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Dedication 
 

To all the people who have supported me, inspired me and kept me sane. 

Special hugs to Tammy. I miss our weekly trips for Pumpkin Soup! 
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Chapter 1 
 

Gildaôs cell phone vibrated next to her plate, making the ice in her half-full water glass 

dance. She groaned, her stomach churning, as it had all week. ñNot again.ò 

Across the table, Marion Yearly, her best friend and crying towel, scowled and flicked a 

toast crumb off the blue table cloth. ñJust turn the stupid thing off already. If your boss needs you 

that badly, heôll find you. Otherwise, heôll wait. He knows weôre at The Cove Restaurant. Weôre 

here every Friday morning. Actually, you should invite him to join us sometime.ò 

ñRight.ò Gilda laughed. Of course sheôd answer Mickôs text. She always did and usually 

regretted speaking to her boss on her own time. ñLike heôd want to hang out with his receptionist 

all day when he sees me half the night.ò Her face burned. ñThat didnôt come out right. I meant 

during class times.ò 

Their weekly brunch certainly hadnôt been a peaceful one. Gildaôs phone had buzzed at least 

ten times since they were seated. Three times alone since her Belgian waffle and crispy bacon 

arrived two minutes earlier. 

Marion grimaced when the phone buzzed again. ñOkay, Iôll bite. What does his majesty 

want this time?ò 

She sighed. ñHe canôt find the file for our lease or the latest inventory list.ò 

ñTell him to wait until you get there.ò Marion sopped up runny egg yolk with a triangle of 

buttered toast. ñItôs only another hour or so anyway.ò 

Gilda tossed a wistful glance at her food, her appetite waning, then reached for her phone. If 

she didnôt text him back right away, heôd send ten more messages by the time she took her next 

mouthful. ñI would, but heôs going away for the long weekend and wonôt be there by the time I 

show up. If I answer him now, he might leave me alone for a while.ò 

ñEven better, youôll have all weekend to find them and heôll have to be patient for a change. 

You have a life. You canôt keep dropping everything just because he wants something.ò Marion, 

dark-haired and raven-eyed, was taller than Gilda by a full foot and twice as wide, built more 

like an NFL quarterback than a 9-1-1 operator. Of course, Gilda doubted there was a stereotype 
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for 9-1-1 operators anyway. 

ñI already know where they are. Sorry. Give me a second.ò In the file drawer. She typed. 

Lease under Yoshida Lease. Inventory under Inventory. 

Once she set the phone aside, she had just enough time to cut off a bite of waffle and bring it 

halfway to her mouth before her phone buzzed again. Her stomach sank. Cripes, at this rate, 

sheôd never get to eat before her doctorôs appointment. At least her stomach didnôt hurt as much 

as it had lately. More than likely from stress caused by Sensei Mick Williams. 

Marion grabbed the phone first and sat on it. ñThatôs it. The only time you and I have been 

able to get together is Friday mornings because Mick always needs something. Honey, if I didnôt 

know better, Iôd think you two were married.ò 

Gilda flushed, bowed her head and picked at her waffle, not wanting to make a scene. Far 

from being married, they were only boss and secretary, which lately he seemed to take as the 

same thing as husband and wife. Somewhere over the past two years, the line had become a bit 

blurry and most 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 

Sensei Mick in passing. She once overheard him tell one of the instructors she was bright and 

competent and she could figure things out on her own. So she had. Lately, however, she couldnôt 

seem to breathe without him hovering over her and instructing her on how to take each breath. 

Yoshida Martial Arts ran as smooth as a straight ribbon of highway and boasted a profit 

every month. Both of which had made the schoolôs namesake, Shihan Yoshida, 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 Mickôs position as manager and sensei, teacher. Male posturing 

was one thing sheôd never understand, no matter how long she worked at the school. 

ñHello?ò Marion leaned forward and waved a piece of toast in front of Gildaôs face. ñFor the 

record, you got two more texts while you were daydreaming. My buttôs shimmying so much I 

feel like a belly dancer.ò 

Gilda snorted then laughed. ñI can put my phone in my purse if itôs annoying you.ò 

ñNo, I want you to relax and eat your breakfast.ò A small grin lit Marionôs face. ñBesides, I 

might keep it. Iôm kind of enjoying this.ò 

ñI think you need a real boyfriend.ò Gilda wasnôt so sure she wanted the phone back 

anyway. ñActually, I think we both do.ò 
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With Marion sitting between Gilda and her phone, they enjoyed the rest of brunch. 

Occasionally, Marion flinched. ñOoh, another text from your sensei.ò 

ñHeôs going to think Iôm avoiding him.ò Gilda swiped one last gob of whipped cream with 

her finger and brought it toward her mouth. 

ñYou are, so stop being a pushover. At least until weôre done eating,ò Marion said, waving 

her knife. ñLook, youôve stuck up for yourself before so stop sticking your head in the sand and 

lay down some boundaries with that man. Your time is your time. You donôt see me answering 

nine-one-one calls over breakfast, do you?ò 

ñGood morning, ladies.ò A tall, blond man stopped next to their table. 

Gilda froze, her finger still covered in whipped cream. Detective Jason Thayer was the 

former boyfriend sheôd stood up to when she dumped him in such a dramatic fashion the story 

made the newspapers for an entire week two years earlier. Apparently, Thayer had thrived on his 

sudden celebrity and got a lot of dates because of the exposure. Gilda had cowered in her house 

for weeks before Marion was able to drag her out and helped her get a job in the karate school so 

she could get a backbone. 

Marion batted her eyes. ñGood morning, Detective Thayer. Are you here to arrest the 

kitchen staff for beating the eggs or just to harass Gilda some more?ò 

Thayer twisted his face into a grimace then turned his attention to Gilda, who sat motionless 

while the whipped cream blob began to slide down her finger. ñIt looks like you were expecting 

me. Iôd happily lick that off for you, but I have an image to uphold.ò 

ñYeah. We wouldnôt want to improve on that now, would we?ò Gilda pushed away her plate 

and fought the urge to flick the goo at his suit jacket. She wiped her finger on her napkin. No 

point in giving him more ideas. ñWhat do you want?ò 

He shrugged. ñNothing. I just stopped by to say hello.ò 

Marion rolled her eyes. ñOh, brother. You want to stick with that or tell her the truth?ò 

ñWhich truth is that?ò Gilda asked. ñThe one where he says he loves me and would die for 

me or the one where he cheats on me with any woman whoôll have him?ò 

Thayerôs face turned pink. ñIôm just trying to be sociable.ò 

ñI overheard him tell a couple officers heôs this close to taking you back.ò Marion held her 

index finger and thumb a quarter inch apart. 

What kind of man refused to take no for an answer even after two years? Gilda shut her eyes 
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and inhaled slowly. I am not going to make a scene. 

Thayer frowned. ñWhat I said wasðò 

His partner, Detective John Fabio, clapped a hand on his left shoulder. ñJust ask her out 

already so she can deck you and get it over with. We have work to do today.ò 

Thayer growled, the color in his face deepening to crabapple red. ñIf you guys donôt mind, 

Iôd like to do this alone.ò 

ñI donôt mind at all. I was just leaving.ò Gilda stood and grabbed her purse. She marched up 

to the cashier to pay for their food. This week it was her turn. A convenient excuse to escape. 

Marion joined her, shoving the cell phone into Gildaôs back pocket. ñYou might want this 

before I get too attached.ò 

ñWho does Thayer think he is?ò Gilda reached for a mint then took three. She needed 

something to crunch. 

ñOne of Sandstone Coveôs finest.ò Marion sighed. ñHe certainly does look the part, even if 

he does need a complete attitude adjustment.ò 

When Gildaôs phone buzzed, she gritted her teeth and growled. ñNot again.ò 

ñAh and thereôs another one who looks the part,ò Marion said. 

ñMick?ò She left her change as a generous tip and pushed the front door open. ñWhat do you 

mean he looks the part?ò 

Marion popped a mint into her mouth. ñHandsome and authoritative, but from the stories 

Iôve heardðò 

Gilda covered her ears. ñI donôt want to hear any more stories. Itôs bad enough I have 

parents at the school spreading rumors. I donôt really want to hear them from my best friend. 

Keep in mind I do have to work with those guys.ò 

ñEven if I know the stories are all true?ò Marion asked. 

ñEspecially if.ò 

ñOh, Gilda, Gilda, Gilda. You live in such a secluded little world.ò Marion draped an arm 

across her shoulders as they walked toward the doctorôs office. ñSomeday youôll be grateful for 

all of us looking out for you. I have to get to work. You be careful, okay? Iôll try to find you a 

guy who isnôt such a jerk.ò 

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

of Mickôs ñurgentò texts while her stomach gurgled as it had for over a week. Her gaze darted to 
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the clock on the wall for the fifth time in the past minute and sighed. Eleven thirty. Normally she 

never had to wait so long for Doctor Ryan Graham, whoôd delivered Gilda as a baby, to appear 

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 Doc Graham didnôt show up soon, sheôd miss class for sure. Not 

that Mick would be concerned. He could handle anything that came up while she was away. 

Still... 

After sitting on a board hard chair for half an hour, Gilda sent Mick a quick text to say she 

wouldnôt be in the lunch hour class. When he didnôt text her back within seconds, she 

remembered Walter Levy, the schoolôs most senior black belt, was supposed to teach class today. 

Mick planned to be halfway to Detroit to attend a family function. 

She punched in the schoolôs phone number from memory, not surprised when the answering 

machine picked up. If she said sheôd be there by one, sheôd have time to grab a peppermint tea at 

Café Beanz on her way to work then clean up before classes started at four. 
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Chapter 2 
 

Gilda set her cup of tea on the ground by the brick wall and stuck her key in the front door 

lock. One more afternoon of work before the karate school closed for the long weekend. After 

training at seven, sheôd be free to go home, change into her bathing suit and head to the beach for 

a dip before dinner. Doc Grahamôs orders were for her to relax and eat more fiber. 

The door was already unlocked. 

Her stomach clenched as she walked through the small room which served as a hazardous 

containment room for wet boots all winter to the second set of doors that led to the lobby. Either 

Walter was still inside or heôd gone off in a rush. The back of her neck tingled. ñHello? Anyone 

here?ò 

No answer. No lights on. No movement. 

ñHello? Walter? Mick?ò She peered around the corner toward the dojo. 

Still nothing. 

Gilda flicked on the lights. The lobby was empty, but somethingðsomeoneðwas on the 

mats in the dojo, the training hall. She reached over and turned on the second set of lights to 

illuminate the dojo and change area. 

Someone forgot to tell Walter Levy samurai donôt commit seppuku with a sword. They 

normally carried a much smaller knife to kill themselves with. He lay still on the mats while a 

long, gently curved blade stood straight out of his chest. He was dead and there was no earthly 

way it was by his own hand since the katana blade was longer than his arms. At best, he could 

have stabbed his lower belly, not his chest. 

And the murderer could still be inside the school. 

ñOh, wow.ò Eyes hot with tears, Gilda struggled to catch her breath. Heart racing, she dove 

between the two chairs behind the reception desk, knocking her head against the one Walter had 

brought only two weeks earlier, and clutched her cell phone to call 9-1-1. 

ñNine-one-one. Whatôs your emergency?ò a woman asked. 

She spoke in a loud whisper praying the killer was already long gone. ñSomebody stabbed 



10 

Walter. I think heôs dead.ò 

The woman sucked in a sharp breath, but remained professional, as though sheôd received 

this type of call a thousand times before. ñWhat is your name and location, maôam?ò 

ñMarion,ò she said. ñItôs me, Gilda. Iôm at the karate school.ò 

ñGilda? Sorry, but you sound weird.ò Tapping sounded through the phone. ñWhat did you 

say is wrong?ò 

She peered over the counter and peeked through the open dojo door to make sure she hadnôt 

imagined things. Nope. Walter still lay on the mats with the sword firmly in place, the black 

foam blocker next to him making his salt and pepper hair seem even whiter than usual. She 

shuddered. ñOne of the black belts, Walter Levy. It looks like somebody killed him.ò 

ñOh no,ò she said. ñAre you sure heôs dead?ò 

ñHe has a sword through his chest. How long before the police arrive?ò 

ñThe police?ò Marion sounded bewildered for a moment then became all business again. 

ñStay on the line. Iôll get them out there right away. You didnôt touch anything, did you?ò 

ñNo, butðò 

ñDid you notice any signs of a break in?ò 

The door had been unlocked. ñNo, butðò 

ñIs there anyone else in the building with you?ò 

Her heart stuttered. ñI donôt think so. Nobody answered when I yelled and none of the other 

instructors come in for at least another hour. I have to call Mick before he leaves town.ò She 

winced. That sounded wrong, but at least Marion already knew what she meant. 

ñJust stay put. The police are on the way.ò 

No doubt the story of Walterôs demise would ignite the small town long before the police or 

her boss arrived. Her suspicions were confirmed when Marion hung up without another word, 

rather than keeping her on the line until help arrived. 

Gilda sighed, pressed the ñendò button on the phone and steeled herself for another look at 

the corpse. Body. Body somehow seemed less final. Less dead. Bodies could still be alive. 

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

Gaze still on Walter, Gilda dialed a familiar number and coiled a strand of her light brown 

hair around her right index finger. ñMick? We have a problem. I need you to come back here.ò 

She took a deep breath and fought to keep her voice even. ñNow.ò 
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Noise outside the school made it hard to hear his words. ñCanôt. On the roadðò 

Her breath caught in the back of her throat and came out a strangled gasp. ñI donôt care 

where youôre going. Not everythingôs always about you. Get back to the school now and bring 

help with you.ò Her voice echoed through the empty karate school. ñWalter Levy is dead.ò 

More noise as the front door opened then the second door before footsteps neared her desk. 

ñGilda? You in here? Donôt move until we do a sweep.ò 

She muttered then disconnected and wiped away a tear. Since her father had been an officer 

for nearly thirty years, she knew the police would ask if sheôd noticed signs of a break-in or saw 

an intruder. 

Once Thayer gave the ñall clearò and a couple of forensics people came in, she stood in the 

middle of the ten by ten foot lobby. Nothing except dirt probably tracked in from last nightôs 

students and a trace of mud from the rain shower that morning anybody could have tracked in 

before the adult day class. Possible evidence. Her breath stuck in her throat. 

Thayer, every bit as handsome as he had been in ten years ago in high school when they first 

met as seniors, waved her back inside and told her to sit and wait. ñThe M.E. and forensics are 

on their way. Youôre not leaving until we have a chat.ò 

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

Attila the Hun over the ex-boyfriend who repeatedly cheated on her. 

ñSorry for your loss.ò Detective Fabio, his partner, patted her shoulder and handed her a 

wrapped mint. ñHow you doing, kid?ò 

ñA bit shaken.ò 

ñThatôs normal. Eat the candy. Youôll probably start to go into shock soon.ò Fabio shot 

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 limp was more pronounced than usual as he took charge of the crime scenes 

inside the dojo and the change rooms. 

In the doorway of the dojo, Gilda spied a spot of blood. Actually, two spots. One little girl 

had a nosebleed in class last night. Did she stand in that doorway or had she gone through the 

student entrance in back? This door was for the instructors and, in an official capacity only, her. 

When she came to train, she used the student entrance near the change rooms. When she needed 



12 

to interrupt classes, she used the instructor entrance. 

ñWhat the hellôs going on?ò Mick shouted to signal his arrival. ñI was already past the 

woods near Pondererôs Point when you called. Whatôs so bloody important it canôt wait until 

after the long weekend?ò 

She scurried back to the front, careful not to contaminate anything, and lunged in front of 

him before he could enter the training hall. ñYou canôt go in there.ò 

ñOf course I can. Itôs my dojo.ò He scowled and swiped a stray dark curl off his forehead. 

ñWhat are the cops doing here? Someone giving you problems again?ò 

ñI told you.ò When her voice cracked, she cleared her throat. ñWalterôs dead.ò 

Mick flinched and his face paled. ñThatôs not possible. I just saw him an hour ago.ò He 

paused and stared. ñAre you sure?ò 

She hadnôt checked for a pulse but figured, from the sword in his chest, death was a safe 

assumption. ñPretty sure.ò 

Six inches taller and fifty pounds heavier, Mick picked her up and set her aside like she was 

little more than a foam blocker. He stepped inside the doorway and paused in mid-bow. 

Walter hadnôt moved. Blood seeped from around the sword and reddened his white karate 

uniform, his expensive, custom tailored gi. Urine and feces perfumed the air, making her gag. 

Bruises she hadnôt noticed earlier darkened his face. 

Thayer walked toward them, arms wide. ñMaybe you two should step into Mickôs office 

while we take care of things.ò 

ñThatôs probably a good idea.ò She touched Mickôs arm, more to support her spaghetti knees 

than to comfort him. ñAre you okay?ò 

He hadnôt moved either. Still standing in mid-bow, he cleared his throat and coughed. When 

he spoke, his voice was gravelly. ñDoes anybody else know?ò 

ñMarion. She was the nine-one-one operator.ò 

He snorted and ran a tanned hand through his hair. ñGreat, Iôm glad she remembered to call 

the sorry excuse we have for police before she told everyone else in town. Did you touch 

anything?ò 

ñNo.ò She swallowed hard to keep from melting down. The few bites of waffle sheôd eaten 

earlier churned in her stomach. 

Mick turned to face her, his jaw tight. ñDid you search the building?ò 
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ñYeah, sort of.ò 

ñYeah, sort of?ò He gripped her shoulders and pulled her closer. ñGilda, if someone was still 

in the building, you couldôve been killed. Donôt you get that?ò 

ñI called the police first.ò She tried to back away. 

His fingers dug into her arms. ñThe killer couldôve heard you.ò 

She winced. Her main concern had been for Walter, not her own safety. ñIôm pretty sure no 

one else was here.ò 

ñPretty sure? Thatôs not the same as a hundred percent sure, is it? Donôt do that to me again. 

I canôt afford to...ò He released his grasp on her without finishing his sentence and bowed his 

head, running a hand through his hair. ñIôll be in my office.ò 

ñYou canôt leave me alone withðò When his door closed, she blew out a sigh. ñI guess you 

can. After all that, why didnôt he bother taking a look around?ò 

That thought stopped her cold. Had he fought with and murdered Walter before leaving for 

Detroit? It wasnôt possible. A guilty man would have kept driving and never looked back. That 

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 Walterôs. When her heart fluttered, she sucked in a deep breath. He was in shock. 

Thatôs all. His reaction didnôt mean anything more than that. 

Already sidetracked, she sucked in a deep breath and followed Fabio to the back hallway. 

Someone had used 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 clean but showed blood droplets 

beautifully. Like morbid modern art. 

Gilda swallowed hard to keep from gagging. 

She crept past the washrooms, past the blood spots and into the change area. Curtains from 

the stalls lay on the floor, torn off the rods that dangled from the 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 door with hopes of escaping. 

ñI hope youôre not thinking of leaving just yet.ò Thayer leaned on her desk then made a 
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quick phone call before his gaze met hers. ñI need the names of all your instructors, staff and 

students.ò 

ñIt might take a while. This computerôs not much faster than an abacus.ò She stared at the 

computer screen, unable to remember any of her passwords. Her hands shook and her mouth was 

as dry as sun-baked earth. Shock had set in. She closed her eyes and scrubbed her face. Her eyes 

burned with unshed tears. 

ñIôll go through it and clean it off next weekend.ò Of course, Mick had said the same thing 

every two weeks for the past couple years. 

ñTake your time.ò Thayer seemed to ignore Mick. He pulled out a notebook and flashed 

Gilda a smile. 

It miffed her heôd kept his quarterback body in impeccable shape, while sheôd turned to 

chocolate chunk cookies and caramel swirl ice cream. 

ñMarion said youôre the one who found the body, is that right, Gilda?ò Thayer asked. 

ñWalter? Yeah.ò She cleared her throat again, wishing she could curl up in a corner under a 

fluffy blanket and cry. ñI came in to work and saw him lying there with the...ò 

Gilda choked back a sob. 

He averted his gaze. ñDid you touch him? Maybe check him for vital signs or anything that 

might contaminate the body?ò 

ñNo.ò She closed her eyes and turned away. ñHe looked pretty dead from here.ò 

Thayer snorted. ñAre you an expert on dead bodies?ò 

ñOh come on, give the lady a break.ò Mick emerged from his office and groaned. ñShe said 

she didnôt touch anything, so cut her some slack.ò 

ñYou back off. I asked her a question.ò 

ñIôve only seen them on television.ò After today, Gilda vowed, sheôd never watch another 

crime show again. Suddenly her cushy chair was more uncomfortable than ever before. ñItôs not 

exactly an experience I want to repeat.ò 

ñDid you happen to check to see if anyone else was here before you called for help?ò Thayer 

asked. 

ñNo,ò she said, although the thought had sort of crossed her mind. ñI yelled, but no one 

answered or moved, then I saw Walter and panicked.ò 

ñYou werenôt worried about your own safety? Seems to me thatôs the first thing an innocent 
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person would think about.ò Even after breaking up two years ago, Thayer was as arrogant as she 

remembered, still assured she would take him back once she came to her senses. After two 

minutes of interrogation, she already wanted to poke him in the eye with a pencil. 

ñAre you implying Gilda killed Walter?ò Mickôs mouth dropped open. ñAre you crazy? She 

wonôt even kill a spider, and she hates spiders.ò 

ñI work with a bunch of black belts and the door was open when I got here. Walter normally 

locks it when he trains after class so no one disturbs him. Since it was open, I knew Sensei Mick 

had come in to grab a couple files.ò She shrugged. ñI fi gured he forgot to lock it on his way out.ò 

He raised one eyebrow. ñMick was here?ò 

ñEarlier. Like Gilda said, I popped in to pick up a couple things while Walter taught class.ò 

Mick folded his arms across his chest and shifted his weight. ñThen I went home to pack and left 

for Detroit. Gilda called me when she found Walter.ò 

ñHow far away were you?ò Thayer turned to Mick. 

ñJust past Pondererôs Point.ò 

ñThatôs not very far. What were you doing between class and packing?ò Thayer grimaced. 

ñI caught up some paperwork then left to shower and grab my stuff for the drive to Detroit 

for the weekend,ò Mickôs face reddened. ñAnything else?ò 

ñAs a matter of fact, yeah.ò Thayer puffed up like an angry rooster. ñDid anybody see you 

showering or packing?ò 

ñYouôre wasting my time. I have things to do.ò Mick grunted and returned to his office. 

ñDonôt leave town.ò Thayer turned his focus back on Gilda and scowled. ñHe really doesnôt 

like me, does he? Did Mick or anyone else here have a grudge against Walter?ò 

She hesitated. Not normally. Lately, however, things hadnôt run as smoothly as usual, but 

there were no large issues that came to mind. Besides, Gilda Wright was not one to gossip. 

ñNothing serious. No.ò 

Thayer lowered his voice as he narrowed his eyes. ñIf it makes it any easier, Iôve heard 

rumors from a few parents. I know thereôs some division between the instructors about how to 

run this place. Thereôs been talk around town of a couple of them leaving to start their own 

schools.ò 

Since he already knew part of the story, technically it wasnôt gossip. Was it? She bowed her 

head, not willing to take the chance. Mick and the other instructors were her friends. Her family. 
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ñYouôll have to ask the black belts. I donôt know.ò 

ñDonôt worry. I plan to do just that. First, I need that list and a chat with your Sensei Mick.ò 

Thayer acknowledged Fabio with a frown. 

ñBad news, people. The M.E. was in a car accident.ò Fabio leaned on the counter. ñHis 

office gave the okay for a local to come and look at the body. Doc Grahamôs on his way.ò 

Thayer snorted. ñDocôs a local family physician, not a medical examiner.ò 

ñIôm aware of that,ò Fabio said. ñWould you rather wait around for an extra two or three 

hours until they find someone to send out from Buffalo? Didnôt think so.ò He turned to Gilda. 

ñDid you happen to go down the hallway at all?ò 

She remembered the blood and the condition of the back room. ñUm. Yeah. It looks like 

there was a scuffle back there.ò 

Thayer raised both eyebrows. ñWhy would you say that?ò 

ñBecause the curtains are torn down and thereôs blood everywhere,ò Fabio said. 

Gilda winced. ñI didnôt touch anything. One of our students had a nose bleed last night, so 

some of it may be from her. I didnôt get a chance to totally clean up before I left. Mick and a 

couple other black belts stayed to train, so I went home.ò 

Thayer probably thought she was guilty for sure, the way she was babbling. ñIf the bodyôs in 

the gymðò 

ñThe dojo.ò She averted her gaze. 

ñThe dojo.ò His nostrils flared. ñI thought you said you hadnôt searched the building. What 

made you check the change room?ò 

ñI wanted to make sure no one else was...hurt.ò She paused. ñThere was so much blood it 

looked like someone else might be bleeding too. I thought there might have been a fight or 

something.ò 

ñGood guess,ò Fabio said. ñI donôt suppose you know who those somebodies were?ò 

She bit her lower lip. ñNo.ò 

ñWho stayed to train last night?ò Fabio asked. 

Mick reappeared from his office, disheveled and upset, probably after overhearing every 

word sheôd said. He ignored Thayer and shot Fabio a hard look that said more than her stunned 

brain could translate. He turned and focused his bloodshot eyes on her. ñGilda, honey, Iôm going 

out. Iôm meeting the others at the coffee shop to give them the bad news.ò 
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She assumed ñthe othersò were the black belts. 

Thayer raised a hand and narrowed the gap between them. ñThatôs not a good idea. Weôll 

interview them later. For now, we need to ask you a few questions and I want you to take a seat 

so I canðò 

ñCafé Beanz?ò Gilda asked. 

Mickôs abrupt change of plans was nothing new, she was sure he had some sort of attention 

disorder and nothing short of Thayer drawing his gun and handcuffing him to the doorknob 

would keep Mick there. Over the past couple years, sheôd tried to learn to adapt. 

ñYeah. The police wonôt let them in here. Stick around until theyôre done. Donôt lock up, I 

canôt find my keys. Thanks. Fabio, Thayer, Iôll be in touch.ò Mick flew out the door without 

waiting for an answer. 

Thayer sputtered and reached for his cuffs, but Fabio waved a hand. ñHeôll be back.ò 

Gilda frowned. Of course sheôd stay. She didnôt have much of a life anyway. Not since two 

years ago when she caught Thayer in several lies then found him in a compromising position 

with a young, blonde barista from Café Beanz, Mickôs current destination. 

Thayer grimaced. ñIs he always like that?ò 

ñImpatient and in a rush? He has been since Iôve known him,ò Fabio said. 

ñYeah.ò Gilda sighed. ñI donôt think the caffeine and sugar he lives on helps.ò 

ñProbably not. It never has before.ò Fabio chuckled. ñSince heôs gone, you can tell me who 

stayed late to train last night.ò 

She focused on the computer and typed in her passwords automatically. ñMick, Walter, and 

Razi, another one of our black belts. Mick wants to do a black belt grading in November. Razi 

and Walter wanted to go for their third level.ò 

ñWe need an officer to bring him back here for questioning,ò Thayer said. 

ñHeôll be back. His car keys are on the floor under his desk.ò Fabio turned back to the crime 

scene. 

Gilda had never thought to hide Mickôs keys before to get his undivided attention for ten 

whole minutes. Tying him to a chair and gagging him maybe. 

ñIs everything okay, Gilda?ò Thayer almost sounded like he cared, but she knew from 

experience his tone was purely professional. An act for his colleagues. He must be up for another 

promotion. 
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ñIôll get you a list of all our students.ò She grimaced. 

Unfortunately, time didnôt wound all heels. After the breakup, where Thayer had hit the gym 

and thrived socially, Gilda became withdrawn and hid behind her job, her garden and reading 

mystery novels while eating chocolate chunk ice cream. Starting to work for Mick was the 

catalyst to bringing her out of her shell. She wished she could crawl back into that shell now. 

ñBoth your students and all the instructors.ò Thayer leaned on the counter and peered down 

on her. ñYou donôt have to work in a place like this. There are jobs elsewhere, you know.ò 

ñJealous as always. You still  hate me being around all the testosterone and chiseled jaws.ò 

Gilda nearly burst out laughing. Aside from Mick and Razi Mauli, no one even came close to 

that description. ñI happen to like working here. If it wasnôt for me, everyone would kill each 

other and this place would fall apart.ò She stopped and covered her mouth with both hands. ñI 

didnôt mean it like that.ò 

He appeared amused. ñFirst, Iôm going to check on the others then you and I will  sit down to 

discuss what you just said. I think you know a lot more than youôre letting on. Maybe youôre the 

one who killed Walter. I wouldnôt put it past you to stab a man in the heart.ò 

ñNope.ò Her face and temper were on the verge of bursting into flame. ñIôd just 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.ò 

Thayer reddened. ñI told you. That was all a misunderstanding. You overreacted and 

embarrassed me in front of the whole town.ò 

ñWhatever you say. Your fling of the week talked to the newspapers, not me.ò 

Once he stormed away, Gilda tried to focus. On the student list, there were almost a hundred 

names, including hers. Her gut told her the perpetrator was on the short list. There were five 

names on the black belt list Sensei Mick, Walter Levy, Xavier Wyndham, Razi Mauli and Erik 

Cadell. She shuddered as she contemplated drawing a line through Walterôs name, to save the 

police, in this case Thayer and Fabio, the trouble. In the end, she couldnôt bring herself to do so. 

She drew in a deep bracing breath and, her hands shaking, brought a copy of both lists to 

Thayer. ñDo you need anything else? Coffee? Tea? An attitude adjustment?ò 

ñYeah. What time do you normally start work?ò 

ñEleven thirty. We have classes at noon every day. I missed class today because I had 

brunch with Marion. Youôre my witness to that. After that, I had a doctorôs appointment that ran 
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late. I called the school to say Iôd be here by one then grabbed a tea at Café Beanz before I came 

in, which is still probably sitting outside the front door because I forgot about it when I realized 

the door was unlocked.ò 

ñFascinating.ò Thayer ran a hand through his hair. ñWho answered the phone?ò 

ñNo one. Class had already started, so I left a message. Sensei Mick checks the machine all 

the time anyway.ò Great. Now sheôd made Mick look guilty just for listening to her phone 

message. ñI mean, I donôt know who actually heard it.ò 

Anyone who was in the school, within ten feet of the phone, who was looking for an 

opportunity and had a motive. 
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Chapter 3 
 

Hours later, Gilda rambled around the front lobby, gnawing on her fingernails. No one nail 

in particular; they were all fair game. The police were gone, their evidence and half the school 

bagged and tagged. 

Who would want Walter dead? He was a quiet, middle-aged, unassuming man. Sure, heôd 

made his share of mistakes, everyone had, but what could he have done that was so bad someone 

would kill him? 

Marion had called several times during her shift to make sure Gilda was okay and even 

offered to bring dinner, but nothing she mentioned sounded remotely edible. 

Doc Graham, whoôd reluctantly taken over in the Medical Examinerôs absence, certainly 

hadnôt looked too happy to be there either. Surrounded by the aroma of pipe tobacco, he gave her 

a one-armed hug and told her to call if she needed a friend, the name of a therapist or some anti-

depressants. 

Sheôd finally managed to convince Thayer and Fabio sheôd be fine to wait alone for the 

cleaning crew. She promised not to touch anything and no one would hurt her, especially since 

she had a half dozen black belts on speed dial. Of course, that hadnôt helped Walter, who was 

gone, with help from the coroner and a thick black body bag, which had finally hidden his 

earthly remains from her view. 

ñWhere is everyone?ò Mick strode through the front door. 

She wiped away her tears. ñThey just left. Didnôt you see the parade? Walter caught a lift 

with the guys from the morgue. Where were you? Iôve been texting you all afternoon.ò 

She sounded crass but no longer cared. How dare he leave her alone to deal with the police 

and a hundred parentôs calls? Wasnôt this his school? His business? After all, he was part owner 

and ran the day to day operations. 

He flinched. ñYour buddy Thayer grabbed me in the coffee shop and locked me in a room 

the size of a shoe box. My cell phone was detained by some lab guy, who now knows the phone 

numbers of you and every other woman in town. Anyway, I meant our students. Is anyone 
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coming to class tonight?ò 

Her jaw dropped open. ñExcuse me? Walter was murdered and youôre worried about class 

attendance? We need to clean up and replace mats before we can even have a class. The cleanup 

crew is coming soon and they need someone to lock up later.ò 

ñThey took our mats?ò He stared. ñWhy would they do that?ò 

ñItôs called evidence,ò she said. ñAll the blood is a biohazard, and the mats have to be 

specially taken care of. A lot of other things went to the lab. At least this way I donôt have to 

clean up all the mess.ò 

Mick let out a long breath. His fingers drummed his left thigh, more nervous than he tried to 

let on. If he started to pace, sheôd know to keep her distance. ñYouôre right. Did you post a sign 

to say weôre closed?ò 

ñOn the front door. You walked right past it. I also changed the message on the answering 

machine and posted a message on our website and Facebook page.ò 

No concern. No compassion. Just commands. Demands. Ugh, why did she ever idolize him? 

In a bad situation, he folded and ran for the nearest coffee shop. Just like Thayer. She brushed 

that thought aside. 

ñDid you call the students who normally come tonight?ò he asked. 

Was he serious? ñOnly three. The rest called here to find out when the funeral is and make 

sure everyone else was okay.ò 

ñNo doubt Marion already told everyone what happened.ò 

Gilda shrugged. ñSo what if she did? That saved me some work.ò 

He wandered into the dojo and knelt. There were only half the pale green tatami mats inside 

than there were that morning. ñIf we call right away, our supplier might be able to ship us new 

ones by Tuesday.ò 

ñI already called,ò she said. ñFirst of all, they donôt have any in stock. Secondly, they want 

cash up front. It seems our credit is in question. Oh, and as of five, they closed for the long 

weekend.ò 

ñSince when do we have bad credit?ò He stood and ran a hand through his thick, black hair. 

ñWeôve always paid them up front.ò 

ñI donôt know. Why donôt you talk to them next week and straighten things out? They wonôt 

talk to me anymore. They want to talk to you.ò 
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ñI think youôre overreacting.ò He rolled his eyes. ñThings canôt be that bad. Iôm sure you can 

straighten it out just as well as I can.ò 

ñTrust me, I tried.ò When he headed for the change area, Gilda stopped him. ñOh, I wouldnôt 

go back there if I were you. Itôs not exactly clean.ò 

Mick went anyway. ñWhat the bloody hell happened back here?ò 

ñGood choice of words. Offhand, Iôd say a fight,ò she said and peered around him. ñA pretty 

nasty one.ò 

He snorted. ñGood guess, Sherlock. Now tell me who Walter fought with.ò 

Gilda wished she could. She didnôt want to let on she suspected him. Actually, him, Erik, 

Razi and Xavierðall the remaining black belts. Under the circumstances, she was wise to keep 

her mouth shut until the police could prove who killed Walter, since all four of them were 

capable of killing her with the flick of a pinkie finger. 

ñWhere are the curtains that were on the stalls?ò Mick asked. 

Only two curtains remained on the floor. The rest were in police custody. To think the 

curtains were under arrest rather than being checked for evidence made her smile for a second 

before her eyes welled up again. 

Gilda could barely hold back her giggle. ñThayer took them in for interrogation.ò 

ñFunny. Weôll have to replace them before we can reopen.ò He knelt to examine a spot of 

blood already smeared by the forensics crewôs swabs. ñWe also need to mop the floors and 

whatôs left of the mats.ò 

ñLike I said, Fabio called the biohazard team to come in and do a proper cleaning. We 

shouldnôt even be back here. I only stayed until I could get hold of you.ò 

Mick kicked a bench, which dented the wall and sent more debris onto the tiles. 

Gilda thought something fell from beneath the bench onto the floor. 

ñWhy did this have to happen now? Yoshida arrives on Tuesday for a training session. 

Thereôs no way I can replace all the mats and clean this place up before then. Not with the long 

weekend. Gilda, I need you to pull some overtime. Weôll have to pull up all the mats and get 

some cheap ones at the hardware store.ò 

She widened her eyes. ñHow am I supposed to get a load of mats here? You know I donôt 

have a car. Besides, itôs the long weekend and the schoolôs closed Saturday and I have to catch a 

bus to Erie after classes tonight.ò 
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ñYeah? Well, I was due in Detroit an hour ago.ò He opened a utility closet and pulled out 

the mop and bucket. ñWe donôt have time to wait for some cleaning crew. Iôll get the cleaner. 

You get to work. At least we can get rid of the rest of the blood before it starts to smell.ò 

Gilda gaped. ñWeôre not supposed to touch anything.ò 

ñWell we canôt just leave it like this.ò While he left to get cleaner, she glanced at the bare 

patches on the dojo floor to assess how many new mats they needed. She glanced back to the 

bench Mick kicked. Had she actually seen something fall? 

She moved the bench aside and there lay a manôs ring embossed with a clenched fist on 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 wood. The ring triggered a partial 

memory. Sheôd seen it before. Why would anyone hide it in the school of all places? 

She pulled out her cell phone and took a picture of both the ring and the tape. At a loss for 

what to do next, she picked it up with a piece of toilet paper and stuck it in her pocket. Sheôd 

keep the ring somewhere safe until she could take it to Fabio. Odd how, after all their careful 

searching, both the police and forensics crew missed it. 

Something else seemed out of place in the change room. The scale was fine. The bench was 

moved, slightly, away from the now-dented wall. Something seemed amiss that only her 

subconscious picked up and she couldnôt put her finger on. 

