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Dedication

To all the people who have supported me, inspired me and kept me sane.
Special hugs to Tammy. | miss our weekly trips for Pumpkin Soup!



Chapter 1

Gi |l dads cel |nexpth ben platemakibgr tleetice ¢th hehalf-full water glass
dance She groanecdher stomach churnings it had all weeliiNot againo

Across the tablelMarion Yearly her best friend and crying towedcowled andlicked a
toast crumb off the blue table clofiust turn the stupid thing adfready. Ifyour bosseeds you
that badly, hdll find you. Otherwise h e 6 | IHe knawswede at The Cove Restaurant. e
here every Friday mornind.ctually, you should invite him to join us sometime.

A Ri gG@iltda laughedO f cour se Bhebk dsSketabvaye did and usually
regretted speaking to her boss on herowntime.i ke hedd want to hang ou
al |l day when he sees me half the ni dmeanto Her
during class times.

Their weekly brunch certainly hadrbeen a peaceful one. Gitdgphone had buzzed at least
ten times since they were seatdtiree imes alone since her Belgian waffle aadspy bacon
arrived two minutes earlier.

Marion grimacedwhen the phone buzzed agaiiOkay,| 6 | | Whati dbes is majesty
want this time®

She sighediHe carit find the file for our lease or tHatestinventory listd

fiTell him to wait until you get ther@ Marion sopped up runny egg yolk with a triangle of
butteredtoasi| t 69y a@anot her hour or so anyway. o0

Gilda tossed a wistful glance at her fobdrappetite waningthen reached for her phorié.
she didndét text him back right away, hedd sen
mouthful. il would, but hé goingaway for the long weekend and vibbe there by the time |
show upIf I answer him now, he might leave me alonedavhile.0

AEven better, yodl have all weekend to find theenn d lieeto bd patient for a change
You have a | i f epping¥wnything gust betause beemantscsomethivigrion,
dark-haired andravereyed,was taller than Gilda by a full foot and twice as wide, built more

like an NFL quarterback than%l-1 operator. Of course, Gilda doubted there was a stereotype



for 9-1-1 operators anyway.
Al already know where they are. Sargive me a second.In the file drawer.She typed.
Lease under Yoshida Lease. Inventory under Inventory.
Once she set the phone aside, shesténough time to cut off a bite of waffle and brihg
halfway to her mouttbefore ler phone buzzed agaikler stomach sank. Cripes, at this rate,
shdd never get to eat before her doGasppointmentAt | east her st omach di
as it had latelyMore than likely from stressaused by SensBlick Williams.
Marion grabbed the phone first and sat oriifthais it. The only time you and | have been
able to get togethes Friday mornings because Mick always needs something. Honey, ifd didn
know better, & think youtwo weremarriedo
Gilda flushed bowed her headnd picked at her wafflenot wanting to make a scerfear
from being married,iey were only boss and secretary, which lately he seemed to take as the
same thing as husband and wismmewhere over the past two years, the linededme a bit
blurry and nost of the black belts teased her about being his third arm.
When she started working at Yoshida Martial Arts two years earlier, she would mostly see
SenseiMick in passing. Shenceoverheard him tell one of the instructors shes weght and
competent and she could figure things out on her @ershe had.atelyyh owever , she <co
seem to breathe without hinovering over her anitstrucing her onhow to takesach breath.
Yoshida Martial Arts ran as smooth as a straightaibbf highway and boasted a profit
every month. Both of whichadmade the scho@® namesakeShihanYoshida, sit up and take
notice. Maybe Mick was nervous because Yoshida had become prone to showing up at odd times
and nosing around to undermine Migkosition as manager and sensei, teadilate posturing
was one thing slid never understando matter how long she worked at the school.
fiHello?0 Marion leaned forward and waved a piece of toast in front of Gilidee fiFor the
record, you got two mortexts while you were daydreaming. My kistshimmying so much |
feel like a belly danced.
Gilda snorted then laughefdl.canput my phone in my purse if@& annoying yow
AN want you to r el aksmalngdnlitMat i yacedBesidesle ak f as
might keept. IéGn kind of enjoyinghis.o
Al think you need a real boyfriendGilda w a s 180 dure she wasd the phone back

anywayfi Actually, I think we both do. o



With Marion sitting between Gilda and her phone, they enjoyed the rest n€hbru
Occasionally, Marion flincled AOoh, another text fronyour senseio

fiHeGs going to think dm avoiding himo Gilda swiped one last gob of whipped cream with
her finger and brought it toward her mouth.

A Y 0 u, sastop being a pushovekt least untilwe 6 r e eatihgpn eMa r i ,ovavings a i d
herknfeiLook, youbve stuck up for yourself befor:
|l ay down some boundaries with that man. Your
nine-oneonecalls over brakfast, do you®

fGood morning, ladies A tall, blond man stopped next to their table

Gilda froze, her finger still covered in whped creamDetective Jason Thayewas the
former boyfriend sh@& d¢tood up to when sh@dumpedhim in such adramatic fashiorthe story
made the newspapdi® an entire weekwo years earlierApparently, Thayer had thrived dms
sudden celebritgnd got a lot of dates because of the exposzitda had cowered in her house
for weeks before Marion was able to drag heramgthelped her get a job in the karate scheml
she could get a backbane

Marion batted her eyesiGood morning,Detective Thayer. Are you here to arrest the
kitchen staff for beating the eggs or just to harass Gilda somé&aanore

Thayer twisted his face intogaimace then turned his attention to Gjlddno sat motionless
while the whipped cream blob bagto slide down her fingenilt looks like you were expecting
me. & happily lick that off for you, but | have an image to uphld.

AYeah. We wouldé& want toimprove on that now, would we%ilda pushed away her plate
andfought the urge to flick the goo atshsuit jacket Shewiped her finger on her napkin. No
point in giving him more ideagWhat do you want?

He shruggediNothing. | ust stopped by to sdello.o

Marion rolled her eyesiOh, brother. You want to stick with that or tell her the trdth?

AWhich truth is that® Gilda askedfiThe one where he says he loves me and would die for
me or the one where he cheats on me with any womadlwhwe him?

Thayeits face turned pinkilam just trying to be sociable.

fil overheard him tell a couple officers@ehis close to taking you badkMarion held her
index finger and thumb a quarter inch apart.

What kind of man refused to take no for an answer eftentao years®Gilda shut her eyes



and inhaled slowlyl am not going to make a scene.

Thayer frownedfiwhat | said wad 0

His partner,DetectiveJohn Fabio, clapped a hand on his left should#ust ask her out
already so she can deck you and get it @itr. We have work to do today.

Thayer growled, the color in his face deepening to crabappléilfegbu guys dod@ mind,
I&d like to do this aloné.

Al dond mind at all.l was just leaving Gilda stood and grabbed her purse. She marched up
to the cakier to pay for their food. This week it was her turn. A converegotise tescape.

Marion joined her, shoving the cell phone ifdd | dack @ocketfivyou might want this
before | get too attached.

fWho does Thayer think he 3%ilda reached for a mi then took three. She needed
something to crunch.

fiOne of Sandstone Co&efinestdo Marion sighedfiHe certainly does look theap, even if
he does need a complete attitude adjustrment.

WhenGildaés phone buzzeashe gritted her teeth and growl@dN @atg ai n. 0O

fAh andt h e anetliesone who looks the parMarion said.

fiMick?0 She left her change agganerousip andpushedhe front dooiopen.fiwhat do you
mean he looks the pa&?

Marion popped a mint into her moutiidandsomeand aithoritative but from the stories
|&ve heard 0

Gilda covered her earél dond want to hearany more stories. & bad enough | have
parents at the school spreading rumérdond really want to hear them from my best friend.
Keep in mind | do have to work with those guy

AEven if | know thestories & all true Marion asked.

AEspeciallyif.o

AOh, Gilda, Gilda, GildaYou live in such a secluded little wortdMarion draped an arm
across her shoulders as they walked toward the dsatéfice.iSomeday yodl be gratéul for
all of us looking out for youl have to get to work. You be carefakay?1dl try to find you a
guy who isiit such a jerld

She was ten minutes early for her appointment, which left her enough time to catch up on all

of Mickds fiurgend textswhile her stomach gurgled as it had for over a wétdt gaze darted to



the clock on the wall for the fifth time in the past minute and sighed. Eteugéyn Normally she
never had to wait so long forDboor Ry an Gr aham, whooddogpealt i ver e
in the doorway.

She tapped her foot against the leg of the chair. The karate school she worked for held
classes every day at noon. If D@ahamdidnd@ show up soon, sk miss class for sure. Not
that Mick would be concernedHe could handle anythinthat came up while she was away.
Still...

After sitting on a board hard chair for half an hdailda sent Mick a quick texb say she
wouldnd be in the lunch hour class. When he didtext her back within seconds, esh
rememberedValterLevy, thescham | 6 s semar bldack beltwas supposed to teach class today.
Mick planned to be halfway to Detroit to attend a family function.

She punched i n the schoorotsuerprigetwhenehe answebngr f r
machine picked ugf she said shil be there by one, sfighave time to grah peppermint teat

CaféBeanzon her wayto work then clean up before classes started at four



Chapter 2

Gilda set her up of teaon the ground by the brick wall and stuck her key inftbet door
lock. One nore afternoon of work before the karate school closed for the long weekend. After
training at severs h ebé fdee to go home, change into her bathing suit and head to the beach for
a dip before dinneDoc Grahand s o wetk éor her toelax and eat merfiber.

The door was already unlocked.

Her stomach clencheas she walked through the small room which served as a hazardous
containment room for wet boots all winterttee second set of doattsat led tothe lobby Either
Walterwas still inside or h@ gone off in a rush. The back of her neck tingkédello? Anyone
here®

No answer. No lights on. No movement.

AHel | o? Wa Bhe peered aMiund the?cortmmard thedojo.

Still nothing.

Gilda flicked on the lights. The lobby was empty, but somgghisomeond was on the
mats in the dojo, th&raining hall. She reached over and turned on the second set ofttights
illuminate the dojo andhangearea

Someone forgot to tell Walter Levyamurai dod commit seppukuwith a sword They
normally carrieda much smaller knifeto kill themselves withHe lay still on the matsvhile a
long, gently curved blade stood straight out of his chélt.was dea@ndthere was nearthly
way it was by his own hansince he katana blade was longer than his arms. At, bescould
have stabbed hiswer belly, not his chest

And the murderer could still be inside the school.

A Oh, wyewhotovith tears, Gilda struggled to catch her bré#hrt racing, shdove
between the two chaitsehind thereceptiondesk knocking her head against the one Walter had
brought only two weeks earlieand clutched her cell phone to c@dl-1.

fiNine-oneone. Whais your emergencyawoman asked.

She spoke in a loud whisperaying the killer was already long goni&omebody stabbed



Walterl t hi nkoheds dead.

The womansucked in a sharp breathut remained professionals thoughs h eréceived
this type of call a thousand times befdi@/hat is youmame andocation,ma 6 a@m

fMarion, 0 s hfité mea Gilda.dm atthe karate choolo

AGilda? Sorry, but you sound weirah Tappingsoundedhrough the phondgiWhat did you
say swrong?0

Shepeered over the countand peeked through the open dojo dmomake sure she haidin
imagined things. Nope. Walter still lay on the maigh the sword firmly in placethe black
foam blockernext to himmaking his salt and pepper hair seem even whiter than. uShal
shudderedfiOne oftheblack belts Walter Levy.It looks like mebodykilled him.o

AOh nqo shesaid AAreyousurehn e 6 s dead ? 0

fiHe has awordthrough hischesiow | ong before the police ar

AThe p MarioncseuRded bewilderedr a moment then became all business again

fiStay on the linel. 6 | | get t hem Youddnittduah angthing, dgl ow? away .
fiNo, bud o
ADid you notice any signs of a break in?0o
The door had been unlockédN o ,8 ob u t
Als there anyone else in the building with

Her heartstutterel . fid thinét soMobody answered when | yelled andine of the other
instructors come in foat leat another hourl have to call Mick before he leaves to@ighe
winced. Thasounded wrongbut at least Marioalreadyknew what she meant

AJust stay pufThepoliceareon the way 0

No doubtthe storyof Walteits demise would ignite the small town lobgfore the police or
her bossarrived. Her suspicions were confirmed when Marion hung up without anothey word
rather than keeping her on the line uhglparrived

Gilda sighed, pressed tifend button on the phone and steeled herself for anotherdbok
the corpseBody. Bodysomehowseemed less final. Less de8ddies could still be alive.

Mick. Crap. She needed to call him right away.

Gaze still on WalterGilda dialed a familiar number and coiled a strand of her light brown
hair around her rightnid e x f i n gWer .h aivMi cak ?pr ob |l e m. I need vy

She took a deep breath and fought to keep her voice @Mg¢rm w. 0

10



Noise outside thechooma de it hard to haeaheroadhdi s wor ds. A
Her breath caught in the back of her thtroaand came out a strangl e
where youbre going. Not ever yt dchoolmpw and brihgva y s a
hdpwi t h you. o0 Her voice echoed tlbwisugdlkeatdthe emp

More noise as the front do@penedhen the second door befdmotsteps neared her desk
AGi |l da? You in here? Dondt move until we do a

Shemuttered then disconnectadd wiped away a tedBince her father had been an officer
for nearly thirty years, she knewe policewob d ask i f shedd -imorsawced si
an intruder.

Once Thayer ¢ aanca coupleof fdrankids peopleecamestg stood in the
middle of the ten by ten foot lobby. Nothing except gmbbablyt r acked i n from |
students and a trace of mud frometiain shower that morningnybody could have tracked in
before the adult day clad2ossible evidenceder breath stuck in her throat.

Thayer, every bit as handsome as he had been in ten years ago in high school whes they fir
met as seniors, waved her back inside and tol
on their way. Youdre not | eaving until we hav

Reluctantly, she flared her nostrils and turned around. She preferred to be interrogated by

Attila the Hun over the eboyfriend who repeatedly cheated on her.

ASorry for your |l oss. 0 Detective Fabio, hi s
wrapped mint. AHow you doing, kid?o

MAbit shaken. o

AThat 6s nor mal . Eat thegoamamyo ¥hwa&lkl spromb
Mick a glare.

Fabio resembled a stone gargoyle much more than the hunk on the cover of a book. He was
bald and had cauliflower ears, bulging eyes and a tree stump neck. When he walked away toward
the crime scene, his limpas more pronounced than usual as he took charge of the crime scenes
inside the dojo and thehangerooms.

In the doorway of the dojdzilda spieda spot of blood. Actually, two spot®ne little girl
hada nosebleed in class last night. Did she standahdborway or had sheoge through the
studententrancdan back?This door was for the instructors and, in an official capamty, her.

When she came to train, she used the student entmeacehechangerooms When she needed

11



to interrupt classes, stused the instructor entrance.

fiWhat the hefis going on® Mick shouted to signal his arrivafil was alreadypastthe
woods neatPondereis Point when you called. Whiatso bloody important it c@énwait until
after the long weekend?

She scurried baclotthe front, careful not to contaminate anything, and lunged in front of
him before heouldenter theraining hall iYou carit go in thered

AOf course | canltés mydojo.0 He scowledandswiped a stray dark curl off his forehead
fWhatare the copdoing her® Someonggiving you problems agaig?

fil told youo When ter voice crackedshe cleared her throdt.Wa |l t er 6 s dead. o

Mick flinched and hs face paled A T h at O6kde. Ijusttsawhimsas hour agad He
pausedand stared fiAr e you sure?o

S he hdchethed for a pulse but figurellom the sword in his chesleathwas a safe
assumption. APretty sure.o

Six inches taller and fifty pounds heavibfick picked her up and set her aside like she was
little more than a foam blocker. He stepped insidedti@way and paused in mizbw.

Walter hadd@ moved. Blood seeped froaroundthe sword and reddened hidite karate
uniform, hisexpensive, custom tailoregl. Urine and feces perfumed the air, making her gag.
Bruises shénadnd noticed earlier darkenedis face.

Thayer wal ked toward them, arms wi de. N Mayk
whil e we take care of things. o

AThat 6s pr ob a3hé¢ tguchedickd arrd maoredt@sappart her spaghetti knees
than to comfort himfiAre you okay®

Hehadnot moSillestndiag irt nideaw, he cleared his throat and coughed. When
he spoke, his voice was gravelly. fnAnDoes anybo

fiMarion. She was the nireneone operatoo.

He snortechnd ran a tanned hand through his Ha@reat 16 nglad she remembedto cal
the sorry excuse we have fgrolice before shedld everyone elsen town Did you touch
anything®

fiNo.0 She swallowed hard to keep from melting dowhe few bites ofwaffle shéd eaten
earlier churned in her stomach.

Mick turnedto face her, hisjaw tighiDi d you search the buil ding?

12



AYeah,o0sort of.

AYeah, sort of?06 He gripped her shoul ders al
in the building, you couldve been killed. Doian you get that ?0

Al cal | e @rstdSheetrieghto back away

His fingers dug intoherarm8. The ki I Il er coul dédve heard you.

She wincedHer main concern had been for Walter, not tven safety.fi @n pretty sureno
one elseavashereo

iPretty sure? That 0spenrocte ntth es usraeme iass iat ?h uDnhodnr
I c affordto..0 He r el e as e dwithoutdinisiirg dis gentema@nd bosved his
head, running a Hlbaidmyoticewugh his hair.

A Y ocard leave me alone with 0When hisdoordsed, she blew out a s
can. After all that, why didn éebother taking a look around?

Thatthought stopped her cold. Had he fought vatid murderedValter before leaving for
Detroit? It wasr@ possible. A guilty man would have kept dng and never looked backhat
the two of them fought seemed likely since they always fought. Usually about the way Walter
taught classes and wanted a share of the school.

She paced the lobby while hugging her stomach. Mick seemed more worked up about her
safety than Walterds. When her heart fluttere
Thatos all. His reaction didndt mean anything

Already sidetracked, she sucked in a deep breath and followed Fabio to the back hallway.
Someone aused the sink, which was speckled with water. A wet piece of paper towel, tinged
with diluted blood, lay on the floor. Farther down the hall, freckles of blood decorated the white
tile. She hated the starkness of the white. It was a bear to keep ctesrowed blood droplets
beautifully. Like morbid modern art.

Gilda swallowed hard to keep from gagging.

She crept past the washrooms, past the blood spots and imtwatigearea. Curtains from
the stalls lay on the floor, torn off the rods that dangtechfthe doorways. Blood splattered the
walls, the floors, the benches...everything. Only a brawl could cause that much damage. Was
there a fight after the lunch hour class?

Gilda inched toward the doarith hopes ofescajng.

A | h o @eenot yhimking ofl e av i n g Thayesleéaney enther @esken madea
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quick phone callbefore hisgaze methess. iil need the names of all your instructors, staff and
students

flt might take a whileThis computeés not much faster than an abaoushe stared at the
computer screen, unable to remember any of her passwords. Her hands shook and veasnouth
as dry asunbaked earth. Shock had set8he closed her eyes and scrubbed her fdeeeyes
burned with unshed tears.

A Il go through it and clean it off nexteekend Of course Mick hadsaid the same thing
everytwo weekdor the past couple years

fiTake your time d@hayerseemed to ignore MickHe pulled out a notebooknd flashed
Gilda a smile

It miffed her hé&l kept hisquarterbackoody in impeccable spa while shéd turned to
chocolate chunk cookies and caramel swirl ice cream

fiMarion said yodre the one who found the bqdy that right, Gilda@ Thayer asked.

AWal?’Yeah. 06 She cleared her throat amgean, wi:
fluffy blanketand cr y. il came in to work and saw him

Gildachoked back a sob.

He averted his gazéDid youtouch him?Maybe checkhim for vital signsor anythingthat
might contaminate the bo@y

fiNo.0 She closed her eyes andrted awayfiHe looked pretty deafilom hered

ThayersnortedfiAre you an expert on dead bodies?

fOh come on, givehe lady a break M ieraekged from his office argtoanedfiShe said
she didnét ,doatherBomasiaght hi n g

fiYou back off. | gked her a questiai.

fldve only seen them on televisiomfter today, Gilda vowed, shéd never watch another
crime show againSuddenly her cushy chair was more uncomfortable than ever bt@enot
exactly an experience | want to repeat.

ADid you happen tacheck to see iinyone elsevasherebefore you called for hefo Thayer

asked.
fi N,0 she said, although thé¢hought hadsort of crossed her mindi | yell ed, but
answeredormoved hen | saw Walter and panicked. o

AYou werendtyomorr rdvend saafoautty ? Seems t o me t he
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per son woul dven diter breakiray liptwot yeats agbayer was as arrogant as she
rememberedstill assured she would take him back once she came to her.safiseswo
minutesof interrogationshe already wanted to poke him in the eyt a pencil
AAre you implying Gilda killed WalteSh® 0o Mic
wonot evVvenankshthadtesspidesspi der
Al wor k with a b undodrwas dbperbwhend dgot here Waltsr nanmatly t h e
locks it when he trains after class so no one disturbs him. Since it was &pewn;3ensei Mick
hadcome intograb a couple fles6 She stguedggetfliorgbt to | ock it
Heraisebne eyebrow. AMi ck was here?o0
fiEarlier. Like Gilda said,| popped into pick up a couple thingshile Walter taughtlasso
Mi ck folded his ar ms acr oJtenlwenthometh gaskandleftn d s hi
for Detroit Gilda called me wherhse f ound Wal ter . 0o

AHow far away were you?0 Thayer turned to Mi

1]

Just past Pondererdés Point. o
AThHsatnot very far. What wer e ylbayergrimacedg bet we
Al caught wup some paper wor k t hedriveltodétoit t o s h
forthe weekend 0 B®Bls c k ac d. A neydtdneinneg el s e ? 0
fAs a matter of fact,gaho Thayerpu f f ed up | i k eDideamybodyrseeryou r 0 0 s
showering or packirgy 0
AYoudbdr e wasthi m@avmy t thVMickguntedtand redued to his office
ADono6t | eThayesturrtedbhisrfocus back on Gilda ascowled. iHe r eal |y doe
like me,doesheRi d Mi ck or anyone el se here have a gr
She hesitated. Not normally. Latelyo we ver , t hi nooothihasubsumobut r un a
therewere nolarge issues that came to mind. Beside§ilda Wright was not one to gossip.
A Ntbing serious. No 0
Thayerlowered his voice as hearrowedhis eyesfilf it makes it any easierle heard
rumors from a few parents. | &w therés somedivision between the instructors about how to
run this place. Thets beentalk around townof a couple of thenteaving tostart their own
schoolso
Since he already knew part of the stagghnicallyit wasré gossip. Was it? She bowedrhe

head, not willing to take thenance Mick and the other instructors were her friendsr family.
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fiYoudl have to ask thélack beltsl don &t know.
ADon& worry. | plan to do just that. Firdtneed that list and a chat wiglour SenseMick. 0
Thayeracknowledged Fabiwith a frown
fiBad news, people. ThEl.E. was in a car accidenotFabi o | eaned Hisn t he
office gave the okay for a local to come and look at the HodgGrahand s on ohi s way.
Thayer s no rlocagfamily piiyflaiag 6 s oa a medi cal examiner
Al 6m awar & & fabiWweadsyeuirather wait arounfibr an extratwo or three
hoursuntil theyfind someone toesnd out from Buffal o?toBild@dndot t
ADid you happen to @o down the hallway at all
Sheremembered the blood and the condition of the back rébim. Yeah. It looks like
there was a scuffleackthereo
Thayerraised both eyebrow8Why would you say thaé?
fiBecausehe curtains are torn down and tharblood everywhete6 Fabi o sai d
Gilda winced.fil didn& touch anything. One of our studethidda nose bleed last nighdo
some of it may be from her didn& get a chance twtally clean up before | leftMick and a
couple other black belts stayed to traa | went home.
Thayerprobably thoughshe was guiltfor surethe way she was babblinf the bodys in
the gyn® 0
fiThe dojo 0 dvdrted her gaze
fiThe dojoo His nostrils flaed.il t hought you said yoWhahadnot
made you check thehangeroom™®
Al wanted to make sure no one else was..m&e pausediThere was so much blootl i
looked like someone elsenight bebleeding too. | thought thenmight have beema fight or
somethingd
AGood ofFaés v, sdiod dHt duknow whaotsose symebadswere? o
She bit her | ower | ip. ANo. O
AWho stayed t oFabiomskedn | ast ni ght ?0
Mick reappeared from his officadisheveled and upseprobably after overhearing every
wor d s h Ee&ighored d&hageandshot Fabio a hard loatat said more thaher stunred
brain could translatéHe turned andbcused his bloodshot eyes on H#bilda, honey)dm going

out.]| 6 m mehedthesaigthe toffee sho give them the bad news.
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She assumeiithe otheso were theblack belts.
Thayer raised a han@and narrowed the gap between thefithats not a good ideaWe 6 | |
interview them later. For now,ewneed to ask you a few questions amdntyou totake a seat
so | ca® 0
fiCaféBean20 Gilda asked.
Mick& abrupt change of plans was nothing nsiae was surke hadsome sort oattention
disorderand nothing short of Thayer drawing his gand handcuffing hinto the doorknob
would keep Mick thereOver the past couplgears, shal tried tolearn to adapt.
fiYeah.The police woi let them inhere.Stick arounduntil theyde doneDon ét | oc k up
candét f i nfdankefyabidTehyasy.er , | 6 & Mick Hesv out the doar withdut
waiting for an answer
Thayersputtered andeached for his cuffs, but Fabio waved a hdihtedl be backo
Gilda frowned.Of course sh@&l stay.She didi@ have much of a life anywaiot sincetwo
years ago wheshe caught Thayer in several lies then found hira @@mpromising position
with ayoung, blondéarista fromCaféBeanz Mick&s currentdestination
Thayer grimacedil s he al ways | i ke that?0
Almpatientandinarustf?elas been si nc @Fabidgsaide known him
AiYeahoGildasphed . Al dondét think the caffeine and
AProbably not. 't chuekwmer MhE8isndbeflded meowhdabd, oy
stayed |l ate to train | ast night.o
She focused on the computer anMicktWaleradd i n he
Razi another one of our black beltglick wants to do a black belt grading in November. Razi
and Walter wanted to gorftheir third levelo
AWe need an officer to boThayegrsadi m back here f
iHe 6 | | Hiecarlkeysark on the floor underhisde8k Fabi o turned back
scene.
Gildahadnever thought t o hoigdtdis umlividekatsntiokfa yes be f o
wholeminutes Tying him to a chaiand gagging hinmaybe.
Als everything okay, Gilda?d6 Thayer al most
experiencéiis tonewas purely professional. An act for his colleagues. He mugplier another

promotion.
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Al 61 | get you a Shagsmaced.f al | our students. o
Unf or t unat ewoundall heelspdter the aeakdid, wher€hayer had hit the gym
and thrived socially, Gilda became withdrawn and hid behind her job, her gandereading
mystery novels while eating chocolate chunk ice cre@tarting to vork for Mick was the
catalyst to bringpg her out of her shelShe wished she could crawl back ithet shell now.
fiBoth your studentsrad a | | t h é&hayerleartedonutbetcounter andl peered down
onher . AYou dondot have to work in a place |ike
fiJealous as alway¥.ou still hate me being around all the testosterone and chiseled jaws.
Gilda nearly burst out laughindAside fom Mick and Razi Maulino one even came close to
that descriptionfil happen to like working here. If it wa@rfor me, everyone would kill each
other and this place would fall aparShestopped anaovered her mouth with both hand.
didnd@ mean it ikke thato
He appeare@musediiFirst, [tm going to check on the others thgu and will sit down to
discuss what you justisl. | think you know a lot more than yée letting on. Maybe ydie the
one who killed Walter. | wouldi put it past you to ab a man in the heait.
i N o pHerface and tempewrereon the verge of bursting into flamd @ ubt throw him
into a fifty pound bag of coffee beans and leave him lying half naked on the floor with a cheap
floozy and a mild concussion. 0
Thayer reddened i | told you. That Yoa ®veredctedand mi s u
embarrassed me in front of the whole todvn
A Wh at e v e ryouyflmgiof theavgekalkedto thenewspapersnot meo
Oncehestormed awayGildatried to focusOn the student list, #re were almost a hundred
names, including hers. Her gut told her the perpetrator was on the shorhést. were five
names on thélack beltlist SenseiMick, Walter Levy, Xavier WyndhanRaz Mauli and Erik
Cadell. Sheshuddeed as she contemplatedadving a line through Waltés nameto save the
police in this casélhayerand Fabigthe troubleln the endshecouldri bring herself to desa.
Shedrew in a deeracingbreath andher hands shakindprought a copy of both lists to
Thayer.fiDo you reed anything else? Coffee? Tea?dtitude adjustment?
AYeah. What time do you normally start wook?
A E| ethiregp.nWe have classes at noon every day. | missed class today because | had

brunch with MarionYou 6 r e my wi t n e slshadadoctotd mgpointmerdt thatean t h a't
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late. | calledthe schooto say & be herdoy one thergrabbeda teaat Café Beanbefore | came
in, which is still probably sitting outside the front door because | forgot about it when | realized
the door was unlockedo

A &s ci n @&hayenrana band through his hé@iWwho answered the phone?

fiNo one.Class had already startexb | left a messagesenseiMick checks the machinal
the timeanywayo Great. Now sh@ made Mick look guilty just for listening toher phone
messagéil mean, | do@ know whoactuallyheard ito

Anyone who was in theckool within ten feet of the phonavho was looking for an

opportunityand had a motive

19



Chapter 3

Hours laterGilda rambled around the front loblbgnawing on her fingerails No onenail
in particular they were all fair game. The police were gone, their evidandehalf theschool

bagged and tagged

Who would want Walter dead?e wasa quiet, middlea g e d , unassumi ng man

made his share of mistakeseryonehad, but what could he have done that was so bad someone
would kill him?

Marion had calledseveraltimes during her shiftto make sure Gilda was okay asden
offered to bring dinner, but nothing she mentioned sounded remotely edible.

Doc Graham whad reluctantlytaken over int he Me di c a labsdBogeerainly er 6 s
h a dn 0t todhappykoebd there eithesurrounded by the aroma of pipe tobaccogéee her
a onearmed hug and told her to call if she needed a frifr@lname of a therapist some ati-
depressants.

Shed dinally managed to convince Thayand Fabioshed be fineto wait alonefor the
cleaning crewShe promised not to touch anything ardame would hurt her, especially since
she hada half dozenblack beltson speed dial. Of coursthat hachd helped Walterwho was
gone with help from the coroner and a thick black body ,babich had finally hidden his
earthly remaingrom herview.

fWhere is everyon@&Mick strode through the front door.

She wiped away her tear$.T h e y  jDudsdt youlseefthe parad&Valter caught a lift
with the guys from the morgu@/here were you?le been teximg you all afternoono

Shesounded crass buab longer cared. How dare he leave her alone to dealthétpolice
and a hundred paréntsalls? Wasri this his schooP His business?After all, he was part owner
and ran the day to day operations.

He flinched.iY our buddy Thayegrabbed me in the coffee shop dadked me in a room
the size of a shoe box. My cell phone was detained by some lalvigoynow knows the phone

numbers of you and every other woman in townyway, | meant our students. Is anyone
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coming to class tonighd?

Her jaw dropped operiiExcuse me? Waltewas murderedand youwre worried about class
attendanceWe need to cleanp andreplace mats before we can eveavea classThe cleanup
crewis comingsoon andheyneed someone to lock up later.

AThey t oo&kHedared Wiyt ss2ul d t hey do that?60

Alt 6ds cal,loeds hedkll steblodod s a biohazardand the matshave to be
specially taken care of. fot of otherthings went to the labAt least his wayl dond have to
clean up all the messo

Mick let out a long breath. His fingers drummed his left thighre nervous than Heed to
let on.If he started to pa¢eshdéd know to keep her distand@ oudre right. Did you pg a sign
to say wée closed®

fiOnN the front doorYou walked right past itl also changed the message on the answering
machine angbosted a message on ouebsiteand Facebook page

No concernNo compassion. JusbmmandsDemands. Ugh, whgid sheeveridolize him?

In a bad situation, he folded and ran for the nearest coffee 3hsiplike Thayer. She brushed
that thought aside.

ADid you call the students who normally cotoaight?6 he asked

Was he seriousfOnly three The rest calledhereto find out whenthe funeral isand make
sure everyone elsgas okayo

fiNo doubt Marion alreadtpld everyonewhat happened

Gilda shruggediSo what 1 shedid? Thatsaved me some wort.

He wandered imt the dojo and knelThere were only half theale greenatami mas inside
than theraverethat morningilf we call right away, our supplier might be able to ship us new
ones by Tuesday

Al already called 0 s hfiirstsofall,dh ey d o n 6 in stbck Seeonddy gy want
cash up front. It seems our credit is in questioh, and as of five, they closed for the long
weekend

fiSince wherdo we have badcre@ He st ood and r an,blackhaand t hr
fiWe 6 ve al themysfromda i d

Al dondt know. Why nextaweedahd syamhteningsblk?Theyt twe mo t

talk to me anymorelhey want to talk to yoo.
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Al think youGeoverreactinggHe r ol | ed hhingseyaandtihbeoudahat ba
straighten it oujustas well as | can
fiTrust mel triedd When he hchaagieerde a ,0 rGitlhdeaOhd t ovppué dl nfdit n
go back therd& | were you ltdéds not exactly clean. 0
Mick went anywayfiWhat the bloody hell happened back hére?
fiGood choice of word€ffhand Ia say a fight she saidandpeered around hinfiA pretty
nasty oned
He snortedfiGood guess, Sherlockow tell me who Walter fought with
Gilda wished she could. She dinvant to let on she suspected hifctually, hm, Erik,
Raz and Xavied all theremaining black beltsUnder the circumstances, she was wise to keep
her mouth shut untithe police could prove who killed Waltersince #i four of them were
capable okilling her with the flick of apinkie finger.
fWhere areghe curtainsthatwere on the stal® Mick asked.
Only two curtainsremainedon the floor The rest were in police custodyo think the
curtains were under arrest rather than beingcled for evidencenade her smile for a second
before her eyes welled up again
Gilda coud barely hold back her giggl@Thayer took thenm for interrogatiord
AFunny. Wedl have to replace them before we can reopéfe knelt toexaminea spot of
blood already smeared by the forensics aewwabsiWe also need to mop the floors and
w h a kefbo$ thematso
ALi ke, Habiosalled the biohazard team toome in anddo a proper cleaimg. We
shoul dnét even be back here. | only stayed un
Mick kicked a benchwhich dented the wadind sent more debris onto thiedi
Gilda thought smethingfell from beneath the bench onto the floor.
AWhy did this have to happen nowdshidaarrives on Tuesday foa training session.
Therds no way | can replacal the mats and clean this place up before then. Not with the long
weekend.Gilda, | need you to pull some overtimé/e 6 | | have to pulll up a
some cheapnesat the hardware store.
She widened her eyelHow am | supposed to get a load of mats h&te?u know | do
haveacaBBesi des, i tkéndand he schotisoclogpdSatuedayand | have to catch a

bus to Erieafter classetonighto
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A Y e aNtel?, | was due inDetroit an hour aga@ He opened a utility closet and pulled out
the mop and buckeiwWe dondét have ti me t o.ldvgetthecléaner. s o me
You get to work. At least we can get rid of tlest of theblood before istarts tasmello

Gildagapediwe 6 r e not supposed to touch anything. d

A Wewe card justl e av e i tWhileih& left td geticleandr, sigganced athe bare
patches on the dojo floor to assess how many new matséssyd She glanced back to the
bench Mick kicked. Had she actuafigensomething fall?

