Hairs. Laur, I have to ask, are you two, ah, you know? She seems more concerned than you would be over just a friend. Call us when you can. Love ya, girl.”

			7:04 p.m. “Sweetie? It’s Mari. What have you done to Ayers? She seems slightly insane. Three messages! I suspect you’re hiding out with Max, in which case, good. Put on your own oxygen mask before helping others with theirs. That’s good advice for airplanes and life. Lunch soon? Call me!”

			8:10 p.m. “I’ve finally gotten hold of Joshua. He tells me you came by to ask him to collect your mail and that you’re decompressing for a week and are fine. I’m delighted someone finally had the decency to tell me this. By the way he seems to think I’m a heel. Care to share how he formed that conclusion?”

			8:27 p.m. “Never mind. Joshua coughed up your insights on the matter for the price of a pair of scarlet cashmere socks. You think I would actually date Cynthia Redwell? After you and I… What do you take me for?”

			8:31 p.m. “Um, Lauren, it’s Josh. I may have accidentally accepted a bribe and told your wife-to-be that you possibly think she’s a heel. She’s still trying to get out of me exactly where you are. It’s not my place to tell her, so I won’t. Tad tells me I’m a cruel bastard. Tad is now sleeping on the sofa.”

			Wednesday, June 26, 7:07 a.m. “Another day and where are you? Well? By the way Frank’s found a new girl for me to train on the fine art of party reporting. Her name is Candy Summers. Apparently her résumé lists her hobbies as fashion, tap dancing, and acting. I dislike her intensely already.”

			Thursday, June 27, 10:45 p.m. “Summers is hopeless. I wanted to pick her up by her unironic side ponytail and toss her into the Ritz-Carlton’s atrium. Mariella, who is equally unimpressed, informs me she’ll look the other way if I do so. I had no idea social events were this dreary without you around to torment and be tormented by.”

			Friday, June 28, 2:22 p.m. “My nephew has finally cracked. Tad tells me he has it on good authority that you’re living with that security guard from work. That human donut-mountain with the ABBA fetish. Well. I hope you two will be very happy together.”

			4.20 p.m. “That was unnecessary. I apologize. Look I’m leaving soon for DC. My contract’s up at the end of this weekend. I regret we couldn’t part on good terms. I am sorry. I never meant for any of this to happen. Goodbye, Lauren. Be well.”
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			Lauren exited her voicemail. The last message—she could hear concern, regret, and something else. She stared at the ceiling. So it was Ayers’s last day under contract to the Sentinel?

			Lauren could just let things slide. And one day, years down the road, they’d maybe bump into each other at a media convention or awards night or something. And then what? Talk about weather and politics and that time they’d written a world-famous scoop together?

			Or she could go over to Ayers’s place. Demand to know what they meant to each other. Because her messages were not what you leave for someone you’re indifferent to.

			On the other hand, she could be opening herself up for more ridicule and heart stomping.

			She was still debating when the door unlocked and Max reappeared juggling some grocery bags. More than could possibly just hold milk. “They, ah, had a four-for-the-price-of-three special on the corn chips aisle,” she explained sheepishly, holding her bags up.

			As Lauren made up her mind, she watched Max squeeze her corn chip haul into her tiny kitchen cupboard.

			“I have to go,” she said, sitting up. “Really appreciate you letting me stay. You’re the best.”

			“Sure thing,” Max said, as she moved to put her milk in the fridge. “Glad you’re making up with her.”

			“No, we’re not. I don’t think—I mean, we were never together,” Lauren said with a frown.

			Max laughed. “Sure kiddo. Just keep saying it and maybe you’ll both believe it.”
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			Lauren was met at Ayers’s gate by a formidable security guard. He examined her suspiciously and then his shoulders relaxed, recognition lighting his eyes.

			“Ms. King, a pleasure to see you again,” he said.

			“I know I’m not expected but…”

			“You’re on the white list, ma’am, it’s fine.”

			“White list?”

			“Go right through. I’ll let Ms. Ayers know you’re here. Good evening, ma’am.”

			She gave him a nod and the door rolled open. She drove down the curling drive and she parked in her old spot beside the Saab.

			As she stepped out and locked up she felt someone watching her. Ayers was leaning against the door frame to her house, arms crossed, expression hooded.

			“Never do that again,” she said, straightening.

			“What?”

			“Disappear. I looked everywhere. Called everyone I could think of. I sounded like your damned stalker.” Her gaze burned into Lauren’s.