ñI got the cleaner.ò Mick set a bottle near the bucket and mop. ñLet me know how long it 

takes so I can adjust your paycheck.ò 

ñOh no you donôt.ò Gilda wheeled around. ñIôm not staying. Either do it yourself or stay and 

wait for the cleaning crew. Iôm leaving.ò 

ñWhoa.ò He took a step back and held up both hands. ñYou okay?ò 

Her eyes welled with tears. ñNo, Iôm not okay. I found Walterôs body, faced the police alone 

and now you expect me to stay and clean up the mess. Not this time. Iôm out of here. You stay. 

Iôm done.ò She shoved past him on her way to the lobby and let the tears flow. 

Mick caught her before she reached her handbag. ñWait. Gilda, Iôm sorry.ò 

She stopped, sure sheôd heard wrong. 

ñYouôre right.ò He pulled her into his arms and held her close. His hug seemed awkward at 

first, but his warmth comforted her. ñI ran out when I shouldôve been here to make sure things 

were okay. Instead, I left to meet the instructors to ensure they wouldnôt quit or weôd have to 
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close by Tuesday.ò 

ñQuit?ò Breathless, she tilted her head and bumped his chin. If the instructors all quit, sheôd 

be out of a job. ñWhy would everyone quit?ò 

He sighed. ñYouôve been here long enough to know there are issues. Razi and Walter have 

never seen eye to eye. Since Raziôs not a citizen yet, heôs afraid the police will go after him. 

Xavier had that argument with Walter last week out on the sidewalk in front of the school and 

Erik...ò He hesitated. ñErik wanted to take over some of Walterôs classes.ò 

ñGreat. So Iôm working with a band of possible murderers.ò She flared her nostrils more out 

of fear than anger and she tried to pull away. ñWhat did you have against Walter?ò 

He averted his gaze into the dojo, but kept his arms around her. ñNothing.ò 

Something. What had he told Thayer in the interview room? She shoved him away. 

ñSeriously? Walterôs dead and, for all I know, you killed him.ò 

Mick grimaced and walked around her desk. ñWalter wanted me to help him start his own 

karate school, but I didnôt think he was ready. He needed money upfront as well as more 

interaction with the students, which is why I let him take over so many classes.ò 

ñThat was months ago. I only remember because he threw my flower vase at your office 

door and there was glass all over the lobby twenty minutes before classes started.ò Sheôd picked 

up every shard of glass so no one got cut and cut her fingers in three places. 

ñYeah, then Walter held a so-called secret meeting with the others to try and get them on his 

side.ò Mick dropped onto her comfy chair. ñThey came to me later to fill me in. I was mad, but 

not mad enough to kill him. Not literally, anyway.ò 

ñNot then anyway.ò She folded her arms across her waist as a shiver raced through her. In 

his defense, Mick had bandaged her bleeding fingers that time. Heôd even held a wet cloth to her 

hand to stop the bleeding and pushed a stray hair out of her mouth. Something so insignificant, 

yet so intimate at the same time. Until his girlfriend, Chloe Del Garda, walked in. ñYoshida was 

furious that Walter dared to even question your decision.ò 

ñAt the time. A month later, he wanted to hand Walter a school on a silver platter.ò 

ñWhat changed?ò she asked. 

He smirked. ñYouôre not thinking of taking the case are you, Sherlock? Youôre 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 problem.ò 
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Gilda cringed. He hadnôt answered her question. ñEveryoneôs leaving town for the 

weekend.ò 

ñNot anymore,ò he said. ñYour buddy Thayer told us to all stick around for a few days while 

he questions us. Didnôt he tell you the same thing?ò 

More proof the whole town knew Gilda Wright had no life. Her face overheated until she 

was sure she was redder than the sparring gloves he gave her for Christmas. ñThayer doesnôt 

think Iôm capable of anything that requires brain power or physical prowess.ò 

Mick chuckled. ñDoesnôt sound like he knows you very well. You could kick his butt with 

both hands tied behind your back. Is he still after you to get back together with him? Man, some 

detective. You would think after two years heôd take the hint.ò 

ñI got tired of him not knowing me very well,ò she said. ñMost of the time, he treated me 

more like a criminal than an equal.ò 

He toyed with Gildaôs favorite slim silver pen, a gift from her father shortly before he died 

in the line of fire a twenty-seven-year member of the Newville police force. The town had even 

named Wright Park in his honor. She didnôt want him touching her pen and itched to snatch it 

from him but refrained. Later, sheôd take it home. 

Someone banged on the front door at the same time the phone rang. Both she and Mick 

jumped, not sure which way to turn. 

When Mick reached for the phone, Gilda turned away. ñIôll get the door.ò 

ñYoshida Martial Arts.ò Mick answered the phone then lowered his voice. ñWhat do you 

want? I told you youôre not welcome here. I donôt care if you do have questions. Donôt call here. 

No. Iôll talk to you later.ò He hit end and slammed the phone onto the desk. 

Gilda paused with her hand on the door lock. Her heart drummed so fast she grew dizzy. 

Mick had never kicked anyone out of the school that she knew of. Who and why now? Sheôd 

have to check the caller ID on the phone later. Maybe getting rid of him was a good idea. Then 

she could snoop. 

ñYou okay, lady?ò A man in white asked from the other side of the door and flashed an 

identification card. 

ñIôm good.ò Her breaths came short and shallow. Walterôs sudden deathðmurderðhad 

made her afraid of every little bump in the building. 

When Mick disappeared into his office, she showed the man in white the dojo and the 
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change room. ñThis is the worst of it. The police took the rest. Mick will let you out later.ò 

He patted her arm. ñThanks. My boys and I will take care of everything. You go get some 

rest and donôt worry about a thing.ò 

ñThank you.ò She leaned against a clean section of the wall and closed her eyes. 

When she opened them, she finally realized what was different about the change room. A 

rust-colored scroll listing the kanji of the Four Possessions of the Samurai usually hung at the far 

end of the room. HILT. Honor, Integrity, Loyalty, and Time. 

The scroll was gone. Not fallen. Not moved. Gone. 

Gilda debated telling Mick but chose to keep her revelation private for now and gathered her 

things to go home. She suddenly not only hated the smells of cleaner and copper but also the 

color red. She let out a sigh that betrayed the tears beneath it. 

ñHey, Gilda, can you stay for a bit longer? I need to run out and...ò Mick came out of his 

office and stopped when he saw her. ñOh, hell. Come here.ò 

He draped his arms around her and gave her another hug. He smelled of something other 

than floor cleaner and blood. Something familiar and comforting she hadnôt noticed earlier. Stale 

coffee from Café Beanz. ñGo home, Sherlock. Iôll let these guys out then come back to check on 

things tomorrow. You go home and rest. Itôs been a long day. Donôt worry.ò 

ñBut Iðò 

ñNo, you were right. Youôve done more than enough. Thanks for all your help. Iôll take care 

of things tonight.ò He ushered her out of the karate school, leaving her no opportunity to check 

caller ID, and locked the door behind her. 

She stood alone on the sidewalk and fingered the tissue wrapped ring in her pocket with far 

more questions than answers. Her eyes burned with tears and fatigue. Sheôd bring the new 

evidence to Fabio in the morning when she could think more clearly. 

After Gilda left the school, she stumbled across the street to Happy Harveyôs Hangover Hut. 

A glorified, tiki-infested liquor and convenience store, Happyôs wasnôt the place to go if you had 

a hangover, more like if you were in desperate search of one. Happyðno one ever called him 

Harvey that sheôd knownðwas a seventy-year-old man who became disillusioned with 

retirement. Heôd been friends with her parents forever and was still Gildaôs good friend. 

Right now she needed a friend more than she needed a bottle, blowing out a long breath, she 

pulled on the door. Locked. She peered through the glass before she noticed the ñClosed for staff 
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meetingò sign on the door. 

Disappointed Happy wasnôt around, she wandered the few blocks home, her thoughts as 

disheveled as her hair. Once she arrived home, she locked the door as shock set back in and she 

lost control of her emotions. 

Not that she was Walterôs biggest fan, but her imagination led her into some frightening 

scenarios. She spent most of the night staring at the ceiling and pacing, her thoughts following 

her around the living room to haunt her. Had one of her coworkers, or even her boss, murdered 

another person? What or who was Mick Williams hiding? 
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Chapter 4 
 

Saturday morning brought calm and grief, but also tweaked her baser nosy side. She sat and 

stared at the ring from the change room for nearly half an hour before making a list of things she 

needed to do today. Within the hour, sheôd not only forgotten them all, but abandoned the list on 

the table to pace the room. 

When the doorbell rang at eight, her heart stuttered and her breath stuck in her aching throat. 

She caught a glimpse of her reflection in the mirror behind the door. Frightening. Her eyes were 

puffy from crying all night, her skin was pale and blotchy and her hair clung to her face from 

sweat and tears. She opened the door. 

ñYou okay, Gilda?ò Xavier Wyndham, second degree black belt and one of their senior 

instructors, stood on her front step with a cup of coffee in each hand. A former professional 

bodybuilder and fitness instructor, he would turn fifty next month. Gravity and a lack of serious 

training had softened him, but not much. ñI hear you found Walterôs body yesterday. That must 

have been rough. I wanted to check on you sooner, but Thayer corralled us all into itty bitty 

rooms at the station for half the night.ò 

Even her voice, gravelly and low, was in rough shape. ñBetter than I look and sound.ò 

ñGlad to hear it. I brought you coffee. Extra sugar and cream to combat shock and fatigue.ò 

The sun shone off Xavierôs balding head when he handed her the cup with a white mark on the 

black lid. 

ñYou didnôt have to do that. Thanks.ò She was dressed for her morning run but definitely 

not ready. Along with the penchant for drinking coffee, sheôd picked up a few good habits 

working at the school. Her karate skills had sharpened considerably after she started running and 

had lost a few ice cream pounds. Caffeine and sugar might help hold the scary thoughts at bay. 

At the very least they would improve her run time. 

ñI wanted to bring donuts, but Iôm cutting weight for that big tournament next month.ò 

Xavier patted his paunch and looked sheepish. ñI want to compete in an easier weight category. 
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The guys I usually fight are monsters.ò 

ñMe too.ò Gilda managed a tired smile. ñTrying to lose a couple pounds, I mean. For me 

though, not for a tournament. Running helps.ò 

ñI hate running unless itôs after an ice cream truck.ò He sat on the top step. ñHard to believe 

someone would kill Walter. He was such a nice guy. Pretty violent way to go. Whoever killed 

him would either have to be pretty strong or find an easy way to incapacitate him, like poison or 

a knock to the head. Personally, I think Iôd prefer something more subtle like poison or a heart 

attack. What about you?ò 

She raised her eyebrows. Why would he talk that way? Had he poisoned her coffee? 

Dumb thought. Walterôs death had suddenly made her suspicious of everyone. Besides, 

Xavier always brought her coffee. He and Mick were the only two instructors who gave her a 

second glance, let alone brought her coffee or treats, especially when they needed her to do a 

little extra work for them. Walter had brought her fresh tea herbs from his garden. She blinked 

back a fresh batch of tears and gagged, suddenly unable to swallow. 

ñYou sure youôre okay?ò he asked. 

ñI couldnôt sleep.ò Let alone think of how she wanted to die. 

She thought about inviting him inside, but instead joined 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 lying dead on the mats when she did close her eyes. 

Xavier patted her shoulder. ñYou did all the right things, kiddo.ò 

ñI didnôt do anything.ò Gilda took a sip of coffee. Perfect, as usual, with a faint hint of 

almonds. Amaretto or cyanide? She normally loved the flavor, but today her stomach gurgled, 

mostly from stress. Gut instinct told her not to drink it or sheôd be sick there and then whether it 

was poisoned or not. She could reheat it later once her stomach settled. ñAll I did was go to 

work, find a body, and not have a total meltdown until I got home.ò 

ñSome people wouldôve run off screaming and left him for someone else to find.ò 

Would Xavier have left? She frowned. Nah. At one time, Xavier owned his own martial arts 

school then gave it up to pursue a high ranking job with a company selling martial arts gear. The 

same company the school currently bought all their gear from. He had nothing to gain by 

poisoning her anyway. 

ñAt least the cause of death is obvious. Mick told us he took a katana to the chest,ò Xavier 
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said. The autopsy would be a lot more difficult if Walter had been poisoned.ò 

Again with the poison. As Gilda pretended to sip her coffee, her suspicions of him growing, 

her gaze fell on the dent in the right front fender of his car. Xavier pampered his Mazda, his 

pride and joy that he washed and polished weekly. Any scratches or dents were new or she 

would have heard him rant about them. 

ñWhat happened to your car?ò she asked at the same time as he said, ñWe should close the 

school for a few days.ò 

ñYes.ò She even answered him at the same time. 

ñAn accident,ò he said. 

ñWere you hurt?ò Was it her imagination he hid his left hand slightly behind him? She 

brushed off the thought, hating the sudden suspicions that had sprung up with Walterôs death. 

ñNah, Iôm fine. How long are we closing for?ò he asked. 

The diversion irked Gilda, but she didnôt let on. ñUntil after the funeral. Iôm keeping in 

touch with everyone on Facebook and e-mails. At least I can still do some work from home.ò 

ñHave you...?ò He hesitated. ñHave you noticed any discrepancies in the books? Money 

missing? Supplies not in inventory?ò 

Her ears tingled and she failed to keep her mouth from falling open. ñDo you think 

someoneôs been stealing from the school?ò 

He turned away. ñJust thinking aloud. There has to be a motive for Walterôs death. Maybe 

he caught someone stealing.ò 

ñIs that what the meeting at Caf® Beanz was about?ò 

Xavier shrugged. ñIt was just a thought.ò 

ñI know a couple of the guys want to start their own schools, but I donôt believe anyone 

would stoop to steal from Mick and Shihan Yoshida.ò Gilda had the impression he was trying to 

justify Walterôs murder out of grief. Or remorse. Xavier seemed to know a lot of ways to kill 

someone. She shivered, glad she hadnôt invited him into her house. She clutched her coffee cup 

so tight the paper dented. ñMick wouldôve noticed.ò 

ñMaybe, if he wasnôt so preoccupied with Chloe and his new business.ò 

ñWhat new business?ò 

ñWell, not his exactly,ò Xavier said. ñHe and a bartender friend are flipping houses. I hear 

they bought a place on Oakland Drive last week. Itôs already half gutted and some cute blonde he 
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knows from the gym is doing the decorating.ò 

Why hadnôt she heard about that new business? That was probably why Mick was more 

distracted than usual lately. Well, that and Chloe wasnôt a cute blonde, more like a sour brunette. 

Was he cheating on her? 

ñIôd better go.ò He glanced at his watch. ñI told Walterôs wife Iôd stop by. I think their kids 

are coming today.ò 

ñSure.ò Gilda brought the cup to her lips, her gaze on Xavier as he walked to his car and 

waved over his shoulder. Sheôd never known him to be chummy with Jade Levy before. Quite 

the opposite. In the past, heôd walk on the other side of the room to avoid the Dragon Lady, as he 

called her. His going to see her now just seemed wrong, but death had an odd way of pulling 

people together. 

She sat up with a sudden thought. ñHey, Xavier, are you missing a ring?ò 

ñWhy?ò His face darkened with a frown and his step faltered. 

Gilda hesitated. ñI found one with a karate symbol on it, but I donôt know who it belongs to. 

You donôt happen to know who owns one, do you?ò 

ñNo. Sorry.ò 

ñOkay. Thanks. Just thought Iôd ask.ò 

Once he left, it occurred to her he never asked what kind of karate symbol was 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 and carried it to the police station, hoping 

to see Fabio and avoid Thayer if at all possible. Fabio grew up with Mick in Detroit and the two 

trained together until Fabio became a cop. Rumorðwell, Happy actuallyðsaid he settled in 

Sandstone Cove for the peace and tranquility of a small lakeside town after taking a knife to the 

back during a drug raid. He probably started to second guess that idea after being saddled with 

Thayer. 

Fueled by fear, her mind bounced from thought to thought. She had enough money tucked 

aside to leave town and rent a hovel on a beach along the East Coast. For years, sheôd thought of 

vacationing near the ocean. Maine seemed like a good option. Maybe even Florida, if she found 

a way to save on airfare. Anywhere she could sit and read and pretend sheôd never discovered a 

dead body or worked for Mick Williams. 

ñExcuse me, Miss.ò A dark car pulled up to the curb and a man in his mid-fifties peered out 
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the window. Scars marred his face and his eyes hid behind dark sunglasses. 

Her gurgling stomach and common sense made her take a wary step back out of his reach. 

ñYeah. Can I help you?ò 

ñYouôre Gilda Wright,ò he said. ñIôm Gary. I knew your dad quite well. Iôm sorry for your 

loss. He was a good man.ò 

She winced. ñI know who you are. My dad arrested you a few times, didnôt he?ò 

Gary Del Garda, local bookie and gangster as well as Chloeôs father, flashed a wide smile 

and waved a hand. ñBygones. I earned every second he had me handcuffed and I had a lot of 

respect for the man behind the badge.ò 

Gilda stood her ground. ñWhat can I do for you, Mr. Del Garda?ò 

ñGary. Please.ò He put the car in park. ñI hear you work for Mick Williams.ò 

ñAt Yoshidaôs. Yes, why?ò 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 a drive-by shooting now 

heôd parked in front of her, could he? 

ñRelax,ò he said. ñAll I want is a little information.ò 

ñLike what?ò she asked. 

ñIôm looking for Mr. Williams so we can settle a little business matter.ò He pushed up his 

sunglasses. ñYou wouldnôt happen to know where I could find him, do you?ò 

ñNo, I donôt.ò Her breath stuck in her chest. 

ñIôve seen you with him in Café Beanz.ò 

Gilda tensed, ready to run. ñI work for him. That doesnôt mean I know where he goes when 

Iôm not with him. Itôs not like Iôm his wife or anything.ò 

ñConsidering heôs dating my daughter, Chloe, thatôs a good thing.ò He winked and lowered 

his sunglasses. His eyes the same murky blue as the lake. ñWhen you see him, let him know Iôm 

looking for him. We have some business to discuss.ò 

ñIôll do that.ò She wiped her sweaty palms on her shorts. Had Mick hired Gary Del Garda to 

kill Walter? Nah, too obvious. 

He drove away so slowly she didnôt dare turn away until the dark car turned the corner and 

disappeared. Only then did she breathe and turn her face toward the sun, still able to taste bitter 

almonds in the back of her mouth. 

A day ago, she would have savored the flavors, unaware of any malice. There was one 
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person whoôd believe her suspicions, Doc Graham, but probably little he could do to help. 

Couldnôt hurt to check the coffee out. Armed with the three-quarters full  paper coffee cup, 

she headed for the police station six blocks over. 

Since Fabio was on the phone, she set the plastic bag on Thayerôs desk. ñI think Xavier 

Wyndham just tried to poison me with cyanide. I need you to get this tested.ò 

ñCyanide?ò Thayer didnôt bother to hide his amusement. ñHoney, if someone slipped you 

cyanide, youôd have stomach cramps and be hallucinating a lot more than you already are.ò 

ñDonôt be such a jerk.ò When Gilda slammed her palms on his desk, the coffee sloshed in 

the bag. Since sheôd already had stomach cramps for the past week, she wouldnôt have noticed. 

ñThereôs already been one murder at the school, whatôs to say there wonôt be more? Just send the 

coffee for testing. Itôs probably nothing and Iôll be out a good cup of coffee, but...ò 

Thayer rolled his eyes. ñGilda, youôre such a drama queen. Stay away from him and let me 

take care of things. Iôm the cop, not you.ò 

ñThen get off your butt and do something cop-like.ò 

A few feet away, Fabio sat at his desk with the phone pressed to his ear. He glanced up and 

nodded. Whoever he was talking to irritated him to the point his jaw whitened and he lowered his 

voice. He met her gaze and held up his index finger like he wanted to have a word. 

Thayer ran a hand through his thick blond hair then studied the paper cup. ñFine. Xavier got 

this from Café Beanz. I know that for a fact they made amaretto coffee this morning since I got 

one for Anna at the front desk.ò 

ñThatôs astounding police work, Detective Thayer.ò Gilda snorted. ñWouldnôt that be the 

perfect way to disguise cyanide?ò 

ñIt would if heôd made it at home, added the poison then brought it straight to your house in 

a generic paper cup,ò he said. ñWhat are the odds he stopped at Café Beanz with cyanide in his 

pocket and they just happened to have amaretto coffee brewing?ò 

Slim to none. She didnôt need him to tell her that. Apparently, she needed sleep a lot worse 

than she needed to go for a run. She touched the tissue-wrapped ring in her pocket but refused to 

hand it over to Thayer. Sheôd wait for Fabio. 

ñGo home, Gilda.ò Thayer returned the plastic bag to her. ñEven you know you need proof 

of a crime to get a search warrant. Unless you get violently ill or fall down dead soon, I donôt 

have probable cause. Only your wild accusations and insanity.ò 
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ñItôs only borderline insanity and you have no proof.ò She snatched the bag with the coffee 

cup from his hand. The argument sounded better inside her head. Said out loud, her words made 

her sound even more like a lunatic. 

ñNeither, my dear, do you,ò Thayer said. 

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

ñSo you wonôt do anything.ò Gilda let her shoulders sag. 

Thayer snorted. ñI am doing something. Iôm investigating a murder and stopped for this 

amusing little intermission of yours. I wish I had as much time to fool around as you do.ò 

Deflated, her face heated and she knew was growing redder by the second. She bowed her 

head, gaze on the industrial gray carpet. Was that a bloodstain or jelly from a donut near the 

chair beside her? Part of why sheôd taken the job at Yoshidaôs a few months after breaking up 

with Thayer was to learn self-defence and feel empowered. Even after nearly two years of 

training, that confidence escaped her now. 

Thayer sighed. ñGo home, Gilda.ò 

ñWhat are you going to tell Walterôs widow?ò She stared at the spot on the carpet she hoped 

was a jelly donut stain. 

ñThe same thing Iôm going to tell you,ò he said. ñDonôt leave town. Iôll also tell her to stay 

at least five hundred yards away from you if she values her sanity.ò 

ñHow dare you?ò She stepped toward him. 

Fabio pulled on his suit jacket and took her by one arm. ñCome on, Gilda, Iôll walk you out. 

Thayer, Iôll be back in a few minutes. Donôt arrest anyone without me.ò 

Unimpressed, Gilda folded her arms across her stomach and left the police station next to 

Fabio. ñHeôs a twit. Iôd hoped him becoming a detective would change that.ò 

ñNope, heôs still a twit.ò Fabio laughed as they stepped out into the sunshine and paused at 

the top of the stairs. ñYou need to relax and leave the detective work to Thayer and me. Worry 

about keeping that boss of yours happy and make sure your students donôt desert him. It wonôt be 

easy to train where a murder occurred.ò 

ñMy boss keeps happy enough all on his own,ò she said. ñYou arenôt following me to ask a 

thousand more questions, are you?ò 

He shook his shaggy head. ñNah, Iôve got bigger fish to fry than you, honey. Go grab a fresh 

coffee and try not to worry. Iôm on the case. Whoever killed Walter could be long gone.ò 
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Or hidden in their midst. Her chin quivered. 

ñWait.ò She grasped his arm and dropped the tissue wrapped ring in his palm. ñI found this 

yesterday after you guys left the school. It was taped to the underside of a bench and fell off 

when Mick kicked the bench.ò 

Fabio opened the tissue. ñIôve seen that symbol before. Thatôs the goju karate symbol, isnôt 

it? Whose ring is this?ò 

Gilda bit her lower lip. ñI thought it might be Walterôs, but now Iôm not so sure. Why would 

anyone hide it?ò 

ñIôll drop it by the lab and see if we can get some prints,ò he said. ñYou didnôt happen to 

grab the piece of tape too, did you?ò 

ñNo, sorry.ò She wanted to smack her forehead. ñWe can go by the school and see if the 

cleaners missed it. I did take pictures with my phone.ò 

ñText them to me. Iôll get hold of the cleaners. Heôll let me know if he found anything. 

Thayer and I have some interrogations to do.ò Fabio hesitated. ñGive me that coffee cup. Iôll get 

it checked for your peace of mind. Youôre right, we canôt be too careful.ò 

She gasped. ñYou believe me?ò 

He sighed. ñI need you as a witness, so Iôm humoring you. Donôt mistake the two.ò 

ñThanks. I appreciate that.ò Gilda descended the police station stairs. She didnôt bother to 

look back in case he tossed her cup into the trash can. She didnôt want to know. 

She wandered across the street to the karate school a few doors down to see just how clean 

the school was and, despite Fabio saying heôd take care of it, to see if the piece of tape was still 

there. As she stuck her key in the lock and entered, she held her breath as though afraid sheôd 

find something else she didnôt want to see. For the first time since sheôd worked there, she was 

nervous to be inside alone. 

When she entered the lobby, she froze. The lights in the school were off, but someone 

moved inside the dojo. Once her eyes adjusted to the dim lighting, she breathed a sigh of relief. 

At some point, Mick had moved the remaining mats together to form a smaller practice 

space and now trained on the much smaller square. Training was his way 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 alone. His movements were sharper and cleaner than all the 

other black belts. His muscles rippled and shone in the dim lighting with each motion. 
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She paused in the doorway of the dojo and watched, mesmerized, as he took down one 

invisible opponent after another. He finished his training and bowed, not bothering to look 

toward her when he pushed damp hair out of his eyes. ñWhat do you want, Gilda?ò 

Busted. ñI came to check on things.ò 

ñThereôs nothing to check on.ò He started the new kata, the sequence of movements that 

mimicked a fight. 

Gilda wandered to her desk and frowned at the assorted burger wrappers and leftover cups 

of coffee scattered across her work surface. ñAnother meeting last night? Youôd think grown 

men could learn to clean up after themselves at some point.ò 

Mick gave a loud yell, a kiai, and carried on as if he hadnôt heard her. 

She shoved the mess into the trash then logged on to check e-mails. Sympathy notes from 

parents. A couple students who wanted their memberships terminated and their money back. An 

e-mail from Yoshida to remind them he would arrive for training on Tuesday at five. Wednesday 

morning, because of the long weekend, was Walterôs funeral. 

ñI left Yoshida a message this morning to ask if we could reschedule our training with him 

under the circumstances.ò Mick walked in, droplets of sweat splattering on the laminate floor in 

his wake. 

ñI take it he didnôt like the idea.ò She glanced up from the computer. ñHe sent an e-mail an 

hour ago to say you need to rent him a hotel room with a hot tub and a king-sized bed.ò 

He swore and punched the wall hard enough to leave a shallow indent. ñThat demanding, 

egomaniacal little rodent.ò He shut his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. ñYou didnôt hear 

that. Iôll let the guys know. Can you contact our students?ò 

ñItôs Sunday of the long weekend. Most of them wonôt be home.ò 

ñImprovise. Send an e-mail. Leave a message. Isnôt that what youôd normally do?ò Mick 

wiped sweat off his face. ñForget it. You should be somewhere else. Itôs not healthy to hang out 

here right now. You need some time away from here after yesterday.ò 

She blew out a breath. ñSo do you. Besides, Thayer wants us all here, remember?ò 

ñIn town, not in the school.ò When the front door opened, Mick didnôt bother to look over 

his shoulder. ñThayerôs a jerk. Go enjoy your weekend. Iôll deal with that two-facedðò 

ñIôm a two-faced what?ò Thayer strolled into the school. ñI thought the school was closed 

for the long weekend.ò 
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ñWe are closed.ò Mick folded his arms across the well-defined muscles of his chest. ñShe 

was just leaving.ò 

ñRelax, muscle head.ò Thayerôs gaze flicked from Gilda to Mick then back. ñI thought Iôd 

see if either of you remembered anything else.ò 

Gilda frowned. He could have asked her before she left the station. ñYeah, I remembered I 

was going for a run.ò 

ñSince when do you run?ò Thayer asked. 

Her face warmed as she stood. ñSince I dumped you.ò 

Mickôs jaw twitched. ñSince she started learning karate and wanted to get in shape. You 

have a problem with that?ò 

Thayer held up both hands. ñNope.ò 

ñYou want some company?ò Mick glanced to Gilda. ñIôve had enough paperwork. I need to 

get out of here too.ò 

Thayer laughed. ñWhat are you? Her bodyguard?ò 

ñOnly when youôre around,ò Mick said. ñIn case you missed the memo, I donôt like you 

much. You have a habit of not treating my friends very well.ò 

ñSheôs your employee, not your friend, and sheôs perfectly capable of protecting herself. 

Iôve got the stitches to prove it.ò He backed away. ñIôll leave, but as long as Walter Levyôs killer 

is still out there, Iôll be in your face.ò He hesitated. ñAnd Gildaôs.ò 

Neither spoke until Thayer left the building and climbed into his cruiser.  

Mick leaned against the desk and blew out a long breath. ñI really donôt like that guy.ò 

ñGet in line.ò She growled. 

ñI once dated a girl who worked at Café Beanz and had a fling with him,ò he said. ñYou 

want to know the funny part? His girlfriend caught them in the act and beat the snot out of him.ò 

ñYou know full well I was his girlfriend and it wasnôt funny.ò 

Mick grinned. ñI know, but I still canôt believe you gave him a black eye, threw him into a 

gigantic bag of coffee beans and left him with a nasty concussion. By the time I found out, it was 

all over the newspapers, theyôd already broken up and the girl left town. Last I heard she had two 

kids and a seventy-year-old sugar daddy.ò 

ñA sugar daddy, huh? Maybe sheôs onto something.ò Gilda had a job babysitting black belts, 

a mortgage on a house the size of a throw cushion and no one to go home to. She turned off the 
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computer and headed for the door. ñIôm going for my run. See you later.ò 

ñHey, wait up.ò Mick ran to his office and emerged pulling a muscle shirt down over his 

well-muscled torso. ñI was serious about tagging along.ò 

At least sheôd feel safer under the circumstances unless he was Walterôs killer. Safety in 

numbers. Gilda swallowed hard. ñI guess thatôs okay. Where do you want to go?ò 

ñSurprise me.ò He locked the door behind them. ñI need a change of scenery.ò 

She took him on her usual route, along Main Street to the park then down the trail by the 

river. They ran side-by-side, keeping their thoughts and words to themselves. A 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 quarters. After three more tries, she ran one complete 

lap then collapsed into the grass. Now she was up to running five miles every two 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 boasted sandy beaches and lazy, sunny days. By far, the 

townôs biggest selling feature, until Walterôs murder, was that no real crimes had been 

committed there since someone shot a local cop. Her dad. 

Apparently word hadnôt gotten out yet a man was murdered. Most tourists wouldnôt really 

care. It was really none of their concern so they continued to splash in the lake, Jet Ski and steer 

their boats through the cove. For them, it was nothing that affected their lives. 

Gildaôs regular run took forty-five minutes. Today, moving at Mickôs pace, she cut her time 

by five minutes. Two blocks away from her house, she slowed to a walk. Sweat trickled between 

her shoulder blades and down the curves of her back as she gasped for breath. ñThat was 

awesome.ò 

ñYeah, I needed that, even after all the training earlier. Sometimes itôs better to stop thinking 

and just run hard. Weôll have to go out together again sometime.ò Mick grinned as he wiped his 

forehead. ñFor a run, I mean. You mind if I grab some water?ò 

ñSure.ò She led him inside and grabbed a towel. ñHave you talked to Walterôs wife?ò 

He slumped onto a chair at the table. ñNo, but I should call her, considering he was an 

instructor.ò 

ñAre you serious?ò Gilda set two tall glasses on the short counter that divided her kitchen 

from her tiny dining area and poured cold water from a pitcher she kept in the fridge. ñI think 
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you owe her a lot more than a lousy phone call.ò 

His mouth dropped open. ñLike what?ò 

ñFlowers would be a nice start. Maybe a sympathy card from the school.ò 

ñWhy? I didnôt kill him.ò He drank the entire glass of water at once. 

She contemplated throwing the water in his face. ñI didnôt say you did, but acknowledging 

Walterôs death is the descent thing to do.ò 

ñYouôre right.ò Mick got up and leaned on the opposite side of the counterôs breakfast bar. 

His breath cooled the sweat on her bare arm. ñIôm not good at that kind of stuff. Can you send 

her flowers later?ò 

She sighed. ñSure. Right after I shower and have lunch.ò 

His gaze strayed below her face, another grin flickering. ñIôll deal with Yoshida. Iôm not 

sure how many people will show up to train Tuesday, but weôll have to do a moment of silence 

or something before class.ò 

ñThatôs a good idea,ò she said. ñI could add that to the e-mail to the students.ò 

ñMake sure you post one of those little cards from the funeral on the bulletin board for a 

while.ò Mick drained his glass then reached for the pitcher and refilled both their glasses. ñI 

know it seems like I donôt really care, but he and I were friends for a long time and things are a 

little weird. Itôs going to be strange with him gone.ò 

ñI agree. Itôll be hard to replace him, especially when all the kids loved him to pieces. 

Theyôll have a really hard time dealing with the loss.ò 

Mick smiled. ñMaybe I should take on the kidsô classes for a while. Erik and Xavier can 

help with the adult classes.ò 

ñWhat about Razi?ò she asked. 

ñYou know him. Heôd rather assist then teach. He hates the spotlight.ò He drank half his 

glass of water. ñHonestly, Raziôs never struck me as the jealous kind. You know the kind of 

person that would kill to get whatever they wanted.ò 

ñHuh. Now whoôs playing private detective?ò Gilda smirked. 

ñBusted.ò Mick winked. ñTell me, Sherlock, would you eliminate Razi as a suspect?ò 

She shrugged. ñNot totally. He had as much opportunity as anyone, including you.ò 

ñWhat about you?ò 

ñI have an alibi,ò she said. ñI was at brunch with Marion. Both Thayer and Fabio saw us 
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there then I went at the doctor. I know Razi and Walter got along on a professional level. Did 

they have much to do with each other outside the school?ò 

ñRaziôs not a real social guy. Heôll come out to watch MMA fights, but never hangs out for 

long. Heôs a man of mystery.ò He set his glass on the counter and laid his hand on hers, which 

sent her heart racing. ñThanks for the drink. Iôd better go.ò 

As she glanced out the front window, a dark car drove past. ñOh, I forgot to mention 

someone was looking for you earlier.ò 

ñOh yeah? Who?ò He finished the last of his water. 

Gilda let him swallow before she answered. ñGary Del Garda.ò 

Mick yanked his hand away like sheôd burned him. ñWhat did he say?ò 

ñJust that he wanted to discuss some business.ò She narrowed her eyes. ñWhat would 

someone like him want with you?ò 

ñProbably just a misunderstanding. Donôt worry about it.ò 

She opened her mouth, but sensed she wouldnôt get any more answers regarding Gary. ñWas 

your family upset you couldnôt go visit this weekend?ò 

ñActually, my parents wanted to come here and help.ò He averted his gaze. ñI told them I 

have enough to do without entertaining and theyôd only be in the way of the investigation.ò 

Gilda told her mother more or less the same thing. What sheôd omitted to say was she and all 

the remaining black belts were all suspects. That would come out once everyone in Sandstone 

Cove discovered how Walter Levy actually died. 

Every time she shut her eyes, she pictured his body. The katana. The blood pool on the 

tatami mats. The ring. She should have shown it to Mick. Heôd know who it belonged to. 

Someone would probably have bragged about a memento like that. 

ñYou donôt look so good.ò Mick walked around the breakfast bar. He slid his hand around 

her waist and pulled her into a hug. ñYou should go take a shower and get some rest.ò 

Before she could ask about the ring or who he suspected, Mick walked out the door and 

loped down the front steps. Rather than turn left toward his condo, he ran toward the karate 

school like rabid cats were after him. 

Was there something else going on that Gilda had missed? 
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Chapter 5 
 

Freshly showered and fed, Gilda was too restless to stay inside and too nervous to go to the 

school alone. She put on her headphones and strolled along the shoreline littered with garish 

towels and tourists. Places like Café Beanz were far more crowded than normal and she gave up 

on even getting close to the ice cream shop until late August, which was probably for the best. 

If it wasnôt for the tourists, Sandstone Cove would be just another little lakeside town full of 

deadwood. Instead, God blessed the area with miles of sandy beach, rugged jetties, lush forests, 

and driftwood the local artisans turned into expensive souvenirs. Water sports, hiking and 

camping were mainstays that drew people in year round. 

Yoshida Martial Arts sat along Main Street tucked between Nine Lives Consignment 

Boutique and the Novel Ideas Bookstore. More kitsch, which was a big part of why Gilda hadnôt 

left even after her dad died and her mom moved to Erie. 

She sat on a large tree that had washed ashore in a storm years earlier and sighed. Her 

initials and Thayerôs were engraved in the trunk for all time or at least until someone cut it up for 

firewood. Sheôd been in love with him once. On a shallow, fleeting level, she probably even still 

cared about him. 

Her thoughts ambled from Thayer to Mick and stalled. On some level, she probably loved 

Mick Williams as well. Most days he acted like an annoying older brother. Some days, ones like 

today, the attachment seemed deeper and more intense. Those occasional moments of innocent 

intimacy, like him touching her hand in her kitchen, suggested he felt the same way. Then heôd 

run out and hook up with a new girlfriend. 

Mick kept a wealth of information in his office. He always said they were personal papers, 

nothing for Gildaôs eyes. Now she wondered. She always thought she knew everything about the 

school, including about the black belts and about Mick. What had he kept from her? 