Shemoved thebenchasideand tere laya maris ringembosseavith a clenched fisbn the
front. The goju-ryu karate symbol. Curious, she knelt on the floor to check the underside of the
bench. A broken piece of masking tape still clung to the wabe. ring triggered a partial
memory Shed seen it beforeVhy would anyone hide it in the school of plihces?

She pulled out her cell phone and took a picture of both the ring and thétapkssfor
what to do nextshepicked it up with a piece of toilet paper asitick it in her pocketSheid
keep he ringsomewhere safantil she could take it té-abia Odd how after all thér careful
searchingboththe policeand forensics cremissed it.

Somethingelseseemed out of place in the change room. The scale was fine. The bench was
moved, slightly, away from th@ow-dented wall. Something seemedamiss that only her
subconscious picked wmdshe couldd put her finger on.

fil got the cleanem Mick set a bottle near the bucket and midlet me know how long it
takes so | can adjust your paycheéck.

AOh ro you dorit.0 Gilda wheeled aroundién not stayig. Either do it yourself orstay and
wait for the cle@aning crew. |l 6m | eaving

A Wh o lde.todk a step backnd held up both hand$You okay®

Her eyes wekdwith tears.fiNo, 1Gm not okay | foundWa | t l®dyoface the police alone
and nowyou expectme to stay andlean up the mess. Not this timénlout of here. Youwstay.

16 m dosheeshoved past him on her way to the lobiy let the tears flow

Mick caught her before she reached her handigit. Gilda 1Gm sorryo

She stopped s ur e rdswhoegbd hea

AYoubre right. o He pull ed Hisehug seemadekwdidias ar ms
first, buthis warmthcomforted herfill ran out when | shoufite been heréo make surethings

were okay. Instead, left to meet thanstructorsto ensurethey wouldnd quit or wed have to
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close by Tuesdag.
AQuIt?0 Breathless, she tilted her heaad bumped his chinf the instructorsall quit, shéd
be out of a jobfiwhy wouldeveryonequit?
He sighed 1 Yedbeed here long enough to know there argessRazi and Walter have
never seen eye to ey8ince R a z nob a citizen yeth e afiid the police will go after him.
Xavier had that argument with Walter last wemk on the sidewalin front of the school and
Eri k... 0 He hes itakeeovesaine oliiaElrti ekr dwsa nctleads steos . 0
AGr Sat 1 6m wor ki ng with ab bSahned folfa rpeods shiebrl en ons
of fear than angeand she tried to pullaway fiWhat di d you have against
He averted his gaze into tdejo, but kepthisarmsaround heri Not hi ng. 0
Something.What had he told Thayein the interview roofd She shovel him away.
ASeriousl!|l y?antifalrt at bsl dkeadw, you Kkilled him.o
Mick grimacedand walked around her desk i Wal t er wanted men to he
karate schoolbutl d i d n 6 the wab readg. He needed mongyfront as well asmore
interaction with the studenta/hich is why | let him take over so many classes
AThat was noolynrénremberabgcause he threw my flower vase at youreoff
door and hhere was glasa | | over the | obby twenty minutes b
up every shard of glasso no one got cwtndcut her fingers in three places.
AYeah, then Walter held asalled secret meeting with the others to trg get them on his
sided Mick dropped ontdercomfy chair.fiThey came to me lateo fill me in. | was madbut
not mad enough to kill himNot literally, anywayo
fiNot then anyway She folded hearms acrosserwaistas a shiver raced through hér.
his defense, Mick had bandaged her bleeding fingers that tinig.eden held a wet cloth to her
handto stop the bleeding and pushed a stray hair out of her mouth. Something so insignificant
yet so intimate at the same timdntil his girlfriend, ChloeDel Gardawalkedini Yos hi da was
furiousthatWa |l t er dared to even question your deci si
AAt the time. A month | ater, he wanted to h:¢
fiWhat ¢ hsheaasked? 0
He smirked. iiYouére not thinking of taking the casee you, Sherlock? Yde smart and
you already know the most about this place. You should be able to tell me whodunit then we can

reopen for Tuesday classes with no probéem.
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Gilda cringed He hadnot a n s we fiEeedyoné deavingqgtowa sfdr ithe n .
weekend

fiNot anymored he saidiYour buddy Thayer told us to all stick around for a few days while
he questions ufidnd hetell you the same thing?

More poof the whole town knew Gilda Wright had no life. Her face overheated until she
was sure sh&as redder than the sparring glovesgaweh er f or Chri st mas.
think 1 dm capable of anything that requires

Mick chuckled.fiDoesr@t sound like he knows you very weWou could kick his butt with
both handgied behind your backls he still after you to get back together with RiMan, some
detective. You would think after two yearsihé¢ake the hind

Al got tired of himnot knowing me very wejl 06 s h fiMoss &f theltime, & treated me
more like a crinmal than an equal.

He toyed with Gildé favorite slim silver pera gift from her fathershortly before hedied
in the line of fire a twentgevenyear member of thBlewville police force.The town had even
named Wright Park in his hondshe didi@ wart him touchingher penanditched to snatch it
from him but refrainedLater, shél takeit home.

Someone banged on the front door at the same time the phoneBmhgshe and Mick
jumped, not sure which way to turn

When Mick reached for the phone, Gildaned awayiildl get the doab

AYoshi da MMick danswveredhierphamethen lowered his voicdiwhat do you
want? | told you yoére not welcome heré. d on 6t dolaveguestibnOgna call here
No. 1dl talk to you laterd He hit erd and slammed the phone onto the desk.

Gilda paused with her hand on the door lock. Heart drummed so fast she grew dizzy.
Mick had never kicked anyone out thfe schoolthat she knew of. Who and why now? Sthe
have to check theallerID on the phonedter. Maybe getting rid of him was a good idea. Then
she could snoop.

AYou okay, lad®o A man in whiteasked from theother side of theloor and flashed an
identification card

Al 6 m Herdockaths came short and shalldwalterts suddendeat® murded had
made her afraid of every littleumpin the building.

When Mick disappeared inttis office, she showed the man in white thgo and the
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changeoom AThis is the worst of it. The police t
He pat t e dhahke.My bays and | will Take care of everything. Ygo get some
rest and doathing owvor ry about
AThank vy ou.againshltlean seetianrgiedvall and closed her eyes.
When she openethem shefinally realizedwhat was different about thehangeroom. A
rustcoloredscroll listing thekaniji of theFour Possessions of the Samuwrsuially hung at the far
end of the roomHILT. Honor, Integrity, Loyaltyand Time.
The scroll was goné\ot fallen. Not moved. Gone.
Gilda debated telling Mick bichose tdkeep her revelation private for noandgathered her
things to go homeShe suddenlynot only hated the smslbf cleaner and copper but also the
color red.She let out a sigh that betrayed the tears beneath it.
fiHey, Gilda, can you stay for athonger? | need to run out and... Mi ck came out
of fice and st oppmbtel®beme hersaw her . i
He drapedhis arms around her and gave hematherhug. He smelled of something other
thanfloor cleaner and blood. Something familiar ammnfortings he hadn ot .Staket i ced
coffeefrom CaféBeanz iiGo home, Sherlockdl let these guys out thesomeback tocheck on
things tomorrow. Yoo home andest It 6 s been @dvooyndg day. D
A Budto |
fiNo, youwere right.Youdve donemore than enougfihanksfor all your helpl 61 | t ake ¢
of things tonight He ushered her out of the karate schteaving her no opportunity to check
caller ID, and locked the door behind her
She stoodhlone on the sidewal&knd fingered théissuewrappedring in her pocketvith far
more questions than answetse r eyes burned with tears and
evidence to Fabio in the morning when she could tmokeclearly.
After Gilda left the school, she stumbled across the strd¢tetgp py Har vey 6s Hang
A glorified, tiki-i nf est ed | i quor and convenience store,
a hangover, more like if you were in desperate search of one. &lajgpypne ever called him
Har vey t hat 0 wvah a Galentyearadvman who became disillusioned with
retirement . Hebéd been friendds Gwiltdha 6tse rg opalr d mti
Right now she needed a friend more than she needed g bluténg out a long breath, she

pulled on the door. Locked. 8h peer ed t hrough the glass before
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me e t sigm gndthe door.
Di sappointed Happy wasnot around, she wande
disheveled as her hair. Once she arrived home, she locked the door asshack $n and she
lost control of her emotions.
Not that she was Walterds biggest fan, but
scenarios. She spent most of the night staring at the ceiling and pacing, her thoughts following
her around the livingoom to haunt her. Had one of lemworkers,or even her bossnurdered

another person? What whowas Mick Williams hiding?
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Chapter 4

Saturday rorning brought calm and gridbut also tweaked her baser nosy sifiee sat and
stared at the ring frorhe changeroom for nearly half an hour before making a list of things she
needed to do todayVithin the hour, B e aad onlyforgotten them aJlbutabandoned the list on
the tableto pace the room

When the doorbell rangt eight her heart stutteredhd her breath stuck in hachingthroat.

She caught a glimpse of her reflection in the mirror behind the Baghtening.Her eyes were
puffy from crying all night her skin was pale and blotchgnd her hair clung to her fade®m
sweat and tearShe @ened the door.

AYou okay Gilda?o Xavier Wyndham second degree black belt ande of th& senior
instructors,stood onher front stepwith a cup of coffee in each hand. former professional
bodybuilderand fitness instructohe would turn fifty next nonth Gravity and a lack of serious
training had softened hinbut not muchfil hear youfound Walteés bodyyesterdayThat must
have been rougHh.wanted to check on you sooner, but Thayer corralled us all into itty bitty
rooms at the station for halfaémighto

Even her voicegravelly and lowwas in rough shapéBetter than | lookand sound

fiGlad to hear itl brought you coffee. Extra sugar and cre@ancombat shocland fatigued
The sun shone offavierds balding head when Hended herthe cup vith a white mark on the
black lid.

fiYou didnd have to do thatfThankso She was dressed for her morning hut definitely
not ready Along with the penchant fodrinkingc o f f e e, shedd picked wup
working at the school. Her karate skillachsharpened considerably after she started running and
had lost a few ice cream poun@affeine and sugamight helphold the scary thoughts at bay
At the very leasthey wouldimprove her run time.

Al wanted tobring donuts but 1Gm cutting weightfor that big tournament next mondh.

Xavier patted his paunchndlookeds h e e pl wantto. conipete in an easier weight category
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The guys | usually fight are monste&rs

fiMe tooo Gilda managed a tired smil&Trying to losea couple poundsl mean.For me
though not foratournamentRunni ng hel ps. 0

Al hate running unlese Hedsataf bddartdte believeop 6t €
someone would kill WalterHde wassucha nice guy Pretty violent way to gowhoever killed
him would either haveotbepretty strongor find an easy way to incapacitate him, like poison or
a knock to the headRersonally,| think I& prefer something more subtlke poisonor a heart
attack.What about you®

She raised her eyebrow&’hy would he talk that wayFad hepoisoned her coffee?

Dumb thought Wal t er 6 s d ermaadé herbuapitious of cvieryamdBesides,

Xavier always brought her coffee. He alick were the only two instructors who gave her a
second glancdet alone brought her coffee or treats, esgéy when they needed her to do a
little extra work for themWalter had brought her freskaherbs from his gardershe blirked
back a fresh batch of tears and gagged, suddenly unable to swallow.

fiYou sure yodre okay® he asked

Al couldnd sleepo Let alone think of how she wanted to die.

She thought about inviting him insideut insteadoined him on the porch and sat on the top
step. The sun seeped into her pores and warmed her flesh. Inside, she quivered, still able to
picture Walter lyingdeadon the mats when slatd close her eyes.

Xavier patted her shoulddgiYou did all the right things, kiddo.

Al didn@ do anything Gilda took a sip of coffee. Perfect, as usual, with a faint hint of
almonds. Amarettor cyanide?She normally loved the flavpbut todayher stomach gurgled
mostlyfrom stress. @t instinct told her notto drinkb r s he6d be swhetHeritt her e
was poisoned or noBhe could reheat it later once her stomach setfielll.I did was go to
work, find a bodyandnothave a totaimeltdownuntil | got homed

ASome people woulddve run off screaming and

Would Xavier have left She frowned. Nah. At one timéavier owned his owrmartial arts
school then gave it up to pursue a high raghob with a company selling martial arts gear. The
same company the school currently bought all their gear fidenhad nothing togain by
poisoning her anyway.

AAt | east t he c a WMgketoldws$ le wak akatdinato the cloebhv i Xoawsi e r
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said. The autopsy would be a lotore difficultif Walterhado e en poi soned. 0
Again with the poisonAs Gildapretended to sipper coffeeher suspicions dfim growing,
her gaze fell orthe dent in the right front fendesf his car.Xavier pampegd his Mazla, his
pride and joythat he washed and polished weekly. Any scratches or dents wererrsve
would have heard him rant about them
fWhat happened to your car8he asked at the same tiaghe saidfiWe should close the
school for a few days.
i Y e she aven&hsweredhim at the same time.
fAN accidenp he said
AWere you hurt?o0 Was it her i magination he
brushed off the thought, hatitige sudden suspicish hat had sprung .up with
fiNah,I 6 me.Hoiv long are we closing foohe asked
The diversion irked Gildabut she did@ let on. AUntil after the funeral.dn keeping in
touchwith everyoneon Facebook andmails. At least | can still do some work from hotne.
fiHave you...8 He hesitatedfiHave you noticed any discrepancies in the books? Money
missing? Supplies not in inventory?
Her ears tingled and she failed to keep h
someoneb6s been stealing from the school ?0
He turned awayfi J uhenking aloud. herehastobea mot i ve f or Wal t er 06s
hecaughs o meone stealing. o
Als that what the meeding at Caf ® Beanz was
Xavier shrugged. Alt was just a thought . o
Al know a couple of the guywant to starttheir own schodd, but 1don 6 t baeybonee v e
would stoop to steal from Mick ar@hihanY o s h iGdda had the impression he was trying to
justify Walteits murderout of grief. Or remorseXavier seemed to know a lot of ways to Kill
someoneShe shiveredglad she hadi invited him into her hose. She clutched her coffee cup
so tight the paper denteiiMick woulddve noticedd
fiMaybeif he wasndét so preoccupied with Chloe at
fiWhatrew busi ness?o0
AWell, not his exactly 6 X a v.ifHerand & ddrtehderiénd are flipping hoses. | hear
they bought a place on Oakland Drive last week.diready half gutted and some cute blomele
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knowsfrom the gymis doing the decorating.

Why hadnot s h & neWw busimess? Ehat ovastproldaltly why Mick was more
distractedthanusta | at el y. Well, that and Chl oe wasnot
Was he cheating on her?

Al 6d better go. 0 He gl ancdddatstlipshdriwidst d h .t hi
are coming today. o0

ASure. o Gil da brligsuhgrtgaze dntXaviercas lpe walked td lésrcar and
waved over his shouldeghe 6 d  knewnehim tobe chummy with Jade Levy before. Quite
the opposite. In the past,dalalk on the other side of the room to avthid Dragon Lady, as he
called her His going to see her noyust seemed wrondout ceathhad an odd way gbulling
people together.

She sat up with a sudden thoudiiey, Xavier, are you missing ring?d

A Wh yHisdace darkened withfeown and his step faltered

Gilda hesitatedil found ore with a karate symbol on,ibut | doré know who it belongs to.
You dondét happen to know who owns one, do you

i N.&orry. 0

A Ok.dhankslJust t hought |1 6d ask. o

Once he leftjt occurred to her he never asked what kindkarfatesymbolwas on the ring
Did he already know which ring and who it belonged to or was he just distracted?

Gilda zipped her coffee cup into a sandwich bag eawlied it to the police statiarhoping
to see Fabio and avoid Thayer if at all possiBebiogrew up with Mick in Detoit and the two
trained together untiFabio be@ame a cop.Rumo® well, Happy actuall$ said he settled in
Sandstone Cove for the peace and tranquility of a dedakidetown after taking a knife to the
back during a drug raidde probablystaredto secod guess that idea after being saddled with
Thayer.

Fueled by fegrher mindbouned from thought to thoughtShe had enough money tucked
aside to leave town and rent a hovel on a beach along th€&asttFor yearssheéd thought of
vacationing near thecean. Maine seemed like a good option. Maybe even Fldfristae found
a wayto save on airfareAnywhere she could sit and read and preten@shever discovered a
dead body or worked for Mick Williams.

AExcuse me, Mise.A dark car pulled up to the duand a man in his mififties peered out
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the window.Scars marred his face and his eyes hid behind dark sunglasses.

Her qurgling stomach andotnmon sense made her takevary step baclout of his reach
fiYeah.Can | help you®@

AYoudre Gilda Wright Be @ i dGn Gdry.l knew your dad quite wellain sorry for your
loss. He was a good man.

She wincedfil know who you are. My dadrrested you a few times, diilime

Gary Del Garda local bookie and gangstars we | | a s , flashdd a widessmile at her
andwaved a handfiBygones. | earned evesecondhe had me handcuffemhd| had a lot of
respect for the man behind the badge.

Gilda stood her groundWhat can | do for you, MDel Gard&o

fiGary. Pleasé.He put the car in parkil hear you work for Ntk Williams.o

fAt Yoshidas. Yes, why® She glanced up and down the street, hoping to have a witness in
case he tried anything. Kidnapping topped her list. He could hardly do abgrisieooting now
hedd parked in front of heicould he?

fiRelax0 he saidfAll | want is a little informatiornd

fiLike whatd she asked

Além looking for Mr. Williams so we can settle a little business mattée. pushed up his
s ungl ¥eusveutdm happen to know where | could find him, do you?

fiNo, | .odHer bréath stck in her chest.

flédve seen you with him i€aféBeanzo

Gildatensed ready to runfil work for him. That doegih mean | know where hgoes when
| 6 m n ot .l nat ke Bim hiswife or anything

fiConsidering hés dating my daughte€hloe, thats a good thing. He winked and lowered
his sunglassedis eyes the same murky blue as the l&i¢hen you see him, let him knowim
looking for him.We have some business to discdiss.

Aldl do thato She wiped her sweaty palms on her shattsd Mick hired GaryDel Gardao
kill Walter? Nah, too obvious.

He drove away so slowlshe didrit dare turn awayntil the dark car turned the corner and
disappeared. Only then did she breathdturn her face toward the sun, still able to tdsteer
almonds in thdack of her mouth.

A day ago, she would have savored the flavors, unaware of any nties was one
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person whéd believe her suspicion®oc Graham but probablylittle he could do to help
Coul dnét hurt t oArncet wte thethrebgeartes tull papee coffeal dup,
she headed for the police station six blocks over.
SinceFabio was on the phone he set the plastic bag on Th
Wyndham just tried to poison me with cyani de.
fCyanide® Thayerd i d n 6 t bot her t .diHohey,df sombonesslippethyos € me n t
cyanide, yodd have stomach cramps abd hallucinating a lot more than you alreadyare.
ADond6t be WherGildaalammedrhkr.palms on his detle coffee slostdin
the bagSince©hed6d already had stweskasdewool dmps havet h
AiTheres already been one murddrthe schogl what 6 s t o s ayJustdereithee wono
coffeefor testing.Ités probably nothing andll be out a good ap of coffegbut..0
Thayer rolled his eyes$iGilda, youde such a drama queestay away from him and let me
take care of things. | 6m t he cop, not you. OO
A T h getnoff your butt andlo somethingcop i ke . 0
A few feet awayFabio sat at his desk with thbgne pressed to his e&te glanced up and
nodded. Whoever he was talking to irridhim to the point his jawvhitened and he lowered his
voice He met her gaze arld up his index finger like he wanted to have a word.
Thayerran a hand throughis thick blondhair then studiethe papercup.fiFine. Xavier got
this from Café Beanz | know thatfor a fact theymadeamaretto coffee this mornirgincel got
one for Anna at the front desk.
AThat 6 s ast oun detactyeTipagetoi cCa | wil a mwouidadrthatebe the
perfect way to disguise cyanide?
flt would if hedd made it at home, added the poisbanbrought it straighto your housen
a generic paper cuphe said Wiiat are the odds he stoppedCatfé Beanzwith cyanide in his
pocket andtey just happened to have amaretto cdffesving?0
Slim to none. She didhneed him to tell her thafpparently, she needed sleep a lot worse
than she needed to go for a r@e touched thigssuewrappedring in her pocket but refused to
hand it oveto ThayetShe 6d wait for Fabi o.
AiGo home, Gildax Thayerreturnedthe plastic bago her fiEven you know gu need proof
of a crime to get a search warrant. Unless you get violently ill or fall down dead soord | don

have probable caus@nly your wild acusations and insanity.
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Altés only borderline insanity and you have no pro&he snatched the bag with the coffee
cup from his handThe argument sounded better inside her h8adl out loud, her words made
her souncven mordike a lunatic.

fiNeither my deardo yoyo Thayer said.

Fabio flashed a smug smile in her direction and hung up.

fiSo you woid do anythingd Gilda let her shoulders sag.

Thayer snorted.iil am doing something.Gh investigating a murder and steapfor this
amusindittle intermission of yours. | wish | had as much time to fool around asdyou. 0

Deflated, ler face heatedndshe knewwasgrowing redder by the secon&he bowed her
head, gaze on the industrial gray carpet. Was that a bloodstain or jelly from a donut near the
chairbeside herPart of why s laé 0 & o sadidwenanbthtafterebrepkond up
with Thayer was to learsel-defenceand feel empoweredcven after nearly two years of
training, hatconfidenceescaped her now.

Thayer sighediGo home Gildao

AWhat are you going to tell Waltér widow? She stared at the spot on the carpeéhoped
was a jelly donut stain.

fiThe same thing@n going to tell youd he said iDond leave town. dl also tell her to stay
at least five hundred yards away from you i sfalues her sanity.

AHow dare you?0 She stepped toward hi m.

Fabio pulled on his suit jackand took her by onearm i Co @da,odal, | wal k you

Thayer | 61 | be backDonboa &deweminabgegsene without
Unimpressed, Gildéolded herarms across her stomaahd left the police statiomext to
Fabia fiHed a twit. b ilopedhim becoming aletectivewould change thai.
fiNope heds still a twitd Fabio laugheds they stepped out into the sunshine and paused at
the top of the stairgiYou need to relaand kave the detective work fthayerand me Worry
about keeping that boss of yours happy andesake yourstudens dond deserthiml t  won o6t
easyto train where a murder occurred.
fiMy boss keeps happy enougthon his owno she sid. fiYou arerd following me to ask a
thousand more questions, are you?
He shook his shaggy hediNah Iéve got bigger fish to fry than you, honey. Go grdbeah

coffee andry not toworry.| 6 m o n WhHoever killeds\éalter could be long gooe.
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Or hiddenin their midst.Her chin quivered.

AWait. o She grasped his arm and dropped the
yesterday after you guys left the school. It was taped to the underside of a bench and fell off
when Mick kicked the benh . 0

Fabio opened the tissud. 6 ve seen that s ygoubkoalr akt eef osryemb oT h &
it? Whosering is this? 0

Gilda bit her lower lipii I  t h oniglg beWalterds, butn o w | &osuren Bhiy would

anyonehi de it ?0
Al 61 | d r obpand see iflwg cam deesontegrintt heiYcwai di dnodt happ
grab the piece of tape too, did you?bo

fiNo, orry06She wanted t o s KkVacak gotbgthe s€hoot andh sea itithe i
cleaners missed itdid take pictures with my phorte.

fiText them to mel 6 | | get hos$ d Hefé6l t heé et | en@ene&krnow i f
Thayer and | have some i nterr opeoffeecups Itdol Id og eot

itcheckedfoy our peace of miawndbt Yboeu 6troeo rciagrhetf,ulwed c

Shegaspedi You believe me?0

Hesighedil| need yo,s50ad dan Wiutmmoe $ g you. Donét mi

AThanks. I aQlga descenigc theepolitehstatiostairs She didnot bo
look back in case he tamsher cup intothetrashan. She didndét want to Kkt

She wanderedcross the street the karate schoa few doors dowmno see just how clean
the school waand despite Fabi o sayi ifithepiboe Oftdpetvaslstd c ar e
there As she stuck her key in thieck and enterecshe held hebr eat h as t hough a
find somethingelses h e di d n 6 tFortha firdt timesoi nsceee . s h e 6 dshewasr k e d t
nervous tdoe inside alone.

When she entered the lobby, she frokke lights in the school wereff, but someone
moved inside the doj@nce her eyes adjusted to the dim lighting, she breathed a sigh of relief.

At some point, Mick had moved the remaining mats together to fosmadler practice
space and now trained on the much smaller squiaaging was hisvay of blowing off steam
All he wore were the thick, white cotton pants and a heavy layer of sweat. Mick never bothered
to wear the gi jacket when he trained aloHes movements were sharpandcleaner than all the

other black beltsHis musdes rippled and shone in the dim lighting with each motion.
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She paused in the doorway of the dojo and watched, mesmegizdee took down one
invisible opponent after another. He finished tr@ining and bowe, not bothering to look
towardher when he pghed damp hair out of his ey@Vhat do you want, Gildas?

Busted.iil came to checkn thing 0

fiTherdd s not hi n goHe startetthesmewkataptime sequence of movements that
mimicked a fight

Gilda wanderedo her desk and frowned at the assotiadyer wrappers and leftover cups
of coffee scatteredcrossher work surfacefiAnother meeting last nightf oudod t hi nk gr
men could learn to clean up after themselves at somed@oint.

Mick gave a loudsell, akiai,and carriedomas i f he é&adndét heard h

Sheshoved the mess into theash theriogged onto check emails. Sympathy notes from
parents. Acouplestudentsvho wanted their memberships terminated #oeir money backAn
e-mail from Yoshidato remind them h&vould arrive for training on Tuesy at five.Wednesday
morning, because of the long weekend, was Walfeneral.

fil left Yoshidaa messagéhis morningto ask if we could reschedudeir training with him
under the circumstancédMlick walked in droplets ofsweatsplatteringon the lammate floorin
his wake

Al take it he.0oShagknceédtup flom thee conmphid@iHe isemtenamail an
hour ago to sayou need to rent himlzotelroomwith a hot tuband a kingsized bedd

He swore and punched the wall hard enough to leaskallowindent. iThat demanding
egomaniacdlittle rodentd He shut his eyes aminched the bridge of his nas@&ou didnd hear
that.1dl let the guys know. Can you contamir student2

Altés Sunday of the long weekend. Most of them évbe homed

Almprovise. Send an-mail. Leave a messagésnd that what yo@ normally do® Mick
wiped sweat off his facdiForget it.You should be somewhere el$&s not healthy to hang out
here right nowYou need some time away from haféer yesterdap

Sheblew out a breathiSo do you. Beside3hayer wants us all here, rememker?

Al n town, n o When tme fronhdeor gpenkddick |didnd bother to look over
his shoulderfiT h a y e r 6Go ergoy yoer wwéekenddll deal with that twefaced o

Al6 m wa-faded what® Thayer strolled into the schoofil thoughtthe school waglosed

for the long weekend
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fiWe areclosedo Mick folded his arms across the wekfined muscles of his cheét.S h e
was just | eaving. o

fiRelax, muscle headlThayefs gaze licked from Gilda to Mick then backil thought &
see if either of you remembered anythaigeo

Gilda frowned He could have asked her before she left the stafivmah | remembered
was going for a run.

fiSince when do you runThayer asked.

Her face warmed as she stoéddSi nce | dumped you. 0

Mick& jaw twitched.AiSince she started learning karate and et get in shapeYou
have a problem with thaa?

Thayer held up both handi\Nopeo

AYou wantsomecompany® Mick glancedto Gi |6 had eofigh paperwork. heedto
get out of her¢oo.0

Thayer laughediwWhat are you? Her bodyguad?

AOnly when yodre aroun¢d Mick said. Ailn case you missed the memo, | @olike you
much. You have a habit of not treating my friends very well.

fiShe® your enployee, not your friendkand sheds perfectly .capabl
| 6ve got t he .0He batkedraeasfildltieave butas lung asiWalter Leig killer
is still out there,dl be in your faced He hesitatediAnd Gildaks .0

Neithe spoke until Thayer left the building and climbed into his cruiser.

Mick leaned against the deakd blew out a long breatfi.really doré like that guyo

fiGet in lineo She growled.

Al oncedakd a girl who worked aCafé Beanzandhad a fling with hin, 6 h efivos a i d
want to know the funny part? His girlfriend caught tharthe actard beat the snot out of hixn

AYou know full welll washis girlfriend and it was@ funny o

Mick grinned Al know, but | stillcan Gbtlieve yougave him a black eye, ibw him into a
giganticbag of coffee beans areft him with anastyconcussion. By the time | found otttwas
all over the newspapertheyd already broke up andthegirl left town. Last | heard she had two
kids and asseventyyearold sugar daddy.

Msugar daddy, huh? Maybe sheds onto somet hir

a mortgage on a house the size of a throw cushion and no one to go homettion&iwdf the
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computer and headed for Sediyeuladdledor . @Al éd&m going
fiHey, wa i t up. 0 Mick ran to his office and eme
well-muscl ed torso. fil was serious about tagging
At |l east shedd feel sirdesehe wadVla dl ¢ kllerb3afety ini r ¢ U m
numbersGildaswa | owe dl hquaskdyhawbsere do you want to
ASurprise me& He locked the door behind theft.need a change steneryo
She took him on her usual route, aldvigin Street to the park then down the trail by the
river. Theyransideby-side keeping their thoughtsnd wordso themselvesA year and a half
ago, she decided to run around the high school track. She got halfway around on her first
attempt. The next day she pushed to three quaAées.three more triesshe rarone complete
lapthencollapsed into the grasslow she was up to running five miles evémo days through
the streets of her hometown.
Ten thousand people called Sandstone Cove home during the summer. Nestled along the
southern shore of Lake Erie, the town boastedsdeaches ankhzy, sunny daysBy far, the
town3d biggest selling feature, until Walier murder, was that no real crimésd been
committed there sinceomeoneshotalocal cop. Her dad.
Apparent | y venoutyetlaraathwad mmurdgredMostour i st s mealy | dnodt
care It was really none of thegoncern sohtey continud to splash in the lake, Jet Ski and steer
their boats through the cove. For thenwasnothing that affected their lives.
Gildass regular run took fortfive minutes. Todaymoving at Miclké pace, she cut her time
by five minutesTwo blocksawayfrom her house,l® slowed to a wallSweat trickled between
her shoulder bladeand down the curves of her backs she gasped for breatfirhat was
awesome
fiYeah | needed thatven after all the training earli€dometimes @ better to stop thinking
and justrun hard Wedl have to go out together again sometiodick grinned as heviped his
foreheadiiFor a run, | meanyou mind if | grab some wated?
fiSureo She led him ingle and grabbed a tow@éHave you talked to Walté& wifed
He slumpedonto a chair at the tabléiNo, but | should callher, considering hevas an
instructoro
AAr e vy ou Giklesetiwo talsglasse®n theshortcounterthat divided her kitchen

from her tiny dining areand pourectold water froma pitcher she kept ithe fridge.fil think
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you owe her a lot more than a lousy phone @all.

His mouth dropped opefilLike whatd

fiFlowers would be aicestart. Maybe a sympathy card from the schipol.

AWhy?1 didnd kill him.0 He drank the entire glass of water at once.

Shecontemplated throwing the water his face fil didn& say you did butacknowledging
Walters deaths the descent thing to do.

AYoudre righto Mick got up and leaned on the oppositéesof the countérs br ea k f as't
His breath cooled the sweat on her bare ditdm not good at that kind of stuf€an you send
herflowerslater?o

She sighediSure. Right #ier | shower and have lunch.

His gazestrayed belowher face anothergrin flickering fildl deal with Yoshida. dn not
surehow many people will show ufo train Tuesdaybut well have to do a rament of silence
or somethindgefore clas®.

A T h atobdsdeaa 0 g s hitcoddadddhattothema i | t o t he students.

i Ma k e yos postene of those little cards from the funeral on the bulletin board for a
whil e. 06 Mi ck theneached tor theipischeapd refiledb ot h  t hei r gl as
know it seems |like | dondt r eal |eyandcthangseateab ut h
littl e weird. ltds gowing to be strange with h

Al agtr elel be har dpecdialy whea pllha kids loveihim,to peces
Theydl have a really hard time dealing with the l@ss.

Mi ck smiled. AMaythe Ikisgksdulcd asaks dmor a whi
helpwitht he adult c¢cl asses. 0

AWhat ab chetaskdflazi ?0

AYou know hi m. He 6 d He hated the spotligias | et d rhaemk theaalc
gl ass olonestlyg, Regid s riiev er s ¢ jealoaskkindn¥ou knew thetkind of
persorthatwould kill to get whatever they waetl 0

iHuh.Now whodés playing private detective?0 Gil

A B u s tMeldwinked. AT e | | me, Sherlock, would you el im

She shruggedi N o t ly.tHe hhad ds much opportunityasanyagnec | udi ng you. 0

AWhat about you®

Al have an alihi 0 s h i@ was atbruhch with Marion Both Thayer and Fabio saw us
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therethen| went at the doctor | know Razi and Walter got along on a professional |ebal.
theyhawemuch to do with each other outside the sc
fiRazis not a real social guy. Eecome out to watch MMA fights, but neverhangs out for
long He 6 s a ma n Hedethisnglassbnehe gounéerand laid his hand on herghich
sent heheart racingfiThanks for the drink.d detter gao
As she glanced out the front window, a dark car drove p@st, | forgot to mention
someone was looking for you earlier.
AOh yeah?Who He finished the last of his water.
Gilda let him swallow beforehe answerediGaryDel Gardao
Mick yanked his hand away like stteburned himii Wh at di d he say?0o0
fJust that he wanted to discuss some businegsShe narr oweWhathveud eyes.
someone like him want with yoa?
AProbably just.Donmadsunwdaebesttandi ng
She opened her moythut sensed she wouldget any more answers regarding Géi¥/as

your family upset you couldhgo visit this weekendf?

AActuall vy, my parents wanted to come here a
have @ough to do withoutentertamga nd t heydédd only be i ©® the way
Gilda told her mother mor e ortodaywasshetintdall s a me

the remaining black belts wesdl suspects. That would come out once evegyanSandstone
Covediscovered how Walter Levy actually died.
Every time she shut her eyes, she pictured his body.katama The blood pool on the
tatami mats. The ringShe should have shown it to Mick H knéwdwho it belonged to.
Someone woulgrobally have bragged about a memento like that.
AYou dondt | ook so go deakfast ddiHe dlidhiwreahdlka®uhd ar o u n
her wai st and pYousheutlgohée¢rmakientao sholweg. afnmd get s
Before she could ask about the ringvano he suspected, Mickalked out the door and
loped down the front steps. Rather than turn left toward his cond@niteward the karate
school like rabid catwere after him.

Wasthere somethinglsegoing onthat Gilda had missed?

40



Chapter 5

Freshly showered and fedsilda wastoo restless to stay inside and too nervous to go to the
school alone Sheput on her headphones and strolEdng the shoreline littered with garish
towels and tourists. Places likiaféBeanzwere far more crowded than naahandshe gave up
on even getting close to tiee cream shop until late Augusthich was probably for the best

If it wa s forGhe tourists, Sandstone Cove wouldus anothetittle lakeside town full of
deadwood. Instead, God blessed the areamilins of sandy beach, rugged jetfirsh forests
and driftwood the local artisans turned into expensive souveWweder sports, hiking and
camping were mainstaysatdrew people in year round.