			“I’m surprised you’d even notice with Cynthia Redwell to keep you amused,” Lauren countered.

			“She was trying to headhunt me. My future is in television apparently.”

			“Oh.” Lauren said, taken aback. “It is?”

			“Don’t be ridiculous. Come in,” she said. “I’m not doing this standing in my garage.”

			She led Lauren to the now-familiar sofa where they’d written their story together. “Stay there. Don’t move. I’ll get us drinks.”

			“Yes ma’am,” Lauren muttered under her breath, taken aback. If anything, she was the only one here with a right to have an attitude after she’d been tossed aside like three-day-old leftovers. She watched as Ayers busied herself in the kitchen, locating a wine bottle, corkscrew, and glasses.

			“Why didn’t you take the job?” she asked, unsettled by the deepening silence.

			“And drown in the mediocrity of cable news? Not to mention the use-by date on women in television. No thanks.”

			“So why spend two weeks with her hanging off you if you weren’t taking the job?”

			“I was humoring her. We go back a long way, and she has a vast DC contact list. She’s also not an enemy you’d ever want. Even my formidable reputation is not as ruthless as hers. Although the choice words I left her with that night—about where she could stick her insults about you and her job offer—will probably come back to haunt me.”

			“You actually defended me?” Lauren could hardly believe it.

			“Yes. Well. It turns out I have a soft spot for real America after all. Who knew?”

			“You mocked me, too,” Lauren accused. “I couldn’t care less about what she said. But you…after everything we’ve been through together…that stung.”

			“I know,” Ayers said tightly, pouring their glasses of wine. “I didn’t mean for it to come out that way, but I’m well aware how it sounded. I saw the look on your face…” She looked down and fiddled with the cork screw. “Cynthia had been making certain loaded comments for days. About how you kept watching me, and I you. The observations were a little too close to the bone. I may have said what I did in…panic. And then I’m well aware I said nothing when I should have.”

			“Panic,” Lauren repeated sourly. “Well congratulations on putting those rumors to rest. You were thoroughly convincing as someone who thinks I’m a backward hick worth laughing at.”

			Ayers brought the wine over, lips thinning. She sat beside her. “I’m well aware. It’s a skill.”

			Lauren glared at her in outrage.

			“I’m not proud of it,” she sighed. “You’re a better woman than I am. All I do is cut people to the quick, find their weakest spots without even thinking. Sometimes without caring.”

			“So which was it? With me? You didn’t think or you didn’t care?”

			“Lauren…” Ayers shook her head. “You already know the answer. The moment the words were out, I wanted to take them back. I went to find you almost immediately. Where were you?”

			“Getting drunk at a Star Trek marathon,” Lauren muttered. She sipped on the wine and relaxed slightly as she felt her palate do a jig of delight in recognition. It was her favorite label of all the bottles they’d tried from Ayers’s cellar. So—she’d remembered.

			“I’m so sorry,” Ayers said after a few moments.

			“Hilarious.”

			“No, I mean it. I’m truly sorry.” Ayers moved closer.

			Lauren met her steady gaze. “I don’t get this. What are we?”

			Ayers took a deep sip of wine. “Ask me an easy one.”

			“That was the easy one. Way I see it, we had a chance of being together, but you made sure that was shut down by reverting to Caustic Queen mode. And then you went out of your way to ensure I wouldn’t follow you to Washington by convincing them to give me Daley’s job. But suddenly I find you do give a shit to the tune of two-dozen voicemails. So color me confused.”

			Ayers seemed taken aback. “Lauren, I put you up for Daley’s job because you’re the best person. They asked me who I’d pick, and you were an excellent choice. I also wanted you to have options and not be undervalued again once I was gone. But this is the first I’m hearing that you wanted to go with me to DC!”

			“Well you didn’t give me a chance to tell you!” Lauren slammed her glass on the coffee table. “You were so busy throwing me out the door, I couldn’t even tell you how I felt.”

			“How you felt?” Ayers stared at her. “We’d only had one night together. You couldn’t possibly have felt anything!”

			“There you go again!” Lauren snapped in frustration.

			“What?”

			“Deciding how my life should be. Which job I should get. How I should feel about what happened between us. This has been going on for a lot longer than one night. I think we should name it.” Lauren tilted her head. “World won’t end.”

			Ayers pursed her lips. “If you knew my family, you’d think it would.”

			“They’re not here. It’s just you and me. What is this? Was it really only me engaged in foreplay all these months we’ve been working together in LA?”

			Ayers looked at her distastefully. “Crude description.”