Her cell phone vibrated in her pocket. She ignored it. Mick would be upset she wasnôt at his 

beck and call. Let him deal with the police and students for a while. Her hands hadnôt stopped 

shaking since sheôd discovered Walterôs corpse. 
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Body. 

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

the vibration tickling her hip. Mick was always persistent. Reluctantly, she checked the screen. A 

text from her mother, two missed calls from Marion, and one from Thayer. Not a peep from 

Mick. Her heart sank. Why did that disappoint her so much? 

Her mother wanted her to come home, yet Thayer warned her not to leave town or else. The 

ñor elseò made her laugh out loud. Who did he think he was? Sure, heôd proposed marriage once. 

Theyôd even set a date. She had the dress, the caterer, the church, and the hall. He had the girl 

from Café Beanz, a honey in Erie and, according to Fabio, a hot babe who used to work in 

Happy Harveyôs Hangover Hut. 

Restless, Gilda walked up Main Street, past Yoshidaôs, Café Beanz, and the Victorian-style 

brick front of the hospital, toward the pricier part of town. Pondererôs Point was a finger of rocky 

beach dotted with mansions and summer cottages easily four times the size of Gildaôs house. An 

off-shoot of Sandstone Cove, at the far end of the point sprawled a sturdy pier where yachts 

docked and seagulls squawked, seemingly without stopping to take a breath. 

She climbed toward her favorite place to sit near the squat white lighthouse and daydream. 

The dreams varied and were more like stories she told herself to pass the time. A handsome 

lighthouse keeper, she imagined, would one day come to her rescue and sweep her away into his 

domain. Or a wealthy playboy on a blinding white yacht. Or a sexy karate master... 

Gilda sighed yet again and sat on a huge granite boulder. It didnôt matter who the leading 

man was, the story always ended the same. Sheôd refuse him until he convinced her he was 

worthy through some Herculean feat and sheôd fall into both his arms and his bed. 

Maybe her mother was right. She needed a boyfriend, not steamy novels. Luckil y sheôd only 

started to read crime novels after breaking up with Thayer. 

Today, however, she wasnôt here to daydream. She pulled her knees to her chest in need of 

an escape. No leading man or bodice-ripping endings. Just a hollow pain in the pit of her 

stomach. Grief, sheôd heard, pulled people and communities together, yet she felt more alone 

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

her to take a deep breath, lest it be her last. 

ñThose are a lot of big sighs for a little girl.ò Doc, tall and white-haired, picked his way over 

the rocks toward her. Today he wore tan Bermuda shorts and a straight-back-from-Hawaii shirt 
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with well-worn Birkenstocks. ñIt sounds like the world is caving in on you.ò 

It was comforting to see someone she trusted. Gilda had first met Doc the day she was born, 

having been one of his first deliveries. Heôd guided her through measles, broken ankles, acne and 

heartbreak. When he lost his wife to cancer earlier this year, Gilda was the first to deliver an 

apple-peach cobbler and Shepherdôs Pie to his door. His presence comforted her. 

She frowned. ñI canôt believe Walter just died yesterday. It seems like a week ago.ò 

ñYes, a murder most foul. It stinks you were the one to find his body.ò He sat next to her and 

lit a pipe. The sweet scent of his tobacco was comforting and, for a few blissful minutes, she 

dismissed all thoughts of second-hand smoke and lung cancer. 

ñYeah.ò She rested her chin between her knees. 

ñAnd I was unlucky enough to get him on my autopsy table.ò He puffed. The burning 

tobacco reminded her of her grandfather who smoked a pipe right up until he died at ninety-five. 

ñSeems like we both got the bitter end of the stick this time.ò 

ñWas the Medical Examiner badly hurt in that accident?ò 

ñHeôs got a few broken ribs and his collarbone broke in three places,ò Doc said. ñHeôll be 

off for a while.ò 

As bile crept up Gildaôs throat, she swallowed hard. ñHave you seen Walter yet?ò 

ñI did the preliminary this morning and have him prepped. Normally, Iôd send him to the 

state, but Thayer insisted I take a look first,ò he said. ñNot sure what the rush is, but I had to take 

a break when the widow came in to identify the body.ò 

ñWhy did she have to do that? Mick and I both identified him at the school.ò 

Doc shrugged. ñI guess she wanted to see for herself, which is understandable. She is his 

next of kin.ò 

ñTo make sure it was him or to make sure he was dead?ò 

He raised a thick, white eyebrow. ñExcuse me?ò 

ñIôm sorry. That was rude.ò Gildaôs face warmed. 

ñYouôve always been a perceptive young lady.ò He patted her hand. ñI can always count on 

you to notice things others canôt.ò 

ñWhat did you think after the preliminary exam? I mean, I saw the katana and the awful 

state of the change room, but...ò 

Doc met her gaze. ñDo you think thereôs more to the story?ò 
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ñYes.ò She winced. ñDo you think Iôm crazy?ò 

ñI think you have boundless potential as a writer.ò He took a drag from his pipe. ñThe actual 

cause of death is blatant. You saw the sword in his chest. Unfortunately, I canôt tell you more 

than you already know. Confidentiality issues, that sort of thing.ò 

ñI know. Sorry for prying. I just feel awful about everything. Jade seems so sweet. She has 

to be devastated. Do you think Walter could have been poisoned first so someone smaller could 

take him down easier?ò 

ñYou know I canôt talk about that, Gilda. What do you think happened?ò 

ñI think either his attacker was bigger, stronger and faster, or they drugged him.ò She 

scanned the horizon. ñIf he was drugged and semi-conscious, anyone could have killed him.ò 

Doc took one last drag on his pipe before he knocked it against the boulder. ñMy job is to 

determine how he died. Thayer and Fabio have to worry about the rest.ò He looked Gilda in the 

eye. ñYou need to let the rest of us do the detecting.ò 

Her lower jaw dropped. ñWhat makes you think Iôdð?ò 

Doc smiled. ñHistory has a habit of repeating.ò 

Indignant, she slid off the rock, lightly scraping the backs of her legs. She would never live 

the incident down for as long as Doc lived. ñI honestly, did see Mrs. Watson steal drugs from 

your office. She even admitted to it.ò 

ñHoney, you were ten and delirious,ò he said. ñYouôd just woken up from surgery for a 

ruptured appendix. Mrs. Watson was my nurse who was merely getting you painkillers.ò 

She snorted. ñSo you say, but I know what I saw and I know what I heard.ò 

ñYeah? You also said she sprouted shiny wings that looked like bubbles and flew out the 

window to her car.ò He hugged her. ñI have to admit, you almost had me convinced until then. 

Do us both a favor and make sure you have more evidence this time.ò 

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

a dark sedan she swore belonged to Gary Del Garda. Why was he following her? 
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Chapter 6 
 

As Doc sauntered over the rocks, leaving the scent of tobacco in his wake, Gilda made a 

snap decision to visit Walterôs widow, Jade Levy. Anything to keep from having Gary approach 

her again. After a stop at the corner store to grab a bouquet of bright Gerbera daisies, she walked 

across town to Darlington Court, the townôs newest subdivision. Sheôd order a fancier bouquet 

from the karate school later. 

While Gilda knew Walter fairly well, Jade seemed to avoid her as much as possible. If  

nothing else, Walter had left his wife comfortable in a large new house, complete with a 

swimming pool, three car garage, and the luxury cars to fill each slot. 

Gilda, in her shorts and snug yoga top, felt sorely underdressed to even stand on the front 

step. She hesitated, taking three deep breaths before she rang the doorbell. Rather than a normal 

ding-dong, the chimes had an airy, Zen-like tone far less jarring than other doorbells. 

Jade, drawn and pale, appeared wearing a pink silk kimono. Her delicate features tensed as 

she gave a slight bow. ñMiss Wright. What can I do for you?ò 

ñIôm sorry for your loss.ò Gilda handed her the bouquet, gaudy next to Jadeôs elegance. 

ñWalter was a good teacher and friend.ò 

Her lips drew into a small tight bow, making her look even more like a geisha. ñThat is very 

sweet. Walter thought very highly of you. He always said you were the one person he could 

count on at the school. Please come in.ò 

ñHe said that about me?ò Gilda followed Jade across the bamboo floor 

They entered a sunroom decorated with treasures probably brought back from their many 

trips to Japan. While Walter wasnôt Japanese, heôd fully embraced his wifeôs culture. The low 

black lacquer table was already set with tea for two. Was she expecting company or had 

someone just left? 

Gilda smiled. ñYou have a lovely home.ò 

As Jade followed her gaze to the teacups, her cheeks turned pink. ñI have so many visitors 

these days I keep the table set. Excuse me. I will prepare fresh water.ò 
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She took away the teapot, flowers, and both cups then shuffled down the hallway. Beneath 

her kimono, she wore tabi socks and woven grass sandals, zoris, she and Walter brought back 

from their last trip. Heôd also brought Gilda a pair, which she ended up using for decoration. 

Gilda didnôt believe Jadeôs explanation. If someone else was here, why hadnôt they remained 

in the sunroom? She wandered around the room to admire the carvings and paintings amid the 

lush plants. Walter had a penchant for growing the most delicate of plants. She hoped Jade had 

the same green thumb to keep them flourishing. 

ñMy apologies.ò Jadeôs clogs tapped the floor. ñI have jasmine tea. Walterôs personal blend 

from his garden. He drank some every evening.ò 

ñThat sounds great, thank you. Although I shouldnôt impose. You probably have a million 

things to do.ò Gilda sat across from her hostess who poured two thimble-sized cups of tea from a 

hand-painted pot. 

She wore a stiff smile. ñWalterôs first born son, Donald, has taken charge of the funeral and 

assures me I have nothing to worry about.ò 

ñOh, thatôs right.ò Gilda sipped her tea, sweeter than normal jasmine. The tea flowed more 

easily than their conversation. ñI forgot he has older children. Did he have two or three from his 

first marriage?ò 

Jadeôs face tightened further. Taboo topic. ñHe had three children. Two boys and a girl.ò 

Gilda winced. ñItôs nice they came to help. You must get along well with them.ò 

ñWonderfully.ò The word strained through Jadeôs white teeth. She drank her tea in one gulp 

then poured a second cup. 

ñIôm sorry. Iôm not trying to be nosy.ò Gilda finished her thimbleful of tea and set her cup 

down. ñI only came to see if there was anything I could do.ò 

Jade seemed to regain her composure as she struggled with a small smile. ñI hear you have 

been most helpful with the police and Walterôs students. I appreciate you taking the time to come 

by to check on me. You and Sensei Mick have been good to us.ò 

ñI should go then. If you need anythingéò 

She gave a slight bow. ñI will call.ò 

Right after donkeys held public office. Gilda grimaced. Sheôd made a mess of the entire 

visit. ñI am sorry about Walter.ò 

When Jade stood, her kimono didnôt hold so much as a crinkle but fell smooth and perfect 
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like someone ironed it the instant she stood. They walked toward the teak front door, footsteps 

echoing on the bamboo flooring. As Gilda reached for the doorknob, a door slammed upstairs 

and she jumped away from the front door. 

Jadeôs eyes widened before she gave a small laugh. ñThe wind. It slams the guestroom door. 

Walter would always laugh at me when I would jump.ò 

ñOh. I thought it might was one of Walterôs kids.ò 

Her face darkened to the color of a baby pink rose. ñThey choose to stay in a hotel when 

they visit so we do not get in each otherôs way.ò 

Gilda nodded and glanced up the staircase to the open hallway when 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 her backyard 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. Or did Walter discover her promiscuity 

so Jade paid someone to kill him? 

Gildaôs stomach lurched. Sheôd seen movies about people who hired hit men to do away 

with troublesome spouses. While she didnôt know anyone in Sandstone Cove capable of such a 

thing, she imagined someone could. For the right price. 

She shivered. Actually, she did know someone. The same man who had business to discuss 

with Mick. Gary Del Garda. Small world. 

She struggled to remember what Walter had told her about his family. Jade was from New 

York City, the daughter of Japanese immigrants who ran the restaurant where she and Walter 

supposedly met. Heôd forgotten to mention she was a high school senior and he a married father 

of three. If  Jadeôs parents still held a grudge, they could hire a hit man. 

Gilda blew off that thought. Walter and Jade had been married fifteen years. If Jadeôs family 

wanted him dead, he wouldnôt have lasted this long. She focused on watering the plants and let 

each tiny drop of water mesmerize her and soak her worries into the ground. 

ñGilda? Are you here?ò Mick called from around the house. 

Her worries practically climbed back up her legs to cower behind her knees. ñIn the 

backyard.ò 

ñI rang the doorbell. I guess you didnôt hear it.ò He fumbled with the latch on the gate, 

swearing once. ñWhy do you have a Chinese puzzle lock on your gate?ò 

ñJust lift the latch.ò She turned off the water. ñWhatôs up?ò 

ñWhat makes you think somethingôs up? Canôt I just come by to visit?ò He sat on the steps. 

ñYou have a really nice yard.ò 

ñThanks. What do you want?ò she asked. ñYouôve never come over to my house before.ò 

Mick sighed. ñIôve been locked in Thayerôs interrogation room again for the past two hours. 
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I needed a friendly face and some fresh air. That place reeks worse than the school. I wonder if 

theyôve ever heard of air fresheners. We should send Thayer a case.ò 

She sat on the stone bench near the lavender a few feet away from him. ñNot that I mind the 

company, but why didnôt you go see Chloe?ò 

ñSheôs at work.ò He hesitated. ñShe doesnôt like me stopping by when sheôs there.ò 

Gilda raised her eyebrows. Chloe was a customer service representative at the bank. ñWhat 

did Thayer want now?ò 

ñHair, skin cells, blood. Everything but my first born.ò Mick basked in the sunshine. ñHe 

used the old standby about trying to eliminate people, but when he asked for a semen sample, I 

wondered what was really going on.ò 

ñSemen?ò Gilda asked, mouth and eyes wide. 

ñThatôs pretty much what I did. I guess it has something to do with the torn down change 

room curtains, which I do not want back, by the way.ò 

ñEww!ò She scrunched up her face. 

Mick laughed. ñI think I had that look too.ò 

Gilda cringed. ñDoes he want to talk to me?ò 

ñNope, just the black belts. Personally, I think he has it out for all of us except you.ò 

ñFunny,ò she said. ñI thought Iôd be the biggest target on his hit list.ò 

ñNah, he has a soft spot for you.ò He picked a small daisy from near the step. ñHe doesnôt 

think youôre capable of anything like this. Face it, Sherlock, youôre just too nice.ò 

ñI am not.ò She folded her arms and sat back. With nothing to stop her, she toppled into the 

huge pink peony behind her. 

Mick flew across the grass and caught her by the ankle before she could land in the dirt. He 

pulled her upright until their faces were scant inches apart. ñYou okay?ò 

ñYeah. Thanks for grabbing me.ò A surge of heat swept through her. ñI mean for not letting 

me fall.ò That didnôt sound any better. 

ñMy pleasure.ò He grinned and sat beside her, one hand around her waist. ñYou got new nail 

polish. Iôve never seen your toenails pale green before. They look like mint chocolate chip ice 

cream. My favorite.ò 

Her face warmed. ñThanks.ò 

ñActually, ice cream sounds good.ò As he moved an inch closer, his grip tightened on her 
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waist. ñI might stop for some on my way home.ò 

ñIt does sound good.ò So did a cold shower. 

Mick cleared his throat and suddenly became all business again, moving his hands to grip 

the bench on either side of his legs. ñYou called everyone to cancel classes tonight, right?ò 

She focused on a multilayered red poppy. The heat off his hand seemed to sear her thigh 

from two inches away. ñThere are no classes tonight. Itôs Saturday.ò 

ñIs the funeral Tuesday or Wednesday?ò 

ñYoshidaôs workshop is Tuesday. The funeral is Wednesday. Back to normal Thursday.ò 

Spots swam before her eyes. What on earth was wrong with her? Mick had never made her so 

rattled before. 

ñGood.ò He hesitated. ñAre you okay? I mean, after Walterôs death and all that.ò 

ñI think so,ò she said. ñI went to see Jade earlier.ò 

ñWow. You have been busy today.ò He smiled. ñHowôs she doing?ò 

Gilda glanced at him. ñShe doesnôt seem very shaken up.ò 

Mick met her gaze. ñI guess we all grieve in our own ways.ò 

ñTrue.ò She thought about the man in the yellow robe. Jade certainly had an interesting 

method of mourning the loss of her husband. ñYou didnôt see her today, did you?ò 

ñJade? Nope. After our run, I had breakfast withðò He clamped his mouth shut and looked 

away. ñI should go. Iôm sure you have a lot to do.ò 

ñYeah, Iôm sure I do.ò Left out of the loop again. What was going on? ñIôve heard rumors 

about a couple of the instructors wanting to open their own schools andðò 

ñI hate rumors. They usually get people into trouble that was never there to begin with.ò He 

draped his arm across her shoulders and rested his head against hers. ñYou know if you need 

anything, you can call me. Donôt worry about work until after the funeral.ò 

ñWhat about Yoshidaôs workshop?ò 

Mick rubbed his eyes and groaned. ñExcept for that. Can you...?ò 

ñIôll make sure everyone knows about the workshop, the funeral, and when classes will 

resume,ò she said. ñIôll even make sure everything is clean and ready. You need to replace the 

mats first though.ò 

ñConsider it taken care of.ò He gave her shoulders a squeeze then kissed her cheek. His lips 

lingered near her ear long enough her entire body tingled. ñWhat would I do without your 
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nagging, Sherlock? Youôre the best.ò 

Once he left, she forgot about gardening and splashed her face and armpits with cold water 

from the hose. When a surge of nervous energy tore through her, she returned to the yard. He 

never did answer her question about the black belts wanting to open new schools. If he did, sheôd 

blocked it out after he kissed her. 

Later that afternoon, she wandered to the karate school to check for messages and send e-

mails. She could have called to check the phone messages, but was too restless. 

The lights inside were on, but the door was locked. Mick must have come in again and 

forgot to turn the lights off when he left. She prayed there were no more bodies. This time she 

would probably scream, run for home and never look back. 

Razi Mauli was inside the dojo scrubbing new tatami mats with his back to her. The water 

bucket stood on the wood floor of the lobby. Sweat soaked his short black hair and army green 

shirt. Rumor around the school was heôd been an Israeli soldier trained in krav maga and had 

done things that would have given Gilda nightmares. 

She wished sheôd 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 stench out. She set 

her handbag down and scribbled a note to grab air fresheners and disinfectant spray later. 

ñMiss Wright. What are you doing here?ò Razi asked. 

She jumped, shrieked and dropped her keys to the laminate floor with a clatter then 

struggled for a calming breath. ñI work here. What are you doing here?ò 

He leaned the mop against the wall. ñSensei Mick asked me to replace the mats. They all 

needed to be disinfected. The police took more mats than I thought.ò 

Gilda swallowed hard. ñHow do you know the police took them?ò 

ñBiohazardous materials.ò Razi studied her then his mouth twisted and one eyebrow cocked. 

ñWas this a test?ò 

ñI guess so. Sorry.ò 

A genuine, honest-to-goodness smile sheôd rarely seen before curved his lips. ñYou watch 

far too much television, Miss Wright.ò 

ñProbably. Where did you get the mats so fast?ò 

ñThey are from my basement. Sensei Mick helped me set up a dojo in my basement so I 

could do my training. I offered my mats to the school until he can get new ones.ò 
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ñThat was really nice. Thank you.ò She bowed her head. ñDid you know Walter well?ò 

ñWalter was a simple man with a complicated life,ò he said. ñSome things he did made me 

laugh. Some made me sad. Some made me wonder if  his head was up his posterior.ò 

Sheôd never heard Razi talk so much. ñWhat things were those?ò 

ñI do not gossip, Miss Wright.ò Hence, the reason he probably rarely spoke. 

ñSo, who should I talk to?ò 

Razi shrugged his broad shoulders and lifted the bucket. ñAnyone who will talk to you, I 

suppose. I suggest you start with Sensei Mick and work down the list.ò 

ñYou do? Why Sensei Mick?ò 

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

ñRazi?ò She followed him down the hall to the utility room and waited while he emptied the 

bucket into the large sink and rinsed the mop. Mick was the head honcho. Everyone knew that, 

so he had to know more than everyone else. He probably knew all about Walter and the potential 

karate school. 

ñDid Walter ever talk to you about starting his own karate school?ò 

ñOnce again, that is gossip.ò 

ñNot if I ask you to tell me.ò She crossed her fingers and hoped he believed her. ñRelaying 

information when someone needs to know isnôt gossip. Running around town telling everyone 

what you know out of spite is gossip.ò 

ñThat is an interesting interpretation.ò Razi put the bucket and mop away then turned to the 

sink. ñAnd of what use is this information to you?ò 

Gilda hesitated. ñI think his death had something to do with him wanting to leave Yoshidaôs 

and open a new school.ò 

ñI see.ò He rinsed away the cleaner from the sink then wiped it dry. If heôd murdered 

Walter, there wouldnôt have been a speck of blood anywhere. Razi was too meticulous. ñDo you 

think itôs dangerous for you to look for his killer?ò 

ñYes. Probably.ò 

He walked toward her then lay a damp hand on her shoulder. ñBe careful, Miss Wright. 

Even the most harmless kitten can pose a danger.ò 

She didnôt move until the front door had closed and silence settled over the school. Only 

then did she settle behind her desk. She hoped Gary wasnôt watching 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 past twenty-four hours. 

It struck her as odd, especially for Razi, who rarely spoke to her at all. 

As for Mick, he seemed to gravitate close to her then pull away. Was he trying to distract 

her and, if so, from what? 

Gilda took care of the small pile of paperwork then ordered flowers for the Levy family. 

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 in caller ID. Mickôs home number. The call came from his 

condo. Her stomach lurched. Had Chloe moved in with him between fights? 

Chloe Del Garda had signed up for karate a year earlier and, even though Mick noticed her, 

as far as Gilda knew, he hadnôt acted on the attraction publicly until six months ago. Far too soon 

to cohabitate, in her opinion, but Mick obviously didnôt share her view. Of course, while Gilda 

didnôt see eye to eye with him on a lot of things, she respected him enough not to make the small 

things into larger issues. 

What happened for Mick to ban his girlfriend from the school? Sure they argued a lot, but 

heôd never black-listed anyone before she knew of. Whatever happened between them this time 

must be serious. She headed for his office to see what sort of secrets he held there. Halfway to 

his door, she paused. 

The ring. She hadnôt asked anyone but Xavier about it. If the ring wasnôt made locally, sheôd 

have a hard time to find information. On the other hand, if it was something ordered online, she 

might be able to track it down and give the police a hand. That was her official reasoning. 

Unofficially, she still had no idea to whom the ring belonged and Fabio wasnôt likely to keep her 

in the loop. 

Gilda turned away from Mickôs office and sat at her computer to begin her search. An hour 

later, all she had was a throbbing headache. No leads. No photos. She clicked her pen in 

frustration until something pulled her focus away from the website. 

She glanced up from the monitor and frowned. A sound. A movement. Probably something 

small and light, like a rat. She hated rats as much as Mick hated cats. 

Gilda stood behind her desk and did a visual search. The dojo was dark and the lights were 

still out in the change room. After blowing out a breath, she chalked it up to a hallucination 

brought on by stress then finished adding the details of Walterôs funeral to the karate school 
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website until another sound sent a shiver down her back. 

Then someone moved across the mats. Someone whoôd either come in while Razi was there 

or snuck in later while she was alone. 

Heart racing, Gilda reached for the nearest weapon, a pair of long, sharp scissors. Despite 

the two years of karate training, sheôd never be able to hold her own against a black belt intent on 

killing her. Not that scissors would help much against someone with serious weapons training. 

She skirted the desk, careful not to knock anything over, as she headed for the dojo door. 

Whoever was inside must have come through the back and knew she was working. She paused 

and listened. No footsteps. Nothing. ñIs somebody here?ò 

Like anyone would answer and look even more suspicious. 

ñMick? Razi?ò Either would have answered by now. ñWhoôs there?ò 

Bare feet squeaked on a mat as the figure in the shadows turned on their toes and ran. Gilda 

caught a glimpse of bare feet, smooth legs, and muscular calves. A man. She gave chase anyway. 

Turned on their toes. A black belt would turn that precisely. An outsider would likely turn on 

their heel or the balls of their feet. 

The shadow man ran for the back exit. When he opened the door, a brief explosion of 

sunlight blinded her. A fuzzy dark shadow was visible before the door slammed shut. By 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 alley. Nothing. 

Gilda cursed over and over as a mantra until sheôd locked the back door and retreated behind 

her desk. Who broke in and what were they looking for? Was Walterôs murderer after his 

missing ring? 

ñGilda? Is that you?ò Mick called from the front door. 

ñYes.ò She tightened her grip on the scissors. If he walked in with bare feet, there was no 

telling what she might do. 

ñWhatôs going on?ò Mick strolled in sweaty and naked from the waist up. He wore a dusty 

pair of black sandals. 

ñI didnôt think youôd be here,ò she said. 

He paused in front of her desk. ñWhoa. Are you okay, Sherlock?ò 

Hands shaking, she set the scissors on the desk and collapsed into the chair. ñSomeone was 

in here while I was posting Walterôs funeral information on the website. They ran out the back 
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door, but I didnôt see who it was.ò 

He paled. ñYou can post stuff to the website?ò 

ñMick.ò She snorted. 

ñSorry, Iôm kidding. You looked like you were going to pass out.ò He smoothed back his 

hair with both hands. ñIôll go take a look around. What are you doing here anyway?ò 

ñI came to order flowers for Jade and sent an e-mail to all the students,ò she said. ñRazi was 

here. He washed the mats then left.ò 

ñLady Macbeth.ò Mick grinned. ñExcept I canôt picture you as the sort of woman to drive a 

katana through a manôs chest. Verbally maybe, not physically.ò 

ñWhy would you say that?ò She set her pen down. Thayer had said he could picture her 

stabbing a man through the heart. 

ñLike I said before, youôre too nice.ò He disappeared down the hall. ñSit tight and catch your 

breath. Iôll check things out.ò 

He walked around to the back room and flipped on every light in the building as he went. 

When he returned, he left them all blazing. ñI guess all you heard was a loose vent cover and 

Walterôs ghost playing games.ò 

She scowled. ñThatôs not funny, Mick. It was no ghost, I saw someone. He turned on his 

toes then I grabbed the scissors and chased him out the back door.ò She stood and peered over 

her desk to double check. Yup, black sandals. Easy to put on in the car if heôd snuck in, but why 

would he? He, of all people, had every reason to be in the school. 

ñCan you stop staring at my feet? Youôre scaring me.ò He stepped back. ñYou donôt plan to 

stab me anyway, do you?ò 

ñNo.ò She returned to her chair, not sure what to do next. 

He stalked across the dojo then peered out the back door before he returned and sat on the 

extra chair beside her. ñWhat do you think he wanted?ò 

She hesitated as tears sprang to her eyes. The second chair was Walterôs contribution to the 

school. When things were quiet, he enjoyed sitting next to her to learn everything he could about 

her job. To learn enough to run his own school. 

ñSomething I found after the murder.ò Her eyes burned with tears. 

Mick leaned back, eyebrows raised. ñSomething you failed to give the police? Sherlock, you 

astound me.ò 
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ñI found a ring after the police left. Someone had taped it to the bottom of the bench you 

kicked. I picked it up and gave it to Fabio.ò She pulled out her phone to show him the photo of 

the ring. ñIs it yours?ò 

ñNo, but I have seen one like it before.ò Mick enlarged the image. ñSend me the picture so I 

can ask around.ò 

ñWhich would be great unless it belongs to the killer who would come after us.ò 

ñTrue.ò Mick forwarded the picture to his phone then handed hers back. ñDo you really 

think someone will  ask about the ring if they killed him?ò 

ñBut why would someone hide the ring?ò 

ñAre you sure? Maybe the tape was from something else. Maybe the ring fell off someoneôs 

finger and got stuck between the bench and the wall.ò 

ñMaybe.ò Gilda studied the photo of the engraved fist. ñIn the heat weôve had lately, my 

fingers have been so swollen I needed to soap my rings off for class so often I just left them in a 

drawer at home. How would it slip off someoneôs finger?ò 

ñWalter had just lost fifty pounds, hadnôt he? He might have worn it on a chain until he 

could have it resized.ò He leaned forward. ñDid Thayer say anything about finding a chain? It 

couldôve broken in the struggle.ò 

ñNo,ò she said. ñBut they had no reason to look for one either.ò 

Mick jumped out of the chair. ñThe drain.ò 

Gilda followed, convinced he was losing his mind. More so when he fell to all fours on the 

floor and leaned his face close to the tiles. ñWhat are you doing?ò 

He pulled his keys out of his pocket and turned on a flashlight the size of her pinky. ñRight 

there. See that?ò 

Just beneath the drain grate, something gleamed. She punched his shoulder. ñBy jove, 

Watson. Youôve solved the case.ò 

He snorted. ñSee if you can find something to help me get it out of there.ò 

ñIôm busy. You figure it out.ò Gilda dismissed his treasure hunt and returned to her desk. 

She suspected Mick was trying to keep her mind off things. The ring hadnôt fallen from a chain, 

someone had taped it to the bottom of the bench. Mick must have jarred it loose when he had his 

tantrum. 

He stalked past her desk with a growl then disappeared into his office. When he came out a 
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minute later, he carried a hammer and chisel. 

She covered her eyes and winced. Whatever mess he made heôd expect her to clean up later. 

Within seconds, he banged the floor. She imagined shards flying off the tile floor and embedding 

into the wall but refused to go witness the destruction. 

After five minutes of hammering, Mick let out a triumphant ñaha.ò The hammer and chisel 

clattered to the floor before he ran around the corner and flung a delicate gold chain with a dirt-

encrusted pendant on her desk. ñGot it.ò 

ñGreat.ò Gilda recoiled. The chain needed to be soaked in sanitizer or bagged and given to 

the police. ñWhose is it?ò 

ñAm I supposed to do everything around here?ò 

She would have thumped her head on the desk, but the grungy chain was in her way. ñOf 

course not. Youôve worked hard enough for one day.ò 

ñDonôt forget to clean up in the back hallway. I left a bit of a mess,ò 

Gilda had nothing handy to throw that wouldnôt damage the wall if she missed. 

Two minutes later, the shower started and goose bumps strolled up and down her arms. She 

knew Mick used the showers, but not often alone with her in the building. Why hadnôt he gone 

home when he only lived a few blocks away? 

Having done enough sleuthing for one day, Gilda turned off the computer. What she needed 

was to go home, have a light dinner, and to sleep. She started down the hallway to clean up the 

mess then stopped. Childishly, she stuck her tongue out in his general direction and packed up to 

go home. Mick was still here. For once, he could clean up his own mess. 

Her gaze fell on the chain once more. Using hand sanitizer and a paper towel, she rubbed the 

dirt away from the swirled letters of the pendant. 

ñChloe?ò Gilda sat back. Mick had given Chloe the gold necklace for her last birthday. ñShe 

must have lost it after class one day.ò 

She slid it onto a clean tissue and thought about bringing it to Fabio then hesitated and 

dropped it on Mickôs desk. Chloe could have lost the necklace a while ago. Just because it was in 

the drain that didnôt automatically make her a murderer. She left it untouched on the tissue then 

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

Mid-Sunday morning, Thayer sat across from Gilda in Café Beanz and flagged the waitress 

for a coffee. Puffy dark circles shadowed his eyes. ñWe have a lot to talk about.ò 

She set aside her breakfast sandwich, her meager appetite squelched not only by Thayerôs 

presence but the sight of Garyôs car out front. ñIf you want to talk to me about Walter, Iôll come 

down to the station. If this is personal, can it. Iôve heard everything from you I want to hear.ò 

ñHow many times do I have to apologize?ò he asked. ñWhat else can I say? Iôm sorry. I 

messed up.ò 

ñSo youôve said.ò She took the bag out of her tea. 

ñThen why wonôt you take me back?ò His voice took on the hint of a whine. ñWe made a 

really great team.ò 

She hugged her cup. ñExperience. Like Happy says óA tiger never changes his spots.ôò 

ñDoesnôt he know tigers have stripes?ò Thayer winced. ñSince when have you been taking 

dating advice from him?ò 

Gilda shot him a glare. ñAround the same time you let the barista grind your beans behind 

the counter.ò 

His bronze face deepened to burnt umber. ñThat was a one-time thing.ò 

ñYeah. The one time I caught you. Before that, she sweetened your coffee for six months.ò 

She met his sour glare. ñI know about the other girls too, Thayer. The blonde from the quilt shop. 

The redhead from the ice cream shop. The Goth girl from Happyôs. The yoga teacher from Erie.ò 

ñIôm a changed man, Gilda.ò When the waitress set his coffee on the table, he leaned over to 

watch her walk away. 

Gilda grimaced. ñYeah, thatôs blatantly obvious.ò 

He held out both hands. ñWhat? Iôm a man who appreciates a womanôs natural assets. Is that 

a crime?ò 

ñOnly if youôre dating me at the time. Do whatever you want.ò She slid out of the booth, 

taking her leftover food and coffee. ñYouôre not my problem and you havenôt been for years.ò 
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ñIôm serious, Gilda. You should really reconsider. We made a great team. All those other 

women meant nothing. You were the only person who made me feel good about myself. That 

little house we looked at just came on the market again.ò 

ñI have a house.ò She stopped. ñThe only thing you and I made well together were headlines 

right after I threw you into a fifty pound bag of coffee beans and you split your scalp open on the 

grinder.ò 

Chuckles erupted from other patrons. One lady even applauded. 

ñYou really need to get over it.ò Thayer frowned. ñYouôve always had a bad temper. That 

girl left me, you know.ò 

ñSo did I.ò Gilda handed her sandwich to the waitress and asked for it to go. ñIn case you 

havenôt noticed, Thayer, Iôve done pretty well since I kicked you to the curb. I wouldnôt take you 

back even if you begged and bought me a pink Porsche.ò 

She turned to walk away but only got as far as the next booth. 

ñWhat about Mick?ò he asked. 

Gilda had a perfectly good explanation for ñWhat about Mick?ò Sheôd practiced it in front of 

her bathroom mirror every night for a year until sheôd convinced herself of all the reasons Mick 

Williams was off limits in her personal life. He never listened to her. He made her do all the 

work, yet took all the praise. He was only gorgeous on the outside. He was more bull-headed 

than Gilda. 

ñWhat about Mick?ò Thayer asked again. 

ñMick wonôt date you either.ò 

A man at the counter applauded. ñGood for you, honey. You tell him.ò 

ñI donôt need your approval, Fabio,ò she said. 

Fabio sat hunched over his coffee. ñProbably not. From your sudden departure, I take it my 

partner asked a few questions about Walter you didnôt like.ò 

She took her wrapped sandwich from the waitress. ñHe didnôt ask me any questions about 

Walter. All he wants is for me to drop my defenses and take him back.ò 

ñHuh.ò He shoved the last of a Danish into his mouth. ñItôs not good to let oneôs lust cloud 

their judgment. Have a seat. Iôll ask the questions he was supposed to.ò 

ñLike I told your lunatic partner, Iôll go to the station to answer any questions you both 

have,ò she said, ñbut for now, I have other things to do.ò 



60 

Fabio nodded. ñThe karate schoolôs closed until after the funeral and youôre stuck here for 

the weekend and have no family to tend to. Whatôs so pressing?ò 

ñMy life. Good-bye, Fabio.ò 

He stirred his coffee. ñI see. Good-bye, Gilda. Enjoy the rest of your breakfast. Donôt choke 

on your guilt.ò 

She left the café daydreaming about dumping scalding coffee over both their heads. 

ñYou seem to be a social butterfly early today.ò Garyôs deep voice startled her. 

Sheôd forgotten about his car parked out front where he sat behind the steering wheel. 

ñThayer and Fabio bothering you?ò he asked. ñThose two arenôt stupid enough to think 

someone like you could kill Walter, are they?ò 

ñNo.ò She walked around the front of his car. 

ñThen Thayer must still be trying to win you back.ò He grinned when her mouth dropped 

open. ñDonôt look so surprised, I hear a lot of things in my business.ò 

Gilda stopped near the driverôs window. ñWhat do you want with me?ò 

ñActually, I was watching them.ò He pointed up the street. 

Mick and Chloe stood in front of the school in heated discussion. Chloe scowled and thrust a 

handful of papers at Mick then shoved past him. Mick remained in front of the school, mouth 

agape, staring after her yellow Ferrari when she sped away. He flipped through the papers and 

cursed, kicking the brick wall before he disappeared inside the school. 

ñNow thereôs a man with things to hide,ò Gary said. 

ñTell it to the police. Theyôre inside.ò Gilda scuttled to the far side of the street. She would 

have felt sorry for Mick but figured whatever happened was likely his fault anyway. As much as 

she wanted to know what was going on, she wasnôt ready for another confrontation so soon after 

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 Gildaôs ten by ten foot living room, 

accompanied by the scent of alcohol, and shut the door behind him. When he locked it and 

turned to face her, Gildaôs knees quivered. He closed the gap between them, panting like heôd 

run the entire way from his condo, and paused to catch his breath. The room suddenly seemed 

more claustrophobic than cozy. 

ñWhat are you doing?ò She eased away from his muscular body, inching toward the kitchen 

sure she was about to die. If he did anything crazy, at least she could stun him with a frying pan. 

A rolling pin would work too, if she owned one. 