Yoshida Martial Arts sat along Main Street tucked betwéime Lives Consignment
Boutique and the Novel Ideas Bookstore. More kitsch, which was a big part of whyhGildhn 6 t
left even after her dad died and her mom moved to Erie.

She sat on a large tree thHad washed ashore in a storm years eaidied sighed Her
initials and Thayes were engraved in the trunk for all timeat least until someone cut it up for
firewood Shé d  bndogenwith him onceOn a shallow, fleeting levelhs probably everstill
cared about him.

Her thoughts ambled from Thayer Mick and stalled. On some level, sh@bablyloved
Mick Williams as well. Most days hacted likean annoyingplderbrother. Some days, ones like
today, the attachmenseemeddeeperand more intenseThoseoccasional moments of innocent
intimacy, like him touching her hand in her kitchesuggestedhe felt the same way. Thendle
run out anchook up witha new girlfriend.

Mick kept awealth of informationn his office. He always said they were personal papers,
nothing for Gilddés eyes. Now she wonderesghe always thought she knew everything about the
school,includingabout the black belsndabout Mick.Whathad he keptrom her?

Her <cel | phone vibrated in her pocket. She
beck and call. Lehimdealwi h t he police and students for a

shaking since shebéd discovered Walterés corps
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Body.

Sheblinked back an onslaught of tears and pulled in a deep breath. Her phone rang again,

thevibration tickling her hip. Mick waslwayspersistent. Reluctayt she checked the screen. A
text from her mothertwo missed calls from Marigrand one from Thayer. Not a peep from
Mick. Her heart sankWhy did that disappoint heso mucl?

Her mother wanted her to certhome yet Thayerwarned henot to leave town or els&he
fior els® made her laugh out loud. Who did he think he was? Sudegheposed marriage once.
Theyd even set a date. She had the dress, the caterer, the, @mdd¢he hall. He had the girl
from Café Beanz a honey in He and, according to Fabia, hot babewho used towork in
Happy Harvegs Hangover Hut

RestlessGilda walked up Main Street, past YoshidaCafé Beanz and theVictorian-style
brick front of thehospita) toward thepricier part of town. Ponderé& Poirt was a finger of rocky
beach dotted with mansions and summer cottagssyfour times the size of Gilda house. A
off-shoot of Sandstone Caqvat the far endof the point prawleda sturdy pier where yachts
docked and seagulls squawksdemingly witlhut stopping to take breath.

Sheclimbed toward her favorite plade sit near the squat white lighthouse and daydream.
The dreamsvaried and were more like stories she told herself to pass the Antendsome
lighthouse keeper, she imagined, would dag come to her rescue and sweep her away into his
domain.Or a wealthy playboy on a blinding white yaddt. a sexy karate master

Gilda sighedyet againand sat on a huge granite bouldérdidnd matter who the leading
man was, the story always endéd same. Stid refuse himuntil he convincd her he was
worthythrough some Herculean feat and&lfll into both his arms and his bed.

Maybe her mother was right. She needed a boyfrieatsteamynovels Luckily shé dnly
started taead crime nous after breaking up with Thayer

Today, however, she wairere to daydreanshe pulled her knees to her chest in need of
an escape. No leading man or bodiggping endings. Just a hollow pain in the pit of her

stomach. Grief, slid heard, pulled peopland communities togetheyet shefelt more alone

than everThe sky, bleached from the heat, seemed to close in on her. Suffocating her. Daring

her to take a deep breatbst it be her last.
fiThose are aok of kg sighs for a little girl.o Doc, tall and white-haired picked his way over

the rocks toward hefloday hewore tan Bermuda shorts and a straigatkfrom-Hawaii shirt
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with well-worn Birkenstocksfilt sounds like the wrld is caving in on yow

It was comforting to sesomeoneshe trustedGilda had first meDoc the day she was born,
having been one of guidedser tiraughsneaslesebroken aklas,easne antHe 6 d
heartbreak. When he lost his wif@ cancerearlier this year, Gilda was the first to deliver an
applepeachcobbleand Shepher doHis pRserce tomforted her. d oo r .

She fr bwn ad 00 Waltbrpdtdiedyesterdaylt seems like a week ago.

fiYes, a murder most fouk stinks you were theonetofifdi s body. 0 He sat n:
lit a pipe. Thesweet scent of his tobacco was comforting and, for abiesgful minutes, she
dismissed all thoughts esecondhandsmoke and lung cancer.

A Y e a h .regteddér ehin between her knees

AAnd | was unlucky enough to gefThehunmng on my
tobacco reminded her of her grandfather who smakegberight up until he died at ninetiyve.
ASeems | i ke we both got the bitter end of the

A Watlee Medical Examinebpadlyhurtin thatacciden? o

fiHe 6 s fewobtokem s andhis collarbonebroke in three placeso0 D o.éHeséalild b e
off for a while 0

As hile crept up Gildés throat she swallowed hard fi Ha v e Wyltery e § @ @ n

A | did the preliminary t.WNog maddiryind 6andcdemalv
stae, butThayerinsisted | take a look firgihe said Ndi sure what the rush is, biutad to take
a break when the widow came in to identify th

AWhy did she have to do that? Mick and | both identified hainthe schoab

Doc shruggedfil guess Be wantal to see for herselfvhich is understandable. She is his
next of kin o

fiTo make sure it was him tow make sure he was dead?

He raised a thick, white eyebrofiExcuse me®

Al 6 wrry.sThat was rude.Gildads face warmed

AYoudve always been a pmptiveyoung ladyo He patted her handh. tan always count on
you to notice things others cao

fiWhat did you think after the preliminary exam? | mean, | sawk#ttanaand the awful
state of the change rogiout..o

Doc met her gazéiDo you think theeGs more to the sto?p
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AY@&s .She VD yowteink im ciazyo

Al think you have boundless potential as a writele took a drag from his pip&The actual
cause of deatls blatant You saw the sword in his chest. Unfortunatély, c an ot ore el | y «
than you already knovConfidentiality issues, that sort of thing.

Al know. Sorry for pryingl just feel awfulabout everythinglJadeseens so sweetShehas
to be devastatedo you thinkWalter could have beermpoisoned first so someosenallercould
take him dowreasie?o

fiYou know | caid t Ik abautthat, Gilda. What do you thinkappene@ o
A | t Hhernhls attacker was bigger, stronger and fasierthey drugged him. S h e
scanned t Hkewhsaduggedam sewdnscious, anyone couldve killed himo

Doc took one last drag on his pifeforehe knocked it against the bouldéMy job is to
determinehow he died Thayer and Fabio have to worry about the edsé looked Gilda in the
eye.fYou need to lethe rest olusdo the detectig.0

Her lower jaw droppediwhat makes you thinkald 70

Doc smiledfiHistory hasa habit of repeating.

Indignant, she slid off the rock, lightly scraping the backs of her #gswould never live
the incident down for as long as Doc livéitl.honestly,did see MrsWatsonsteal drugs from
your office. She even admitted tait.

fiHoney, you were teand delirious 0 h efiYosd justiwoken up fromsurgery for a
ruptured appendiMrs. Watson was ynnursewho was merely getting you painkilleds.

She snokd.So you saybut | know what | saw antlknow what Iheardo

AYeah? You also said sheproutedshiny wings that looked like bubbleandflew out the
window to her cat He hugyed her il have to admit, gu almosthad me convinced until then.
Do us botha favor and rake sure you have more evidence this time.

Head bowed, Gilda picked her way over the rocks toward the sidewalk. Across the street sat

a dark sedan she svedrelonged to Gar{pel GardaWhy was he following her?
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Chapter 6

As Doc saunteredver the rocksleaving the scent of tobacco in his wakilda made a
snap decision to visilWa | t e r 6, 3adew_evgAnything to keep from having Gary approach
her againAfter a stop at the corner store to grab a bouqubtight Gerbera daisies, shwalked
across town to Darlington Court, theo w nedwestsubdivision.Shed order a fancier bouquet
from the karate school later.

While Gilda knew Walter fairly well, Jade seemed to avolter as much as possiblé.
nothing else,Walter had left his wife comfortable in a large new housmmplete with a
swimming pool, three car garagad the luxury cars to fikach slat

Gilda, in her shorts andsnugyoga bp, felt sorely underdressed to even stand on the front
step. She hesitated, taking three deegaths before she rang the doorbell. Rather than a normal
ding-dong, the chimes had an airy, Zée tonefar less jarring than othetoombells.

Jade drawn and paleappearedvearing a pink silk kimono-er delicate features tensesl
she gave a slightdw. fiMiss Wright. What can | do for yoo?

Além sorry for your los® Gilda handed her the bouquet gaudy next to Jad
AWalter was a good teachand friendo

Her lips drew into a smatight bow, making her loolkeven mordike a geishafiThat i very
sweet.Walter thought very highly of you. Helwayssaid you were the one person he could
count on at the schod?lease esme ino

fiHe sad that about m®eo Gilda followedJadeacross the bamboo floor

They entereda sunroom decorated with treasupesbably brought back from their many
trips to JapanWhile Walterwasréd Japanese, G fully embracechis wifeds culture. The low
black lacquer tablavas already set with tea for twdWas she expecting compamy had
someone just leRt

Gilda smiledfiYou have a lovely homé.

As Jade followed her gaze theteacupsher cheeks turned pinkl have so many visitors

these days | keep the table set. Excusel mél prepardresh wateio
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She took away the teapot, floweesd both cupshenshuffled down thénallway. Beneath
her kimono, she wertabi socks andvoven grassandalszoris, she and Walter brought back
from their last tripH e @ldobrought Gilda a painvhich sheended up using for decoration

Gildadidnd believe] ad e 6 s e K goimeomedse wae mere, why hadnhey remained
in the sunroom? She wandered around the rtmadmire the carvings and paintingsiid the
lush plants Walter had a penchant for growing the most delicaiglants. She hoped Jade had
the same green thuni keep them flourishing.

fiMy apologiesd Jadés clogs tapped the floofil have jasmine tedValterts personal blend
from his gardenHe drank some every evening.

AThat sounds great thankyou. Although | shouldr@ impose. You probably have a million
things to @.0 Gilda sat across from her hostess who potsedthimble-sized cup of tea from a
handpainted pot.

She wore a stiff smilefiwa | t feest kbreison, Donald, has taken charge of the funeral and
assures me | have nothing to worry about.

fiOh,t h arighb.csGilda sipped her te@weeter than normal jasmin€he teaflowed more
easily than tIHegothe haotder ehildsea.Did benhave fivo or three from his
first marriage®

Jadés face tightened further. Taboo togiele had lhreechildren Two boys and a gin.

Gildawincediil t 6 s ni ce tYhoeuy ncuasnie gteot haellopn.g wel | wi

AWondlg.rof uThe word strained through Jadeds wh
then poured a second cup.

Al 6m sorry. |l dmsgobd Givydagfiai bhed her thin
d o w nonly dane tosee if there was anything | could.d@

Jadeseemed toegain her composuEs shestruggled with a small smile fi | hear you
been most hel pful wvsistudentst!|hppregrie you @lkeng thetiche tiveoind e r 6
by to check on me. You and Sensei Mi ck have b

Al should go then. If you need anythin@

She gave a slightbowi.1  wi | | cal l . 0

Right after donkeys held public offic&ilda grimacedS h erdadle a mess of the entire
visit. Al am sorry about Walter. o

WhenJade stoogdher kimono didéd hold so much as a crinklaut fell smooth and perfect
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like someone ironed it the instant she stobliey walked toward the teak front door, footsteps
echoing onthe bambodlooring. As Gilda reached for the doorknob, a door slammed upstairs
and $e jumped away from the front door.

Jadés eyes widenebteforeshe gave a small laughl'he wind. It slams the guestroom door.
Walterwould always laugh at me when | waljumpo

AOh. | thoughit might wasone of Waltegs kidso

Her face darkened tthe color of ababy pinkr o s e . foSehtcesyay in & lwotel when
theyvisitsowedon ot get i n each otherdés way.

Gilda nodded and glanced up the staircase to the opkvafiakhen a closed door opened
slowly. Someone moved inside then the door shut, quieter this time. A second person was in the
house. A faceless man who wore a yellow robe.

Whatever Jade Levy was up to, she was far from alone.
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Chapter 7

The plants in hebackyard garden welcomed both Gilda and her whirling mind home. They
seemed to smile when she watered them, making an intense sadness wash over her. If Jade had a
lover, he could have become jealous and killed Walter did Walter discover her promisayi
so Jade paid someone to kill him?

Gildass stomach lurched. S@tkseen movies about people who hired hit men to do away
with troublesome spouses. While she didmmow anyone in Sandstone Cove capable of such a
thing, she imagined someone could. Forrtpkt price.

She shivered. Actually, she did know someditee same man who had business to discuss
with Mick. GaryDel GardaSmall world.

She struggled to remember what Wahedtold her about his family. Jadeas from New
York City, the daughter of panese immigrants wh@n the restaurantvhereshe and Walter
supposedly metled forgottento mention she was a high scheehiorand he a married father
of three If Jadés parents still held a grudgkey could hire a hit man

Gilda blew offthatthought. Walter and Jade had been married fifteen yHaradés family
wanted him dead, heouldn éhawve lastedhis long.She focused on watering the plants and let
each tiny drop of water mesmerize her aoak her worries into the ground.

AGilda?Are you here® Mick calledfrom around the house.

Her worries practically climbed back up her legs to cowehind her kneesfin the
backyardd

A rang tlhgeessdyaucdidib e h b &He furnbled with the latch on the gate,
swearing oncegiWhy do youhave a Chinese puzzle lock on your gate?

Adust lift the latchd She turned off the watefiWhais upd

AWhat makes you think somet hi mgdgaton thestepsCan ot
AYou have a really nice yard. o

AThanks. Wh a tsheaskediyY oulve nevarrcdame oveo my housdo e f or e . 0

Mick sighed.filéve beerlocked in Thaydis interrogation roonagainfor the past two hours
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| needed a friendly facendsomefresh air. That place reekgrse than the schadlwonder if
theydve everheard of aifreshenersWe should sen@hayera case

She sat on the stone bench near the lavemflaw feet away from hiniiNot that | mind the
company, but wée@hlokd dndt you go

AShes at worko He hesitatediShed o e s n 6t | i ke hmae térappi ng by w

Gilda raised her eyebrow€hloewasa customer service regsentativeat the bank Wiiat
did Thayer wanhow?0

fiHair, skin cells, blood. Everythingut my first bornmd Mick basled in the sunshinefiHe
used the old standby about tryingaliminate peoplebut when he asked for a semen sambple
wonderedvhat was really going oo

fiSemen® Gilda asked mouth and eyes wide.

AThats pretty muchwhat | did. | guess it has something to do with the torn down change
room curtains, which | dootwant back, by the wag.

AEww! 0 She scrunched up her face.

Mick laughediil think | had that look to@.

Gilda cringedfiDoes he want to talk to me?

fiNope, just the black belts. Personally, | think he has it out for all of us except you.

AFunny 0 s hikthosghtifddbe the biggest target on his hit list.

fiNah, ke has a soft spotforyau He pi cked a smal | Haldags&y f r on
think youire capable of anything like this. Face it, Sherlock,G@just too niceé

Al am noto She foldedher arms and sat back. With nothing to stop her, she toppled into the
hugepink peony behind her.

Mick flew across the grass and caught her by the ankle befomsltHand in the dirtHe
pulled her upright until their faces weseantinches apartiY ou okay®

AYedmhanks for édsabbengfméeat swept through |
me fBHhdt 0di dndt sound any better.

fiMy pleasured He grinned and sat beside hene handcround her waist fiYou got new nail
polish. Bre never seegour toenails pale green before. They look like neimbcolatechip ice
cream.My favorite 0

Her face warmediThankso

fActually, ice cream sounds goodAs he moved an inch closehis grip tightened on her
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waist fil might stop for some on my way honde.

filt does sound goodlSo did a cold shower.

Mick cleared his throatnd suddenly became all business agamoving his hands to grip
the bench on either side of his lefjgou calledeveryone to cancel classesight, right

She focused on a multilayeredd poppy The heat off his handeemed to sedrer thigh
from two inches awayiThere are no classesight | t Satsirdayo

fils the funeral Tuesday or Wednesday?

AY o s h iwbrksbapis Tuesday The funeral isWednesdayBack to normal Thursday.
Spotsswam before her eyes. What on earth was wrong with her? Mick had never made her so
rattled before.

fiGoodo He hesitatediAre you okay? | mean, after Walsrdeath and all that.

Al think sqo she saidfil went to see Jade earli@r.

AWow. Y ou have been bsytodayo He smiled fiHow& she doingo

Gilda glanced at hinfiShe doesé seem very shaken up.

Mick met her gazdi | g e allsggsevevin our own ways.

fiTrueo She thought about the man in the yellow rolbede certainly had an interesting
method ofmourning the loss of her husbariou didnd see her today, did yoa?

AJade™ope.After ourrun, | had breakfast wih 6 He clamped his mouth shahd looked
away fil should go. & sure you have a lot to @o.

fiYeah 1ém sure | da Left out of the loopagain. What was going ori?l 6 ve hear d r u
about a couple of the instructors wanting to open their own schods@and

A | hate rumors. They wusually get peolHd e i nt
draped his arm across her shoulders @sttd his head against hef®ou know f you need
anything,you cancall me Don@ worry aboutwork until after the funerab.

AWhat about Yoshida workshop®

Mick rubbed his eyeand groanediExcept for thatCan you.?20

Aldl make sure everyone knows altahe workshop, thefuneral and when classes will
resume 0 s h@dl evemimeke sure everything is clean and ready. You need to reptace th
mas firstthougho

fiConsider it taken care ofHe gave her shoulders a squeeze then kissed her cheeipsHis |

lingered near her ear long enough leetire body tingled.iwWhat would | do without your
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nagging, SherlockYouée the besb

Once he left, she forgot abogeardening andsplasted her faceand armpitsvith cold water
from the hoseWhen a surge of neous energy tore through her, she returned to the ybed.
never did answer her question about the black belts wanting to open new dcHoolsh e di d, s
blocked it out after he kissed her.

Late thatafternoon shewandered tdhe karate schodb checkfor messageand send €
mails She could have callad check the phone messagast was too restless.

The lights inside were qrbut the door was lockedMick must have come imgainand
forgot to turn the lights off when he lefthe prayed there were more bodies. This time she
would probably screapmun for homeand never look back

Razi Mauli was irsidethe dojoscrubling new tatami mas with his back to her. Thevater
bucketstoodon the wood floor of the lobbyBwveat soakd his short black hair iad army green
shirt Rumoraround the schookas hei been an Israeboldier trained in krav magand had
done things that would have given Gilda nightmares

She wished sl told Marion where she was going. If the school reopened in two days and
they found her dead inside, it would take a lot more than cleaners to get the stenSheosét
her handbag down arstribbled anote to grab air fresheners and disinfectant spray later.

AiMiss Wright.What are you doing heréRaziasked.

She jumped shrieled and droped her leys to the laminate floowith a clatterthen
struggled for a calming breatfi. work here. What are you doing hede?

He leaned the mop against the watensei Mick asked me teplace the matshey all
needed to be disinfectetihe polie tookmore mats than | thougbt

Gilda swallowed hardiHow do you knowthe police took thef

fiBiohazardous materiafsRazistudied her then hismouthtwistedand one eyebrow cocked
fiWas his a test@

Al guess soSorryo

A genuine, honegb-goodnessmile shed rarely seen beforeurved his lipsfiYou watch
far too much television, Misg/right.0

fiProbablyWh er e did you get the mats so fast?o0

AThey are fom my basement. Sensei Mick helped me set up a dojo in my basement so |

could do my training.ldfer ed my mats to the school unt il h
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AThat was r eyl loy Srhiec eéb.owleldarmhk r head. @ADid yo

fWalterwas a simple man with a complicated Jifé h eiSomeathinhs he did made me
laugh. Some made me sad. Samede me wondef his head wasp his posterioo

Shé deverheardRazitalk so muchit What t hings were those?0

Al do not gossipMiss Wrighto Hence, the reason he probably rarely spoke.

fiSo, who should | talk to@

Razi shrugged his broad shoulders difttd the bucketfiAnyone who will talkto you |
suppose. suggest you start witBenseMick and work down the lisb.

AYou do? WhySenseMick?0

He walked away, silenexcept for the slosh of the water in the bucket.

fiRazi?o She followed him down thieall to the utility room and waited while he emptied the
bucket into the large sink and rinsed the mdck was the head honch&veryone knew that,
so he had to know more than everyone else. He probably knew all about Walter and the potential
karate schaol.

ADid Walter ever talk to you about starting his own karate scbool?

fiOnce again, that is gosgip.

fiNot if | ask you to tell m&.She crossed her fingers and hoped he believediRelaying
information when someone needsknowisnd gossip. Runningraund town telling everyone
what you know out of spite is gossip.

fiThat is @ interesting interpretatiod Razi put the bucket and mop away theimned to the
sink. ANnd of what use is this information to yau?

Gilda hesitatedl think his deatthad somthing to do with himwantingtol e ave Yoshi de
andopen a new schodl.

Al seed He rinsed away the cleaner from the sink then wiped it dry. & heurdered
Walter, there wouldé have beerm speck of bloo@dnywhereRaziwastoo meticulous.fiDo you
think ités dangerous for you took for hiskiller?o

AYes.Probablyo

He walked toward her thelay a damp hand on her shouldéBe careful,Miss Wright.
Even the most harmle&gtencanpos adangero

She didi@ move until the front doohad closed and sénce settled over the school. Only

then did shesettle behincher deskShe hoped Gary wad@nwatching and knew she was alone
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He made her nervous.

Xavier and Razi had never spoken to her as much as they had in the pasfawehburs.
It struckherasodd especiallyfor Raz, who rarely spoke to het all

As for Mick, heseemed to gravitatedose to hethen pull awayWas he trying to distract
herand, f so,from what?

Gilda took care of the small pile of paperwatken ordered flowers for the Leviamily.
Once her work was done, she snooped. The call that came in the day before while she and Mick
cleaned blood off the floors was caller ID. Mick& home number. The call came from his
condo.Her stomach lurchedHad Chloemoved inwith him betweerfights?

ChloeDel Gardahadsigned up for karate a year earléard, @en though Mick noticed her,
as far assildaknew, he hadd@ acted on the attractiqrublicly until six months ago. Far too soon
to cohabitatein her opinion, but Mick obviously didri share her viewOf coursewhile Gilda
didnd see eye to eywith himon a lot of thingssherespectedhim enough not to make trsnall
thingsinto largerissues.

What happenedor Mick to ban hs girlfriend from the schoolBure they argued a lot, but
hed d nbtack-#isted anyonebeforeshe knew ofWhatever happened between théms time
must be seriousshe headed for his office seewhat sort of secrets he held there. Halfway to
his door, she paused.

Thering.S h e h a ddanydne bautsXivier ajut it. If the ringwas Grtade locally, shal
have a hard timeo find information On the other handf it was something ordered online, she
might be able to track it down and gitiee policea hand.That was her official reasoning.
Unofficially, she stl had no idea to whonhe ringbelongeda nd Fabi o wasnét | i
in the loop

Gildaturned away from Mic& office and sat at heomputerto begin her searctAn hour
later, all she had was a throbbing headadte.leads. No photosShe clicked her pen in
frustrationuntil something pulled her focus away from the website.

Sheglanced up from the monitor and frowned. A sound. A moveni¥pbably smething
small and lightlike arat She hated rass much as Mick hated cats

Gilda stood behid her desk and did a visual search. The ams darkand he lightswere
still out in the chang room After blowing out a breathshechalked it up to a hallucination

brought on by stresthen finished adding the details of Wal@erfuneral to the karatschool
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websiteuntil another sound sent a shivdmwnher back.

Then ®meone moved across the m&smeonavhod @ithercomein while Razi waghere
or snuck in later while she was alone.

Heart racingGilda reacled for the nearest weappa pair oflong, sharpscissorsDespite
thetwo years of karate training, slie dever be able to hold her own against a blackibilht on
killing her. Not that scissors would help much agagswheonevith serious weapons training

She skirted the desk, careful notknock anything overas sheheaded for the dojo door.
Whoever was inside must have come through the back and knew she was working. She paused
and listened. No footsteps. Nothiris somebody heré&?

Like anyone would answer and look even more suspicious.

fiMick? Razi®d Eitherwould have answered by noiWhoé there®

Bare feet squeaked @mat asthefigure in the shadows turned timeir toes and ranGilda
caught a glimpse ofdre feetsmoothlegs and muscular calve®& man. Shejave chase anyway.
Tumed on their toesA black belt would turrthat precisely. An outsier would likely turn on
their heel or the balls of their feet.

The $radow man ran for the back exit. When he opened the door, a brief explosion of
sunlight blinded herA fuzzy dark shadowvas visiblebefore the door slammed sh@ty the
time she pushed through the door seconds later, the back alley was silent and still. No barefoot
ninjas. No vehicles burning rubber down the allegthing.

Gildacursedover and over as a mantra until @h&cked thebackdoor and retreated behind
her desk. Whdoroke in andwhat were they looking for¥®Was Walteiés murderer after his
missing rin@

AGi | da? | Micktatleaftom thefrort door.

fiYesoO Shetightened her grip on the scissolfshe walked in with bare feet, there was no
telling what she might do.

AiWh at 6 s @ Mickrstgolled in Sweaty and naked from the waist Hp.wore a dusty
pair of black sandals.

Al didnd think youd be her@ she said.

He paused in front of her degikVVhoa.Are you okay, Sherlock®

Hands shaking, she set the scissors on the desk and collapsed into théSb@mieonavas

in herewhile | wasposing WalteiGs funeralinformationon the websiteTheyran out the back
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doorbut | di dnd.to see who it was

He paledfiYou can post stuff to the website?

fiMick.0 She snorted.

fiSorry, 16m kidding You looked like you were going to pass.out He s moot hed
hair with both handsilo | | go t ak eVha aré yowdbingdemywan’d .

fil came toorder flowers fo Jadeand sent an-eail toall the studenis 0 s hfiRaziswas d
here. He washed the mats then ¢eft.

fiLady Macbetld Mick grinned.fiExceptl cani picture you as the sort of woman to drive a
katanathrough a ma@s chest. Verbally maybe, not physicadly.

AWhy would you say thaf?She set her pen dowithayer had saidhe could picture her
stabbing a man through the heart.

fiLike | said before, guére too niced He disappeared down the haiit tightand catch your
breath 18l check things ou@

He walkal around to the back rooandflipped on every light in the building as he went.
When he returned, he left them blbhzing Al guess all you heard wasloose vent cover and
Walterts ghost playing games.

She scowlediiThats rot funny, Mick. It wasno ghost | saw someone. He turned on his
toes then grabbed the scissors andased him out the back danEhe stood and peered over
her desko double checkYup, black sandalsEasy to put on in the car if f&snuck in but why
would he? He, of all peopléad every reason to be in the school.

fiCan you top staringat my feetYou 6 r e s.0OHe | ntge pnEoudd cdonaéetio. p Ifia n
stab me anywayo you®

fiNo.0 Shereturned to her chainot sure what to do next.

He stalked across the dojo then peeredtbatback door before he returnadd saion the
extra chaibeside herfiWwhat do you think he wanted?

She hesitateds tears sprang to her ey@&de second chair was Waldgicontribution to the
school. When things were quiet, he enjoyed sitting nelketdo learn everythinige couldabout
her job.To learn @ough torun his own school.

AiSomething | found after the murd&Her eyes burned with tears.

Mick leaned back, eyebrows raisé®omething you failed to give the policBRerlock, you

astound me.
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Al found a ring after the police leftSomeone had taped it tbe bottom of the bench you
kicked.| picked it up andyave it to Fabia She pulled out hephoneto show him the photo of
the iing. fils it yours®
fiNo, butl have seemne likeit befored Mick enlarged the imagéiSend mehe picturesol
canask arounah
AWhich would be great unless it belongs to the kilbp wouldcomeafteruso
fiTrueo Mick forwarded the picturéo his phone themandedhers back.fiDo you really
think someonavill askaboutthe ringif they killed him
fiBut why would someone hidkder i ng ? o
AAr e y daybethe tapevas from something else. Maybe thefrirggl | of f s ome«
finger and got stuck between the bench and th
A Ma y bGdda étudied thephoto of the engraved fistfiin the heat wé&ve had lately, my
fingers have beesoswollen | needdto soapmy ringsoff for classso often |1 just left thenm a
drawerahomeHow woul d it sl i off someoneds finger:”"
fiwalter had just lost fifty poundsh a d he@He might have worn it on a chaimtil he
could haveit resizedd He leaned forwardiDid Thayer say anything about finding a chalh?
coul déve broke&n in the struggl e.
fiNo,0s he swati dt héi8 had no reason to |l ook for on
Mick jumped out of thehair.fiThe draind
Gilda followed convinced he was losing his mind. More so when he fell to all fours on the
floor and leanedhis faceclose to the tilefiwhat are yowoing?0
He pulled his keys out of his pocket and turned on a flashlight the shmx pinky.fiRight
there. Se¢ha ? 0
Just beneath the drain grate, something glearSad. punched his shoulddiBy jove,
Watson.Youdve solved the case
He snortedfiSee if you can find something to help me get it out of there.
fldn busy. You figure it ot.0 Gilda dismissed his treasure hunt amdurned to her desk.
She suspected Mick was trying to keep her mind off thifigs.e r i ng hadndét f al | €
someone had tapatto the bottom of the benchlick must havgarredit loose wherhe had his
tantrum.

He stalked pasher deskwith a growl then disappeared into his offic&hen hecame out a
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minute later he carriech hammer and chisel.

Shecovered her eyesndwinced Whatever mess he madediexpect heto clean up later.
Within secondshe bangedthe floor. She imagined shards flying off the tile floor and embedding
into the wall but refused to goitwessthe destruction

After five minutes of hammering, Mick let out a triumph@ahad The hammer and chisel
clattered to the floobefore ke ran around the cornandflung adelicate goldchainwith adirt-
encrusted pendaonn her deskiiGot it.0

fiGreato Gilda recoiled. The chaineededo besoaked insanitize or bagged and given to
the police iWhose is it®

AAmM | supposed to do everythimgound here®

She would have thumped her head on the ,daskthegrungychain was in her wayiOf
course not. Yodve worked hard enough for one day.

AiDond forget to clean up in the back hallway. | left a bit of a ntess

Gilda had nothinchandyto thraow that wouldrit damage the waif she missed

Two minutes later, the shower started and gobsenps strolled up and down her ari§be
knew Mick used the showersut rot oftenalonewith her in the building. Why hadnhe gone
homewhen te only lived a éw blocks away

Having done enough sleuthing for one dayida turned off the computewhat she needed
was togo home have a light dinnerandto sleep.She started down the hallway to clean up the
mess then stoppe@hildishly, she stuck her tongue onthis general direction amquhcked up to
go home.Mick was still hereFor once, he could clean up his own mess.

Her gaze fell on the chain once more. Using hand sanitizes papler towel, she rubbed the

dirt away from theswirled letters of thpendan

A Ch | Gik&sat back. Mick had given Chloe the gold necklace fotds¢éb i r t hday . n S
must have |l ost it after c¢class one day. o

She slid it onto a clean tissue and thought about bringing it to Fabio then heaitdted
dropped it .E&moe dduldchkve Bst theenscklace a while ago. Just because it was in
thedrainthatd i dndét aut omati cal |l y mueteuehedrethe tissue¢hmur der e

walked out of the school, leaving both tecklace and the mess for Mick.
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Chapter 8

Mid-Sunday morningThayer sat across from Gilda @aféBeanz and flagged the waitress
for a coffee Puffy dark circles shadowed his ey@#/e have a lot to talk aboot.

She set aside héreakfastsandwich, her meager appetite squelchedonlyby Th ager 6
presencédut the sight of Gag car out frontfilf you want to talk to me about Waltedlilcome
down to the station. If this is personal, candtelheard everythinffom youl want to hean

fiHow many times dd have to apologize?h e a sVWkhatelse cdanh | say?Gh sorry. |
messed up.

fiSo yow vsaido She took the bag out of her tea.

fiThen why woi@ you take me back? Hi s v oi ce t ook fdemadehae hi nt
really great tean.

She hugged haup.fExperiencelLike Happy saystA tiger never changes his spdiso

fiDoesrit he know tigers have stripgsPhayer wincedfiSince when have yobeentaking
dating advice from hin®

Gilda shot him a glarefiAround the same time you let the barista grind your beans behind
thecountero

His bronze fae deepened to burnt umb&rhat was anetimething.o

fiyeah.The one time | caught you. Before that, she sweetened your coffee for six onths.
She met his sour glardl. know about the other girls too, Thay@he blonddrom the quilt shop.
The redheadrom the ice cream shophe Gothgirl from Happys. Theyoga teacheirom Erieo

flén a changed man, GildeWhen the waitress set his coffee on the table, he leaned over to
watchher walk away

Gilda grimacedfiYeah thais blatantlyobviouso

He held ait both handsiwhat? Bn a man who appreciates a worganatural assets. Is that
acrime®

iOnly i f youodre dDo whatever youewara3he dlichort oft the ro@oth,

taking her leftovefood and coffeefiYouée not my problem angou haverit been foryearsod
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Além serious Gilda. You should really reconsider. &Mmade a great tearAll those other
women meant nothing. You were the only person who made me feel good about heself.
little house we looked at just came on the market again.

i lavhe a ShegloppediTée onlything you and | madeell together were headlines
right after | threw you into a fifty pound bag of coffee beansyanuosplit your scalp opeonthe
grindero

Chuckles erupted from other patro®e lady even applaude

AYou really neThayertfroonedfie o u dwer al ways Mhhatd a ba
girl left me, you knowo

fiSo did 10 Gilda handed her sandwich to the waitress and asked for it fiirgoase you
haverd noticed, Thayer,dre done pretty well ace | kicked you to the curb. | wouldriake you
back even if you begged and bought mprk Porsched

She turned to walk away but only gt far aghe next booth

fWhat about Mick® he asked.

Gilda had a perfectly good explanation fo¥hat about MicRo Shed practiced it in front of
her bathroom mirror every night for a year until @heonvinced herself of all the reasons Mick
Williams wasoff limits in her personal lifeHe never listened to heHe made her do all the
work, yet took all the praisede was only gorgeous on the outsithe was more bulheaded
than Gilda.

A What ab oThayerddked adgaino

fiMick wond& date you eitheo.

A man at the counter applaudé®ood for you, honey. You tell hi.

Al dond need your approvaFabiqo she sal.

Fabiosathunched over his coffe@Probably notFrom your sudden departyretake itmy
partner asked a few questions about Walter youddiitke.0

She took her wrapped sandwifthm the waitressiiHe didré askme any questions about
Walter.All he want is for meto drop my defenses artdke him bacla

fiHuh O He shoved the last of @anishinto his mouthfiltés not good to let or@e lust cloud
their judgment. Have a seafll bsk the questions he was supposed to.

fiLike | told your lunatic partner 18l go to the station to answer any questigasi both

have 0 s hibut fer adwgdl have other things to @o.
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Fabionodded fiThe karate scho@ closed until after the funerahd yude stuck here for
the weekend anklave no family to tend to. Whatso pressing®

fiMy life. Goodbye, Fabia

He stirred his coffedil see.Goodbye, Gilda. Enjoy the rest of yobreakfast Dond choke
on your guilto

She left thecafédaydreaming about dumping scalding coffgerdoth their heads.

fiYou seem to be social butterfly early todag.Garyés deep voice startled her.