			“But accurate?” Lauren asked hopefully.

			“No. Not even close.”

			“Oh,” Lauren said. Her face fell, and she felt foolish all over again.

			“Stop it,” Ayers said. “Stop this kicked puppy thing you do whenever you think I don’t like you that way. Listen to me. I don’t share my privacy, my home, and certainly not my shower with anyone. But with my departure coming up, I was well aware nothing could come of us continuing things, so to hold out hopes for more would only end in tears. It was the best course of action. It was necessary. A clean break.”

			“You keep saying that. But what makes you so damned sure I’d cry over you?” Lauren asked indignantly.

			“For god’s sake Lauren.” Ayers exhaled heavily. “Must you drag it out of me? Are you really this obtuse?”

			Lauren stared at her in confusion. Ayers’s shoulders were slumped, and her gaze suddenly flashed up to Lauren’s. Her eyes were wet. Lauren sucked in a shocked breath.

			“Don’t you see?” Ayes said, voice cracking. “I wasn’t talking about your tears.”

			There was a long silence. All Lauren could hear was the ticking of the chrome clock on the far wall.

			“Oh.”

			“Yes. Oh.” Ayers fiddled with the ring on her right hand, an embarrassed redness dusting her cheeks. “Now do you understand?”

			Lauren’s mind was in disarray.

			“You knew you’d miss me?” she asked uncertainly.

			“More than is sensible,” Ayers said. Her eyes softened. “Or logical. And I thought if I could just shut it down, distance myself from you, I’d stop feeling before it could hurt too much.” She looked up. “I was wrong. Pretending is worse—much worse. Trust you to be a pain in my neck regardless.”

			“Did you just insult me?” Lauren asked lightly, but her mind was spinning.

			“I wouldn’t be me if I didn’t.” Ayers smiled. “You’d suspect me of being an imposter if I told you that when you walk in a room, I can never take my eyes off you. That whenever you stand up to me, I feel alive. You challenge me. You blew into my world when I was at my lowest, all brash and daring and honest, and in spite of myself, I wanted that. Wanted you.”

			Lauren breathed out slowly, turning over the words in her mind.

			“I know it’s crazy,” Ayers said, her voice filled with irritation. “We’re polar opposites in many ways. And my contract is up now. Tomorrow marks my first day of freedom, and I’ve never been more relieved to be done with a place. And yet…” Her gaze drifted back to Lauren’s.

			“And yet there’ll be no more of me challenging you.” Lauren guessed.

			“Something like that.”

			“What if I told you the Washington Post had offered me a junior reporter job. Starts in two months. Catherine—it’s in DC. And I looked it up. It’s in the same building as the Sentinel’s DC bureau. So if you took back your old job, and I know you’ve been offered it, we’d be working in the same damned place.”

			Ayers stopped, surprise flitting across her face. Her mouth opened momentarily then snapped shut.

			“Yeah.” Lauren grinned. “And just so you know, I’d have taken it regardless of whether there was an us. But now we can give it a shot. If you want to, that is.”

			“Hell,” Ayers turned away, uncertainty lining her features.

			“Catherine?”

			“You know all those times you just don’t dare to dream? You tell yourself it’ll only end badly. Why hurt yourself for no reason? And after a while you teach yourself to not dream at all?”

			Lauren shook her head. “No, I always dream. The bigger, the better. Otherwise I’d still be writing about Pork Princesses and butter cows. It’s not too late, you know. To dream. To want. If you want me?”

			She swallowed and had never been more terrified of an answer in her life.

			“There it is again,” Ayers said, shaking her head incredulously. “You just ask earth-shattering questions like that. You’re fearless.”

			“If you don’t ask, you never get anything. Certainly not your dreams.”

			Ayers sighed. “Do you have any idea how frightening it is to care for someone who dreams? They infect you with their optimism. And soon you start to dream together. You begin to dare to hope.”

			“Is that so bad?”

			“There’s only one thing more painful than a dream being crushed. That’s a dreamer being crushed. When you met me, Lauren, I was destroyed. Can you even remotely understand what that feels like? To have every hope and ambition ripped from you while the people you thought you mattered to just skulked away and pretended not to see you dying on the inside. Even my friends,” she said, her voice strangled, “friends for years, looked away. You were right—of course they weren’t real friends. I tried to pretend it didn’t matter, that it’s just politics, but in the end, I think that hurt even more than Stephanie’s betrayal. Can you imagine what that felt like?”

			“No,” Lauren murmured.