ñYou have to help me, Gilda. My heart is beating like crazy and I canôt breathe. I donôt 

know what to do.ò He peered out the living room window. ñI think someone wired my phone and 

is trying to kill me.ò 

ñWired your phone? What are you...?ò She paused. ñYou think someone tapped your 

phone?ò She took five whole seconds to revel in understanding then frowned. ñSomeone tapped 

your phone? Are you sure?ò 

He clutched the curtains closed with one hand. ñI never told Erik or Xavier about the new 

karate school or the lawsuit against Walter. Erik knew about both. Funny thing is, theyôre not the 

only ones who know.ò 

ñProbably not,ò she said. ñWhat lawsuit against Walter?ò 

ñYouôre different.ò 

She grimaced. ñGee, thanks. Now, what lawsuit?ò 

Mick rolled his eyes and crossed the room. ñWhat I mean is, youôre not likely to run around 

town blabbing to everyone. If I told Xavier, heôd tell his ex-wife and sheôd tell everyone who set 

foot in her salon. If I told Chloe, sheôd run straight home to Daddy and Iôd be f...screwed.ò 

ñTrue.ò All the things sheôd told Xavierôs wife in confidence came back to haunt her. 

Nothing about the black belts, just her own pathetic life. ñWhat lawsuit?ò 

ñTrust me. You donôt want to know.ò He dropped onto the flowery couch sheôd inherited 
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from her great-aunt. The springs squeaked and Mick sank about four inches lower than she 

normally did. His foot tapped against the hardwood floor in no particular rhythm. ñWhatôs wrong 

with your couch?ò 

ñItôs old. Antique, actually.ò 

ñYou need to buy a new one.ò 

ñYou donôt pay me enough,ò she said. 

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

Gilda was completely serious. ñHow would anyone tap your phone? Wouldnôt they need to 

have access to it? Thatôs not likely because you hardly ever let go of it. I wouldnôt even know 

how or where to buy the bug.ò 

ñThatôs because you donôt have a mean bone in your body, babe. Do you have some coffee 

or something?ò His hands twitched. ñI could use a drink thatôs not alcohol based.ò 

ñWater?ò 

He got up. ñIôll stop at Café Beanz on the way back.ò 

ñOn the way back where?ò Her neck tingled. 

ñThe school. I have cleaning to finish before I meet Xavier for dinner.ò Mick averted his 

gaze. ñHe wants to talk about the instructorôs position that suddenly opened up.ò 

ñWalterôs job,ò she said. ñThat seems kind of ghoulish.ò 

ñI know.ò He frowned then scrubbed his face with both hands. ñThis is not the way things 

were supposed to go.ò 

Gilda hugged her stomach and sat on the edge of the wicker chair. ñHow were things 

supposed to go?ò 

ñWalter was supposed to take over the Sandstone Cove school. Razi and I planned to set up 

a second school in Erie that he could run. I still wanted to train, but worry more about the other 

things I was working on.ò 

ñFlipping houses.ò 

ñHow did you know about that?ò His mouth dropped open. 

Gilda doubted his new occupation had anything to do with Walterôs murder anyway. 

ñXavier mentioned it. I was surprised you didnôt tell me.ò 

ñYeah. Iôve been busy.ò 

ñItôs none of my business.ò She got up and peeked through the curtains. No sign of Garyôs 
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car or of Chloe. No one on the streets. All that moved in her yard were bees in the flowers. ñSo 

who do you think tapped your phone?ò 

Mick stood behind her, the length of his body warmed her back, and leaned over her 

shoulder. His breath sent a shiver down her arm. ñI donôt know. Maybe Iôm just being paranoid 

and forgot who I told what.ò 

Likely, but that didnôt explain his shaking hands or the sudden concern for his personal 

safety. So much for ñIôm a samurai. Nothing can hurt me.ò That theory hadnôt helped Walter any 

either. All thoughts of Walter disappeared when Mickôs hand rested on her shoulder. 

She wanted to melt beneath his warmth. ñI guess thatôs the problem with secrets.ò 

ñI guess so.ò 

ñDid you call Chloe?ò 

ñNo.ò Mick backed away and left a warm spot on her shoulder when he returned to the 

couch and resumed bouncing his feet on the floor. ñI canôt call her.ò 

ñIs everything okay? Not that I want to pry, but...you just seem off.ò 

His gaze darted around the room. After professing his love for Chloe repeatedly over the 

past few months and even taking her to Jamaica for a week, it seemed odd he was now 

barricaded inside Gildaôs house. ñEverythingôs fine. Just fine.ò 

Tired of non-answers, Gilda sighed and went into the kitchen to make a cup of tea. 

ñAre you making coffee?ò Mick followed. ñI could really use a cup.ò 

She plugged in the kettle. ñChamomile tea. Youôre too wound up for coffee.ò 

He paced the kitchen then wandered back to the living room window and peered through the 

curtains again. Even for Mick the behavior was unusual. When Gilda brought out a bag of 

cookies, he shot across the room and grabbed the bag from her hands. 

ñEither sit down or go home. Youôre scaring me,ò she said. ñAre you stoned?ò 

Mick sat at the table. ñI havenôt taken drugs, if thatôs what youôre asking, but I havenôt felt 

right since lunch. Itôs like my brain turned to soup and my whole bodyôs vibrating.ò 

ñWhere did you have lunch?ò She grabbed two mugs. Teacups wouldnôt hold enough tea to 

calm him. 

ñAt my place with Chloe. She wanted to talk so we had a late lunch. We needed to settle 

some things between us.ò His gaze dropped. 

Apparently, theyôd already made up after arguing in front of the school that morning. Gilda 
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had no right to be jealous, yet she was. ñWhat did you eat?ò 

ñAntipasto. Cheese. Sangria.ò 

ñYou do know Sangria is wine and fruit, donôt you?ò  

He frowned. ñChloe said it was grape juice.ò 

ñNobody gets drunk off grape juice.ò Gilda tried hard not to laugh while she added a teabag 

to each mug. ñDid it taste weird?ò 

ñHow would I know?ò He shot her a scowl. ñI donôt drink wine or Sangria.ò 

She rolled her eyes. ñDid it happen to taste like almonds?ò 

ñIt was sweet and she made me eat something after every sip.ò he said. 

ñDid Chloe drink any?ò she asked. 

ñI donôt think so. I didnôt notice.ò 

Either Chloe didnôt want him flat-out drunk or she didnôt want him to taste whatever sheôd 

laced the sangria with. Why would his girlfriend want to drug him? If sheôd wanted to kill him, 

sheôd failed miserably. Mickôs eyelids drooped and his head lolled to the left. If she wanted to 

incapacitate him, sheôd done a good job. So much for his dinner with Xavier. 

She unplugged the kettle and led him to the living room. ñWhy donôt you lie down on the 

couch for a minute? Iôll call Razi or Xavier to pick you up.ò 

ñCanôt I just stay here? You have such a cozy place.ò His words slurred as he grabbed her 

around the waist and pulled her close. His gaze locked on hers. ñLet me stay here. We can 

protect each other from Chloe and whoever killed Walter.ò 

ñWhy do we have to protect each other from Chloe?ò Gilda asked. ñIs she dangerous?ò 

ñBecause I gave her back her necklace we found at the school. She said she must have lost it 

after class one day then got really mad when I told her you cleaned it off while I showered.ò He 

breathed in her ear. ñWhen I told her to relax, she gave me another drink and asked me a bunch 

of questions.ò 

ñAbout what?ò Gilda pulled away from him and pried his fingers off her waist. ñAbout you 

and me.ò He wrapped his arms around her once more. ñAbout Walter and Jade and Yoshida. 

Chloe knows a lot of stuff about everyone, and she has some serious connections. Thatôs why I 

need to stay with you. Youôre safe.ò 

Safe. Her heart hammered. The neighbors would talk and her mother would have their 

wedding planned by midnight. ñThatôs not an option.ò 
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ñPlease, babe, I need you.ò Another kiss to her cheek. This one closer to her mouth. ñYouôre 

smart. Youôre cute. Youôre sexy.ò 

ñIôm really flattered, but Iôm sober and youôre far from it.ò She pried his hands away and 

pushed him onto the couch. 

Mick lay back against the cushions. ñDo you think Chloe wants to kill me?ò 

ñI think you need to talk to her once you sober up,ò she said. 

ñDid you know I caught her sneaking around with Walter before he died?ò 

ñWhat?ò Gildaôs stomach lurched. 

ñThey were in the change room one day. I came in early to pick up some paperwork. Chloe 

and Walter were rolling around on the tile floor. Not the best place to do the deed if they wanted 

to keep things secret, but at least they werenôt in the dojo.ò 

Mouth agape, she sat on the floor next to the couch. Mick definitely had motive. ñDid they 

know you were there?ò 

ñProbably not.ò 

ñWere you mad?ò she asked. 

ñOf course I was. I wanted to kill them both,ò he said. ñI went to the bank then went to see 

Jade, which was a huge mistake.ò 

ñWhy is that?ò 

ñShe already knew.ò Mick shrugged. ñApparently, Walterôs had a few girlfriends around 

town over the years.ò 

All the more reason for Jade and an accomplice to want to kill her husband. Much cheaper 

than a messy divorce. ñWasnôt she mad?ò 

ñShe had an odd way of showing it.ò Guilt covered his face. ñShe took me into the hot tub to 

calm down then evened the score. The womanôs a freaking animal. I could hardly walk to my car 

when she was done with me.ò He stopped. ñI donôt suppose you needed to hear that part, did 

you?ò 

ñAre you people rabbits?ò Gilda grabbed the phone, unable to stomach any more 

information. 

ñThey seem to be. Me, Iôm just lonely, scared and confused. Ever since my wife left, I...ò 

Mick reached for her again. ñCome here, babe.ò 

ñOh no. Iôm not playing that game.ò When she pulled away, Mick grabbed the hem of her 
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shorts. ñChloe could have us both killed with the snap of her fingers.ò 

Xavier wasnôt home, but Razi answered on the first ring. 

ñNah, she wonôt kill you,ò Mick said. ñShe likes you. Everybody likes you. But you and me, 

we make such a great team.ò 

Gilda pried Mickôs fingers off, his hands warm against her leg. ñRazi, I really need you to 

come to my house and pick up Mick. Heôs plastered.ò 

Mick grabbed her wrist and pulled her off balance. ñCome on, baby. Gimme a kiss.ò 

ñWhy is Sensei Mick at your house, Miss Wright?ò Razi asked. ñAnd why does he want a 

baby to give him a kiss?ò 

ñBecause heôs drunk, scared, and obnoxious.ò She shoved Mick away. ñI have no idea why 

heôs here or what he wants. I just hope he passes out soon.ò 

ñSensei Mick rarely drinks alcohol.ò 

ñWell, apparently, he drinks a lot today.ò When she hung up, Mick pulled her closer. This 

time she didnôt resist, but fell against him and rested her head on his chest. When she wasnôt mad 

at Mick, this was exactly what she dreamed would eventually happen for the past two years, yet 

she hoped heôd pass out soon. ñGet some sleep. Raziôs coming to pick you up.ò 

ñI donôt want him to pick me up. I want to stay with you.ò 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 away, only strands of her hair were tangled in his fingers. Her 

mom always told her to be careful what she wished for. Lesson learned. ñOuch! Geez. Howôd 

you do that so fast?ò 

While Gilda untangled her hair, Mick remained asleep and peaceful. Thankfully. She went 

out to wait for Razi on the front steps. For a man she thought she knew so well, Mick Williams 

had her thoroughly confused from head to quivering toe. 

She scrubbed her face with her hands and gazed up at the stars. ñMan, I wish I knew what 

was going on with him.ò 
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Chapter 10 
 

Gilda tossed all the blankets off her bed, felt a chill, then pulled them back on and huddled 

beneath them like they offered protection from her thoughts. They didnôt. 

Razi had arrived hours ago, hauled Mick to his car and took him home. She hadnôt heard 

from either one since. Mick had left the school before Walterôs class that day. Everyone in the 

school knew he normally locked all the doors when he trained alone to be completely 

undisturbed. He liked privacy, yet someone entered the school once Mick left and killed Walter. 

As far as she knew, no one had stepped forward yet to say they saw anyone enter or leave 

the school. The only other way inside was through the back door that couldnôt be opened from 

the outside. Not unless someone either left it propped open or knocked loudly for someone inside 

to open it. 

She deflated. Why hadnôt she checked out the back alley? 

She pulled on black yoga pants and a dark hoodie in spite of the evening heat. With her 

thoughts moving faster than her legs or her sense of reasoning, she grabbed a flashlight off the 

counter. A late night run was the last thing on her mind as she took her keys and peered out the 

door. No dark sedans. No yellow Ferraris. 

As she blew out a breath and stuck her keys into her pocket on her way to the sidewalk, her 

thoughts tumbled. Keys. Who else had keys to the school? Walter. Mick. Razi. Yoshida. Herself. 

Did Xavier and Erik have keys? She couldnôt recall. They must. 

Her pace quickened and her thoughts tripped each other up as she ran the last block. Erik, 

she was positive, no longer had keys. Heôd abused his privileges when he brought friends into 

the school one night for unauthorized training and a party. Mick had refused to let Erik into the 

school for over a month. 

Xavier, in yet another snit about something to do with Walter, threw his keys at Mick in a 

rage another evening. Mick calmly picked up the keys, tossed them in a drawer, then punched a 
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hole in his office wall. 

Which brought her back to Walter. 

Her shoulders tensed and her paced slowed. Walter had sparred with a new white belt during 

the womanôs first day in class. He threw several punches and wild spin kicks and sent the woman 

running out of the school screaming. The woman and her husband, a lawyer, threatened to sue 

and go to the media. While Mick managed to smooth things over behind closed doors, thereôd 

been tension between he and Walter ever since. 

Gilda doubted theyôd changed their minds and walked away. When the woman signed up, 

she seemed to already know Walter and was wary of him from the start. She was sure there was 

more to the story than Mick said. 

With the school in sight, Gilda glanced around then snuck around to the back alley and 

turned on her flashlight. She took a deep breath and crept down the alley toward the green rear 

door of the school, with one eye on the dumpster that stood between the Italian restaurant and the 

consignment store. Anyone, especially a killer, could use it to hide. 

The alley was darker than sheôd expected. Odd. She was sure the school had a light over the 

back door. In fact, Xavier never failed to remind them all how he personally installed the light so 

he could find his car when he left at night. She shone the flashlight above the door. The light was 

there, but the bulb smashed. The back door itself rippled in the light like someone had made an 

attempt to pry it open. 

Gilda shuddered. No time to be afraid. She had to do this alone since she didnôt trust Thayer 

or Fabio. Nor did she want to be alone with any of the black belts, including Mick, until she had 

proof of their innocence in Walterôs murder. 

On closer examination, there was no lock for a key. Someone had pried the door to the point 

they might be able to insert a screwdriver and pop the latch open. Too bad she didnôt have a 

screwdriver handy to test her theory. The warped door, however, did nothing to make her feel 

safer either inside or outside of the school. 

Gravel crunched behind her and made the hairs on her arms stood. She aimed the beam 

down the alley. Her flashlight cast shadows on the gravel. Nothing scarier than a crumpled beer 

can and a wad of paper towels shredded by a raccoon or skunk. She must be hearing things. 

Behind the school were four parking spots, two for the staff of the karate school and two for 

the Nine Lives Consignment Boutique next door. Since Mrs. Watson, nearly eighty, had backed 



69 

into the building twice in one week, Mick had installed a gray post with a wide band of reflective 

tape in front of the far corner. Scrapes marred the post and the tape, tinged with blue paint from 

Mrs. Watsonôs Ford Fairlane. Below the streaks of blue, a silver scrape tore the reflective stripe. 

A probable match to the paint on Xavierôs car. 

The alley brightened behind her as Thayer growled. ñYou better have a good reason for 

snooping around the alley in the dark.ò 

She spun around, blinded by a flashlight beam aimed directly into her eyes. Her breath stuck 

in her throat for several seconds before she managed to push it out. ñI work here. Iôm allowed to 

snoop. What are you doing here?ò 

He lowered the beam out of her eyes. ñMrs. Watsonôs grandson lives above the consignment 

store. He reported a prowler in the alley.ò 

ñIôm not a prowler and you have no legal cause to arrest me.ò She poked around some more. 

ñI should haul you in on principle alone. Let me guess, you forgot your key and need to find 

another way inside.ò Thayer stood so close her hair stood on end. 

A far cry from her reaction to Mick. 

ñAdmit it, you just canôt keep your nose out of my investigation. Youôre convinced the 

murderer came out the back way,ò he said. 

Gilda folded her arms across her chest, careful to aim her light into his face to make him 

shield his eyes. ñWhich means you and Fabio already searched the alley and found the same 

things I found.ò 

ñThen maybe we should compare notes.ò He nudged her flashlight down. The beam 

travelled down his T-shirt and jeans. 

ñYou never even looked back here, did you?ò 

ñOf course we did. Weôre trained professionals,ò he said. ñWhat did you find?ò 

She pointed her light at the post. ñSeveral blue scratches from Mrs. Watsonôs car. One deep 

scrape with silver paint. Which could have come from Xavierôs car since his rear bumper had a 

similar scrape.ò 

ñThatôs it?ò 

ñThatôs one.ò She stood her ground. ñWhat do you have?ò 

Thayer frowned. ñNot a chance. Give me one more.ò 

ñThe broken lightbulb over the door.ò 
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He nodded. ñCould be something. So could the pry marks. When did someone break in?ò 

ñThatôs your job. What do you have?ò 

He studied her for a long minute then pointed across the alley to a sign marking a school 

parking space. A deep dent warped the metal post. ñIt looks like someone was in a big hurry. 

Who drives a silver car besides Xavier?ò 

ñWalter. Razi. Happy. Fabio. Pretty much half of Sandstone Cove.ò 

Thayer scowled. ñOnly the karate black belts are actually on our suspect list.ò 

ñIôm not so sure about that.ò Gilda shifted. ñWhat about Chloe, Jade, and Gary? They all 

stood to gain with Walter dead, especially Jade. Chloe might have done it just to get back at 

Mick. As for Gary...he has connections.ò 

He rubbed a hand over his face and groaned. ñYou know you donôt have to be like this. We 

could work together amicably. Maybe even be friends again.ò 

ñAfter what you did?ò She started to walk away. ñAfter two years of me pushing you away, 

you still donôt get it, do you?ò 

Behind them, a metal garbage can clattered to the ground, making Gilda shriek and jump. 

Thayer drew his weapon and crouched to one knee seconds before a calico cat raced away 

down the alley. ñWhere did that thing come from?ò 

Gilda shone her flashlight toward the consignment store. A weathered, silvery wood 

staircase led to the apartment above the store. From there, anyone could climb over the railing 

and onto the karate school roof. Anyone unafraid of heights, that was, which let her out. 

ñThe grandsonôs cat,ò Thayer said. ñThatôs a steep jump even for a cat. Whatôs up there?ò 

ñThe roof.ò Her eyes widened. And the air conditioner and vent for the building. 

Thayer started up the stairs then seemed to reconsider when the light in the small apartment 

over the boutique turned on. ñIs there another entrance to the school up there?ò 

ñAs far as I know, itôs just the air conditioner.ò She gazed up the stairs, across to the roof 

and down to the cracked asphalt in the alley and wished heôd go away so she could find out. 

Someone agile could run out the back door, climb the stairs, and run across the rooftops to 

the grocery store at the end of the block. With all the tourists armed with beach toys, shopping 

bags and souvenirs, they could disappear into the crowd. A barefoot ninja. She shuddered. 

ñGilda?ò Thayer waved a hand in front of her face. ñDid you have an idea or a stroke?ò 

She pushed past him. ñNeither. Iôm tired and Iôm going home.ò 
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ñI donôt think so, honey.ò He reached for his handcuffs, but he was wearing civilian clothes. 

ñIf you know something, you need to tell me or Iôll lock you up.ò 

Her mouth dropped open. ñFor what?ò 

Thayer put his hands on his hips. ñMostly your protection, but also for impeding an 

investigation.ò 

ñI showed you the post and the dents in the door, didnôt I?ò 

ñI guess,ò he said. ñGo home, stay out of trouble, and donôt leave town.ò 

She didnôt make any promises. Two out of three wasnôt so bad. Was it? 

 

 



72 

 

 

Chapter 11 
 

 

Gilda jammed her hands beneath her armpits to keep them from shaking. Docôs request for 

her to meet him at the morgue that morning puzzled her, especially since Thayer and Fabio 

already sat on two plastic chairs outside his office. 

Fabio looked up from his magazine. ñNice to see you again, Gilda. I take it Doc called you.ò 

She fought the urge to run outside and hyperventilate. ñYeah. He called and said he wanted 

to see me about something.ò 

Thayer, head still bowed and frown in place, glanced up, definitely not happy to see her. 

ñUs too.ò Fabio stretched his short legs and scratched at the growth of stubble on his chin, 

which was about the same length as Mickôs. She guessed he hadnôt shaved since Walterôs murder 

either. ñWeôve been waiting here for the last hour.ò 

ñReally? Thatôs odd. He just called me ten minutes ago.ò She tapped his office door. 

Thayer jolted upright. ñAre you serious? He made us sit out here and wait for almost an 

hour, yet he just called you?ò 

ñYes, I did.ò Doc appeared in the doorway. ñDo you want to debate my motives or do you 

want to know why youôre all here?ò 

Thayer barged into the room ahead of the others. 

Fabio hung back and shrugged before he followed his partner. 

ñWe need to have a chat.ò Doc grabbed Gildaôs arm and lowered his voice. ñThayer gave 

me the coffee you thought was poisoned.ò 

ñYou didnôt drink it, did you?ò Her eyes widened. 

ñNo, but from the look on his face, Iôm sure heôd want me to right now,ò Doc said. ñYou 

were right. There was a trace of cyanide. Not enough to kill you. Just enough to give you 

stomach cramps.ò 

ñWhich is exactly why I saw you Friday. Iôve had cramps for the past while.ò She glanced 

back into his office where Thayer sat with his arms folded across his chest Fabio toyed with 
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Docôs Newtonôs cradle. ñYou donôt think the two are related, do you? Maybe Xavier wanted me 

out of the way.ò 

ñItôs possible.ò Doc nudged his glasses up his nose. 

ñBut why?ò she asked. ñDo you think he killed Walter or does he think I did?ò 

ñSorry. I canôt help you with Xavierôs motives.ò Docôs reply was punctuated by a curse from 

Thayer before the metal balls on the Newtonôs cradle went silent. ñBut I do think I can help you 

with them. Shall we?ò 

She skirted around Thayer and Fabio to sit across the heavy pine desk from Doc. All the 

questions that went through her head when she took her run earlier were lost to nerves. 

ñYou all want to know about Walterôs autopsy,ò Doc said. ñIôm aware this is privileged 

information, and my duty is to both the police and the victimôs family.ò 

Thayer shot Gilda a nasty glare. ñThen maybe someone who is neither of those should leave 

the room.ò 

Doc cleared his throat. ñGilda has a vested interest in this case and Iôd like her to stay.ò 

ñI do?ò she asked. ñI just hoped youôd say it was a crime of passion or a fight gone bad. I 

donôt want to think someone actually set out to murder Walter. If you tell me it was an accident 

or self-defence, Iôll back off.ò 

Doc sat back and toyed with his pen while he gazed out the window. ñI wish I could say 

something to ease your concerns. From everything I saw during the autopsy, the katana attack 

came after the fist fight.ò 

ñA fist fight? Like a brawl or are we talking karate moves like they do in the school?ò 

Thayer asked. ñIs that why he was so bruised?ò 

Doc looked amused. ñFrom the bruising, I can tell they were precise, well-placed strikes. A 

black belt could be that exact.ò 

Gilda shifted in her seat. His words did little to ease her fears. ñWould the blows have been 

enough to knock him out?ò 

ñIf youôre asking if he took any direct hits to the head, the answer is no,ò Doc said. ñAt least 

nothing that left a mark or could have incapacitated him.ò 

She closed her eyes. ñThen someone must have poisoned him.ò 

Thayer twitched. ñDid you check for poisons?ò 

ñI checked him for known poisons and found nothing,ò Doc said. ñBut then Iðò 
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ñThen maybe the killer was just stronger and faster,ò Fabio said. ñThere are a lot of different 

pressure points martial artists learn to aim for.ò 

ñWhich is exactly why Gilda is here.ò Doc turned to her. 

She hesitated. ñI donôt really know all the pressure points. Iôm still learning all that. I do 

know the only people stronger and faster than Walter in our school are a couple of the other 

black belts.ò 

ñWho?ò Thayer asked. 

ñMick or Razi in particular. Both of them have extensive martial arts backgrounds. Xavier 

doesnôt have the power, but heôs big on poisons. Erik might be able to do some serious damage if 

he was mad enough.ò She scowled, unable to stop talking. ñI really canôt see any of them killing 

him, but must be someone familiar with the school and Walterôs schedule.ò 

ñLike anyone who either attends or has kids at the Yoshida school,ò Thayer said. 

Fabio whistled. ñThatôs a lot of suspects.ò 

ñWhat if you exclude kids and people who couldnôt physically carry out the crime?ò Doc 

asked. ñOr someone who didnôt have access toðò 

Thayer leaned forward. ñThen weôre back to our four main suspects.ò 

ñUnless the killer had some help,ò Doc said. 

ñYeah, help from someone who either lured Walter to the back room or let in the killer in 

the back door.ò Thayerôs gaze met Gildaôs when she frowned. ñWhatôs wrong with you?ò 

She folded her arms across her chest. ñThereôs more, isnôt there?ò 

Fabio raised one eyebrow. ñWhat makes you say that?ò 

ñSheôs known me for forever and sheôs right. Walter was poisoned, but with something we 

donôt normally test for.ò Doc hesitated. ñCobra venom.ò 

Gildaôs heart raced. Cobra venom was far more exotic than she expected and not something 

she knew much about. She was willing to bet Xavier did. 

ñCobra venom? That seems like a long shot, doesnôt it?ò Thayer asked. ñI didnôt think youôd 

have the capabilities to test for something so exotic.ò 

ñNormally, no, but I called in a favor.ò Doc flipped a pen across the backs of his fingers. ñI 

never wouldôve tested for it except I was acting on a tip.ò 

Fabio shifted in his seat. ñA tip? You mean a phone call or something someone said?ò 

ñSomeone pointed out Razi had recently been overseas to visit family, Mick was in the 
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Dominican last week and Walterôs wife went to Asia not very long ago,ò Doc said. ñI wasnôt 

convinced at first, but when I did some online research, I learned a couple curious things.ò 

ñLike what?ò Thayer asked. 

Docôs eyes shone. ñCobra venom is a neurotoxin, which means it paralyzes the nerve centers 

that control breathing and heart rates. Walter wouldôve become slow and drunk, which made him 

vulnerable to attack from anyone. Even someone Gildaôs size. You gentlemen have work to do.ò 

Direct and dismissive. Both men took the hint and left. When Thayer paused in the doorway 

and opened his mouth, Fabio grabbed his collar and dragged him away. 

Docôs lips tightened into a thin, white line. ñSomething tells me youôd better watch your 

back, my dear. Keep me in the loop, okay? You have my number. Call if you need backup.ò 

ñBackup?ò She laughed. ñYou make me sound like some big league detective.ò 

ñWe both know youôre really more of a Nosy Nelly, but I am concerned for your safety.ò He 

moved around the desk and stood in front of her. ñIf there is a murderer in your midst and you 

keep sticking your nose where it doesnôt belong, thereôs a good chance someone will try to chop 

it off your pretty face.ò 

ñYou think someone wonôt like me asking questions?ò A chill ran through her core. 

ñI brought you into this world, Gilda, and I donôt want to watch them bury you,ò Doc said. 

ñPromise me youôll be careful.ò 

She shuffled out of the hospital, heart pulsing somewhere near the pit of her stomach. Doc 

had a point. Maybe it would be best to let Fabio and Thayer do their jobs so she could get on 

with her life. Why worry about finding a killer when Thayer and Fabio were far more qualified 

and had better resources to do the investigating? 

On her way home, she pushed open the door to Café Beanz. She planned to pick up a coffee 

and a muffin then go home and make sure her uniform was clean for the training with Yoshida 

that evening. His classes were tough, but sheôd learned to focus on everything except any pain 

incurred until she got home and collapsed into the bathtub. 

Yoshida. He lived in another town and visited so occasionally sheôd never even thought of 

him as a suspect, although he seemed to pop into the school a lot more than usual lately. 

Gilda took a deep breath. There she went again. Sheôd promised Doc sheôd keep her nose 

out of things. No more investigating. If she didnôt honor her promise, sheôd end up under his 

scalpel before long. She paid for her breakfast and scurried toward the school to clean up before 
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the workshop. 

That was when Gary stepped out of Happy Harveyôs Hangover Hut, glanced up and waved. 

He was tenacious and should have been a cop alongside her father. 
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Chapter 12 
 

Early Tuesday afternoon, Gilda unlocked the front door of the school and was startled to 

find a lone figure standing in the lobby. Her heart seemed stuck in her throat. Yoshida was no 

taller than her, yet his presence seemed to fill the room with foreboding. She cringed. ñShihan 

Yoshida. Sensei Mick didnôt tell me you were coming early.ò 

ñI neglected to tell him.ò Yoshida turned to face her, his eyes narrowed. ñI hear you have 

spoken with a number of people about Walter Levy, Miss Wright.ò 

She shrank back without moving her feet. ñI was simply trying to find out why someone 

would kill one of our most indispensable black belts.ò 

ñEveryone is dispensable.ò He toyed with blocks on her desk one of the younger students 

had left behind. ñDo you think by asking questions you can solve a manôs murder?ò 

ñNo,ò she said, yet that was exactly what she was doing. No wonder Mick called her 

Sherlock. ñI guess so. It was a bit of a shock finding his body. I guess I feel like I owe it to his 

family to help find his killer.ò 

His eyebrows rose as he placed a business card on top of the bottom layer of three blocks 

and his hard gaze met hers. ñDid you kill him?ò 

She swallowed hard. ñNo.ò 

Yoshidaôs face softened. He piled two more blocks on top of the card. ñThen you owe them 

nothing. Keep your mind on your work and your nose in your business. Asking questions and 

meddling in the affairs of others will not save this school.ò 

She wanted to ask what he meant by saving the school, but was concerned his comment was 

more a threat than a stern piece of advice. ñI will.  Thank you.ò 

ñI will return in time for our training session. I suggest you not show up or you may get 

hurt.ò He turned on his toes and, abandoning his block creation, walked out the door. 

Once the door closed, Gilda hid behind the desk and dared to breathe. Despite the heat, she 

had a serious chill deep in her bones. A cup of tea would take the edge off, yet she was afraid to 

set foot outside the building. Too many suspects, 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 Walter. Tears threatened to fall on her paperwork and smear the ink. Yoshida was 

right. She didnôt kill Walter, nor did she owe his family anything, including peace of mind. The 

questions, snooping really, were for her own sanity to prove her coworkers werenôt murderers. 

Why had he told her not to come to train that night? Either he knew something was going to 

happen or it was a threat. 

ñWhoôs in here?ò Mick called from the front door. It wasnôt like him to be paranoid, but this 

wasnôt the first time heôd yelled into the school without setting foot inside. Was he worried about 

running into the murderer or just Yoshida? 

ñJust me.ò She guessed neither Yoshida nor Gary had stuck around outside to wait. 

He peered around the corner. ñAre you armed?ò 

Gilda shrugged. ñI have a stapler. Does that count?ò 

ñI can deal with that.ò Mick leaned on the counter. ñWhoa. Are you okay, Sherlock? You 

look as green as the mats.ò 

ñYeah. Still a bit rattled, I guess.ò 

ñWhat are you doing here then?ò he asked. 

She sighed. ñMid-month payments. Tidying up before the workshop. I donôt want to fall 

behind while weôre closed.ò 

ñAnything else I should know?ò 

ñYoshida was here when I arrived.ò She met his gaze. 

The muscles in his shoulders tensed. ñWas he? What did he want?ò 

ñI donôt know, but he was definitely surprised to see me. The door was locked. I used my 

key to get in.ò 

ñInteresting. What did he say?ò Mick disappeared around the corner toward his office. 

Gilda bit her lower lip and waited. 

When she didnôt reply, he reappeared. ñGilda? Are you sure youôre okay?ò 

ñIôm fine.ò She shuffled her paperwork. 

Mick returned to the counter. ñUh-huh. Sure you are. Did he walk check out the dojo?ò 

ñHe looked inside but didnôt turn on the lights.ò Her throat tightened. ñHe stood exactly 

where you are now, peeked through the doorway then left,ò she said. ñHe did warn me not to 

train tonight.ò 
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Mick flared his nostrils. ñWhat were his exact words?ò 

ñHe suggested I not show up or I may get hurt.ò She hugged her stomach. ñHe also told me 

to stop asking questions and meddling in the affairs of others since it wonôt save this school. 

What did he mean by that?ò 

Mick closed his eyes and ran a hand through his thick hair. ñGo home, Gilda.ò 

ñBut Iðò 

ñGo home and donôt come back until after Walterôs funeral.ò 

ñI have toðò 

His jaw hardened. ñDonôt come to the workshop. Take the night off. Hang out with Marion. 

Just donôt show up here.ò 

She didnôt even open her mouth this time. She just stared. After a moment, her shoulders 

drooped. ñAt least let me tidy up and file my paperwork.ò 

He headed back to his office. ñIôll see you tomorrow.ò 

Gilda straightened up her desk before she wandered outside in a daze. The questions popped 

up at a rate that matched her pace and followed her all the way out to her garden. What was Mick 

up to and why did he and Yoshida tell her not to show up to train that night? Frustrated, she 

puttered around in the sunshine for half an hour before the phone rang. 

ñOkay, Gilda. Whatôs going on?ò Marion asked. 

ñWhat are you talking about?ò She sat on the back step. ñNothingôs going on. Iôm at home 

working in my garden.ò 

ñOh, I donôt know. First I overheard Thayer tell someone he ran into you at the morgue then 

Mick calls me. Keep in mind, he has never, ever called me before. He suggested I keep you busy 

tonight. He even offered me bribe money. What have you done now?ò 

Gilda sighed. Mick really was trying to keep her away from the school. ñI havenôt done 

anything. I promise.ò 

ñWell, your boss seems to think I need to keep you busy tonight and suggested you and I go 

to dinner and a movie.ò The sounds in the background said she was still in the dispatch office. 

ñWhat do you say? My treat. Iôll stop at home and change then we can have dinner and a couple 

glasses of wine andðò 

She was still stuck on one detail. ñMick put you up to this?ò 

ñYeah. Well, not totally. You are my best friend, you know,ò Marion said. ñWhatôs wrong? 
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Did I miss something?ò 

ñNo, but I think I have. Tonight thereôs training with Yoshida. Both he and Mick told me not 

to show up.ò 

ñHoly crap. Is your karate that bad?ò 

Gilda groaned. ñI think thereôs something going on at the school that Iôve missed. If I do go 

to class tonight, Iôll find out more.ò 

ñSee thatôs where you and I differ. If someone like Mick told me to stay away, Iôd listen, no 

maybe about it. Especially from Yoshida. Hang on a sec, will you?ò Her next words were 

muffled, but clear. ñGet lost, Thayer. No, Iôm not talking to Gilda. Iôm talking to my boyfriend.ò 

ñYeah? Whatôs his name?ò Thayer asked in the background. 

ñTiny. Do you really want to mess with a guy named Tiny? No? I didnôt think so.ò 

Gilda smiled. ñI have to get ready for class. Iôll talk to you later.ò 

ñDonôt you dare hang up on me, Tiny.ò She lowered her voice. ñHoney, do you have brain 

damage? Listen to Mick. Forget training and meet me for dinner. Do you want to end up like 

Walter?ò 

Gilda got up to pace the garden path. ñNo, but what if Walter learned something they didnôt 

want him to know? What if someone else finds out and dies?ò 

Marion groaned. ñThen youôll end up in the middle and get killed no matter what I say.ò 

ñThere will be other students there.ò 

ñAnd what if theyôre all involved?ò she asked. 

Gilda hadnôt thought that far ahead. 
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Chapter 13 
 

Despite Mickôs and Yoshidaôs warnings, and Marionôs misgivings, Gilda returned to the 

school Tuesday evening. She came around the corner and ran straight into Yoshida. When he 

stepped away from her, something flickered across his face. Fear? Anger? Whatever it was, the 

look disappeared as fast as it appeared. 

ñMiss Wright.ò He gave a slight bow, the lines in his face seemed etched even deeper. His 

head was freshly shaven. Ready for battle. 

ñShihan Yoshida.ò She bowed and set her pink sports bag on the floor. ñIôm not sure how 

many students will attend.ò 

Yoshida nodded. ñThe death and pending funeral of Mr. Levy. Very sad.ò 

Usually he didnôt bother to remember the names of their students or instructors. Today he 

seemed to make a special effort. She tied on her green belt and paused in the dojo 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 her blue belt in the fall and needed the extra practice. Working 

out her body would also give her worried mind a temporary break. 

She hoped. 

Since Razi had replaced all the missing mats, the training hall looked just like it had before 

Walterôs murder. She lined up with the other students, ten in all not including Mick and Yoshida. 

Mick shot her a glare, but wasted no time. The highest ranking brown belt began the opening 

ceremony by calling the rei. After the bowing in was done, everyone stood. Beads of sweat 

quivered on Gildaôs upper lip, even though they hadnôt warmed up yet. Silence hung as heavy 

and humid as storm clouds. 

