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CHAPTER ONE
 
Alexa Charlevoix looked over a quarterly report to find Brent Moorcroft in her well-appointed office. He was dressed smartly in a dark Italian suit, sporting a red power tie and matching pocket square. He gave Alexa a smug smile as she reached for her intercom to call security.
“No need for that, Alexa, I won’t be long. I just wanted to see how quickly you were running PDX into the ground without the board to protect you from your questionable decisions.”
Alexa set the report aside and sat confidently in her chair. “That’s mighty big talk, dear, from someone who failed spectacularly at taking over PDX.” Her voice oozed sugary southern charm with a steely bite. “As I recall—correctly—I have your blind arrogance to thank for my 95% stake in the company. One of these days I should just make it a nice round hundred, but there’s no rush. Are we done here?”
“Not quite,” Brent said, still sporting his oily grin. “Rumor has it you’ve got your sights set on taking over the Carleton Group. That would be quite the feather in your cap… if you could pull it off.”
Alexa picked up the report and let it flop onto her desktop. “Not that it’s any of your business, Brent, but the Carleton deal should be closed by Friday, pending some last-minute details.” She stood and gestured to the door. “Well, I gather you’ll be on your way, now. Run along.”
Brent smiled and produced a folded piece of paper from his inside pocket. “Oh, don’t worry, Alexa, I won’t take up any more of your copious free time. I just wanted to see your face after you saw this.” He handed her the paper, and the camera zoomed in as Alexa’s face contorted in shock and rage as she scanned through the document.
“This isn’t possible. Carleton was mine. How did you—”
Brent raised his hand dismissively. “No, Alexa, it wasn’t me. I volunteered as courier. As I said, the look on your face is payment enough.” He turned to leave, then paused at the door. “A little free advice, Alexa, from someone who knows a thing or two about business. You’re either the fastest, or you’re dead. Carleton was signed this morning. What were you going to do for three more days?”
Alexa threw her coffee mug at him. “Get the hell out of my office.” Brent Moorcroft hurried through the door, then the camera swept across the room and pulled in tight to Alexa’s face. Tears welled up in her eyes and her chin quivered. The screen went dark as dramatic music swelled.
 
 
Diane Pembrook leaned back against the wall as she sat on her bed in the dorm room she shared with Sapphire Sorrellis. She looked over at Sapphire who scowled as she read a book. Diane kept the volume as low as possible, having lost her ear buds, but the look on Sapphire’s face suggested that one more word from Alexa Charlevoix would send her over the edge.
After an ad break, the screen lit up to show Lana Brinkman in bed with Ken Daniels. Diane rolled her eyes. She didn’t care for the pairing and seeing anyone in bed together romantically reminded her of how much she missed having Lyssa close. They used to spoon as they sat on the bed together. Diane would watch the screen over Lyssa’s shoulder after parting her wild hair aside. From time to time, she’d kiss the back of Lyssa’s neck and enjoy the nearness of her. Diane sighed and tried to put Lyssa out of her mind as Lana and Ken talked about getting married.
The screen went black, but not gracefully. A bold-typed message appeared: SERVICE
INTERRUPTED
FOR
NON-PAYMENT. Diane knew the deadline was close, but she thought she could skate by for two more days when payday rolled around. She hated to wait until then and needed her stories. She looked over at Sapphire and cleared her throat.
“Um, I hate to ask this, but could you borrow me fifty bucks until payday?”
Sapphire didn’t look up from her book. “Lend. What happened to saving money?”
“I… well, things came up. I had some socked away, but I ran short this week and had to use it all.” Diane hated having to ask for help, especially financial. Sapphire used to be well connected with her father’s business and credit cards, but he cut her off and left her to fend for herself after finding out she’d been out on patrol in direct violation of his orders. He didn’t like her being on the police force as it was but being a field officer meant risking death. He preferred his risks to be confined to the stock market.
Sapphire threw her head back and sighed. “I can’t believe you watch that crap. I’m not paying for your stupid addiction.”
Diane bristled. “It’s not crap.”
“Believe me, as someone who has been subjected to it for months now, it’s crap. There are so many better things you could be doing with your time.”
“Like what, reading?” Diane was surprised it came out sharply.
Sapphire looked over and nodded. “Yes.” She returned to her book. Diane picked up on her body language that their conversation was over. She thought about the word ‘conversation’ and tapped at her tablet until she found an icon with a swirly FG logo. She tapped it once and selected Lyssa from her FreeGab contact list. A green indicator showed she was available to chat. Diane felt a thrill as she initiated a contact request, then groaned as a series of ads ran that she couldn’t bypass. Once they were finished, Lyssa’s face appeared on the screen. She brightened up at the sight of Diane.
“Hey, you. I wondered who had the nerve to interrupt my stories. You’re on the okay list.”
“You too, pumpkin. Listen, I hate to bother you with this, but my ArcMAX bill is overdue. No stories for me until I pay up.”
Lyssa frowned. “Sorry, hon. If you come over, you can watch them here.”
“Can you give me a ride?”
“Nope. No wheels. My mom has the car all week, which sucks, because I can only go out on job interviews close by. There’s like, nothing here.”
Sapphire snorted and muttered, “There are at least five office parks near her. Lazy.”
Diana shot an annoyed glance at Sapphire before responding to Lyssa. “I hear you. I’m in a total wasteland over here, and all cooped up with Sourpuss. Envy me.”
Sapphire lowered her book. “Sourpuss?”
“Then get your sweet butt over here. What’s your excuse?”
“No wheels, either. And no money. My life sucks.”
“Mine too. Oh crap, they’re going to make me watch 20 more ads for three minutes. Love you, mean it.”
“Love you too. Good—” The connection terminated. Diane was shown four more ads before the tablet could be switched off. She tossed it aside and stretched out on her bed. She squeezed the back of her neck to work out a crick and let out a low moan. She closed her eyes and imagined the life she hoped to be living: a standout rookie rising quickly through the ranks of the Panther Division, receiving merit raises and bonuses, and eating at the Cotillion as often as she pleased. She tried to remember the details of her one and only visit to the establishment. She recalled fine wood, impeccably dressed staff, and decadent food. She was surrounded by none of those things now.
Diane’s eyes snapped open as she heard Sapphire stir from her bed and rustle around in her things. “Okay, you big baby, how much do you need, really?”
“What? Really? Just 50 bucks until payday, and I swear I’ll pay you right back.”
“That wasn’t what I asked you. I don’t want to hear about quick fixes and quicker loans. I want to know what you need to be comfortable.”
Diane’s heart raced at the prospect of this sudden windfall. Sapphire was bent on saving up for her own apartment and moving out as soon as possible. Diane hated setting her back but wanted to know what Sapphire had in mind. “Three hundred would work wonders, honestly.”
Sapphire dug through a bag. “Three hundred what, a month? A week? A day?”
“A month, I guess. I hadn’t given it that much thought.”
“Obviously. How does five hundred sound?”
Diane sat bolt upright. Five hundred! Not only could she pay for another month of her entertainment service, she could be at Lyssa’s in a heartbeat. She wasn’t sure what taxis cost but $450 had to be more than enough, round trip, she assumed. “That would be fabulous.” Her voice took on Alexa’s twang.
Sapphire puffed out a small laugh. “Hey, you used it correctly. Look who’s been hitting the books after all. Well, if it’s five hundred easy dollars you’re after, I have just the thing right here.” She tossed Diane a folded piece of paper. “On the house.”
Diane unfolded the paper and frowned as she looked it over. She held it up and glared at Sapphire. “What am I supposed to do with this?”
“Okay, so maybe you haven’t been hitting the books. Here, let me explain it for you: this is a list of the ten most wanted criminals in the city.” She leaned forward and tapped a face in the lineup. “See this thignoid dealer? Look what they’re paying to take him out.”
“Five hundred dollars.”
“Right. And the best part is, you don’t owe it back after you blow it on stupid crap. With a little piss and vinegar, a girl like you ought to clean up nicely.”
Diane huffed and mulled over the list. The payouts were attractive. The top name on the list paid out $100,000. Her eyes shone as she fantasized about what she’d do with that kind of money. Her thought bubble popped when Sapphire spoke again.
“Oh, and you can’t use your service weapon. If you use work gear, they’ll say you’re acting in the line of duty and you’ll only get 10% of the take, plus a pat on the butt from Kenner. Frankly, this town can be hopped up on thignoids until doomsday if that means keeping his creepy hands off me.”
Diane looked over at her father’s rifle. It was loaded with a single cartridge. She didn’t have any more bullets and couldn’t afford any anyway. She was flat broke until payday. After tossing the flyer on her desk, she flopped back on her bed and stared at the ceiling. Sapphire was right. One sure shot would bag her a quick $500 and rid the city of a scumbag drug dealer. She frowned as self-doubt nagged at her. One sure shot. She knew she could do it. She had done it before. It was how she came into possession of her father’s rifle. She fingered the stallion’s head pendant she wore on a simple silver chain and contemplated how she would do the job.
She sat up and plucked the flyer from her desk. She waved to Sapphire with it, causing her to slam her book on her thighs and give her a withering stare.
“Oh my god, what now?”
“Where’s Anderson Park?”
 



CHAPTER TWO
 
The following morning, Diane reported to briefing room 1A as usual. She expected Sergeant Addison to run down a list of bulletins, then send everyone off on their respective patrols with a rousing slogan: “Not another Arbor.” The veterans and new recruits would salute and pat a framed photo of the old Fourth Precinct building before it was reduced to rubble in the bombings and aftermath of the worst terrorist attack on US soil. For Diane, Arbor Day was a happy memory. It led to her joining the force and finally fitting in where she belonged. She spent the day shooting bad guys. Now she got paid to do it. She didn’t see a down side.
Her partner Officer Hendricks got teary every time he patted the photo. He wouldn’t talk about Arbor Day much except to say he lost “close… friends,” which was all he could get out before being rendered mute for several minutes as he mourned the dead.
Sergeant Addison approached a worn wooden lectern at the front of the room and to Diane’s dismay, he wasn’t alone.
“Good morning, everyone. Many, if not all of you, know Lieutenant Griggs. He trained some of you. Some of our finest officers, if I say so myself.” He winked at Diane. She gave him a sheepish smile in return but inwardly relished the recognition. “Jim Hendricks, for example. Are you keeping the rookie in line?”
Hendricks laughed. “I’m doing my best. She’s a handful.”
“You need to take her to Vito’s over there on Bergen.” The sergeant patted his stomach. “Put some meat on those bones.”
“Will do, sir,” Hendricks said with a chuckle.
Diane felt her cheeks burn. What kind of way was this to talk about the Panther Division’s star recruit? She took down the Stallion gang. She took down the Toros. She even killed her own father. She felt tears coming on at the thought of him. She held them back lest she come off as breaking down for other, less noble reasons.
The sergeant continued. “Lieutenant, I understand you’ve outdone yourself this time.”
Lieutenant Griggs gave him a toothy smile and took his place at the lectern. “Indeed, I have, sergeant. This by far was my best group of cadets since… well, I think it goes without saying. And one cadet in particular, well, let me tell you, he caught my eye from day one and I knew he was a rare breed. He excelled at book work, paid attention during lectures, and gave a master class on professional conduct when he was training in the field.”
Diane crossed her arms tightly and let out a snort. Griggs addressed the room in a three-point nodding motion, and she knew he wasn’t singling her out directly, but his words stung. Not that she expected a glowing report from Griggs. He’d thrown her in jail and tried in vain to get her tossed off the force. Chief Kenner overruled him both times. As a result, she was fiercely loyal to Kenner and was willing to put Griggs down in a freak gun cleaning incident, except she didn’t like anything that suggested she didn’t know her way around firearms.
Griggs held up a paper target from the shooting range. Diane leaned forward and squinted, then snorted louder when she realized what she was looking at. Griggs held it up like a prized fish.
“This cadet has displayed impeccable marksmanship. See here. Three strikes, all in the center area. That’s the sort of precision you should all aspire to. Perhaps you’ll be so lucky as to get some pointers and improve your own shooting.” Griggs held up another target. Four holes were pierced at random points in the target circle. One was close to the bullseye but not centered. “See? Another example of his focus and control. Learn from him. I cannot stress this enough.”
Diane couldn’t control herself any longer. “Are you out of your ever-loving mind?” Alexa’s twang cut through the center of her words. Hendricks jabbed her ribs with his elbow.
“Quiet. This is great stuff.”
“Great? I nailed the bullseye with five straight shots. Dead center. I—”
Her partner shushed her. “Whatever you say, Pembrook. You tell that story a lot, but where’s the proof?”
“I told you, Sapphire—”
Addison shushed her again and gestured to the lectern. Griggs used his left arm to point out a clean-cut male in the front row. “So, without any further ado, please welcome Officer Cade Goodwin to the Panther Division.”
Goodwin stood and nodded as the room erupted in applause. Diane clapped lightly for him, if only for making the cut and joining their ranks. Good help was still hard to find. While she and her fellow officers worked hard to keep their piece of the city safe, entire neighborhoods were still in chaos. The news couldn’t report on the crime fast enough, and the mayor and other officials could only promise more help was on the way. Cade Goodwin wasn’t the best marksman, she’d determined, but if he could do the job otherwise, she’d welcome him into the fold. But she didn’t have to like it.
Griggs nodded, and Goodwin sat down. “That, right there, is the future of the Panther Division. Mark my words.”
The room applauded once more, and Griggs took his leave. Diane seethed with disgust. Sergeant Addison returned to the lectern. “Well, that’s enough excitement for one day, huh? What a find. Great things, Cade. We’re expecting great things from you, and I’m confident you’re going to deliver in spades.”
Diane only heard Goodwin’s voice. “I’ll do my best, sir. We’ve got to make these streets safe again.”
Addison nodded approvingly. “Safe streets. Absolutely. That’s what we’re here to achieve. Go make it happen, everyone. Remember: not another Arbor.”
“Sir, no sir,” chanted the officers as they headed to their patrol cars. One by one, they slapped the framed photo of the 4th precinct building and marched to the parking lot.
Diane didn’t want to join in and give a Griggs-approved cadet the satisfaction of receiving undeserved praise. She patted the photo and muttered, “For Milton.” She brushed a tear away as she headed to the car.
 
 
Her partner drove in silence, smiling as if he were recalling his favorite food. Diane caught a faraway look in his eye and was concerned he wasn’t fully focused on patrol. Rhino Division lost four officers the week before to distracted driving. Two were killed instantly when their car struck a steel beam after the windshield was struck by a rock, spider-webbing it and reducing their visibility to near zero. Rather than slam on the brakes, the driver accelerated as he pulled the car over and struck the beam. Diane knew she wasn’t invincible, but she preferred to die on her own terms. Definitely fighting. Not like a sucker.
Hendricks spoke before she could inhale. “I think he’s going to work out fine. If Griggs likes him, he must really know his stuff.”
Diane rolled her eyes and scanned the road for threats. “We’ll see, I guess.”
“I mean, don’t get me wrong. You’re not a bad officer. It’s just… I don’t know, I can tell he’s something special, you know? One in a million.”
“Oh? He took out six—”
Her partner completed her sentence in a sing-song fashion Diane hated. “—hostiles with one shotgun shell, and blah blah heard it before. No, well, maybe. I’ll have to get the details from Lambert at the bar later. He’ll tell me what’s what.”
Diane felt her brow press down. She tried to soften up and concentrate on patrol. After a pause, she said, “Is that how it is? The boys get together and tell each other what’s what?”
He frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I think it’s strange that when a woman does a good job around here, nobody says anything. And I’m not making this about me. Like how about when Sanderson bagged those carjackers? I didn’t hear anything from you men except what a nice rack she’s got.”
“It is pretty impressive,” he said, sucking in a breath as he glanced down at Diane’s chest and frowning at the sight of it. “Uh, how she bagged those perps, like you said. I dunno, maybe we just—”
Diane finished his sentence. “—take it for granite?”
“Do what?”
“You take it for granite. If one of you guys would have done it, you’d be high-fiving for a week. A woman does it, and it doesn’t matter as much.”
“Granted.”
“Huh?”
“You said, ‘take it for granite’.”
“Well, I meant to say—”
“Twice.”
Diane winced at her mistake. She studied every day without fail. Her goal was 20 new words a day, 140 words a week. Her vocabulary was expanding as a result. She’d get a thrill when she used a previously unknown or unfamiliar word correctly. But words were only part of speaking. Phrases were more challenging. She preferred to stay silent when she wasn’t sure of herself but this one got away from her. Granted. That made much more sense.
As she beat down her embarrassment, she noticed a man on a street corner. Addison had stopped for a red light and Diane had turned away to pout against the passenger window. The man’s face was unmistakable. She patted her front pocket and considered pulling the most wanted criminals flyer out to confirm, but she’d studied it enough to make the call. The reward money closed the sale for her, despite being a reduced amount for taking him down while on duty.
Hendricks cried out as she abruptly exited the cruiser. She gripped the butt of her sidearm and raised her left hand to signal to the man to stay put. “Clarence Mills. You are under arrest for the murders of Jane Wilson and Zachary Oh.”
The man’s eyes widened, then he raised his hands defensively. “Listen, miss, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Diane put her hand in his shoulder and spun him around. She gripped his coat collar and marched him toward the closest wall. A small crowd gathered to see what was happening. Hendricks flipped on the lights and hurried toward the crowd, urging them to stay back. “Police business,” he said. “Disperse at once as I cannot guarantee your safety.”
“Some cop,” said an older woman, who dragged a two-wheeled cart behind her as she departed.
“Aw, yeah, this is gonna be good,” said a young man, his teeth sparkling under mirrored sunglasses.
“Hands behind your back. Do not resist. All personal items are subject to search and confiscation.” Diane reached up and pulled one of the suspect’s arms down, then the other. The man didn’t resist physically but continued to protest his innocence.
“Code blue,” he muttered, then much louder, he said, “just what the city needs, a hardass cop trying to look busy.”
Diane shoved him against the wall. “Shut up. Everything you say will be used against you.”
“I’ve got rights. I know people, too. Powerful people. This is going to cost you big time.”
“I said shut up.” Diane maintained a clipped, gruff tone. She reached for her handcuffs and applied them to the man’s left wrist, then jostled him to secure his right.
A half-second later, his right elbow slammed into her chest and sent her to the pavement. A few bystanders had crept closer on her left side, and the suspect shoved them aside as he made a break for it. “Get out of my goddamned way,” he said, sending a businessman to the ground. Diane shook her head and scrambled to her feet. She knew she wouldn’t receive the full reward for this one, but she intended for this to pay off in other ways. As her dreams of glory and extra cash began to fade, she chased the suspect on foot. Addison called out after her, but she wasn’t going to stop.
Not now, she thought. Not with a suspect so close to capture, wearing her cuffs. She wasn’t going to be known as the girl who let the big one get away. Tomorrow, she’d be the example for Cade Goodwin.
The suspect crashed into a man walking out of a corner store, sending canned goods in all directions. Diane felt a surge of adrenaline propel her toward him. Her score. Her glory. Her reward. He wasn’t getting away clean.
The suspect reached into his coat and produced something long and black. Diane pulled her sidearm from its holster and released the safety in a single fluid motion. A second later, she pulled the trigger and a burst of blood shrouded his head before he crumpled onto the sidewalk.
Diane slowed to a jog, then stopped to catch her breath. Her heart pounded and filled her ears, blocking out the sound of her partner approaching from behind. He stopped and gripped her shoulder. “Pembrook… what in the hell… why did you…”
Diane shook her head and staggered toward the suspect. She kicked him and trained her gun on his head, then holstered her weapon when the body didn’t move. She rolled him onto his stomach and pulled his arms behind his back, then finished applying the cuffs. She took a deep breath and knelt beside the slain man.
The man the suspect had knocked down lifted his head from the sidewalk. “Why did you bother with that for? He’s dead, ain’t he?”
Diane nodded. “Yeah, he’s dead. And under arrest for the murders of Jane Wilson and Zachary Oh. Resisting arrest. Assaulting a police officer. Fleeing a crime scene. And anything else I can think of when I do my report.”
Hendricks bent over to pick up something. Diane squinted up at him. He riffled through a black leather wallet. “Who did you say he was, again?”
“Clarence Mills. Number five most wanted.”
“This says Detective Kyle Tanner.”
“That’s a fake name.”
Her partner flashed the man’s badge. “I don’t think so. What I do think, Pembrook, is you’re in a whole mess of trouble.” Diane started to stand up. He pushed her back down. “Stay there. This is an active crime scene.”
“What’s that got to do with anything?”
“You’re part of it. Sit tight.” He switched on a communicator and reported the incident. Ten minutes later, six squad cars arrived and cordoned off the area. Cade Goodwin was among the responding officers. He sidled up to Diane and patted her head.
“Hey, hot shot. Looks like you’ve seen a little action.”
Diane jerked her head away and sneered. “Beats writing parking tickets.”
“Don’t knock it. It’s not a bad way to spend a few hours once you get the hang of it. The key is, you just have to make sure the ticket goes on the right vehicle.”
“I bet that took hours to sink in.”
Officer Vojczek patted Goodwin’s back. “Hey, here’s the stud. I heard you tagged a banger over on Third.”
“Just winged him. That’s okay. Anyone who wants to haul him in can just follow the blood trail he left them.”
“Gunslinger Goodwin. You’re the man.” Vojczek wandered off, leaving them alone.
Goodwin smirked at Diane. “Oh, I saw some action too. True, cuffing him would have been nice but he’s off the street, and really, isn’t that all that matters?”
Hendricks and another officer stepped forward. Hendricks was agitated and trying to get a step ahead of the other man to impede his progress. “No way, Gilbert, she’s my partner, and my responsibility. Let me do it.”
“Shut your yap, Jimmy. The boy’s up and coming around here, and Kenner wants us to make sure he sees it all and does even more. He’s getting the collar. Cuff her, Goodwin. Show her how it’s done.”
Diane was forced to lay face-down on the sidewalk. Goodwin stripped her of her weapon and handed it off to Officer Gilbert, then yanked her arms back to apply the cuffs. He pulled her up from the pavement and leaned into her ear as he marched her toward a nearby cruiser from behind. Her stomach curdled as she felt his hot breath against her skin.
“Everything you said will be used against you.”
 