Shexd forgottenabouthis car parked out fronthere he sat behind the steering wheel

fiThayer and Fabio bothering yauh e a sThasedtwo afi e stupid enough to think
someondike you could kill Walter, are they@

A N oShéwalked around the front of his car.

fiThen Thayer musstill be trying to win you back.He grinned when her mouth dropped
open.fiDond look so surprised, | hearot of things in my business.

Gilda stopped near the derd window. iWhat do you want with m&?

AActually, | was watchinghem.0 He pointedup the street

Mick and Chloestoodin front of the schoain heated discussio@hloescowled andhrust a
handful ofpapers at Mickhen shoved past himMick remainedin front of the school, mouth
agape, staring aftdrer yellow Ferrariwhen shesped awayHe flipped through the papers and
cursed kicking the brick wall before he disappeared inside the school.

fiNow therds a man with things to hideGary said.

A T e ltolthe pdlice Th e y 6 r e0 Gilda scuttlddeto the far side of the streghe would
have felt sorry for Mick but figured whatever happened was likely his fault any\gayuch as
she wanted to know what wansthegconivnaton sorsqon aftére
seeing Thayer.

Things around Sandstone Cove were getting stranger by the minute.
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Chapter 9

At five that evening Mick pushed his way into Gilda ten by ten foot living room
accompanied by the scent of alcqhamhd shut the dw behind him. When he locked aind
turned to face heiGi | &kreésguiveredHe closed the gap between them, panting liké& he
run the entire way from his condo, and paused to catch his bidethroom suddenly seemed
more claustrophobic than cozy.

fWhat are you doing?She eased away from his muscular body, inching toward the kitchen
sure she was about to die€he did anything crazy, at least she could stun him with a frying pan.
A rolling pin would worktoo, if sheownedone.

AiYou have to help meGilda. My heart is beating like crazgnd | canodtlddm¥ eat he.
know what to da) He peered out the living room windofil.think someone wired my phorad
is trying to kill meo

AWired your phone?Vhat are you.?0 She pausediiYou think smeone tappedour
phon&o Shetook five whole seconds to revel in understanding then frowiitaneone tapped
your phone? Are you sure?

He clutcled the curtains closed with one hariil.never told Erik or Xavier about the new
karate school or the lawsuit against VéalErik knew about both. Funny thing is, tley not the
only ones who know.

fiProbably nab she saidfiWhatlawsuitagainst Walte?o

AYoude differentod

She grimacediGee, thankdNow, what lawsuit®

Mick rolled his eyesnd crossed the rooriWhat| meanis, youde not likely to run around
town blabbing to everyone. If | told Xavier, detell hisex-wife and sh& tell everyone who set
foot in her salonlf | told Chlog she&d runstraighthome to Daddy andd be f...screwed.

ATrueo All the thingssheéd dold Xavies wife in confidencecame back to haunt her
Nothing about the black belts, just her opathetidlife. A Wh at | awsui t ?0

fiTrustmeYou donodt wae droppedont the flowergouchshed inherited
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from her greatiunt. The springsqueaked and Mick sank about four inches lower than she
normally did. His foot tapped against the hardwood floor in no particular rhyihimais wrong
with your couch®

Altés old.Antique, actuallyd

AYou need to by a new oné.

AiYou doré pay me enoughb she said.

Mick glanced up, probably to make sure she was kidding.

Gildawascompletely seriousiHow would anyone tap your phon®?o ul dndét t hey n
have access to it? Thatoés not |woukirélewn kbosvc au s e
how orwhere to buy the bug.

fiThats because you d@rnhave a mean bone in your bodyabe Do you havesomecoffee
or something@His hands twitchedi| coul d use a drink thatoés not

fWaterd

He got upiildl stop atCaféBeanzon the way back.

AOn t he way Hdraeckkingwcher e ? 0

fiThe school. | haveleaningto finish before | meet Xavier for dinnerMick averted his
gaze fiHe wants to talk about the instrud®position that suddenly openedap.

AWalterts job0 she saidfiThat seems kid of ghoulishd

Al know.0 He frowned then scrubbed his face with both hafidkis is not the way things
were supposed to gb.

Gilda hugged her stomach arght on the edge of the wicker chaiHow were things
supposed to ga?

fWalter was supposed to takeer the Sandstorf@oveschool. Razi and | planned to set up
a second school in Erie that he could rustill wanted to trainbut worry more about the other
things | was working on.

AFlipping houses.

AHow di d aoatu h &Hisamwuth droppedpen.

Gilda doubted his new occupation had anything to do with Walteturder anyway.
fiXavier mentioned it. | was surprised you didiell meo

AYeah.léve been busy.

fltés none of my businegsShe got up and peeked through the curtadittssign of Gargs
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car or of ChloeNo one on the streets. All that moved in her yard were bees in the fl&iBers.
who do you think tapped your phon@?
Mick stood behind her, the length of his body wednmer back, and leaned over her
shoulder His breath sent a shiveo@n her armfil dond know. Maybe @m just being paranoid
and forgot who | toldvhat 0
Likely, but that didié explain his shaking hands or the sudden concern fopédrsonal
safety. So much fdiilém a samuraiNothing can hurt mé.Thattheoryhach@ heped Walterany
either All thoughts of Walter disappeared when Migkandestedon her shoulder.
She wanted to melt beneath hiswarniti. guess thatdés the probl em
Al guess so
fAiDid you callChloe?0
i N o Migk backed away anteft a warmspot on her shoulder when heturned to the
couch and resumed bouncing his feetonthe fidlor. cané b cal | her .
fils everything okay™ot that | want to pry, but...you just seem off.
His gaze darted around the rooAfter professing his love for Chloeepeatedly over the
past few monthsand even taking her to Jamaica for a weikkkseemed odd he wasow
barricaded inside Gilda housefiEverythings fine. Just fined
Tired of noranswers, Gildaighed andvent into the kitchen to make a cup of tea.
fiAre you making offee?0 Mick followed.il coul d really use a cup.
Sheplugged in the kettldiChamomile tea. Yoiie too wound up for coffee.
He paced the kitchen then wandered back to the living room wiaddvpeerethrough he
curtairs again Even for Mik the behavior was unusualVhen Gilda brought out a bag of
cookies, he shot across the room and grabbed the bag from her hands.
fiEither sit down orgohom& o u 6 r e  s,&shersaidiiAge youestoned®
Mick sat at the tablgll haven@ taken drugs if thas what yodre asking butl haverd felt
right since lunchlté like my brain turned to sowmd my whole bod¥ vibratingo
fiWhere did you have lunchdh e gr abbed two mugs. Temwcups w
calm him
At my placewith Chloe Shewanted to talk so & had a late lunchNVe needed tcsettle
some things between odlis gaze dropped.

Apparently, the@ alreadymade upafter arguing in front of the school that morni&lda
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had no right to be jealouget shewas.fiwhat did you eat?

fAntipasto. Cheese. Sangta

fiYou do knowSangria is wine and fryitiorét you®

He frownediChloesaid it was grape juioe.

fiNobody gets drunk off grape juiéeGilda tried hard not to laughrhile she added a teabag
to each mugfDid it taste weird®

fiHow would | know® He shot her a scowfil don& drink wine or Sangria.

She rolled her eyefiDid it happen tdaste like almondss?

filt was sweet and shmade me eat something after everydsife said.

ADIi d Chl oeshelaskedh k any?0

Al dondét dUhidnB®tsaotice. O

Either Chloedidn@ want himflat-out drunk orshedidnd want him to taste whavershed
laced the sangria with. Why would his girlfriend wanttag him? If shed wanted to kill him,
shei failed miserablyMické eyelids drooped anus head lolledo the left.If she wanted to
i ncapacitate hi m,Sosuclkfortis dihoenvth ¥aviegmood | ob

She unplugged the kettle and led him to the living rowihy doré you lie down on the
couchfor a minut& 14l call Razi or Xavierto pick you upd

ACard | just stay hereYou have such a cozy pladddis words slurredhs ke grabbed her
around the waist and pulled her clostis gaze locked on herélLet me stayhere We @an
protect each other fro@hloe andvhoever killed Walten

AWhy do we have to protect each other from Chideifda askedfils she dangerous?

ABecause | gave her back her necklace we f ol
after class one dayen gotreally mad when | told her you cleaned it off wHile s hower ed. 0
breathed in her ear. AWhen | told her to rela
of questions. 0

fAb o ut \iidapdullzéaway from him and pried his fingers off eaist AAbout yol
and Hhewrapped his arms around lem ¢ e  mMboutéNValterfiand Jadand Yoshida.
Chloeknows a lot of stuff about everyonend she hasomeserious connection hat 6 s why
need to stay with you. Youbre safe. 0

Safe. Her heart hammeredihe neighbors would talk and her mother would hdwar t

wedding planned bgnidnight fiThais rot an optioro
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fiPlease, bahéneedyoww Anot her ki ss to her <chigome. Thi s

smart. Youdre cute. Yodre sexyo

Al 6 neally flattered, butlén sober and ydbe far fromit.0 She priedhis hands away and
pushed him onto the couch.

Mick lay backagainst the cushion8Do you thinkChloewantsto kill me?

fil think you need tdalk to heronce you sober ypshe said.

fAiDid you knowl caught hesneaking around withWalter before he died?

iWhatdGi | dadés stomach |l urched.

fiThey were in thehange room one dalycame in earlyo pick up some paperworihloe
and Waltewere rolling around on the tile floor. Not the best placdo the deedf they wanted
to keep thingsecret,but at leasthey werei in the dojoo

Mouth agape, & sat on the floor next to the coushick definitely had motivefiDid they
know you verethere?o

AProbably not. o

A Wer e vy osheaskadd ? 0

AOf coursel was. | wanted to kill them botho  h .l werd to the bBnk then went tgee
Jade whichwas a huge mistalke

AWhy i s that?0o

fiShe already knew.Mi ¢ k s h AppagrengyValterd iad a few girlfriends around
town over the years

All the more reason for Jadgad an accomplice want tokill her husbandMuch cheaper
than amessydivorce.fiWasri she mad@

fiShehad an odd way of showing.dGui | t ¢ o v e $hetabk rheiingo thie hotteb.to
calm down then evened the score. The wamarfreaking animal.could hardly walk to my car
when she was dongith meo He stopped fil dond suppose you needed to hear that part, did
you?d

fAre you peoplerabbits® Gilda grabbed the phopeunable to stomach any more
information.

fiThey seem t gusthoeely sdsred and confuseBver since my wife left, 1.0
Mick reached for her agaiiCome hergbabed

AOh Infom not pl agWhengsheguted awaygVackngrabbed the hem of her

65



shorts Chioe could have us both killedth the snap of her fingers

Xavier wasi@ home but Razi answered on theét ring.

iNah, she woonoMi cikkhel Bkesiymlo. Hverybody likes yoBut you and me,
we make such a great team. o0

Gilda pried Micl& fingers off his hands warm against her IéRazi, | really need you to

come to my house and pick up MidkeGs plasterea.

Mick grabbed her wrist and pulled he&ff balanceiin C o meballyn Gi mme a ki ss.

AWhy is Sensei Mickat your house, Miss WrighbRazi askedfiAnd why does he ward
babyto give him a kiss®

A B e ¢ ael drenk scaredand obnoxious® She shoved Mick awayil have no ideavhy
he®s here or what he wantgust hopehe pasgsoutsoono

fiSenseMick rarelydrinks alcoholo

AWell, apparently he dinks a lottodayo When $ie hung upMick pulled her close. This

0

time she diddé resist butfell against himand rested her head onhischééh en s he wasnodt

at Mick, this was exactly what she dreamed would eventually happen for the past two years, yet
she hoped he §Getspnesleep.Ra@icomngto pick you up.
Al dond want him to pick me upl wantto stay withyou.0 Mick pulled her head to his chest.
He stroked her hair and kissed the top of her head for a long minute before he stopped moving
and snored.
She sat up and tried to move awamly srands of her hair werengled in his fingersHer
mom always told her to be careful what she wished for. Lesson led@@adh! Geez. Hol
you do that so fast?
While Gilda untangledher hair Mick remainedasleep angbeaceful. Thankfully. Shevent
out to waitfor Razion the font stepsFor a man she thought she knew so wéick Williams
had her thoroughly confusém head tajuiveringtoe
She scrubbed her face with her hands and

was going on with him.o
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Chapter 10

Gildatossed all the blankets off her bedlt a chill,then pulled them back on and huddled
beneath them like they offered protection from her thoughts. Theg.didn

Raz hadarrived hours agdyauled Mickto his carandtook him home. She hadnheard
from ether one sinceMick hadleft the school befor&va | t e r &hat day.Evargose in the
school knewhe normally locked all the doors when he trained aldnebe completely
undisturbedHe liked privacy yet someone entered the school once Mick left dietikiValter

As far as she knew, no ohad stepped forwarget to say they aw anyoneenter or leave
the schoal The only other way inside was through the back doarcouldnd be opened from
the outside. Not unless someamtherleft it propped openrdknockedoudly for someone inside
to openit.

She defl at ed. \&dopytthe badkralley? s he check

She pulled orblack yoga pants and dark hoodiein spite of the evening heat. Witter
thoughts moving faster than hiegsor her sense of reasonirghegrabbed a flashlight off the
counter. A late night run was the last thing on her mind as she took her kgysestout the
door.No dark sedans. No yellow Ferraris.

As dhe blew out a breath antlsk her keys into her pocket on her waythe sidewlk, her
thoughts tumbledKeys. Who else had keys to the school? Walter. Mick. Razi. Yoshida. Herself.
Did Xavier and Erik hav&eys? She coulda recall. They must.

Her pace quickenednd her thoughts trippd each other up ashe ran the last block. Erik
she wagpositive no longer had kesy Head abused his privileges when he brought friends into
the school one night for unauthorized trainargda party. Mick hadrefused to Ie€Erik into the
schoolfor over amonth.

Xavier, in yet anothesnit about somthing to do with Walterthrew his keys at Mick in a

rage another evening. Mick calmly picked up theskéyssedhemin a draweythen punched a
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hole in his office wall.

Which brought her back té/alter.

Her shoulders tensexhd her paced sloweWalterhad sparred with aewwhite beltduring
thew o ma firsi day in classHe threwseverapunches anaild spin kicksand senthewoman
runningout of the school screaminghe womanand her husband, a lawydhreatened to sue
and go to the medidVhile Mick managed to raooth things over behind closed doors, her e 6 d
been tension Iteeen he and Walter ever since.

Gilda doubted theydd changed their minds an
she seemed to already know Walter and was wary of him terstart She was surthere was
more to the story than Mickai.

With the school in sight, Gildglanced around thesnuckaround to the back alley and
turned on her flashlighGShe took a deep breath aciegptdown the alley toward the green rear
door d the schoaqlwith one eye on thdumpstetthat stoodbetween thédtalian restaurant and the
consignment storéAnyone especially a killercoulduse it to hide

The all ey was da r.lOddrShewasasore thehsehdotl hackaxligheover thed
back door. In fact, Xavier never failed to remind them all how he personally installed thgolight
he couldfind his carwhen he leftat night. She shone the flashligtiiovethe door. The lightvas
there, but théulb smashedThe back dooitself rippled in the light likesomeone had made an
attempt to pry it open.

Gilda shuddered\o time tobe afraid Shehad to do this alone since she didnust Thayer
or Fabio. Nor did she want to be alone with any of the black, ettsiding Mick,until she had
proof of their innocencen Walteits murder

On closer examinationhere was no lock for a keyo®eone had pried the door to the point
they might be able to insert a screwdriver a
screwdriverhandyto test ler theory. The warped door, however, did nothing to make her feel
safer either inside or outside of the school.

Gravel crunchedbehind her andnadethe hairs on her arms stoodhéSaimed the beam
down the alleyHer flashlight cast shadows on the grawdthing scarier than a crumpled beer
can and a wad of paper towels shredded by a raccoon or Samkiust be hearing things.

Behind the school were four parking spots, two forstaéf of the karatschool and two for

the Nine Lives nsignmenBoutiquenext door.Since Mrs. Watson, nearly eighty, had backed
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into the building twice in one wegklick hadinstalleda gray post with a wide band of reflective
tape n front of the far corneiScrapes marred the pastd the tapetinged with blue paint from
Mrs. Watsols Ford FairlaneBelow the streaks of blue, a silveerape tog the reflectivestripe

A probablematchto the painton Xavierss car.

The alley brightened behind hes Thayer growl ed. AYou better
snooping around the alléythed ar k. 0

She spun around, blinded by a flashlight beemed directly into her eyebler breath stuck
in her throat for several seconds before she managed to pushfitwatk here. ém allowed to
snoop What are you doing here?

He lowered the kmm out of her eye$Mrs. Watsoids grandson lives above thensignment
store He reporéda prowlerin the alleyo

filén not aprowlerand you have no legal cause to arrest ilBaepoked around some more.

Al shoul d haul alopelLet me gess) you fprgoi youc keypameded to find
anothemway insideo Thayerstood so close her haiostd on end.

A far cry from her reaction to Mick.

AAdmiIt it, you just card keep your nose out of my investigation Y o aordvinced the
murderer came out theabk wayo he said.

Gilda folded her arms across her chest, careful to aim her light into his face to make him
shield his eyesfiwhich means yowand Fabioalready searched the alley and fouhd same
thingsl foundo

fiThen maybe we should compare naiede nudged her flashlight downThe beam
travelled down his &hirt and jeans.

fAiY ou nevervenlooked back here, did yoa?

AOf course we didWedre trainedprofessional® he saidfiwhat did you find®

She pointed her light at the poB&everal blue sctehes from Mrs. Watsais car. One deep

scrapewith silver paintwhi ch coul d have come from Xaviero6s

similar scrape
AThats it
fiThats one0Sh e st ood Whatdo ygurhavaen d . A
Thayer frownedfiNot a chanceGivemem e mor e. 0

AiThe brokenlightbulb over the doar 0
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He n o dCduddde sonfiethingso could the pry mark8vhendds o meone br eak ir
A T hesayour job Whatdoyouhave? o
He studied her for a long minute th@ointed across the alley tosign markng a schal
parking spaceA deep dentvarped the metgbost fi | doks like someone was in a big hurry.
Who drives a silver cabesides Xaviéio
AWalter.Razi. Happy. Fabid?retty much half of Sandstone Cave.
Thayer scowlediOnly the karate black belreactwally on our suspect lisi.
Adn not s o s uGilda shftbdowhat dbéutGhlog) Jadend Gary? They all
stood to gain with Walter dead, especially Jadieloe might have done it just to get back at
Mick. As forGary...he has connections.
He ribbed a hand over his faeed groanediYou know you dod have to be like this. We
could work together amicahliaybe even be friends again.
AAfter what you did® Shestarted to walk awayiAfter two years of me pushing you away,
you stil |ldoybautndébt get it
Behind them, a metal garbage can clattered tgritvend makingGilda shriek and jump.
Thayerdrew his weapon and crouched to one knee seconds bef@kéco cat raced away
down the alleyfiWhere did thathingcome from®
Gilda shone her flasight toward theconsignment storeA weathered,silvery wood
staircase led to the apartment above the store. From there, anyone couldvelirtite @ailing
and onto the karate school roof. Anyone unafraid of heightswémivhichlet her out.
fiThe gran d s ccat 60s T h a.yildais assteap ump evenforacath at 6 s a@ap t her e
AThe IHeo eyds widenednd the air conditioar andvent for the building.
Thayer started up the stairs thre@emed taeconsider when the light in the small apartment
over the boutique turnedoiml s t her e another entrance to the
AAs far as | k noaditiorer. i 8thed gazed puthe stair$, hceoss doi thre roof
and dowrto the cracked asphaltithealleyand wi shed hedddfmoboutaway so
Someone agileould run out the back door, climb the staiamdrun across theooftopsto
the grocery store at the end of the block. With all the tourists armed with beackhogping
bagsand souvenirgheycould disappear into the crowdl barefoot ninjaShe shuddered.
AGilda® Thayerwaved a hand in front of her fad®id you have an idea or a stroke?

She pushed past hiriiNeither. Bm tiredandl6 ngoing homeo
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Al dond think sghoney 6 He r eached f owasweairsgcivilamcibtbesf f s ,
Ailf you know something, you need to tell me @rlbck you upo

Her mouth dropped opefFor what®

Thayer put his hands on his hip@Vostly your protection but also for impeding an
investigationo

Al showed you the posind the dnts in the doordidnd 1?0

Al guessd hesaid Go home, stay out of troubland doid leave towrd

She didiit make any promise$wo out of three washsobad. Was it?
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Chapter 11

Gilda jammed her hands beneath aenpitsto keep them from shalg. Docs request for
her to meet him at the morgulkat morningpuzzled her, especially since Thayer and Fabio
alreadysat on two plastic chairs outside his office.

Fabio looked up from his magaziriilice to see you agaiilda | take it Doc called y0.0

Shefoughtthe urge to run outside and hyperventil@¢eah. H called and said hevanted
to see me about somethiag.

Thayer, head still bowed and frown in place, glancediafinitely nothappy to see her.

fiUs toao Fabio stretched his short legsdascratched at the growth of stubble on his chin
whichwas about the same length as Miclhe guessed he haiishaved since Waltés murder
either.iWebve beerwaiting here for the last howr.

fiReally?T h a t @ Kejust datled me ten minutes ag&he tapped his office door.

Thayer jolted uprightfiAre you serious? He made s out hereand waitfor almost an
hour, yet hejust called you®

fiYes, | dido Doc appeared in the doorwajpDo you want to debate my motives or do you
want to know why yode all here®

Thayer barged into the room ahead of the others.

Fabiohung back and shrugged beforefbiéowed his partner

fWe need to have a chatDoc grabbed Gild® arm and lowered his voicBThayer gave
me the coffee you thought was poisoided.

AYou didn& drink it, did you® Her eyes widened.

fiNo, but from the look on his facddm sure hé dvant me toright now,0 Doc said. Y ou
were right There wasa trace ofcyanide. Not enough to kill youlust enough to give you
stomach cramps.

A Wh i cekactlywhylsav you Friday. | 6 ve hieaftlhe glaneednps f o

back into his officewhere Thayer sat with his arms folded across his cledtio toyed with
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Docs Newtorts cradleiYou donodt think the t Javieravandedmee| at ed
out of the wayo

Al t ©ssibep Docnudged his glasses up his nose.

fiBut why?0 s h e Do yok thidk.he killed Walteor does he think | dizb

ASorryl candt hxXd wi erotus Daaimiréplywas gunctuated by a curse from
Thayer beforehe metal balls orthe Newtors cradle went silenfiBut | do think | can help you
with them.Shall we®

Sheskirted around Thayer and Fabio to &tross the heavy pine desk fraoc. All the
guestions that went through her head whertableher runearlierwere lost to nerves.

AYou all wantto know about Waltés autopsy 6 D o.dillnmsaavareathis is privileged
information,and myduty is toboththe police and the victiéa family.o

Thayer shot Gilda a nasty glaf@hen maybe someone who is neitbéthoseshould leave
the roomo

Doc cleared his throafiGilda has a vested interest in this casell@ like her to stay
Al cslee Aagkedhl just hoped yod say it was a crime of passion or a fight gone bad. |
dond want to think someone actually set eatmurder Walter. If you tell me it was an accident
or sel-defence 1dl back off.o

Doc sat back and toyed with his petile hegazed out the windowil wish | could say
something to ease your concerns. From everything | saw during the autopsgtateeattack
came after the fist figha.

AA fist fight? Like a brawl or are we talking karate moves likey do in the schod?
Thayerasked fils that why he wasobruise® 0

Doc looked amusediFrom the bruisingl can tell they were precisesell-placed stikes. A
black belt could be that exagt.

Gilda shifted in her seallis words did little to easkerfears.fiWould the blows have been
enough tknockhim out?0

Alf youGe asking if he took any direct hits to the head, the answer i$5no D o. BAt Isast i d
nothing that left a mark arould havencapacitated hino.

Sheclosed her eyeiThen someonmust havepoisoned hind

Thayer twitchedfiDid you check for poisong?

fil checked him for known poisons and found nothom@pc saidfiBut thenld o
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AThenmaybethekiller wasjust stronger and faster-abio saidi Ther e ar e a | ot
pressure points marti al artists |l earn to aim
AWhi etactywshy Gi |l da i s here. o6 Doc turned to he
She hesitatedil d ceallp know all the pressure pointsn still learning all that. | do
know the only people stronger and faster than Watieour schoolare a couple ofthe other
black belts 0
AWho?0 Thayer asked.
fiMick or Raziin particular Both of them have extensive martial arts backgrouRdsier
d o ethavéthe powebuth e 6 s b i g Eokmigiptleeialdeadands some serious damidge
he was mad enoughShe scowledunable to stop talkingil really carit seeany of themkilling
him, but mustbe someone familiar witthe school and Waltés schedle o
fiLike anyonewho either attendsr has kids athe Yoshidaschoo|o Thayer said.
Fabio whistledfiThats a lot of suspects.
AWhat if you exclude kids and people who coddphysically carry out the crimé? Do ¢
asked. AOr someomesstdwho di dndét have acc
Thayerleaned forwardfiThenwede back toour four main suspects
AUnl ess t he Kkiol IDorc lkad dsome hel p
A Y e &dip,from someone who either lured Walter to the back room or let in the killer
the backdoor6 Thayer 6s whanzsee frommedi VB d tdéasd swr ong wi t h vy
Shefolded her arms across her ché8terdgs more, isf there®
Fabio raised one eyebrow. AWhat makes you s:
ASh e 6 s Kk foofavaveramred s h eV@aler was pgidoried but with something we
dond normally test fooDoch e s i t Caltiraevdnon fi
Gildabds heart raced. Cobra venom was far mo
she knew much aboushe was willing to bet Xavier did.
fiCobra venord That seems like a long shot, doé@st?d T h askeeft didnd think youd
have the capabilities to test for something so exwtic.
fiNormally, nq but | called in a favoo.Doc flipped a pen across the backs of his fingdrs.
never wouldve tested for it except | was acting on adip.
Fabio shiftedn his seatfiA tip? You mean a phone call or something someone 6aid?

fiSomeone pointed out Razi had recently been overseas to visit family, vikiskin the
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Dominican last week and Waltsrwife went toAsia not very long agoo D o. @l waseii d
convincedat first, but when | did some online research, | learned a couple curiousahings.
fiLike whatd Thayer asked.
Doc 6s e yi€abragehomnsaeurotoxn, which meanstiparalyzes the nerve centers
that control breathing and heart rates. Walter waneldecomeslow and drunk, which made him
vulnerable to attack from anyone. EM@ro me one GiYo Wl aggesntsliemen have wi
Direct and dismissive. Both men took the hint and left. When Thayer paused in the doorway
and opened his mouth, Fabio gralthis collar and dragged him away.
Dodk lips tightened into a thin, white lindSomething tells megoud better watch your
back, my dear. Keep me in the loop, okayzi havemy number. Call if you need backop.
fiBackup® She laughediYou make me sounike some big league detective.
fiWe both know yo@e really more ofaNosy Nelly but | am concerned fa
moved around the desk and stood in front of fiéthereis a murderer in your midst and you
keep sticking your nose where it doédpelong, theré&s a good chance someone will try to chop
it off your prettyfaceo
fiYou think someonew n 6t | i k questioms®A chik iamtlgrough her core.
Al brought you into this world, Gildandl dond want towatch themburyyoy 6 Do.c sai d
fiPromise me yail be carefulo
She shuffled out of the hospitdleart pulsing somewhere near the pit of her stonaoch.
had a pointMaybe it would be best tet Fabio andThayerdo their jobs so she coulget on
with her life. Why worry about finding killer when Thayer and Fabio were far more qualified
and had better resourcesdo the investigating?
On her way home, she pushed open the doGaféBeanz She planned to pick up a coffee
and a muffin then go home amtbke sure heuniform was clearfor the training with Yoshida
that evening. His classes were tought shél learned tdocus on everything excepny pain
incurred until she got home and collaghg®o the bathtub.
Yoshida. He livedn anothertown and visitedso occasionallyshed never even thought of
him as a suspecalthough heseemd to pop into the school a lot more than usual lately.
Gilda took a deep breath. There she went againdStremised Doc stid keep her nose
out of things.No more investigatinglf she didrit honor ker promise, shi@ end up under his

scalpel before longshepaid forherbreakfast and scurriedwardthe school talean up before
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the workshop
That was wheiGary stepped out of Happy Hanégsy{angover Hutglanced upgand waved.
He was tenacious and shd have bena copalongside her father
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Chapter 12

Early Tuesday afternoorgilda unlocked hie front door of the scho@nd wasstartled to

find a lone figure stnding in the lobby.Her heart seemed stuck in her throdbshida was no

taller thanher yet his presence seemed to fil]l t he r
Yoshida. Sensei Mi ck didnodot tel]l me you wer e
Al negl ect eYbshidaurnedw lfate hér,i hieyesd narrowedil hear youhave

spoken with a number @ieople about Walter Leyliss Wrighto

Sheshrank back withoummoving herfeet. fil was simplytrying to find out why someone
would kill one of our most indispeasle black belts

A Eveneiydi s p e nkeadpetl with blocks on her desk one of the ygen students
had left behindfiDo you think by asking questions you can sava a nrusder?

fiNo,0 she said, yethiat was exactly what she was doing. No wonder Mick called her
Sherlock.iil guess so. It was a bit of a shock finding his body. | guesd likeel owe it to his
family to help find his killero

His eyebrows rosas heplaceda business card on top of the bottom layethoéeblocks
and his hard gaze met hefi®id you kill him?

She swallowed hard@iNo.0

Yoshidas face softenedde piled two more blocks on top of the cafi’hen you owe them
nothing. Keep your mind on your work and your nose in your busidekig questions and
meddling in the affairs of others will not save this schiool.

She wanted to ask what he meant by saving the Edinetovas concerned his comment was
morea threathana stern piece of advicél will. Thankyou.0

Al will return in time for our training session. | suggest you not showouyou may get
hurto He turned on his toes anabandoning his block creatiomalked out the door.

Once the door closed, Gilda hid behind the destk dard to breathe Despite the heat, she
had a serious chill deep in her bones. A cup of tea would take the edgetaifie was afraid to

set foot outside the buildingoo many susects, too few answers.
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She glanced at the clock. No sign of Mick or any of the other black belts. No classes. No
students. No Walteears threatened to fall on her paperwork and smear the ink. Yoshida was

right. Shed i dkil &alter, nor didshe owe Is family anything, including peace of mind. The

guestionssnooping reallywere for helownsanityto proveh er cowor ker s wer enot

Why had he told her not to come to train that night? Either he knew something was going to
happen oit was a theat.

AWhoss in here® Mick calledfrom the front door. It waghlike him to be paranoid, but this
wasri the first time hél yelled into the school without setting foot insidéas he worried about
running into the murderer just Yoshid&

AJust med Sheguesedneither Yoshida noGary had stuck arourmltsideto wait

He peered around the corngfre you armeda

Gilda shruggedil have a stapleDoes that count?

A | can de aVick leaned bn the lcauntefdhoa. Are you okay, Sherlock¥ou
look as green as the mats.

fiYeah.Still a bitrattled | gues

fWhat are you doing here thernfe asked.

She sighediiMid-month payments. Tidying up before the workshbdond want to fall
behind while wére closed

AAnything else | should know?bo

AiY oshida was herevhen | arrivedd Shemet his gaze

Themusclesn his shouldersensedfiwas he?What did he want®?

Al dond know, but hewas definitely surprised to see m@&he doorwas locked| usal my
key to get ind

flnterestingWhat did he say®Mick disappeared around the cormeward his office

Gildabit her lower lip and waited.

When she dida reply, he reappearefiGilda?Are you sure yoére okay®

Al 6 me.ofShe shuffled her paperwork.

Mick returned to the counteii. U-huh.Sure you areDid hewalk check out the doja@?

fiHe looked inside butd i dtard on the light® Her throat tightenedfiHe stood exactly
where you are nowpeeked through the doorway then |efhe sid. AHe did warn

train tonight.o
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Mick flared his nostrilsi Whawér e hi s exact words?0o

fiHe suggested | not show up or Imay gethwt She hugged héldmast omacl

tostop asking questions and meddling in the a
What did he mean by that?o
Mick closed his eyeand ran a hand through his thick hiirGo home, Gil da. 0
fiBut 10 O
iGohomeand donét come back auntil after Waltero
Al hawe to

His jaw hardenediDond cone to the workshopTake the night offHang out with Marion.
Just dondtob show up here

Shedi dndot eearmauth thip e Shé just staredAfter a moment, her shoulders
droopedfiAt least let me tidy upand filemy paperworlo

He headkd back to his officgill 6 ¢elyoutesmorrowo

Gilda straightened up her dels&fore she wadered outsle in a dazeThe questions popped
up at a rate that matched her pace and followed her all the way out to her @énrdemas Mick
up to and wk did he andYoshidatell her not to show up to train that night? Frustrated, she
puttered around in the sunseifor half an hour before the phone rang.

fOkay, GildaWhats g o i rVigriom asked

AWhaéeyou talking about ?0iNSBhbei sgbsogoithg baclk
working in my gardem.

A Oh , dGlknow. &irst loveheard Thayer tell someothe ran into you at the morgtieen
Mick calls me Keep in mind, hdaas nevey evercalled me beforeHe suggested | keep you busy
tonight.He even offered me bribe monéyh at have you done now?o

Gilda sighed. Mick really was trying to keep her away fritv@ school.ii | havenot d
anything.l promiseo

A We Yyolr bossseems to think | need to keep you busy tonight and suggesteahd Igo
to dinnerand a movie ohe $ounds in the backgrousdidshe was still in thelispatchoffice.
fiWhat do you sy My treat.l 61 | st op at h oernan haveirther andbecoupglee t hen
glasses of wine addo

She was still stuck onone detéilMi ck put you up to this?o0

fiYeah. Well, mt totally. You are my best friend, you kn@Marion said AWhat 6s wr o
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Didlmiss somet hing?o
ANo, but | tht hekr &06 bwihtyeshidaBathrhgagpdMick told me not
to show up. o
AHoly crap. | s your karate that bad??o0
Gildagroanediil| t hink thereds something fbdogng on a
tocl ass tonight, I 611 find out more. o
AfSee that s wh.déf someopdke Mickiodmé do f § € distenaavay , |
maybe about itEspeciallyfrom YoshidlaaHang on a sec, wi || you?o
muffedbut <cl ear . MN®e t [16ars tn,o t T.lt &yhekti anlgk it og Gti d dray |
AYeah? Whatdés his name?0 Thayer asked in the
ATiny. Do you really wantNo?todméesét wi hhnk ga)
Gilda smiled. Al have yvouglkateeady for <cl as:
ADondt you dayTinyoh aShge ulpo wenr Kadey, e ywou have braire . f
damage@isten to Mick.Forget trainingand meet me for dinner. Do you wantend uplike
Walterd
Gildagot wup to pace tuhwhatigWaltedeamedgpraethingheyididha |, b

want him to know? What someone else findsut anddies? 0

Mari on groaned. fAThen ygetkiliednlo emadt tuepr iwih atth el 1
AThere will be other students there. o
AAnd what i f t dsbeyaskede al | i nvol ved?