Yoshida nodded to Mick, who turned to the students. Three black belts, two brown belts, a 

blue belt, two green belts, an orange belt, and a yellow belt made up the class. All adults. 

ñThank you for coming,ò Mick toyed with his belt. ñWeôve lost a distinguished black belt, 

which will set us back.ò 

At the far end of the lineup, Erik snorted. 
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Gilda cringed. 

Yoshidaôs face twisted until he resembled a demonic kabuki theatre mask she once saw in a 

shop in downtown Detroit. ñDo you have an objection?ò 

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

Unfortunately, Erik didnôt think the same way. ñWalter was far from a distinguished black 

belt. He left his family to marry a high school kid and harassed teenage girls. Mick should never 

have left him in charge of the kidsô classes. The guy was a menace.ò 

Her eyes widened. Opened, so to speak. She glanced down the line toward the senior belts 

and realized every other student in the line seemed to stare at Mick. 

Mick reddened and stepped forward. ñEnough. Weôre here to train, not to bad mouth other 

students.ò 

ñWhatever.ò Erik seemed primed for a fight. ñThe guy was a scumbag. We all know you let 

him stay because he paid big bucks to be a silent partner in the school.ò 

Gildaôs mouth dropped open. Mutiny. More secrets revealed. Was this what he and Yoshida 

were afraid of? When her gaze met Mickôs, his face hardened and he turned away. 

The lines in Mickôs neck betrayed his tension. ñI think you should leave.ò 

ñSeriously?ò Erik asked. ñYouôre kicking me out?ò 

ñFor tonight,ò Mick said as sweat trickled down the side of his face. ñIôd like you to calm 

down. You and I can talk tomorrow and straighten things out.ò 

ñOf course.ò Erik smirked. ñHow dare I bad mouth your replacement. Did you tell Gilda 

whatôs going on or are you afraid she and everyone else would see you for what you really are?ò 

Gildaôs eyes widened. Changes? Replacement? She snapped her mouth shut but kept her 

ears tuned to the mutterings around her. Raziôs eyebrows twitched upward when he met her gaze. 

He seemed as confused as she was. 

ñThat is enough.ò Yoshida lunged forward until he stood toe to toe and nose to nose with 

Erik. ñYou will wait in my office. I will deal with you later.ò 

In a show of defiance, Erik glared at Mick then turned his back, disrespecting not only his 

fellow students, but his teachers. He didnôt bother to bow. Rather than change or go to the office 

to wait, he grabbed his duffle bag and left, making sure to slam every door behind him. 

My office. Yoshida said, although it wasnôt his office, but Mickôs. A slip of the tongue or 

was there something else going on? Her stomach clenched. 
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She didnôt have long to fret. The instant Erik left the building, taking his gear and leaving 

the tension, Yoshidaôs face hardened. He stood, feet shoulder-distance apart, hands clasped 

behind his back and nostrils flared, and barked out orders for half an hour as they ran and did the 

hardest, most nauseating warm-up Gilda had ever pushed through in her life. She guessed 

torturing his students was the only way he could let off steam. 

She breathed in through her nose, out through her mouth, and fought hard not to succumb to 

the urge to either throw up or collapse in a simpering heap on the mat. Furtive glances passed 

between all the students as they ran laps back and forth across the dojo then dropped to the floor 

to do ten push-ups, ten sit-ups and ten leg raises before running again. 

No one talked. No one groaned. No one dared. Even Mick ran past her so focused he didnôt 

acknowledge her presence. When Xavier finally moaned, Yoshida added one last set of twenty 

push-ups then told them to line up. 

ñYou all stink,ò Yoshida growled. ñI hope your karate is not as bad as your warm-up. Stop 

being lazy. Show me intensity. Show me guts.ò 

Gilda winced. Any more running and sheôd definitely show him her guts. 

A half hour of working on katas was next, followed by stances. Yoshida made them hold 

each stance, particularly shiko dachi or sumo stance, until Gildaôs thighs burned, her arms grew 

too heavy to lift and her throat burned from swallowing her own vomit. She wanted to throw up 

but was afraid of Yoshidaôs reaction. 

Mick clapped a hand to her shoulder and nearly knocked her over. ñGo get some water.ò 

ñIôm good.ò Her voice was raspy. 

ñYouôre white and ready to puke. Go take a drink before youôre completely dehydrated,ò he 

said. ñThat goes for all of you. Take a break.ò 

Yoshidaôs eyes narrowed. ñNo drinks. No breaks. They will train until I let them leave. You 

are a lousy teacher. They have much to learn.ò 

ñThey need water and a chance to catch their breaths.ò Mickôs voice was commanding and 

forceful enough to make Yoshida take a step back. ñFive minutes water break then weôll work on 

kumite.ò 

Gilda gave an inward groan. Sparring was her least favorite, especially with Yoshida 

instructing. She backed out of the dojo and hoped lemon water was the perfect antidote for her 

queasy stomach. Down the hall, someone retched in one of the bathrooms. 
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Before she reached for her sparring gloves and mouth guard to return to class, she took a 

few deep breaths. Across the room, Yoshida organized gloves, blockers, and any other gear 

within reach. He was either nervous, obsessive, or both. 

ñYou okay?ò Mick paused next to her. 

She flinched. ñMostly.ò 

ñWhatôs he doing?ò 

Gilda sighed. ñApparently, nothing meets his approval today.ò 

ñThis could turn into an interesting class,ò he said. 

ñWhat do you mean turn into?ò 

ñI did tell you to stay home. Donôt say I didnôt warn you, Sherlock.ò He entered the dojo and 

called for everyone to line up. ñTake a partner. Weôll spar for two minutes then change partners. 

Keep going until you spar everyone in the room.ò 

Gildaôs stomach cramped. An even number of students included Yoshida, who put on his 

gloves and kept his beady-eyed gaze focused on Mick. Things were about to get ugly. 

Razi paired up with her and spoke without moving his lips. ñAre you okay?ò 

ñNo talking.ò Yoshida barked. 

She nodded and pushed in her mouth guard. At least Razi took it easy on her. He sparred, 

but not as hard as he could go. She once saw him knock Xavier back six feet onto his butt. If he 

were to hit her full strength, sheôd probably go right through the wall. 

When they changed partners, the lone yellow belt in the room grabbed Gilda. ñIs he always 

like this? I know everyone said he was tough, butðò 

ñNo talking.ò Yoshida scowled. 

Gilda shook her head and mouthed, ñNo.ò 

They fought one another until the only people she hadnôt sparred with were Mick and 

Yoshida. Before Mick could get across the room, Yoshida stopped and bowed. Protocol. 

Yoshida jumped into his sparring stance and put on an intimidating glower. His gaze 

focused on her and he called hajime to start two minutes of torture. 

Gilda had watched intense gradings before. Sheôd even seen Yoshida ñteachò Walter a 

lesson when he aggressively sparred the white belt who left the school in tears. The Yoshida who 

faced her now was neither of those. This Yoshidaôs face twisted back into the frightening kabuki 

mask and she expected to see smoke curled out of his nostrils. 
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Whatever the reason, he hated her and lunged without warning. Completely caught off 

guard, she didnôt have a chance to block and the edge of his glove caught her lower lip. The taste 

of blood and sweat met the tip of her tongue. This Yoshida was playing for keeps. When he 

moved in again, she reacted fast enough to block the punch, but caught his kick in her upper 

thigh. Pain radiated up and down her leg. The bruise would be as dark as his eyes. 

The demon mask didnôt crack. Her bravery, however, wouldnôt hold 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 his groin, which made his cheek flinch as she jumped back out of his reach. This 

was no time for pride. 

Fury twisted Yoshidaôs face and he flew at her with hands and feet a blur. She took several 

hits to her face before her breath stuck in her throat, clogging her airway and she began to 

hyperventilate. As she gasped and fought for breath, all she could do was turtle into a heap on the 

floor and cover her face and ribs. The blows rained down onto her head and back. His kicks 

battered her legs. 

ñYame.ò Mick yelled for him to stop and shielded Gilda to ward off fists, feet, and 

everything else Yoshida threw. No matter which way the older man moved, Mick blocked his 

access to her. 

As she crawled toward the wall, away from the fight, tears mingled with the blood and sweat 

on her face and soaked her uniform. Her hands shook and her chin trembled. She touched her 

swollen lip and came away with watery pink blood. 

The other students stopped, turning to watch as Mick and Yoshida fought. Xavier jumped 

forward to intervene, but Yoshida punched him in the face. Holding his bloody nose, Xavier 

crumpled to the floor. Razi motioned the others out of the away. No one moved. 

Mick bore a cut on his cheek and Yoshidaôs eye grew red and puffy, but neither man backed 

down. Yoshida stood his ground, unable to get past Mickôs defenses. When he finally lowered 

his arms and stopped throwing punches, Mick did the same. 

Yoshida growled. ñYou disrespect me in front of my students.ò 

ñIôm protecting my students,ò Mick said. ñThere is no disrespect intended.ò 

ñThey would not need protection if they could fight.ò He pointed to Gilda. ñThat one is 

weak and lazy. She will never be a black belt.ò 

Gilda wiped her eyes. 
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Mick stood his ground. ñSheôs a worthy student. You have no reason to harm her.ò 

Yoshida refused to back down. He glanced around the room. ñWho told you to stop? 

Sparring stances on. Hajime.ò 

Mickôs face hardened. ñPut your gloves away. Class is done.ò 

ñI am not finished.ò Yoshidaôs nostrils flared again. ñThis class is not done.ò 

ñYes, it is. Our emotions have gotten the best of all of us.ò Mick unstrapped his gloves and 

threw them against the far wall. 

Yoshida stood in place in the middle of the dojo with his gloves still on while Mick ended 

class and told everyone to leave. Gilda, Razi, and Xavier lingered and looked to their sensei, who 

wiped the back of his hand across the gash on his cheek. 

ñGo home. All of you.ò Mick bowed to them, careful to keep one eye on Yoshida. ñShihan 

and I have some things to discuss.ò 

Gilda paused in the doorway. ñAre you sure you wantð?ò 

ñIôm sure.ò He met her gaze. ñGo home.ò 

She backed out the doorway. Even though Yoshida was in full monster mode, she 

understood. Mick needed to settle things between them. 

ñAre you okay?ò Xavier had one hand on his nose, as he put an arm across her shoulders. 

ñYou look like you took a few good hits.ò 

ñSo do you. Iôll be fine.ò She coughed, still struggling to catch her breath and calm down. 

ñYouôd better tend to your nose. It looks broken.ò 

ñItôs not the first time that manôs busted my nose,ò he said. ñIôll survive.ò 

After a fast trip to one of the washroom to finally throw up, she found an empty change stall 

and hid behind the new blue curtain to swallow the tears that threatened to dissolve her into a 

pile of goo. Her uniform was so wet she needed to peel the fabric off her arms and legs. Every 

single one of her muscles burned. Her throat ached, raw from a blend of emotion, vomit, and the 

brutality of the class. 

ñGilda? Are you sure youôre okay?ò Xavier approached her again when she emerged from 

her stall, but was interrupted as the three other women in the class stopped to give her hugs on 

their way out. He bowed his head then gave her a quick hug and walked away. ñIôll see you 

tomorrow.ò 

Walterôs funeral. 
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Gildaôs eyes filled with even more tears. ñOkay.ò 

Razi waited until everyone else left before he approached her. ñI apologize, Miss Wright. 

That was not something any student should have had to endure. I do not think Sensei Mick 

expected Shihan Yoshida to go that far. None of us did.ò 

ñHe didnôt do that with anyone else, did he?ò She peered into the dojo, but it was empty. 

Mick and Yoshida were already behind closed doors in the office, their voices loud, yet muffled. 

ñNo,ò he said. ñIt seems he wanted to spar with you and Sensei Mick the entire time.ò 

ñWhy? Iôve never done anything to him.ò 

Razi shrugged. ñNot that I am aware of. Perhaps he is mentally unstable. What Sensei Mick 

would call bat-shit crazy.ò 

ñPerhaps.ò She couldnôt help but laugh at his choice of words then checked her face in the 

mirror. At least her lower lip, while puffy, was no longer bleeding. The brow of her left eye had 

already reddened and was tinged with purple and blue. 

ñGo home, Miss Wright.ò Razi nudged her with his elbow. ñI will stay here and look out for 

our sensei. Please, ask Xavier to walk you home.ò 

She hoisted her duffle bag to her shoulder and blew out a breath. With Razi on guard, 

Yoshida wouldnôt get away with doing anything against Mick. Unless he killed him. In which 

case, aches and bruises would be the least of her concerns. 
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Chapter 14 
 

Xavier was gone by the time she stepped onto the sidewalk and received alarmed glances 

from passersby. Shaken and barely able to see through her tears, sheôd have to get home under 

her own steam. 

Gary sat on the hood of his car, smoke curling around his head. He flicked a cigarette into 

the gutter and walked over to Gilda for a closer look. ñWhoa. Did you get the number of the 

horse and buggy that hit you?ò 

ñHa. Ha.ò Even her cheeks hurt. ñIôm not in the mood for dealing with you. Iôm going home 

to soak in a whole lot of ice.ò 

ñYouôre in no shape to walk anywhere,ò Gary said. ñGet in. Iôll give you a ride.ò 

ñItôs only a few blocks. Iôll get there on my own.ò She stumbled away from him, the weight 

of her duffle bag throwing her off balance. 

He shook his head and sighed. ñStubborn little mule. Youôre just like your father. Iôm not 

going to try anything funny. I swear on your daddyôs grave. Youôre badly hurt and my only 

concern is to get you home safe.ò 

Gilda hesitated. If she sat in his car now, she might not stand again for days. 

ñYou could call for a police escort, if it makes you feel any better. Iôll even loan you my 

phone.ò Gary took a phone out of his pocket and handed it over. 

She rolled her eyes, unable to speak. 

ñCome on, honey. If your old man had ever seen my Chloe as beat up as you, he wouldôve 

made sure she got home safe, no matter whose kid she was. I owe him that much.ò He pocketed 

the phone then grasped the handles of her duffle bag. ñOf course, he also wouldôve arrested the 

so-and-so who did it to her, but that partôs way out of my league.ò 

She let go of her bag and let him toss it into the backseat. When he opened the car door, she 

eased her weary body onto the passenger seat. She was in no shape to fight anymore. All she 

wanted was to go home, sit in a warm bath and cry. ñThank you.ò 

He pulled into traffic. ñWho did this to you? If you say Mick, Iôll fix him good.ò 
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ñIt wasnôt Mick.ò She sniffled. ñActually, he put a stop to it.ò 

ñHuh.ò He raised his eyebrows. ñNow I am surprised. It must have been that Yoshida 

character then,ò Gary said. ñI hate to point this out, but no teacher should ever do this to their 

student. Somebody needs to teach that little jerk a thing or two about respect.ò 

ñI agree.ò Gilda touched her swollen lip. 

ñYou want me to arrange a little payback?ò he asked. ñI can get a guy whoôs so quiet and 

fast even Yoshida wonôt know what hit him.ò 

She tried to chuckle, but smiling hurt. ñYouôre very thoughtful in a weird sort of way, but no 

thank you.ò 

ñYouôre just going to lick your wounds and pretend it never happened, huh?ò he asked. 

ñYou wonôt even stand up for yourself.ò 

Gilda nodded. ñThatôs it.ò 

Gary made a U-turn and pulled the car directly in front of her house. Before she could orient 

herself to open the door, he ran around to let her out and grabbed her duffle. ñLetôs get you 

inside and settled. You got some ice for those bruises?ò 

ñNot as much as I think Iôll need,ò she said. 

He stared. ñHow much do you think you need?ò 

ñEnough to fill my bathtub.ò She let him unlock her front door. 

ñYou may want to think a tad smaller scale to avoid hypothermia.ò He led her to the couch 

and helped her get comfortable then strolled into the kitchen to rifle through the freezer portion 

of her fridge. ñYouôve got enough here for a good start. Iôll make up a couple ice packs then get 

you some more for later.ò 

Gilda followed him and leaned in the doorway. As much as Gary scared her silly, she 

admired how heôd dropped everything, even if it was stalking Mick, to help take care of her. ñI 

can look after myself.ò 

ñYeah, I can see that from all the bruises. Nonsense. Itôs no bother. You sit and relax. Iôll get 

what you need.ò He poured ice cubes into a couple large plastic bags and zipped them closed. 

ñYou got any painkillers? Youôre going to need some once the shock and adrenalin wear off.ò 

ñTop cupboard to the left of the fridge.ò She ambled into the living room and slouched on 

the couch with her ice pack and a bottle of water. Her body ached from head to sole and she 

began to shiver. 
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ñTake these before the shock wears off.ò Gary handed her the bottle of painkillers. He 

draped a plush blanket over her legs and turned on the television. ñIôm going to Happyôs for 

more ice. You need anything else? Whiskey? Wine? A good hit man? I know guys.ò 

This time she laughed, hoping he was making a warped joke. ñIôm good. Thanks, Gary. You 

go on home and Iôlléò She waved a hand at a loss for words. Cry. Fall apart. Lose her mind. 

ñDonôt worry. Iôll be right back.ò He pulled the door closed. 

Gilda reached for the phone on the coffee table and lost her balance. She toppled off the 

couch, landing on her sore wrist. Not a graceful move, but less embarrassing since Gary left. She 

sat up slowly to make sure she hadnôt caused further injuries then dialed her momôs number. 

ñGilda, how are you? I really hoped to see you on the long weekend. Did you find 

something fun to do? You didnôt hang out with that boss of yours, did you? How are Marion and 

your friend Walter? Heôs such a sweet man.ò Her momôs questions came like rapid fire and sent 

Gilda physically reeling against the couch. 

ñWalterôs dead, Mom,ò She choked back tears. ñI told you that the other day.ò 

Stunned silence from her mom. 

Gilda took advantage of the rare opportunity. ñDo you know Gary Del Garda?ò 

Still nothing. 

ñMom? Are you there?ò 

A rush of breath came over the phone. ñHow do you know Gary Del Garda?ò 

Gilda explained about running into him several times since Walterôs death. ñHe seems to be 

trying to look out for me, but itôs actually really creepy. Iôm not so sure I like the attention.ò 

ñDid he say why heôs stalking you?ò 

ñHeôs not stalking me. Heôs following Mick and I just run into him while Iôm coming and 

going,ò Gilda said. ñYou do know him, right?ò 

ñYes and heôs bad news. You keep your distance from him. Heôs a dangerous man.ò 

ñHey, Gilda. Itôs just me, Gary. Iôve got your stuff.ò The dangerous man in question ran up 

the front step and knocked on her door. 

ñHave to go, Mom. Iôll call you later.ò Gilda cringed at what her neighbors would think if 

they heard a known criminal yell at her door about having her stuff. She tucked the phone 

beneath the couch cushion. ñCome on in.ò 

Gary gasped, out of breath, as if he ran rather than drove the few blocks to Happy Harveyôs 
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and back. ñWhy are you sitting on the floor? You were on the couch when I left. Are you okay? 

Should I take you to the hospital?ò 

ñWow. You sound just like my mother.ò She faked a laugh. ñI lost my balance trying to 

reach the phone. What did you bring?ò 

ñA bag of ice.ò He crossed the room in two large steps with a large paper bag and set it on 

the coffee table. In one hand he clutched a couple of single roses from the plastic vase on 

Happyôs front counter. ñA bottle of wine, a couple apples and frozen microwave lasagna. I 

thought you might be hungry. Iôm actually a great cook, but I didnôt think youôd want me 

messing around in your kitchen for an hour or two.ò 

She reached for the small ice pack that had fallen on the floor. ñThat was thoughtful. 

Thanks.ò 

Gary took everything into the kitchen. Five minutes later, he returned with a fresh ice pack 

and the heated lasagna transferred to a plate with a side salad. He disappeared into the kitchen 

again and brought her a glass of white wine and the two roses in a small vase. 

Gilda smiled, for real this time. ñI think youôre the best butler Iôve ever had.ò 

His face paled. ñWhat did you call me?ò 

ñA butler.ò She frowned. ñWhat did you think I said?ò 

ñNothing. Eat, rest, and build up some strength. You have a funeral to go to tomorrow. 

Make sure you lock the door behind me in case that spineless little rat wasnôt finished with you.ò 

ñRat?ò Gilda narrowed her eyes. ñWhy would you call Yoshida that?ò 

ñFigure of speech. Have a good night. Iôll check on you tomorrow.ò He was gone before she 

could open her mouth to thank him. 

There were a number of people she could call to find out more about Gary, including 

Marion. Unfortunately, she was overcome by the tears sheôd fought off for the past half hour and 

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

Gilda lay in bed the next morning and stared at the dingy ceiling. Once she felt stronger and 

had more time, sheôd have to paint every room in the house. For today, she needed to get up and 

moving, but hurt in places sheôd only read about in medical magazines while waiting in Docôs 

office. Walterôs funeral was in five hours, at one, which was probably how long it would take her 

to get out of bed and force her weary body into clothes. 

She rolled out of bed and thought about scrambled eggs for breakfast, but standing hurt too 

many body parts at once. Toast with peanut butter and jam was easy. If she ached this bad today, 

she could happily wait for tomorrowôs recovery pain. 

Last night she remained on the couch until nearly two, partly because she ached all over and 

partly to make sure Gary didnôt return. He was the least of her worries. 

According to Erik, Walter was supposed to be Mickôs replacement at the school. If  Yoshida 

wanted to open more schools, why not let Walter run a new one? She and Mick had an 

interesting thing going on in Sandstone Cove. With the school. 

When Gilda tried to rub a stiff muscle in her back, her hand cramped. ñOh crap! What was 

going through that manôs head?ò 

She cursed Yoshida repeatedly on her shuffle to the shower. After trying to wash off the 

previous night and failing miserably, sheôd nearly finished covering the bruises on her face with 

foundation before the doorbell rang. She waddled to the door. 

Erik stood on the doorstep, his hair rumpled and his expression cold. ñWhat did they say 

about me last night after I left?ò 

No hello. No cup of coffee to bribe her for information. Gilda had half a mind to slam the 

door in his face. The other half reminded her he was bigger, stronger, and faster and could knock 

her door down with a single punch. 

ñNo one said anything.ò She joined him outside in the sunshine. The warmth comforted her 

weary body and battered face. No sign of Gary. ñNo one dared. Yoshida just trained us until we 

dropped.ò 
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Well, it was mostly true, but he still didnôt look convinced. ñWhat about after?ò 

ñMick sent us all home.ò She limped to the porch swing. ñI came home and took an Epsom 

salt bath before my body completely seized up.ò And cried so much her head still ached. 

ñAnd to put ice on your face. Who did the damage?ò He studied her. 

ñYoshida.ò 

He gasped. ñYou sparred him? Oh, crap. Iôm glad I left. He wouldôve killed me. Why would 

he take after you?ò 

She shrugged. ñHe doesnôt like nosy people.ò 

Erik snorted and rubbed his face with both hands. ñHe must have heard about you playing 

detective. You got any coffee?ò 

ñNo, I just got up.ò A mourning dove cooed on the roof across the street. ñWhere did you go 

after you left the school last night?ò 

ñWhat do you care? Oh, I forgot. Youôre Gilda Wright, super sleuth.ò 

ñIs that why you came to talk to me?ò The words tumbled out of her mouth before she 

thought about the implications. 

He opened his mouth, probably to chastise her, then looked away to her garden. ñMaybe on 

some level. For the record, I didnôt want Walter dead. All I wanted was the chance to teach some 

classes and learn to run my own school. I know Iôd do a good job.ò 

Gildaôs neck prickled. ñSo why didnôt you?ò 

Erikôs face reddened and he looked away, his blond hair tousled by the breeze. ñYoshida 

thought I was too immature. Too hotheaded. He convinced Mick I wasnôt worthy of running one 

of his schools. Apparently, my technique and personality arenôt up to his standards. He said Iôd 

only screw things up. Guess I sure proved him right last night, didnôt I?ò 

She sighed. ñI guess so. What are you going to do now?ò 

ñIôm sorry,ò he said. ñItôs just with all the problems lately, if anyone had answers, it would 

be you. I shouldnôt have come. You donôt need to be dragged into all this crap.ò 

She wanted to blurt ñI already am, so spit it out,ò but bit her puffy lower lip to keep the 

words inside. Erik would leave and never tell her anything. 

He shuffled his feet. ñI donôt know who killed Walter or why. I know itôs on the tip of your 

tongue to ask, but it wasnôt me. I swear. I have an alibi.ò 

ñYou do?ò She was surprised he even felt the need to offer her one. 
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He bowed his head. ñI was with Chloe.ò 

ñMickôs girlfriend?ò Her eyes grew wide. 

Erik reddened. ñWe met up and had a couple of drinks. She told me she and Mick were 

having problems and she needed someone, if you know what I mean.ò 

More fuel to stoke the fire. What was wrong with everyone around her? She drew in a long 

breath. ñWalter was killed around midday after noon class.ò 

ñYup, I know. I got fired from my job Friday morning then went for a liquid lunch. Chloe 

was there talking to some guy when I walked in. Something about her dad and a gambling debt 

Mick was get upset about. We talked and I told her I needed money to start my own school and 

move on.ò 

Gilda sucked in a sharp breath. ñYouôd set up a school to compete with Mick?ò 

He chuckled. ñAre you kidding me? He and Yoshida would kick my butt. Iôm moving back 

in with my folks. I just need money for start-up and some equipment.ò 

She frowned. ñHow much money would it take? For curiosityôs sake.ò 

ñMore than enough to go to a loan shark or his daughter for.ò Erik smiled then stood. ñIôm 

sure none of this surprises you. Youôve probably heard worse lately with all the gossip thatôs 

flying around.ò 

She really wanted to hear more sure the conversation had swung back toward Gary, but 

didnôt want to seem meddling. ñYeah, Iôve heard enough lately to make my hair go straight.ò 

ñEnough to make you give up this silly notion of catching a murderer, I hope.ò His smile 

faded. ñYou donôt want to be next on the list. Iôll see you around.ò 

Erik walked out of her yard and across the street to his silver sports car with a scrape on the 

rear fender. 

Was his comment a threat or a warning? Maybe Erik was part of the reason Gary was 

suddenly becoming buddy-buddy with her. Mick owed Gary money. If Gary did loan Erik 

money, getting close to Gilda could be one way to keep an eye on both his investments. 

Once he left, she stood, groaning from the ache in her muscles. She needed coffee, 

breakfast, and to tell Fabio about the scrape on Erikôs car. She also needed to skip her run. Sheôd 

never be able to pull off  her sweaty shorts to shower later. A day off would do her good. 

Who else in Sandstone Cove knew Walter met his wife when she was a schoolgirl? The 

thought struck Gilda on her half-hearted walk to the coffee shop. If any of the parents found out, 
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they wouldnôt bother with theatrics, theyôd run straight for their lawyer. No second chances. 

Theyôd label him a pedophile with no chance of redemption. 

No one at the café questioned the bruises when she ordered a large coffee and a cinnamon 

bun the size of her face. They all knew where she worked and how hard she trained. Bruises after 

a visit from Yoshida were expected. She ambled home with her head bowed enough to 

discourage anyone from talking to her. 

Once sheôd locked the front door to keep out the world, she sat in the backyard garden and 

tried to focus on the flowers and birds. She managed to eat half the cinnamon bun, despite the 

ache in her jaw, and sat back to sip her coffee. At least her jaw was in one piece and she didnôt 

need to use a straw. Pureed cinnamon bun didnôt sound as desirable as a soft, warm one did. 

Once more, her thoughts turned to Walter and his grisly demise. Heôd loved cinnamon buns 

too, but Jade would never let him eat them at home. White flour and sugar were taboo. 

Certain a walking meditation would help, she finished the bun then cradled her coffee in 

both hands and shuffled barefoot through the garden. Peace. Each blade of grass caressed her 

bare feet. Each flower reached out. Each sunbeam warmed her hair. The fragrant air... 

Who was she kidding? Nothing about walking through the little garden with a hot paper cup 

in her hands and anxiety in her stomach was even remotely peaceful. Not today. 

Unable to carry on without her mind traveling toward deep, dark thoughts, Gilda went inside 

and lit a candle. She turned on a relaxation CD and sat on a cushion. One by one, the images 

from the training session left her mind and her shoulders and neck loosened. 

She pushed all thoughts out of her head and focused on the candle. Peace. Blissful, mindless 

peace. As she slowed her breathing, the muscles in her shoulders softened. Zen. She released a 

long breath that took a third of her stress with it into the atmosphere. 

Then someone oblivious to her hard-sought tranquility banged on the front door. She 

flinched and let out a groan. 

ñGilda, honey, you in there?ò Marion. Crap, Gilda forgot to call her last night. ñAre you 

okay? Mick told me you got a little banged up last night. Open the door. Iôve got arnica and 

fruit.ò 

Gilda could ignore her, but Marion was crafty and would peer in every window and jiggle 

all the door handles. Sooner or later, sheôd figure out Gilda was home and find the spare key. If 

she didnôt open the door now and find out what Marion wanted, sheôd never get any peace. 
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ñComing.ò She blew out the candle as tension reclaimed her upper body. 

Marion stood on the front porch, an enormous basket covered in red cellophane and tied 

with a floppy blue bow in both hands. She peered over her dark sunglasses as her eyes widened. 

ñOh wow. Looks like that was some class last night. Thatôll teach you. Mick, Yoshida, and I all 

told you not to go.ò 

ñBut youôre not about to say I told you so, right?ò 

ñShowôs how well you know me.ò Marion snorted. ñI told you so. Thatôs quite the fat lip. 

Did Erik do that to you?ò 

ñErik?ò Gilda asked. ñWhy would you say that?ò 

Marion gave her a one-armed hug. ñCome on, everyone at the school knows heôs a hot-head. 

Anyway, I bumped into Sensei Mick earlier who, by the way, looks almost as bad as you, if 

thatôs possible. He said you were having a hard time dealing with Walterôs death and I should 

leave you alone today.ò 

ñHe doesnôt know me very well, does he?ò She handed Gilda the crackling basket. ñI know 

this isnôt much. A few of the parents pitched in and thought it might cheer you up. I volunteered 

to deliver it so I had a good excuse to be late for work.ò 

ñThatôs thoughtful. Thanks.ò She glanced inside at the full basket of assorted fruits and 

boxes of chocolates then handed it back. ñI think Walterôs family might need the warm, fuzzy 

thoughts more than me.ò 

ñOh no, this oneôs for you. See, itôs got lots of fruit and chocolate. All your favorites.ò 

Marion pushed it back. ñBesides, I already stopped at the Levy house to drop off a basket and a 

gift certificate, but no one was home. I guess theyôre either at the funeral home or shopping for 

black clothes.ò 

ñMaybe.ò A brief panic attack threatened as Gildaôs eyes welled with tears. Did she even 

own anything black aside from workout clothes? ñDoes this mean youôre not coming to the 

funeral with me?ò 

ñThey wonôt let me get away from work since Walter wasnôt a relative or anything.ò Marion 

toyed with her fingers. ñI saw Mick earlier. He doesnôt look so good. I mean, he looks as good as 

always, but he needs a long vacation.ò 

Gilda set the basket on the coffee table next to her meditation candle. He and Chloe had just 

returned from Jamaica two weeks ago. According to Erik, they were on the verge of breaking up 
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a week later then fighting out in public in front of the school after that. Odd. Did Mick and 

Chloeôs problems have anything to do with the debt Chloe mentioned to Erik? 

ñWalterôs death must have really shaken Mick up. He looks awful.ò Marion wiped her 

forehead, releasing the wet bangs plastered to her skin. ñCan I get a glass of water? Iôve been 

running all over town doing errands and still have to get to work.ò 

She poured Marion a glass of cold water. ñYouôre right, Iôve never seen Mick so frazzled. I 

think heôs actually going gray, especially after you showed up for class last night.ò 

ñThatôs not my doing. Heôs doing things that have nothing to do with me.ò 

Marion gave her a hug. ñWhatever you say, hon. Iôll see you later. Call me after the funeral. 

I want to know everything that happens, and I mean everything. You do know Iôm peeved you 

didnôt call me last night, right?ò 

ñYes, I know.ò Gilda sighed. ñI was a mess. Thank you for bringing the basket over. That 

was very sweet. Iôll bring it to the school to share with the others.ò 

ñDonôt you dare. This is for you to enjoy, especially those truffles.ò 

ñThanks.ò She really didnôt have anyone to share it with except Marion, which might have 

been part of the plan all along, and Gary, who sat parked out front. Sheôd set aside a box of 

chocolates to thank him for his help. ñThanks.ò 

Once Marion left, she locked the door and brushed all thoughts of Gary under a mental rug. 

Sheôd talk to Marion about him later. A wave of emotion swept over her and she suddenly felt 

more alone than ever. To ward off the sadness, she relit the candle and sat on the cushion to 

finish her meditation. Even after ten minutes, her Zen-like state remained out of reach as her 

monkey mind did somersaults. 

Mick. Razi, Xavier. Erik. Walter. Yoshida. Why did it surprise her none of the black belts 

were what they seemed? 
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Chapter 16 
 

Gilda wore her black shift dress for Walterôs funeral since it was the one dress in her closet 

she could pull on with her muscles so sore. Her motherôs mantra ñevery girl needs to own a little 

black dressò always came back to haunt her on occasions like this. Years of living on her own 

still hadnôt silenced the echo of her motherôs fashion advice. 

Given the option, Gilda preferred the pastel blue suit and black silk blouse hanging next to 

the black dress. She added a colorful lace shawl to the boring black dress. ñTake that, Mom.ò 

She slipped into her favorite black flats to appease her screaming calves and shuffled down 

the hall. Everyone she knew would be at the funeral, including the remaining black belts, and she 

had a zillion questions, the biggest being ñWhich one of you idiots killed Walter and what were 

you thinking?ò 

Someone rapped on her front door as she reached for the black clutch on the counter. Who 

couldnôt wait long enough to see her at Dunnôs Funeral Home in ten minutes? She grabbed the 

clutch and made her way over to open the door. 

ñHey, Sherlock.ò Mick nodded from the other side of the red door. Black shoes, black fitted 

slacks, black dress shirt open at the collar and a black mark on his face from the cut he got the 

night before at the workshop. He looked like a long piece of bruised licorice. 

Gilda ignored the flutter in her chest and got straight to business. ñWhat do you want?ò 

Despite the occasion and the bluish hues on his face, the corner of his mouth twitched. ñI 

thought Iôd escort you to the funeral home. I know youôre rattled and facing Yoshida didnôt help. 

I never shouldôve let things get that far.ò He grinned. ñYou should get a black belt just for that.ò 

ñHow thoughtful.ò And self-serving. ñIsnôt your girlfriend going with you today?ò 

ñShe couldnôt get the time off and I didnôt want to walk into the funeral home alone.ò He 

looked away to the street as Gary drove away. ñWhy was Gary parked across from your house?ò 

ñHe saw me leave the school last night and took pity. I guess heôs still keeping an eye on 

me.ò She followed him out and locked the door behind them, even though sheôd never felt the 

need to do so before, and followed him to the sidewalk. ñSo why the escort? Were you worried I 
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wouldnôt show up?ò 

ñWhen Thayer told me you thought Xavier tried to poison you, I got worried.ò 

ñThayer?ò she asked. ñI thought you two hated each other. How come heôs suddenly telling 

you my life story?ò 

Mick sighed and ran a hand through his hair. ñBecause he heard about what happened in 

class last night. He also found out Xavier brought me a coffee that morning too and wanted to 

know if it tasted bad or if I got sick.ò 

ñAnd did you?ò Her eyes widened. 

ñI never drank it,ò he said. ñI dumped it out once it was cold because Iôd already had three 

cups that morning. Did you drink yours?ò 

ñI pretended to until he left then I brought it to Thayer.ò Gilda hugged her arms to her 

stomach. ñHe kept talking about poisons and I wasnôt sure what to think.ò 

ñClever girl. Impulsive and suspicious, but clever.ò Mick turned. ñCome on. We donôt want 

to be late.ò 

Thoughts tumbled like puppies in Gildaôs head. She couldnôt make sense of it all, especially 

after so few hours of sleep. What would Xavier have to gain by poisoning her? Unless heôd 

killed Walter and had a lot to hide. Or unless, like Mick suggested, she was ready to suspect the 

worst of her friends. Besides, she hadnôt asked anyone questions about the murder until later. 

She blew out a sigh and followed Mick into the funeral home, already filled to capacity. 

Gary nodded to her then turned to chat with Mrs. Watson, who owned the consignment store. 

The three strangers near the casket were probably Walterôs kids from his first marriage. 

Mick led her toward Xavier, Erik, Razi, and Yoshida, whose gaze seemed focused on 

something or someone across the room. Yoshida took a quick glance at Gilda and frowned, as 

though she wasnôt quite the right shades of black or blue for his liking. 

ñGeez, Mick, you look as bad as Gilda,ò Erik said. ñItôs about time you two showed up. We 

thought you were going to leave us here alone.ò 

Mick nodded. ñI wanted to make sure Gilda got here okay. Excuse me. Iôm going to pay my 

respects before the service.ò 

Yoshidaôs face darkened. ñShe is not here to cause trouble, is she?ò 

No more than you. Gilda bit the inside of her cheek and fought to keep her mouth shut. The 

last thing she wanted was another bout with Yoshida, particularly in public. 
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ñYou never know. I guess youôd better keep an eye on her.ò Mick waved a hand then 

strolled over to talk to Jade. 

Yoshida turned in silence and headed toward the casket. 