CHAPTER THREE
 
Diane cowered in the corner of her cell and coughed up blood. Officer Vojczek rubbed the knuckles of his right hand and walked through the door, only to be replaced by Officer Gilbert. “On yer feet, cop killer,” he snarled. 
Diane shook her head and turned away. Gilbert grabbed her by the hair and pulled her upright. He squeezed her cheeks with his thumb and forefinger and smiled. Diane felt the urge to retch at the sickening smell of alcohol on the man’s breath.
“That’s right, I been out celebrating,” he said, looking her over. “A two-fer: welcoming Gunslinger Goodwin to the force, and seein’ the last of your mangy ass. I’ve got to speak with Kenner about the quality of the babes around here. Your roommate’s alright. I wouldn’t kick her out of bed unless I had something better hot to trot, but you, feh. All the meat on your bones won’t turn you into something I want to stuff.” Diane bit down on the skin between Gilbert’s thumb and forefinger and he let out a howl. The cell door burst open and two officers jabbed Diane with stun sticks. She sent a burst of spittle in all directions as she dropped to the floor.
Gilbert kicked her in the ribs and spat on her head. “Nothing you don’t deserve, cop killer. We have enough problems out there day in and day out. What made you think we needed you taking out one of our own, huh?”
“M-most wanted… l-list,” she wheezed.
Gilbert waved off the guards and gave Diane another kick. “What’s that? You wanted to be number one on the list? Too bad, scum sucker. You want to be notorious, you do the thing they did that you didn’t.” Don’t…” He kicked her in the ribs with each word. “Get… caught.” He spat on her head again and unzipped his pants. “I piss on scum like you.”
Diane squeezed her eyes shut and waited for the inevitable. To her surprise, a scuffle broke out and Lieutenant Griggs pulled Gilbert away from Diane, his face red with fury.
“That’s a two-week suspension for you, Gilbert, without pay. Get out of my sight, or I’ll make it four and send you up for command review. Go.”
Gilbert began to speak, but the look on the lieutenant’s face make him think better of it. “Aw, the brass always gets to screw ‘em. Just once, leave some for the boys.” Gilbert zipped up his pants and left the cell block. Diane struggled to stay conscious, but she was sure she heard other voices accompany him as he left.
Griggs crouched down beside her. “Officer Pembrook, do you wish to press charges against Officer Gilbert?”
Diane looked up at him through a blurry eye. “Just… want…. home.”
Griggs waved to the guards. “We need a medic in there on the double. And don’t think you’re in the clear. There will be a full accounting and appropriate disciplinary measures will be taken.”
A medic wearing blue scrubs hurried into the cell and sat Diane up against the wall. He took her vitals and swabbed her forehead with an alcohol-soaked gauze pad. “Looks like you’ve seen a little action. I’ll get you patched up.”
Griggs stood up and shook his head disapprovingly at Diane’s pathetic form on the cell floor. “Shameful. Miss Pembrook, on behalf of the leadership of the Panther Division, I give you my solemn word that disgusting treatment like this will never happen again on my watch. All prisoners, regardless of offense,” he paused to address the guards and a few eavesdropping officers, “shall be treated with respect and basic human dignity.”
Diane grimaced as the swab brushed across a gash near her temple. “Thank you, lieutenant. I… ach… appreciate that.”
Griggs gave her a thin smile and clasped his hands behind his back. Diane knew from her time at the academy, short as it was, that this meant a lecture was coming. She wasn’t sure what was worse: the certainty of broken ribs or listening to his self-satisfied ramblings about… something or other. She didn’t know what topic he’d choose. It sure as hell couldn’t be marksmanship. She took the suspect out with one shot, clean. Cade Goodwin couldn’t say the same.
“Miss Pembrook, though I abhor the actions of your fellow officers this afternoon, Officer Gilbert did raise a salient question: what possessed you to fire upon Detective Tanner? All accounts show that he did nothing to deserve it. Lethal force is an option, but the situation must demand it. Answer me honestly.”
Diane winced as the medic stitched up the gash. “He was on the most wanted list. I ordered him to freeze, I placed him under arrest, and he hit me and ran. I wasn’t going to let a top ten criminal get away clean.”
“Did you have a positive ID on the suspect before you initiated the arrest?”
“I’d been studying that sheet all night, so, yeah, I felt pretty positive.”
“Was that before or after he gave the Code Blue?”
“Before. What difference did that… ow!” She glared at the medic, who told her to keep still. “What difference did that make? He was a suspect, and I was running him in. Simple as that.”
Griggs shook his head. “Not so simple, Miss Pembrook. Detective Tanner was on the verge of bringing down a terror cell that has been planning to level six city blocks by the month’s end. Getting him embedded with the cell took time, planning, and patience. You dashed all of it with a single pull of your trigger. You have no idea how disappointed I am in you, having trained you personally.”
Diane began to second-guess herself, but his last sentence lit a fire under her. She wasn’t going to be shown up by Griggs or anyone else. She was right, and everyone else was wrong, she concluded. Best of all, she could prove it. “He was on the most wanted list. He resisted arrest, he made a sudden move consistent with drawing a weapon, and I responded with appropriate force.” She felt a thrill at those final words, and a huge debt to Sapphire for giving her a dictionary to study.
Griggs took a step back, as if pushed by the force of her argument, then reached into his pocket. “Was this the list you are referring to?” He handed a folded piece of paper to Diane, who took it from him. Her eyes darted across the flyer then looked up at Griggs plaintively.
“This isn’t it.”
“Miss Pembrook, am I to understand that your personal effects, from which I took that very item, and were collected by badged, uniformed, sworn officers of the law is now counterfeit?”
“Yeah, this picture has been changed. Same name, same everything else, but the picture is wrong.”
“To be clear, from the time you were escorted into the building, booked on charges, and relieved if your personal effects which were sealed in a locker only myself and a small number of trusted individuals can access, a forgery was planted? Is that your defense, Miss Pembrook?”
“I… I studied it all night. I know what I saw. That was Clarence Mills. I got the right guy.”
Griggs snapped the paper from her hands, folded it up, and slipped it into his pocket. “Ludicrous. Absolute hogwash. If there’s one thing I know about you, Miss Pembrook, you’re rash. You’re impulsive. There isn’t a single problem that you believe can’t be solved at the point of a gun. You’re everything I didn’t want this force to be after Arbor Day. Oh, I knew we’d be scrambling, desperate for warm bodies to provide some semblance of law and order. But you, Pembrook, you’re the epitome of who we don’t want. And do not doubt for one moment I will be pressing for the maximum penalty under the law.”
Tears spilled down Diane’s cheeks at his words. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”
Griggs sniffed dismissively. “You’ll take that foolish belief to your grave. But there is an upside to this… unpleasant situation.”
Diane felt ill. “What?”
“You’ll be used as a case study for the next batch of cadets. They’ll learn from your poor example and become better officers as a result. I will no doubt see you in command review. Good evening, officer.”
The medic packed up his kit and followed Griggs from the cell. The door closed and locked with a noisy clang. Diane buried her face in her hands and sobbed.
“I didn’t do anything wrong. It was him. I took him out. Clarence Mills is dead.”
 
 
Two weeks later, Diane was pacing back and forth in her cell awaiting word of her fate. First Lieutenant Kenner was rumored to have met with the chief and a decision would be coming down soon, she was told. She didn’t have many visitors while she was kept in lockup. She craved Lyssa’s touch, her breath in her ear, something, anything to cling to as she sat alone in her imposing cell. She had been locked up before, but the rudimentary brig was heavenly compared to her present surroundings, she noted. She had a full mattress, complete with box spring back then. Her back ached at the sight of a plain green cot with a thin pillow at one end and no blankets.
The old brig didn’t have any plumbing. The new cell block was designed with serious incarceration in mind, not simply a place to stick unruly cadets while they dried out or cooled off. Diane had her own toilet and sink and was certain she was being kept isolated for far longer than common prisoners would have been. The cell had no windows to the outside world, and the lights were always on.
As she paced, she thought about other changes. The city was still on the mend from the devastation of Arbor Day. Dramatic progress was made in some areas, which gave Diane an unrealistic idea of how far along the harder hit, and poorer areas should have been by now. She wasn’t there, doing the tedious work of rebuilding. She had a city to protect. A sliver of it, anyway.
Had, she reminded herself, along with any hope she had of being released, let alone exonerated. Kenner had stuck up for her in the past, but this was different. She didn’t blame him for keeping his distance. Why would he stick up for a cop killer? Her best hope was to be sentenced to hard labor. She found herself becoming increasingly numb to the prospect of the more likely outcome: death by firing squad.
Sapphire had visited her one day and gave her a book to read. It was a thick hardcover that covered the history of modern law enforcement. Had it been any other time, in any other place, she would have set it aside and never given it a second look. Now she had ample amounts of idle time to fill in her cell. She picked it up from the floor beside her cot and paced back and forth as she flipped the book open to a random spot. A section was titled TO
PROTECT
AND
SERVE
BUSINESS.
Diane propped up the book and found her eyes glazing over as she read about how the police force began to be used as a tool to serve moneyed interests, not the general population. Businesses were given preference when officers were summoned to respond to an emergency call. Punishments for various crimes were harsher when commerce was affected as well. Capital punishment was the most severe of all, and she read about the use of firing squads decades ago, which eventually gave way to lethal injections. She wasn’t sure if she should be flattered or horrified that the force was bringing back an old method of execution just for her.
Her ribs ached, and she struggled to hold the book up. It fell noisily on the floor and the spine cracked. A few pages slipped free of their binding. Diane swore and collected them up, grimacing as she bent over. She gathered up the pages and stuffed them into the center of the book. She wasn’t in the mood to put it back together correctly. After she cleaned up the last stray page, she gasped at the sight of a small piece of paper that laid face-down on the floor. She could see writing bleeding through from the front.
She set the book on the floor and snapped up the note. She hoped it was a smuggled letter from Lyssa. Sapphire didn’t seem thrilled with their relationship, but she didn’t interfere with it either. Maybe she took pity on them both and found a way to unite them in some small way, she hoped.
Diane frowned at the note. Instead of a passionate love letter, it was a single word in black lettering: STUDY.
She looked it over, unsure of its origin. It wasn’t Lyssa’s handwriting. It was much too neat. Sapphire’s was more legible but even this didn’t seem to match her usual script. She balled it up between her fingers and thumb and tossed it over her shoulder. She figured it was probably some cadet from a bygone era that had stuck that note in the book as a reminder to himself. The note seemed fresh, but solitary confinement had a way of messing with her head, she reminded herself. The cadet was the likely culprit. It was a man, and he probably wrote little prompts for all sorts of things: EAT. DRESS. POOP.
Diane laughed to herself at the thought. Men were such simple creatures, when it came right down to it.
The door clanked, and a guard pulled the door open. “Visitor. Five minutes.”
Diane sucked in a breath with anticipation. Had Lyssa finally come to see her? She didn’t dare make any assumptions. Her face fell when Gabe Hinajosa stepped into her cell.
“Hey, Diana,” he said, clutching his hat.
“Oh. It’s you,” she said, and sat down sullenly on her cot.
“Is this a bad time?”
Simple creatures, alright, she thought. She resisted the urge to unload on him with a smart remark. No, Gabe, everything’s just peachy. How’s your mother? See the game last night? She had few visitors and fewer allies. She decided to make the best of it and chose her words carefully before speaking.
“Um, no, what’s up?” 
“I heard about Tanner.”
Diane couldn’t suppress a sneer. “Just now? Today? This minute?”
“No, I mean… well, people are talking a lot of crap about you, and I don’t think it’s true. Well, most of it. I mean, you did kill Tanner. The guys are pissed. They’re lining up to be in the firing squad.”
“Are you going to be in the middle, or off to one side, or…?”
“No, I’m not about that. I don’t have much time. Let me say what I came to say, then I’ll leave you alone.”
Alone. Diane felt hollow at the sound of the word. She had been his girlfriend once, in a past life. She wasn’t much of a girlfriend, she recalled, but he wasn’t much of a boyfriend either. He was worse, she thought. He committed to joining the force only to up and leave her the second he had an out. He returned and attended the next academy, becoming one of Griggs’s toadies. Diane couldn’t stand the sight of him. But as she told Sapphire once before, he could be useful. Perhaps, she thought, now was the time.
“Okay, Gabe. I’m all ears.”
He took a deep breath and looked at his shoes. “Listen, I was a huge ass. I told you I wanted to make things up to you, and I meant it then, and I mean it now. Anything I can do for you, I’ll do it. I screwed up bad. I might never pay for what I did. But I want to try. I want you to let me make things right.”
Diane felt her heart soften for an instant at the sight of a tear splashing the toe of his highly polished dress shoe. “Okay, Gabe, you can make it up to me.”
He looked up, startled. “R-really? How?”
“I need you to deliver a message to somebody.”
“S-sure. Whatever you say. What message?”
“4251 Oak Barn Terrace.”
Gabe nodded, then cocked his head. “Okay, and who am I telling?”
“That’s the address. Say it with me. Remember.” Gabe repeated the address three times. Diane nodded and gestured for him to lean close to her mouth. He licked his lips and did as he was told. She whispered the message to him. A guard entered the cell and pulled Gabe away from her as she finished. “Got it?”
“Yeah,” Gabe said softly as he was ushered out of the cell. “Loud and clear.”
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
Time slowed to a crawl as Diane languished in her cell. She focused on healing up from her beatings. True to his word, nobody else laid a hand on her after Griggs walked in on Officer Gilbert preparing to pee on her head. She scrunched up her face at the memory. She consoled herself with revenge fantasies. He’d taken his best shot, or tried to, anyway. If there was a shred of justice in the world, she thought, she’d take hers.
She looked up at the light fixtures embedded in the ceiling. Her cell didn’t have a mirror, just a piece of polished metal that provided a fuzzy glimpse of her diminishing form. She was going soft. The guards took her out of her cell occasionally to exercise, but her ribs were too sore to engage in any sort of physical exertion. She recalled the sound of Gilbert’s zipper opening. She gave the ceiling a hard stare and felt her heartbeat accelerate.
She rolled off her cot onto the cold floor. She grasped her rib cage, then forced herself to lay flat on her stomach. She pushed herself up from the floor, then dipped down, touching the tip of her nose to the concrete, then back up into ready position. “One,” she hissed.
Twenty push-ups were all she could manage before she collapsed to the floor, lightheaded from jolts of pain that tore through her chest. She felt the cold concrete against her cheek and enjoyed the sensation. She controlled her breathing and gritted her teeth. She forced herself up for twenty more push-ups.
She immediately rolled onto her back and began doing sit-ups. Her ribs radiated a dull ache as her abdominal muscles protested the new development. She clasped her fingers behind her sweat-soaked head and counted out each rep under her breath. “One, freedom. Two, Gilbert. Three, Lyssa. Four, bonus. Five, Goodwin.”
As she exercised, she imagined life beyond her cell. Her fate was Kenner’s to decide. Someone was setting her up, that much she knew. Was it Griggs? Goodwin? Gilbert? Did everyone with a “g” last name have it in for her? They could dish it out. She could take it. She turned her thoughts to Kenner. Let him pass judgment. She knew the truth. She had to be ready. She wasn’t going to be a scared, soft girl when judgment day came. Weakness meant they won. She wasn’t letting them win.
She thought about Alexa Charlevoix. She hadn’t seen her stories in weeks. What was Alexa doing? Who was her mysterious rival? Lyssa had taught her about the backstory of the major characters. She ran through the list of potential suspects and came up empty.
Goodwin, she thought. They’re pushing for Goodwin to be the favorite. They want me out of the way, so he can rise to the top. If he wants to be the best, he’ll have to beat the best. Let me out of here, and I’ll show you. I’ll show all… of… you.
She laid on her back, exhausted. Her vision went fuzzy and for once, the room went dark.
Diane awoke to find a woman crouching beside her. She saw long brown hair pulled into a ponytail and felt a thrill that Lyssa was finally at her side. “I missed you so much,” she said, reaching up to pull her close.
The blue-garbed medic grabbed her wrist and forced her arm down. “Whoa there, hold still for me.” 
Diane looked down and saw an IV tube protruding from her left hand. She looked from side to side and saw two guards standing warily at her cell door. “What happened? What are you doing?”
The medic squeezed her wrist and checked her watch. After a few moments of silence, the medic nodded and let go. “65. Not bad. Respiration normal. I’m still pushing fluids. Let’s keep this needle where it belongs, huh?” She patted Diane’s hand and rooted around in her medkit for something.
“Why are you here?”
“To be honest, hon, I have no idea. The guards found you passed out on the floor. You’re dehydrated, that’s for sure.” She leaned in and whispered into Diane’s ear. “If they’ve been withholding food and water from you, blink twice.” Diane blinked once. The medic frowned and shrugged as she pulled away. “Make sure she’s getting enough fluids,” she said to the guards.
“I’ve got some fluids for her,” one guard muttered to the other.
“Naw, the medic’s the hotter one. Just give me five minutes.”
Diane grimaced at their assessment. The medic seemed to be unaware of their comments, or did a good job pretending she hadn’t heard them.
As soon as the IV bag was empty, the medic removed the needle from her hand and pressed a wad of gauze against the puncture site for a moment, then taped it down. “Take it easy for the next few days. Get those fluids up.”
Diane wagged her chin toward the overhead lights. “It’s hard to track time here, but I’ll do my best.”
The medic nodded and pressed a stethoscope against her back. This allowed her to whisper into Diane’s ear once more and avoid suspicion from the guards. “My uncle was held hostage in Syria. Long stretches of solitary. He told me routine was everything back then.”
“I have a routine. It’s called sit here and rot,” Diane whispered.
“See if you can’t come up with something else. Trust me on this. I don’t care how tough you act; your brain isn’t wired to handle long-term solitary confinement. Find a way to stick to a routine. Remember how it was on the outside. That’s a start.” Her voice rose. “68. Looks like my job is done here.” She set about packing up her medkit.
Diane tried to imagine her life before confinement. She remembered Lyssa, but just in fits and starts; usually fantasies about running across the parking lot into her arms and twirling around. She glanced up at the persistent overhead lights and nodded. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll just be sitting here, turning to mush.”
The medic slung her medkit over her shoulder and gave the command to be released from Diane’s cell. The door swung open quickly, then slammed shut the instant she cleared out. Diane listened to her footsteps fade down the hallway before another door clanked open and shut.
She finished a 10-count under her breath and worked on the details of her escape plan. She’d overpower the guards to get out of her cell, then she’d get to the next door. How would she pass through it? She’d shoot her way out. With what gun? She’d steal one from the guards. What if there’s nothing to shoot? She’d find something. This place wasn’t going to hold her once she had the physical and mental strength to break free. That much she knew. She just needed more details about what lay beyond her cell door.
 