			“It’s a dark, lonely place to be,” Ayers continued, anger edging her voice. “It tastes like ash, decay, and bitterness. But it was familiar in the end, my little self-loathing prison. And then you just turned up and carelessly kicked down the door.”

			“Why was that so bad?” Lauren asked.

			“Don’t you get it? Rock bottom is the safest place in the world. No one can hurt you, or threaten to take anything from you—because it’s already gone. I became used to being there. It was comfortable, and I was bulletproof.”

			“And I took that away.”

			Ayers clenched her hands. “You are clueless, Lauren King. And obtuse. And terrifying. Because you kicked down that door and made me want more from life. You made me want again. A part of me hates you for it. I was safe. Now I’m not.”

			“Life isn’t safe, Catherine,” Lauren said. She squeezed her hand. “Life is risk. That’s what makes it so exciting.”

			“What if I don’t want any more excitement?” she asked. “It’s vastly overrated.”

			“Sure you do. You’re Catherine Fucking Ayers, and you eat it for breakfast. That’s who you are. That was who dragged me off to Nevada and got us our story. And hell if you didn’t bill Frank $3200 in expenses and get the cheap bastard to pay. Those two weeks were the most incredible time of my life, and I couldn’t have done it without you. And you are going to sweep back in, take DC by the throat, and give it a shake. Because that’s what you do. And you’re going to take other risks. Even bigger ones. And you’re going to love those, too.”

			“Maybe I’m not as brave as you.”

			“Well that’s where I come in. To remind you how to dream and dare again. And tell you it’s time to stand back up and seize life with both hands.”

			“Why do you even care what I do next?”

			“Now who’s being obtuse? You make me feel alive, too. You get me. All of me—my ambitions, my drive, and who I am. The simple truth is we’re good for each other.”

			“This is crazy,” Ayers whispered. She rubbed her temple. “I mean, look at us.”

			“I am. We’re awesome together. Not to mention cute.”

			Ayers rolled her eyes. “Blind and ambitious. We’re doomed.”

			Lauren grinned. “You said we. So we’re doing this then? You and me?”

			“So help me.” Ayers drew in a deep breath. She looked at Lauren’s lips, now so close they were sharing breaths. “I must be mad,” she whispered and closed the distance.

			They kissed, and it was like nothing Lauren had ever experienced. Tender, yet intoxicating. Ayers’s eyes were dark with desire and, without a word, Lauren allowed her to take her to bed.

			Ayers undressed her slowly, carefully, and then slipped out of her own clothes, sliding into bed beside her, stroking her skin, fingertips dusting her jaw.

			“I always knew you were trouble,” she said. “First time I met you.” She kissed her. “So much trouble.” She nuzzled her neck, and her hands played with Lauren’s hair.

			Lauren shifted her thighs, feeling a growing urgency. But the desperation they’d shared one adrenaline-filled night weeks ago had been replaced by something else.

			Ayers was making love to her. Slow, intimate, and measured, piece by piece, she was taking Lauren’s heart apart, with every trail of fingertips and softly dropped kiss.

			“I think I’m falling for you,” Lauren admitted shakily.

			The hands idly combing through her hair tightened briefly then relaxed. Ayers kissed a lazy trail down her throat and paused before she reached her aroused nipple. Ayers took her breast in her mouth, and one hand skimmed down to cup between her legs.

			Lauren cried out, tears leaking from her eyes at the intensity. Ayers leaned up and kissed the tracks of saltwater away. Then she lowered herself, rubbed against Lauren’s thigh, teasing her own core against her as she slid down, her fingers still exploring Lauren’s folds.

			Ayers’s slickness revealed just how aroused she was.

			“The things you do to me,” Ayers whispered against her quivering stomach. “It should be illegal.”

			And then, with a mouth so famous for being brutal, she kissed her lower lips tenderly and began to love her so attentively that Lauren wondered if she was losing her mind. Her moans became more intense with each carefully placed lick and thrust, and then she finally broke. Her voice cracked, dying into blissful, spent gasps.

			That wicked mouth finally retreated, kissed back up her still-trembling thighs, and slipped over Lauren’s stomach, leaving wet trails. Her eyes danced as she studied her, a fingertip sliding up and down Lauren’s toned arm.

			Her expression became serious.

			“It’s not just you,” she admitted, resting her chin between Lauren’s breasts. “I feel it, too.”

			Lauren lifted her eyebrows in hope, her hands curling through the rich auburn hair splayed out on her chest.

			“This thing between us,” Ayers clarified. “I’ve felt it for a long time. Even when we hated each other, when I fought you dragging me out of my safe little hell, it was always there.”