Razi stood with his feet shoulder width apart. ñHow are you, Miss Wright?ò 

ñAlive and kicking. So far.ò Probably the wrong thing to say under the circumstances, but 

the others echoed her sentiments with a round of nods. 

ñAmen to that.ò Erik walked past Mick then exited the room. 

Yoshida followed him at a distance. 

Gilda sucked in a sharp breath then took a step to go after them. 

ñMiss Wright.ò Jade Levy, jaw tight, blocked her path. Sheôd foregone the geisha look for a 

tailored black suit and a touch of makeup to lighten the dark circles beneath her eyes. 

Xavier and Razi said their condolences then shuffled toward the casket. 

ñI hear you have been asking questions about my husbandôs killer,ò Jade said. 

Her face warmed. ñWalter was a friend. I just want to help.ò 

ñSo you said.ò The widow stiffened. ñPlease do us both a favor and leave things alone. You 

do not want to get in over your head.ò 

ñIs that a threat?ò Gilda gave a nervous laugh and wished Mick would return soon. 

ñI am not a killer. Please stay away from the ones I love. It is most unpleasant when bad 

things happen to good people.ò She brushed something off Gildaôs shoulder. 

Lint? Black widow spider? Gilda shivered, not used to such paranoia. ñWhat do you plan to 

do now that Walterôs gone?ò 

ñIf the police approve, I will  go to New York with my family then decide what to do next,ò 

Jade said. ñI do not wish to cause anyone further trouble.ò 

The fine hairs on Gildaôs arms rose. ñIôm sure a change of scenery will help.ò 

Jade grasped her arm. ñI know you are trying to help, Miss Wright, but none of the people 

you deal with are what they seem.ò 

ñBut Mickðò 

ñEspecially Mick,ò she said. ñBe careful. You have no idea what kind of devil those men are 

involved with.ò Jade left the scent of jasmine in her wake as she walked away. 

Gilda stood alone with her mouth agape. A devil? Did she mean Yoshida or Gary? 

Mick nudged her lower jaw upward. ñTrying out for a job as a fly catcher?ò 
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ñNo, Iðò She paused, glancing to the casket. ñIôm going to say my good-byes.ò 

He grasped her arm. ñYou sure everythingôs okay? You really donôt look so good. What did 

Jade say?ò 

ñNothing,ò Gilda said. ñIôm just in pain and hate funerals.ò 

ñNot many people enjoy them, especially the guy in the box.ò Mick held her elbow and 

steered her to the casket. Was he afraid sheôd make a dash for the French doors? No worries 

there. Even Mrs. Watson could have run faster than her today. ñNotice anything odd about him?ò 

She studied Walter, touching her fingers to her lips to keep from crying. His hair never 

looked tidier. ñHeôs not wearing a gi?ò 

ñTry harder.ò 

ñGive me a hint.ò 

ñHis jacket. Breast pocket,ò Mick murmured against her hair. 

The pocket of Walterôs suit bulged with a white napkin folded with double points. Nestled 

inside was a piece of darker fabric rolled into a scroll. ñWhat is it?ò 

ñPretend to cry,ò he said. 

ñWhat?ò She stared. ñWhy?ò 

He nudged her ribs with his elbow and dug into a large bruise. ñJust pretend to cry.ò 

Gilda bowed her head, tears welling in her eyes from the sharp pain. When her gaze fell on 

Walterôs heavily made-up face, she forgot about Mick and whatever he was about to pull. Her 

tears fell as reality crashed in. Walter was dead and sheôd never see him again. 

ñAre you okay, Sherlock?ò Mick put one arm around her as he pulled the dark fabric from 

Walterôs pocket. He scrunched it in his hand. 

ñNo, Iôm not okay.ò She dabbed at her eyes. ñThat hurt. Are you nuts?ò 

An elderly man cleared his throat. ñPlease be seated. The service is about to begin.ò 

Mick hushed Gilda when she tried to ask questions and led her to a seat. He stuffed the 

fabric scroll in her purse then rested his hands in his lap. 

She found it hard to concentrate through the service, more focused on the swatch of cloth 

than on the ministerôs words and sentiments. The material seemed so familiar she itched to pull it 

out of her purse for a peek. How had Mick known to look for something out of place? 

While everyone else drove out to the cemetery after the service, Gilda stepped into the 

sunlight not sure which direction to point her shoes. Her hands shook and her legs were weak. 
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She itched to find somewhere to check out that piece of cloth. 

Mick placed a hand on her lower back and steered her toward Café Beanz. ñCome on. You 

need some caffeine and a large dose of sugar.ò 

ñAre you a doctor?ò Gilda sniffled. 

ñJust a concerned friend.ò 

ñSince when?ò she asked. ñSince you shoved the cloth from Walterôs pocket into my purse? 

You know we could both go to jail for tampering with evidence.ò 

ñYouôre right. Iôm sorry.ò He slid one hand around her waist. ñI felt bad I let you down since 

I didnôt believe you when you started to snoop around and I wanted to help.ò 

ñYou didnôt believe a man with a sword in his chest was murdered?ò 

ñOuch. That was uncalled for.ò He stared. ñNo, I didnôt believe someone I knew could kill 

him. Idle threats are one thing, but to follow through takes something I canôt fathom.ò 

ñThat makes two of us.ò 

Mick opened the door to Café Beanz, led her to a corner booth, then ordered coffees and two 

slices of peach pie. ñAll right, fork it over, Sherlock.ò 

Gilda pulled out the roll of rust-colored fabric and spread it on the table. In small block 

letters on one edge of the cloth, someone had painstakingly written ñfirst, not last.ò A shudder 

ran through her and her stomach sank. That sounded a lot like a threat. ñItôs the first kanji from 

the missing scroll. Whoever killed Walter mustôve taken the scroll. Why would they cut out the 

kanji and put it in the casket?ò 

Mick crumpled the cloth into his hand like a used napkin and sat back. 

Seconds later, the waitress arrived with their coffees. ñBe right back with that pie.ò 

ñNo rush.ò He smiled. Once sheôd winked at him then left, he leaned forward and lowered 

his voice. ñNo one would have known it was there, but the killer. The police would never notice 

it. Not our police, anyway.ò 

Gilda sighed. ñTheyôre not all incompetent, just Thayer. You have to give Fabio and the 

others some credit. How did you notice it?ò 

Mick grunted then handed the piece of cloth to Gilda, his fingers brushing hers. ñI think 

youôd better hang onto this since youôre the local P.I.ò 

ñI wouldnôt go that far,ò she said. 

ñYou notice things other people donôt.ò He shrugged. ñFor example, that the scroll was 
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missing and the dent in Xavierôs fender. Look, Gilda, Iôm not sure if you trust me or not, but we 

need to stick together.ò 

She took a deep breath. ñThat means you have to trust me too. I didnôt know about Walter 

and Jadeôs history or that Erik wanted to leave the school or that Xavierðò 

Mick drew a hasty line with one finger across his mouth. 

ñWhat?ò She frowned then turned to see what he was looking at. 

Xavier strolled toward them his suit rumpled and tie askew. His face was red and his left eye 

puffy with angry, red knuckle marks in his flesh. He ordered a coffee on his way past the 

waitress then slid on the bench next to Gilda. ñI see you guys didnôt go to the cemetery either.ò 

ñIôve already said my good-byes.ò She glanced at Mick then moved closer to the window. 

He shot her a warning glare. ñI wanted to make sure Gilda was okay. I thought she might 

pass out when she saw Walter.ò 

She raised her eyebrows. She spent a lot more time with Walterôs body than he had. What 

was he up to? 

Xavier patted her knee beneath the table and his hand lingered for a couple seconds longer 

than she was comfortable with. ñItôs okay, babe. For the record, I donôt even want to go to my 

own funeral.ò 

ñAmen to that. Howôs Erik holding up?ò Mick asked. ñI saw you talking to him when we 

left. Was he the one who roughed you up?ò 

ñI tripped on the curb and fell.ò He turned a deeper shade of crimson. ñErik caught me.ò 

ñMore like his knuckles caught you.ò Mick smirked. ñYou need a better cover story.ò 

Gilda had doubts as well, which nearly scuttled away when her pie, warm and dripping with 

melting ice cream, arrived. She was sure Erik had made it appear heôd helped Xavier up since he 

was fast and sneaky. His speed and agility gave him an edge in karate, particularly in 

tournaments. It also made him a likely killer. 

ñThat looks really good.ò Xavier ordered a slice as well. 

ñGuaranteed to shake off anything life throws at you. Eat up.ò Mick nudged her plate closer 

then picked up his fork and turned back to Xavier. ñSo what did Erik want?ò 

He took his coffee from the waitress and scooped in three teaspoons of sugar. ñHe wanted to 

know what happened to the sword that killed Walter.ò 

Gilda paused with a forkful of peach less than an inch from her mouth. ñWhat?ò 
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ñI assume the police or the crime lab still has it,ò Mick said. ñWhat does he want with it? Itôs 

a murder weapon. Bad karma.ò 

ñIôm not sure. He sounded like he really wanted it, probably for...ò He cast a nervous glance 

from Mick to Gilda. 

ñI know about his new business,ò Gilda said. ñIs that why he wants the sword? As a 

decoration in his karate school?ò 

Across the table, Mick cocked his head, a bead of vanilla ice cream on the corner of his 

mouth. ñWho told you?ò 

ñThayer and Erik.ò Xavier 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 returned to their food. Xavier shoveled pie and ice cream 

into his mouth, but Mick moved slower. At first, she thought he savored each bite until she 

realized his eyes had glazed over as though his mind wandered. She hoped heôd fill her in once 

Xavier left. If he left. 

After five minutes, Mick pulled out his wallet and threw a ten dollar bill on the table. ñIôve 

gotta go. Walk Gilda home will you, Xavier? Iôll check on her later.ò 

Gilda huffed as she finished the last of her pie and ice cream. She didnôt like being referred 

to in third person while still sitting at the table. Where was Mick off to in such a hurry and why 

didnôt he take her along? So much for sticking together. 

Xavier slid around to the other side of the table. ñWhatôs with him?ò 

ñMaybe heôs going to see Chloe.ò 

He sipped his coffee and made a face. She thought heôd probably poured in too much sugar, 

yet he added one more spoonful. ñI thought they broke up again. Personally, I think sheôs a 

spoiled brat and no one else likes her.ò 

Apparently, Walter liked Chloe. So did Erik. 

ñSheôs not so bad,ò Gilda said. 

Xavier snorted. ñHave you noticed Gary Del Garda hanging around outside the school 

lately? I think heôs spying on Mick. After all, Mick is dating his daughter. I guess heôs just 

making sure he treats her right.ò 

ñPossibly.ò She sipped her coffee. 

ñGood thing heôs friends with you then since youôre the only one who always knows where 



105 

Mick is. I donôt think Mick even calls Chloe half as much as he calls you. If I didnôt know better, 

Iôd think there was something going on between you.ò 

She frowned. ñHardly. I guarantee every phone call is about the school. Besides, keeping 

track of Mick is like containing steam with one hand. Half the time I donôt even know where he 

is and what heôs up to.ò 

Xavier leaned forward, ready to listen. 

Gilda finished her coffee, unwilling to divulge more. She managed to lose him later by 

ducking into Happy Harveyôs Hangover Hut. All she needed was a few minutes of peace and 

quiet in the air-conditioned store. What she got instead was a head-on collision with Jade in the 

doorway. 

ñOh no. Iôm so sorry,ò Gilda gushed. ñI didnôt watch where I was going. Are you okay?ò 

Jade hugged a paper bag to her chest. Bottles tinkled. ñFine, thank you.ò 

ñIs the burial over already?ò Could she be any more tactless? 

ñI forgot to pick up wine to toast Walterôs life,ò Jade said. ñI do hope you will  come by the 

house to join us.ò 

ñIs your friend going to be there?ò 

She frowned, eyes wide. ñMy friend? Which friend?ò 

Too late to turn back now. Gilda had bulldozed into dangerous territory. ñThe man who was 

upstairs when I stopped by the other day. Your house guest.ò 

ñYou must be mistaken.ò Jadeôs face paled beneath the fluorescent lights. ñThere was no 

man at my house.ò 

Happy must have sensed the sudden drop in temperature. He moved around the counter and 

edged closer, straightening bottles on the shelves and casting furtive glances at Gilda and Jade. 

Hopefully heôd have her back if things got ugly. 

ñI guess so.ò The words slipped out even though her brain screamed for her to shut up and 

leave. ñI thought I saw a man in a yellow bathrobe.ò 

ñYou were hallucinating. I would never cheat on my husband. He was my whole world.ò 

Jade shoved past Gilda, knocking her into a stack of beer cases then fled out the front door to a 

waiting silver sports car. 

Happy grabbed Gildaôs arm and steadied her. ñYou okay, amiga?ò 

She sighed. ñConfused, but aside from that...ò 
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ñI have no idea what you said, but she looks guilty of something,ò he said. ñShe comes in 

here a lot. Is she married?ò 

ñWidowed. Her husband was Walter, the instructor someone murdered at our school 

Friday.ò She nodded and watched the door in case Xavier found her. ñI know sheôs guilty of 

something. I just donôt know what.ò 

Happy walked back to the counter then handed her a bag of ice. ñThis is not as good as um 

saco de ervilhas, but it works.ò 

ñNot as good as what?ò  

ñDe ervilhas. Little verde vegetable. How you say it?ò 

Verde. Green. ñPeas. A bag of peas. I donôt have any.ò 

Happy smiled and put the bag of ice and a small bottle of wine in a bag. ñGood then you 

take these. Both numb pain.ò 

Gilda pushed the bag away. ñIôm not in pain.ò 

ñTake it anyway.ò He snorted. ñYou walk like um pinguim and look like Frankenstein 

monster. You have bad karate class?ò 

ñIs it that obvious?ò She took the bag and set it on the counter. ñWhatôs um pinguim?ò 

Happy pressed his arms along the side of his body and waddled across the floor. 

She laughed, despite the cut lip. ñA penguin. I didnôt think it was that obvious.ò 

ñIt better not be that Sensei Mick man who hurt you.ò He wagged a thick, calloused finger. 

ñI never sell him my good scotch again.ò 

Gilda held up both hands. ñNo, not Mick. Shihan Yoshida got carried away. Mick buys 

scotch from you? I didnôt think he drank.ò 

Happyôs expression darkened. ñWatch out for that one. I know him. He is a devil.ò 

ñMick?ò Hadnôt Jade said the same thing? 

ñNo. Yoshida. ò Happy cast a glare out the window toward the school. ñIf you do not do 

what he says, he makes your life miserable. He yells at Sensei Mick. Nothing makes that one 

happy. He is a danger. Go home, heal your body, and stay away from the devils.ò 
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Chapter 17 
 

 

ñWhat a crazy, stupid week.ò Gilda filled another small bag with ice, clutched it to her 

aching face then sprawled on the couch, eyes closed. As soon as she had relaxed and drifted off 

to sleep, her phone rang. 

ñI need you to meet me at the school,ò Mick said. 

ñRight now? Why?ò She wiped drool off her cheek. 

ñNow, Gilda.ò He hung up without waiting for an answer. 

Unwilling to get off the couch, she groaned. Her whole body hurt. She grumbled about 

giving up karate and finding a new job. She threw the ice pack in the freezer then grabbed a 

water bottle and shuffled to the karate school. The door was unlocked and the lights were all on. 

So far, so good. 

ñFine, Iôm here.ò She called out. ñWhat do you want?ò 

Around the corner, Mick, Erik, Xavier, and Razi sat in Mickôs office. All four appeared 

somber, yet anxious and avoided looking her in the eye. 

Her stomach did three cartwheels. ñThis looks like some kind of intervention.ò 

ñIn a way, it is.ò Mick cleared his throat and motioned to an empty chair. ñWeôre all worried 

about you playing Gilda Wright, P.I.ò 

Her heart sank as she sat. ñDid Jade call? I didnôt mean to be rude to her in Happyôs, but she 

makes me nervous and I say the wrong things.ò 

Concerned glances darted across the room. They all shook their heads in weird, pre-

rehearsed unison. 

ñActually, Mrs. Watson called,ò Mick said. ñHer grandson saw someone lurking around the 

karate school last night and called the cops. I talked to Thayer.ò 

ñI wasnôt lurking.ò She huffed. Skulking maybe. ñI wanted to see if there was another way 

in or out of the school. People saw Mick leave, but no one never saw anyone come or go until I 

arrived.ò 
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Erik sneered. ñDid you find a top secret entrance?ò 

ñNo, but the back door looks like someone tried to pry it open. Then a cat jumped out of 

nowhere.ò She hesitated. ñIs there an opening to a vent up there?ò 

ñNothing I know of.ò Mick flinched. ñThe doorôs old news. Some kids tried to break in last 

winter. I fixed the worst of the damage, but the fire door is expensive to fix.ò 

Xavier took her hand. ñLook, honey, no one wants you to get hurt. Do us a favor and leave 

the detective work to that sorry excuse for a cop.ò 

ñWho?ò she asked. 

ñThayer.ò Mick studied the desk top. ñHas he interviewed you guys yet?ò 

Razi nodded. ñYes.ò 

ñUnfortunately.ò Erik rolled his eyes. ñThe guy has rocks for brains. At least heôs got a solid 

partner.ò 

Gilda wasnôt about to argue since she held the same opinion.  

ñTwice,ò Xavier said. ñOnce about Walter and once about the dent in my bumper.ò 

She recalled the damage to the pole out back and the chips of silver paint. ñDo you always 

park in back?ò 

ñHardly ever.ò Xavierôs face reddened. ñHave you been talking to Thayer? Thatôs exactly 

what he asked. I told him Erik parks there more than I do.ò 

ñYou told him that?ò Erik asked. ñMan, he said he had evidence I was guilty. He made it 

sound like he had a video tape of me smashing into a sign and taking down half the bloody 

building.ò 

Gilda tried to sound as innocent as possible. ñHe and I saw the same scraped post and 

someone hit it.ò 

Erikôs nostrils flared. ñSo you think I killed Walter, ran out the backdoor, then hit the post 

before I left?ò 

ñItôs possible,ò she said. 

ñWell, I didnôt hit anything.ò Erik stood and knocked his chair over backward. ñThat scrape 

came from a black car that backed into me at the grocery store. Xavierôs car has a dent and 

scrape in the side too, you know. I know for a fact he hit something in the back lot. I saw it 

happen.ò 

Mick blew out a breath. ñThen letôs go take a look. You can tell us what you saw.ò 
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ñForget it. I need to go.ò Erik groaned. ñI have other things to attend to.ò 

ñWe all do.ò Mickôs nostrils flared. ñBut first weôre going to check out the post and help 

Gilda get over this need to solve a murder without serious help.ò 

ñMental or police?ò Erik asked. 

Mick pressed his lips together but didnôt answer. 

Gilda scowled. ñIf you mean I should work with Thayer, forget it.ò When the others raised 

eyebrows, her face burned. ñItôs no secret he and I used to date. Heôs a jerk.ò 

ñYouôre not helping yourself here, Sherlock.ò He led them all to the alley via the back door. 

ñShow us what you found.ò 

Gilda crouched in front of the post near the corner of the building. ñThis one. Thereôs a 

gouge and flecks of silver paint in it.ò 

ñShould we call CSI?ò Xavier asked. ñIôm sure they can prove by the angle of the gouge, the 

color of the paint, and the phase of the moon that my car hit that sign when I pulled in then hit 

this post right after I killed Walter Levy.ò 

ñSounds right,ò Erik said. 

Gilda didnôt bother to mention the dent in the sign. ñKnock it off.ò 

ñHey,ò Xavier went on. ñIf they weigh my car, Iôll bet they can even prove I lost three 

pounds training Tuesday night and had Jimmy Hoffaôs body in the trunk. Do you think they can 

figure out where I buried him?ò 

Mick stepped between them. ñThatôs enough, both of you. Weôre not here to accuse anyone. 

Right, Gilda?ò 

She winced. Not without proof and reinforcements, anyway. ñYouôre right. Itôs all 

speculation.ò 

Razi paused to examine the door then seemed to shrug the damage off. He headed back 

inside without a word. 

ñI gotta go, kids,ò Erik said. ñThis was fun. Letôs do this again sometime. Maybe next time 

we can bring booze and dates and make it a party.ò 

Xavier glared at Gilda then stormed down the alley out of sight. 

She closed her eyes. Sheôd suffered a stomach ache for at least a week before Walter died. 

Had Xavier tried to poison her more than once in preparation for Walterôs demise? ñI know heôs 

mad, but what if Iôm right?ò 
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Mick draped his arm across her shoulders. He smelled like coffee. ñThen I think youôd better 

sleep with one eye open.ò 

ñGreat.ò She pushed him away then headed back into the school. 

Inside, Razi stood next to her desk and shifted his weight from foot to foot.  

Marion paced and spun a half turn at each end of the lobby while gnawing on her thumbnail. 

When she saw Gilda, she caught her in a hug and dragged her halfway across the room. ñI should 

have said something sooner. Now I donôt know what to do.ò 

Gilda frowned. ñAbout what? Whatôs going on?ò 

ñRemember the day Walter died?ò Marion asked. ñI think I saw his killer.ò 

She stared wide-eyed. ñBut you were in your office when I called nine-one-one.ò 

ñI mean before that when I was on my way to work.ò Marion clutched Gildaôs shoulders. ñI 

drove past the school. When I saw Mick come out, I had to stare. Whatôs not to like, right?ò 

ñWhat else did you see?ò 

Marion blushed. ñI followed Mick for two blocks then realized I was going the wrong way 

so I turned around. Thatôs when I saw the killer go inside the school.ò 

Mick lunged toward them. ñWho?ò 

ñWalterôs wife.ò Marionôs eyes widened. 

Gilda gulped. ñJade? That would make her the last person to see her husband alive, but sheôs 

so little. Is she strong enough?ò 

ñOh yeah,ò Mick said then his face reddened. 

ñI do not speak gossip.ò Razi bowed his head. 

Gilda pulled out of Marionôs grip. ñWhat do you guys know?ò 

Mick pressed his lips shut and motioned for Marion to leave. 

ñOh no. I want to know whatôs going on.ò She folded her arms across her ample chest. ñIf 

Gildaôs staying, then so am I.ò 

ñThereôs enough gossip going around town already,ò Mick said. ñGo home.ò 

Taller than Mick, Marion folded her arms across her chest. ñMake me.ò 

When Razi moved toward her, Marion squeaked, threw her hands in the air and left the 

building. He locked the door behind her. 

Gilda scowled at Mick. ñStart talking.ò 

He bowed his head. ñWalter told us stories, the locker room kind, but nobody believed him. 
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Then I went to tell Jade about Walter and Chloe and sheéSheôs a wild cat.ò 

ñEnough to tear the change room apart?ò she asked. 

ñOh, yeah.ò Razi nodded. 

ñYou too? Eww. I need a vat of hand sanitizer.ò Gilda sat behind her desk and covered her 

face with both hands. 

ñFrom what I hear, martial artists get her mojo all worked up.ò Mick leaned on her desk. ñI 

donôt think Xavier or Erik has ever slept with her though. Theyôre not really her type. Youôre not 

going to tell anyone about this, are you? Especially not Marion.ò 

ñWhat would I say that wouldnôt make Jade look bad?ò Gilda asked. 

He stared at the floor. ñIf she had wild, crazy monkey sex with Walter first, she couldôve 

easily skewered him with a katana. The guy wouldnôt be able to move.ò 

ñWay too much information.ò Gilda covered her ears. 

Razi leaned on the desk. ñWhat if she came to let someone else through the back door?ò 

ñAn accomplice?ò Her stomach ached. The man in the yellow robe. ñItôs possible. Maybe 

she has a lover.ò 

ñUnless itôs a woman,ò Mick said. ñWalter had some issues of his own with being faithful. 

Maybe a jealous wife wanted payback.ò 

ñThen why kill  Walter, not Jade?ò she asked. 

ñMaybe they wanted her to suffer.ò He sat in the seat beside her. ñYou heard Walter had 

been a high school teacher and Jade was his student.ò 

ñI heard.ò She stared at her computer screen. ñDid you know all along you had a child 

molester teaching children in your school?ò 

Mick sighed. ñGilda, he fell in love with her andðò 

ñI cannot listen to this nonsense,ò Razi said. 

He frowned. ñWeôve been over this. He was never unsupervised.ò 

Razi snorted. ñHe was always unsupervised.ò 

ñGilda was always here,ò Mick said. 

ñOh, no. Donôt put that on me,ò she said. ñI had nothing to do with what Walter did. You 

knew about his past and let him teach. You should have been here.ò 

Mickôs nostrils flared. ñOf course everythingôs on me. I didnôt have any control over any of 

this either, lady. You, Walter, Yoshida, Erik, Chloe, you can all just go jump in the lake.ò He 
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stormed out the front door, leaving Razi and Gilda to stare at each other. 

ñI think our meeting is over.ò Razi locked the door then walked her home. When they got to 

her gate, he frowned. ñI hope you will not repeat what you heard. It could be very embarrassing.ò 

Gilda shook her head. ñStudents would cancel their memberships if they found out.ò 

ñThey would also not like the way Yoshida acted in class the other night,ò he said. 

ñParticularly toward you.ò 

ñMick doesnôt seem too concerned.ò She would have to do some serious damage control 

before things got worse. Maybe it was time to listen to the gossip. ñSo what happened after I left 

that night? Did he kick you out too?ò 

ñI went home as well,ò Razi said. ñAll I can say is that things did not go as well as Sensei 

Mick had hoped.ò 

ñWhat do you mean?ò she asked. ñDid he tell you what happened?ò 

ñGood night, Miss Wright.ò He left her at her front gate, alone in the dark as he walked 

away without giving her an answer. 
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Chapter 18 
 

Gilda walked up her front sidewalk in the semidarkness with a vague, uneasy feeling. She 

hadnôt noticed Gary or his car along the street, yet the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end 

as though something was out of place. Ahead on the front porch, someone moved and a flame 

flared to life. 

Chloe lit a cigarette, took a long drag and blew a stream of smoke toward Gilda before she 

extinguished the lighter. ñAbout time you got home. Iôve been sitting here half an hour. I always 

thought you could do better than dating Razi.ò 

Gilda started to apologize then reconsidered. ñWhat do you want?ò 

ñYou donôt have to sound so hostile.ò She shifted in the warped wicker chair and tossed her 

hair over her shoulder. ñYou really need better furniture. Did you get this at a garage sale?ò 

ñIt was my grandmotherôs.ò Gilda climbed the steps and waited. 

Chloe took another drag. ñYouôre a good secretary, but donôt get too cozy. Heôs mine. Iôm 

the one with the looks, the brains and the money.ò The cigarette glowed before she released a 

long breath. ñIôm a former bikini model. Iôm a trophy. Youôre nothing.ò 

Gilda, self-esteem at a new all-time low, pulled out her keys. ñIôm going to bed so Iôd 

appreciate it if you left.ò 

ñOh, I will, honey,ò Chloe said. ñAfter I warn you to stay away from my father too.ò 

ñYour father?ò Her entire body tensed. 

Chloe stood and teetered in her four-inch spike heels. Without the heels, she was Gildaôs 

height. ñPeople have seen you and my father around town and I want it to stop. I wonôt have you 

ruining his good name.ò 

ñAre you serious?ò Gilda gagged as smoke wafted into her face. Gary Del Garda had 

established his ñgood nameò long before she was ever born. ñI am not having, an affair with your 

dad, nor would I ever. I do have standards.ò 

ñWhatôs wrong with my dad?ò Chloe asked. 

Heôs twice my age. Heôs a criminal. Heôs stalking me. Take your pick. Gilda sighed. 
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ñNothing. Heôs a nice guy, but heôs not my type.ò 

ñGood.ò She gazed toward the street as she tapped her toe on the porch. 

Gilda shifted her weight and longed for an ice pack. ñIs there something else bothering you 

or can I go about my business?ò 

Chloe huffed. ñYeah. Tell that old Japanese dude to stay away from me.ò 

ñYoshida?ò 

ñYeah. Him. Every time heôs in town, Mick insists we take him to dinner. I usually get out 

of it, but lately heôs been hanging around town a lot more. The other day, I bumped into him in 

the grocery store of all places.ò 

Gilda frowned. ñWhat was he doing there?ò 

ñProbably getting food, but Iôm not sure why a guy needs tampons. No man Iôve dated 

would ever buy them for me.ò Chloe took one last puff on her cigarette then buried the butt in the 

planter full of marigolds. She walked down the front path and to the left around the corner. 

Seconds later, the Ferrariôs engine roared to life and faded into the night. 

ñStay away from Mick and Gary. Keep Yoshida away from Chloe.ò Gilda unlocked the 

front door. ñSounds easy enough.ò 

She closed the door and leaned against the cool wood. Yoshida thought women were 

subservient and meant to cater to him. Some woman had to have a hold on him. Through 

blackmail, perhaps. What had he done to give someone so much control over him? 
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Chapter 19 
 

With more thoughts rolling through her head the next morning than flowers in her garden, 

Gilda gave up forcing her focus on paperwork. She changed clothes and wandered among the 

peonies and daylilies out front. Between the funeral and playing detective, her yard had been 

neglected thanks to all the interruptions over the past few days. Pulling weeds would help clear 

her mind. 

The guys were right. She needed to let Thayer do his job since that was why the town paid 

him. Hiding in her garden would keep her away from Gary and Mick. From somewhere beyond 

the white picket fence, a car door closed and footsteps drew closer. She cringed. 

Thayer leaned on the gate without bothering to push up his sunglasses. ñDo you have a few 

minutes to chat?ò 

She dropped her attention back to the marigolds and bachelor buttons. ñIôm busy.ò 

ñSo am I.ò He opened the gate and walked over to sit on the third step, his face drawn and 

hair rumpled. ñBut I could use your help to solve the murder of your co-worker.ò 

ñNo, you want me to rat out my friends.ò She sat back on her heels and took a stern look at 

him. Dark circles surrounded his eyes and his skin seemed sallow. She allowed an inkling of 

sympathy to emerge. ñWhenôs the last time you slept?ò 

ñWhich day was Walter killed?ò Thayer bowed his head and pinched the bridge of his nose 

between his fingers. ñWhatôs going on with everyone at the karate place?ò 

Her jaw tightened. ñItôs a school and Iôm not going to gossip.ò 

ñThatôs good, because I want the truth,ò he said. ñI was in Café Beanz earlier and heard all 

the gossip I can stomach and even more that I couldnôt. I just want the real story.ò 

A trickle of sweat slid down Gildaôs spine like a cold finger. ñWhat kind of gossip?ò 

ñI thought you didnôt like to gossip?ò 

She scowled. ñLook, Thayer, you and I have one common goal. To sort fact from fiction and 

figure out who killed Walter. If you want my help, tell me what you know.ò 

He rested his forearms on his knees. ñSince thatôs not going to happen, why donôt you tell 
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me what you know about Walter?ò 

ñHe was a karate instructor who worked at the cheese factory, had a wife, three kids, several 

grandkids and everyone loved him as a teacher.ò 

Thayer rubbed his bloodshot left eye. ñYou do know how he met Jade, donôt you?ò 

She clamped her lips together and looked away. 

ñStop being childish. You just want to see how frustrated Iôll get, but this isnôt a game.ò He 

pulled out his handcuffs and lunged toward her. ñLetôs make this clear. If you donôt tell me what 

you know, Iôll take you to the station and lock you up. Mick will  have to bail you out.ò 

ñAnd youôd arrest me for what exactly?ò she asked. 

ñInterfering in an ongoing investigation. Withholding information. Being a pain in the butt. 

Take your pick.ò The handcuffs dangled at his side and gleamed in the sunshine as they swayed. 

She folded her arms across her chest. ñI get the point. Walter was a high school teacher who 

fell in love with one of his students. He left his wife, three kids and his teaching career to marry 

Jade then they had three kids and moved here. Last I heard he worked full-time as a foreman at 

the goat cheese factory and part-time at Yoshidaôs.ò 

Thayerôs shoulders relaxed. ñWho taught Walterôs classes when he wasnôt there?ò 

ñNo one.ò She wished Gary would choose now to make an appearance. ñWalterôs rarely 

ever taken a sick day while Iôve worked there. Heôs hardly ever missed a class, except for a week 

when his oldest daughter got married. Mick looked after his classes.ò 

His jaw tightened. Was he jealous or was there more to his reaction? ñDid Walter and Mick 

get along?ò 

ñMick ran the business, Walter looked after classes, and I kept them both on the same page. 

Most of the time they only saw each other in passing.ò The other black belts had ample 

opportunity though. 

ñWhat time do you start work?ò he asked. 

ñEleven.ò She frowned, not wanting him to pester her there either. 

Thayer glanced at his watch. ñYouôd better get moving or youôll be late. If you hurry, Iôll 

even escort you.ò 

ñGee, thanks.ò She dragged her feet getting into the house and closed the door in the hopes 

Thayer would take the hint and leave. 

Instead, he wandered inside and studied her locks. ñYou may want a better lock on your 
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front door. Someone could break into your house just by sneezing on the door.ò 

Gilda scowled. ñCould you please wait outside? I donôt like you invading my space.ò 

ñThatôs ironic.ò Thayer smiled. ñWeôd once planned to share a space. We probably 

wouldôve bought a much nicer place than this. Something in the newer part of town with a large 

fireplace and a big backyard with a pool.ò 

ñYeah, well, that was before you decided to fool around.ò Gilda waved a hand. ñI know the 

story and I donôt care, especially once I heard about all the other women. I kicked you to the curb 

and moved on, so get over it.ò 

Thayer turned away. ñIôll wait outside.ò 

ñGood idea.ò She locked the door behind him and waited for a couple minutes, in case he 

actually sneezed on the lock and kicked the door down just to make his point. 

All the kidsô classes were full to capacity that night. Either everyone truly missed training or 

they just wanted to see the murder scene and catch up on the latest news. Most parents stayed to 

watch their children while they gawked and eavesdropped. 

ñItôs great to see everyone here again.ò Marion leaned against Gildaôs desk. 

She smiled. ñI was afraid theyôd never return. Itôs been a long week.ò 

ñEspecially for you,ò one of the moms said. ñIt will  be very different for all of us with 

Walter gone, but itôs nice to have Sensei Mick teaching classes again. Heôs a much better teacher 

than Walter ever was and a lot easier on the eyes. I havenôt seen him and Chloe together in ages. 

Is he still seeing her?ò 

Marion shook her head. ñI heard they broke up. I also heard Walter met his wife when he 

was a teacher and she was a high school senior. Is that true? Oh, and is Razi really single?ò 

Gildaôs mind went blank while she listened to everyone gossip and ask questions she 

evaded. She kept her mouth shut and typed a full page of complete gibberish on the computer 

screen. Sheôd have to delete it as soon as she could remember how. 

ñYes, it is,ò the mom answered. ñI heard he was a teacher and had a family of his own at the 

time. What kind of creep dumps his wife and kids for a teenage girl?ò 

Gilda focused on her screen, deleted every line then started over. More gibberish. 

ñI Googled him.ò Marion leaned closer. ñDid you know he used to have his own karate 

school in New York and was run out of town for sleeping with a couple teenaged students?ò 

Gilda hadnôt thought to look up any of the black belts on the Internet, let alone Walter. She 
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made a note. Since the ring was a dead end, she needed a new source of information. 

Another mom gasped. ñI never wouldôve thought heôd do such a thing. Gilda, did you know 

about any of this?ò 

Gilda toyed with her ponytail. ñNo, Iðò 

ñEveryone has secrets, donôt they? We canôt blame you. Itôs not like Sensei Walter talked 

about his past to anyone.ò The mom walked away. 

ñCome to think of it, neither did Mick,ò Marion said. ñYou know, honey, I think that man 

owes us an explanation. We need to know if the people who teach these kids are actually fit to do 

so. Do you guys run police checks on them?ò 

ñNo clue. They were all here before me.ò Gilda wished she could leave the school long 

before any confrontations occurred, but it wasnôt meant to be. 

The semi-peaceful evening turned into an explosion of accusations and finger-pointing the 

instant Mick stepped out of the dojo. Questions flew through the air like missiles and the parents 

circled Mick, leaving him nowhere to hide. 

He turned to Gilda, who ducked behind the desk. Since heôd left her with a dead body, she 

planned to dump all the angry parents on him. To his credit, he listened to all their complaints 

then promised them all a discount for the following month. Great public relations for him, but a 

logistical nightmare for Gilda. 

ñThanks a lot,ò she muttered as she tidied up after classes. ñI should be able to sort all that 

out in a month or two.ò 

Mick shrugged. ñItôll all work out. Just remind them we have sixty students and they just 

have to be patient. Send them to talk to me if they get out of hand.ò 

ñI think theyôve had a lot of patience so far,ò she said. ñAfter the long weekend and two 

days without classes, they havenôt had a lot of information either.ò 

ñGilda?ò He placed his hands on her shoulders. ñGo home. Itôs all over. Walterôs buried, 

Thayer has a good idea who killed Walter and itôs time to move on.ò 

ñWhoa. Thayer knows who killed Walter? How do you know that?ò she asked. 

ñHe met me at the deli for lunch. Heôs waiting for some test results to prove his theory that 

Erik killed Walter.ò 

ñWhy didnôt he say anything when I saw him earlier?ò 

ñMaybe he didnôt think you needed to know.ò Mick caught her in a hug. ñGo home, 
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Sherlock. Tomorrow things will be back to normal and the most stressful thing youôll have to 

worry about is what to have for lunch.ò 

Gilda really hoped he was right, but deep in her gut she doubted him. What she really 

wanted was to find out more about Erik. As she left the school, Thayer fell into step with her. 