 
Days later–or so Diane thought–she heard a loud clank in the distance and a pair of heavy footsteps. Voices sounded outside of her cell. A key turned, and a bolt slid. The door opened, and two men forced Diane face-down onto the floor. They pulled her arms behind her back and applied cuffs, then slapped leg irons onto each ankle. They hoisted her to a standing position and frog-marched her out of her cell.
She looked up at the men. “Where are you taking me?”
“The prisoner does not speak unless ordered,” said one.
Diane tried to drag her feet and slow the men down, but they lifted her higher and carried her to the security door. The other one barked a command and a buzzer sounded. The door slid open automatically and slammed shut behind them once they were through. Diane saw a door marked INTERROGATION and expected to be turned toward it. Instead, the men carried her down the hall to another room with a door marked simply CONFERENCE.
Diane was marched to the front of the room. Before her was a wide metal table. First Lieutenant Kenner sat in the center chair, flanked by Lieutenant Griggs on one side and Chief Detective Bradford on the other. Diane stood on the other side of the table, guarded by the two men who had escorted her from her cell.
The door closed behind her, and Kenner cleared his throat. He patted a stack of folders and gave Diane a solemn stare. “Officer Pembrook: you are charged with murder in the first degree. Command review has concluded on your case, and we are prepared to pass a verdict. Before we do, I will first advise you that this charge carries a maximum penalty of death by firing squad. Second, you may make a statement to this board with the understanding that it will have no bearing on your sentence. Understood?”
Diane nodded. “Yes, sir,” she squeaked. Her throat was bone dry.
“Bradford, do you wish to address the officer?”
Diane had never seen the chief detective up close before. He was a bald man with bushy eyebrows. As with Kenner and Griggs, he was decked out in dress blues for the hearing. Diane thought he looked like a ship captain.
“Detective Tanner was one of my best men. I’d trust him with my life. Now he’s gone, and all the reviews and firing squads in the world won’t bring him back. You, Diane Pembrook, are a disgrace to the uniform. To hell with you, if only the devil would have you.”
Kenner coughed. “Anything else?”
Bradford shook his head. “I’m done with her.”
“Fine. Griggs?”
Lieutenant Griggs was looking especially oily. His pencil mustache widened under his nose as he gave her a toothy grin. “I’ll merely say this day has been too long in coming. You were my worst student. I’ve already forgotten you.”
Diane felt her blood boil. She wanted to lash out at him verbally, if not physically, but she didn’t see the point in it. He had won. She focused on Kenner to ignore the smug look on Griggs’s face.
“Anything else?” Kenner barely turned his head when he asked.
“Not a thing,” Griggs said.
“Fine. The verdict will be now read.” Diane was held upright by her escorts. “Diane May Pembrook, you have been found…”
Diane felt her stomach drop as she heard his fateful words. Her brain completed the sentence and a jolt of sheer fright surged through her as the words “guilty as charged’” and “shall be put to death by firing squad” filled her head. Her knees buckled, and the room started spinning. Lyssa’s voice screamed from a faraway place, begging her not to leave her all alone.
Griggs stood abruptly and pounded the table with a tightly clenched fist. “Are you completely insane? On what logical basis can you have arrived at any other verdict but guilty as charged?”
Bradford rubbed his forehead in disbelief. “You traitor. That’s what this is. You’re a traitor. You’re both traitors.”
Diane fell to the floor as her escorts leapt across the table to prevent Bradford from firing a round into Kenner’s head. The gun discharged, and a bullet whizzed over his head. The men wrestled Bradford to the ground and subdued him with punishing blows to his jaw.
Griggs was red-faced. “I’ll have your badge for this, Kenner. I’ll have you busted down to rank cadet, and I will expel you from the division personally.”
Diane struggled to kneel. “What just happened?”
Sapphire crouched down behind her and removed her cuffs. “Weren’t you listening? He just said you were acquitted and restored to active duty.”
Bradford was cuffed by Diane’s escorts and forced upright. Kenner plucked his badge from his belt and tossed it aside. “Far be it for me to engage in playground taunts, Bradford, but it takes one to know one. Now that the Pembrook matter is settled, let’s take a look at Detective Kyle Tanner, shall we? Sorrellis, start the show.”
Sapphire pointed a cylindrical device at a bare wall and Diane watched a rectangle of light appear, then display an array of photos and statistics. Kenner rose from his seat and stepped over to the display. “The man we knew as Tanner went by several aliases. Before he infiltrated our ranks, he was simply known as ‘Dakota’. He had quite a few skills in his arsenal, the least of which being demolitions.” He tapped his finger on a grainy surveillance video of two men packing something into the corners of a stairwell, then stringing wires. One man turned to the camera and nearly everyone in the room gasped at the sight of Tanner dressed as a maintenance worker. Another man stepped down from the ladder and looked squarely into the camera: Bradford.
“Of course, I’m not telling you anything you don’t already know, Montana.”
The video showed the men exiting a steel-and-glass building through the lobby doors, dressed in street clothes. A time-lapse of the building showed panes of glass shatter in all directions shortly after a mass evacuation. A blonde woman was pinned under a desk that fell from one of the upper floors. “Arbor Day,” Diane said gravely.
Bradford spat at Kenner. “This is a set-up. I’ve served this force with distinction for—”
Kenner raised his hand. “For far too long. Get him out of my sight. Disappear him.”
The men dragged Bradford from the room. His screams bounced through the corridor until they passed through a third security door. The silence made Diane’s stomach curdle. She could only imagine the horrors that laid deep in the detention block. Sapphire switched the display device off and slipped it into her pocket.
Griggs had gone from beet red to ashen. His unbearably smug demeanor was now a mask of pathetic misery. His chin quivered, and he said simply, “How?”
Kenner arm-pointed to Diane. “Make no mistake, Pembrook, you were damned lucky. A convincing argument could be made for tossing you off the force for reckless endangerment, and a whole list of lesser charges. Believe me, Griggs spent many hours in my office giving it his best shot. But the point of command review is not to ship every accused officer off to the firing squad. We conduct a thorough investigation. Frankly, the more forcefully Griggs argued for your guilt, the more I wondered why Tanner was so revered by everyone. Turns out, he wasn’t. Not even close. He was so ignored by all of you,” he paused for effect, “that he was number five on the goddamned most wanted list and none of you even batted an eyelash.”
Kenner pulled the most wanted list from his files and held it up for the room to see. There, as Diane had remembered, a man called Clarence Mills stared off the page at them. Kenner tossed the list aside and arm-pointed at Diane again. “I should say, everyone except Pembrook. Officer Sorrellis tells me she used to keep her up all night obsessing over the list, vowing to run them all in. That’s the kind of officer I’ve been pushing for, and here she is, right under our noses. There’s going to be a reckoning, people, mark my words. I will continue investigating how it is that Officer Pembrook spent four months in solitary confinement for shooting the right guy.”
Diane reeled at his remarks. Four months?

Griggs stepped forward. “I want it on the record that it was I who put a stop to the shameful treatment Miss Pembrook was receiving while her case was under review. I trust she will attest to a vastly improved standard of living after my intervention.”
“Oh, please. The guards gave me toilet water. I had to pick bugs out of my food.” Diane stepped clear of her leg irons as Sapphire released them.
Griggs was taken aback. “And I will personally conduct a full investigation into the treatment of prisoners to ensure going forward no further breaches of the law or professional conduct might occur.”
Kenner shook his head. “No, you won’t, Oliver. You’re suspended pending command review, effective immediately.” He handed Griggs a crisp document bearing the chief’s official seal. “Your gun and your badge. Now.”
Griggs trembled as he skimmed through the edict. “I’m going to appeal this, Kenner. Straight to the top. Oh, and don’t think for one minute I won’t be calling for a thorough investigation into the lax standards this department has adopted of late. Suspending me and coddling her isn’t making this city one iota safer.” He dropped his gun and badge unceremoniously on the table and brushed past Diane. Kenner gave Diane a wan smile as Griggs left the room.
Sapphire let out a long sigh. “I thought he’d never leave.”
Kenner stepped away from the table and gestured to his files. “Take care of that crap, willya?”
Sapphire nodded. “On it, chief.”
Kenner turned on his heel and wagged his finger at her. “Not yet. But I like where your head is at.”
Diane ran her fingers through her hair as a thousand thoughts competed for her attention. What was she supposed to be doing now? Where should she go? When could she see Lyssa? Acquitted, really? She felt the urge to return to her cell. She had become accustomed to the monotony.
“Sir, where should I—”
Kenner paused at the door and looked Diane up and down. “Oh, for God’s sakes, man. Take a shower, get some real food in you, and take two weeks to pull yourself together. I need you in top form if you’re going to take down the rest of the most wanted.”
Tears welled up in Diane’s eyes. “Really, I can go?”
Kenner gave her a wave as he left the room. “Be back in two weeks. Dismissed.”
Diane broke down. Sapphire rolled her eyes and set the files down she was starting to gather up and patted her on the back. “Yay, two weeks of your stupid soap opera. Thank God for having other places to be.”
Diane nodded, then brightened up. “I’ve got somewhere else to be too. Just one thing, though.”
“What’s that?”
“What day is it?”
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
Lyssa pressed her back against Diane’s chest as they sat on Lyssa’s plush bed in her family home in the idyllic suburbs. Diane swept Lyssa’s wild hair aside and kissed the back of her neck. She wanted to melt into her. They had been apart for far too long. The comfy mattress felt like quicksand compared to her thin cot back in her cell. Diane had been free for five days, but she hadn’t fully left the cell block. She still felt the clear air fill her lungs with each breath. Each continuous step beyond twelve feet in any single direction seemed to violate some sort of natural law. She kissed Lyssa again, if only out of defiance. She was alive, and they were back in each other’s arms. In that moment, her life was perfect.
“Dorrie, come empty the dishwasher,” called Lyssa’s mother from downstairs.
Lyssa lowered her tablet. Diane was still two months behind on Fortune and Destiny, even after skipping the parts that didn’t involve Alexa Charlevoix. “Be there in a sec, ma,” she replied.
Diane let out a small laugh. “It’s weird to hear her call you that.”
“Yeah, well, mothers never do what you want. Ooh, hold on, you have to see this scene. I know you hate Chet Franklin, but this is awesome.”
Diane rolled her eyes. No, she wasn’t a fan of Chet Franklin, but she focused on the positive in the moment: she was with Lyssa their private sanctuary, away from her fellow officers and the brass. Sapphire knew about the two of them, and to Diane’s knowledge she kept their secret under wraps. She appreciated that Sapphire didn’t use it against her. In return, she tried to keep her relationship out of sight from Sapphire as she didn’t like the way they carried on together.
Footsteps sounded on the stairs. Lyssa tossed her tablet aside and hopped off the bed. “Get under the covers, quick!” She tugged at her clothes and hurried into the hallway. “I said I was coming, ma. Jeez, God, give me a minute.”
Diane pulled Lyssa’s comforter up to her chin and listened to Lyssa and her mother bicker in the hallway. A tear rolled down Diane’s cheek as she thought about her own mother. Who was she? Was she still alive somewhere? Her father claimed she was dead. Was she? Or was that just another lie? Was her last name Fellner? Lyssa rumbled down the stairs in a huff and her mother followed, in full lecture. Diane never had that. Or if she did, she was too young to remember it. All she recalled was a sheltered life with her father, broken up with the one job she was able to hold down until he made her quit.
She looked around Lyssa’s room. She found it almost oppressively feminine. The walls were light pink with white trim around the windows and doors. Posters of hunky movie stars and singers were tacked up on the wall closest to the door. “My parents don’t know I like girls,” she explained. “This helps them think I just haven’t met Mister Right yet.”
Diane looked over at a shelf loaded with stuffed animals. This was another life experience that had been denied to her, at least to her recollection. Her father was capable of tender moments, but he could be hot-tempered as well. Giving her a plush toy to hold wasn’t how he was wired.
She sniffed Lyssa’s pillow. It smelled of her. So did the comforter. Diane wished she could take them back to her dorm and have Lyssa’s scent around her each night they were apart. While she was under the Panther Division’s roof, she had to use police-issue furnishings. It was unusual for a badged officer to still reside in a dorm after graduating from the academy, but Arbor Day had a way of screwing things up long after the event. The police department was still recovering from a sharp reduction in the force for various reasons. Death. PTSD. Apathy. Death. Diane couldn’t keep up with the roster changes each week. Her incarceration rendered all of it moot.
Footsteps sounded through the door and Lyssa returned from her chores. She closed the door and carefully set the lock. Her mother tended to walk in unannounced. Diane thought it was worse when she was greeted with a locked door. This was not the norm when Diane wasn’t around, she concluded, which made things awkward when Lyssa granted her entry after hastily setting up the appearance they had been doing something completely innocent and not at all sexual in nature.
“Glad that’s over with. I figure we’ve got about an hour before she starts bugging me again.”
Diane sat up on the bed. “I need to get my own place.”
Lyssa gasped. She bounded onto the bed and grasped Diane’s hands. “Oh baby, no, nobody is throwing you out of here. My parents are cool with you staying here for as long as you want. Well, okay, two weeks, but still.”
“I meant, after that.” She wiped her damp cheek with her knuckle. “I need to grow up and get my own place. Then we can live together and not have to do all this sneaking around.”
Lyssa grimaced. “Crap, thanks for reminding me.” Her voice rose nearly an octave. “Have you heard the new Midnight Specials track? I so wish I could see them live sometime, but they say they aren’t touring for at least another six months while Jason works on solo stuff.” She turned on a music player and adjusted the volume until she was satisfied nobody could hear them talking beyond her bedroom door. “I wish I could land a freaking job. I’d so beat you to it. Where would we live?”
Diane shrugged. She only thought about having a place of her own in the abstract. “The city, I guess.”
“Oh, like, close to work? Wouldn’t that get a little awkward?”
“Why would it be awkward?”
“I mean, people checking out your personal life.” Lyssa looked down as she spoke.
Diane chucked her chin up and kissed her on the lips. “It’s my personal life. They can all buzz off.”
“I don’t know. I’d like a little air between them and us, you know? How about Hackensack?”
“Ugh. Gabe’s from Hackensack. Don’t remind me.”
“Okay, well, what about over by Dover Plaza? That seems like a cute area.”
“Veronica lives there.”
Lyssa frowned and smacked Diane’s arm. “Is there somewhere we can live where you don’t have ex-lovers stuffed away?”
“Ow! They’re not… there are other places we can go. Better places. Heck, anywhere we move to is automatically going to rule.”
“Oh? Why is that?”
Diane kissed her playfully. “Because you’ll be there, that’s why.”
Lyssa giggled and kissed her back. She pushed Diane onto her back and pulled at her top. Diane squeezed her and enjoyed the perverse thrill of fooling around when Lyssa’s disapproving mother was lurking somewhere in the house. Her ardor was cooled in a bracing instant as a thud sounded at the door.
“Dorrie, why is this door locked? Your pinks are dry. Come get your stuff out of the dryer so I can finish the wash.”
Diane wiped her lips and scrambled under the covers. She grabbed the tablet from the edge of the bed and dialed up another scene featuring Alexa in her soap opera. Lyssa smoothed out her clothes and opened the door. “Huh, must have popped it by accident.”
Her mother gave her a hard stare, then grunted. “Set the table when you’re done. We’re having pot roast tonight.” She gave the music player an annoyed glance. “Turn that racket down.”
“Okay, ma,” Lyssa said. She stopped abruptly after lowering the volume and touched her fingers to her mouth. She wiped her moist lips and gave Diane a quick glance before leaving, whispering “oh, my god.” Diane looked up from the tablet and felt her blood run cold at the thought of discovery and what that might mean for her temporary living arrangement.
Lyssa returned a few minutes later with a laundry basket under her arm filled with an assortment of pink clothes. She placed it on the floor and closed her door quietly, then she began folding the laundry and putting it away as she went.
Diane set the tablet down. She had hoped to tack her way forward through her backlog of Fortune and Destiny episodes but now was not the time. Lyssa was oddly quiet, and stiff in her movements. Diane wasn’t sure what to say. She sat up in bed and waited for a sign from Lyssa as to how to react and respond. She didn’t like feeling this way. She liked feeling confident and in charge compared to her impulsive and passive girlfriend. Sapphire was right: Lyssa wasn’t giving the job search her all. Diane thought back to her excruciating push-ups in her cell and saw how differently they responded to adversity. She was supportive and understanding now, but she felt the wedge coming between them as Lyssa placed a frilly top in her dresser drawer.
She bent over to pick up another item and dropped to one knee. Tears dripped onto the laundry. Diane hopped off the bed and crouched down beside Lyssa. She pulled her close and rubbed her back. “Hey, what’s wrong?”
Lyssa shook her head. Her voice was barely audible as she spoke. “She knows.”
Diane sucked in a breath and looked up at a poster featuring a shirtless Kent Brantley. She patted Lyssa and kept her voice down. “About… us?”
“Yeah,” Lyssa said. “I think you’re going to have to leave sooner than we planned. Like… tonight.”
“Oh, come on. What makes you think—”
Her head turned sharply at the sound of Lyssa’s door opening. Her mother stood in the doorway and gave Diane a hard stare. “Keep this open.” She looked up at a picture of a muscular man in tight briefs holding a volleyball under his arm and let off a snort.
“Yes, ma’am,” Diane said.
Lyssa’s mother stomped off and soon Diane heard clattering and banging in the kitchen. Lyssa sobbed and held Diane close. Diane patted her back and tried to think of something comforting to say. Her secluded upbringing sheltered her from lots of things. She felt like she was playing twenty some-odd years of catch-up as it was. Was girls liking other girls so terrible? She recalled the look on her father’s face when she told him she had a girlfriend. His face was a picture of contempt. When she learned that word, the definition brought up that image as well. Here it was again, this time from Mrs. Delaney.
Diane stroked Lyssa’s back. “We’ll get our own place.”
“Make it quick,” Lyssa said. “I might be sleeping under a bridge if not. Or jumping off of one.”
Diane kissed her forehead. Fine, she thought, if it was up to her, she’d get it done. Taking down as many of the city’s most wanted was her best shot. Unfortunately, she only had one cartridge in her rifle back at the dorm. It was going to have to be a hell of a shot if she was going to rake in the rewards any time soon.
Then again, Lyssa told her all she needed was one sure shot. “I’ve got this,” she cooed. “Leave it to me.”
 