Gilda hadndét thought that far ahead.
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Chapter 13

Despite Micld sand Yoshidé warningsa nd Mar i o n § Gildametusngd te then g s
schoolTuesday eveningShe came around the corner amgh straight intoYoshida When he
steppedawayfrom her something flickered across his face. Feanger?Whatever it was,he
look disappeared as fast as it appeared.

fiMiss Wrighto He gave a slight bowthe lines in his faceeemecdetchedevendeeper His
headwasfreshly shavenReady for battle.

fiShihanYoshidad She bowed and set hpink sports bag on the flooflén not sure how
many students wikttendo

Yoshida noddediThe deattand pending funeralf Mr. Levy. Very sad

Usually hedidnd bother torememberthe namesof their students or siructors Today he
seemed to make a special eff@hetied on her greenbelt andpaused in the&lojo doorway.
Coming to the workshop that night was more than a chance to learn more about Walter and his
murder She wanted to grade for helub belt in thefall and needed the extra practice. Working
out her body would also give her worried mind a temporary break.

She hoped.

Since Razihad replaced all the missing mattse training hall looked just like it had before
Wal t er 6 s Imedrupgvéth the tferhstidentden in allnot including Mick androshida
Mick shot her a glare, bwvasted no timeThe highest rankingprown belt began the opening
ceremony bycalling the rei. After the bowing in wasdone, everyone stoo@eads of sweat
qguivered on Gildds upper lip even thoughhey hadri warmed up yetSilence hungas heavy
and humid as storm clouds.

Yoshida nodded to Mickwho turned to thetudents. Tiree black belts, tworbwn belts, a
bluebelt, tvo green belts, aorangebelt, and a yellow beltmade up the clas@\ll adults

AiThank you for coming, Mick toyed with his beltfiwebve lost a distinguished black belt
whichwill set us baclo

At the far end of the lineurik snorted
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Gilda cringed.

Yoshidas face twistedintil heresembled aemonickabukitheatremask she once saw in a
shop in downtown DetroifiDo you have an objectiod?

Sheprayed Erik would keep his mouth closed, train and go home.

Unfortunately,Erik didn@ think the same wayiWalter was far from a distinguished black
belt. He left his family to marry a high school kid and haeaigenage gid Mick should never
have left him in charge of the kidislassesT he guy was a menace. 0

Her eyes widened. Opened, so to spé&dle glanced down the lineward the senior belts
and realied every aher student in the lineeemed totare at Mick.

Mick reddenecand stepped forwardiEnough.We&e here to train, ndb bad mouth ther
student

fWhatevero Erik seemed primed for a fighiThe guy was a scumba@/e all know youet
him staybecause he paid big bucks to be a simtnerin the schoal 0

Gi |l dabés mout Mutidyr Mo peerdts revpateWas this what he and Yoshida
were afraid of2Vhen her gaze méickés, hisface hardenednd he turned away

The lines inMi ¢ keikdetrayed his tensiofl think you should leavé.

fiSeriousl0 E r i kY cads rkiekidg.me out®

fiFor tonighto Mick said assweat trickled down the side of hisfadk 6 d | i ke you
down.You and | can f& tomorrowand straighten things aat

AOf coursed Er i k  Blawidard lebed. mouth your replacemedtd you tell Gilda
what 6 s ayae yougframshe antkveryoneslsewouldsee you for what you really a@?

Gildats eyes widenedChangesReplacement? Shenappedher mouth shut bukept her
ears tuned to the mutterings around her. R&giebrows twitchedipwardwhen he met her gaze.
He seemed as confused as she was.

fiThat is @ougho Yoshidalunged forward until hestood toe to to@and nose to noseith
Erik. AYou will wait in my dfice. | will deal with you lateio

In a show of defiance, Erik glared at Mick then turned his bddtespecting not only his
fellow studens, buthis teachersHedidn@ bother to bow. Rather tharmange ogo to the office
to wait, he grabbed his du#flbag and leftmaking sure tglameverydoor behind him

My office. Yoshida saidalthough i wasrit his office, but Mick&. A slip of the tongue or

was there somethirglsegoing onHer stomach clenched.
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She didiii have long to fretThe instant Erikéft the building, taking his gear and leaving
the tension, Yoshida face hardened. He stood, feet shoutlistance apart, hands clasped
behind his back and nostrils flared, and barked out orders for half an hbey ean anddid the
hardest most nausatingwarmup Gilda had evepushed throughn her life. She guessed
torturing his students was the only way he could let off steam.

She breathein through her noseoutthroughher mouthand fought hard not to succumb to
the urge toeither throw up orcollapse in asimperingheap on the maturtive glances passed
between all the studenas they ran laps back and forth across the dojo then dropped to the floor
to do ten pustups,tensit-ups andenleg raises before running again.

No one talkedNo ore groanedNo one daredEven Mick ran past her so focusedché d n 6 t
acknowledge her presend&’hen Xavierfinally moaned, Yoshida added one last set of twenty
pushups then told them to line up.

AYou all stink 0 Y o s h i dillhopg yoarwdrateds nats bad agour warmup. Stop
being lazy. Show me intensity. Show me guts.

Gilda winced. Any more running and shedd det

A half hour of working orkataswas next followed by stances. Yoshida made thaoid
eachstance particulaty shikodachior sumo stangeuntil Gildaés thighs burnedher arms grew
too heavy to lift andher throat burned from swallowing her own vomiteSvanted to throw up
but was afraid .of Yoshidads reaction

Mick clapped a hand to her shouldexdnearly knaked her overi Go sgmewat er . 0

Além good. Oer Wicewasraspy

AYoude white and ready to puke. Go take a drink beforérgocompletely dehydratedd h e
said fiThat goes for all of youl'ake a break.

Yoshidas eyes narrowediNo drinks.No breaks. Tieywill train until I let them leaveYou
are a lousy teacher. Thbgve mucho learno

fiThey needvater and a chance to catch their breathické voice was commandirand
forceful enough to make Yoshida take a step béEkie minutes water breakhen wedl work on
kumiteo

Gilda gave an inward groan. Sparring was her least favorite, especially with Yoshida
instrucing. She backed out of the dojo ahdped €émon water was the perfect antidote for her

gueasy stomactown the hall, someone retched meocof the bathrooms.
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Before shereached for her sparring gloves and mouth guard to return tq slesgook a
few deep breathsAcross the room, Yoshida orgaedzgloves blockers and any other gear
within reach He was either nervousbsessiveor both

AY o u 0 k a yp@used Mext cokher

She flinched. AMostly. o

AWhais he ding?

Gilda sighed fApparently nothingmeets his approvabdayo

fAiThis could turn into an interesting claske said.

AWhat do you mean turn into?o

Al did tell youto stayhomé©onét say | di dn téeenteredrthe dojoand, She
called for everyone to line upTake a partneMVedl sparfor two minuteshenchange partners.
Keep going until you spar everyone in the rodm.

Gildas stomach crampedn even number o$tudentsincluded Yoshidawho puton his
glovesand kepthis beadyeyedgaze focused on Mick. Things were about to get ugly.

Razi paired up with heandspoke without moving his lip$iAre you okay®

fiNo talkingo Yoshida barked.

She nodded and pushedhar mouth guard. At least Razi took it easy on hersparred
but not as hard as he could @hne oncesawhim knock Xavier back six feet onto his butt. If he
were tohit her full strength, stid probably go right through the wall.

When they changed pasdrs, helone yellow belt in the room grabbed Gild#s he always
like this? | know everyone said he was tougito 0

fiNo talkingo Yoshida scowdd

Gilda shook her head and mouth&do.0

They fought one another until the only people she hadparredwith were Mick and
Yoshida Before Mick could get across the ropkoshidastopped anthowed Protocol.

Yoshida jumped into his sparring stance and put on an intimidating glower. His gaze
focused on heandhe calledhajimeto start two minutes of torture.

Gilda had watchedntensegradingsbefore Sh&d even seen Yoshidéeacty Walter a
lesson when haggressivelgparred the white belt wHeft the school in tears. The Yoshida who
faced her now was neither of tho3dis Yoshid@s face twistedbackinto the frighteningkabuki

mask anagshe expected to semske curled out of his nostrils.
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Whatever the reasonehhated hemand lunged without warningCompletely caught off
guard,sheli dn 6t h a vbéockandthb edgemfehis glazeught her lower Ip. Thetaste
of blood and sweammet the tip of her tongue This Yoshidawas playing for keeps.When he
moved in again, she reacted fast enough to block the pbntiltaught his kick in her upper
thigh. Pain radiated up and down her |&dne bruise would & as dark as his eyes.

The cenmon mask didd@ crack. Her bravery, however, woulfilinold out much longer. On
his third strike, she blocked both his punches then the kick that followed. She also managed to
throw a kick to hisgroin, which made g cheeldlinch asshe jumped backut of his reachThis
was no time for pride.

Fury twisted Yoshid@ face and he flew at her with hands and feet a Bhe.took several
hits to her face beforeeh breath stuck in her throat, clogging her airveayl she began to
hyperventilate As shegasped anébught for breath, lashe could do wagirtle into a heap on the
floor and cover her face and ribs. The blows rained down onthést andoack His kicks
battered her legs.

fivyame 0 Mi ck y el | e dandfsvetded Gildanto waal off fists, pfeet and
everything else Yoshidthrew. No matter which way the older man moved, Mikckedhis
access tier.

As shecrawledtoward the wallaway from the fighttears mingled with thblood andsweat
on her faceand soakedhe uniform. Her hands shook and her chin trembled. She touched her
swollen lip and came away with watgsink blood.

The other students stoppedrningto watchas Mick and Yoshidafought Xavier jumped
forward to intervene but Yoshidapunchedhim in theface. Holding his bloody noseXavier
crumpled to the floorRazi motioned the others ooft theaway. No onemoved

Mick borea cut on his chee&ndYoshidas eye grew red and puffiput reither man backed
down. Yoshida stood his groundinable to get pas Mi ¢ k 6 s Wiekre Hefmallys lenvered
his arms andtopped throwing punches, Mick did the same.

Yoshida growlediiYou disrespect me in front of my students.

fldm protectingny students 0 M cfikhers ia @ disrespect intended.

fiThey wouldnot need protection if they could figlitHe pointed to GildafiThat one is
weak and lazyShe will never be a black beit.

Gildawiped her eyes
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Mick stood his groundiShes aworthy student You have no reason t@mrmhero

Yoshida refused to back down. Héamgced around the rooniiwho told you to stop?
Sparring stances ohlajime0o

Mi c kaéeshardenediPut your gloves awayClass is doné.

Al am not finishedd Yo s hi dads n ofishisclas$ imotdorie@r ed agai n.

fAYes it is. Our emotions have gottehe best ol of uso Mick unstrappedis gloves and
threw themagainsthefar wall.

Yoshida stood in place the middle of the dojevith his gloves still onwhile Mick enced
classand toldeveryoneto leave Gilda, Razj and Xaviedingeredandlookedto their senseiwho
wiped the back of his hand across the gash on his cheek

fiGo home All of you.0 Mick bowed to them, careful to keep one eye on Yoshig8aihan
and | have some things to discu@ss.

Gilda paused in the doorwajAre you sure you waft ?0

fAilém sured He met her gazéiGo homeo

She backed out the dowmy. Even thoughYoshida was in full monster mode, she
understoodMick needed to settle things between them.

fiAre you okay® Xavier hadone hand on his nosas heput an arm across her shdeits.
AYou look like youtook a few good hits.

fiSo  you. 1dl be fined She coughed, stiktruggling to catch her breath and calm down
AYoudd better Itleoksdbrokerd your nose.

Alt 6s not thdtimad sf ibrusstt ebdhe samfil Idlo sseur vi ve. 0

After a fast trip to one of the washroom to finally throw upe feund an emptyghangestall
and hid behindthe newblue curtain to swallow the tears that threatened to dissolve her into a
pile of goo. Hemuniform was so wet shaeededo pe¢ the fabricoff her arms and legs. Every
singleone of her muscles burned. Her throat ached, raw &dmend ofemotion vomit, and the
brutality of the class.

fGilda?Areyou s ur e yooKavierapproackea fe?P agavhen she emerged from
her stal] but was interrupted ahé three other women in the cladspped tajive her hugs on
their way out.He bowed his head thegave her a quick hug and walked awayl 6 | | see
tomorrow. 0

Wal terd6s funer al
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Gi | d a diled vatlyewenmord ear s. AOkay. 0

Razi waited untileveryone elséeft before he approachdter. fil apologize, Miss Wright.
That was not somethingny studenshould have had to endure. | do not thiB&nseiMick
expectedshihanYoshidato go that farNone of us did

fiHe didré do thatwith anyone elsedid he® Shepeered into the dojdut it was empty.
Mick and Yoshida were already behind closed doors in the pffieg voicedoud, yetmuffled.

iNo, 0 h ksesrahewbntedtd spar withyou andSenseMick the entire time

Aiwhy?l 6 ve never done anything to him.?o

Razi shruggediNot that | am aware oPerhaps he is mentally unstabléhat Sensei Mick
would callbatshit crazyo

APer haps. 0 She c athis dhoide tof whrdtdiepchebked her[faaetirgthe
mirror. At least ler lower lip while puffy,was no longer bleeding. The brow of her left eye had
alreadyreddeneand was tinged with purpknd blue

fiGo home, Miss Wrighd.Razi nudged hewith his elbow fil will stay here andiook out for
our sensei Please, sk Xavierto walk you home

She hoisted her duffle bag to her shoulder and blew out a breath. With Razi on guard,
Yoshida wouldd@ get away with doing anything against Mick. Unless he killed himwhich

caseaches and bruises would the least of herancerns.
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Chapter 14

Xavier was goneby the time she stepped onto the sidewaiki received alarmed glances
from passersby. Shaken and barely able to see through her teérsl sheave t o get ho
her ownsteam
Gary sat on the hood of his camake curling around his heade flicked a cigarette into
the gutter and walked over to Gilda for a closer |IddbRVh o a . Did you get the
horse and buggy that hit you?o
fiHa. Hao Even her cheeks hurilén not in the mood fodealing with youlém going home
to soak ina whole lot ofice.0
AYoude in no shape to walk anywher® G a riiget is. Bl igide you a rided
Alt 6s onl y l&getfthere onbmy own.She stumbled away from him, the weight
of her duffle bag throwing her offatance.
He shook his head ansighed.AStubbornlittle mule. Y o u 6ust ¢ike your father.dn not
going to try anything funnyl swear on yourd a d dgya@es Youdre badly hurt andmy only
concern is tgetyou home safaé
Gilda hesitated. If she sat his camow, she might not stand again for days.
AYou oould call for a police escort, if it makes you fealy better I 61 | even | oar
phone Gary tookaphone out of his pocket and handeadwér.
She rolled her eyes, unable to speak.
ACome on, | hoyewr ol d man had ever seen my C
made sure she got horsafe no matter whose kid she waswe him that mucld. He pocketed
the phone then grasped the handles ofdufte bag fOf course he alsowoulddve arresed the
so-andso who did it to her, but thagrits way out of my leagué.
She letgo ofher bag andet himtoss it into thébackseatWhen he opened tloardoor, she
eased her weary body onto the passenger seat. She was in no shape to fight &llystae
wanted was to go homsit ina warmbathand cry.fiThank youo

He pulled into trafficiiwho did this to you? If you say Mick,6 | | fi.@ hi m good
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flt wasrd Mick.0 S h e sActuaflyf he putla. stogito.it o

AiHuho He r ai sed Now kamesypesed ltonwst havefibeethat Yoshida
charactettheno Gary sid. fil hate to point this out, butonteacher shouldverdo this to their
studentSomebody needs to teattmat little jerka thing or two about respeat.

Al agree. o0 Gil chbp. t ouched her swoll e

AYou want me to arrange a little payback? h e & cak getda guyfiwvhs so quiet and
fast even Yoshide o nkéaw what hit himo

She tried to chuckle, but smiling huiitY ouGe very thoughtfuin a weirdsort ofway, kut no
thank youo

AY oube just going to lick your wounds and pretend it never happenedphérasked.
fiYou word even stand up for yourseif.

Gildanodded T h ait.® s

Gary made &J-turn and pulled the catirectlyin front of her house. Before she could orient
herself to open # door, he ran around to let her out and grabbedihifle. fLetés get you
inside and settled. You got some ice for those bruises?

fiNot as much as | thinldl needo she said.

Hestaredi How much do you think you need?59

AEnough t o f $heldthinmunlock efrdmttdoob . o

fiYou may want to think a tad smallecaleto avoid hypothermia.He led her to the couch
and helped heget comfortablehen strolled into the kitchen tifle through the freezer portion
of her fridge.ivo u 6geotenough are for a good startdl make up a couple ice packs then get
you some more for later.

Gilda followed him andleaned in the doorway. As much &sry scared her silly, she
admired how hed dropped everythingeven ifit wasstalking Mick to help take car of her.fil
can look after myselb.

AiYeah,l can see thdtom all the bruisedNonsenselt 6 s n oYowsit and elext 6 | | get
what you nee® He poured ice cubes into a coujdege plastic bags and zipped them closed.
AYou gotanypainkillers?You 6 r e g o i songeonteahe sheoctrdl adrenalinvear offo

fiTop cupboard to the lefif the fridged She ambled into the living room ankbschedon
the couch with her ice packnda bottle of water. Her body ached from head to sole and she

began tcshiver.
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ARTake these bef or eGarylmededshatbedbtitle of paankilers He f . 0
draped aplush blanket over her legs and turned on the televisiibim going to Happés for
more ice. You need anything else? Whiskey? Wikhg®od hit man?l know guyso

This time she laughed, hoping he wmasking awarpedjoke. fildn good Thanks Gary. You
go on home andllé 0 She waved a hand at a loss for words. Cry. Fall apase her mind.

iDondt woerighybaclkoH® dulled the door closed.

Gilda reached for the phone on the coffee table and lost her balance. She toppled off the
couch landing on hesorewrist. Not a graceful movebutless embarrassing sinGary left. She
sat up slowlyto make sure she hadhcaused further injuries then didlaer monds number.

fiGilda, how are you? really hopedto see you on the long weekend. Did you find
something fun to do? You didrhang out with that boss of yours, did you? HmeMarion and
your friend WaltePHe 6 s s u ¢ h oadler snoné guestimsaame like rapid fire and sent
Gilda physically reeling against the couch.

fWalteris dead Mo m, 0 S h e c.hltolk god thab thecother tag.a r s

Stunned gence from her mom.

Gilda took advantage of the rare opportunityo you know GaryDel Gada?o

Still nothing.

fiMom? Are you there®

A rush of breath came over the phoftdow do you know Garpel Gard&0

Gilda explained about running into him several times since VglterathfiHe seems to be
trying to look out for me, butd actually reallycreepy. ém not so sure | like the attention.

ADid he say why h@ stalking you®

fiHe®s not stalking meHeds following Mick and| just run into him while dn coming and
goingo Gilda said fiYou do know him, right®

AY e s a n dd néwsYos kedp yourdistance from him. His a dangerous man.

AHey, Gi |l da. I 't 6s | us tThemangeroGsanraty in quéstion &n up o t
the front step and knocked on her door.

fiHave to gp Mom. 1dl call you later.0 Gilda cringedat what her neighbors woutdink if
they hearda known criminalyell at her doorabout having her stuffShetucked the phone
beneath the couch cushigiComeonin.o

Garygasped, out of breaths if he an rather than drovéhe few blocks to Happy Harvés
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and backfiwhy are yousitting on the floor? You were on the couch when |.1&fe you okay?
Should | take you to the hospital?

fiWow. You sound just Il i ke my |iost mpalancetryisghte f a k ¢
reach the phone. What did you bring?

AA bag of iced He crossedhe room in two large steps with a large paper bag and set it on
the coffee table. In @hand he clutched a couple of single roses frompilastic vase on
Happyos f ri@érbottle ofomne ta €auple apples and frozen microwave lasagna. |
thoughtyou might be hungry.dn actually a great cook, but | didh think youdd want me
messing around in your kitchéor an houror two.0

She reached for the small igack that had fallen on the floofiThat was thoughtful.
Thankso

Gary took everything intche kitchen. Five minutes later, he returned with a fresh ice pack
andthe heated lasagna transferred to a plate with a side s#adisappeared into the kitchen
again and brought herglass ofvhite wine and the two roses in a small vase

Gilda smiledfor real this timefil think youée the best butlele ever haad

His face palediwhat did you call me®

AA butlero She frownedfiwhat did you think | said®

AiNothing. Eat, rest and build up some strength. You have a funeral to go to tomorrow.
Make sue you lock the door behind me in case #pheless littleat wasidt finished with youd

fiRat®d Gilda narrowed her eyeBWhy would you call Yoshida thad?

AFi gur e Have aggoednigbtdl check on you tomorrow.He was gone before she
could @en her mouth to thank him.

There were a number of people she could call to find out more about iGelyding
Marion. Unfortunately, she was overcome by the tearédstoeight off for the past half hoand

was in no shape to speak to any of them
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Chapter 15

Gildalay in bedthe next morningnd stared at the dingy ceilin@nceshe feltstrongerand
had more ti me, ewilymadnhthh BouseFortoday gn@needdd to get up and
moving, but hurt in places st only read about in mexhl magazines whilevaiting in Docts
office. Walterés funeral was in five hourat one which was pobably how long it would take her
to get out of bed anfbrce her weary body intclothes

Sherolled out of bed anthought abouscrambled eggs for brefast butstandinghurt too
manybodyparts at onceloastwith peanut butter and jamaseasy If she ached this bad today,
she could happily wait for tomorraarecoverypain.

Last night she remained on the couch until nearly, paotly because she aeti all over and
partlyto make sure Gary didnreturn.He was the least of her worries.

According toErik, Walter was supposed to be M@keplacemenrat the schoollf Yoshida
wanted toopen more schoaqlsvhy not let Walter runa new one?She and Mick Ad an
interestingthing going on in Sandstone CoWith the school.

WhenGilda tried to rub a stiff muscle her backher hand crampediOh crap! What was
going through that ma@s head®

She cursé Yoshidarepeatedly on heshuffle to the showerAfter trying to wash off the
previous night and failing miserablshed d n e a r |cgveirigitha brieskseod her face with
foundationbefore the doorbell rang. Seadded to the door.

Erik stood on the doorstep, hmir rumpled and his expression cofiVhat did they say
about me last night after | lefi?

No hello. Nocup of coffeeto bribe her for informationGilda had half a mind to slam the
door in his face. The other half reminded her he was bigger, str@mgkefaster and could knock
her doordown wih a single punch.

fiNo one said anything.She joined him outside in the sunshine. The warmothfortedher
weary bodyand battered facé&lo sign of GaryiiNo one daredYoshidajust trainedus until we

droppedo
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Well, it was mostly trugbut he stilldidnd look convincedfiwhat about aftei?

fiMick sentusall homeo She limpedto the porch swingfil camehome and took an Epsom
salt bath before mgodycompletelyseizedum@ A n d ouchhercheastdl ached.

AANd to put ice on your fac&Vho didthedamag®@0 He studied her.

AYoshidao

He gaspediiYou sparred him®h , crap. .H®& mwaglu lad o \. &vhykvduld! e d
he take after yous

S h e s hrHe dogsé tike nosy peoplé.

Erik snorted and rubbed his face whbth hands.fiHe must have ted about you playing
detective.You got any coffee@

fiNo, | just got upd A mourning dove cooed on the roof across the stiwe¢heredid you go
after you left the schodst night®

fWhat do you care? Ohforgot. Youie Gilda Wright,super sleutio.

fils that why you came to talk to ntePhe words tumbled out of her mouth befatee
thought about the implications.

He opened his mouth, probably to chastise her, then looked awaydartr. iMaybeon
some levelFor the record| didngd want Walter deadAll | wanted washe chance to teach some
classeandlearn to run my own schodlknow I& do agoodjob.0

Gildaés neck prickledfiSo why didiit you®

Eriké face reddenednd he looked away, his blond hair tousled by the bré&aeshida
thought | wagoo immatureToo hotheadedHe convince Mick | wasr& worthy of running one
of his schools. Apparently, my technique and persggnateré up to his standards. He saiid |
only screwthingsuguess | sure proved &dim right | ast

She gyhed.fl guess soWhat are you going to daow?0

Alim sorry 0 h it a1 ¢ u s t problemslatelyaif ahyone hael answers, itonld
beyoul s houl dn éybudbréaneed toche dregged into all this ckap.

She wanted to bluril alreads am so spit it ou but bit herpuffy lower lip to keep the
words insideErik would leave and never tell her anything.

He shuffled his feetfil dond know who killed Walter or whyl know ité on thetip of your
tongue to askbut it wasr@ me.l swear | have an alibd

AYou dod She was surprised leenfelt the need toffer herone.
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He owed his headil was withChloeo
fiMick & girlfriend?0 Her eyes grew wide.
Er i k r eWaneetup ahdhadia couple of drinks. She told me she and Mveke
having problemand sheneeded someon# you know what | mean
More fuel to stoke the fire. What was wrong wétheryonearound herShe drew in a long
breathi Wa |l t er wa s mitdayhfiereaabnclass @u n d
A Y y lpknow. | got fired from my job Friday morningthenwent for a liquid lunchChloe
was therdalking to some guyhen | walked inSomething about her dad and a gambling debt
Mick wasgetupsetabout We talked and told her | needed money to start my own scharad
move ono
Gildasuckedina har p br esettummaschdboYftoompet e wi th Mick?o0
He chuckled. m&r ddeyamdkiyddihmgla woul dackki ¢c k m
in with my folks | just need money fatartupand some equi pment . 0O
She frownedfiHow much money would itk@?For curi osi tyds sake. 0
fMorethaneough to go to a | o alérik smilea thénstood.fiGim i s d a L
sure none of this surprises you. Yo probably heard worse latelyith a | | the gossip
flying aroundo
She really wanted to hearome sure the conversation had swung back toward Gauty
didndét want to seem med thtelytnog . mafkYee anhy, hladivre ghoe as
AEnough to make you give up this silly notion of catching a murdéreoped His smile
f a d &a@u.dorifiwant to be nextonthelidt.t 61 | seed you around.
Erik walked out of her yard and across the street to his silver sports car with a scrape on the
rear fender.
Was his commenta threat or a warning®Maybe Erik was part of the reason Gawvgas
suddenlybecaning buddybuddy with her.Mick owed Gary moneylf Gary did loan Erik
money, getting close to Gildauld beone way to keep an eye bothhis investmers
Once he left, she stood, groaning from the ache in her muscles. She needed,coffee
breakfastandto tellFabioabout t he s c rSheatso reeddadskip hkrduasShed d r
never be able to puliff hersweatyshortsto showeliater. A day off would do her good.
Who else in Sandstone Cove knew Wahest his wife when she wasszghoolgir? The

thought struck Gilda on héralf-heartedwvalk to the coffee shop. If any of the parents found out,
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they wouldr@ bother with theatrigstheyd run straight for their lawyer. No second chances.
Theyd labelhim a pedophile with no chance of redemption.

No oneat thecafé questionedhe bruises whenhe ordered a large coffee and aneimon
bun the size of hdace They all knew where she worked and how hard she traBredses after
a visit from Yoshida were expecte®he ambled homewith her head bowedenough to
discourage anyornfeom talking to her

Once s h e adfront doortk leeep out the worldshe sat in the backyagarden and
tried to focus on the flowers and birds. She managed to eat half the cinnamaiedpite the
ache inher jaw,andsat back to sip her coffeAt least her jaw was in one piece and she didn
needto usea straw.Pureed cinnamon budidn Godundas desirable as a soft, waomedid.

Once more, her thoughts turned to Walter and his grisly debtised d | oved sci nnam
too, but Jade would never let him eat them at home. White flour and sugar were taboo.

Certain a walking meditation would help, sti@ished the bun thewradled her coffee in
both hands and shuéitl barefoot through thgarden. Peace Each blade of grassaressed her
barefeet Each flower reached out. Each sunbeam waimeeair. The fragrant air...

Who was she kidding? Nothing about walking through the bjielen with ahot paper cup
in her handsind anxiety in her stomaetas even remotely peacefilot today.

Unable to carry on without her mind traveling toward dekgpk thoughts, Gildavent inside
andlit a candle. She turned on a relaxation CD and sat on a cushmenby one, the images
from the training sessioleft her mind and her shouldeasd neck loosexd

She pushed all thoughts out of her head and focused on the candle. Peace. Blissful, mindless
peaceAs she slowed her breatly, the muscles in her shoulders softenéeh. She released a
long breath that took a third of her stress wtiinto the atmosphere.

Then someone oblivious to hehardsought tranquility banged on the front do&he
flinched and let out a groan.

AGilda, honey, you in thereMarion.Cr a p , Gilda forgot to calll
okay? Mick told meyougothi ttl e banged up | ast ni gnd t . Op ¢
fruit. o

Gilda could ignore herbut Marion was craftyandwould peer in every window andygle
all the doorhandles. Sooner or later, stikfigure out Gilda was home afidd the spare keyf

s h e apentheddbor nowndfind out what Mariorwanted shed never get any peace
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AComingo She blew out the candle as tension reclaimed her upper body.
Marion stood on the front porchnanormousbasketcovered in red cellophane and tied
with afloppy blue bow in both handShe peered over her dark sunglassesagyes widened.
fOh wow. Looks like that wasomeclasslast night Th at 61 | Mick, ¥asHidg gndlwall
told you not to gam
ABut youdre not abouwt to say | told you so,
AShowds how we IMariotysonuo rktneodw niieThats quitedhe fatdipn s o
Did Erik do that to you®
AErik?0 Gilda askediiwhy would yousaythat
Marion gave her a orgrmed hugfiCome on, eeryone at the school knows@e hothead.
Anyway, | bumped intoSenseiMick earlie who, by the way, looks almost as bad as, yibu
t hat 0 s.Hp sat yadu bvére having a hard time dealing with Watdeathand | should
leave you alone today
AHe doesndt know nm3he hamde@ildavwhecratklingbdsketft kndwe ? 0
this isrd much A few of the parentpitched in andhought it might cheer youp. | volunteered
to deliver it so hada good excuse to be late for wark
AThaé thoughtful Thanks.0 She glanced inside at the fulbasket of assorted fruits and
boxes of chocolates thdranded it backifil think WalteiGs family might need the warnfuzzy
thoughts more than nte.
fiOhn o, this oneds for you. S e. &l] your favbstesog o t I o
Marion pushed it bek. fiBesides] already stoppedt the Levy house drop off abasket and a
gift certificate but ro onewas home. | guess th&g eitherat the funeral home or shopping for
black clothe®
fMaybeo A brief panic attack threatenex$ Gildad gyes welled wth tears Did she even
own anything black aside from workout clothe8® o e s t h i Ge noheomimg ty theu
funeral with me?0
iThey wondét | et me get away from woMaonsi nce
toyed with herfingers fil sawMick earlier. Hed o e s n 6t | bme&n, he lookasgooddas
always but he needs a long vacation.
Gilda set the basket on the coffee table next to her meditation candle. Balastiadjust

returnedfrom Jamaicawo weels aga According to Erik, theyvere on the verge of breaking u
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a week latethen fighting out in public in front of the school after thadd. Did Mick and
C h | ogpmliesnshaveanything to do with the debt Chloe mentioned to Erik
fWalterds deathmust have really stken Mick up. He lboks awful.0 Marion wiped her
forehead releasing the wet bangs plastered to her.$Kian | geta glass of water®ie been
running all over towroing errandsndstill have to get to work.
She poured Marion a glass of cold waféf.o u 6 r elvenevegrisdemMick so frazzled|
thi nk heds acespacallyhfter yaushosugp fogctasslgst nighto
AThat 6s n.éle dengt Miongy t hat have nothing to do

Marion gave her a hugWhatever you say, hohdl seeyou later. Call me after the funeral.

| want to know everything that happemasid | mean everything. Yodok now | 6 m peeved
didndét call me | ast night, right?
AYes, | Gilda sigh@dfil dvas a messThank you forbringing the baskebver. That

was very sweeldl bring it to the school to share with the others.

AiDond you dareThis is for you tcenjoy, especially those truffles

fiThankso She really didn@ have anyone to share it wigxcept Marion, whichmight have
been part of the plan all along, atdry, who satparked out frontShe 6d set aside
chocolatedo thank himfor hishelpfi Thanks . 0

Once Marion left, shdocked the dooandbrushed all thoughts of Gary under a mental rug.
Shet talk to Marion about himater.A wave of emotion sweptver her and shesuddenlyfelt
more alone than eveio ward off the sadness, she relit the candle and s#teooushion to
finish her meditationEven after ten minutesier Zenlike state remained out of reaels her
monkey mind did somersaults

Mick. Razi, Xavier. Erik. Walter. YoshidaWhy did it surprise herane of the black belts
were what they seemed
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Chapter 16

Gildawore her black shift dress for Wali@rfunerd since it waghe one dress in her closet
she could pull on with her musclessare. Her mothed mantrafievery girl needs to own a little
black dress alwayscame back to haunt her on occasions like thiears of living on her own
still hadri silenced the echo of her mottssfiashion advice

Given the option, Gilda preferred tpastelblue suit and black silk blouseahging next to
the black dressShe added a colorfldceshawl to the boring black dresf.ake that, Mono

She slipped into her favorite bladlats to appease her screaming calaedshuffleddown
thehall. Everyone she knew would be at the funeral, including the remaining black drsitshe
had a zillion questions, the biggest beiivghich one of you idiots killed Walteand what were
you thinking?0

Someone rapped on her front door as she reached for thechiéadk on the counter. Who
couldr@ wait long enough to see her at Dé@mfruneral Home in ten minutes? She grabbed the
clutch andmade her wapver toopen the door.

fiHey, Sherlocko Mick nodded from the other side of the red door. Black shoes, blaak fitte
slacks black dress shirt open at the coléard a black mark on his face from the cut he got the
night beforeat the workshopHe looled like a long piece difruisedlicorice.

Gilda ignored the flutter in her chest and got straight to busifiédsat doyou want®

Despite the occasioand the bluish hues on his fatdke corner of his mouth twitchedl
thought & escort you to the funeral home. | kngwo u K@ttleeland ficing Yoshida did@ help
| never shoul@re let things get that farHe grinnedfi You shoul d get a bl ack

AiHow thoughtfuld And selfserving.filsn& your girlfriend goingwith youtoday?o

fiShecoul dndt g endl didhGewartt o mak inbofthfe funeral home alobe. H e
looked away to the streasGarydrove away Wiy was Garyparked across from your house?

AHe saw me | eave the school | ast ni ght and
me .Skefollowed him outandlocked the doobehind themeven though slid never felt the

need to do so beferand followed him to the sidewalkSo why the escort®ere you worried |

98



wouldnd show up®@

AWhenThayer told me you thought Xavier tried to poison \agotworried 0

fiThayer® she asked | tliought you two hated each other. How comés lseiddenly téihg
you mylife story®

Mick sighed and ran a hand through his h&iBecausehe heard about what happened in
class last night. He aldound outXavier brought me a coffee that morning tmad wanted to
know if it tastedbador if | got sicko

AANnd dd yo u Meér eyes widened.

A heverdrank it, 0 h &l dengpeddt oubnce it was coldbecausd 6 d al ready hac
cupsthat morningDid you drink yours?0

Al pretended tauntil he left then| brought it to Thayeo Gilda hugged her arms to her
st omdeh kefpt tal king about poisons and | wasnbo

fiClever girl. Impulsiveand suspicioysut clevero Mick turned.fiCome onWe dond want
to be lated

Thoughts tumbled like puppies in Gilidahead. She couldnmake sense of it alespeciby
after so few hours ofsleep.What would Xavier have to gain bpoisonng her? Unless hé d
killed Walterand had a lot to hid®r unless, like Mick suggested, she was ready to suspect the
worst of her friendsBe s i d e s, s haayorrequeastiodstbouttise knarder until later.