She groaned. ñTwice in one day, to what do I owe the displeasure?ò 

ñCute.ò He chuckled. ñYou can tell me why youôre hanging out with Gary Del Garda so 

much lately.ò 

ñI havenôt.ò She swung her bag over her shoulder and nearly hit him in the head. 

ñWell heôs been loitering around both the school and your house and Iôve seen you talking 

to him several times,ò he said. ñYouôre either having an affair with him, which is disgusting, or 

youôre not very smart about the company you keep.ò 

Gilda laughed. ñAre you in that last category?ò 

ñFunny.ò Thayer didnôt look amused. He lowered his voice and leaned closer. ñHeôs got a 

rap sheet longer than all the mats at your school lined up end to end.ò 

ñPeople make mistakes.ò She frowned. ñLook at you and me.ò 

ñGary has spent time in jail for murder, assault, and selling drugs.ò 

Gilda glanced around. No sign of Gary or his sedan. ñHe told me heôs going straight for his 

daughterôs sake. I guess heôs taking advantage of his second chance.ò 

ñHe also worked for the man who killed your father,ò he said. 

A touchy nerve. She clenched her fists and faced him. ñThen why donôt you go talk to him. 

Maybe heôs the one who killed Walter, not Erik.ò 

ñErik?ò Thayer narrowed his eyes. ñI take it you talked to Mick. What would Gary have to 

gain by killing Walter?ò 

ñWhy donôt you ask him?ò she asked. 

Thayer frowned. ñFunny. I thought he wouldôve told you his life story by now.ò 

Gilda poked him in the chest with one finger. ñYouôre the cop. Get off your lazy butt and do 

some investigating instead of following me around. If you think Erik or Gary had anything to do 

with Walterôs murder, then you need to find the evidence and figure out the motive. Not me.ò 

ñAre you telling me how to do my job?ò Thayerôs mouth twitched and his nostrils flared. 

ñWhat gives you the right to boss me around?ò 

She had no right to do or say anything. It just felt good. ñSomebody has to.ò 
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He sputtered then laughed. ñIôve missed that about you, Gilda. I really think you and I 

should sit down with a glass of wine and discuss a few things.ò 

Gilda held up a hand. ñI told you I didnôt kill Walter.ò 

ñNot about Walter.ò Thayer took her hand. ñAbout you and me. We used to make a great 

team. I think now weôve had some time to grow up, weôd be even better.ò 

ñAre you kidding me? You havenôt grown up. Youôre still a ten-year-old kid in a grown 

manôs body.ò 

He steered her toward the house. ñIôm glad you noticed that much. At least Iôm not so 

serious Iôm no fun anymore.ò 

She pulled away from him. ñWhat are you trying to say?ò 

Thayer met her gaze. ñYou should stop hanging out with Gary Del Garda.ò 

ñBecause heôs dangerous or because youôre jealous?ò 

He recoiled. ñBecause heôs a murder suspect.ò 

ñWhich he wasnôt until you saw him talking to me.ò When his shoulders sagged, Gilda 

opened the gate then shut it between them. ñYou are so busted.ò 
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Chapter 20 
 

 

Friday started off with some stretches then a smooth, uneventful jog. Uneventful meaning no 

signs of Thayer, Gary or Mick. After a long, hot shower and a breakfast of egg whites, turkey 

sausage, and whole grain toast, Gilda was both refreshed and buoyant. 

She popped into Café Beanz for a low-fat latte then headed for work and unlocked the door. 

As she walked into the school, she thought about flicking the light switch in the semidarkness 

but wanted to set her belongings down first. She set the latte on the front desk then opened her 

purse to put away her keys. 

Behind her, someone took a small shuffle step. 

As she turned, a blur of color flashed seconds before something hit her in the head with 

tremendous force. 

Gilda awoke to total silence. Her head ached and a kink pinched her neck. She sat up slowly 

and listened. Someone was already in the school when she arrived and had knocked her out. 

Dizzy, she reached up and flipped the light switch to look for anything out of the ordinary. 

Beneath the shrine in the dojo, Erik lay face down on the mats with several small objects on his 

back. Ninja throwing stars. None of the throwing stars they used in class were 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 blood. Another body. She gagged and fell to her hands and knees, already 

starting to hyperventilate. Thayer would surely lock her up this time. He wouldnôt even bother to 

throw away the key, just solder the door shut. 

Gilda crawled to her desk and took several deep breaths through her nose. Once she was no 

longer lightheaded, she dialed 9-1-1. ñMarion, thank heavens. Itôs Gilda. Can you send Thayer to 

the karate school? Itôs important.ò 
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ñGilda? Whatôs going on? Did something happen?ò 

ñErik is badly injured.ò She fought back tears. ñI need the police and an ambulance.ò 

ñIs he bleeding or having trouble breathing?ò Marion asked. 

ñI donôt know. I just came to. I havenôt checked.ò Gilda pulled herself up onto her chair and 

rubbed the sore spot on the back of her head. ñI just saw him lying there. Heôs bleeding and not 

moving.ò 

ñIs there anyone else there with you?ò 

Gilda rubbed her head and groaned. ñNo, I think Iôm alone now. Aside from Erik.ò 

ñYou think youôre alone?ò Marion asked. ñDo you need a lawyer?ò 

She closed her eyes. ñNot yet. If you know a good one, keep him on speed dial for me.ò 

Her next call was to Mick. 

ñAre you at the school?ò He sounded winded. ñPlease tell me thereôs a water leak or the 

printerôs out of ink.ò 

Gilda choked back tears. ñI think Erikôs dead.ò 

ñStay put. Iôll be right there.ò He hung up. 

She steeled herself to peer over her desk. No blood. Nothing out of place that she saw. 

Where Walterôs death had been so violent, Erikôs murder seemed more like a sneak attack. Like 

someone threw the ninja stars at him from behind. Ambushed him. 

Gilda rose and crept into the dojo, careful not to touch anything. Erikôs back was riddled 

with ten metal stars. Whoever threw them had deadly accurate aim. Even so, she doubted the 

small weapons alone were enough to kill him. 

Thayer edged around the dojo door, gun drawn. ñGilda? Are you still in here?ò 

Startled, she joined him in the front lobby, the scent of greasy fries doused in cider vinegar 

and salt stung her nostrils. ñIt didnôt take you long to get here.ò 

ñI was next door grabbing lunch when we got the call.ò He set a paper bag on her desk. 

ñYou hungry?ò 

She glanced back at Erik. ñNot really.ò 

Thayer motioned to the bag. ñGood, then keep this safe for me.ò 

ñThatôs not my job.ò She rubbed her throbbing spot on the back of her head. 

He examined the crime scene from several angles before he borrowed a piece of paper. 

Gilda followed him back into the dojo and hovered over his shoulder while he used the paper to 
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test how sharp the blades were. The sheet sliced cleanly at a touch and a thin layer of clear liquid 

soaked into the edges. 

ñIs that poison?ò Gilda asked over his shoulder. ñNo wonder he died. I didnôt think those 

ninja stars alone would kill him. Thereôs not enough blood.ò 

ñMay I remind you that Iôm the cop and you shouldnôt even be near the crime scene?ò 

Thayer stood with his hands on his hips. ñI get to solve the mystery. You need to sit behind your 

desk and call your students. Classes will be cancelled again tonight.ò 

ñI donôt think you get a say in what I think or do. In case youôve forgotten, you lost that 

privilege a long time ago.ò She wanted to say more, but another glimpse of Erik put things into 

perspective. Arguing with Thayer was pointless and petty. She headed toward the doorway. 

ñStill clinging to that grudge, are you? Maybe I should just haul you down to the station now 

to do a complete background check.ò He waved the other investigators over and motioned to the 

body. ñCheck the whole building for clues. Different MO, but we might be looking for the same 

killer. Iôll call Fabio and get a team in here. Gilda, call Mick.ò 

ñDone,ò she said. ñAt least one of us is good at our job.ò 

In the lobby, Mick leaned against her desk and waved a cardboard tray full of French fries. 

ñThayer getting on your nerves already?ò 

ñNo more than usual.ò She grabbed a fry and jabbed it in the glob of ketchup. Too much like 

blood. She lost her appetite and gagged. ñSorry.ò 

Mick ate her fry. ñYou okay, Sherlock?ò 

ñNot as good as you, apparently.ò Another gag. She focused on straightening her desk. 

ñMy thoughts exactly. You donôt seem overly shaken up over Erikôs death.ò Thayer 

approached the desk then frowned. ñIs that my lunch?ò 

ñWas it in the brown bag on Gildaôs desk?ò Mick asked. 

ñYou know it was,ò Thayer said. 

ñIn my defense, Officer, I thought it was hers.ò 

Thayer flared his nostrils. ñThatôs Detective, and since when do you two share lunch?ò 

ñWe share a lot of things you donôt know about.ò Mick turned to wink at Gilda. 

Thayer snorted and grabbed the cardboard tray now only half full of fries. 

Mickôs playing on Thayerôs jealousy lightened her mood a touch. Only a touch. Erik was 

still dead and Gilda had no idea how the two men could even think about eating. She sat behind 
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her desk and sighed. 

ñWhen did you last see Erik alive?ò Thayer asked. 

ñYesterday. We had a staff meeting.ò Gilda turned on the computer and rubbed her face with 

both hands. Let the police search for clues, she was done meddling. Her head pounded and she 

wanted to go home. Two bodies in one week and a whack on the head was more than enough 

excitement for her. 

ñWhat did you discuss at this staff meeting?ò Thayer asked. 

Mick sat beside Gilda and rested his feet on the desktop, next to her paperwork. ñWe asked 

Gilda to stop playing detective before she got hurt. When I left, she and Razi were still here. 

Thursday we held classes as usual. Minus Walter.ò 

ñBut you already know that.ò She sighed. ñSince you came to interrogate me in my garden 

before I came to work yesterday.ò 

Mick frowned. ñHe did?ò 

ñHe even walked me to work afterward.ò She toyed with her pen. ñAnd followed me home 

last night.ò 

ñThat was nice of you,ò Mick said. ñIôm amazed you didnôt give her a ride in your cruiser to 

waste even more tax payersô money.ò 

Thayer turned and, fries and all, returned to the dojo. 

Mickôs jaw tensed and, for a brief second, Gilda was sure heôd throw something at the back 

of Thayerôs head. Instead, he dug a ten dollar bill out of his pocket. ñBe a darling and go to Café 

Beanz for coffee and muffins. My treat.ò 

ñWhatôs the catch?ò She narrowed her eyes. 

ñI plan to go yell at Thayer to get out of my dojo with his munchies,ò he said. ñBy the way, 

stop at the police station and tell Thayerôs boss heôs not only harassing you, heôs also 

mishandling the investigation.ò 

She shook her head, which made the pain worse. ñHeôll just say the harassment is because of 

the murders since weôre all suspects.ò 

ñDonôt worry.ò Mick smiled. ñThayerôs already cleared you. He thinks youôre a ditz.ò 

ñHe does not.ò Gilda took the ten. ñIôll get coffee and muffins, but you can forget the rest. 

Iôm not laying false charges against anyone.ò 

ñTheyôre not false.ò He shook his head. ñThe guyôs bothering you, so you need to cut him 
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down to size. While youôre at it, tell him to lay off me too. Heôs had a guy in a black car tailing 

me all over town.ò 

She rolled her eyes. ñThatôs Gary and you need to talk to him.ò 

As she left the school, Thayer called out, ñYou canôt leave yet. I have more questions.ò 

Gilda kept walking, her head spinning, and hoped Mick would back her up. She ducked into 

Café Beanz, grateful for the air-conditioning and the aroma of freshly ground coffee. Comfort 

food. ñTwo large Jamaican Blue and two chocolate banana muffins, please.ò 

The barista set two large paper coffee cups on the counter. ñWow. I canôt believe youôre 

having coffee so soon after your latte. Must be a tough morning.ò 

ñMore than you know.ò How had she forgotten about her vanilla bean latte? It would be cold 

by now. 

ñOh, honey, everyone loves you and Mick.ò The barista handed her a bag containing the two 

muffins. ñThereôs no reason your students wonôt go back.ò 

Two dead bodies and a serial killer might do it. Gilda took the coffees and added milk and 

sugars. The smell of coffee made her gag. Maybe she should drop off Mickôs food and go home 

where nothing would make her nauseous or sick. She rubbed the lump on her head and prayed 

she didnôt have a concussion. 

The police station stood right across the street from the coffee shop. If she stopped, their 

coffees would get cold. A plausible excuse. So was the nausea and the sudden yearning to go to 

sleep on a beach in Tahiti far, far away from the school, Thayer and Mick. Maybe she could go 

see Doc and get a note to excuse her from work for the rest of her life. Was that too drastic? 

Thayer opened the front door for her and grabbed the coffee sheôd fixed for Mick. ñAh, 

payback can be sweet.ò 

She entered the lobby and was about to stop him but reconsidered. Thayer drank his coffee 

black. Mickôs had enough sugar and milk to make her body vibrate for an hour and a half. If 

nothing else, Thayerôs attempt at retribution would be good for a laugh. 

He stood in front of the desk to make sure Mick was watching before he took a huge 

mouthful of sweet coffee. A second later, he spit it all over the desk, the floor and Mick. ñWhat 

did you put in there?ò 

Mick howled. ñDouble milk, triple sugar. Good job, Gilda. That was even better than my 

idea.ò He took the cup and pried off the lid. ñYouôre not the sharpest dart in the board, are you?ò 
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Thayer huffed and disappeared down the hallway. ñYou people are sick.ò 

ñMuffin?ò Gilda handed Mick the bag. ñChocolate chip banana. Your favorite.ò 

ñAh, you know me well. Youôre the best, Sherlock,ò he said. ñAre you okay? You look kind 

of pale.ò 

ñIôll be fine. I think it was the whack on the head.ò Or finding Erikôs body a week after 

finding Walterôs. Or the lack of sleep. She glanced into the dojo. ñWhat do you think the odds 

are of getting Thayer to personally clean up his mess?ò 

Mick snorted. ñAbout the same as getting me to clean up mine.ò 

ñSlim to none then.ò Gilda sat and drafted an e-mail to inform the students while they waited 

for Thayer to return with more questions. The more she typed, the worse she felt. ñNo classes 

until Monday. Iôm really starting to hate Fridays, you know.ò She frowned and wiped away a 

tear. ñBy the way, I wonôt be here next Friday. Or any Friday after that.ò 

He patted her hand, leaving behind a dab of chocolate. ñI agree. We should stay closed on 

Fridays from now on.ò 

ñIôll  send out these e-mails then go home.ò More tears overwhelmed her before she had a 

chance to stop them. She buried her face in her hands. 

ñSherlock?ò Mickôs chair squawked. ñHey, honey, are you okay?ò 

ñNo.ò She gasped for air, but the walls seemed to close in. 

He pulled her close. ñCome on, babe, hold it together. Donôt fall apart in front of Thayer or 

heôll eat you alive.ò 

ñIôm sorry, Iðò 

ñDonôt worry about it. You probably need a good cry. Believe me, I get it, but Thayer will 

see it as a sign of weakness,ò he said. ñHeôll think you have something to hide. Why donôt you 

go wash up? Iôll keep him busy.ò 

Gilda wiped her face with the back of one hand and zigzagged around the investigators to go 

splash her face with cold water. Mick was right Thayer would pounce on her weaknesses in front 

of everyone and there was no way to hide her red, puffy eyes. 

As she returned, Mick sat at the keyboard typing a single letter at a time. He concentrated so 

hard she was surprised his tongue wasnôt sticking out of one corner. 

ñWhat are you doing?ò 

ñTrying to help, but I think itôll take me until Christmas to get this done. I donôt exactly have 
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your typing skills.ò He moved out of her chair. 

ñThatôs not good considering its July.ò She sat at the keyboard and was almost done when 

Mick cleared his throat. 

ñUh-oh. Here comes the pretty boy,ò he said. ñBrace yourself.ò 

She finished the e-mail and hit send. ñIôm going home..ò 

ñTell him to take a flying leap then leave.ò Mick grinned. ñBetter yet, let me tell him.ò 

ñIôll tell him.ò She reached for her purse and stood. Her vision dimmed and the room spun. 

ñThayer, Iôm leaving.ò 

ñWait a minute. I needðò 

ñGilda, are you okay?ò A loud voice broke into the conversation like a sledgehammer as 

Marion flew into the lobby. ñHoney, you donôt look so good.ò 

ñSomebody clobbered me.ò She rubbed the tender lump the assailant had left behind. 

Marion ran a hand over Gildaôs scalp. ñWow, that thingôs bigger than Thayerôs brain. Did 

one of these clowns at least call an ambulance to get you checked out? I think you need a 

bodyguard before one of these morons gets you killed.ò 

Mickôs mouth opened then he bowed his head. 

ñYouôre hired,ò Gilda said. ñActually, Iôm fine. Iôm going home to take a nap.ò 

ñOh no youôre not.ò Marion came around the desk. ñYouôre pale and in shock and Iôm 

taking you to the hospital.ò 

Thayer emerged from the dojo. ñWhoôs going to the hospital?ò 

ñGilda,ò Marion said. ñShe has a concussion and needs medical attention.ò 

ñA concussion?ò Mickôs jaw dropped. ñHonestly, she seemed fine, considering everything. 

Iôll take her to the hospital.ò 

Thayer placed his hands on the counter. ñYou canôt have her. Sheôs my witness.ò 

ñYouôre conducting an investigation and canôt leave.ò 

ñAnd you have to stay to lock up the school when weôre done,ò Thayer said. 

ñOh, pack the testosterone away.ò Marion waved them both off. ñYou two are pathetic. Step 

aside, boys, this girl needs a doctor and you have to give her peace and quiet.ò 

ñIôll send an officer to escort you.ò Thayer moved aside. 

When Mick blocked their exit, Marion glowered. ñStep aside, Sensei. Iôll  take care of Gilda. 

You keep Thayer out of trouble.ò 
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ñThanks, Marion,ò Mick blew out a heavy breath. ñTake good care of her.ò 

At the hospital, Gilda became surrounded by more doctors and nurses than necessary. 

Apparently she was a local celebrity after finding not one, but two bodies in the span of a week. 

The lump on her head got full attention, as did the fading bruises on her face, and everyone told 

her she needed a better hobby. She was in and out of the emergency room in record time. 

Marion was leading Gilda to the exit when an altercation broke out in the waiting area. 

When Thayer yelled, Gilda groaned. ñWhy canôt he just leave me alone?ò 

ñIôm here to take Gilda home.ò Mick didnôt sound much calmer than Thayer. ñSheôs my 

employee, and this happened on the job. I need to make sure sheôs okay. ò 

ñIf you were any kind of boss, you wouldôve called an ambulance for her earlier,ò Thayer 

said. ñGet out of my way before I call for backup.ò 

ñYou saw her before I did. Why didnôt you call for help?ò Mick asked. 

ñI had a dead body to deal with. You sent her out for coffee.ò 

Marion growled. ñTheyôre both stupid. Donôt worry, Gilda. Iôll deal with them.ò She 

stormed down the hallway and bellowed, ñBoth of you go away and leave that poor girl alone.ò 

The nurse led Gilda into a room as the voices outside grew louder. ñYouôre better off staying 

here for a minute. Iôll get rid of them so Marion can take you home.ò 

Gilda sat and closed her eyes, her hands trembling in her lap. What on earth was wrong with 

them? Two of her friends were dead and Mick and Thayer were arguing over her. She liked her 

life a lot better when she could walk through her day without anyone noticing her. 

Marion blew into the room and ranted about what sheôd love to do to Mick and Thayer if she 

ever met them in a dark alley. ñSorry about that, hon. No more men. No more bodies. Nothing 

but peace and quiet for the rest of today. We can watch sappy movies, eat buttery popcorn, and 

put our feet up.ò 

She sighed as her head throbbed. ñSounds perfect.ò 

Rather than take her out some obscure exit, Marion marched her straight out the front door. 

ñThose two arenôt smart, but they are devious.ò 

As they drove out of the hospital parking lot, Gilda spotted Mick and Thayer hovering near a 

rear exit of the emergency room. ñHow did you know theyôd be there?ò 

ñMy sisterôs the head nurse,ò Marion said. ñSheôs the one who put you in that little room. 

Donôt worry. Sheôs got our backs.ò 
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Gilda burst into laughter. ñThey will  figure out we left and come bang on my door.ò 

ñYep. By then youôll be on your couch with a big mug of tea and popcorn.ò She pulled into 

Gildaôs short driveway. ñWhat did you ever see in Thayer anyway? I get if youôve got the hots 

for Mick, who doesnôt, but Thayer gives me the creeps.ò 

ñHe was different in high school. Sweet and athletic.ò She unbuckled and led the way inside 

the house. ñAfter he went to the police academy, he came back a total jerk.ò 

ñThatôs rough.ò Marion forced her to sit on the couch with a fluffy blanket on her lap then 

went to make tea. ñSo whatôs going on with Mick lately? Are he and Chloe together or did they 

split up?ò 

Mick was like Peter Pan, never wanting to grow up, not always taking responsibility and 

hardly noticing anything about anyone else. Somewhere deep inside there was a serious side 

most people rarely saw, yet lately sheôd seen glimpses. 

ñI doubt theyôll last,ò Gilda eased off the couch to check all the doors and windows. 

Satisfied no one else could get inside without attracting attention, she returned to the couch and 

snuggled up with the blanket. ñThey argue when theyôre in the same room. He even told her not 

to come to the school anymore.ò 

ñAt least all you got was a mild concussion. I heard Erik ended up with throwing stars in his 

back.ò Marion handed her a steaming mug and sat in the rocking chair. She turned on the 

television and flipped channels until she found Casablanca. ñWho knocked you out?ò 

ñI donôt know. I didnôt see anyone.ò She breathed in the soothing scent of chamomile. On 

the small screen, Humphrey Bogart drank and played a game of chess in Rickôs Café Américain. 

ñWhoever was there was as quiet as a cat. Ninja-like.ò 

ñA black belt maybe?ò Marion sighed. ñPoor Erik. Nobody deserves that, not even him.ò 

ñWhat do you mean?ò Gilda nestled down into the cushions. 

ñThat boyôs been in trouble his whole life. I thought Yoshida and Mick had finally 

straightened him out. Last I heard he was going to open his own school.ò 

That fit with what Gilda had heard as well, but didnôt realize the whole town already knew. 

ñDo you know where he was planning to open his new school?ò 

Marion rocked and sipped her tea. ñOne of the tellers at the bank said heôd rented a rundown 

warehouse in Erie.ò 

ñWhy Erie?ò Gilda yawned. Too much excitement for today. All she wanted was to be left 
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alone, but Marion wouldnôt leave her side, with good reason. 

ñHis daddy and step-mama moved there three years ago,ò she said. ñI guess he figured heôd 

live in their basement until business picked up, but his step-mama nixed that idea. He had to find 

his own place.ò 

First Walter, now Erik. Gilda set her cup aside. Someone seemed to seriously hate the black 

belts of Yoshida Martial Arts. It was only a matter of time before the next one fell.  
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Chapter 21 
 

After Marion left for home, Gilda paced the living room then rechecked every door and 

window. Her head hurt, but she was tired of feeling caged. She grabbed her purse and headed for 

Happy Harveyôs Hangover Hut in search of a friend. 

Happy threw his arms open wide when he saw her. ñGilda! Senti tanto a sua falta. You 

hardly ever come in since you broke up with that cop, yet suddenly you come in twice in one 

week. I am truly blessed. You look pale and tired, amiga.ò 

When he pulled her close, the scents of stale beer and Doritos surrounded her. She relaxed 

and took comfort from her old friend. Thayer was the least of her concerns. 

ñIôve missed you too.ò Gilda sighed. ñI thought Iôd pick up a bottle of wine.ò 

Happy raised his eyebrows. ñBig trouble in Little Japan? Mick is getting out of hand? You 

would be wise to get a job somewhere else. Here, maybe.ò 

She swallowed hard, relieved the store was empty. ñItôs been trying, but itôs nothing to do 

with Mick.ò Well, not entirely to do with him, anyway. 

ñOh, yes. Walter.ò He hugged her hard again. ñIôm so sorry, amiga. His death was truly 

awful. Did all your students come back after the funeral?ò 

ñThey started to.ò Her chin quivered. 

Happy grabbed her wrist. ñMy dear girl, you look horrible. Sit. What happened?ò 

ñErik.ò She burst into tears. 

He dragged her behind the counter and forced her onto a stool. ñI have never liked that one. 

What did that two-faced parasita do now?ò 

She sobbed and reached for a tissue. ñSomeone killed him.ò 

ñSanta Maria mãe de Deus!ò Happy pulled her off the stool, sat down, and wiped his brow. 

ñAre you kidding? That poor man. Was he killed at the school like Walter?ò 

ñWhen I went into work today, someone knocked me out cold. When I came to, Erik was 

dead.ò She blinked away tears. ñI swear that place is cursed.ò 

Happy crossed himself then scurried around the counter and returned with a cardboard 
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carton which held four small bottles of wine. ñAny more than this, you get out of control and do 

stupid things, amiga. You take this, have a hot bubble bath and next week, you come to me for 

work. I treat you right. No murders or crazy stuff. Better money, for sure.ò 

ñThanks, Happy. I promise Iôll think about it.ò Gilda reached for her wallet. 

ñYou take.ò He stuck the case in a paper bag. ñA presente. Get a new life before that place 

ruins you.ò 

She wandered down to the beach to the large driftwood tree and sat down to crack open a 

mini-bar sized bottle. ñHereôs to you, Walter. Hope things are much better where you are.ò 

ñHonor,ò she said then drained the bottle in one long gulp. Why couldnôt she shake the 

thought of the kanji and the missing scroll? If the killer followed the pattern of the four 

possessions, Erikôs death would be over ñIntegrity.ò 

No time for silly, sappy thoughts. She cracked the second bottle of pinot grigio open. ñErik, 

I never really liked you. I have a feeling youôre in a much warmer place than Sandstone Cove. I 

hope youôre happier there.ò 

She guzzled the second bottle and sat back, nearly falling right off the log as the alcohol 

quickly numbed her. ñHonor.ò ñIntegrityò. HI. 

ñHi.ò She giggled as the numbing wine kicked in then glanced into the bag. Two bottles. 

Two kanji. Three black belts. Only one receptionist. 

Gilda slid onto the sand and sat against the log to think. Sheôd already found two bodies and 

the killer could have included her in his spree this time. He could have strangled her or worse 

while she was unconscious on the floor, but didnôt. Was it really all about the black belts and the 

kanji or had Gilda missed the motive altogether? 

She pulled up onto the log then wandered home along the trail that followed Lake Erieôs 

coast. Once home, she put on the stereo, cranked the volume and tucked the remaining two wine 

bottles in the fridge. A distraction was in order. After locking the front door, she checked the 

windows then sauntered into the bathroom. 

Once immersed in warm water and bubbles, she forgot her off-key singing and luxuriated. 

The very word, luxuriated, made her feel worlds away from Sandstone Cove. As she sank 

beneath the bubbles, her imagination transported her to somewhere tropical with a cabana and a 

scantily clad pool boy. For the first time all week, she breathed her cares away. 

When the doorbell rang somewhere in the distance, she sighed. ñGo away.ò 
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The doorbell rang again. 

What seemed like seconds later, a loud bang rattled the house and shook the bathroom door. 

Gilda floundered in the water as heavy footsteps stomped across the hardwood. 

ñGilda, where are you?ò Mick bellowed. 

Her heart knocked at her ribs. How on earth did he get inside? Sheôd locked all the doors 

save one. The bathroom. ñStay out!ò 

When he burst through the bathroom door, she ducked as much of her naked body as 

possible beneath the bubbles. She pulled the curtain closed and peered around the pink fabric. 

ñWhat are you doing here?ò 

His eyes widened, jaw dropped and shoulders sagged all in one motion. ñOh, geez. Youôre 

okay. When you didnôt answer the door, I got scared.ò He turned away slightly but didnôt leave 

the room. ñI called a dozen times and rang your doorbell. What were you doing?ò 

Gilda raised a handful of bubbles. ñI turned off my phone and Iôm taking a bath. Can you 

please get out of my house?ò 

ñI canôt. Not with you in the tub.ò He bowed his head. ñEspecially since I broke down your 

front door.ò 

ñYou what?ò she gasped. 

His gazed returned to the tub. To her. ñI got worried when you didnôt answer the door. I 

knocked then figured you were dead and kicked down the door.ò 

Gilda closed her eyes. ñYou mean you kicked it in.ò 

Mick winced. ñNope, I pretty much kicked it down. Itôs lying on the carpet out front.ò 

Dread filled her stomach. ñHave you been drinking?ò 

ñA little. Iôm sure we all have lately.ò 

Guilty. Gilda frowned and hid behind the curtain. ñLook, I really need some time alone. 

Why donôt you go home and weôll talk later.ò 

ñI canôt.ò He sat on the toilet lid and dropped his forehead into his hands. ñI donôt have a 

home anymore.ò 

ñSure you do. You have a condo on Balsam Avenue.ò 

ñSort of,ò Mick said. ñChloe move in, changed the locks and conveniently never gave me a 

key. Iôve been sleeping at the school for the past few days now.ò He certainly looked dejected 

enough she believed him. ñI guess I shouldôve known better.ò 
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ñI donôt know what to say.ò Gilda reached for the towel on the floor and missed by inches. 

With a quick glance at Mick, she tried again. This time she leaned over the edge of the tub 

onto the shower curtain and pulled it down, rod and all. The fabric draped over her, covering her 

curves, while the rod clunked her on the back of the head. On top of her lump from the killer. 

Her vision sparkled with tiny stars. 

ñGeez, Gilda, are you okay?ò He lunged to pull the bar off. ñKeep it up and youôre going to 

take yourself out.ò 

Mick started to lay the curtain and rod on the floor next to the tub. 

She grabbed the fabric for cover. Her face grew hot and a rush of pain pulsed through her 

head. ñIôm fine, thanks. Could you please get out of my bathroom now?ò 

He stared at her over the fallen curtain. ñYou know, I thought it was a fluke when Walter got 

killed. Now Erikôs dead too and it occurred to me I could be next. I really need your help.ò 

She shifted the wet curtain to cover her body as she sat up. ñWhy donôt you go make us tea 

so I can get dressed? Then we can talk.ò 

ñOkay.ò Mick stood and moaned. ñI guess I should see if I can stand your door back up. I 

seriously did knock it flat to the floor. You may have to get someone to fix it tomorrow.ò 

Except for the throbbing pain in her head, she was sure this all had to be a bad dream. Was it 

possible she was still unconscious in the karate school and never found Erikôs body? Wishful 

thinking. 

Gilda sighed. There was no way fixing her door could wait until morning. ñCan you at least 

pass me a towel? Please?ò 

He suddenly seemed to realize she was naked and paused to take in the sight of her beneath 

the shower curtain. The energy coming off his body could have reheated the water in the bathtub 

as he grinned. ñYou look good wrapped in plastic. Kind of like a microwave dinner.ò 

He tossed her a towel then left the room, closing the door behind him. 

Gilda quickly locked the door and pulled the plug. While she dressed, she tried to absorb 

their conversation. For someone who rarely ever drank, Mick had arrived at her house inebriated 

twice in one week and smelled potent enough for two. 

Once again, the safest person to call was Razi. 

She peered out the bathroom door and was met by silence. Mick had passed out on the 

couch. The front door, as he said, lay on the floor. She picked up her phone and called for 
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reinforcements. 

Razi appeared on the front step ten minutes later. ñShall I take Sensei Mick home?ò 

Gilda almost said yes then shook her head. ñLet him to sleep it off on my couch. Apparently, 

he doesnôt have anywhere to go anyway. Heôs relatively safe here. I hoped you could give me a 

hand to fix my door though.ò 

He gave a small bow. ñOf course. Do you have a hammer and a screwdriver? I can do a 

temporary fix, enough to keep skunks out. I highly recommend you call a repair man.ò 

ñThanks, but Iôm sure Mickôs snoring will keep the bad guys away for tonight.ò 

Raziôs eyebrows squished together. ñWhich bad guys? The killer or the other ones who are 

after him?ò 

She dropped into the lumpy wicker chair. ñWhat other ones?ò 

He turned away, his face red. ñMy mistake.ò 

ñNo mistake. What other guys? Whoôs after him?ò 

ñSensei Mick likes to make money, but he also likes to...ò He paused. ñWhat are the words 

he used? Bet on the ponies. He introduced me to his friend Gary at the sports bar.ò 

Her stomach ached. Gary again. ñMick gambles now too?ò 

Razi shifted his weight and leaned on the flaking wooden railing. ñOnly occasionally. He 

lost a horse race and owes fifty  thousand dollars.ò 

ñFifty thousand?ò Her jaw dropped. No wonder Gary was stalking Mick. 

ñNow he is worried they will break his legs.ò He fidgeted with a set of keys. ñWhat is worse 

is that he is Chloeôs father and I believe Sensei Mick called him a grandfather.ò 

ñChloeôs pregnant?ò she gasped. 

ñNo.ò He shook his head. ñGary is a gangster.ò 

ñOh, you mean a godfather.ò The weight of the words struck her and she buried her face in 

her hands. ñOh crap, Mick, what have you gotten us all into?ò 

ñPlease, do not tell him I told you. We already have enough problems in the school.ò 

Gilda frowned. ñErik was murdered.ò 

ñI am aware.ò Razi nodded. ñSensei Mick called when you left the school. When I said I saw 

you leave Happy Harveyôs Hangover Hut later, he was not happy and wanted to find you.ò 

ñSo when did he have time to get so drunk?ò she asked. 

ñHe started to keep a bottle of scotch in his desk after he started to date Chloe.ò He bowed 
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his head. ñHe must have opened it earlier.ò 

Scotch in his desk? She should have known to search there. ñWhy?ò 

ñWalter. Erik. I do not think he was very happy about your life being in peril yet a second 

time. He considered firing you.ò 

ñFiring me? Why?ò 

Razi turned away. ñHe does not want you to be harmed again, which is why I need to fix 

your door so you can at least lock it.ò 

She led him to the kitchen then rifled through a drawer. ñDoes he think the murders have 

something to do with his gambling problem?ò 

ñPartly.ò He shrugged. ñMostly, he believes it is some demented psychopath.ò 

ñThat sounds right.ò Gilda handed him the tools then they walked past Mick snoring on the 

couch. ñRazi, did you notice anything missing from the school after Walterôs death?ò 

ñOf course. The photograph of Shihan Yoshida and Sensei Mick that used to hang in the 

front hall.ò 

She hadnôt even noticed. ñAnything else?ò 

ñYes.ò He lifted the door into place. ñThe scroll of the Four Possessions of the Samurai that 

hung in the change room. That was the first thing I noticed since we all have one just like it. 

They were gifts from Mick when we received our black belts just as he received his from 

Yoshida.ò 

So much for narrowing down her suspect list. 
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Chapter 22 
 

As the morning sun peeked through the windows, Gilda stood and glared at Mick sleeping 

peacefully on her couch. How dare he snore blissfully unaware of her long, restless night or her 

damaged front door? 

She stomped past him and grasped the doorknob. As soon as she pulled open the door, the 

top hinge popped off so the door hung off kilter by the bottom hinge. She leaned the sagging 

door against the wall then sat on the front porch step to sip her coffee and stew. How could Mick 

bring such unsavory characters into her life? All their lives. It was almost like he had no idea his 

vices would put his students in danger. 

After a deep sigh, she finished the last of her coffee. Sure, there was a full pot in the kitchen, 

but getting more required walking past Mick. After all the horrific thoughts sheôd subjected 

herself to all night, she didnôt trust herself near him when she had an impulse to hold a pillow 

over his face. 

Inside the house, a door closed behind her. When she glanced back, Mick 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 frown. ñI think I owe you an explanation.ò 

ñYou owe me a whole lot more than that,ò she said. ñA new door, for one.ò 

He sat next to her. ñAt least you didnôt smother me with a pillow.ò 

ñThe thought was there.ò She took the fresh cup of coffee, setting her empty cup aside. 

ñWho fixed the door?ò He bowed his head as though reliving the reason it was broken to 

begin with. ñIôm sorry about that, by the way.ò 

Gilda wrapped her hands around her mug. ñRazi made sure it kept out the rest of the skunks. 

One of the hinges came off again when I opened it this morning.ò 

ñI know a guy who can fix that.ò 

ñFrom what I hear, you know a lot of guys,ò she snapped, unable to look at him. 

ñUnfortunately, not all of those guys fix things. Some of them kill people.ò 

ñWhereôd you hear that?ò 
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ñRazi told me you bet on the horses and lost badly.ò 

He snorted. ñFor a strong, silent guy, he can be a real blabbermouth. I can explain.ò 

ñOf course you can. Donôt bother.ò She gazed at her garden. ñI took the job at Yoshidaôs 

because it seemed like a safe place to work. I like learning how to defend myself, but suddenly, 

people are dying, you kicked down my front door, and I get knocked out just walking into work. 

I donôt want to know what youôre involved in.ò 

Mick sipped his coffee. ñAre you trying to tell me you want to quit?ò 

ñThe thought has occurred to me.ò 

ñIôm sure it has, but I donôt know what Iôd do without you.ò He ran a hand through his hair. 