			Lauren smiled.

			“So let’s go to DC,” Ayers said thoughtfully. “Take the suits on together. Like they could withstand us both.”

			“They’d have no chance,” Lauren joked, her heart leaping. She paused. “Although, remember that we’d be rivals. There would be no together.”

			“Please,” Ayers said. She gave her a fond smirk. “Like that’s ever stopped us before.”

			Lauren grinned.

			Hell yeah.

		

	
		
			EPILOGUE

			 

			One year later

			Washington DC

			 

			Lauren pulled The Beast into the shared media parking lot a few blocks from the National Press Building. Thanks to some sage advice she’d scored the highly prized spot during her negotiations with the Washington Post.

			Her new boss had given an impressed snort, accused her of being a ringer, and reluctantly agreed.

			She turned the steering wheel into her named space, then slammed on the brakes. She cursed. A car was parked right on the line. It wasn’t over far enough to block most cars. But then The Beast was no ordinary vehicle. She glared at the sign posted above the offending silver vehicle.

			 

			C. AYERS, B-Chief, Daily Sentinel.

			 

			Lauren hit reverse. With a grim smile, she changed gears, edged forward, and boxed in the annoying Saab. She slammed her car door and headed toward the fourteen-story building that housed eighty percent of Washington DC’s media organizations, twirling her keys around her finger.

			“Hey lady!” a man shouted behind her. “If you park there, that silver car won’t be able to get out.”

			“That’s the general idea,” she called back, feeling deliciously evil.

			It had been a year, Lauren mused as the elevator rose. A year of getting used to a new city and a faster way of life. Everyone lived and breathed politics here. It wasn’t some postscript to who’d been spotted at a film launch. She could smell the adrenalin; taste the power and the ambition. It was where she’d always wanted to be. And for so many reasons she was having the time of her life.

			The elevator rose past her office’s floor and stopped two higher. It was a path she was very used to beating now.

			Catherine Ayers, esteemed bureau chief for the Daily Sentinel, was on the phone, her chair swivelled to face the window and its stunning view below. Lauren could see the top of auburn hair, a long-sleeved, cream silk-clad arm waving expansively. “I know you said that, Senator, and I will be happy to put that in my story when it happens to be the truth, not when you claim it is.”

			She pivoted around slightly, saw Lauren, and smiled.

			“How do I know it’s not?” she asked her caller, her voice still stern, even as her sultry look stroked Lauren’s body and glazed slightly. “Because your mistress told me about it over sushi three nights ago. Mm. Yes, excellent. I’ll see you at that meeting on Tuesday. Look forward to going through your files. Goodbye, Senator.”

			She swivelled her chair around and hung up. Lauren stood in front of her, hands rammed in her black pants, eyes glinting.

			“Ahh, I see you got my message.” Ayers gave her a positively wicked smile.

			“Really?” Lauren asked, voice lifting to a squeak. “You couldn’t just call me like a regular person when you want to see me?”

			“Now where would be the fun in that?”

			Lauren rolled her eyes. “Okay, I’m here now. What do you want?”

			“To coordinate tonight. Can you pick up my dress? I had Lee’s take up the hem.”

			“What did your last slave die of?”

			“Who can say without an autopsy? Here’s the ticket.”

			She passed over a yellow stub for Lee’s Tailoring and Dress Alterations, two blocks from their office.

			“Aren’t you leaving it a bit late?” Lauren asked, plucking it from the desk. “You’ve only known about the White House Correspondents’ Dinner for a whole year.”

			“I hadn’t planned on working sixty hours this week.”

			“Ooh yeah, the illegal drone story. Can’t wait to read it.” Lauren sat on the edge of her desk.

			“Shush,” Ayers scolded; her gaze flicked to the closed door and back.

			“Please, who do you think will hear anyway? You practically have the floor to yourself since the other two regionals and that motoring quarterly folded.”

			“Good. Scoops only stay that way if no one gets wind of them. Now then, more importantly, can you tell me where you disappeared to at five this morning? I woke up alone. A state I found highly unacceptable—not to mention cold.”

			Lauren laughed and toyed with the Topaz Lake snow dome adorning Ayers’s desk. An amusing gift from Jon Sands. Lauren had one just like it on her desk. Plastic fish swam up and down as she wiggled it.

			“Got a tip off. Two White House officials have been dealing drugs to politicians and their staff. A senator was behind the ring. Cops let them do the walk of shame just after five this morning to try and beat the media crush.”