Sheblew out a sigh andbllowed Mick into the funeral homealreadyfilled to capacity
Gary noddedo her thenturnedto chat with Mrs. Watsornwho owned the consignment store
Thethreestrangersear the caskaetereprobaly Walterés kidsfrom his first marriage

Mick led hertoward Xavier, Erik, Raziand Yoshida whose gazeseemedfocused on
something or someorecross the roomyoshidatook a quick glance at Gilda and frovthes
thoughs h e wgaitethedright shadesf black or blue for his liking.

fiGeez, Mick, you look as bad @slda, 6 E r.iflkt 6ssa i adlyau twb showedrp. We
thought you were going to leave us haleneo

Mick nodded.fil wanted to make sure Gilda got here akaycuse mel@n going to paymy
respects before the servige.

Yoshi dads fAghe is noteseto karise &alible, is she?

No more than youGilda bit the inside of her cheek and fought to keep her mouth shut. The
last thing she wanted was another bout with Yoslpdeiculaly in public.
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AYou never know.l guess youbd bet 0Mick wavedeaphand theney e o
strolled over tdalk to Jade.

Yoshidaturnedin silenceandheaded toward the casket.

Razi stoodwith hisfeet shoulder width apaiiHow are you, Miss Wrigitb

fAlive and kicking. So fan Probably the wrong thing to say under the circumstarimés
the others eched her sentiments with a round of nods.

fiAmen to thab Erik walkedpast Mickthenexitedthe room.

Yoshida followechim at a distance

Gilda suckedn a sharp breatthentook a step to go after them

fiMiss Wrighto Jade Levyjaw tight,blockedher pathShe 6 d f or egone t he ge
tailored black suit and a touch of makeup to lighten the dark circles beneath her eyes.

Xavier and Razsaid teir condolences theshuffledtoward the casket.

Al hear youhave beemsking questionaboutmy husbanés killer,6 Jade said.

Her face warmediWalter was a friend. justwant to hel

fiSo you said) The widow stiffenedfiPlease d us both a favor anlgave things alone. You
do not want to get in over your head

fils that athreat® Gildagave a nervous laugind wished Mick would retursoon.

Al am not a killer Pleasestay away from the ones | lovk.is most unpleasant when bad
things happen to goqetopled She brushed something off Gitidashoulder.

Lint? Black widow spider? Gilda shivereabt used to such paranofa.Wh dotyou plan to
donowt hat Wal?toer 6s gone

Ailf the police approve will go to New York with myfamily thendecidewhatto donext 0
Jade saidfll do not wishto causeanyonefurther troubled

The fine hairs ol i | @ran® resefildn sure a change of scenery will help.

Jade graspeHderarm.iil know youare trying to help Miss Wright, but none of the people
you deal with are wdit they seem.

fiBut Mickd o

AEspecially Micko shesaid Beficareful. You have no idea whand of devil those men are
involved witho Jaddeft the scent of jasmine in her walie she walked away

Gildastood alonewith her mouth agapé devil? Did she nean Yoshida or Gary?

Mick nudged her lower jaw wygard fiTrying out for a job as a fly catcher?
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fiNo, I0 0 Shepausedglandngto the caskefil 6 m g ®say myggoddiyeso

He grasped her arniiY ou sure eerythingsokay?Y ou r eal | 'y doWhattdid!| ook ¢
Jade say®?

fiNothing 0 Gilda said fil6 rjustin pain anchate funeral®.

fiNot many people enjoy thenespecially the guy in the baxMick held her elbow and
steered her to the casket. Was he afraidosheake a dash for the French dook&? worries
there Even Mrs. Watson could have run faster than her taidgtice anything odébout hin?o

She studied Waltertouching her fingers to her lips to keep from cryiilis hair never
looked tidieriHe 6 s nofagiwear i ng

ATry .barder

fiGive me a hint

fiHis jacket. Breast pockeétMick murmured against her hair.

The pocketbo f  Wa | t balged with & whitd napkin folded with double points. Nestled
insidewas a piece of daekfabricrolled into a scrolliwWhatis it?0

fiPretend to cry he said.

iwWwhatd She Why®dr ed. 0

He nudged heribs with his elbowand dug into a large bruis&lust petend to cryo

Gilda bowed her headears welling in her eyes from the sharp p#ifhenhergazefell on
Walters heavily madeaip face, shdorgot about Mick and watever he was about to pulier
tearsfell as reality crashed iWalter was dead and sklenever see him again.

fMAreyou ok ay, Mikchpgutoheamnkardund heas hepulledthe dark fabric from
Walterss pocket He scruncledit in his hand.

ANom m @t Shedabpedatherey@hat hurtAre you nuts®d

An elderly man cleared his throdtP | e a s e . Theesergcesaaboetdo begin.

Mick hushedGilda when she tried to ask questioasd led her to a seatle stuffed the
fabric scrollin her pursethen rested his hands in his lap.

She found it hard to concentrateough the servicganorefocused on the swatch of cloth
than on the ministé& words and sentimentBhe material seemed so familiar she itched to pull it
out of her purséor a peek How had Mick known to look for something out of place?

While everyoneelse drove out to the cemetemfter the serviceGilda stepged into the

sunlightnot sure which direction to point her sholler hands shook and her legs were weak.
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Sheitched tofind somewhere teheckout that piece otloth.

Mick placed a hand on her lower back ateered her towar@afé Beanz.fiCome on.You
needsomecaffeine and éargedose of sugao.

fiAre you a doctor@Gilda snified.

fJust a concerned frierad.

fiSince wheflo she asked Sirice you shoved he c¢| ot h f r oimomMyaurse?er 6 s p
You know we couldbothgo to jail for tampering with evidence.

fiyo u 6 r el & m g étdersiid pnehandaroundher waist fil felt bad | let you dowrsince
| didn@ believe yai when you startetb snoop aroundndl wantedto helpo

fAiYou didnd believe a man with a sword in his chest was murdeéred?

fiOuch That was wuncal | edldidndbelieve sdeeone t kageauldkil A No ,
him. Idle threats are one thing, butmF | ow t hrough takesdo somet hing

AThat makes two of wus. o

Mick opened the door tGaféBeanz led her toa corner booththen ordered coffees and two
slices of peach pidAll right, fork it over, Sherlocko

Gilda pulledout the roll of rustcolored fabric and spreadt on the tableIn small block
|l etters on one edge of the <c¢cloth, someone hact
ran through her and her stomach sank. That sounded a lot like a fihréabedfirstkanji from
themissingscr ol | . Whoever killed Walter mustodve ta
kanjand put it in the casket?0

Mick crumpledthe clothinto his hand like a used napkand sat back

Seconds |l ater, the waitmreghtarbraicke dvi wiht h htah ¢

ANo .0ublb s mil édvinkedat ltire theslelfit,eche leaned forward and lowered
his voice.iiNo one wouldhaveknown it was therebut the killer. The police would never notice
it. Not our police, anyway.

Gilda sighedi ey dr e not al | i ncompet e mdbip angthes t Th a
others some crediow did you notice it@

Mick grunted therhandedthe piece ofcloth to Gilda, his fingers brushing hersl think
youdd better hang onto this since yithe locaP.l.0

Al wouldn& go that fajo she said.

AiYou notice things other people dbd He s h Fou exgnele,.thattie scroll was

102



missingand thedent in Xavieé fenderLook, Gilda,l&m not sure if you trust me or not, bue
need to stick togeth@r

Shetook a deep breatliiThat means you have to trust me tbdidnd@ know about Walter
and Jadés history or that Erik wanted to leathee schoobr that Xavied 0

Mick drew ahastyline with one fingeracross his mouth

A Wh a $he foownedhenturnedto see what he was looking at.

Xavier strolled toward themisisuit rumpled and tie askew. His face was red antefiisye
puffy with angry, red knucklemarks in his fleshHe ordered a coffee on his way past the
waitress themslid on the bench next to Gilddl.see yowguysdidnd go to the cemetery either.

Al6 valready said my goelyeso Sheglanced at Mick themoved closer to the window.

He shot her a warning glar@. wanted to make sure Gilda was okay. | thought reiight
pass outvhenshe sawValter.0

She raised hegyeébrows. She spera lot more time with Waltdils body tharhe had What
was he up to?

Xavier patted her knee beneath the tadhis hand lingered for aouplesecond longer
than she was comfortable withitGs okay, babe. For the radp | dord even want to go to my
own funeralo

fAmen to thatHowés Erik holding up@ Mi ¢ k  alss&weydu. talkimgto him when we
left. Was he the one who roughed youap?

fil tripped on the curb and fallHe turned a deeper shade of crimdirik caudit meo

fiMore like his knuckles caught yauMick smirked.iiYou need a better cover staby.

Gilda had doubtas well whichnearly scuttlecdawaywhen her piewarm and dripping with
melting ice creamarrived She was surErik hadmadeit appeathed helped Xavier up since he
was fast andsneaky His speed and agilitygave him an edge in karat@articularly in
tournamentslt also made him a likely killer.

AThat | ooks really good. o0 Xavier ordered

a

AGuaranteed t o s haewsayoo f fE adickutpdgenrner plate cfoser t hr

then picked up his fork and turned back to Xavi®o what did Erik want?

He took his coffee from the waitress and scooped in three teaspoons offsleyaanted to
know what happened to the swadhat klled Waltero

Gilda paused with a forkful of @ehless than an inch fromehmouth A What ? 0
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Al as s u meortheltreme fastill Hasdt,@ Mick said AiWhat doeshewant with it? Its
a murder weaporBad karmad

Al 6 m n deasousded like he adly wanted it probably for.0 He cast a nervous glance
from Mick to Gilda.

Al know about his new businedsGilda said. fils that why he wants ¢éhsword? As a
decoraibn in his karate schoo@?

Across the table, Mick cocked his headheadof vanilla icecream on the corner of his
mouthAiWho told you?o

fiThayerand Erik Havier sat back when the waitress brought his peach pie with ice cream.
Before he even sipped the coffee, he dug into the pie like a starving man.

Both men seemed to deflate then retdrte their food. Xavieshovekd pie and ice cream
into his mouth, buMick moved slover. At first, she thought he sawed each biteuntil she
realized hiseyeshadglazed oveas thoughis mind wandered. She hopeddfill her in once
Xavier left. If heleft.

After five minutes, Mick pulled out his walleindthrew a ten dollar bill on the tablé. 6 v e
gotta go. WalkGildahome will yoy Xavier? 1dl check onherlater.0

Gilda huffed a shefinished the last of her pie and ice cream. Shedlide beirg referred
to in third persomwhile still sitting atthetable.Where was Mick off to in such a hurry and why
didnd he take healond? So much for sticking together.

Xavier slid around to thetlerside of the table€iwhats with him?

fiMaybeh e gosgto see Chloé.

He sipped his coffee and made a fégiee thoughthied pr obabl y poured i n
yet he added one more spoonful thought they brokeup again Personally, | think Ises a
spoiled brat and no one else likes.ber

Apparently, Waltetiked Chloe. So did Erik.

AShds not so bag Gilda said.

Xavier snorted.fiHave you noticedGary Del Gardahanging around outside the school
lately? | think hés spying on Mick.After all, Mick is dating his daughtel. guess bG just
making surénetreas her righto

APossibly.d She sipped her coffee.

iGood thing heds f r ioadethsonlwone Wwhalywaysknowshwlene s i n c e
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Mick is. | dond think Mick evencalls Chloe halfas much as he calls ydifll didn@ know better,
I&d think there wasomething going on between you.

She frownedfi H a r ldguayantee ery phone call is about the school. Beside=ping
track of Mick is like containing steam withehandHal f t he ti me | donot
is and what heds up to.

Xavier leanedorward, ready to listen.

Gilda finished her coffee, unwilling to divulge mor&he managed to los@im later by
ducking into Happy Harveég Hangover HutAll she needed was a few minutes of peace and
quietin the airconditioned storeWhat she goinstead was aheadon collision with Jaden the
doorway

fiOhno.l 6 m s po0 s Gr I ¢fddidgimstbhevtiere | was going. Are you okay?

Jade hugged paperbag to her chest. Bottles tinkldikine, thank youo

fils the burial over alreadgZould she bany more tactless?

Al forgot to pick up wine to toast Walterlife, 6 J a.dilelo homeyowwill come by the
houseto join uso

fils your friend going to be ther@?

She frownedeyes widefiMy friend? Which friend®

Too late to turn back novilda hadbulldozed into dangerous territorfThe man who was
upstairs when | stopped by the other dégur house guesi.

AYou must bJadésniace pakedk bemeatho the fluorescent lighthere was no
man at my house.

Happymust have sensed the suddeopdin temperaturede moved around the counter and
edged closerstraighteimg bottles on the shelvemnd casting furtive glances at Gildad Jade
Hopefully hed have her back if things got ugly.

Al guess sa@ The words slipped owven thoughher brainscreamed for her to shut and
leavefil t houagnmt nl asayw |l | ow bat hrobe. o

AYou were hallucinatingl would never cheat omy husbandHe was my whole world.
Jadeshoved pasGilda, knockingher into astackof beer caesthen fled out the frandoor to a
waiting silver sports car.

Happy grabbed Gildé& armandsteaded her.AY ou okay amiga?o

She sighediiConfusedbut aside from thato
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Al have no idea what you skibut $1e looks guilty of somethingd he said iiShe comes in
here a lotls sle married®

fiwidowed. Her husbandwas Walter, the instructor someonemurderedat our school
Friday.0 She noddec&nd watched the door in case Xavier found feknow shés guilty of
somethingl just dor@t know whato

Happy walked back to the counter thbanded her a bag of ic@lhis is not as good asn
saco de ervilhadutit workso

fiNot as good as whai?

fiDe ervilhas Little verdevegetable. How you say @?

Verde.GreenfiPeas. A bag of peas. | dbhave any

Happy smiled and put the bag of iemd a small bottle of wine in a ba¥sood then gu
takethese Both numb paim

Gilda pushed the bag awdyém not in pairno

fiTake it anyway He snorted.fiYou walk like um pinguimand look like Frankenstein
monster You have bad karate clags?

fils itthatobvious® She t ook t he bag Waatdmpigtin®i t on t he

Happy pressed his arms along the side of his body and waddled across the floor.

She laugheddespitethe cut lip. AA penguin. | didé think it was that obvious.

filt better notbe that SenseiMick man who hurt yow. He wagged a thick, calloused finger.
Al never sell hinmy goodscotch agair.

Gilda held up both hand$iNo, not Mick. Shihan Yoshida got carried awaMick buys
scotch from you? didn@& think he drank.o

Happy& expession darkenedWatch out for that one. | know him. He is a dévil.

fiMick?oHadno6t Jade said the same thing?

fiNo. Yoshida.0 Happy cast a gl ar e o ufilfybuhdenotdondow
what he says, he makgour life miserableHe yells at Sensei Mick. Nothing maks that one

happy.He isa dangerGo home, heal your bodgnd stay away from the des:b
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Chapter 17

A Wh at a crazy, lleduapother smallbagkwithd ice Glutdhet dt to her
achingfacethensprawled on the axh eyesclosed. As soon as shadrelaxed andlirifted off
to sleep, her phone rang.

Al need you to meet me at the schoMick said.

fiRight ow? Why® She wiped drool off her cheek.

i N o @ilda Ble hung up withoutvaiting foran answer.

Unwilling to get off the couchshegroaned. Her whole body hurt. Sgeumbledabout
giving up karateandfinding a new job. Shéhrew the ice pack in the freeztren grabbed a
water bottle andhuffledto the karate school'he door was unlocked and the lights weteal
So far, so good.

AFi ne, | 6m her aVhaidoonwardal | ed out . 0

Around the corner, Mick, Erik, Xaviem nd Raz i sat in Mickbés off
somber, yet anxious and avoided looking her in the eye.

Her stomach did three cartwhedighislooks like some kind of interventian.

Aln a way, it isO Mick cleared his throat and motioned to an empty chgtede all worried
about you playing Gilda Wright, Pol.

Herheart sanlas she safDid Jade call? di dndt mean tmpyldeshe ude t
makes me nervous and | say the wrong things.

Concerned glances darted across them They all shook their heads in weird, pre
rehearsed unison.

fActually, Mrs. Watsoncalledo Mick said fiHer grandsorsawsomeondurking around the
karateschool last nighand called the cops$talked toThayero

Al wasrét lurking.0 She huffed Skulking maybe Al wanted to see if there was@herway
in or out of the school. People saw Mick leagvet no onenever saw anyone come or go until |

arrivedo

107



Erik sneerediiDid you find atop secret entrance?

fiNo, butthe backdoor looks like someone tried to pry it opefhena cat jumped out of
nowhered Shehesitatd. Al s t here an opening to a vent

ANot hi ng Mi &k ofvl ioehdodd esld newsi Fome kids tried to break in last
winter. | fixed the worst of the damage, libe fire door iexpensive to fix 0

Xavier took her handiLook, honeyno onewants youto get hurt.Do us a favor andcehve
the detective work to that sorry excuseda@opo

AWho? she asked.

AThayero Mick studied thedesktop. fiHas henterviewed you guysyet?0

Razi noddediiYeso

AUnfortunatelyo Erik rolled his eyesiiThe guyhas rocks for brainsAt | e a s tsolil e 6 s
partnero

Gilda wasid about to argusince $ie held the same opinion.

fiTwice, Haviers a i @hce alfout Walter and once about the dent in my butnper.

Sherecalled the damage to the pole out back and the chigibsef paint.fiDo you always
park in back®

AHar dl yXaviers dace. reddenediHave you been talking to Thayer? Tdsaexactly
what he asked.told him Erik parks there more than | do.

fiyout ol d h i m askbda Mdn,de skid hekad evidence | was guilde made it
sound like he had video tape of me smashing into a sigmd taking down half the bloody
building.o

Gilda tried to sound as innocent as possifildd e  asawd thelsamacraped posand
somenehit it.0

E r B Ro6trils flarediSo you think | killed Walter, ran out the badtor, thenhit the post
before | leffo

AltGs possiblg she said.

iwel | Il di donOEr ihk tstamgd hamd k n o ciidratdscrdpe s
came from a black car that backed into me at the grocery 3tawerd s ¢ a denthamads a
scrape in the side too, you knowknow for a fact he hit something in the back lot. | saw it
happern

Mick blew out a breatHiThen ktG gotake alook. You can tell us what you sav
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fiForget it.I need to ga Erik groanedill haveotherthingsto attendo.0

A We alMi cdoastsits flared.fiBut first wede going to check out the post and help
Gilda get over this need to solve a murder without seriousthelp.

fiMental or police® Erik asked.

Mick pressed his lips togethbutdidnd answer.

Gilda scowled.flf you mean | should work with Thayeforget ito When the others raised
eyebrows, her face burngd.l t 6 s n o wsedto date. HiB & jerkdn d |

AYoude not helping yourself her&herlocko He led them all to the alley via the back door.
fiShow us what you foundl

Gilda crouched inrbnt of the poshear the corner of the buildingThis one. Ther@s a
gouge and flecks dfilver paint in ito

fiShould we calCSPoX a v i e r |Ga sukeehdy.canfprove by the angle of the gouge, the
color of the paintand the phase of the moon thay oar hitthat sign when | pulled in then hit
this post right after | killed Walter Levyo

ASounds rsaght , 0 Eri Kk

Gildadidn& bother tomention the dent in the sigiKnock it off.0

iHey, 0 Xavi dfrtheywweightmy aanl. 6 | Atheybcanevenprove | lost three
pounds trainingfrluesday nighind had Jimmy Hoffa body in the trunkDo you think they can
figure out where | buried hing?

Mick stepped between theriil h a tndugh beth of you Wedre not here to accuse anyone.
Right, Gilda®

She wined Not without proof and reinforcement@anyway iYou 6 r e Ités allg ht .

speculatioro

Raz paused to examine the door then seemed to shrug the damagke bfaded back
inside without a word

Al gotta gq kids O  E r .ifiTihis waa furd Leks do this gain sometimeMaybe next time
we can bring booze and datesd make it a party

Xavier glarel at Gildathenstormed down the alley out of sight.

Sheclosed hereyeShedd suffered a stomach ache for

Had Xaviertriedd poi son her more than oncdlknowhdpr epar a

mad, but vhat if 1Gm right®
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Mick draped his arm across her shouldels.smelled likecoffee fiThenl think youd better
sleep with one eye opén.

fiGreatdo Shepushed him awathenheadedack into the school.

Inside,Razistood next to her deslad shifted his weight from foot to foot.

Marion paced angpun a half turn at each end of the lobblgile gnawingon her thumbnail
When she saw Gilda, she caught her in a hugleaggel herhalfway across the roormil should
have said something soonsiowl dond6t know what to do.

Gilda frownedA About what ? Whatés going on?o

A Re me thé dayWalter died®@Mar i on |thiskd sad/biskii | | er . O

She stared wideyed.fiBut youwere n your office when | calledine-oneoneo

Al mean efore thatwhen | was on my way to woxkMarion clutched Gildé shouldersfil
drove past the schodVhenl saw Mick come oytl had to stareWhais not to like, right8

fWhat else did you see?

Marion blushed.fil followed Mick for two blocks then realized | was going the wrong way
sol turned aroundThats when | saw the killer go insidiee schoab

Mick lunged toward thenfiWho?

AWal t er Kaiondw eyésavidened.

Gilda gulpediiJade?That woul make her the last person to see her husband alivehddsit s
so little. Is she strong enough?

AOh yeaho Mick said then hidace reddened.

Al do not speak gossip Rlzowed his hed

Gilda pulled out of Marioés grip.fiwhat do yowguysknow

Mick pressed his lips shut and motioned for Marion to leave.

AOh no. | want to know whét going oro She folded her arms across her ample clifst.
Gildads stayingthenso am 1o

ATherds enough gossip going around town alreatiick said.i Go h o me . 0

Tallerten Mi ck, Marion folded her arms across h

When Razimovedtoward he, Marion squeagd threw her hands in the aand left the
building. He locked the door behind her.

Gilda sowled at Mick.AStart talkingd

He bowed his headiWalter tdd usstories thelocker room kindput nobody believed him.
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Then | went to telladeabout Walter and Chloends h eSBeés a wild cab

AEnough to tear the change ro@ampar®o she asked.

AOh, yeahd Razinodded.

Y ou too?Eww. | need a vat of hand sangizo Gilda sat behind her desk and covered her
face with both hands.

fiFrom what | hear, artial artistsget hermojo all worked upd Mick leaned on her deskKi
dond think Xavier or Erik has ever slept with her thoudih e y 0 rreally lneptype.Youde not
going to tell anyone about this, are ydt&pecially not Mariom

fWhat would | say that wouldhmake Jade look bad@ilda asked.

He stared at th#oor. filf she had wild, crazy monkey sex with Walter firshe couldve
easilyskewered him with &atana The guy wouldi be able to move

fWay too much informatian Gilda covered her ears

Razileanedon thedesk.iiwWhat if she cam&o let someone elgdroughthe back door®

AN accomplice®@ Her stomach achedhe man in the yellow robéité possibe. Maybe
shehags | over . o

fUnless its a womarg Mick said. iWalter had some issues of his own with being faithful.
Maybe a jealous wife wanted paybatk.

AiThen why kill Walter, notJad€o she asked.

fMaybe they wanted her to sufférHe sat in theseatbeside her iYou heardwWalter had
beena high school teachandJade was his studeat.

Al heardd She stared at her computer scre@id you krow all along youhad a child
molester teadhg children in your schoot?

Mi c k s Gilgd ke tell in Iéve with her and o
Al cannot | isbeRsmdldD this nonsense

He frownediiWe 6 v e b e e he waynever uhshpersised.

Razi snortediiHe was always unsupervised.

fGildawasalwayshergo Mick said.

fiOh, no.Dond put that on meg 0 s h & had rotlind) to dgiwith what Walter didYou
knew about his past amet him teachYou should have been have.

Mick& nostrils flaredfiOf courseeverythings on me. didn& have any control over any of

this either, ladyYou, Walter, Yoshida, ErikChloe,you can all just go jump irthe lakeo He
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stormed out thé&ront door, leavingRaz and Gilda to stare at each other.
Al t hink our Razidoeked the gootheswalked leer homeWhen they got to
her gate, he frownedl hope you will not repeat whgbu heard. Itould be very embarrassirg
Gilda shook her heaéStudentswouldc ancel their memberships if
AThey also oot lkke the way Yoshidaactedin classthe other night 6 he sai d
AParticularlytowardyou.o
A Mi ¢ k & deematsorconcerned. She would have to do some
before things got worse. Maybe it was time to listen to the gasspo w h a edafterdlpfip e n
that night”Did he kick you out toa®?
Al went homeas well 0 R a.ZiAll | saasayds thatthingsdid not goas well asSensei
Mick had hoped 0
fiWhatd o y ou me an Did hegeli wu wahat kappenedl 7
AGood ni ght , HeMeift bes at ¢r frogt lydtealame in the darkas hewalked

away without giving her aanswer
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Chapter 18

Gilda walked up hefront sidewalk in thesemidarknessvith a vague, uneasy feeling. She
hadr@ noticed Gary or his car along the street, yet the hairseohabk of her neck stood on end
as though somethingasout of place Ahead on the front pohg someone moved and a flame
flared to life.

Chloe lit a cigarette, took a long drag and blew a stream of smoke towardb&itda she
extinguisled the lighterfiAbout time you got homddve been sitting here half an houalways
thought you could doditer thardating Razid

Gilda startedto apologize then reconsideréilVhat do you want?

AYou dord@ have to sound so hostikeShe shifted in thevarpedwicker chair and tossed her
hair over her shouldefiYou really needetterfurniture.Did you get tls at a garage sal@?

flt was mygrandmothed .6 Gilda climbed the steps and waited.

Chloe took another dragYou@e a good secretary, bdton 6t get t ooléncozy .
the one with the looks, the brains and the mané&he cigarette glowed befoste released a
| ong bld @maa hbilanifmodet | 6 m a Yoube rpthiygd

Gilda, seltesteem at a new dime low, pulled out her keysfién going to bedso Ial
appreciatet if you left.0

AOh, I will, honeyp C h | of&fterd warngou to say away from my father too.

AY our father® Her entire body tensed.

Chloe stood and teetered in Heur-inch spike heels. Without the heels, she was Gida
height.fiPeople have segmu and my fathearound townand | want it to stopl won& hawe you
ruining his good name.

AAr e you Gide gaggedas simoke wafted into her fac&ary Del Gardahad
established hiGgood namélong before she was ever bofiham nothaving an affair with your
dad nor would | everl do have standards.

AWhaitts wong with my dad@Chloe asked.

HeGs twice my ageHeG a criminal HeG stalking meTake your pick.Gilda sighed.
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fiNothing. H&s a nice guy, but I8 not my typed

fGoodo She gazed toward the strestsnetapped her toe on the porch.

Gilda shifted heweightandlongedfor an ice packfis there something else bothering you
or can | go about my business?

Chloe huffediiYeah.Tell that old Japanese dude to stay away fronome.

AYoshida®

fiYeah. Him. Every time @ in town, Mick insists we take hibo dinner. lusually get out
of it, but lately hés been hanging around town a lot more. The other day, | bumped into him in
the grocery store of all placés.

Gilda frowned i Watwashe doing there o

fiProbably getting food b u tot duré mhy & guy needanmpons No man | 6ve
would ever buy them for m&Chloetook one last puff on her cigarette then buried the butt in the
planterfull of marigolds. She walked down the front pattandto the left around the corner.
Seconds latethe Ferraiis engine roaxd to life and faded into the night.

fiStay away from Mick and GaryKeep Yoshida away from Chla@eGilda unlocked the
front door.fiSounds easy enough.

She closed the door and leaned against the cool wood. Yostodght women were
subservientand meantd cater to him. Somevomanhad to have a hold on hinThrough

blackmail, perhapsWhat had he done to give someone so much control over him?
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Chapter 19

With morethoughts rolling through her hedlde next morninghan flowers in hegarden,
Gilda gaveup forcing herfocus on paperwork. She changed clothes and wandered among the
peonies and dayliliesut front Between the funeral and playing detective, her yard had been
neglectedhanksto all the interruption®ver the past few day®ulling weeds woud help clear
her mind.

The guys were rightShe needed to let Thayer do his ghce hatwas why the town paid
him. Hiding in her garden would keep her away from Gary and Mickm somewherbeyond
thewhite picketfence, a car door closed and footstepesv closer. She cringed

Thayer leaned on the gatgthout bothering to push up his sunglass@#3o you have a few
minutes to chat?

She dropped her attention back to the marigolds and bachelor béttord.m busy . 0

fiSo am 10 He openedhe gateand walke over to siton the third step,ik face drawn and
hair rumpledfiBut | coulduse your helpo solve the murder of yowo-worker.0

fiNo, you want me to rat out my friendsShe sat back on her heels and took a stern look at
him. Dark circles surroundedshieyes and his skin seemed sall@ke allowed an inkling of
sympathy to emergé@Wherts the last time you slepi?

AWhich day was Walter killed?Thayerbowed his head and pinched the bridge of his nose
between his finger§Whaits going on with everyond the karate placé?

Her jaw tightenedfilt& a school anttm notgoing to gossipo

AT h a toédsbecguse want the truttd he said fil was inCaféBeanzearlier and heard all
the gossip | can stomach and even ntbatl couldnd. | just want the realtery.0

A trickle of sweaslid down Gild@s spindike a cold fingerfiwhatkind of gossifo

Al thought youdidn@ like to gossip®

She scowlediLook, Thayer, yu and | have one common goal. To sort fact from fiction and
figure out who killed Walter. If gu want my help, tell me what you knaw.

He rested his forearms on his kne&Since thafs not going to happemyh y  dyouried t
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me what you know about Walfr

fiHe was a karate instructevho worked at the cheese factohgda wife, three kidssevera
grandkids and everyone loved him as a teacher.

Thayer rubbed hibloodshoteft eye.fiY oudo know how he met Jade, ddryoud

She clamped her lips together and looked away

fiStop being childishYou just want to see how frustrateil get, but this im Gatgamed He
pulled out his handcuffs and lunged toward fieetés make this clear. If you dartell me what
you know, Bl take you to the station anddl you up. Mickwill have to bail you oub.

A n d yaorestordfor whatexactly?0 she asked.

fAlnterfering in an ongoing investigation. Withholding information. Being a pain ibukte
Take your pickd The handcuffs danglieat his side angdleanmedin the sunshine as they swayed.

She folded her arms across her chisget the point. Walter was agh school teacher who
fell in love with one of his students. He left his wife, three kids andelishingcareer to marry
Jade thertheyhad three kideind moved herd_ast | heard he worked fulime as a foreman at
the goat cheese factory and parte at Yoshid@s.0

Thayefs shoulders relaxe@WhotaughtWa | t aasséssvhen he wasthere®

fiNo oneo She wished Gary would choose now to make an appearaidélterts rarely
evertaken asick daywhile 16ve workedthere. Hés hardlyever missed a clasexceptfor a week
when his oldest daughter got marribtick looked afteris classes

His jaw tightenedWas he jealous or was there more to his reacfibn® Walter and Mick
get along®@

fiMick ran the busines®Valter looked after classesnd | kepthem both on the same page
Most of the time theyonly saw each other in passing.The other black belts had ample
opportunitythough

AWhat time do yowstartwork? he asked.

A E| e Bkerdromded, not wanting him to pester her there either.

Thayer glaned at his watchfiYoud dbetter get moving or yal be late | f you hurr vy,
even escort you.o

A @, th a n kKSke.dtagged her feet getting into the house and closed thendberhopes
Thayer would take the hint and leave.

Instead, b wandered insidand studied her lock$iYou may want a better lock on your
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front door.Someone could break into your house just by sneezirigeothooro

Gilda scowlediCould youpleasewait outside? | dod like you invading my space.

fiThats ironico Thayer smiled AWeG once planned to share a spacéle probably
woulddve bought a much nicer plattgan this Something in the newer part of towuith a large
fireplace and a big backyavdth a poolo

AYeah well, that was before you decidedftml aroundo Gilda waved @and.fil know the
storyand | dordt care, especiallgncel heardabout all the othewomen | kicked you to the curb
and moved onso gt overit.0

Thayer turnecway fildl wait outsideo

fiGood idea She locked the door behind him and waited for a leoupnutesin case he
actuallysneezed orhe lockand kicked the door downst to make his point.

All the kidsbclassesvere full to capacity that nighEither everyone truly missed training or
theyjust wanted to see th@urder scenand catch up orhe latest newsMost parents stayed t
watch their childrenvhile theygawkedand eavesdrqed

Altés great to see everyone hagaind Marion leaned against Gil@adesk.

She smiledfil was afraid the§d never return. & been a long week.

AEspeciallyfor you,0 one of the mons said. filt will be very different for all of us with
Walter gonebut ités nice to hav&enseMick teachng classes again. &a much betteteacher
than Walter ever waanda lot easier on the eyds. h a v e hid dnd Ghaogether in ages.
Is he still seeing hed?

Marion shook her headil heardthey broke up. | also heakfalter met his wife whemhe
was a teacher arghe was a high school senits that tru€ Oh, and $ Razi really single?

Gi | dmand went blankwhile she listered to everyonegossip and ask questionsshe
evaded Shekept her mouth shut and typedud page of complete gibberish on the computer
screen. Sha have todeleteit as soon ashe could remember how.

AYes, it ispthe momanswerediil head hewas a teacher and had a family of his own at the
time. What kind of creep dumps his wife and kids for a teenag® girl?

Gildafocused on her screen, deleted every line then started\bers.gibberish.

Al Googled himo Marion leaned closerfiDid you know fe used to have his own karate
schoolin New Yorkandwas run out of town for sleeping withcouple teenagexdudent80

Gildah a d n 6 t totlookoupamyot the black belts on thiaternet,let alone Walter. She
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made a note. Since the ring was a dead &melneeded a new source of information.

Another momgaspedfil never wouldve thought hé do such a thing. Gilda, did you know
aboutany of this®

Gildatoyed with her ponytaifiNo, 16 0

fEveryone has secrets, dbthey?We car@t blameyou. It not ke SenseiWalter talked
about his past to anpe0 The mom walked away.

fiCome to think of it, mither did Mick 6 Ma r .iféon knewa hodey, | think that man
owes us an explanatiowe need taknow if the people who teach these kids are actually tibto
s0.Do you guys run police checks on theam?

fiNo clueeThey wer e al | Gida wighedbsleefcould éeaventhe school long
before any confrontations occurrdalit it wasi@ meant to be.

The semipeaceful evening turned into an explosion of adomiss and fingejpointing the
instart Mick stepped out of the dojQuestions flew through the air like missiles @he parents
circled Mick, leaving him nowhere to hide.

He turned to Gildawho ducked behind thdesk Since héd left her with a dead bodyhe
planned to dump all the angry parents on hiim.his credit, he listened to all their complaints
then promisd them alla discount for the following month. Great public relations for,Hot a
logistical nightmare for Gilda.

fiThanksa lot,0 she mutered asshetidied upafter classesil should be able to sort athat
out in amonthor two.0

Mick shruggediiltdl all work out. Just emind them we have sixty students ahdyt just
have to be patient. Send them to talk to me if they get out ofdand.