ñLook, I know it seems like I donôt appreciate you sometimesðò 

ñSometimes? When Walter died, you left me to face the police. When Erik died, you sent 

me to get coffee, although I had a concussion.ò 

His face fell. ñYou make it sound worse than it was.ò 

ñReally? I thought I was sugar-coating things.ò Gilda fought hard not to scream. ñI think you 

should leave.ò 

ñWe need to talk about this.ò 

ñI donôt want to talk anymore.ò She stood, her hands shaking. ñI have to call someone to fix  

my door. Please donôt be here when I come back out.ò 

Mick followed her into the kitchen and placed his hand on hers when she reached for her 

phone. ñGive me a chance to explain.ò 

ñYouôve had the past week to explain and to help me deal with the chaos,ò she said. 

ñInstead, youôve blown fifty grand gambling and got kicked out of your condo by some psycho 

you let move in, Now weôre both being stalked by her father.ò 

ñAre you done? Iôve got something I want to say.ò 

She tried to pull her hand away, but he kept it trapped beneath his. Finally, she huffed. ñSay 

your piece then get out of my house.ò 

ñFirst tell me what you meant by Gary stalking both of us?ò 

She stared at their hands. A couple weeks ago, she would have soaked in his nearness. ñHeôs 

been following you, yet I keep crossing his path. You need to deal with him before he does 

something stupid.ò 

ñYouôre worried about me?ò 
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ñNo, Iôm mad at you.ò Worry had taken a backseat to frustration after he knocked down her 

front door. ñJust say what you want to say then get out.ò 

He took her by the upper arms and gazed into her eyes. His warmth spread up her arms and 

left her breathless. ñGilda, I love you.ò 

ñNo!ò She recoiled then kneed him in the groin. 

That seemed to be the one reaction Mick wasnôt prepared for. He gasped and collapsed to 

the floor in a heap. ñAre you crazy? What was that for?ò 

ñGet out.ò Her voice crackled and tears spilled down her cheeks as she backed away. ñI 

canôt talk to you right now.ò 

ñWeôre not done with this.ò Mick used the counter to pull himself up. ñOnce we figure out 

who killed Walter and Erik, all bets are off.ò 

She shook her head. ñFor all I know, you killed them and Iôm next.ò 

ñAnd for all I know, you killed them both and Iôm next.ò 

Checkmate. Her heart seemed to sink into her stomach as he stormed out. Once heôd gone, 

Gilda let the tears fall in a torrent. How dare he play on her emotions like that? 

By the time the repairman showed up, she was drained. He took one look at both her door 

and her tears, then took out his phone to call the police. Once she managed to convince him 

things were fine, she sat on the couch to finally focus. 

She made a list of the Four Possessions. Someone had tucked ñHonorò in Walterôs breast 

pocket at his funeral and in the week since, sheôd discovered he was far from honorable. As a 

school teacher, heôd had an affair with a much younger student he eventually married then he 

apparently cheated on Jade regularly. 

ñIntegrity.ò Erik, now dead and awaiting burial, definitely had none. Planning to start his 

own karate school behind his senseiôs back was a definite no-no. Mick should have kicked him 

out long ago and probably would have if Erik hadnôt turned up riddled with honed and poisoned 

ninja stars. 

When she came to ñLoyalty,ò she paused. 

Sheôd assumed the killer was after the four black belts beneath Mick, but what if Mick was 

right and he was also a target? According to Mick, both Xavier and Chloe might have tried to 

poison him. Mick seemed to have loyalty issues, not only with his girlfriend, but with his 

students in general. 
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Xavierôs loyalties were questionable. Heôd brought poisoned coffee to her and Mick. 

Nauseous, Gilda pushed her pad of paper away when she realized her stomach was 

growling. The clock read one and the air grew thick with humidity. The deli was four blocks 

away. She could get there and back before the rain fell unless she stopped at the school. Since 

Mick was currently living there, the school was off-limits. With a sigh, she shoved the notepad 

into a drawer and locked the newly repaired front door behind her. 

The streets were quiet save a loud crack of a bat and the roar of a crowd. Most people were 

either already at home, the beach or the baseball diamond a couple blocks over. Gilda just 

wanted to get her food and go 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 grabbed hers. She sucked in a sharp breath then 

spun around and stepped away, ready to use her self-defence techniques on Razi if he tried 

anything. The man was so large he probably wouldnôt even notice if she hit him. 

ñWhat do you want?ò she asked. 

ñWe need to talk, Miss Wright.ò The tone of Raziôs voice made her knees shudder. He 

raised one eyebrow. ñI would like a few moments of your time, if you please.ò 

ñWhy?ò She swallowed. He was the one member of the school she knew little about and had 

talked to even less until recently. ñWhatôs going on?ò 

He glanced around them. ñI wish to discuss Walter and Erik. Could we step inside?ò 

ñNo.ò She pushed him outside the gate, feeling the need to put distance and solid objects 

between them. ñWe can talk right here.ò 

ñAfter all I have done for you lately, you still do not trust me?ò 

She closed her eyes and sighed. ñIôm sorry, Razi. For all I know, youôre a mass murderer 

and Iôm next on your list.ò 

ñTrue enough. In my own defense, however, you could also be the killer. Perhaps we could 

we sit in a public place and you can learn what I have to say while you eat your lunch.ò 

Awkward English, but Gilda got the drift. ñWe can sit on the front porch.ò 

He bowed then followed her up the steps and sat on the bench that usually served as her 

outdoor coffee table. ñI am sorry you are afraid I may do something bad to you.ò 

She set her food on the table and offered him a pickle. ñIôm sorry too. None of us knows 

who to trust anymore. Iôd never even seen a dead body before last Friday.ò 
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ñI have. It is not an experience I wish to repeat.ò 

Her breath stuck in her throat. ñYou have? When?ò 

ñWhen I was a soldier in Israel.ò He met her gaze, his eyes dark. ñI am trained to kill, Miss 

Wright. If I wanted, I could snap your neck like a twig and people would think you fell asleep.ò 

ñComforting thought. Thanks for the heads-up.ò She had a dozen questions, but held them 

all inside. 

ñI have no reason to harm you. I want to help you. Walter knew about something about my 

past I would rather not be made known. He tried to force me to give him money so he would not 

tell Sensei Mick.ò 

ñWalter blackmailed you?ò she asked. ñJust because you were a soldier?ò 

ñHe tried to blackmail me, but not because I was a soldier. Because of something I did that 

forced me to leave everything that was important to me behind.ò Razi gazed out at the street. ñI 

did not play his game. I told Sensei Mick knows my story. I have kept no secrets from him.ò 

Gilda offered him a cup of tea. ñI probably have some cookies in the freezer.ò 

ñThank you, but I must go now.ò Razi stood and bowed again. ñWould you like to know 

what I told Sensei Mick?ò 

ñThat depends.ò She wiped her palms on a napkin. ñDid you kill Walter or Erik?ò 

ñNo, Miss Wright.ò He never even flinched. ñI swear on my life I did not.ò 

ñThen I guess what you told Sensei Mick doesnôt really matter, does it?ò 

ñIt does not,ò Razi smiled. ñThank you for listening.ò 

Relief washed over Gilda, but her biggest question remained. If neither Mick nor Razi were 

the killer, who was? 

She did yoga then curled up with a novel, hoping to take her mind off the insanity for a short 

time. In the back of her mind she replayed the crime scenes and relived the fear of realizing she 

wasnôt in the school alone. What had she missed? 

Mick called late that afternoon. ñWhy arenôt you at work? I need some things done and 

when I got here, you were already gone.ò 

She stared at her candle and fought to keep her breath even. ñI was never there.ò 

ñWhy? Because of this whole murder thing? When Walter died, you were always here. 

What changed?ò 

ñYouôre a jerk.ò Gilda hung up. She stormed into the kitchen and tore apart an entire head of 
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lettuce with her fingers before Mick phoned back. ñWhat do you want?ò 

This time he hesitated. ñIôm sorry. Youôre right. Yesterday was rough for all of us.ò 

ñI e-mailed everyone and told them not to come back to classes until after Erikôs funeral.ò 

She sagged into a chair. 

His tension was palpable even over the phone. Having no classes for the past week was 

already financial suicide for the karate school, especially under the circumstances. ñThatôs a 

good idea. Iôll check the messages and e-mails then we can get things back on track.ò 

ñHow?ò she asked, glad she was several blocks out of his reach. ñIn case you missed the 

newsflash, weôve had two instructors murdered in the past week. Murdered, Mick. Not dropped 

dead from heart failure or an aneurysm. Somebody killed them in the school.ò 

ñI get it, Gilda.ò 

ñI donôt think you do.ò She chopped a tomato into her salad. ñNone of this is random. 

Someone is targeting the instructors at our school. Our staff. You or I could be next.ò 

ñNot you,ò he said softly. 

She snorted. ñWhy not me? Donôt you think Iôm important enough to kill?ò 

ñOddly enough.ò Mick chuckled. ñAll  Iôm saying is there seems to be a pattern. Remember 

that HILT thing? The four possessions?ò 

ñHow could I forget it? Itôs all Iôve thought about since Walterôs funeral.ò Well, that and 

Mick kissing her in her kitchen. She attacked a miniature cucumber as though slaughtering a 

defenseless vegetable would make her feel better. 

ñFive black belts. Four kanji. Three black belts left, two kanji. The odds are not in my 

favor.ò 

Her breath stuck in her chest. ñDo you still think either Razi or Xavier is the killer?ò 

ñYeah? Well, it seems to me Gary has been nosing around an awful lot. With his 

background, itôs hard to say what heôd do.ò After a prolonged silence, he sighed. ñAll Iôm saying 

is to be careful who you talk to, Sherlock, and watch your back.ò 

Gilda hung up and stared at the fragments of lettuce and other assorted vegetables on the 

counter. Her appetite gone, she put them away for later. She laced up her shoes and headed out 

for a run, in spite of the afternoon heat, too restless to sit and fret. Short of setting up surveillance 

cameras in the dojo, she had no idea how to catch the killer. 
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Chapter 23 
 

When a dark sedan slowed beside her, Gilda gulped. She should have run through the park 

where no one would see her. Gary leaned out of the window and smiled. ñYouôre a popular lady. 

You seem to have a lot of gentlemen callers lately.ò 

ñWhat do you want?ò She eyed the upcoming path to Pondererôs Point. The point was a 

dead end. Whatever Gary wanted with her, sheôd have no way out to safety. On her side of the 

street, a dirt trail led to the riverside park. 

ñItôs okay. I wonôt tell your mom,ò he said. ñI just hope youôre charging enough.ò 

Outraged, Gilda stopped and her jaw dropped. ñAre you calling me a prostitute?ò 

ñIôm joking. Get in. We need to talk.ò 

ñAbsolutely not.ò She put her hands on her hips. ñUnless you know who killed both Walter 

and Erik and have a mountain of evidence, I have nothing to say to you.ò 

ñWow, you sound like your dad.ò Gary pulled his car into the lot at Pondererôs Point. 

When he turned off the engine, Gildaôs heart pounded. Did he know something or was she 

his next target? 

She could run in the opposite direction and disappear into the maze of trails that criss-

crossed through Sandstone Cove. If she went home, she could barricade the doors and windows 

from the inside. She banished both thoughts and crossed the street, her curiosity more 

overwhelming than her fear. 

Gary leaned against his car and waited for her. ñYou really are just like your dad, you know. 

More nosy than cautious. You even walk the same.ò 

ñIôm not here for a stroll down memory lane.ò She frowned. ñWhat do you want?ò 

ñWhat do you want to know?ò He nodded toward the wooden boardwalk. ñMy legs are stiff. 

Walk with me.ò 

ñTo where? The end of the point where there are no witnesses.ò Gilda stood her ground. 

ñYouôre not planning to kill me and dump me in the surf, are you?ò 

Gary gave a deep laugh. ñHoney, youôre young, fit, and know karate. If we got into a fight, 
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youôd have the upper hand.ò 

ñUnless you have a gun.ò 

He held his hands out at both sides. ñYou want to search me?ò 

ñNo thanks,ò she said. 

ñThatôs probably for the best.ò Gary grinned. ñFrom what I hear, people are already talking. 

No point giving them more to gossip about.ò 

People like Thayer and Chloe. She blew out a breath. ñLetôs walk and you can tell me what 

you know about Mick and the karate school.ò 

ñDeal.ò He steered her toward the wooden boardwalk and stuck his hands in his pockets. 

ñHow long have you known Mick?ò 

ñI thought this was your story, not mine.ò 

ñYouôre the boss.ò Gary stuck his hand in his pockets. ñIôve known Mick five years since he 

moved to town. Back when he first wanted to invest in Yoshidaôs school and his money was tied 

up in other investments.ò 

ñBut he actually had the money?ò she asked. 

ñOh, yeah. He was good for it.ò He paused. ñUp until his wife left him anyway. Heôs not the 

kind of guy to blow a lot of cash on just anything.ò 

ñExcept gambling on horse races.ò Gilda snorted. 

He smiled. ñActually, that wasnôt his doing, but I love to make him sweat.ò 

She stared. ñWhat do you mean by that?ò 

Gary jingled coins in his pocket. ñLike I said, he came to me to borrow some money. 

Yoshida had set a deadline and wasnôt cutting the kid any slack, so he came to me for a short 

term loan.ò 

ñHow short term?ò She glanced around, dismayed there were no other people in sight. Gary 

could throw her body in the lake and never be caught. 

ñThirty days,ò he said. ñMick repaid the full amount plus interest in ten. I liked the kid from 

the start. He was smart, honest, and hated owing anyone money.ò 

ñThatôs it? He borrowed money and repaid it. Thatôs the end of your story?ò 

ñHardly.ò Gary stopped and turned to meet her gaze. ñYoshida never wanted to open a 

school in Sandstone Cove. Mick pushed to open the school near the beach, but once he had the 

money and had found a building, Yoshida upped the ante. He wanted a bigger cut when he 
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realized Mickôs crazy ideas would actually work.ò 

Gilda looked toward the waves. ñSo Mick came back to you for more money.ò 

ñNope. 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.ò 

Her breath stuck in her throat. Had she been wrong and Yoshida could be the next victim? 

ñAre you sure it was a joke?ò 

ñWhen I made him a reasonable offer, he flat out refused,ò Gary said. 

ñThat was years ago. What if heôd changed his mind since then? He and Yoshida have had a 

few ugly run-ins lately.ò 

ñSo Iôve heard. Were any attempts made on Yoshidaôs life?ò he asked. 

ñNot that I know of.ò She paused. ñHow would I find out?ò 

He scratched his chin. ñMaybe he filed a police report.ò 

ñI doubt it. He doesnôt seem like the type of person whoôd run to the police. I think heôd 

stew about it and get revenge.ò Gilda sucked in a sharp breath. She hadnôt actually considered 

Yoshida a suspect. 

ñSeriously?ò Gary took her arm as if he sensed the sudden weakness in her legs and they 

resumed their walk toward the point. ñDo you really think Yoshida would simply seek revenge 

on whoever wronged him?ò 

ñI think itôs far more likely than him going to the police.ò Her head throbbing. ñDo you 

know Yoshida very well?ò 

He grimaced. ñWeôve met. He strikes me as being cold-blooded and greedy.ò 

An accurate assessment as far as she was concerned. 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 the past two years, yet Yoshida remained distant. Now it 

seemed like he wanted to be seen. Why choose to be involved now? 

ñHeôs been around town a lot more lately, hasnôt he?ò Gary seemed to read her thoughts. 

She raised her eyebrows. ñYoshida? Yeah. Itôs a bit unnerving.ò 

ñAnd youôre wondering what heôs up to.ò 

Gilda shrugged him off. ñThe thought hadnôt really crossed my mind until lately.ò 

ñHe has a girlfriend.ò 
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ñJade Levy. So I heard.ò 

He deflated then chuckled. ñMick was right. Youôre shrewd.ò 

ñIt was a guess. Actually, Iôve heard a lot of different rumors.ò She turned to let the wind 

blow the hair off her face. Billowing black storm clouds rolled across Lake Erie toward them. 

ñWhen did Mick talk to you about me?ò 

ñWe bumped into each other at the café the other day and spent more time talking about you 

than anything else.ò He shrugged. ñWe both have an interest in your personal well-being.ò 

Gilda flinched. ñI thought you wouldôve talked about Chloe and Mickôs debt.ò 

ñWe did.ò Gary laughed. ñDonôt get me wrong, honey, business first. Mick heard rumours 

people have seen us together lately. He made me promise not to hurt you.ò 

Her eyes widened. ñHe threatened you? Was he crazy?ò 

ñOh, heôs something, but Iôm not sure crazy is the right word,ò he said. ñIt seems he cares a 

great deal about you.ò 

Gilda snorted. ñThe only person Mick Williams cares about is himself. As far as heôs 

concerned, the whole world revolves around him and whatever he wants.ò 

ñI can tell you for a fact that youôre wrong.ò He picked up a stone and tossed it into the 

waves. ñMaybe losing both Walter and Erik has made him realize whatôs important.ò 

ñHe told you that?ò She pulled wisps of her hair out of her face again. 

ñThat and more, honey. Much, much more.ò 

ñHow did you know about Yoshida and Jade?ò She wasnôt ready to hear about his and 

Mickôs conversation about her yet. 

ñYou and I have a mutual friend who knows the truth.ò He scooped up another stone and 

clenched it in his fist. ñI hear Chloe stopped by to see you the other night. What did she want?ò 

Gilda hesitated. ñFor me to stay away from you and Mick.ò 

ñMe?ò He laughed. ñIs she afraid youôll become her new stepmother? Let her worry. Itôll do 

her good to have no control over things for once. Sheôs all bark and no bite. She might carry my 

last name and my DNA, but thatôs all sheôs got.ò 

ñGood to know.ò Gilda spotted a flat, white stone and picked it up. She pulled back her arm 

and tossed the stone into the waves. ñWhat about your friend who knows about Yoshida?ò 

ñConsider yourself safe,ò Gary said. 

She brushed a stray strand of hair out of her mouth. ñWhy is that?ò 
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He threw the rock into the white caps. ñWord is around town is that youôre under my 

protection. Anyone who lays a hand on you will be dealt with accordingly.ò 

Gildaôs stomach sank. His words did little to comfort her. 
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Chapter 24 
 

Despite having her nerves rattled, Gilda didnôt take the short route home. She jogged across 

town and through the park to think then back to the beach. Slipping off her running shoes, she 

waded through the water to cool her feet before she padded home barefoot. 

She wanted to call Marion and find out if sheôd heard more about either murder. Odd how 

Marion had been scarce since their trip to the hospital. They hadnôt even talked about their 

weekly brunch at The Cove. Was she afraid Gilda was the killer? 

ñYou donôt listen very well, do you?ò Thayer caught up to her on her way home from the 

beach. ñI told you to stay away from Gary Del Garda.ò 

ñAre you stalking me?ò she asked. ñYou really need a better hobby, you know.ò 

He paused to open her front gate then followed her to the front steps. ñIôm investigating two 

murders and you happened to find both bodies. Itôs not out of line to think you may be involved.ò 

Gilda shook her head. ñI told you before. I never killed anyone.ò 

ñI know you didnôt.ò Thayer flicked something off his shirt. ñYou couldnôt hurt a bug.ò 

She tossed her shoes near the front door and sat on a step. No way was he getting into her 

house without a warrant. Not that she had anything to hide. It was more about making clear 

where he stood. ñThen what is it you really want?ò 

ñTo tell you to stay away from Gary.ò He straightened his pale blue shirt. ñHeôs a bookie 

and a convicted murderer, not to mention heôs at least twice your age.ò 

ñYou talked to Chloe,ò she said. ñWhatôs age got to do with anything?ò 

Thayer sat next to her. ñYou should date someone your own age. Someone who knows 

everything about you and would do anything for you.ò 

ñLike Mick or Razi?ò she asked. 

ñLike me.ò His face reddened. ñYou and I had a great thing going, way back when. Maybe 

we should give things a second chance.ò 

ñYouôre a liar and a cheater and you never think of anyone except yourself.ò She picked a 

giant rhododendron that lay on the lowest step. 
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He bowed his head. ñThatôs hurtful.ò 

Gilda sniffed the blossoms. ñYouôll get over it. Iôve had to deal with the mess you left me 

for two years and I donôt plan to make that same mistake again. Go find someone else whoôll be 

happy to swallow your cheesy lines.ò 

ñThere is no one else, sweetie.ò Thayer reached for her hand. ñYouôre the only girl I want in 

my life now. Youôre so sweet and honest.ò 

ñAnd you canôt have me, so suddenly Iôm far more interesting than ever before.ò She tapped 

his chin with the rhododendron. ñThe answerôs still no.ò 

He first glanced then lunged in her direction and planted a firm kiss on her lips. Gilda 

squirmed and tried to back away, finally she let him finish his hard, dry kiss. When he sat back 

with a wide grin on his face, she shoved him backward into the rosebush. 

ñWhat was that for?ò He thrashed amid thorns and a shower of red rose petals. ñGet me out 

of here. This thingôs going to eat me.ò 

ñIt canôt eat you. Itôs a rosebush. The worst it can do is prick you and draw blood.ò She 

watched him struggle. ñYou should be right at home there. You both have a lot in common.ò 

He crawled onto the walkway, leaving a trail of foliage. ñYouôre a witch.ò 

Gilda stood, prepared to defend herself if he tried anything else. ñWhy? Because Iôm 

completely over you? Keep the roses. At least youôll smell nice at the office.ò 

ñFunny.ò Thayer brushed petals and leaves off his clothes. The whole time, he cursed her 

and her garden. 

ñDo you want me to ask Fabio to get you some rose dust?ò she asked. ñI donôt want you to 

get bugs or anything.ò 

With one last curse, Thayer stormed away, still picking thorns out of his clothing. 

Her gaze locked on a dark blue sedan across the street where Gary howled and wiped tears 

from his eyes. At least sheôd made his day. 

After a quick shower, she made a protein shake before the doorbell rang. She scowled at the 

door and sipped her drink. Six rings later, curiosity got the best of her. 

Xavier stood on the front step holding a bouquet of burgundy sunflowers, their faces 

drooped to the wooden floor. ñIôm sorry. I never meant to kill you.ò 

Gilda curled her fingers into a fist and prayed for the strength not to punch him in the nose. 

At least he didnôt bring her more coffee. ñWhy did you do it? I couldôve died, you know.ò 
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ñI never intended for anyone to die. Thatôs why I used such a small amount and spread it out 

over a long time,ò he said. ñI was mad at Mick and took it out on you. Not a smart move, 

considering youôre Thayerôs girlfriend.ò 

ñIôm not Thayerôs girlfriend.ò She snapped. ñIôm not Thayerôs anything.ò 

Xavier frowned. ñYou might want to tell him that. Heôs telling everyone in town you two 

are back together and plan to get married next summer on Pondererôs Point.ò 

ñWell, Iôm sure he wonôt be doing that now she said. I shoved him into a rosebush, so I hope 

he got the point. Are you saying you poisoned me more than once?ò 

ñFive times, actually.ò He stepped back. ñIôm sorry. It was wrong and I feel like dog doo. I 

even turned myself in to the police.ò 

ñThanks. Please donôt try it again though.ò She closed her eyes and let the tension drain 

away. Since Xavier had come to apologize, she accepted the sunflowers. ñThese are beautiful. 

Thayerôs a jerk all on his own, no help required. I thought he was over me before we broke up.ò 

ñDonôt tell me he cheated on you.ò 

ñRepeatedly.ò She sat on the top step, which she seemed to be wearing a groove in lately. 

ñWish Iôd known. I wouldôve poisoned him instead.ò Xavier sat next to her. ñYou deserve a 

lot better.ò 

Gilda blinked, flattered and repulsed at the same time. 

ñIôm kidding,ò he said. ñDoc called and lectured me until my ears burst into flames. 

Considering the minute dose, he said heôd tell Thayer to give me a misdemeanor assault charge 

or something like that.ò 

ñDid he?ò 

ñSo far Thayer hasnôt mentioned it.ò Xavier fidgeted with a red petal that lay on the step 

beside him. ñDoesnôt that seem odd to you? I mean, I know heôs focused on finding a murderer, 

but after what I did, I thought heôd have locked me away by now.ò 

Gilda kicked away a broken twig. ñUnless Thayer blew you and Doc off because nothing 

happened. I mean, technically, no one got sick or died, right?ò 

With two recent murders it seemed odd. Were Doc, Thayer and Fabio focusing on another 

suspect or did they consider the poisonings more evidence and were biding their time? 

ñI should go talk to Doc.ò Xavier sighed. ñI need to settle this before it festers.ò 

Gilda patted his arm. ñNo. Iôll talk to Doc. It was my coffee cup, after all. If you do it, he 
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might think you actually want to go to jail.ò 

ñJailôs probably a lot safer than being at the karate school right now.ò Xavierôs face 

softened. ñYouôd really do that for me? Even after what I did?ò 

ñFor both of us.ò Mostly to help figure out who murdered Walter and Erik. She hoped 

Xavierôs meager attempt at poisoning was only a small piece of the problem. 

He hugged her then left, shuffling his feet down the sidewalk. 

Gilda remained on the front step absorbed in thought. Just like with Walterôs murder, the 

doors of the school were locked when she found Erik. Sheôd used her key to get inside. 

Logically, the killer must have locked the door from the inside to carry out the murder then 

escaped after knocking her out cold. Someone had to see the killer leave. Unfortunately, if the 

killer was a black belt, no one would have realized there was a problem inside. 
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Chapter 25 
 

Gildaôs work life invaded her dream world, where all the black belts made special guest 

appearances. All of the wrongs. All of the secrets. All of the lies. They all swirled into a 

suffocating fog. Walter. Erik. Xavier. Razi. Mick. 

She sat and opened her eyes with her heart beating like sheôd run a marathon. 

Mick said he loved her before she kneed him in the crotch and quit her job. Not her finest 

moment. She pulled her pillow over her face and groaned. Heôd hold her to her word, which 

meant she needed a new job, a new school to train in, and new friends. She might even have to 

leave Sandstone Cove. Maybe Gary had a contact who could help her create a new identity and 

disappear. Either that or sheôd have to move in with her mom. 

After a shower and breakfast, the world didnôt seem any brighter. She slid on her sunglasses 

and decided to walk to the corner store to buy a copy of every newspaper on the shelf to begin 

her job search and apartment hunt in Erie. 

She opened the front door of her house and froze. ñWhat happened to you?ò 

Mick sat on the top step wearing the same clothes he had on the day before. His hair 

rumpled, he handed her a coffee and averted his eyes. ñYou.ò 

ñI see.ò She took the cup, comforted by the notion he needed her too much to bother adding 

poison, and sat next to him. ñYou still think itôs a bad idea for me to look for Walter and Erikôs 

killer.ò 

ñI think itôs a bad idea for you to team up with Thayer, for one.ò 

Gilda hesitated. ñAnd for two?ò 

ñI was serious,ò Mick said. ñI think I love you.ò 

ñYou think you do?ò Her heart seemed to hover in her chest, waiting breathlessly for a 

punch line. ñWere you drinking again?ò 

ñNo. Once I sobered up, I poured the rest of the scotch down the toilet.ò 

When the lid on Gildaôs cup popped off and coffee splashed her hand, she relaxed her grip 

and refastened the lid. ñYouôre with Chloe.ò 
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ñNo, Iôm not,ò he said. ñChloe placed a large bet with Gary on my behalf, lost a ridiculous 

amount of money then locked me out of my condo. She also posed as my wife and changed my 

phone number.ò 

ñHow could she do that?ò Gilda resealed the cup lid. ñIsnôt that theft or something?ò 

Mick smirked. ñOnly until I cancel the phone and sell the condo.ò 

She raised her eyebrows. ñOoh, devious. Iôm impressed.ò 

ñGlad I could make you smile.ò His face softened as he took her hand. ñForget about her. 

Can we get back to the problem at hand? I told you I love you, remember?ò 

Her heart fluttered. How could she forget? She remembered from head to toe. ñYouôre on 

the rebound. It was the scotch talking.ò 

ñMaybe, except it was morning and I was sober.ò He entwined his fingers with hers and 

inched closer. ñYouôre the one person whoôs always there to watch my back when I make a 

mistake then have to pick up the pieces and start over. Maybe itôs time to move on.ò 

ñWhat is it you want?ò She swallowed hard and inched away. 

He met her gaze. ñTo be with you.ò 

Gilda blew out a breath. ñWhat if it doesnôt work out? What if we figure out we really canôt 

stand each other? You know I canôt work for you then.ò 

ñI know.ò He picked a rose Thayer hadnôt destroyed off the bush. 

She wiggled away from him. ñThen youôd be off to your next mistake before I reached for a 

tissue and the help wanted ads.ò 

Mick raised his eyebrows. ñYou donôt think Iôd be upset too?ò 

ñMaybe for a minute.ò 

ñShowôs what you know.ò He nudged her right to the edge of the step. ñIôd give up women 

completely and become a monk.ò 

Gilda laughed. ñThat I canôt picture.ò 

ñTo be honest, me neither.ò Mick tucked the rose into her hair then dropped his head onto 

her shoulder. ñYouôre the only person in my life I can count on, Sherlock.ò 

ñEven if youôre at the top of my suspect list?ò 

ñEspecially if I am,ò he said. ñThat means you have no illusions about me, which is a pretty 

good place to start, considering everything.ò 

She sipped her coffee, with no idea what to say. 
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ñItôs a lot to think about.ò He sat up and gave her hand a squeeze. ñI just wanted you to 

know I was serious. Iôm going to take a shower and do some paperwork. If you want to talk, you 

know where to find me.ò 

Gilda frowned. ñWhere are you going to shower?ò 

ñAt the school. My clothes are in my car. At least itôs still my car until Chloe gets her hands 

on the keys.ò He stood and rocked his head from side to side like he had a stiff neck. ñDo you get 

nervous when you go to the school now? If I were you, Iôd be a basket case.ò 

ñThatôs why I havenôt been there since Erik died. And because I quit. Iôll come in later to 

pick up my personal things.ò 

ñYou didnôt quit because of me, did you?ò he asked. 

ñNot until now.ò 

ñFair enough.ò Mick bowed his head. ñRather than quit, why donôt you take a couple days 

off? Iôll deal with things at the school. You deserve that much.ò 

She muttered beneath her breath. ñI deserve a lot more than that.ò 

ñYes, you do.ò He threw his arms around her and gave her a hard hug. ñDonôt worry, babe. 

Iôll  make sure you get exactly what you deserve.ò 

Her stomach turned a somersault with a double twist. What did he mean sheôd get what she 

deserved? While she worked in the yard later, elbow deep in a blue hydrangea, a thought 

occurred to her. She needed to talk to Mick again. One sentence continued to coil around her 

brain while she washed her hands, changed her shoes, then ran to the karate school. The front 

door was unlocked this time and voices echoed through the front lobby. 

ñI do not think you understand how serious this situation is.ò Yoshida shouted from Mickôs 

office. ñSomeone stole a thousand dollars in merchandise. That could ruin my school.ò 

Gildaôs scalp tingled. Missing merchandise? Why had no one said anything to her? She hid 

behind her desk to listen. 

ñTwo men are dead and weôre missing merchandise. I get it. Itôs my business too.ò Mickôs 

anger was palpable. ñYou were the one who said not to go to the police about the thefts, so Iôm 

looking into it. What more do you expect me to do?ò 

ñGet rid of that woman,ò Yoshida said. ñShe must have helped steal everything. There is no 

way one man did this alone.ò 

ñI havenôt found proof anyone stole anything,ò Mick said. ñBesides, what would she have to 
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gain?ò 

Yoshida snorted and his voice raised a full octave. ñA job at his school. She is the only one 

here all the time who had access and I want her gone.ò 

The she in question had to be Gilda. 

ñSheôs not the only one who had access to the missing merchandise. You and I have keys. 

Hell, all the black belts have keys.ò Mick closed his office door like he knew she was there. 

Gilda slid into her chair with her hands shaking. If only sheôd stopped to grab a coffee, she 

would have missed hearing how much Yoshida doubted her. Hated her. No wonder he gave her 

those odd looks every time he saw her. No wonder he attacked her. Mick stood by her. There 

was no way he would let her go without a fight. Not unless he was dead. Of course, the odds of 

that had risen significantly in the past week. There were still two kanji left. 

From Mickôs office came the reverberation of muffled, raised voices. She leaned forward 

and strained to at least get the gist of what they were saying. No such luck. 

Once the office door opened, Yoshida stomped around the corner and stopped short. His 

dark eyes widened. ñMiss Wright.ò Curt, but he remembered her name. Did he have access to a 

hit man? 

She bowed her head slightly, not taking her eyes off him. Her arms tensed, ready to block if 

he threw a punch like he had in class. Instead, he left the building. She stared after him, not quite 

sure what to do. 

ñFor the record,ò Mick leaned on the desk to block her view of the door, ñyou didnôt hear 

anything we said.ò 

ñActually, I didnôt hear much,ò she said. ñI just got here.ò 

He grimaced. ñI thought you quit and I told you to take a couple days off. Do I have to start 

telling you the opposite of what I want you to do?ò 

ñYou also told me where youôd be if I wanted to talk to you.ò Gilda studied the faint lines 

etched into his face. ñYou never told me merchandise was missing.ò 

ñI thought you didnôt hear anything?ò Mick seemed to have aged five years over the past 

week. ñIt wasnôt something you needed to know. Youôve had enough on your shoulders lately.ò 

ñIs that why Yoshida is here?ò she asked. 

ñHe thinks you and Erik stole all the missing items to pawn so Erik could start a new school. 

ñNow that Erikôs dead, he wants me to fire you and close down the school. I stopped listening 
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after he started to sound like a teenage girl at a concert.ò 

ñI never stole anything and Iôd never jeopardize you or this school.ò Gilda struggled to catch 

her breath. Yoshida despised her more than she thought. ñWhatôs missing?ò 

ñI have a copy of the list.ò 

The hairs on her neck stood. ñYouôve already done an inventory and have a list?ò 

Concern flickered across Mickôs face. ñYoshida noticed we didnôt have as many sparring 

gloves and gis as usual. He thought it was because our stock was low for the summer.ò 

ñIt is,ò she said. ñI always keep minimal stock until late August, then I do inventory and 

refill the shelves. As a matter of fact, Yoshida was the one who drilled the idea into my head for 

the past year.ò 

ñReally?ò He flinched. ñThatôs interesting. He also told you to keep a running inventory list 

on the computer, right? Can you print me a copy?ò 

ñOf course.ò She paused. ñDo you think Yoshida fudged the list?ò 

Mick shook his head. ñI donôt think anything. So far, Iôve gone on his word. Now that 

youôre on my side, I want proof.ò 

ñIôll print two copies and do a physical recount,ò she said. 

ñJust print off a copy for me and Iôll worry about counting while you grab coffee.ò He met 

her gaze. ñPlease. Make mine a large. This could take a while.ò 

She was reluctant to leave since she wanted to know what was going on just as badly as he 

did. After printing off the list, she ran up the street for two coffees and cinnamon buns, hoping to 

sweeten the deal and bribe him to let her stay. 

When she returned, he set his coffee and pie on the counter then steered her toward the door. 

ñGo home. Youôre already nosy enough and I donôt want you getting hurt or...ò 

ñKilledò hung unspoken in the air between them. 

She sat on the floor, blocking the doorway. ñIf you want me out, youôll have to pick me up 

and throw me out.ò 

ñYouôre a stubborn little thing, arenôt you?ò Mick looked at her then at the coffee and 

cinnamon bun. ñOkay, babe. You count. Iôll dig out Yoshidaôs list.ò 

Considering sheôd done inventory in June and no stock had come in since, a recount would 

be easy. She already 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 sizes. Sheôd counted twelve last month and had 

only sold two. All t he T-shirts were accounted for, but five pairs of sparring gloves and ten 

mouth guards were gone. She hadnôt sold any. 

ñYoshidaôs right.ò She leaned in Mickôs doorway and handed him her marked up list. ñWe 

have a problem.ò 

He swore and crumpled up a page on his desk. ñWhat the hellôs going on, Gilda? Youôve 

yelled at all of us not to touch any stock without letting you know.ò 

Organization was her biggest strength, or weakness, depending on how you looked at it. 

Mick and Erik knew she kept meticulous records. Yoshida might not have been as aware. 

She slumped onto the thin plastic chair, flimsy to ensure his private meetings were short and 

sweet. ñWhy would anyone steal from the school?ò 

ñErik wasnôt the brightest bulb in the socket,ò Mick said. ñSomeone either put him up to it, 

or set him up.ò 

Gilda stared at the floor. ñSomeone like Yoshida?ò 

Mick frowned. ñYou keep saying that. Do you really think Yoshida would steal from his 

own school? I think it would have to be someone who has no idea how good you are at tracking 

inventory.ò 

Until lately. ñAll he has to do is walk in and take a few things. No one would think twice 

about stopping him.ò 

ñDo you know how long it took Yoshida to arrange my candles?ò He waved to the wall 

behind her where a pyramid of five yellow meditation candles stood on a narrow shelf by her 

head. ñTen minutes. 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 had to be placed just so. Pictures 

had to be hung certain distances apart. Things needed to be clustered in fives. Heôd lose his cool 

if they werenôt. If theyôre moved when someone cleans, he notices.ò 

ñMaybe heôs obsessive-compulsive.ò Gilda leaped from her chair and returned to her 

computer to figure out the significance of the number five to a Japanese martial artist. The four 

possessions she understood. The number five was a mystery. 

ñWhat did I say this time?ò Mick followed her to her desk. ñWas it about the stacks of five? 

Maybe heôs OCD, like you said.ò 

ñThat would explain a lot, wouldnôt it? I thought it was just because of all his training,ò she 