			“Ah, and did you catch them?”

			“Ronald Douglas Jr. was crying like a baby.”

			“Wait, the family values senator? The man who bleated on television about ‘our poor, poor drug-afflicted children’?”

			“One and only. Hey can I read your drone story?” She leaned over and tilted the screen toward her.

			“No,” Ayers said, slapping her hand away. “It’s not finished. And can you make yourself useful?” She pointed at the tailoring stub. “Please?”

			“Is this for the green dress? I love that one. You wore it to the SmartPay launch.”

			“It would be social suicide to wear a dress more than once to one of these things,” Ayers observed. “So, no, not that one. Although I recall I was quite the hit with your craigslist crowd that night.”

			Lauren laughed.

			“And you, too,” Ayers added mischievously. “You couldn’t keep your eyes off me.”

			“Uh huh,” Lauren said. “Quite the active imagination you have there, Ayers.” She waved the stub. “I’ll drop your dress off at home tonight. Meet you at the dinner later. A group of us from the Post is going together.”

			“Okay.” Ayers paused. “And what will you be wearing?”

			“Denim cut-off shorts, army boots, and tractor cap. I’ll be a sensation.”

			“I don’t doubt it.” Her expression dropped. “Lauren, I’m sorry we can’t arrive together. Or be honest with our colleagues.”

			“I know. I get it. We’re flying under the radar. Getting established without any innuendo or crap,” she said, trying to push aside the disappointment this discussion always invoked. “Maybe next year?”

			Ayers smiled. “I’d like that.” Her appreciative gaze ran over Lauren’s outfit again. “Get out of here,” she whispered. “Your perfectly tailored rear is making me forget how to spell exclusive.”

			Lauren grinned and dropped the snow dome back on the desk, then headed for her own office.
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			Catherine Ayers seriously knew how to make an entrance, Lauren decided, listening to the murmurs around her, the subtle intakes of air as she swept up the front hotel stairs in a gorgeous silver dress. Paul Harrington Sr. was her date for the evening. Lauren watched them enviously as they chatted comfortably, body language showing the ease of long-time friends. The old man also looked quite dashing out of his golf gear.

			“Holy shit, the Caustic Queen scrubs up nice, doesn’t she?” One of the Post’s staff photographers, Hugo, distracted her with a low wolf whistle.

			“Yeah,” Lauren agreed wistfully. Her other colleagues were making equally flattering comments around her.

			“She dating that old publisher dude now?” Hugo persisted as he spotted Harrington Sr. by her side. “Is she into sugar daddies? Father figures? Crap, I’m officially thirty years too young and about ten million too poor.”

			“That’s not her boyfriend,” Lauren said through gritted teeth. “He’s just her boss.”

			“Really?”

			He looked way too hopeful, and Lauren groaned inwardly. “She’s also off the market,” she added.

			“Don’t see a ring on it.” Hugo adjusted his bowtie and sucked his stomach in. “So, fair game. Wish me luck.”

			He strolled over toward Ayers with his best game face on.

			“Well, well, if it isn’t Real America,” a voice drawled near her ear. “And a nominee in tonight’s awards to boot.”

			Lauren wondered which god she’d pissed off this week. Cynthia Redwell. She turned, reluctantly, tearing her gaze from Hugo’s stealthy approach of Ayers.

			“Aren’t you and Cat just burning through DC since you got here,” Redwell observed. “Quite the pair. Scoops are piling up. Making a lot of fans. Impressing the big boys.”

			“We worked hard,” Lauren said. “Every accolade has been earned.”

			“Oh I don’t doubt it. Besides, Cat always had a terrific nose for news.”

			Both women looked over to Ayers who was now engaged in conversation with Hugo. Her girlfriend looked about as unimpressed as Lauren felt. She ground her teeth.

			“Poor boy. He doesn’t have a clue, does he?” Redwell asked with a hearty laugh, shaking her shimmering blonde hair. Her eyes dropped back to Lauren’s. “Oh don’t look so shocked. I knew about you and Cat the moment she unloaded on me with both barrels for teasing you. Anyone else, she’d probably have doubled down herself.”

			“What’s the deal with you two?” Lauren asked. “Are you mortal enemies or something?”

			Redwell’s crimson lips parted into a ferocious smile. “Actually Cat’s one of my oldest friends. We just fell out once over someone she refused to date.”

			Lauren shot her a knowing look.