Al think theydve had a lot of patience so fab s h @Aftes thel lahg weekend and two
dayswithout classes t h ey hadotoéinfdrration éhdro

AGilda® He placed his hands on her shoulddiGo home. s all over. Waltess buried,
Thayer las a good idea who killed/alterand ifs time to move 00.

fiWhoa.Thayer knows who killed Walterow do you know that?she asked.

fiHe metme at the delfor lunch.He& waiting for some test results to prdvs theorythat
Erik killed Waltero

AWhy didn& he say anything when | saw him earlier?

fiMaybe he didd think you needed to know.Mick caughther in a hug.iGo home,
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Sherlock. Tomorrow things will be back to normal and the most stressful thirdy yave to
worry about is what to have for lunch.
Gilda really hoped he was righbut ceep in her gut she doubtéuim. What she really
wanted was tdind out moreabout Erik.As she left the schoolhayer fell into step witler.
Shegroanedi Twi ce in one day, to what do | owe th
fiCute0 He c hivoo kah &ldme why yane hanging out with Garipel Gardaso
much latelyo
Al haver@t.0 She swung her bag over her shoulder and nearly hit him in the head.
fiWell he 6 s Iditeriagnaroundooththe school angour housea nd | 6 v etalkli\@ en y o |
to him several times 0  h .@iYosGe keittier having an affair with him, which is disgusting, or
youde not very smart about the company you kaep.
Gilda laughedfiAre you in that last categorg?
AFunnyo Thayer dididt look amusedHe lowered his voice and leaed closer.fiHeGs got a
rap sheet longer than all the mats at your school lined up end @ end.
fiPeople make mistak@sShefrowned. fiLook at you and mé.
fiGary hasspent time in jail for murder, assawhd selling drugs.
Gilda glanced arcud. No sign of Gary or hisseddiie t ol d me heds goi ng
d aught elrgdess hés @mking advantage of his second chaice.
fiHe also worledfor the man who killed your fath@rhe said.
A touchy nerve. Shelenched her fists anfdced m. iThenwh y  d o mgdtalk toyhamu
Maybe hés the one who killed Walter not Er i k. 0
AErik?0 Thayernarrowed hé eyesiil take it you talked to MickWhat wouldGary have to
gainby killing Walter? o
AWhy dorét you askhim?0 she asked.
Thayer fFonopwned.ouight he woul ddébve told you hi
Gilda poked him in the chest with one finggY.oub e the copGet off your lazy butt and do
some investigating instead of following me around. If you tliink or Garyhadanything to do
with Walterts murder, then yoneed tdind the evidence and figure atlite motive. Not meo
fAre you telingme howtodomyjol Thayer 6s mouth twitched :
AWhat gives you the right to boss me around?
She had no right to do or say amyg. It just felt goodfiiSomebody has t0.
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He sputtered then laugt fldre missed that about yp@ilda 1 really think you and 1
should sit dowmwith a glass of wine and discuss a few things.

Gilda held up a handi told you Ididn& kill Walter.0

fiNot about Walteo Thayertook her handfiAbout you and meWe used to make a great
team. | think now w&e hadsometime to grow up, wél be even bettay.

fAre you kidding me? You havéngrown up. Yodre still atenyearold kid in agrown
marts bodyo

He steered her toward the housi. 6 m ypu moticed that muchAt least Bm not so
serious dm no fun anymore.

Shepulled away from himfwhat are you trying to sag?

Thayer met her gazéYou shouldstop hanging out with Garpel Gardad

fiBecause his dangerous or because ye jealousd

Herecoiled.fiBecause h&s a murder suspeot.

AWhich he wasé until you saw himtalking tomeo  Wh & shoutders saggeilda
opened the gate then shut it between thHféfou are so bstedo
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Chapter 20

Fridaystarted off withsome stretches thersmooth, uneventful jagJneventful meaning no
signs of Thayer, Gary or Mick. Aftea long, hot shower and a breakfast of egg whites, turkey
sausageand whole grain toasGilda was bothafreshed and buoyant

Shepopped intoCaféBeanzfor alow-fat latte then headed for workndunlocked the door
As shewalked into the schopkhe thought about flicking the light switéh the semidarkness
but wanted to set hdrelongingsdown first. She set the latte on the froeskl then opened her
purse to put away her keys.

Behind her, someone took a small shuffle step.

As she turned, alur of colorflashedseconds before something hit herthe head with
tremendous force.

Gilda awoke to total silence-der head ached and a kipinchedher neck. She sat up slowly
and listenedSomeonewvasalreadyin the schoolvhen she arrivednd hadknocked her out

Dizzy, shereached up anflipped the light switchto look for anything out of the ordinary
Beneath the shrine the dojg Erik lay face dowron the matsvith several small objects on his
back. Ninja throwing stardNone of the throwing stars thaysedin classwere real, merely
rubber. Someone must have found a real set and honed them sharp enough to penetrate human
flesh.Blood circled each one.

She gagged. More bloodnotherbody. Shegagged andell to her hands and kneedready
starting to hyperventilatdhayer would surely lock her up this time. He wouddsvenbother to
throw away the key, just solder the door shut.

Gilda crawled to her desk amook several deep breaths through her nose. Once she was no

longerlightheadedshedialed9-1-1. iMarion, thank heavendt 6 s Gan lyodi aedh Thayer to

thekarateschool? Its importand
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AGilda? Whafs going on? Did somethg happen@

AErik is badlyinjuredd S h e f o u g Hneedthapolice and@nambslancei

il s he bl eeding or HWNaoniasked. t r oubl e breathing?

ild ondt jushcame.tol | h a ehecke®Gilda pulledherselfup onto her chaiand
rubbed the sore spot on the back of her héhpist saw him lying thered e dlseding andhot
moving. O

fils there anyone else thexéth you? 0

Gilda rubbed her head and groan@dN,& t h i n k now.@Aside admdzrke

AYou t hink MWMaionasked.iDa yoo meeda awyed?

She closed her eyaiNot yet If you know a good ondeep him on speed dial for me

Her next call was to Mick.

fAre youat the scho& He sounded winded APl ease tell me therebod
printerdés out of ink. o

Gildachoked back tearsé think Eriké dead

fiStay putl 61 I b e.OHeihghgup. t her e

Shesteeled herselfo peer over her desiNo blood. Nothing out of placthat she saw
Where Walteds death had been so violektikés murderseemednorelike asneak attackLike
someone thaew the ninja starat himfrom behind Ambushed him.

Gilda rose andcrept into the dojo, careful not to touch anything. &ikack was riddled
with ten metal stars. Whoever threw them had deadly accurateEaen so, she dduied the
small weapons alone were enough to kill him.

Thayer edged around the dojo door, gundrdwi | da? Are you stil!]l i n

Startled, e joined him in the front lobhyhe scent of greasy fries dousectider vinegar
and salstungher nostrilsilt didn& take you long to get hete.

Al was next door grabbing lunch where got thecall.0 He seta paper bag oher desk
AYou hungry®

She glancethackat Erik.iNot reallyo

Thayermotioned to the bagiGood then leep this safe for me.

AiThats notmy jobd S h e rrthiobdbiagdspohaghe back oher head.

He examined the crime scefrom several angles before l®rrowed a piece of paper

Gilda followed him back into the dojo and hovered over his shoulder while he used théopaper

122



test how shig the blades were. Tiaheetsliced cleanly at a touch and a thin layeclefarliquid
soaked into the edges.

fils that wisor?0 Gilda askedover hs shoulderfiNo wonder he died. | didhthink those
ninja starsalonewould kill him. Therés not enoughlbod.o

fiMay | remind youthat 1Gn the copand you shoul dnodt even be
Thayer stoodvith his hands on his hipél get to solve the mystery. Yaeedto sit behind your
desk and calyour studentsClassewill be cancellecagaintonight.o

Al dond think you get a say in what | think or dim case yoG vfergotten you lost that
privilege a long time ago.She wanted to say more, karnother glimpsef Erik put things into
perspective. Arguing with Thayeraspointless and pettyshe haded toward the doorway.

AStill clinging to that grudge, are youdaybe | shouldusthaul you down to the statiorow
to do a complete background chetkie waved the other investigatagerand motioned to the
body.ACheck the whole building for clueBifferent MO, but we might be looking for the same
killer. 18l call Fabio and get a team in he€lda, call Mick.o

ADo,ntke s hMdtsahiedst one of wus is good at our

In the lobby,Mick leaned against her desk awdved acardboardray full of French fies
AThayer getting on your nerves already?

fiNo more than usua@ She grabbed a fry and jabbed it in thebgof ketchupToo much like
blood. Sk lost her appetitand gaggediSorryo

Mick ateher fry. iYou okay Sherlocko

fiNot as good as ygapparentlyo Another gag. She focused on straightening her desk.

fiMy thoughts exactly. You ddh seemoverly shaken up over Erék deatld Thayer
approached the desk thsawned.fls that my lunch@

fiWas it in he brown bag on Gildé& desk® Mick asked.

AY ou know itwas,0 Thayer said.

Aln my defensefficer, | thought it was hers.

Thayer flared his nostril§it h at 6 s D e tineeonvhen doeyou tvwao shdre BINch?

fiWe share a lot of things you dibknow aboub Mick turned towink at Gilda.

Thayer sorted and grabbed the cardboard tnay only half full of fries.

Mickd glaying on Thayds jealousy lightened her mood a tou€mly a touch Erik was

still dead and Gilda had no idea how the two men could even think about &engat behind
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her deskand sighed.

fWhen did you last see Erédive?0 Thayer asked.

AYesterday. We IGéddturaed entthee tomputamd eubliedhhgr.fage with
both handsLet the police search for clueshe was done meddling.efhead pounéd andshe
wanted togo home. Two bodies inneweekand a whack on the headas more than enough
excitement for her.

AWhat did you discuss at thssaff meeting® Thayer asked.

Mick satbesideGilda and ested his feet othe deskop, next to her paperworkiwe asked
Gilda o stop playing detective before shet urt. When | left, she and Razi were still here.
Thursday we held classes as ustihus Waltero

fiBut you already kow thato She sghed. fiSince yu came to interrogate me in rggrden
before Icameto work yesterdy.0

Mick frowned.fiHe didd

fiHe even walked me to workfterwad.o She toyed with her perAnd followed me home
last nighto

fiThat was nice of yqu Mick said Ailén amazed you didhgive her a ride in your cruiser to
waste even more tgxa y enoneyd

Thayer turnednd fries and all, returned to the dojo.

MickGs jaw tense@nd, for a brief second, Gilda was suréhirow somethingt the back
of Thayefs headlInstead, k dug a ten dollar bill out of his pockéBe a darling and go tGafé
Beanzfor coffee and muffins. My treat.

AWhaits the catch®She narrowed her eyes.

fil plan togo yell at Thayerto get out of my dojo with his munchig@se said fiBy the way,
stop at the police station and tell Thagebosshe® not only harassing you h&s also
mishandling the investigatiom.

She shook her headrhich made the pain wors@Hedl just saythe harassmelig because of
the murdersincewede all s1specs$.0

iDondt wor r y.hbdhayeisaréady<learet youl He thinks yieia ditzo

fiHe dbes notd Gilda took the teniild@l get coffee and muffinsbut you can forget the rest.
I&m not laying false ltargesagainst anyone

fiTheydre not falsed He shook his headiThe guys bothering youso you need tacut him
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down to size. While yaie at it,tell him to lay off me tooHeG hada guyin a black catailing
me all over towro

Sherolled hereyef. That 6aady@ar mwmeed to talk to him.o

As she left the school, Thayer called dit,0 u ¢ a n 0 tl haleamare guestioas. .

Gilda kept walkingherheadspinning andhopedMick would back her up. She ducked into
Café Beanz grateful for the akconditioning andhe aromaof freshly ground coffeeComfort
food.iTwo large Jamaican Bluendtwo chocolatébanana muffinspleased

The baristaset two large paper coffee cups on the counfigvow. | carit believe yodre
having coffee so soon after your latte. Must be a tough motning.

fiMore than you know Blow had she forgotten about hemilla bearatte? It would becold
by now.

AOh, honey, everyanloves you and Mick.The barista handed her a baantainingthe two
mu f f iTherss no feasoyour studentsv o ngd backo

Two dead bodies and a serial killer might dd@tlda took the coffees and added milk and
sugarsThe smell of coffee made hgag.Maybe she should drop off Migk food andyo home
where nothingvould make henauseous osick. She rubbed the lump drer head andrpyed
she didi@ have a concussion.

The police stationteod right across the streétom the coffee shaplf she sbpped, their
coffees would get coldA plausible excuseésowasthe nauga andthe sudden yearning go to
sleep on a beach in Tahitr, far away from the schoolThayer and MickMaybe shecould go
see Doc and get a ndteexcu® her from work for theest of her life. Was that too drastic?

Thayer opened the front door for hend grabbed the coffee €tefixed for Mick. fiAh,
payback can be sweet.

Sheentered the lobby andas about to stop hifaut reconsidered. Thayer drank his coffee
black. Mickés had enough sugar and milk to make bedy vibratefor an hour and a half If
nothing elseThayeis attempt at retribution woulae good for daugh.

He stood in front of the desto mae sure Mick was watchingefore hetook a huge
mouthful of swet coffee. A second later, he $pi all over the desk, the floor and MicRwWhat
did you putin there®

Mick howled. iDouble milk, triple sugar. Good job, Gilda. That was even better than my

idead He took the cup and pried off the litk oude not the sharpedartin the board, are yoa?
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Thayerhuffed and disappeared down the hallw@gou people are sicé.

AMuffin?0 Gilda handedMickt h e Ghaaplatechip bananaYour favoriteo

fAh, you know me wellYoude the bestSherlocko he saidii A r @ okay? Youook kind
of paleo

Al 61 | |khimk itfwastiee.whack on theeado Or f i ndi nagweek afierk 6 s b c
f i ndi ng.OWhellackeof sbespShe glanced into the dajéwhat do you think the odds
are of getting Thayer to personally clean up hissfie

Mick snorted fiAbout the same as getting me to clean up naine.

ASIl i m them @ildasatand drafted arrmail to informthe studentsvhile they waited
for Thayer to return with more questiofthe more she typed, the worse she filto classes
until Monday. &m really starting to hate Fridays, you knov&hefrowned and wiped away a
tear By the way, | woi be here next Fridayor any Friday after thai.

He patted her hand, leavifgghinda dab of chocolatdil agree.We shouldstay closedn
Fridays from now orm.

Aldl sendout thesee-mails then go homeé.More tears overwhelmed her before she had a
chance to stop them. She buried her face in her hands.

fiSherlock® Mick& chair squawkediHey, honeyareyou okay®

fiN0.0 She gasped for aibut thewalls seemed to close in.

He pulled her closgiCome onbabe,hold it together. Dod fall apart in front of Thayeor
hedl eat you alived

Além sorry, 10 0

iDondt wor Youprebablyneéd aigdod cryBelieve me, | get jtbut Thayerwill
see it as a sign of weaknes®  h .eiHedl thinkdyou have something to hidddhy donét vyo
gowashupl 61 I keedp him busy.

Gildawiped her face with the back of one hamtizigzaggedaround the investigatote go
splash her face with cold water. Miakas rightThayerwould pounce on her weaknesses in front
of everyoneand here was no watp hide he red, puffy eyes.

As she returnedylick sat at the keyboard typirggsingleletter at a time. He concentrated so
hard she was surprised his tongue Wastitking out of one corner.

AWhat are you doings

fiTrying to help butl think itdl take me until Christmas to g#tis done.l dond exactly have
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your typing skillso He moved out of her chair.

AiThats ot good considering its JufyShesat at the keylard andwas almost done when
Mick cleared his throat.

fiUh-oh.Here comeshepretty boy 0 h.éBraayoulseld

Shefinished the anail andhit send filém going home.o

fiTell him to take a flying leap then leaudick grinned.fBetter yetlet metell him.o

fldl tell him.0 Shereached for her pursend stoodHer vision dimmedand the room spun
fiThayer, ém leavingd

fiWait a minutel need 0

AGilda, are you okay® A loud voice broke into the conversation like a sledgehamaser
Marion flew into the bbby. iHoney, vy u dondét book so good.

fiSomebody clobbe&dme o She rubbed the tender lump the assalttadieft behind.

Marion ran a hand over Gil@ascalp fAWow, that things bigger than Thayé brain Did
one of these clownat leastcall an ambulareto get you checked outPthink you need a
bodyguard before one of these morons gets you killed.

Mi ckdés mouth opened then he bowed his head

AYouGe hiredoGildasid.i Act ual | vy, Il 6m fine. |l 6m going h.

AOh no vy oMafoneamaeanmund the deskiiYoude pale and in shocknd I&m
taking you to the hospital.

Thayer emerged from the dofd/hoGs going to the hospitad?

fiGilda, 0 Ma r .ifi%hehasa eoncdssioandneeds medical attentian.

AA concussion@Mi ¢ k 6 s | a Wonebtly,cd® geerded finiconsidering everything
|8l take herto the hospitab

Thayerplaced his hands on the counf®& o u dhaveh@iShe s myYy witness

AYoud rcenducting an investigatiomn d camwét | eave

AANd you have tstay tolock upthe schoolvhenwede doneo Thayer said.

fOh, mck the testosterone awayarion waved thenbothoff. Yaf two arepathetic. Step
aside, boysthis girl needs doctorand youhaveto give her peace and quiet

Al 61 1 send an .odlayerncoeethsdé. o escort you

WhenMick blockedtheir exit Marion gloweredfiStep asideSenseildl take care of Gilda.

You keep Thayeout of troubled
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fiThanks Marion, 0  Mleve dut a heavy breatfiTake good care of her.

At the hospital,Gilda becamesurrounded by more dtmrs and nurseshan necessary
Apparently shevas alocal celebrity after findinghot one but two bodiesin the spa of a week
The lump on her headbgfull attention,asdid the fading bruises on her fa@sd everyon¢old
her sheneeded a better hopbShewasin and out of the eergency room in record time.

Marionwas leadingsildato the exitwhen an altercation broke out in the waiting area.

When Thayer yelled3ilda groanediwhy can 6 t justieavemealone®

Além here totake Gilda homeo Mick di d rs@uhdmuch calmer than ThayefiShés my
employeeand this happened onthe job.Inéed make sui0e sheds okay.

Alf you were any kind of boss, you wodl@ called an ambulance for hearlier 6 Thayer
said fiGet out of my wayefore | call for bakup.o

fiYou saw her before | didWhy didnd you callfor help?0 Mick asked.

Al had adeadbody to deal withY ou semheroutfor coffeeo

Marion growled. iTheyde both stupidDo n 6t worlrl, | Gdé¢ala with t|
stormed down the hallway and meftw e d , 7 B o taWvay and legvthatipoay @irl aloned

ThenursdedGi | da i nto a room as t herebetteroff stegingout si d
here for a minutddl get rid of then soMarion can take you honte.

Gilda satand closed her eyeker hands trembig in her lap. What on earth was wrong with
them? Twoof her friends werelead andVick and Thayer werarguing over her. She likdaer
life a lot better when she could walk through her dayoutianynenoticing her.

Marion blew into theoomandrantedaboutwh at s h e 6 d Mitk@anwd&hayepif slleo t o
ever met them in a dark alle§Sorry about thathon. No more merNo morebodies.Nothing
but peace and quiet for the rest of toda&4e canwatch sappy movies, eat buttery popcamnd
put our feet um

Shesighedas hethead throbbd ASounds perfeab.

Rather than take her out some obscure exit, Marion marched her straight out the front door.
fiThose two are@ smart but they are devious.

As they drove out of the hospital parking I&ilda spotted Mick and Thayer hovering near a
rear exitof the emergency roonfiHow did you know thedd be there®

fiMy sistes the head nurggMarionsaidi Sheds t he one who put vyo

Dondét worry. Sheds got our backs. 0
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Gildaburst ino laughterfiTheywill figure outwe left and come bangn my dooro

AYep. By thenyoudl be on your couch with a big mug of temdpopcorno She pulled into
Gildags short drivewayiiWhat did you ever see in Thayer anyway? | get iféyeupt the hots
for Mick, whod o e sbuat dhayergives me the creeps.

fiHe was differenin high schoal Sveet and athletio She unbuckled and led the way inside
the house A Aé wept tahepolice academyhecame back a total jenk.

AThat 6 sMarioo forgdd hetto sit on the couch with a fluffy blankehder lap then
went to make tediSo whats going on withMick lately? Are he and Chlod¢ogether odid they
split up?o

Mick was like Peter Pan, neveranting togrow up, mt alwaystaking responsibilityand
hardy noticing anything about anyorsdse Somewhere deep insidiiere was a serious side
most people rarely sawet latelys h e €ed glimpses

Al ubdo t hey 61 IGdaded efft the couch to check all the doors and windows.
Satisfied no one else coudgt inside without attracting attention, she returned to the couch and
snuggled up with the blankéiThey arguevhent hey 6r e i n the same r oom.
tocomed6 t he school anymore. o

fAt leastall you gotwasa mild concussiorl. heard Erikended up with throwing stars in his
backo Marion handed her ateamingmug and sat in the rocking cha®he turned on the
televisionand flipped channelgntil she foundCasablancafiwho knocked you o@0

fil donoélt d&inad néobhed She kreathathythe soothing scent of chamomiléen
the small screeHumphrey Bogart drank amlayeda game of chesa Rick& CaféAméricain
AWhoever washerewas agjuiet as a cat. Ninjhke.o

AA black beltmaybé&o Marion sighed fiPoor Erik. Nobody deserves thaot even himd

fWhat do you meariGilda nestled down into the cushions.

fiThat boys been in trouble his whole life. | thought Yoshida and Miad finally
straightened him out.ast | heard he wagoing toopen his own schodl.

That fit with whatGilda hadheard as wellbut didnd@ realize the whole town already knew.
fiDo you know where he wadanning toopenhis new schoGb

Marion rocked and sipped her té@ne ofthe tellers athe banksaidhed dented a rundown
warehouseén Erie0

AWhy Eried Gildayawned. Too much excitement for tod#@l she wanted was to be left
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alone, but Mari on,withgoodmasant | eave her si de
fiHis daddy and stepmama moved there three years,agno s hi# gussa k figured héd
live in their basement until busess picked upout hs stepmama nixedhatidea He had tofind
his own place
First Walter, now ErikGilda set her cup asid&omeoneseemed taeriouslyhae the black

belts ofYoshida Martial Arts It was only a matter of time before the next orlle fe
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Chapter 21

After Marion left for home Gilda paced the livinggoom thenrechecked every door and
window. Her head hurt, but she was tired of feeling caged. She grabbed her pureadetuifor
Happy Harvegs Hangover Huin search of a friend

Happy threw his armsopen wide when he saw hé&iGilda! Senti tanto a sua faltayou
hardly ever ome in sinceyou broke up with that copyet siddenly youcome intwice in one
week. | amtruly blessedYou look pale and tirgcamigao

When he pulled herlase, the scents of stale beer and Doritos surrounde&herelaxed
andtook comfort from her old friendThayerwas the least of her concerns.

Alovemissed youto@. Gi | d altheughy B @ick.up afbottle of wine.

Happy raised his eyebrow$Big trouble in Little Japan? Micks getting out of hand¥ou
would be wise to get a job somewhere elsere, maybe

Sheswallowed hardrelieved the store was empfjités been tryingbut ités nothing to do
with Mick.0 Well, not entirely to do withhim, anyway.

AOh, yes. Walter.0 He hugged her hard agaifién so sorry,amiga His deathwas truly
awful. Did all your students come back afteefuneralo

ATheystartecto.0 Her chin quivered.

Happy grabbed her wristiMy dear girl, you look horrible. SitVhat happenedy?

AErik.0 She burst into tears.

He dragged her behind the counter and forced her onto aftbave never liked thaine
What did that twefacedparasitado nowd

She sobbed and reached for atistu8.o meone ki |l Il ed hi m. 0o

fiSanta Maria maele Deusb Happy pulled her off the stool, sat dovamd wiped his brow.
fAre you kidding?That poor manWas he killed at the school like Waltér?

AWhen | went into work today,osneone knocked me out cold. Whename toErik was
deado She blinked awatears fil swear tlat place is cursed.

Happy crossed himself then scurried around the counter and returned wdahdiaoard
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cartonwhich held four small bottles of winéAny more than tis, you get out of control and do
stupid thingsamiga You take thishave a hot bubble bath améxt week, you com& me for
work. I treat you right. Nanurders orcrazy stuff Better money, for suré.

fiThanks, Hapy. | promiseldl think about ito Gilda reached for her wallet

AYou takeo He duck the case in a papernt fA presente Get a new life beforthat place
ruins youo

She wandered down to the beaclhihte large driftwood treend satdownto crack open a
mini-bar sizedottle.fiHeres to you, Walter. Hope iigsare much bettewhereyou areo

A H o o ehe sa thendrained the bottle in one long gulp. Why couldshe shake the
thought of thekanji and the missing scroll® the killer followed the pattern of the four
possessions, Er i Kidtegritydbeat h woul d be over

No time for silly, sappythoughts. Sherackedthe second bottlef pinot grigioopen.fiErik,
| neverreally liked you | have a feeling yaire in a much warmer place than Sandstone Clove.
hope youre hapjer thereo

She guzzled the second bottle and sat back, nearly falling rigtheotbgas the alcohol
quickly numbed herfiHonor. dnte@rityd. HI.

fiHi.0 She giggled & the numbing wine kicked ithen glanced it the bag. Two bottles.
Two kaniji. Three black belts. @y one receptionist.

Gildaslid onto the sand and sat against thettothink. Shed alreadyfound two bodiesand
the killer could have included her in his spree this tide could have strangled her or worse
while she was unconscious on the fldaut didré. Was itreally all about the black bel@sndthe
kanji or had Gilda nssed thanotive altogether?

She pulled up onto the Iatpenwandered home along the trail that followed Lake &rie
coast. Once home, spet on the stere@ranked the volumandtuckedthe remaining twavine
bottlesin the fridge A distractionwas in ader. After locking the front door shechecked the
windowsthen sauntered into the bathroom

Once immersed in warm water and bubbles, she forgot héeegfsinging and luxuriated.
The very word, luxuriated made her feelworlds away from Sandstone Covks she sank
beneath the bubbles, hemaginationtransportecherto somewhere tropicatith a cabana and a
scantily clad pool bayFor the first timeaall week, $iebreathed her cares away.

When the doorbell rangpmewhere in the distancéh e s i g hweay . di Go a
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The doorbell rang again.

What seemed like seconds latetpad bang rattled theouse and shook the bathrodor.
Gilda floundered in the water asdvy footsteps stomped across the hardwood

fiGilda, where are you¥Mick bellowed.

Her heart knockeat her ribsHow on earth did he getside? Shél locked all the doors
save oneThe bathroomiiStay outb

When he burst through theathroomdoor, she ducked as much of her naked basly
possiblebeneath the bubbleShe pulled the curtainlosedand peredaround the pink fabric
AWhat are you doing heré?

His eyes widened, jaw dropped and shoulders sagged all in one nibtidh. , geez. Y oL
okay. When you didno6t .oHe suwes away dightly dud didnleavel got
the roomiil called a dozen times and rang your doorb&thatwere you doing@

Gilda raised a handful of bubble8. t ur ned of f a&aking pbdatbCaeyoand | 6
please get out of my hou&e

Al cand. Not with you in the tuld He bowed his headiEspecially sincé broke down your
front dooro

AYou what® she gasped.

His gazed returned to the tubo her.fil got worried when you didi answer the door. |
knocked then figured you were dead and kictednthe doord

Gilda closed her eyeBYou mean you kicked it in.

Mick winced.fiNope | pretty much kicked it dowrlté lying on the carpet out froot.

Dread filled her stomacliiHave you been drinkirtp

AA little. 16m sure we all haviately.o

Guilty. Gilda frowned and hid behind the curtafiLook, | really need somdime alone.

Why doré you go home andedl talk latero

Al cand.0 He sat on the toilet lid and dropped his forehead into his h&éhdsend have a
home anymoré.

fiSure you doYou have a condo on Balsam Avere.

fiSort of 0 Mi cikhloenaovedn changed the lockandconvenientlynevergave me a
key. lve been sleepingt the schoofor the st few days nowo He certainly looked dejected

enough she believed hirfil guess | shoulde known bettet
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Al dondt k n oGida redchet fortthe voet can the flmor and missed by inches.

With a quick glance at Mick, she tried again. This time she leanedthe edge of the tub
onto the shower curtain and pulled it dgwod and all. The fabric draped over her, covering her
curves while the rod clunkd her on thdéack of thehead On top of he lump from the killer.

Her vision sparkledwith tiny stars.

fiGeez, Gildaareyou okaypHe | unged t o Keapltupandyoudre goiagto o f f .
takeyourself outd

Mick startedto lay the curtain and raoh the floor next to the tub

Shegrabbedthe fabricfor cover Her facegrew hot anda rush of painpulsed through her
headfil 6 me, thanks.Could you please get out of my bathronow?0

He stared at her over the fallen curtdiviou know, | thought t was a flukewvhenWalter got
kiled Now Er i k 6and itbecarrdd td nted could be nexteally need your help.

She shifted the wet curtato cover hebodyas shesat up. iWh y d o n @ makeysiea ¢
so | canget dresse2iThen we can talk.

AO k a Wiclostood and moanedi guess | should see if | can stand your door bacK up.
seriouslydid knock it flat to the floorYou may have to get someone to fix it tomorm@w.

Except for thehrobbingpain in her head, she was sure this all had tol@alreamWas it
possible she was still unconscious in the karate school and never foufsl ldexdy? Wishful
thinking.

Gilda sighed. There was no way fixing her door could wait until morri@gn youat least
passmeatowel?Please@

He suddenlyseemedo realize she was naked and pausethke in the sight of her beneath
the shower curtain. The energy coming off his body could have reheated the water in the bathtub
ashegrinned AYou Iwagpkdn plasta &ind of like a microwave dinned.

Hetossed heatowelthenleft the room closing the door behind him

Gilda quickly locked the door angulled the plug While she dressedhe tried to absorb
their conversationFor someone who rarely ever drank, Mick had arrived at her lhoeiseated
twice in one weeland smelled potent enough for two.

Once againthe safest person to call was Razi.

She peered out the bathroom door and was met by silbhck.had passed out on the

couch The front door as he said,lay on the floor.She picked up he phone and called for
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reinforcements

Raziappeared on the front step ten mind&ter. iShall | takeSenseMick home®d

Gildaalmost said yes theshook her headiLet him to sleep it offon my couchApparently,
he doesiit have aywhereto goanyway Heés relatively safehere | hoped you couldgive me a
hand tofix my door thougtd

He gave a small bowiOf course.Do you have a hammer and a screwdriver? | can do a
temporary fix enough to keep skunks outhighly recommend you call a repair man.

fiThanks butlém sureMi ¢ kndrsng will keep the bad guys awfay tonighto

Razis eyebrows squished togethiwWhich bad guys? Théiller or the otherones who are
after him?

She droppethto thelumpy wicke chair.iwhatother one®

He turned away, ik facered.iMy mistaked

ANo mistakeWhatotherguys’l Wh o 6s abt er hi m?

fiSenseiMick likes to makemoney but healsolikes to..0 He pausediiwhatarethe words
he use@ Bet on the poniesie introduced me to his friergary at thesports bao

Her stomach deed.Gary againfiMick gamblesnow tod?0

Razi shiftedhis weightand leaned on the flaking wooden railirigdonly occasionallyHe
lost ahorserace and owefifty thousand dollars.

AFi fty tHergaw srappediNb avonder Gary was stalking Mick.

fiNow he is worried they will break his legdHe fidgeted with a set of keyBWhat is worse
is that he i<Chlogs fatherand| believeSenseMick called him a garndfathero

AChlogd s p r?esheyappd

fiNo. 0 He s hodhkryibdgangdteée ad. 0

AOh, you mean a godfathérThe weight ofthe words struck her andhe buried her face in
her handsfiOh crap Mick, what have you gotten us all into?

fiPlease, d not tell him | told you. We already have enough problems in the sghool.

Gilda frownedfiErikwasmur der ed . 0O

Al am awaredR a z i n SehxkMick called when you lefthe schoalWhen | said | saw
you leave Happy Harvéy Hangover Hulkater, he was not happgndwantedto find youo

fiSo when did he have time to get so drundtfe asked

fiHe started © keep a bottle of scotch in his desker hestarted to dat€hloeo He bowed
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hi s Henraudt havdipened iearliero

Scotch in his desk3he should havienown tosearch therglWhy?0

fiwalter. Erik. 1 do not think he was very hapglyoutyour life beng in peril yet a second
time. He considered firing yol.

fAiFiring me? Why®

Razi turned awayfiHe does not want yoto be harmedagain which is why | need to fix
your door so you can at least lockit

She led him to the kitchen then rifled through awdnafiDoeshe think the murdershave
something to do withis gambling probleo

APartlyd He s hMogty, becbdlievesiit is some demented psychopath.

AThat s o uGildhbkanded hiyrhthe.todls then they walked pditk snoring on the
couch fiRazi did you notice anything missing from the school after Wédtdeath®

AOf course. The photograph 8hihanYoshidaand SenseiMick that used tohang in the
front hallo

She hadd even noticediiAnything else®

fAiYeso He lifted the door into placdiThe scroll of the Four Possessions of the Samurai that
hung in the charggroom That was the first thing | noticed sineee all haveone just like it.
They were gifts from Mick when weaeceivedour black beltsjust as he received his from
Yoshidad

So mud for narrowing down her suspect list.
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Chapter 22

As the morning sun peeked through the windo@iga stood andylared at Mick sleeping
peacefully on her couch. How dare $meoreblissfully unaware of her longestlessnight or her
damaged front dor?

She stomped past him and grasped the doorkiw®lsoon as shpulled open he door the
top hinge poppedff sothe doorhung offkilter by the bottomhinge Sheleanedthe sagging
dooragainst the wallhensat on the front porch step to sip her ceféend stewtHow could Mick
bring suchunsavory characters into her lif&H their lives. It wasalmostlike he had no idea his
vices would put his students in danger.

After a deep sighshefinished the last of her coffe8ure, here was full potin the kitchen
but getting morerequired walking past Mick. After all the horrific thoughts &hsubjected
herself to all night, she didintrust herself @arhim when she had an impulse to hold a pillow
over his face

Inside the house, door closed behinden. When she glanced badWlick was no longer on
the couch. A few minutes later he emerged from the bathroom and strolled into the kitchen. He
reappeared with two cups of coffee and a frofiithink | owe you a explanatiord

fiYou owe me a whole lot motbanthat 6 s hfdnsewi door, for one. 0

He sat next to hefiAt least you did& smother me with a pillow.

fiThe thought was the@She took the fresh cup of coffesettingher empty cup aside.

AWho fixed the door®He bowed his head as though rétig the reason it was broken to
beginwithAl 6 mr sy about that, by the way. 0

Gilda wrapped her hands around her nfiRpzimade sure it kept out threst of theskunks.
One of thehinges came offagainwhen | opened it this morning.

Al know a guy who an fix thato

fFrom what | hear, you know a lot of guysshe sapped, unable to look at him.
AUnfortunately, not all of those guys fix things. Some ofritkdl peopleo

fWherexd you hear that?
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fiRazi told meyou bet on the horses and tdsmdy.o

He snoted fiFor a strong, silent giithe can be a real blabbermoutlban explair

AOf course you carDond bothero She gazed at her gardefil took thejobat Yoshi dabé

because it seemditte a safe place to work. | like learning how to defend myself siddenly
people aralying, you kicked downmy front door and Igetknocked oujust walking intowork.
| d o nwvant to know what yoine involved ino

Mick sipped his coffe€iAre you trying to tell me gu want to quizo

fiThe thoughhasoccurred to meé.