 
Diane’s bed in her dorm room was closer to the cot she’d used for four months in solitary confinement compared to Lyssa’s plush queen bed. She struggled to get comfortable as she looked over a fresh copy of the most wanted list. Clarence Mills was gone. He was replaced by a man named Kendall Bending. His rap sheet included drug running and gang activity. She instinctively reached up to her neck to finger her stallion-head pendant and found only bare skin. She looked around for the pendant and came up empty. Sapphire came in from wherever she’d been and tossed a bag onto her own bed. “You’re back early. Like, what, eight days?”
Diane rummaged through her desk drawer. “Yeah, things didn’t pan out at Lyssa’s.”
“Ooh, trouble in paradise. Too bad. What are you looking for? You barely own anything.”
“My horse.”
Sapphire tipped her head and mouthed, “Your horse…?” She saw Diane’s bare neck and nodded in recognition. “Oh,” she said, “that thing. Here, I forgot you’d be looking for it.” She opened her nightstand drawer and produced the silver pendant.
Diane took it from her and put it on. “What’s it doing over there?”
“Well, in the early going, when you first got run in on charges of being a cop killer, in so many words, your fellow officers decided to help themselves to your stuff. Like I said, you don’t own much of anything. I knew how much this thing meant to you, so I stashed it while they rooted around looking for anything else. Your tablet was a piece of crap, so I let them take that. That left the rifle.”
Diane panicked and rushed to the spot where it had been leaning before she was locked up. The rifle was gone, and along with it, her literal best shot at making enough money to get a nice place of her own. “Who took it? I’ll rip their guts out.”
“Yeah, I thought you’d say that. To be honest, there were so many of them I couldn’t keep them all straight. It wasn’t Lee Harper. Or Hinajosa. Other than that, it was pretty much a blur.”
Diane paced back and forth. She felt a strange mix of outrage and nausea. That rifle wasn’t just her ticket out of the dorm. It was a totem from a fallen adversary, just like the stallion pendant. The difference was, she had taken it from her father after she put a bullet between his eyes.
“I’ll kill them. I’ll kill them all. Goodwin, probably. It had to be him. That smug bastard thinks he can just come in here—”
Sapphire waved her off. “No, it wasn’t him either. He stood out in the hallway barking orders, that much I remember. Yeah, come to think of it, he was more like the ringleader of the bunch, egging them on, then yelling at them for not coming up with anything good.”
Diane cocked her head. “A rifle ain’t no good? We’ll see about that when I shove it so far up his…” She stopped and put her hands to her head in disbelief as Sapphire held the rifle aloft like a trophy hunter who had bagged a rhino. “Where’d that come from? You said—”
Sapphire handed her the rifle. “I said things were a blur. Which meant Goodwin’s merry band of idiots didn’t see me slide it under my bed while they snooped around your things. I palmed the pendant, too. I had to leave them the tablet so they’d have something to fixate on. Plus, like I said, it really was a hunk of crap. You should invest in an ARCTURUS.”
“Why, and give money to your daddy? I was fine with what I got.”
“What you got, Pembrook, is a bad case of The Sticks.”
“The what, now?”
“The whuh whuh?” Sapphire let her jaw slacken and dropped her voice an octave. 
“That ain’t funny. Quit.”
“Seriously, Pembrook, get a grip before someone hears you. You work so hard putting on this weird urban accent that you forget you backslide when you’re upset or agitated. Hard.”
“I ain’t doin’ no nothing wrong, I—” Diane blanched and put her hand to her cheek. She was mortified that her rural roots had broken through the layers of education and practice she’d been laying down for well over a year. 
Sapphire put on her mocking tone again. “Well, y’are, wut with tryin’ tuh talk like a yankee.” She reverted to her normal speaking voice. “Honestly, Pembrook, you twang out enough anyway. Why not just own it? Who cares if you talk like you’s from Alabama?”
“I… want to be respected. I…” She slowed down to enunciate the words to her liking. “I don’t want people treating me like some stupid hick. Like you just did.”
“I was treating you how you deserved to be treated: like a phony. Pembrook, just be yourself. It’s fine.”
“When I come into some money, I want people to take me serious.” Diane stood her rifle up in its usual resting place.
“Seriously. Keep hitting those books, Pembrook. That’s all I can say. Oh, except one more thing. Seems to me, your idol Alexis Charlie-something has a southern accent. She’s supposedly a multi-billionaire, isn’t she? Don’t people respect her?”
“Her name is Alexa Charlevoix, and yeah, they do. Well, not Brent Moorcroft, but he’s such an ass. I wish they’d finally reveal who’s been messing with her. It’s not him. He’s just the go-between. I’m thinking it’s—”
Sapphire put her hands to her ears and tossed her head back. “Oh my god, I don’t care.”
Diane smiled and threw up her hands in frustration. “Sorry. I can’t believe they stole my tablet. I’m still way behind on my stories.”
Sapphire opened her nightstand and produced a gift-wrapped package. She tossed it to Diane and flopped down on her bed.
“What’s this?”
“Open it, genius. The point of the wrapping paper is to make it a surprise.”
Diane ripped open the package and put her hand to her forehead in disbelief as she revealed a brand-new ARCTURUS tablet, complete with ear buds. “Wow, thanks, Sapph. You didn’t have to do that.”
“True. Guess I’m not completely horrible. But I’m warning you, if I have to hear Chet Franklin go on one more minute about that stupid treasure map I’m going to need that rifle back.”
Diane plugged the earbuds into her tablet and switched it on. Once the main screen appeared, she hunted around for the ArcMAX icon, frowning as she recalled the service was disconnected for non-payment. She was spoiled with Lyssa’s tablet with ad-free connections to virtually everything. Everything except FreeGab, which she only used to communicate with Diane because she couldn’t afford anything else.
Sapphire cleared her throat and pointed to an icon labeled ENTERTAINMENT. Diane tapped the icon, not expecting anything to happen. A gallery of available titles filled the screen, each bearing a WATCH
FREE banner, including Fortune and Destiny. Her face brightened up and tears of joy streamed down her red cheeks. “You gave me the Platinum package? Sapphire, you’re the best.”
“Eh. I figure you’d suffered enough in the cell. It seemed like the least I could do to make a little of it up to you.”
Diane beamed at the sight of the Fortune and Destiny warm-up screen. She wiped her eyes with her knuckle and smiled at Sapphire. “You’re a good friend, Sapph.”
“Shut up and watch your stupid show.” She picked up her bag and left the room.
Chet Franklin and Brent Moorcroft’s nephew Grant stood outside of a crypt. “You sure this is the place? The map seemed to be taking us that way,” Chet said.
Perfect timing, Diane thought as she glanced over at Sapphire’s empty bed.
 



CHAPTER SIX
 
Diane’s mandatory down time was both a blessing and a curse, she decided. On the one hand, it felt good to rest her sore ribs and curl up with her tablet, binge-watching Fortune and Destiny. On the other, she felt herself getting increasingly restless and eager to get back out on patrol. She had been spared many of the details, but she picked up enough chatter to know Cade Goodwin was making a prime ass of himself. She wasn’t sorry to be missing out. She started to make regular trips to the gym to toughen up, since she couldn’t stray far from her dorm room with no money or transportation.
Lyssa still hadn’t found a job. She eagerly told Diane all the details of a promising lead–cashier for a convenience mart–only to call back the next day in tears that they “went in another direction.” She chalked it up to being female, fat, and liking girls. Sapphire let out a disapproving scoff. “How about lazy,” she muttered. 
Diane had three more days until she could return to active duty. She hit the gym and powered through a hundred push-ups before finally collapsing onto the floor. She’d come a long way since her first attempt in lockup. Her workout was fierce, and she was toweling off her sweaty arms when two junior officers walked in. They were dressed in street clothes, but not to work out. Diane sat and sipped her water and gave them a curt nod.
She didn’t know them very well. As she recalled, they were either fresh off the latest academy session or the one before. She didn’t like their looks. The both had greasy-looking hair. They were clean-shaven, which kept them from being clones of Lieutenant Griggs. Even so, they seemed like the sort of officer Sapphire warned her about: toadies to Griggs in his little army. The one on her left slapped her cup out of her hand. “Hey, cop killer.”
Diane stood up and got up in his face. “I was exonerated. You got a problem with it, you take it up with Kenner.”
The officer pushed her backward. “I’ve got a problem with cop killers. I’m taking it up with you.”
Diane reached for her hip and remembered she was unarmed. Griggs was right, she thought, maybe she did rely on guns too much. The other officer crowded in close. “We both got a problem with cop killers.”
“Goody for you. Two on one, is that how it’s gonna be? Okay, take your best shot.” Diane felt herself tensing up as adrenaline shot through her veins.
“C’mon, Paulie, knock her out so we can have some real fun with her,” said the second officer.
Diane raised her fists. “You heard him, Paulie. Bring it.”
Paulie bounced on his toes and swatted at her. Diane bobbed and weaved, trying to find an opening to land the first punch. She got her chance when Paulie reached too far and gave her a juicy target in the form of his chubby left cheek. She took a swing and connected. The gym echoed with a loud smacking sound as Paulie spat.
“Okay, bitch, now I’m pissed. C’mon, Jimbo, hold her down so I can really mess her up.”
Diane took a swing at Jimbo and missed. He wrapped his arms around her and tried to wrestle her to the ground. He smelled like beef jerky. He grabbed her breasts and gave them a hard squeeze. Diane drove her heel into the top of his right foot and jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow. “Oh yeah, Jimbo? You like it rough? You’ve got to try harder than that to get me on my back.”
Paulie brandished a pair of five-pound dumbbells. “I’ve got this, Jimbo. Step aside.”
Diane braced herself for the first blow. Paulie swung wildly but the extra weight threw off his follow-through. He called out to Jimbo to grab her again, so he could get in a good shot. Diane tussled with Jimbo and felt another pair of hands on her shoulders. They weren’t Paulie’s. Great, she thought, I’ll be spitting teeth in no time.
Instead, a loud voice said, “Whoa, hey, what’s all this commotion, huh? What’s with ganging up on poor old Pembrook?”
Goodwin. Diane recognized his voice a second before she saw his smirking face. He pulled Paulie and Jimbo away from her and backed them off, one with each hand. Paulie dropped the dumbbells as instructed. Jimbo tried to rush past Goodwin but was given a stern glare that kept him compliant.
“That bitch is a cop killer. Kenner might let her walk, but we won’t.” Paulie jabbed an accusing finger at her.
Goodwin shook his head and kept his voice firm. “Nothing doing. You two are going to go cool off, and then you’re going to apologize to Pembrook in front of the others. If you don’t, I’m her witness, and your best hope is to be kicked off the force. They’re into breaking in their fancy new cell block, I hear. The things they’re doing to Bradford will make you piss yourselves. What’s it going to be?”
Jimbo and Paulie shook free of Goodwin’s grip and brushed themselves off with their hands. “I’m not saying sorry to cop killers,” Paulie said.
“Too bad. You’ll wish you’d taken that route when they stick hot needles in your tongue. I heard Bradford’s looking like a baby porcupine crawled into his mouth and died.”
Jimbo felt his tongue with his pudgy fingers. “For real?”
“You can find out the hard way. This is your last chance. Are you going to go cool off and apologize to the lady?”
Paulie and Jimbo nodded sheepishly. “Yeah, alright. We’re going. C’mon, Jimbo.” Paulie led Jimbo from the room. Goodwin turned to Diane and sized her up.
“You okay, Pembrook? They didn’t break your ribs again, did they? It would be a shame if you couldn’t come back on patrol on schedule. It’s a war zone out there. We need all the help we can get.”
Diane felt her ribs. They were sore, but she was more aggrieved that she was denied the opportunity to beat down her attackers one-on-two and send a clear message to anyone else looking to screw with her. “I’m fine, Goodwin.”
“That’s good to hear. And I’m serious: I’m your witness. If you want to take this up to Kenner and make an example of them, I’m on your side. That’s what teammates do, Pembrook, they look out for each other.”
Diane was wary of his sudden conversion. But she couldn’t disagree with him now, she figured. If she pushed back, she’d be the bad guy, not him. “Yeah, well, I appreciate you.”
“Not at all. If you need a spotter, just say the word. Working out alone is risky business.”
“I was just finished, actually,” she lied. She intended to bust out another hundred push-ups after a break.
“Okay, another time, then. See you in the briefing room.” He walked with a confident swagger toward the exit, then stopped short. “Oh, I was just thinking.”
Diane resisted the urge to feign concern and ask, “Oh no, did you hurt yourself?” Instead, she simply said, “Hm?”
“About sticking up for each other. I was thinking, maybe you should let Kenner know I helped you out of a jam. You don’t have to go into the details. We’ll save that for if those two meatheads don’t make good on their probation. No, just say something like, ‘Hey, Kenner, that Goodwin is a great guy.’ You know? I won’t put words in your mouth. The point being, it will mean more coming from you.”
“Sure, I can do that.” In hell, she thought. “Next time I see him, I’ll put in a good word.”
Goodwin beamed at the news. “Oh, that’s fantastic. Say, I think he’s just down the hall. Let’s see if he has a hot second to talk to you.”
That sneaky bastard, she fumed. “Great. Let’s go.” To hell, she seethed.
 