			“Well, don’t worry, dear, I know when to run up the white flag. I actually came to say good luck with your award nomination tonight. Although I’m sure you know you have no chance. Up against the Wall St Journal’s sensational insider trading piece? Well. I wouldn’t bother memorizing the speech if I were either of you.”

			Lauren gaped at her. “And you call yourself her friend.”

			“What? That wasn’t friendly advice?”

			“No.” She folded her arms.

			Redwell laughed. “I see why she likes you. You’re so…not like us.”

			Lauren sighed. “I get that a lot.”

			“I’ll just bet.” She smoothed her fingers down her classic, midnight-blue Dior gown. “By the way, your adored co-nominee appears to be about to go thermonuclear on the Post’s photographer. I suspect he won’t be getting his money back on the rental tux.”

			Lauren whipped her head around. Oh hell.
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			Lauren took a breather from the swirl of conversations and stepped out onto one of the hotel’s many balconies. This was the third one she’d tried. The other two she’d interrupted smokers furtively sneaking in some puffs and looking at her guiltily from the shadows.

			Finally alone, she rested her elbows on the railing, taking in the view of DC. It was dark this high up, but the lights below lit the grids of the roads.

			“Not so close,” a male voice said. “That’s how accidents happen.”

			Lauren started and spun around. A man stepped out of the shadows wearing a fine Italian suit. A jagged scar bisected his left cheek, running up to his eye.

			Gabbana.

			She swallowed fearfully and looked at his pocket. No bulge. Still, he might have a weapon under his armpit. They did that, right?

			“Now, now, Ms. King, if we’d wanted you dead, you’d be dead,” he said as he stepped beside her on the balcony and leaned forward to study the view himself. “You’ve done well. Solid buzz. Hot job. Hotter girlfriend. Up for a fancy award.”

			Lauren glared. “What do you want?”

			“Me? I just happened to be here. You happened to be here, too. I’m no longer with my former employer. There was something of a restructure across several organizations when you bankrupted SmartPay with your cutting little exposé. Certain people were moved elsewhere.”

			“They bankrupted themselves with their spy viruses.”

			He shrugged. “I don’t care. It was a job. But they’re watching you, you know. You and her. Waiting. Vultures hovering around a nearly dead corpse.”

			“I don’t know where you get your information, but there’s plenty of life in us yet.”

			“You misunderstand. We’re all nearly dead,” he said and turned to look her coldly in the eye. “You become actually dead in DC the moment we say so, whether it’s metaphoric, as happened to Ms. Ayers last time, or in the more literal sense. Quite a few of my colleagues wanted a more literal ending for you both. Aren’t you lucky national security is not a democracy?”

			Lauren sucked in a breath. “You’re trying to scare me? Payback for that interesting scar?”

			“Actually, no. I suppose you think you won though? You didn’t.”

			“SmartPay went under.”

			He smiled, teeth and eyes glittering in the low light. “And you truly think they were the only one? It’s everywhere, Ms. King. The spy virus software isn’t the only one of its kind. An idea that useful doesn’t get forgotten. There are many clones like it in the works. You can’t stop it.

			“SmartPay’s mistake was to get greedy, to try and expand faster than they should have and bribe their way forward. It was foolish, yes, but inconsequential to the bigger picture.

			“Our reach is immense. You got away with this story because we let you. Because by giving you this win, it looks like we’re stopping this. It makes the unwashed masses have confidence in the system. That their government genuinely cares about their freedom and privacy.”

			“Why are you telling me this?”

			“I told you at the start; I don’t work for my previous employers anymore.” He straightened. “And consider this some career advice—you’re not as good as you think you are.”

			“Who did you work for?” Lauren asked.

			He flicked her a curious glance and then returned his gaze to the view. “Does that really matter?”

			Lauren wondered if he didn’t have a good point.

			“Option D,” he finally said, straightened, and turned.

			“What?”

			He shook his head at her like she was a particularly dim-witted child, then studied every inch of her classic off-the-shoulder blue gown as if she was a bug under glass. He tilted his head, and she shivered at the violence she could see lurking just beyond those cold brown eyes.

			Gabbana said nothing as he walked off, opened the balcony’s French doors, and slipped back into the crowd.

			Option D?

			None of the Above?

			She followed him into the main ballroom just as the music started, and she heard “All rise for the President of the United States of America.”

			She watched in shock as Gabbana slid in an earpiece, then seamlessly joined the elite security posse flanking POTUS.

			Different job, indeed.
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			Lauren snuggled Ayers in their bed and stared at the rather prominent new award displayed on the dresser.

			“It’s really phallic, isn’t it?” she said.