Al 6 m s ur eldonft knbwanshat & daumtithout you 0 rdth @ hand through his hair
ALook, | know it seems like | d@happreciate you sometingeo

fiSometimesMWhen Walter died, you left me to face the police. When Erik died,sgot
meto getcoffeg althoughl had a concussiom

His face fell.fiYou make it sound worse thanwes .0

fiReally? | thought | was sugacoating thing® Gilda foughthard not to screaniil think you
should leave

fWe need to talk about this.

Aldondt want ©8he stand, ker amly ghakifibbaveto call someone téix
my door. Please ddnbe here when | come back aut.

Mick followed her into the kitchen anplaced hishandon hers when she reached far
phone fiGive me a chance to explain.

AYoubve hadthe pastweek to explainand tohelp me deal with the chao®® s he
fAlnstead youbve blownfifty grand gamblingand got kicked outof your condo by some psycho
you let move inNow wedre both being stalked by her fattier

fAre you done?éve got somethmig | want to say

Shetried to pull her hand away, but he kept it trapped beneatkihaly, she huffedfiSay
your piecethenget outof my housed

fAiFirst tell me vhat you meainby Gary stalking both of usf?

She stared at their handscouple weeks ag she would have soaked in his nearnédsts
beenfollowing you, yet | keep crossing his patY.ou need todeal with him before he does
somethingstupido

fnYoube worried about mef?

138

sai c



fiNo, Im mad at you ~ Wohad tgkera backseat to frustration aftee knocked down her
f r o nt Judtsyowhat yodé wanto saythen get out

He took her by the upper arms agakzed intcher eys. His warmth spread up her asrand
left her breathles$iGilda, | love youo

A N oSheérecoiled then kneed him in the groin.

Thatseemed to béhe one reaction Mick waénprepared for. Hgaspedand collapsed to
the floor in a heafAre you crazyWhatwasthat ford

fiGet outdo Her voice cracklecand tears spikd down her cheekss she backed awayll
cand talk to you rightnow.0

AWebre not dMick esedvitie tduntet th puB hingselp.uiOncewe figure out
who killed Walter and Erikall bets are oft

She shook herhead.For al | I know, you killed them an

AAnd f or yaukiledthemlkbathcamdl, 6nmaxto

CheckmateHer heart seemed to sink into her stomach as he stormeQroé.hé done
Gildalet the tears fall in a torrent. How dare he play on her emotions like that?

By the time the repairman showed up, she was draledook one look aboth her door
and her tearghen took out his phone to call the polic®nce shemanaged to convince him
things were fineshe sat on the cout finally focus

She made a lisbf the Four Possessions. Someone had tuckeldnon in Waltes breast
pocke at his funerabnd n the week sinceshed discovered he was far from honorable. As a
school teacher, I had an affair with a much younger student he eventually matirethe
apparentlycheated odaderegularly.

flntegrity.0 Erik, now dead and awtaig burial, definitely had nonéllanning tostart his
own karate school behind hssnseis back was a definite ano. Mick should have kicked him
outlong agoandprobablywould have if Erik hadd turned up riddled with honeshd poisoned
ninja stars.

When she came filoyalty,0 she paused.

Shed assumed the killer was after the four black belts beneath, Mitkwhat ifMick was
right and he waslsoa target? According to Miclkhoth Xavier andChloe might have tried to
poison him.Mick seemed to havéoyalty issuesnot only with his girlfriend but with his

studentsn general
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Xavierts loyalties were questionable. &i@rought poisoned coffee to thand Mick.

Nauseous,Gilda pushed her pad of paper away when she realized her stomach was
growling. Theclock readone and the air grew thick with humidityfhe deliwas four blocks
away She could get thereand backbefore the rairfell unless she stoppeat the schoolSince
Mick was currently livingthere the school was offimits. With a sigh, she shed the notepad
into a draweilnd locked th@ewly repaired frontloor behind her.

The streets were quiet save a loud craick batand the roar of a crowd. Most people were
either already at homehe beaclhor the baseball diamond a couple blocks ovetdajust
wanted toget her food ando home. She ordered a thick ham and cheese sandwich with a side of
sour pickles and a diet cola then sauntered home and opened the front gate.

When she reached back to close it, a hand grabbed3tersucked in a shabreath then
spun around and stepped away, ready to usesdledefencetechniques on Razi if he tried
anything. The man was so | aifsgechithime pr obably wo

AWhat do gheaskedkant ? 0

fWe need to talk, Miss Wrighit.The toneof Razb s  vnwadecher knees shuddétfe
raised one eyebrovil would like afew moments of your timef you pleased

A Wh ¢Sheswalowed.He was lhe one member of the school she knew little about and had
talked to even less until recentiwWh at ¢ ®# gg @ n ? 0

He gl anced lavistotodisdusWaiez and Erik. Could we step inside?

fiNo.0 She pushed him outside the gate, feeling the need to put distance and solid objects
between thenfiWe can tallkright hereo

AAfter all | have done for you laly, you still do not trust meo

Sheclosed hereyes and sighedildn sorry, RaziFor all | know, yodre a mass murderer
and Bm next on your list

fiTrue enoughln my own defenseéhowever,you couldalsobe the killer.Perhaps weauld
we sit in a publ place and you can learn what | have towghie you eat your lunch

Awkward English but Gilda got the driftfiWwe can sit on the front porah.

He bowed therfollowed her up the steps anet ©n the bench that usually served as her
outdoor coffee tablédi | a m owg averafrayd | my do something bad to yau.

She set her food on the table and offered him a piékléd m s o Nane of tiskmow

who to trustanymore I@ neverevenseena dead body befolast Fridayo
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Al have.lt is not an experiendewish to repeab

Her breath stYochaveWMhenber t hroat. 0

AWhenl| was a soldier in Isra@l. Irhet her gaze, his eyes dafkam trained to Kill, Miss
Wright. If | wanted, | could snap your neck like a twig grebplewould think you fell aslepo

AComforting thought. Thanks for tHeeadsup.0 She had a dozen questiphbsit held them
all inside.

fil have no reason to harm yduwvantto help youWalter knewaboutsomethingaboutmy
pastl would rather nobe madeknown He tried to force me tgive him money so he would not
tell SenseMick.o

AWalterblackmaikbd you? sheasked AJust because you were a soldeer?

fiHe tried toblackmail me but not because | was a soldier. Becaafssomething did that
forced me to leave everythingat was imprtant to mebehind 6 Ra z i gazedl out af
did not play his gamé.told SenseMick knowsmy story | have kepho secrets from hiro.

Gilda offered him a cup of teél probably have some cookiagsthe freezeb

fiThank you but | must go nowd Raz stoodand bowed agaimiWould you like to know
what | toldSenseMick?0

fiThat depends.She wiped her palms on a napkibid you kill Walteror Erik?0

fiNo, Miss WrightoHe n e v er e \ ®wvear dnhyilifa lodid eoth. i

fiThen | guess what yotold SenseMick doesrit really matter, does i€?

flt doesnat 0 R a z.ifiThankmiou fer tistening.

Relief washed over Gilddut he biggestquestion remainedf neither Micknor Raa were
the killer, who was?

She did yoga then curled up with ave hoping to take her mind off the insanity #éoshort
time. In the back of hemind shereplayed the crime scenardrelived the fear of realizing she
wasri in the schoohlone What had she missed?

Mick called late that afternooriwhy arerit you atwork? | need some things done and
when | got hergyou were already gore.

She stared at her candle and fought to keep her breathfewers never theré.

AWhy? Because of this whole murder thinghen Walter died, you were always here.
What changed®

AYoude a jerko Gilda hung up. She stormed into the kitchen tmd apar&an entire head of
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lettucewith her fingersbefore Mick phoned backWhat do you want®
This time he hesitatedldm sorry. Youre right. Yesterday was rough for all of aus.
Al emaled everyone antbld them not tacome back to classemtil after Eriks funeralo

She sagged into a chair.
His tension was palpable even over the phdteing ro classes for the past week was
alreadyfinancial suicide for the karate schoadspeciallyunder the circumstanceBThats a

goodidea 18l checkthe messages anehgails thenwe can gethings back on track
fiHow?0 she askedglad she waseveralblocks out of his reachiln case you missed the

newsflash, wwbve had two instructors murdered the past week. Murdered, Midkot dropped

dead from heart failure onaneurysmSomebody killed therm the schoab

Al get it, Gildao
Al dond think you dod Shechoppeda tomato into her saladiNone of this is random.

Someone is targeting the insttors at our school. Our staff. You or | could be rext.

fiNot you0 he said softly.
She snortediwhy not me? Do@ you think Bm important enough to kilé?

AOddly enoughd Mick chuckled.fAll 16m saying is there seems to be a pattern. Remember

that HILT thing? The four possessioms?
fiHow could | forgetit? Ités all bve thought about sincé/alterés funeralo Well, that and

Mick kissing her in her kitcherShe attacked a miniature cucumber as though slaughtering a

defenseless vegdti® would make her fedletter.
fiFive black belts. Foukanji. Three black belts left, twé&anji. The odds are not in my

favoro
Her breath stuck in her cheBDo you still think either Razi or Xavias the killef?o
AYeah? Wel , it seems to me falalet.yWith lass been
0 h Adfter d pralongedsilange hevdighedfiAlhl énésayingl o . 0

background, it 6s
is to be careful who you talk to, Sherlgand watch your baak
Gilda hung up and stared at the fragments of lettuce and other assaw¢abies on the

counter. Her appetite gone, she put them away for I8tex.laced up her shoes and headed out
for a run in spite of the afternoon heat, too restless to sit and3hetit of setting up surveillance

cameras in thdojo, she had no idea hoto catch the killer.
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Chapter 23

When a darlsedin slowed beside hefilda gulped. Sheshould have run through the park
where no one would see h&ary leaned outf the windowa nd s mi | ed. AYoubr e &
You seemto havealotofgentlenera | | er s | ately. o

fWhat do you want? She eyed the upcoming path to Pondsréroint. The point was a
dead end. Whatever Gary wanted with hergslave no way out to safety. On her side of the
street, a dirt trail led to theversidepark.

Altés okay. lwond tell your mom 6  h.dil just hopedyodre charging enougb.

Outraged, Gilda stopped ahdr jaw droppediAre you calling me a prostituté?

flém joking. Get in. We need to talk.

fAbsolutely notShe put her h dmedssyoudknow Wbekiled both \Walter
and Erikand have a mountain of evidenté@ave nothing to say to yau.

fWow, you sound like your dadGarypulled his car into the lot at PonddiePoint.

When heturnedoff the engineGildads heart pounded. Did he know somethargvas she
his next target?

She could run in the opposite direction and disappear into the maze of trails that criss
crossed through Sandstone CoWeshe wenthome she couldarricade the doors and windows
from the inside.She banished both thoughts amdossed the streeher curiosity more
overwhelming thamerfear.

Gary leaned against his car amdited for herfiYou really are just like your dad, you know.
More nosy than cautious. You even walk the same.

Al 6 m notstrblldowe meimorylana. S h e fiWhatdayeudvant®

AWhaoty ou want Hepoddedhtovar@ the wooden boardwéMy legs are stiff.
Walk with meo

fiTo where? Te end of the point where there arewitnesse® Gilda stood her ground.
fiYou@e not planning to kill mand dump me in the surf, are you?

Garygave a deefaugh.fiHoney, yodre young, fit and know karate. If we got into a fight,
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youd have the upper hand.

fiUnless you have a gun.

He held his hands out at both sid@&ou want to search mé?

fiNo thankso she said.

AT h a trabably for the best Gar y Brom what €hear, pgople are already talking.
No point giving them more to gossip about.

People like Thayeand Chloe She blew out a breatfiLetés walk and you can tell me what
you know about Mickand the karate school.

fiDeald He steered her toward the wooden boardwalk and stuck his hands in his pockets.
fiHow long have you known Mick$?

Al thought this was your story, not mine.

A Y o utllerbass Gary suck his hand in his pocketiéve known Midk five yearssince he
movedto town Back when B first wanted to invest in Yoshid@ schoolndhis money was tied
up in other investments.

fiBut heactuallyhad the money®she asked.

fOh, yeah. He was good fordt. He p Epwstiehd wife feft himanyway. Hés not the
kind of guy toblow a lot of cash on just anythiryg.

AExcept gambling on horse race&ilda snorted

He smiled fiActually, that wasé his doing, but | love to make him sweat.

She staredi What do you mean by that?o

Gary jingled cans in his pocketfiLike | said, he came to me to borrow some money.
Yoshida had set a deadline and whswtting the kid any slackso he came to me for a short
term loano

fiHow short term@ She glanced aroundismayed hiere were no other people in sigBary
could throw her body in the lake and never be caught.

AiThirty days 0 h .diMick aepadi the full amount plus interest in ten. | likbe kid from
the start. He was smart, honestd hated owing anyone money.

AiThats it? He borrowed money anepaid it. Thais the end of your storg?

fiHardly0 Gary stopped anturned tomeet her gazefYoshida never wanted to open a
school in Sandstone Cove. Mick pushed to open the scleanlthe beaghbut axcehe had the
money and had found a building Yoshida upped the ante. He wanted a biggerwhéen te
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real i zed Mi ck 06 actuallywarkdy i deas woul d

Gildalooked towardhe wavesiiSo Mick ame backio youfor more money

fiNope He was smart enough to liquidate more than enough assets so he could do some
renovations and buy merchandise. The next time we met it was by chance in a local bar. He
joked about hiring a hit man to make Yoshida disappear.

Her breath stuck in her throdiad she been wrong antbshidacould be the next victim?
fiAre you sure it wa a joke®

AWhenl made him aeasmableoffer, heflat outrefusedd Gary said.

fiThat was years ago. What ifdh@hanged his mindince the® He and Yoshida have had a
few ugly runins latelyo

fiSo bre heard. Were any attempts made on Yoghifa?0 he asked.

fiNot that | know ofo She pausediHow would | find out®

He scratched his chifiMaybehefiled a policereporto

Al doubt it. He doesih seem like the type of persamh o &uml to the police. | think hd
stew about it and get revenge. G isudediin a sharp breath. Shea d actudlly considered
Yoshida a suspect.

fiSeriously® Gary took her arnas if he sensed the sudden weakness in heraledjghey
resumed their walk toward the poifiDo you really thinkYoshidawould simply seek revenge
onwhoever wronged hind?

Al think ité far more likely than him going to the policeHer head throbhg. fiDo you
know Yoshidavery well?0

He grimacedifiWebve met. He stkesme as being coldlooded and greedy.

An accurate assessment as fasl@was concmed. Yoshida frightened her, especially now
when he seemed to make the effort to remember names and put in appearances at the funerals.
Mick had hosted many events over thast twoyears,yet Yoshida remained distaniow it
seemed likdne wanted to beeen.Why choose to be involved now?

fiHeGs been arountbwn a lot more lately, haghhe® Gary seemed to read her thoughts.

She raised her eyebrow#®/oshida? Yeah. t 6s a bot wunnerving.

AANnd youdre wondering what tis up too

Gilda shrugged him offiThethought had 6 t  crassed rhyymindntil lately.0

fiHe has a girlfriena.
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fJade LevySo | heard

He deflatedhen chucklediMick was right. Youre shrewd

Al t wa s Acmallyylutewe aHot @ difterentrumorso She turned to let the wind
blow the hair off her face. Billowindplack storm clouds rollegcross Lake Eriégoward them.
fWhen did Micktalk toyou about m&o

fWe bumped into each other at the ctfé other daynd spent more time talking about you
than anything elsé He shruggediWe both have an interest in yquersonalvell-beingo

Gilda flinched.fil thought youwouldd vtalkedabout Chloe anti c kiebts

fWe dido Gary laughediiDond get me wronghoney business first. Mickheard rumars
people have searstogether latelyHe made me promise not to hurt you.

Her eyes widenediHe threatenegiou? Was he crazy?

AOh, heGs somethingbut | 6 m not sur e, @r ladlyseanisidetaiesa r i g hf
great deal about you.

Gilda snorted.iThe only person Mick Williams cas about is himself. As far as e
concerned, the whole world revolves around him and whatever he davants.

Al can tell you for a facthat youde wrongo He picked up a stone and tossed it into the
w a v eMaybe lisingbothWalter and Erikhasmade him ralize whafs importanto

fiHe told you that® She pulled wisps of her hair out of her face again.

fiThat and more, honey. Much, much more.

AHowdydbu know about Yoshida and Jahldseadd She
Mi ¢ k 6 s c ocaboutderystat i on

AYou and | have a mutual frieneho knows the trutld He scooped up another stone and
cl enched it Chioegtopped by o see ythe dther iigeta Wh at di d she w

Gilda hesitated. AFor me to stay away from \

AMe?0 Hd. | aughehe afhermewdstepmotihedét her vimeyd d mod | do
her good to have no control over things for o
last name anhyDNA, but thatdos all sheds got. o

AGood too in odva. &, wiuteé dtoeedandapickied it up. She pulled back her arm
andtossedhe stone into the wavesNfiat about your friend who kno

AConsi der ,0Garysasl.el f saf e

She brushed a stray strand of hair out of herméutWhy i s t hat ?0
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He threw the rockinto the white capsii Wo r darounds townis that youde under my
protection. Anyonewholayg hand on you wil | be dealt with ¢

Gi | dtan®ash sank. His words did little to comfort her.
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Chapter 24

Despitehaving her nervestled,Gi | da di dndt tharke 8hefolged asrdsO r t r
town andthrough the parko think then back to the beacBlipping off herrunningshoes, she
wadedthrough the water toool her feet before she padded home barefoot.

She wanted to call Main and find out i f shedd heard mo
Marion had been scarce since t htalked abdurthirp t o t
weekly brunch at The Cove. Was she afraid Gildatvekiller?

AYou dord listen very well, do yo? Thayer caught up tberon he way home fronthe
beach il told you to say away from Garypel Gardad

fAre you stalkingme she asked Ydi really need a better hobby, you know.

He paused to open her front géten followed heto the front steg filén investigating two
murders and you happeaito find both bodiestds notout of line to think you may be involved

Gilda shook her headl told you before. | never killed anyoie.

Al knowyoudid@d6 Thayer f 1l i cked Avoacoddhdhurtradgugo f f  hi s s

She tossed her shomear the front door and sat arstep. No way was he getting into her
housewithout a warrantNot that she had anything to hidé was more hout making clear
where he stoodiThen what is it you really war?

fiTo tell you to stay away from Gay. He st r ai ght e n didets h boskiepal e |
and a convicted murderer, not to mentioGslet least twice your age.

AYoutalkedto Chloe 0 s hf&Vhassaagedjot to do with anything?

Thayer sat next to hefiYou should date someone your own a§emeone who knows
everything abouyou and would do anything for yau.

fiLike Mick or RazP0 she asked.

ALi k e Hisefac®reddenediYou and | had a great thing goingay back when. Maybe
we should givehingsa secondhanced

AYoudre a | iar and a cheater an dSheopickedrmever

giant rhododendron that lay on the lowest step.
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He bowed his headiThats hurtfulo
Gilda sniffed the blossomgiYoudl get over it. bve had to deal witlhthe mess you left me
for two yearsandl dond plan to make that same mistake again. Go find someone elsi béo

happy toswallow your cheesy lings.

fiThere is no one else, sweali®# hay er r e ac h erdudd tleeronlylgiel Fwarina n d .

my life now. Youde sosweet and honest

AANd you calit have meso suddenlydn far more interesting than ever befar&hetapped
his chin with the rhododendrofiTheansweés still noo

He first glanced then lunged in her direction and plantdina kiss on he lips. Gilda
squirmed and tried to back awdinally she let him finish his hard, dry kiss. When he sat back
with a wide grin on his face, she shoved him ekl into therosebush.

fWhat was that for?He thrashed amid thorns and a shower of red rosdsp@Get me out
of here. This thing going to eat me.

filt cand eat you Ités a rosebush. The worst it can do is prick you and draw ldl&ba
watched him strugglefiY ou shouldbe right at home #re Youbothhave a lot in commoa.

He crawled onto twalkway leaving a trail of foliagefiYouGe a witcho

Gilda stood, prepared to defend herself if tieed anything elsefiwhy? Because dn
completely over youReep the rosedt | east youdl |l smell ni ce

A Funny. drusfedpetalsandleavesoff his clothes. The whole time, he cursed her
and her garden.

fiDo you want me to ask Fabio to get you some rose dust3 h e |a@&kveant you fo
get bugs or anything.

With one lasturse Thayer stormed away, still picking thorns out ofdiathing.

Her gaze locked on dark blue sedan across the stredtereGary howled and wiped tears
fromhiseyesAt | east shebéd made his day.

After aquick shower shemadea protein shake before the doorbell raige £owled at the
door and sipped helrink. Sx ringslater, curiosity got the best of her.

Xavier stood on the front step holding a bouquetbofgundy sunflowers,their faces
drooped to the wooden floofilém sorry. | never meant to kill yai.

Gilda curled her fingers into a fist and prayedthe strength not to punch him in the nose.
At | east he di dn dWhyblidyoudgit? lceuldiverdied; you koavdf f e e .
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Al never intended for anyonetodith at 6 s why | us e dandspeaditoat s mal

over a long tim@ he sail. il was mad at Mick and took it out on you. Not a smart move
considering yodre Thayegs girlfriendo

filédm not Thayeds girlfriendd She snappedidn not Thayeds anythingd

Xavier frowned.fiYou might want to tell him that. He telling everyone in tow you two
are back together and planto get marrieel x t s ummer ono Ponderer 6s

fiwell, 1Gn sure he woi be doing that nowhe saidl shoved him into a rosebus$o| hope
he got the pointAre yousayng you poisoned me more than onge?

AFi ve,adtualiyodHse st e p p e dorrp. # wds wrong bndl ifeeklike dog doo. |
eventuredmy sel f in to the police. 0

AThaPRlkasedon 6t try i tShea&lgsed har eyes and lgththe ¢ension drain
away. Since Xavier had come to apologizehe accepted the sunflower8These are beautiful.
Thayeis a jerk all on his own, no help requiréddhought he was over me before we brokedup.

fiDond tell me he cheated on yau.

fiRepeatedly) She sat on the top step, which she seemed to be wearing a igrtaiedy.

AWish I&d known.I woul dé v e p o ioXaviersad next to memYon deseeva a .
lot bettero

Gilda blinked, flattered and repulsed at the same time.

Alén kiddingd he said fiDoc called and lectured me until my ears burst into flame
Considering theninutedose, he said laé tell Thayer togive me a nsdemeanor assauharge
or something like that.

ADid hed

fiSo far Thayer hasrit mentioned i Xavier fidgeted with a red petal that lay on the step
beside himfiDoesri that seem oddbtyou? | mean, | know I@e focused on finding a murdeyer
but after what | didl thought hél have lockedne awayby nowo

Gilda kicked awaya broken tvig. i U n | Thas/exr blewyou and Docoff because nothing
happenedl. mean, &chnically, no one got siak died, right®

With two recent murders #geened odd Were Doc, Thayer and Fabio foaug on another
suspecor did theyconsider the poisoningaoreevidence and were biding their tithe

fil should go talk to Dao Xavier sighed. fil need to settle this bare it festersd

Gilda patted his arnfiNo. 16 Italk to Doc. It was my coffee cygfter all If you do it, he
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might think you actually want to go to jail.

fJailks probably a lot safer thabeing atthe karate school right nowo Xavierss face
softenediAYoud reallydo thatformeEven after what | did?29o

fiFor both of ux Mostly to help figure out who murdered Walter and Efhe hoped
Xaviers meagemttempt at poisoning wamsly a small piece of the problem.

He hugged her then left, shufflifgs fe¢ down the sidewalk.

Gilda remained on the front step absorbed in thought. Just like with @attewrder, the
doors of the schoolere locked when she found ErikShéd used her keyo get irside
Logically, thekiller must have locked the door from thesideto carry out the murder then
escapedfter knocking her out coldSomeonenad to sedhe killer leave Unfortunately, 1 the

killer was ablack belt, no one would have realized there was a problene
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Chapter 25

Gildas work life invaded hedreamworld, whereall the black belts madspecial guest
appearancesAll of the wrongs. All of the secretll of the lies. They all swirled into a
suffocating fogWalter. Erik. Xavier. RaziMick.

Shesat ancdbpened her eyesith her heartbeatinf k e s hedd run a mar at hc

Mick said he loved hebeforeshe kneed him in the crotch and quit her job. Not her finest
moment.She pulled her pillow over her face and groartdefd hold her to her wordwhich
meantshe needed a new job, a new school to trgiand new friendsShe might evenhave to
leave Sandston€ove. MaybeGary hada contactwho could helpher create a new identity and
disappearEither that or sk have to move in with henom

After a shower and breakfast, the world didseem any tighter. She slid on her sunglasses
and decidedo walk to the corner stor® buy a copy of every newspapean the shelto begin
her job search and apartment himErie.

She opened the front doof her housend frozei What happened to you?bo

Mick saton the top stepvearingthe same clothes he had on the day befdrs. hair
rumpled,e handed her a coffee and averted his eye

Al  sSkeaaolothe cup, comforted by the notion he needed her too much to dutithrey
poison and sat next to hinfiYou still think ités a bad idea for me to look for Walter and Esik
killer.o

fil think ités a bad idea for you to team up with Thayer, for@ne.

Gilda hesitatediAnd for twoD

Al was seriou® Mick said fil think | love youo

A Y othinky o u  ¢er Rart seemed tdoverin her chest, waitingreathlesslyfor a
punch linefiWereyou drinking again@

fiNo. Oncel sobered upl poured the resif the scotch down the toilét

When the lid on Gild& cup popped offind coffee splashed her harsthe relaxeddr grip
and refastened the lifilYoude with Chloeo
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fiNo, 1Gm noto he said AiChloeplaced dargebet with Gary on my behalf]ost a ridiculous
amount of moneyhenlocked me out ofmy conda She also posed as my wife attthnged my
phone numbed

fiHow could shedo that® Gilda resealed the cup lifllsnd that theft or something?

Mick smirked.fiOnly until | cancel the phone and sell the condo.

She raised her eyebrow®oh, cevious| 6 m i mpr essed.

fiGlad | could make you smileHis face softened as hteo o k  h eHRorgeh aboutiher.
Can we get back to the problem at hahtt#d you | love you, remembed?

Her heart flutteredHow could she forg€tShe remembered from head to té®¥oude on
the rebound. vasthe scotchialking.o

fiMaybe exceptit was morning and was sobeb He entwined his fingers with hers and
inched closeriYou@e the onepersonwhod always thereo watch my backvhen | make a
mistake then have fack up the pieces and stanter. Maybe ifs time to move on.

AWhat is it you vantd She swallowed hard and inched away.

He met her gazéiTo be with you

Gilda blew out a breatliWhat if it does@ work out?What if we figure out we really céin
stand each other? You knowan& work for you theno

Al k mepicked aroséhaye r hadn 6 offtkbustt r oy e d

She wiggled away from hiniiThen youd be off toyour next mistakebefore | reached for a
tissueand the help wanted ads

Mick raised his eyebrows$iYou dori think I&d be upset toas

fiMaybefor a minuteo

AShows what ya knowo He nudged her right to the edge of gtep 16figive upwomen
completelyandbecome a mon&.

Gilda laughedfiThat | @an& pictureo

fiTo be honest, mneithem Mick tucked the rose into her hair thdropped his head onto
her shoulderfiYoudre the only person in my life | can count on, Sherlock.

AEven if youre at the top ofmy suspect li& 0

AEspeciallyif | am,0 he saidfiThat means you have no illusions about mieich i apretty
good place to startonsideringeverythingd

She sipped heroéfee with no idea what to say.
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ilt s a | otoHeo stahti nkp aabndut g av ejusthwamtedybuatm d a s
know | wasserious.l@n going to take a shower and do some paperwork. If you want to talk, you
know where to find me.
Gilda frowned.fiWhere are you going to shower?
fAt the school. My clothes are in my car. At lea& &till my caruntil Chloegets her hands
on the key® He stood andockedhis head from side to side like he had a stiff néBlo you get
nervous when you go theschoolnow? If | were yoy I& be a basket case.
AThat 6s why | havenotAndbecausd quiherd & 1 $i moeneE1 ink
pick up my personal things.
AYoud i dquitbecause of malid you?0 he asked.
fiNot until now.o
fiFair enoughd Mick bowed his headiRather than quit, tw dorét you takea coupledays
off? 1dl deal with thingsat the schoolYou deserve that muah.
She muttered beneath her bredittdeserve a lot morehan thao
fiYes, you dad He threw his arms around her and gaver a hard hugiDond worry, babe
I8l make sure you getxactly what you desende
Her stomach turned a somseultwith a double twistWhat did he meas he 6d get what
deserve@ While sheworked in the yardlater, elbow deep ina blue hydrangea a thought
occurred to herShe needed to talk to Mickgain One sentenceontinued tocoil around her
brain while she washed her hands, changed her stheggan to thekarate schoolThe front
door wasunlockedthis timeand voices echoed through therft lobby.
Al do not think you understand how serious this situatioa ¥oshidashouted fromMickés
office. iSomeonestole a thousand dollairs merchandiseThat could ruin my schoal.
Gi | dalp sngledMissing merchandise? Why had no one saidlangtto her?She hid
behind her desto listen
ATwo men are dead and Wwgetdtrld 6mi greyi nou shhieaecsdsa
anger was palpabl@Y ou were the one wheaid not to go to thpolice about the thefissol md
looking into it. Whatmore do youexpectme to do®
fiGet rid ofthat womano Yoshidasaid fiShemust have helpesteal everything. There is no
way one mardid this aloned

fl haven 6 t  prootiamydne stole anythingd Mi ciiBesides, iat would shehave to
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gaind
Yoshida sorted and his voice raised a full octafi@.job at his schoolShe is the only one
here all the timevho had accesand | want her gone.
The she in question had to be Gilda.
iSheds not the only one who hYadandldha@ekesys t o t
Hell, all the black belts have kegdMick closed his office dodike he krew she was there
Gilda slid into her chaiwith herhands shakingf only shed stopped to grab a coffeghe
would have missed hearing how much Yoshida doubtedHaed her.No wonder he gave her
those odd looks every time he saw Héo. wonder he attacked hevlick stood by herThere
was no wayhewould let her gavithout a fight Not unless he was deddf course, he odds of
that had rise significantly in the pasiveek. There werestill two kanji left.
From Mickés office came the reverberation of muffled, raised voices. I8aped forward
andstrained to at least get the gist of what they were saying. No such luck.
Once he office door openedroshida stomped aomd the corner and stopped short. His
dark eyes widenediMiss Wrighto Curt, but he remembered her naniBd he have access to a
hit man?
She boweder headlightly, not taking her eyes off hirkler arms tensed, ready to block if
he threw a punch like heal in classinstead, k left the building Shestarel after him, notquite
sure what to do.
fiFor the record Mick leaned on the desk to block her view of the ddigou didnd hear
anything we saido
AActually, | didnt hear muclgshe saidii I | thetr eqg @t
He grimacedi thoughtyou quit and told you totake a couple days ofbo | have to start
telling you the opposite of what | want you to do?
AYou al so t ot@dd bme iwWwh dr ewayhdGidd studied the faihthkines o vy o
etched intdhis facefiYou never told menerchandisevas missingo
A | t hought you dMidksdaemed todave agedive tydais ovgrahe past
week.i wan 6t somet hing you needed to know. Youobve
Al s that isther séaskadi d a
fiHe thinks youand Erikstole all the missing itents pawnso Erik could start a new school.

fiNow that Erilés dead, & wants me to fire yoand close down the schodlstopped listening

155



after he started to sound like a teenageagid concerd

Al never stole anything andd never jeopardize you or this schodkilda struggled to catch
her breath. Yoshida despised her more than she thdugih at 6 s mi ssi ng?o

Al have a copyf the listd

The hairs on her necktood.fiYoud vaeread done an inventory anthve a list®@

Concern flickered across Miék face.fiYoshida noticed we didh haveas many sparring
gloves andjis as usual. He thought it wagcauseur stock was low for the summer.

flt is,0 she saidfil always keep minimal stk until late August then | do inventory and
refill the shelvesAs a matter of factyoshidawas the one who drilled the idea into my head for
the pastyearo

fiReallydHe f | i Thitahteélastingi He alstold you tokeep a running inventory list
on the computerright? Can you print me a copy?

AOf cour s e. dowhthink Yashidsfeged thedlis?o

Mick shook his headfil dond think anything. So far,6ke gore on his word Now that
youdb r e o n, | want predfod e

Aldl print two copiesand do ghysicalrecounto she said.

AJust print off a copy for me andllworry aboutcountingwhile you grab coffe@ He met
her gazefiPlease. Makeninea large This could take a while.

She was reluctant to leagence sie wanted to know what wa®igg on just as badly as he
did. After printing off the list, she ran up the street for two coffeescamtamon bunshoping to
sweeten the deal and bribe him to let her stay.

When she returnedgleet his coffee and pie on the counteen steered herward the door.
fiGo home. YoGe already nosy enough and | dowant you getting hurt ora.

fAKilledo hungunspokerin the airbetween them

She sat on the flopblocking the doorwayfilf you want me out, yaoill have to pick me up
and throw me oub.

AYorueb a stubborn | i Mick leoked &tiher ghen attheecofi@d andy o u ? O
cinnamon buniiOkay, babeYou count  digdutlYoshidés list.0

Considering shie d  dnwemtery in Junend no stock had come in sin@erecount would
be easy. She &ady had a mental list of what was in stock. Armed with her coffee and a copy of

her list, she walked into the backroom. There were twenty belts where there should have been
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forty. Six gis sat in the drawer, all in different size&shé @ounted twelve ldsmonthand had
only sold two All the T-shirts were accounted fobut five pairs of sparring gloves and ten
mouth guards weregon8.he hadnodot sol d any

AYoshidas righto She leaned in Midls doorway and handed him hearked uglist. iWe
have a problem

He swore and crumpled up a page his deskfiwhat the helis going on, GildaX o u 6 v e
yelled atall of usnotto touch any stock without letting you kna@w.

Organization was her biggest strength, or weakndsgending on how you looked at it.
Mick and Eik knew she kept meticulous records. Yoshidigim not havebeenas aware.

She slumped onto the thin plastic chair, flimsy to ensure his private meetings were short and
sweetfiwhy would anyone steal from the schaol?

AErik wasr@ the brightest bulb in thsocket 6 Mi cfikS osnaeiodn e ei t her put
or set him upp

Gilda stared at the floofiSomeone liké¥oshida®

Mick frowned. iYou keep saying thaDo you really thinkYoshida would steal fromhis
own school? Ithink it would haveto be ®smeonewho has no idea how good you are at tracking
inventoryo

Until lately. RAIl he has todo is walk in and take fewthings. No one would think twice
about stopping hind

fiDo you know how long it tookyoshidato arrange my candle8He waved to the wall
behind her where a pyramid of five yellow meditation candles stood on a narrow shelf by her
h e a Ten mifiutes. He used that ruler to space them exactly an inch and a half apart like it was
its own meditation. When we opened, everything in this school hiad ptaced just so. Pictures
had to be hung certain distances apart. Thirggle to be clustered in fives. &elose his cool
if they wererd. If theyde moved when someone cleans, he notices.

fiMaybe hé obsessiveompulsived Gilda leaped from her chaiand returned to her
computer to figure out the significancetbe number five to a Japanese martial artist. The four
possessions she understodde numberi’e was a mystery.

AWhat did | say this timeMick followed her to her deskiWas it abouthe stacks offive?
Maybe hé OCD like you saic

fiThat would explain a lot, wouldnit? | thought it was just because of all his training s h e
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