 
On the eve of Diane’s return to active duty, she sat on her bed with her back against the wall and took in one last episode of Fortune and Destiny. The show had been teasing a huge reveal as to who had been vexing Alexa Charlevoix at every turn, but even Lyssa agreed it was dragging on too long. She and her legion of superfans had made up their collective minds as to who it was, but Diane wouldn’t hear it. She liked having the story unfold at its own pace and accepted the on-screen action as though it were a true-life documentary.
She wasn’t as patient with Chet Franklin’s seemingly eternal quest to reach the end of his damned treasure map. He could stick it, for all she cared. After carefully zooming past yet another discussion about the last clue, Diane smiled as Alexa returned to the screen. Her bliss was short-lived as Alexa appeared to be on her sixth glass of wine. She sat in her living room in Strathmore Manor, alone and miserable. She raised a glass to her lips and clumsily took a sip that splashed down her neck and onto her expensive–and wrinkled–red dress.
A heavy wood door burst open, and Jackson, her long-suffering lover charged into the room. “Alexa, what are you doing? Why aren’t you replying to any of my messages?”
“Hiya, Jack. Long time…” she paused to hiccup, “no see. How’s life in the big city?”
Jackson picked up her wine bottle and frowned at the label. He took a whiff of the neck and set it aside on a glass table. “Good grief, Alexa. I know you’re full of surprises, but drinking supermarket wine isn’t one of them, or so I thought. You’re a train wreck.”
“Choo choo,” she said, and took another drink. Jackson prevented her glass from falling to her lap. He set it beside the wine bottle and pulled her upright. He squeezed her shoulders as her head lolled around. She tipped her head back and pooched her lips. “Kiss me, killer. What are you waiting for?”
Jackson set her down on a chair and shook his head disdainfully. “Oh, Alexa. This isn’t like you. None of this is like you. You’re acting… beaten.”
Alexa’s eyes flashed with fury. “Beaten? Nobody’s better than me. Don’t forget, I still have my 67% stake in PDX. I’ll crush you and everyone who looks like you if I want. Be nice to me.”
Jackson riffled through a pile of papers on a table in the foreground. “67? Alexa, it used to be 95. What happened?”
“Well, Jack,” she said with an air of melancholy, “I made a little deal with Brent Moorcroft. It’s a safety in numbers thing. Or so I thought. He turned around and sold his shares to Moriarty Holdings. That little stinking weasel. I ought to have him taken out once and for all. I could do it, Jack, just like that.” She tried to snap her fingers but couldn’t work out the motion. “I know people. Powerful people, Jack.”
Jackson flipped through the pile of papers, then slapped them down on the table. He turned to Alexa, grabbed her bare shoulders, and shook her. “For heaven’s sake, Alexa, get ahold of yourself. Look at you. Powerful people? The most powerful person I know is sitting right here, drunk on cheap wine and throwing her empire away on some petty feud. That’s not the Alexa I know. I’m not going to stand here and watch you throw yourself a… pity party.”
Diane stiffened up against her dorm room wall as she watched the scene. She hated seeing Alexa so beaten down. She agreed with Jackson: Alexa was the most powerful woman in the world. Why wasn’t she acting like it?
“Well, mister smarty man, it’s my pity party, and you’re not invited. Get the hell out of my house! I never want to see you again.” She staggered toward him, pointing a slender finger.
Jackson nodded gravely and headed to the door. “Okay, Alexa, you win. I’m leaving. You call me when you’re done wallowing in self-pity and ready to stand up and fight like the tough as nails bitch I know you are.” He ducked as a vase crashed against the wall beside him, then slipped out the door as the wine bottle struck it.
Alexa ran her fingers through her hair and stumbled around the room in a stupor. She looked up and shouted, “Will one of you worthless servants bring me more wine? I just ran out.”
A moment later, a knock sounded at the door. She looked around in a daze, then staggered over to answer the summons. The camera flipped to show her face as the door opened. Her eyes widened, and her face became a mask of terror.  She only uttered one word: “You…!”
The screen went dark, then a barrage of ads started. Diane tossed the tablet aside and yanked her earbuds out. She was officially caught up with everything she had missed. Monday would bring a new episode, and perhaps, answers.
Diane looked around her dorm room and sighed. Instead of being escapist entertainment, Alexa’s plight drew Diane’s current situation into sharp focus. The Panther Division was supposed to be her ticket to better things. A steady job, good pay and benefits, danger, and a path to advancement. Lyssa told her about the jobs she had worked previously and none of them appealed to Diane. She dimly recalled her stints working as an office cleaner and stock girl, but they were just a way to get established in an unfamiliar city and pay her share of the rent. She didn’t love scrubbing sinks or stacking cans.
Lyssa, by comparison, wasn’t doing any of those things. Diane didn’t like it when Sapphire called her lazy for not finding a job by now. After Arbor Day, the job scene was hit and miss. On the one hand, though people didn’t like to openly talk about it, the death and destruction of that day left quite a few job openings in its wake. On the other, businesses were nervous about hiring people. This wasn’t talked about either, but Diane felt the uncertainty in the air after Arbor Day. Everyone wondered: was that it? Was another attack in the works? Why hire people who could be dead tomorrow? They couldn’t wait forever, she concluded, but for now, this was a valid excuse for not landing a new job.
But was it, though? Diane thought about her office cleaning job. She didn’t like it, but all she did was tell the right person she’d work for cash on any schedule they had available, and she was vacuuming floors in no time. Lyssa was vacuuming floors too, only after tons of nagging from her ever-present mother.
Diane struggled with a word as she thought through Lyssa’s situation. There was something she needed but didn’t have. She wasn’t going to get a job doing anything without it. Diane picked up her dictionary from her desk and flipped through several pages until the word came to her: incentive. That was it. Lyssa didn’t have an incentive to find a new job.
What was Diane’s incentive? She hated living in the dorm. It was okay when she and Lyssa were going through the makeshift academy, but now that she was on active duty she felt like she was refusing to leave grammar school in her teens. Having her own place meant she could do whatever she wanted before and after work. Life in the dorm meant she was always in a bubble, having to watch herself and taking care not to let on about her relationship with Lyssa. She was picking up that boys weren’t supposed to like boys, but girls liking girls was okay if the boys got to watch. That, and the girls had to be sexy. The locker room talk at Panther clued her in on that rule as well.
Incentive. Diane sounded out the word again. She let the soft c hiss between her teeth and tongue. She read the definition again to make sure this was the correct word she wanted: “A thing that motivates or encourages.” Yes, that was it. The list of similar words gave “reason” as a possible option. She tried that word in place of incentive. Lyssa didn’t have a reason to find a new job. It fit. It also angered Diane as she considered the meaning of the sentence. No reason? Did she expect me to pay for everything while she, what, sits around at home all day playing with her tablet? She wasn’t okay with that. She loved Lyssa, but she didn’t like the idea of being played for a sucker. Diane resolved to press her on this the next time they talked.
Her thoughts were interrupted by Sapphire returning to their dorm. Diane smiled at her. Sapphire tossed her bag aside and gave Diane a quizzical look. “What?”
“Thank you for the incentive.”
Sapphire walked slowly toward her bed. “Oh-kay, sure. What are you thanking me for, exactly?”
“The incentive to get my own place.”
Sapphire tipped her head and glanced at the dictionary. “Oh, you’ve found a new word to try out. Okay, well, yeah, glad I could help you out by being a terrible roommate.”
Diane gasped. She began to reach for the dictionary, then pulled the most wanted flyer out from under her pillow. “No, I meant this. You gave me an incentive. I’m going to use it to make lots of money and get a nice place of my own.”
“Okay, I’ll rate that a strong B-plus. You gave the right idea, you’re just not there with the correct usage. You were really walking a tightrope there. You’re lucky I’m in a good mood, or I would have ripped your head off.”
“What should I have said?”
“How about, ’Hi Sapphire, here’s a million dollars and tickets to Maui.’ You can’t go wrong with that, no matter how I’m feeling. Except I strongly advise having those things in your hand when you do, or you might be headless thisquick.” She snapped her fingers with a flourish. “Choose wisely.”
Diane flopped down on her bed. “Fine, smartass.”
Sapphire rolled her eyes and sat at the edge of her own bed. Diane remembered a similar scene when she and Lyssa first kissed. She looked Sapphire over and was relieved to find she wasn’t at all attracted to her. She was annoyed with Lyssa, but not on the prowl. She took some comfort in that. “Okay,” Sapphire said, “let’s see what you learned about this new word of yours. What does ‘incentive’ mean?”
“Uh, it’s something that motivates people.”
“Correct. Now, the incentive in your case is to get your own place, right? Or make gobs of money? Or both?” Diane nodded emphatically to her last question. “Good. By saying I gave you the motive for moving out, you came off like I clip my toenails and leave them on your pillowcase. Which I only do sometimes.” She gave Diane a devilish smile.
“I wondered why I smelled poop.”
Sapphire rolled her eyes again. “Well, if my toenails smell like poop, you can thank your buddies for giving me piles of crap to clean up day after day. With Griggs out, Neville has been teaching the new cadets. If he sends them on a 20-minute break one more time because he couldn’t find his dry-erase marker, I swear, I’m gonna rage-stab somebody.”
Diane rolled her eyes sympathetically. “Oh, God, Neville. I totally forgot about him. Lyssa said he used to stare at her boobs all the time in class.”
“Dorcas talks a lot of crap. Watch out for that one, Pembrook. One day that mouth of hers is going to land her in a heap of trouble. You don’t want to be caught up in her nonsense when it does.”
Diane scowled at Sapphire. “Her name is Lyssa.”
“Whatever you say, Jane Doe. Anyway, listen, this is important. I told you two before that women don’t get the best shake around here, and frankly, it’s getting worse. We just lost a female cadet because some dillweeds tried to gang-rape her in the restroom. Everyone was officially off-duty, but that doesn’t make it right. Worse, none of the guys even got so much as a slap on the wrist for it. You know what they did? They kicked her out for being out of uniform and improper restroom usage. How messed up is that?”
Diane was incredulous. “That’s not fair! Can’t you do something about it? How are rapists running around free while the victim gets punished? That makes no sense.”
Sapphire shook her head sadly. “Nope. Kenner rules this place with an iron fist. You think it’s a velvet glove holding a daisy because he’s nice to you, well, for him. He’s not a raging feminist, Pembrook. You need to be aware of that at all times.”
“Who did it? I’ll show them what happens to rapists.”
“Please, Pembrook. What are you going to do, castrate them? Fine, be my guest. They’ll get six more guys in here who drag their knuckles on the ground when they walk and think punching a woman in the face means they’re being affectionate.”
“Wait, there were six of them? What kind of hellhole is this?”
Sapphire leaned forward and patted Diane’s head. “The kind it’s going to become if you haul off and do stupid crap just on someone else’s say-so. Get the facts. Your incentive is to make this place a better workplace for women, how about that?” She smiled and patted Diane’s cheek. “Sleep on that. I’m wiped.”
Diane scratched her head. “I’m so confused. Were there six of them, or not?”
Sapphire stepped into the bathroom and slammed the door. “Good night, Pembrook.”
Diane crawled into bed and studied her most wanted criminals list. She wished she had more than one bullet to give in the name of justice. One of these men would be dropped from the list by her hand. Which one, and for how much money? Diane fell asleep clutching the flyer.
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
The following morning, Diane adjusted her hat in the bathroom mirror and straightened her name pin. She patted her sidearm and nodded to her reflection. At long last, she was back on active duty. Whatever the criminal element in the city had been up to while she was out was about to come to a crashing halt. She thought about Alexa drinking herself woozy after being bested by a mysterious rival. I am made of tougher stuff, she affirmed. They’re not going to keep me down.
She marched down the hall and strode confidently into briefing room 1A. She looked around the empty room and felt a surge of panic shoot through her. The daily briefing had always been in 1A. She checked the wall clock. She hadn’t overslept. She was five minutes early, in fact.
She looked around for clues as to why the room was deserted. She peeked at the lectern and found it bare of paperwork. Sergeant Addison always had his briefing materials set out for him fifteen minutes before start. She began to reach for her radio when she heard raucous laughter from down the hallway. She hurried toward the noise and walked in on the daily briefing, already in progress.
The wall clock was displaying the correct time. She grabbed an empty seat in the back and glanced around nervously at her fellow officers. She’d been gone a long time. This was no way to start her first day back.
It got immediately worse. Sergeant Addison pointed to her and gave the room a knowing smirk. “Well, look what the cat dragged in. Welcome to the briefing, Pembrook. We thought we lost you to cell block D.”
The room rippled with tittering laughter. Her partner Officer Hendricks pulled back his shirt sleeve and tapped his watch, making a face that reprimanded her for being late and embarrassing him personally. She returned an apologetic shrug and shrank into her seat.
“Hey, give her some slack. She’s been working hard to get back to 100%. Guess nobody gave her the memo that briefings start at 0700 on the nose,” Hendricks said.
Diane frowned. 0700? Briefings were always 0730. Always. When did the start time change? She felt compelled to say something. “Noted, sergeant. Won’t be a next time.”
Addison gave the room another smirk and flipped over to the next document in his briefing materials. “Okay, good to hear. Moving on. Next up, oh, this is good. Guys, I believe you all heard the First Lieutenant say he was expecting big things from our star recruit. Well, let me tell you, the feedback has been off the charts. First Lieutenant Kenner has passed along a huge assignment, and I can’t wait to see him knock this one out of the park and put up some big numbers in the red zone.” He pointed to Cade Goodwin, who stood up briefly and gave his fellow officers a magnanimous wave before sitting down again.
“I’m on it, Sergeant.”
“Yes, you are. And here’s the play: Sorrellis, hit the lights, will you?”
Sapphire stood up and flicked four light switches down in rapid succession. Once the room darkened, a male officer seated in front of Diane leaned over to another one seated to his left and muttered, “I’d hit Sorrellis, for sure.”
The other man shrugged as he looked her over. “Maybe not in a heartbeat, but yeah, I can see that.”
Addison aimed a laser pointer at a photo of a mug shot. A short-haired man with a scar on his cheek held a placard containing his booking information and looked directly at the camera with heavy-lidded eyes. “Gentlemen, this scum-sucker is the city’s number two most wanted. Bank robberies, extortion, wire fraud, the works. This piece of crap has been seen dicking around by the waterfront lately. Our tactical surveillance teams have his base of operations narrowed down to this area here,” he said, making a tight circle with his laser pointer at a patch of map bordering an inlet.
The officer in front of Diane leaned over again. “Cripes. If they had a bead on him, why not take him out? Do they need a fricking invitation?”
Addison looked at him as he spoke, despite the man keeping his voice down. “Kenner wants Goodwin to reel in a big one. Boost the old confidence and give him a big W going into mid-season.”
Diane was lost. The men were all nodding along as Addison spoke what might as well have been a secret language. She ached for her dictionary, but as she thought about what she was hearing, she didn’t think it would do much good. She hoped Sapphire could decode it for her later.
“Reel it in, baby,” shouted Officer Morse. Officer Price hooted in agreement.
“Cade’s got this. Rookie of the year, in the bag,” Officer Klasner said. Diane felt her blood heat up as Goodwin raked in support and adulation from their peers. I’m better than him. That assignment should have been mine, she thought darkly.
No sooner had her thoughts turned dark when the lights snapped on once more. “Okay, everyone. That’s a wrap for this morning. Go out there and do us proud. And hey,” Addison’s voice softened, “not another Arbor Day.”
Diane and her fellow officers bowed their heads, then noisily rose from their seats and cleared out of the briefing room. Diane patted the photo of the Fourth Precinct, then did a double-take. The photo was a bikini-clad woman standing in front of an American flag, clutching a machine gun. “God, guts, glory,” said Officer Morse as he kissed the photo. Diane noticed he aimed for the model’s breasts.
“Go get em, Gunslinger,” Officer Hendricks said, patting Goodwin on the back. Goodwin smiled sheepishly as he accepted the praise and encouragement.
Diane pulled her partner aside. “Ready to roll, Hendricks?”
“Oh, hey, Pembrook. I was getting worried there, when I didn’t see you come in until we were well underway.”
“Yeah, like Addison said, I didn’t get the memo about the briefing time changing to 0700. Or moving to another room.”
Hendricks cocked his head. “Huh? The briefing has always been in here at 0700.”
“No, it has not. It’s been 0730, in room 1A ever since I’ve been here.”
“Okay, whatever you say, Pembrook. It’s too early to argue. Let’s go nail some bad guys. The city’s a hot mess these days. Get ready to wade hip-deep in slime.”
Diane was eager to get out there and fight back, but she had the odd sense that she was already up to her neck in slime without leaving the building.
 