			“Mmm,” Ayers agreed with hooded eyes. Eyes that were spending a lot of time mapping Lauren’s bare skin.

			“They let us get away with the story, Catherine,” she said. She’d already repeated every word of Gabbana’s conversation. It shocked her to the core.

			She felt Ayers’s arms tighten around her waist. “I figured. At the time.”

			“You did?”

			“A couple of anonymous agents visiting us, no raid, and a few scary tails? They did seem to let us have the story too easily.”

			“You never said.”

			“No. I like you not knowing all the disturbing things I do. It’s frustrating being paranoid and then realizing you’re actually right most of the time.” Ayers slid her fingers up Lauren’s ribs.

			“Then what’s the point in any of this?”

			Ayers considered that as she flattened her fingers and stroked her soothingly. “The point is whatever we make it. I like to think I’m doing my bit in my corner of the world.”

			“It’s a drop in the ocean, though! They’re huge, and we’re tiny. Our stories are like pointing out a missing bolt on the Titanic.”

			“And that was the point of your friend’s little pep talk tonight. He wanted to demoralize you. To make you feel defeated and small. They don’t like us getting away with anything, even if that’s how they ultimately decided to let it play out in the end.”

			“You don’t feel overwhelmed by the scale of all this cloak and dagger stuff?”

			“No. Or rather, I don’t dwell on it,” she said. “I’ve been to hell and back and lived to tell the tale.”

			“I haven’t,” Lauren countered. She frowned. “Think it’ll hurt getting the scales knocked from my eyes?”

			“Yes,” Ayers agreed, curling her arms all the way around her. “It always does the first time. And the second. And even the third. But we’re together. We have each other. I love you. It’s enough.”

			“Yeah, about that…”

			“Mmm?”

			“Next time, how about a little head’s up before you thank me in a speech in front of a room full of journalists as the ‘woman who gives form to your hope and dreams.’”

			“That doesn’t sound too revealing. Plenty of people have platonic muses who inspire them.”

			“Okay, but then you mentioned that I complete you.”

			“Too much?” Ayers said dryly.

			“And you invited them all to the wedding. The cheer was deafening! Even the president was on his feet, clapping. Oh my god, I just about died of embarrassment and shock.”

			Ayers smirked. “I know. I was there. Don’t worry, they’ll all decline. It is in Iowa, after all.”

			“Ha freaking ha. Although Cynthia came up later and asked what the dress code was in outer Hicksville. She said she’d look into designer galoshes. She added that she probably despises me right now, but she gives good wedding presents.”

			“That sounds like her.” Ayers chuckled. “It also sounds like she actually approves of you in her own twisted way.”

			“Uh huh. Mariella, meanwhile, texted to tell me we made all the news channels. She congratulated me on my dragon-whisperer skills, and she’s dying to book us on some chat shows.”

			“Over my dead body.”

			“My response exactly. Josh texted as well. He says Tad got a call from your folks. They can’t work out which is worse—that you’re marrying a woman, a reporter, or doing it in Iowa.”

			Ayers pursed her lips. “I imagine their feigned heart palpitations will continue for weeks.”

			“But your sister said ‘congratulations, oh and don’t drink anything homebrewed in Iowa.’”

			Ayers smiled and rolled her eyes. “Don’t ask. She watches too much 60 Minutes.”

			“Josh is threatening to send us a toaster oven with Yep I’m officially gay! in glitter down one side.”

			“How utterly…” Ayers paused at Lauren’s arched eyebrow, “er, unique,” she amended.

			“But seriously, why did you do it? After all our hiding and pretending? Hugo got such a shock he spat a bread roll chunk at the editor’s head.”

			“It’s simple. I looked at you beside me at the podium just as I was about to tell the room that you were such a professional colleague and I valued your insights. And it felt like a ridiculous charade—especially in this day and age. The truth is I don’t ever want to have to pretend again that you don’t mean everything to me. And so I said what I said.”

			“God,” Lauren whispered. “You’re such a romantic under all those pretty spikes and prickles.”

			“No, no,” Ayers said sternly. “Never, ever spread that rumor.” She regarded her. “Now don’t you think the joint winners of one of the nation’s highest prizes for investigative journalism should be celebrating?”

			“Now that you mention it…” Lauren smiled.

			Ayers lowered her lips, hovering just above her. “Thank you,” she said softly.

			“What for?”

			“Being you. Tractor caps and all.”

			Lauren smiled as those wicked lips landed on hers, and Catherine Ayers began to love her completely.
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