 
Diane and Hendricks drove in silence. She found herself snapping back into her usual habits. She scanned the front and side windows for threats, while Hendricks sat slightly slumped behind the wheel, keeping his eyes forward unless something–or someone–caught his eye. He seemed more reserved now. He used to chat with her about whatever was on his mind at that moment. She tried to chat him up with small talk, but he mostly replied with noncommittal grunts.
She finally got him talking. “Who did they pair you up with while I was… out?”
“Hinajosa.” He pronounced the silent h.
“Oh, Gabe? How’d that go?”
Hendricks shrugged. “He’s alright. Kind of quiet.”
Gabe. Diane remembered her fantasies of their relationship going somewhere. She had imagined what it would be like to be married to him and to take his last name. Diana Hinajosa. Die-yah-nah Eee-nah-hoe-sah. It still sounded musical to her as she sounded it out in her head.  Their relationship failed miserably, and she didn’t give him much thought. To her surprise, he visited her while she was locked up, but to her, he was just a useful tool in the moment. She gave him a message to bring to Lyssa: Diane will see you in her dreams tonight. Gabe didn’t know about them. Lyssa told her he passed the message along matter-of-factly and left without saying goodbye.
Gabe was unaware of the gravity of the message he carried. Diane wasn’t told Lyssa had been to the station several times begging to see her, only to be turned away every time. She stopped coming to the station when someone threatened her with a trespassing rap if she ever returned, no matter why. To Diane’s consternation, Lyssa couldn’t remember many details about the officer who threatened her except to say, “He was a huge jerk.”
“Yeah, he’s not a big talker,” she said. “Did he say anything about me?”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know. We used to be a thing. It didn’t last very long.”
Hendricks shot her a surprised glance. “Huh. No, not a word about any of that. To be honest, he doesn’t strike me as being your type.”
“Oh yeah? What’s my type?”
“Forget I said anything. Hey, something’s up at two o’clock.” He jutted his chin toward the windshield. Diane looked in that general direction and spotted a man wearing a heavy overcoat leaning against a wall beside a local convenience mart. He glanced from side to side nervously, then gave an elaborate handshake to a man who approached him and slipped something small into his left coat pocket. He stepped away and put his right hand behind his back and received something in return. He palmed the object and spirited it away in his front pants pocket as he walked away.
“Thignoids. I’ll bet you any money,” Hendricks said, and reached for the lights. 
Diane’s eyes widened in recognition, then she waved him off. “No, not yet. You’re going to spook him. Drive past him. He’ll think we didn’t see anything, or we don’t care.”
Hendricks withdrew his hand. “But we did see something, and we do care.” He gave her a concerned look. “We care, right? Prison changes people, I hear.”
“Very funny. Yes, we care. If you hit the lights now, he’ll scram. Just drive by nice and easy, and don’t make eye contact.”
“Fine. I’m not sure I like taking orders from you, but you’ve got a point.” He slouched lower in his seat. Diane removed her hat and fiddled with the lining. She spied the dealer from the corner of her eye as they rolled by. The man stiffened at the sight of the patrol cruiser, then relaxed as they passed. She lowered her sun visor and used the embedded mirror to spot the dealer giving another elaborate handshake.
“We’re clear,” she said, putting her hat on.
“Now what?”
“Turn here, slowly. Not too slow. I mean, drive casual.”
Hendricks puffed at her. “I’ve got the wheel, Pembrook. Cool it with the backseat driving.” He swung the car to the right and Diane caught a final glimpse of their quarry at the next street corner. “Where to now?”
“Give me a second. Okay, guys like that usually have lookouts. He seemed pretty small-time. I’d be shocked if he has more than one, probably across the street.”
“Yeah,” Hendricks said, rubbing his chin. “The thing is, which street?”
“Let’s don’t worry about that,” Diane said. “Let’s think of how we can sneak up on him. I figure we come in through the back entrance of that store and we nail him the second we walk out the front.”
“Not bad, except places like that don’t have a back entrance, usually. I see them getting deliveries through the front all the time. And we don’t know if anyone in the store is on his side. I figure he’s got that spot picked for a reason.”
“He’s got customers, that’s why.”
Hendricks took another right turn. Diane wanted to give him solid instructions, but the dealer was going to be a hard target. She couldn’t simply gun him down at distance and let the coroner handle it. Sneaky criminals like him didn’t seem like they were doing anything wrong. There would be a public outcry about police brutality if they didn’t get a clean bust. She could shoot him if he ran. They had to make the effort to cuff him first.
She rolled her eyes at the thought. Police brutality. The same people who demanded the police to crack down on anything and everything after Arbor Day were softening up. Diane had her orders: Not another Arbor Day. Prison had changed her, she noticed. She’d become harder and far less interested in coddling undeserving criminals.
Diane caught sight of a garbage truck rumbling down a side street and got an idea. “Take me two blocks south of Captain Douchebag,” she commanded.
Hendricks looked confused. “What’s that going to accomplish? We just talked about this jittery goof and his lookouts. You want to take a run at him from further away? Not happening.”
“I need you to trust me on this, okay?”
Hendricks frowned and stared straight ahead for a moment, then made another right turn. “You screw this up, I’m not sticking up for you, got it?”
“Loud and clear. Hang back and wait for my signal.”
“What signal?”
Diane smiled. “You’ll know. Drop me off here.”
The car had barely come to a halt when Diane bolted from the passenger side. She slammed the door behind her and crouched behind a line of cars waiting at a stoplight. She disappeared, and Hendricks craned his neck looking for where she had gone. The light changed, and vehicles started to pass by from left to right. He yelped in surprise at the sight of Diane clinging to the back of a delivery truck. She peeked around the right side of the cargo box to get her bearings.
Hendricks pulled the cruiser tight to the curb. He was in a no parking zone but wouldn’t face any consequences for it. Cops didn’t cite other cops. There was a code.
Diane felt her pulse quicken as she cleared the next intersection. She bent her knees and prepared to spring into action. Seconds later, she spotted her target giving another handshake. She leapt from the truck and took large running steps toward him, shoulder-tackling him into the wall. His customer dropped the object he’d been handed. A vial of green and white pills spilled on the sidewalk. The customer scooped up a few pills and ran away. Diane drove her knee into the dealer’s back and pulled her sidearm from its holster. She pressed the barrel of the gun into the back of the man’s neck. “You’re under arrest for the unlawful sale and distribution of a Class X controlled substance.”
“You don’t got crap on me. You can’t prove dick,” he spat.
She patted his left pocket. “Figure I can. I’m running you in. Hands behind your back, or bullet in your skull. Pick one.”
“I got rights, pig bitch,” he said.
“I’ve got a gun, dumbass. I win.” She spun the weapon around in her hand and struck him across the back of his head. The man fell unconscious on the pavement. Diane shook him with her left hand, then holstered her weapon. She squeezed her radio and leaned into her left shoulder.
“Come and get it, Hendricks.”
The police cruiser emerged from around the corner two blocks away and flashed its blue and white lights. Cars and people scattered as Hendricks pulled up to the curb and stepped out of the cruiser. “Do I need to call a hearse?”
“Nope.” She cuffed the man and flipped him over. Her pride lessened as she recognized a face from her most wanted list. Taking him down in her free time would have bagged her $500, but she figured 10 percent of that was $100 which beat nothing at all. “But you can tell the boys back at the precinct to make a new top ten list.” She produced a folded copy of her flyer and Hendricks nodded appreciatively.
“Dino Caprese. I’d call that a positive ID. Good work, Pembrook.”
Diane pulled off the man’s coat and frisked him. “Let’s run his stupid ass in. I’m not losing credit for this one.”
“Rodger dodger,” Hendricks said, and called in the arrest. As Diane hoisted the man up onto his feet as he regained consciousness with his hands cuffed securely behind his back, an elderly woman stepped forward and gave Diane a thumbs-up.
Diane nodded to the woman and motioned for her to step back. “Just doing our job, ma’am. Stay safe.” She pushed the dealer’s head down as she stuffed him into the back of the cruiser. She slammed the door triumphantly. Hendricks patted her on the back before stepping around to the driver’s side. 
After Diane was seated in the cruiser and buckled in, she stared through her window at the crowd. People were beginning to return to their daily business. A few hangers-on shouted encouragement to the officers, and insults to the man in the back seat. She smiled and nodded, recalling the last time she had attracted a similar crowd of supportive civilians. It was her who was cuffed in the back seat.
It felt good to be the hero and in the front seat. Caprese shifted in his seat and spat. “Let’s get this show on the road, huh? I’ve got bail to post.”
“No rush,” Diane said, not looking away from the crowd. “You’re not going anywhere I don’t want you to go.”
“The hell does that mean?”
Diane turned to Hendricks, who gaped at her with a questioning look. “Drive.”
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
Diane and Hendricks hustled the drug dealer into the station and bent him over the front desk. Sergeant Parcells looked up from a glowing tablet. “Caprese?”
“The one and only,” Diane said, beaming.
Caprese looked up with one eye as his cheek remained pressed to the desk. “Nice place. Looks like no more kiddie-garten for the city’s finest.”
Parcells directed the officers to stand the suspect upright. He took retinal and fingerprint scans, then a photo of his smirking face. To Caprese’s chagrin, he did it without uncuffing him. Two intake officers grabbed him by the arms and marched him down a plain corridor. Diane heard a door buzz and he vanished from sight quickly afterward.
Hendricks gave Diane an appreciative pat on the butt. “That’s how we do it at Panther,” he said. “Too bad he’ll be out of here inside of an hour.”
“Not today,” Diane said. She headed to an open desk and plopped down in a sleek black chair. Hendricks leaned against the desk and gave her a questioning look.
“No? Every cell we toss him in might as well have a revolving door. He cools his heels for a little while, then bail clears, and it’s sayonara, Dino.”
Diane tapped away at a tablet. “I’m betting every time he’s ever been caught he wasn’t in a green zone.”
Hendricks frowned. “Can’t say he was. Wait, what’s a green zone?”
Diane tapped a bit more at the tablet, then showed him the screen. A green circle occupied a portion of a satellite photo. Hendricks squinted at it, then gave a nod of recognition. “Wait, is this the city center? Well, the old city center, I mean. Which means we picked him up over here, right? What’s so special about that place?”
“He was within 500 feet of a school,” she said.
Her partner’s eyes widened. “Hot damn, Pembrook. That means—”
“It means no bail for Dino. He’s looking at a minimum sentence of ten years.” Diane continued to tap away at the tablet and complete her report. She tapped a yellow icon and waited for Caprese’s photo and print sets to populate her report. Once the images loaded, she saved the report and submitted it for batch processing.
Hendricks scratched his head. “Wait, since when did we start calling them green zones?”
Diane stood up and patted his shoulder. “They’ve always been called that.” She smiled and headed off to the restroom.
She returned just in time to see Officer Goodwin walk in, accompanied by Officer Gupta. Unlike Diane and her partner, the two officers were empty-handed. She wondered if Goodwin winged another suspect.
Hendricks stepped forward. “Whoa, Goodwin, don’t tell me you didn’t bring anything to the picnic.”
Gupta grunted and excused himself. Goodwin’s eyes betrayed a flash of fear, then he stiffened. “For your information, officer, we rang up three hundred bucks in parking tickets.” He glared at Diane. “You’re welcome. Again.”
“Good job,” Hendricks said. “Every dollar counts these days. Police stations don’t build themselves.” He gestured to the brand-new facility, still under construction.
Diane twirled her finger. “Parking tickets. Whoopee.”
Goodwin walked up to her and leaned into her face. “Yes, parking tickets, Pembrook. Unlike certain wastes of roster space, I contribute to the bottom line.” He curled his lips into a derisive sneer. “That’s a plussy-plus-plus on my record. What crimes against humanity have you pulled today, huh?”
Diane felt adrenaline shoot through her veins. She fought it with everything she had, refusing to lose her cool in the middle of the station. She took a moment to collect herself, then said through gritted teeth, “I took down one of the top ten most wanted.” She shot an annoyed glance at Hendricks for not backing her up. “You’re welcome.”
Goodwin took a step back and looked to Hendricks for confirmation. “Who was she trying to shoot, the mayor?”
“Senator Heller,” he said grinning.
“For your goddamned information, it was Dino stinking Caprese, and they’re probably done strip-searching him, if you want to stop by and say hello.”
Goodwin took a step back, then gave her a slimy smirk. “Caprese, huh? Never heard of him. He can’t have been too important, if you took him down.”
Diane turned beet red and rushed forward. She stuck her index finger parallel to Goodwin’s nose and let loose with a torrent of insults. Hendricks got between them and pushed her away. Diane screamed at her partner not to interfere with Goodwin getting what he had coming to him when the ruckus was stopped cold by another male voice.
“Pembrook. My office. Now.”
First Lieutenant Kenner stood in the doorway to his freshly constructed office and glared at Diane. She felt her blood turn to ice at the sight of him. Great, she thought, another black mark on my record. Just what I needed. “Yes, sir,” she said feebly. She brushed past Goodwin and shuffled into Kenner’s office, who slammed the door behind her.
Kenner arm-pointed to one of the chairs aimed at his desk. “Have a seat.” Diane obeyed, and looked away as he bent over to pluck something out of a small refrigerator. She heard air hissing and metallic clicking, then ice landing in a pair of glasses. Fizzy pouring sounds followed. She looked up in time to see Kenner handing her a glass of foaming brown liquid. “Drink,” he said. It wasn’t a suggestion.
She nodded and took a sip. Cold cola tickled her nose. Kenner drained the remainder of the can into his glass and sat behind his impressive desk. He wasn’t chief yet, Diane noted, but he was definitely warming up for the big day. He took a gulp of his soda and grimaced. He let out a satisfied sigh and leaned back in his chair, cradling his glass. “That’s two,” he said.
Diane glanced over at the shelving unit that housed the fridge. A dented can of Blast cola sat alone. She recalled drinking it with Kenner after taking down the Toros, and assumed he was keeping track of how many glasses of his beloved soda she had drank. “Thank you, sir.”
He gave her an odd look, then took another swig. “First you took out that dead-ender and flushed out that rat of a lead detective. Now you’ve bagged the ninth most wanted. Message received, Pembrook, loud and clear. You have my attention.”
Diane sipped the cola and suppressed an involuntary cough. “Thank you, sir. Just doing my job.”
Kenner shook his head. “Yeah, except you’re not. Gupta and Goodwin did their jobs and ticketed a few cars that are going to get hauled away and sent to the scrapyard. All part of the recovery process, Pembrook. You’re not content to just go out on patrol. You go out and hunt.”
“I’ve just been darn lucky, really, sir. I didn’t have to hunt very hard.”
“Don’t give me that false modesty crap. You’ve been on my radar before. I’ll admit that I’ve been focused on other initiatives and haven’t had time to drill down on your career goals. You’ve brought them to me, Pembrook, and I respect that. Young guns like Goodwin could learn a thing or two from you.”
Diane liked receiving praise at Goodwin’s expense. She shrugged and smiled. “I’m happy to help the team any way I can,” she said.
“Good, good. That’s what I like to hear.” He patted a folder on his desk and slid it toward her. “How’d you like a little side project?”
Diane set her glass on the floor and opened the folder. She riffled through a few pages of typed text until she found a photo of a man taken from a security camera. She looked up at him and nodded. “Absolutely, sir.”
He smiled and jutted his chin toward the folder. “Eyes only, Pembrook. Meaning you don’t discuss a word of this outside of this room, understood?” Diane nodded. “Great. Here’s the deal: ever since Arbor, crime is up. Way up. Not that I have to tell you that. The thing is, it’s not as bad as it looks. We just need to take out some key players and word will get out that this city doesn’t piss around. They’ll take their crap elsewhere, and we’ll have safer streets for everyone. It’s a slam-dunk.”
Diane wasn’t sure what that meant, but his tone was upbeat, and she responded accordingly. “I’m on it like white on rice, sir.” Hendricks liked to say that.
“That’s the spirit. Anyway, in order to send the right message, we’ve had to make some adjustments in our operational structure. Don’t get me wrong, this city has had a fine police force for many, many years. Fantastic men and women have fought and served to protect and uphold the law. But it’s a new era, Pembrook. Times have changed. Patrol officers and detectives used to be enough to keep the crap from getting out of hand, but we need to adapt. And that’s what we’re doing, Pembrook, one step at a time. First, we scrapped the old precinct model and went with divisions, like Panther and Eagle. Next, we rolled out a program to upgrade and enhance our facilities.” He gestured to the four walls of his office. “Top of the line stuff. They’ve got a ways to go before this station is fully online, but you can see how far we’ve come from that old schoolhouse.”
Diane nodded and resisted the urge to remind him that she still occupied a room in the converted school. She assumed he was aware of the arrangement but didn’t want to risk getting kicked out without a solid backup plan in place. “It’s awesome, sir.”
Kenner looked off into the middle distance for a moment, then took another gulp of his soda. “Yes, indeed. The cell blocks are almost finished. That’s part of the strategy. Lock them up in solitary and take the fight out of them. Stick ‘em in front of a firing squad if they’re tough nuts. Sooner or later, the message will get out there.”
Diane disliked the reminder of her time in the cell block but kept up a brave front. “Absolutely, sir.”
He leaned forward. “Here’s what this means for you: we’ve got a new team coming online to sniff out the big rats and smoke them out of their holes. They’re law enforcement officers, like you and me. They just… they’re empowered to operate with a certain level of discretion to conduct their operations.”
Diane flipped back to the first page in the folder. It was titled SPECIAL
NEIGHBORHOOD
OPERATIONS
POLICE
ENHANCEMENT
AND–a word she wasn’t familiar with. She tried sounding it out in her head but didn’t want to appear distracted while Kenner was talking. “How do I fit in to this?”
He smiled and finished his soda. “Report to room 305. You’ll be briefed there.” He stood up and Diane took the cue to get up as well. She held up the folder in acknowledgment and Kenner plucked it from her hand. “Eyes only, I said. This stays here. You go to room 305. Dismissed.”
“Yes sir. Thank you, sir.” Diane walked ahead of Kenner, who in turn slapped her on the butt. She looked back and met his leering eyes.
“Hustle,” he said, and she did. She wasn’t sure if he was being supportive or making a play for her. Either way, it felt… creepy. Sapphire tried to warn her, she recalled grimly. She was too sheltered to realize it.
 
 
Diane climbed the stairs to the third floor. She passed up the elevator in favor of the sensation of advancing up a level under her own power. This floor had been recently constructed and deemed operational, however most of the officers and staff remained on the lower levels. Much lower, in the case of the cell blocks. Diane shuddered at the thought of it and relished the briefing she’d been sent to receive. She wished Kenner had given her a solid idea of what assignment she had accepted but being in Kenner’s good graces was enough for her. The rest would fall into place. She was sure of it.
Unfortunately, five doors lined the walls of the polished and stark white hallway. 300 was the first, ending at 304. Diane hunted around for room 305. She reached an elevator bank instead. She cocked her head and traced her path back to the stairs. She passed the same five doors. Room 305 didn’t appear to exist. She didn’t find an unmarked door, or similar clue that there might be a secret branch of the police force nearby. She snorted at the thought. Of course a secret police force wasn’t going to have a sign saying that anywhere.
She shook the door handle to room 304, but it did not budge. Nobody stepped into the hallway to inquire why she was up there. She looked up and spotted a security camera dome. Her eyes swept across the ceiling, and her heart jumped at the realization she was being watched at all points of her fruitless search. She gestured to a camera, hoping to prompt someone to come to her. Nobody did.
She shrugged and decided to circle back to ask Kenner to clarify his instructions. Maybe he had the room number wrong. Maybe she was in the wrong building. Or maybe, she thought darkly, this was a set-up and her fellow officers were enjoying the goose chase she’d been sent on. Kenner wasn’t the fun and games type, she assured herself. If he liked you, he gave you special projects and recognition. If not, well, that was a good time to worry.
She noticed a gap in the spacing of the doors. Either room 304 was some sort of conference room, or people weren’t supposed to notice this detail. She ran her fingers along the wall between room 304 and the first set of elevator doors. She reached the elevator and frowned. The call button was between the second and third set of doors. She waved her hand around the first elevator doors, then patted around the frame, expecting a secret access panel to appear. She wasn’t willing to rule anything out.
No panels appeared, and the doors didn’t open. She pressed her hand flat against the smooth elevator doors out of desperation. The doors beeped and slid open. The elevator cabin was lined with reflective black surfaces and brushed steel bars around the edges just above waist height. She stepped into the elevator cabin and turned to face the doors as they closed. No buttons were on either side of the door.
She pressed her hand to the wall beside the doors. Nothing happened. She looked up and addressed the security camera. “Room 305, please?” The elevator did not move. She rubbed her forehead and felt panic starting to set in at being enclosed in a small space. She didn’t like reminders of her prison cell, which was positively roomy in comparison.
Without warning, a plate slid aside and revealed a dull black touch point.
Diane studied the touch point for a moment, then pressed her right index finger to it. The elevator chirped and started to descend.
She determined the elevator was taking her lower than the cell block. She was unaware of any sort of construction going on below that point, and even then, the amount of work that had been completed on the cell blocks amazed her when she considered how relatively short it took from the time ground had broken on the new police complex.
The elevator came to a halt, and the doors slid open. Two men–she assumed they were men–dressed in black body armor met her and gestured for her to step out of the elevator. They scanned her eyes with a cylindrical device, waved a black wand over her, and one of them held something glossy and black up to her mouth. “First and last name only,” he said.
“Diane Pembrook,” she said, her voice shaky.
A yellow light flashed on the device. “Inconclusive. One more attempt. First and last name only.”
Diane took a deep breath and concentrated on delivering a clear voice print. “Diane Pembrook.”
A green light glowed on the device. The two men nodded sharply to each other. “This way. Do not deviate from the red path.” Diane looked down at a red line shining on the floor beside a blue one. She wondered where that path led. The men escorted her down a series of nondescript hallways to a glossy black door. They nodded to the door and it opened with a mechanical click. Diane was marched into a room with a single metal chair in the center and told to sit down. She obeyed, and they left the room. The door clicked with an air of finality. Diane looked around the empty room and felt another surge of panic coming on at the perception she had been led to yet another isolation cell.
The lights dimmed, and the wall across from her glowed as an oversized monitor came online. Diane’s photo and identification information were displayed prominently, then shrank, sliding smoothly into the upper left-hand corner of the screen.
“Mission Briefing Alpha-6-Bravo commencing,” said a pleasant, yet unsettling female electronic voice. “Pembrook, Diane present. This transmission has been coded Clearance X9: Eyes Only for Recipient. Any unauthorized use is punishable by applicable laws.”
Diane’s eyes were transfixed on the screen as digital messages appeared on the monitor, then vanished or shrank to various corners of the screen. She gasped at the sight of a commercial airliner gliding into a cluster of buildings, then erupting in an enormous ball of flame. The picture froze, then was replaced by a larger one of looters smashing store windows. A news program displayed a dramatic headline: AMERICA
UNDER
ATTACK. The scenes continued to play as the electronic voice resumed.
“Arbor Day. It claimed the lives of thousands of innocent Americans and caused billions of dollars in property damage and economic losses. Though relatively mild in terms of physical damage, the harm to America’s standing as a reliable economic powerhouse coupled with strategic losses in law enforcement and other stabilizing institutions has been devastating. The country continues to cope with higher than normal unemployment and fewer tourist and investment dollars.”
Diane frowned at the montage. She had been in the thick of Arbor Day. She had seen the destruction and looting up close. Not by way of the jet that wiped out most of the Fourth Precinct, but close enough. She wondered why she had to revisit that horrible day in a dark room.
The voice continued. “As law enforcement regains its footing to return America’s great cities to law and order, a new breed of criminal has arisen. Petty looters have been replaced by a terrorist organization bent on the complete and total destruction of the country. While Arbor Day was believed to be an isolated, yet major incident, covert operatives have determined an ongoing and systematic plot to undermine America’s fragile recovery. This seemingly innocuous building was bombed a month after Arbor Day.”
A two-story brick building exploded in all directions, injuring motorists and passers-by. Another video clip showed an overhead view of the blast crater and cleanup efforts. “To the casual observer, the building appeared to lack strategic importance. Critical research on deadly diseases was being carried out in this facility, which was kept discreet so as not to alarm the public. Their pioneering work was lost in an instant, leaving America vulnerable to attack from a weaponized biological agent.”
Diane sucked in her breath as she watched file footage of men in gas masks stacking piles of dead civilians in a desert town that had been struck by a chemical weapon attack.
“You have been identified as a useful security asset. A target has been selected for elimination.”
The assortment of video clips and still photos slid aside and was replaced by a grainy photo of a dark-haired man entering a glass doorway. The video monitor displayed an array of photos, along with surveillance footage of the man walking through a nondescript hallway.
“This is Matthias Booker. Several shipments of drugs, weapons, and money have been traced to his operation from unknown sources, believed to be of foreign origin. You are tasked with locating the target and terminating him with extreme prejudice.”
Diane leaned forward and studied the photos. She hadn’t seen the man in any of the most wanted lists, but then again, she reasoned, this guy seemed like a much bigger fish than the petty crooks that made the top ten list week after week.
“Seems easy enough,” she said. “Where is he?”
The screen went black for a moment, then displayed a series of maps. “The target’s present whereabouts are unknown.” Red circles dotted the map. “These are all locations of confirmed and unconfirmed sightings. Locate the target and terminate.” A static image of the map lingered for a moment before the monitor went black and the lights returned to normal.
Diane looked around, unsure of what to do next. “I guess that’s it, then?” She stood up uneasily.
Her chair vanished through a trap door that snapped shut immediately afterward. The walls closed in, forming a tight rectangle. Diane stood in the center of the space and searched for a way out. Her stomach lurched, and gravity seemed to be pulling at her from various angles. She shook her head and cursed herself for letting nerves get the better of her. She straightened up and said, “I’d like to leave now.”
The wall to her right parted, revealing the ground floor of the Panther Division facility. She quickly stepped out of the cabin and turned in time to see elevator doors close behind her. She scratched her head in bewilderment, then stepped to her left to return to the front desk. She bumped into Gabe and spilled the cup of water he was holding.
“S-sorry,” she said.
“It’s alright. I need to talk to you. In private,” he said.
“Fine,” she said. “But I need some air. I’m feeling a little cooped up.”
Gabe led her to Briefing Room 2C. After she entered the room, Gabe closed the door behind them and gripped her by the shoulders. He leaned in and kissed her. Diane tensed up, then threw her arms around him as she kissed him back. He pulled away and looked directly into her eyes. “I need you, Diana. Don’t keep pushing me away.”
“Prove it,” she said.
He nodded and kissed her again.
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
Diane pushed away after one more kiss. “I’ve got to get back,” she said.
Gabe sighed and reluctantly let her go. “Yeah,” he said, “we were just making a pit stop ourselves. When can I see you again?”
Diane felt a shockwave of guilt tear through her as she touched her fingers to her lips. She was committed to Lyssa, who in turn was committed to her. She wondered why she was fooling around with Gabe, of all people. She looked up into his eyes and saw a blend of longing and desperation. Normally, they would cancel out and she wouldn’t have been the least bit interested. But the longing was winning. Unlike Lyssa, he was here, now. And employed.
“I’ve got to go,” she said, brushing past him. Gabe watched impotently as she left him standing alone.
Diane hurried back to the front desk after taking a moment to smooth out her uniform and check her hair. She expected Hendricks to be drumming his fingers on one of the countertops impatiently, followed by a crack about being kept waiting while she tended to her “lady business.” To her surprise, he wasn’t there. She asked the sergeant where he went.
“He’s out with the kid,” Parcells said, taking a long pull of coffee from a stained mug. “Showing him the ropes, breaking him in, that sort of thing.”
“Hendricks couldn’t wait? He just had to hook up with Goodwin?” Diane felt her cheeks redden as she realized she might not have been talking about Hendricks. Or Goodwin.
Parcells shrugged. “We all figured you’d be a while. You know, what with being hauled into Kenner’s office. He likes to take his time, if you catch my drift.”
Another officer looked up from a tablet and sucked on his stylus suggestively. Diane caught their drift. Her guilt morphed into anger at the suggestion she, or Kenner, had done anything improper. “Well, he didn’t. Hendricks could have waited.”
“Bygones. Besides, the kid needs seasoning. He needs to learn how to shoot and ask questions.”
The stylus-sucking officer’s mouth rounded into an O and he suppressed a laugh. Diane glowered at him and stormed away. If she wasn’t going back out on patrol, she decided she would knock off early and return to her dorm and think about things. She tasted Gabe on her lips. She wished it was Lyssa instead, and she was here now, making everything right in her world.
After making the trek to the old schoolhouse, she pushed her dorm room door open and stopped dead in her tracks. Two men were in the room, stacking boxes at Sapphire’s direction onto a four-wheeled cart. “That should be the last of it,” she said.
Diane shook her head, bewildered. “What’s going on?”
“Sorry, I wasn’t expecting you back so soon. I thought I could make a clean getaway without bothering you,” Sapphire said.
“You’re moving out?”
Sapphire clapped sarcastically. “Hey, Pembrook’s sprouting a brain! Can simple math and crossword puzzles be far behind?”
“B-but, you said you wouldn’t have enough saved up for at least another four months.”
“That was three months ago. And the funny thing about money is… okay, there’s nothing funny about money, scratch that. The thing about money is, the more you have, the more you make.”
“Where are you going?” Diane felt a twinge of envy as the movers rolled the cart from the room.
“I’ve got a nice place up in Midtown. Nothing crazy, but it’s mine, you know? Not that my parents would approve, but I don’t give a crap what they think. Win-win.”
“Yeah, that sounds amazing,” Diane said.
“Oh, it is. Trust me, this is a total hole compared to my new place. I think it’s soundproof. I was there the other night after I signed the lease, and I couldn’t hear a peep out of anyone. I like that feeling. Like you can just shut the world out and do whatever you damn well please, no matter what anyone else thinks. Oh well, maybe if you stop blowing your money on dumb crap you’ll experience it for yourself. I’m not exactly holding my breath, just saying.”
Diane imagined curling up with Lyssa in her own place, shutting out the world, just her and Gabe, free to enjoy each other without anyone butting in. Lyssa! She was in love with Lyssa, and only Lyssa. Gabe just ambushed her, she thought. Anyone would be confused after that. She hated to see Sapphire go as she enjoyed the company, even if Sapphire seemed to hate every minute of it.
“I was going to get you a going-away present,” Diane said glumly. “I thought I had a little while to save up.”
Sapphire waved her off. “I don’t need anything. I’m set. Well, I will be, once my stuff gets dropped off in a few hours. If you want to save up for anything, rent on this place is… aw, what’s the use? You can’t afford it. Well, save up and get some roommates. Either way, a handshake is good enough for me. So long, Pembrook.” She thrust her hand out, and Diane shook it. It seemed strange. Most of the women she knew were huggers.
Sapphire patted Diane on the shoulder before departing. “Independence. You should try it sometime.”
“Thanks for everything,” Diane said, fighting back tears.
“Don’t mention it.” Sapphire paused at the door. “I mean it, don’t mention it. Your vocab is getting better, but you’re not out of the woods yet. Nobody needs to know how far you’ve come. Just keep at it. And keep me out of it, whatever it is. I have enough to deal with.”
“Bye Sapph.”
“See ya.” With that, Sapphire was gone. The dorm room was eerily still in her wake.
Diane took a few steps forward and flopped onto her bed. She unbuttoned her uniform shirt and ran her fingers though her hair. Everything was falling apart. Hendricks was out with Goodwin. Sapphire moved out and wasn’t going to tell her. Lyssa was stuck at home with her parents, at least for now. Now Gabe screwed everything up by kissing her. No, she corrected herself, she kissed him back. She didn’t know what—or who—she wanted.
She looked past her feet to her desk. Her tablet sat on top of her dictionary. She sat up and snatched the tablet away, then laid back down to catch up on Fortune and Destiny. If her life was going to be like a soap opera, she decided, she might as well check in with the pros.
 
 
Chet Franklin stood at the entrance to an excavated tomb. He carried a wooden torch and a shiny black revolver. Another man joined him, decked out in desert garb. Chet gestured into the mouth of the tomb with his gun. “Are you sure this is the right place?”
The other man pulled a cloth from his mouth. “I have the highest assurances, Mister Franklin. The Amulet of Inanna lies within, undisturbed for thousands of years. It is unlike anything you can imagine, I can assure you.” His eyes sparkled as he spoke of the amulet.
Diane lowered her tablet. Something was wrong. Chet Franklin was on one of his stupid treasure hunts, she recalled, but he wasn’t in the desert. He seemed younger. His hair was longer. She shrugged and raised the tablet.
Chet Franklin nodded and gestured again with his gun. “I don’t know, Sayed, I have a pretty wild imagination. You’d better be right about this.”
“I swear on my children, Mister Franklin, the amulet shall be yours.”
“What about Sinclair? That bastard is always one step ahead of me. If he swoops in and snags it, they’re going to kill Amelia. I can’t let that happen.”
Sayed shook his head vigorously. “Never fear, Mister Franklin. I’ve arranged a clever ruse to throw Sinclair off the scent. At this very moment, he is scrabbling like a dog for one of my old ashtrays.” He elbowed Chet in the ribs playfully. “I got it at the Luxor.”
Chet smiled and nodded. “Okay, let’s do this. I’ll go first.”
He raised his torch and entered the tomb. A moment later, a loud crack sounded, and Chet dropped his revolver. He looked up in horror to see a swarthy man in black robes brandishing a bullwhip. A finely dressed man in a straw yellow suit raised his finger to reveal a golden amulet swinging back and forth. “Ah, my dear Chet. You’re just in time to marvel at my latest acquisition: The Amulet of Inanna. Stunning, isn’t it?”
“Sinclair, you son of a bitch!” Chet lunged forward but was repelled by another crack of the whip.
An incoming chat notice popped up on the screen. It was from Lyssa. Diane felt a thrill and closed the video. She tapped the ANSWER button and Lyssa’s red face filled the screen.
“I can’t believe this is happening,” she said. Tears streamed down her cheeks. “I feel like my heart has been torn out.”
Diane touched her fingers to her lips. Yes, she had kissed Gabe, but it didn’t mean anything, she told herself. Was it so obvious? Had word gotten back to her? Oh God, she thought, she had sent him to her house when she was locked up. Did he go back and tell her what they did? That wasn’t Gabe’s style; at least, she didn’t think it was. She decided to draw Lyssa out before she made any unfortunate assumptions.
“What’s wrong? Why are you crying?”
“It’s so obvious. Everything they’ve been saying is true.”
Diane gulped and tried to maintain a calm exterior. “Well, you know, people like to run their mouths about all sorts of stuff. What did you hear? Talk to me.”
Lyssa got choked up and let out a few sobs before she could speak again. “Our stories are over.”
“They what, now?”
“Friday was the last new episode. They’ve been running old shows ever since. Today’s was from, like, 10 years ago. I don’t know, maybe a clean break would have been best. Watching this old stuff just pisses me off that we aren’t going to know what happens now.”
Diane frowned. “Did Chet Franklin save Amelia, at least?”
Lyssa wiped her eyes again. “Huh? No, that was when Clarissa Van Burton left to star in a crummy movie. They used that storyline to kill her off. I think I have that movie saved somewhere.”
“So… we won’t know who is messing with Alexa?”
“Nuh-uh. One of the people on the Fortunates site ran into Janet McBride at a restaurant and begged her to tell them, but she said to piss off. I can’t say I blame her, but man, this sucks!”
“Totally,” Diane said. “Oh, Sapphire moved out. I can’t decide if that’s good or not.”
“Good riddance. I never liked her.” Lyssa perked up. “Guess that means you get your own room now.”
“Yeah. It’s weird being in here by myself. Maybe you could come over and keep me company.”
“Don’t even joke about that. My parents are completely up my ass. I caught my mom the other day looking at a picture of me when I was little and crying on the sofa. Can you believe that? Sheesh, I like girls. It’s not like I killed somebody.”
Diane didn’t like the reminder that Lyssa had both of her parents, or more to the point, that she knew who they were. She wondered if her own mother had a photo of her, and if so, if she cried when she looked at it too. She felt her heart sink at the thought and tried to shake it off.
“No, yeah, I get you. I might could sneak you in here. This place empties out after 7 o’clock, usually. Come over, and I’ll figure out how to get you past the cameras or whatever.”
“Leave that to me. Oh, Diane, this is so exciting! I can’t wait to snuggle up with you.”
Diane looked at Lyssa’s smiling face and put her fingers to her lips once more. She resolved to take a thorough shower before Lyssa came over. She didn’t want any hint that Gabe had been getting close to her. “Me too. See you soon.”
“Bye,” Lyssa said, blowing a kiss before terminating the chat. Diane tossed her tablet aside and headed for the bathroom. Lyssa wouldn’t be here for a few hours, but she wasn’t leaving anything to chance.
She turned on the shower full blast and stripped down. She made a pile of everything she wore and stuffed it into a bag. She didn’t think she’d have time to do a load of laundry, plus her uniforms were provided by a service. She breathed a sigh of relief at the obvious solution: she would hide the bag in a vacant locker. Lyssa wouldn’t be going anywhere near it, and she could dispose of the evidence later.
She stepped into the shower and let the water beat down on her face. Goodbye, Gabe, she thought. Lyssa’s the one for me.
She figured if she repeated that enough times, she’d believe it herself.
 



CHAPTER TEN
 
Diane stood in the former school’s boiler room and waited for Lyssa to rap at an unmarked steel door. Unlike the new Panther Division facility, the re-purposed school had minimal security. Diane figured out a path that would take them past the fewest number of security cameras until they reached the blissful solitude of Diane’s dorm room. 
There wasn’t much foot traffic after academy sessions ended. Instead of dorm rooms or barracks, new cadets were being put up in two floors of a nearby hotel. The brass declared it would turn the business of housekeeping and housing over to the professionals, freeing up the division to focus on police work.
Diane felt her days at the school were numbered, though nobody set a deadline to move out. Sapphire leaving could change that, she thought as she looked around the dingy and dirty boiler room. Construction on the new facility was far from complete, but once the building was finished she wondered how much longer they’d bother with the school. It served its purpose in their time of need.
Her thoughts were interrupted by a sharp knock at the back door. Diane sucked in her breath and responded with a single knock. The agreed pattern sounded once more. Diane pushed the door open and Lyssa hurried into the boiler room. After closing the door, Diane brushed a cobweb from Lyssa’s forehead and kissed her. She smiled and said, “I missed you.”
Lyssa nodded. “Let’s get out of this dump. It gives me the creeps.”
“It is what it is. Come on, this way.” Diane ushered Lyssa from the boiler room and snapped the light switch down before pulling the heavy wooden door closed behind them. She was surprised nobody ever locked it but figured the division’s concerns lay elsewhere. Who was going to mess with a temporary police academy? The petty criminals that littered the city seemed content to wait for the police to come to them before taking their pot shots.
Lyssa looked around nervously as they made their way through the lower level. Diane made her pause at the base of a stairwell and kissed her again. “Up we go. Don’t sneak around. Just act normal. If you look like you don’t belong here, people are going to notice. At least, I think they will. Sometimes I wonder if the cameras are actually hooked up to anything.”
Lyssa nodded. “Normal. Got it.”
Diane’s room wasn’t far from the stairs. She resisted the urge to hold Lyssa’s hand in case someone was indeed watching the security footage. She made small talk with Lyssa in case anyone was listening. Once they reached her dorm room, she hustled Lyssa through the door and set the security latch. Diane turned around and was pressed up against the door by her lusty and passionate girlfriend.
She found herself thinking back to Gabe. The look in his eyes as he asked if they could talk somewhere private. The first kiss they’d shared in nearly a year. The smell of him, the feel, the taste. Everything about Lyssa was… different. She wore a perfume that reminded her of bubble gum. Her wild hair tickled her nose as they kissed. Her lips were softer, fuller. Gabe’s body was firm, much more than when they met. She figured he’d been hitting the gym. Patrol work didn’t favor the weak and sluggish. She put her arms around Lyssa. She had put on weight since the last time Diane saw her. She squeezed handfuls of her that weren’t there before.
Lyssa was never stick-thin, not that Diane cared. Or, she hadn’t cared before. Now she felt a pang of annoyance that Lyssa was slipping further into not only civilian life, but a too-comfortable life under her mother and father’s roof. Diane had ambitions of advancement and improvement. Did Lyssa feel the same? She wondered if she was only with Lyssa because she lacked a better option. Was Gabe that option? She wondered that too.
Lyssa pulled off her top and threw it aside. “God, I missed you,” she panted.
“Yeah,” Diane said, trying to sound convincing, “me too.” She pulled her own top off and threw it at Sapphire’s empty bed.
Lyssa had missed her, she thought as they tumbled onto her bed. She pawed, she squeezed, she clutched, and she kissed with greater intensity as she worked her way on top of Diane, straddling her waist and unhooking her bra. Lyssa’s bare skin pressed against Diane and in turn, Diane began to forget about Gabe and doubts about her compatibility with Lyssa. She was being drawn into the maelstrom of passion and need. Gabe wasn’t here now. Lyssa was. This was where they’d had their first kiss. This was the bed where Lyssa once slept, back when they were fellow cadets at the academy, such as it was. Gabe couldn’t compete with their history, or Lyssa’s advancing tongue.
Lyssa furiously unbuttoned Diane’s pants and yanked on the zipper. She paused to give Diane a questioning look. Diane smiled and nodded her consent. Her pants slid down her legs immediately afterward. Diane looked over at Sapphire’s old bed. It used to be hers, before Lyssa was kicked off the force. Everything was back to how it used to be. For a precious few hours, the night was theirs, along with a heaping load of privacy to enjoy each other without fear of exposure or disapproval.
One thing hadn’t changed: Lyssa knew how to push her buttons. Diane felt an electric surge run through her as Lyssa worked her magic. Did Gabe have any idea how to please her? She didn’t care, she thought, as she let herself slide into a warm pool of erotic ecstasy.
 
 
Later that night, Diane sat with her back to the wall, with Lyssa’s back pressed against her. Diane swept Lyssa’s wild hair from her neck and kissed it. She looked over her shoulder, expecting to find a tablet preparing to display the latest Fortune and Destiny episode. Lyssa’s hands rested on her lap instead. Diane frowned and put her arms around Lyssa.
“It’s too bad we don’t have any stories to watch,” she said.
Lyssa sighed. “I know, right? I guess we could watch one of those classic episodes, if you want.”
Diane groaned. It wasn’t the same. Nothing was, and not in a good way. She didn’t think immediately after sex was the best time to talk to Lyssa about her doubts about their relationship. She opted to bask in the afterglow for now and push off the uncomfortable discussion to another time. “Yeah, alright, fine. I just wish they’d show a bunch in a row, instead of single episodes from all over. It’s too hard to follow, and I get anxious not knowing what happened next. I mean, I know Alexa makes it through okay, but some of these people are there one minute, and gone the next.”
Lyssa snagged the tablet from Diane’s desk and swiped her finger across the screen. “Whoa, an ARCTURUS G-200? Moving up in the world! When did you splurge on this thing?”
“Oh, Sapphire gave it to me. My fellow officers broke my other one when I was locked up.”
Lyssa shuddered. “I still can’t believe they did that. Locked you up, I mean. You just did your stinkin’ job! At least you got out. Is anyone still giving you crap?”
Diane thought about Goodwin, and squeezed her eyes shut to force him out of her mind. “No, not really. People forget after a while. Plus, they’re coming around to the fact I didn’t do anything wrong. Some guys hear ‘cop killer’ and they don’t care what the facts are. Fortunately, Kenner has my back. Oh, that reminds me, he has a side mission for me. Speaking of moving up.”
“Oh? What doing?”
“I… can’t tell you. I probably should have kept my big mouth shut.”
“Ooh, super-secret missions? Does it involve ripping that stupid moustache off Griggs’s stupid face?”
Diane smiled. “I wish. Maybe I can fit that in there, as a bonus.”
Lyssa tapped at the tablet a few more times. She blew a low whistle. “Whoa, you have InTelNet on here? I’ve been wanting to check that out. Maybe later. Here we go, today’s classic episode is from, ugh, back when Janet McBride–I mean, Alexa–was seriously watered down. Also, if you hated Chet Franklin before, he’s in way too many scenes. Some stupid storyline where he tries to find some fancy goblet before an ultra-evil conspiracy does. They tried to get more men to watch the show. Bleah! They have their own crap. Leave our stuff alone. And take Chet freakin’ Franklin with you.”
“I don’t know,” Diane said, “Chet Franklin is kinda growing on me. I like the action.”
“Oh, God, don’t encourage them. Romance! Deception! Betrayal! Fancy dresses! That’s what we’re here for.”
“What’s wrong with action?”
Lyssa shifted and turned sideways. She looked Diane in the eye and said, “Nothing at all. Depends on what kind of action.” She kissed Diane, then turned back to the tablet. “Oh, wait. What’s this thing?”
Diane peered over her shoulder. “Hm? I’ve never seen that before.” A pop-up window titled INCOMING
SECURE
CALL appeared. Diane directed Lyssa to hand her the tablet. She tapped the ACCEPT button and to her surprise, Sapphire’s face appeared in a rectangular window. Diane squinted at the screen and said, “H-hello?”
“Oh, good, you’re home,” Sapphire said. “Hey, I hate to bother you, but I think I left something behind. Can I pop in and grab it?”
Diane looked over at Sapphire’s empty bed. She couldn’t imagine what she could have overlooked in such a small space. She shrugged. “Well, this isn’t the best time.”
“Are you alone?”
Diane smirked and held the tablet at arm’s length, bringing Lyssa into the frame. “Nope.” Lyssa wiggled her fingers and said hello.
Sapphire huffed and rolled her eyes. “Figures. Okay, can you love bunnies cover up while I stop by? It will only take a second. It’s important. Just unlatch the door first so I don’t have to see anything I’m not interested in.”
Diane pulled the tablet back toward her. “Okay, fine. When are you coming over?”
“In a few minutes. Is that alright? Seriously, I wouldn’t be bothering you if it wasn’t urgent.”
“No, it’s cool. I’ll unlock the door now. See you soon.”
“Thanks. I owe you one.” The call terminated, and the Fortune and Destiny loading screen appeared.
Diane handed the tablet to Lyssa and made her way to the front door. She flicked the security latch and padded back to bed. Lyssa lifted the covers and welcomed her back with a kiss. “Hey, we should really mess with her.”
Diane pulled back and gave her a questioning look. “Mess with her, how?”
“She’s so uptight. I think she’s a total prude, really. We should make out when she comes in. She’ll get really embarrassed and we can have a good laugh about it.”
“I’m not sure that’s a good idea. Yeah, she’s uptight, like you said, but we don’t need to rub her nose in our relationship. It’s not like she’s made a thing about us being together. She’ll just buzz through, then we can be as nasty as we wanna be.”
Lyssa kissed the tip of Diane’s nose. “You’re right. That idea was stupid. I don’t know, I’m just so happy to be here, it’s making me crazy and stupid.”
Diane smiled. “You’re not stupid.”
Lyssa pouted. “So, you think I’m crazy?”
“Huh? No. You’re not crazy.”
“So, you were lying when you said I wasn’t stupid.”
Diane’s jaw dropped. Where was this coming from? She shook her head vigorously and stroked Lyssa’s cheek. “No, no, sweetie. I would never lie to you. You’re awesome, and pretty, and you make me very happy. Honest.”
Lyssa’s pout broke into a grin. “Aww, that’s sweet. I was just messing with you. Since, you know, your girlfriend Sapphire was off-limits.”
“She’s not my girlfriend.” A soft knock sounded at the door. Diane rolled onto her left side and said, “Speaking of. It’s open.”
The door opened hesitantly, and Gabe entered, dressed sharply and clutching a small bouquet of flowers. He looked at the array of women’s clothing strewn around the room and followed the trail to Diane’s bed. He dropped the flowers on the floor at the sight of Diane cuddled up with Lyssa. “I-I can talk to you later.”
Diane’s stomach bottomed out. Lyssa sat up slightly and cocked her head. “Gabe? What are you doing here?”
He looked at Diane sadly as his shoulders slumped. “Making a terrible mistake. Good night.”
Before Diane could speak, Gabe shuffled out of the room. Sapphire bumped into him at the door and gave him an odd glance. “I said cover up, you two.” She jerked her thumb over her shoulder. “What’s his problem?”
Diane pulled the sheet up to her neck and looked at the flowers. “It’s… complicated.”
Sapphire pulled a drawer open and felt around. “Huh. I could have sworn it was in here. Fine, I’ll check at home. Again. Sorry to bug you.”
“N-no problem. See you, Sapph.”
Sapphire gave the women a stiff wave and left the room. Diane put her hand to her forehead and fought back tears.
Lyssa tapped her shoulder. “Complicated, how?”
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
The following morning, Diane sat in her patrol cruiser with her partner Officer Hendricks and fumed. Her magical night with Lyssa had been ruined by the unexpected arrival of Gabe. Lyssa accused Diane of cheating on her, which she vehemently denied. Lyssa pointed to the discarded bouquet as damning evidence to the contrary. Diane argued that Gabe hadn’t gotten over the fact that she had moved on. He just didn’t know who she had moved on with. Now he knew. If anything, Diane said, Gabe was at fault for assuming she was interested.
The fight went on for what felt like hours, ending in an uneasy truce. Lyssa spent the night in her bed, but Diane suspected she did it only because she couldn’t disturb her parents in the middle of the night coming home from who knows where. Lyssa’s kiss goodbye wasn’t the least bit passionate; it was more of a quick peck as she hurried to catch a bus home, or as close to it as she could get.
Fine, Diane thought darkly, let her go home and pout. I’ve got work to do. The thought was more mean-spirited than she had intended. In that moment, she felt Gabe wasn’t the real problem. They should have been fighting about Lyssa’s inability to land a job, she mused.
Hendricks glanced over at her. “You’re awfully quiet today.”
“Sorry. Just figuring some things out. Personal stuff.”
“That’s cool. I didn’t mean to leave without you yesterday. They told me you’d be a while, and to take Gunslinger out and give him some pointers.” He smiled sheepishly. “I meant Goodwin.”
“I know who you meant,” Diane said. “Lots of parking tickets, then?”
“No, we saw some action over on Fifth. Some bozos were harassing some chick. Five on one. The girl was terrified.”
“How would you feel if five guys threatened you?” Diane shot him an annoyed glare.
“Nothing I can’t handle,” he said. “Anyway, there were two of us. They had knives. We had guns. I got one of them right here.” He patted his sternum. “Goodwin winged one when they scattered. Judging from the blood trail, the guy jumped into a canal. He’s probably racked with dysentery.”
“Says you.”
Hendricks smirked. “Whatever. One less goofball screwing up our streets. I probably could have taken my guy down without killing him, but I think your influence is rubbing off on me.”
“Well, you did take him out with one shot. I’ll take the credit for that, if you won’t.”
“Anyway, Goodwin’s going to be alright. He’s got no shortage of confidence. That’s 80% of the ball game, right there.”
“Aim is the other 80%,” Diane said.
“Huh? That doesn’t add up.”
“Neither does calling him ‘Gunslinger’ when you got the kill.”
“Oh, that’s just a nickname. You know how it is. Sooner or later, everybody gets one.”
“Really?” Diane turned to him. “What’s mine?”
Hendricks gulped and put both hands on the wheel. “I, uh, don’t remember. ‘Rookie,’ I think. I’ll get back to you on that.”
“Rookie? That’s not a nickname, unless it sticks when I’m a senior detective or something. Come on, ‘Hammer’, I can take it. Tell me what they’re calling me.”
“Fine. Only because you insisted, and for the record, I don’t agree with it. Goodwin says it’s ‘BD’.”
Diane tipped her head. “BD? How is that so terrible?”
“It’s short for bulldyke. He says you’re down for the ladies.”
“So what if I am?”
Her partner’s eyes widened. “For real, Pembrook? I mean, you’re not exactly ladylike, but I figure you’re into dudes. Hinajosa told everyone you two were going at it pretty good yesterday.”
“He what, now?” Diane had been feeling pangs of guilt for making him out to be the bad guy to Lyssa. Now she wondered if she hadn’t been forceful enough in her arguments.
“Oh yeah. He told us—” He wagged his chin toward the windshield. “Crap, Pembrook, we have a situation. Eyes forward. Prepare to engage.”
Diane snapped her attention to the windshield as directed. A group of punks stood in the center of the street. Bandannas covered the lower half of their faces. They clutched liquor bottles stuffed with rags. Diane unholstered her gun and nodded to Hendricks. “Locked and loaded.”
A bottle burst on the hood, sending a blanket of flames up the front of the cruiser, completely obscuring the windshield. As soon as the cruiser skidded to a halt, Diane leapt from the car as Hendricks called in the incident from his console. Diane crouched behind her door and aimed for the closest hostile.
“Freeze. You are under arrest. All of you: get on your knees and put your hands where we can see them.”
Another hostile lobbed a bottle, striking the cruiser’s roof. Hendricks raised his voice post-impact, calling out for backup.
Diane remembered Mond, and his insistence of identifying as a police officer before doing anything else in the face of a hostile engagement. As if they didn’t know who they were messing with, she thought. Feeling enough had been done strictly by the book, she took the second impact to be an invitation for full engagement. She thumbed the safety to her sidearm and pulled the trigger. The hostile in the middle of the group dropped to the ground amid a cloud of blood vapor. One to the head. Diane prided herself on not wasting ammunition or winging anybody. If live rounds were going to be spent, she was going to make them count. Period.
Two of the group looked down at their fallen comrade and gestured their disbelief and displeasure with Diane’s lethal dismissal. They lit their fabric fuses and lobbed two more bottles in her direction. The first landed in front of the door. The second struck it. Flaming liquid dripped onto the pavement as Diane ducked behind the door for cover. She gritted her teeth and leaned away from the door. My turn, she thought as she pulled the trigger again.
Hendricks used his door as a barricade, fresh from his urgent plea for backup. He looked over at her across the open cruiser cabin and nodded his approval as another hostile dropped with a hole in his neck. “Damn, Pembrook. Same some for me, willya?”
“You’ve got a gun,” Diane said. “Use it.”
Hendricks fired a few shots in rapid succession. The hostiles ducked and scattered. Diane cursed his stupid decision making. When the hostiles stuck in a tight group, they were easy pickings. She thought she counted five of them, but their dark clothing and distance from the cruiser make it difficult to get an accurate assessment. A bottle sailed over a parked car and exploded near the cruiser. Stealth wasn’t an advantage, she noted. Not for the hostile, anyway.
She waved across to Hendricks. “How are we coming on that backup?”
“Five, ten minutes. We can hold them off.”
“We can do better than that. I’m going in. Cover me.”
“Pembrook, are you crazy? You don’t need to—” He shook his head. “And she’s gone.”
 
 
“Yes, I do need to,” Diane muttered under her breath as she hunted down the closest hostile on the right. Hendricks didn’t believe she put five bullets into the bullseye at the firing range during her brief stint at what passed for the police academy in the wake of Arbor Day. He probably didn’t believe she took out six hostiles, saving several uniformed officers in the process, only to lose them to a downed plane. The plane wasn’t her fault. No amount of talk was going to convince him or anyone else of her skill. Hendricks needed to be shown.
She crept around the side of a delivery van and found her first target. A young man crouched behind a red sports car and flicked a lighter nervously, eyeing his opportunity to part with his last bottle. Hendricks fired three shots over his head, sending him to his knees. He shielded the bottle with his body and touched his forehead to the ground. Diane rushed forward and strategically aimed her weapon. The boy looked up in time to have a single bullet placed between his eyes. Diane snatched the bottle from his hands and carried it toward two more hostiles lodged behind a refrigerated truck. 
She was relieved to notice any innocent bystanders had fled from the shootout. A few clusters were closer than they ought to have been, but she figured it was literally their funeral if they didn’t know better than to stand close to a firefight. She glanced at the bottle and crafted a plan.
Unlike the rooftop ambush she ended with a well-placed shot to the case of clear liquor the punks had hauled up for their assault, these hostiles didn’t seem to be using a central reloading point. Liquor bottles had been their weapon of choice from the outset, but from what Diane could tell, they each carried a limited number, scattering for cover when their supply ran out. What was their purpose? She assumed they weren’t targeting her personally, but they did target the first police cruiser that crossed their path. Was this a suicide mission? If so, why? Just like Arbor Day, very little about what Diane was seeing made sense from a purely transactional point of view.
She got close enough to the duo to overhear snippets of their conversation. One told the other to wait until the cop was “close enough to blaze.” She didn’t know if they meant her or her partner. She didn’t care. They weren’t blazing anybody. No cops, anyway, if she had her way. 
Hendricks used the cruiser’s PA system to order the remaining hostiles to surrender peacefully and rattled off a list of charges they were already facing. Diane rolled her eyes. These punks weren’t going to lay down and surrender. Not yet. Maybe the final one would decide it wasn’t worth dying for whatever stupid reason they made up for their attack. Maybe she’d kill him and send a message to any others that might have thought the Panther Division was just a new name for the same old police force that couldn’t defend against Arbor Day.
“I think Hawk got aced,” said one of the hostiles as Diane crept closer. “You sure this is gonna work?”
“Shut up and stick to the program,” said the other. “They said to hit car 9551. We hit them. They’ve split up, like they said would happen. Now we do what we promised, and we make fat bank. Unless the bitch wastes you. Then it’ll just be me.”
Diane cocked her head at this. Just him? She was sure there was at least one more hostile unaccounted for. Diane heard glass break and gunfire behind her. There he was. She peeked between two cars and saw Hendricks running after a man wearing all black. The hostile ducked into an alley and Hendricks skidded to a halt, apparently afraid to give chase through unfamiliar territory. Smart move, Diane thought, but it would have been smarter to shoot the guy before he could get away. She shrugged and focused her attention on her quarry.
“Okay, Swipes got out. Let’s take this bitch down and get paid.”
Diane got as close as she could to the hostiles without blowing her cover. One was armed with a bottle and a lighter. The other had a gun. It wasn’t a revolver or a semi-auto. Her eyes popped at the sight of a light machine gun. That wasn’t what the usual gangs were packing. Somebody had connections to that kind of hardware. That somebody was no small-time operator.
“Okay, Squint, light it up. I think I hear her coming.”
Diane clutched her bottle and counted to three. Immediately afterward, she charged around to their side of the truck. The hostile with the bottle had just lit the wick. She threw hers. It landed at their feet. They looked down, then the leader with the machine gun raised it to fire.
Diane raised her gun and fired a single shot. She struck the second hostile in the chest. His bottle shattered, and he fumbled with the flaming wick as he doubled over. The puddle of liquor caught fire, along with the leader’s pant leg. The bottle-carrier’s clothing caught fire as well. The leader batted at his legs to snuff the flames, then sprayed a hail of bullets in Diane’s direction. She took one to the left shoulder and dropped to one knee. She fired one shot into the leader’s knee, sending him onto his back with a sickening crunch. The machine gun skittered away as he landed.
She had a clean shot at his head, but she wanted him alive, at least for now. Pain flashed behind her eyes as she struggled to stand. She had never been shot before, to her amazement. She had felt invincible up to that point. She had even opted for minimal protective gear, figuring the other guy wouldn’t have had time to pull his gun, let alone use it. She wasn’t expecting a machine gun.
She staggered forward, keeping the gun trained on her target. She kicked the machine gun further away and stepped toward the hostile. “You wanted the bitch, huh? Well, here I am.” She rolled him onto his back with her foot when he tried to turn away. “How many more of you fools are going to keep losing to a girl?”
The leader spat. “Screw you, bulldyke. Just ice me and shut the hell up.”
“Not happening. Us bitches like to talk. And us bulldykes especially love to talk about our feelings. You’ve got feelings, right? Like, how’s your knee?” She gave it a swift kick, eliciting howls of agony from her prey.
“Just shoot me already, Jesus.”
“Here’s my feeling. I feel like small fish like you don’t get guns like that unless you know people. Serious people, with serious firepower. I feel like they’re paying you to take me out. Now, I feel like you’re going to tell me who, or I mess you up real bad.”
“I told you to shoot me. If you ain’t gonna do it, give me your piece and I’ll do it myself.”
“Nope, sorry. I’ve got the gun.” Black spots began to form in the center of her field of vision. “You’ve got one good knee. Talk, or I blow it out.”
“How about, you blow me? Oh wait, bulldykes don’t roll like that. Then again, don’t knock it ‘til you tried it. Your mother did.”
Diane blinked in vain as she tried to dispel the spots that obscured her eyesight. She began to feel dizzy. Her shoulder throbbed, and blood dripped down her left hand. “Don’t… don’t talk about my mother.”
“Or you’ll what, cry like a widdle baby? Oh, waaah, your momma’s a whore. All of us had her five times last night. We each got change back for the dollar bill we gave her. Go on, cry, you baby.”
Diane staggered backward as her vision completely blurred. “I’ll blow your stinking—”
She awoke to find a pair of medics hovering over her. “Hey, she’s back,” said the right one. 
Hendricks crouched down beside her. “Pembrook? Holy crap, I thought I lost you. That was stupid, going out after those punks. You should have waited for backup.”
Diane squinted up at her partner. “The leader of the gang… where is he?”
“Don’t worry about it, Pembrook. Gunslinger got him. He’s riding with the ambulance to book the bastard once he gets out of surgery. Kenner’s orders.”
“He was my bust,” Diane groaned. “Goodwin didn’t do jack.”
“Kenner gave him the win. That’s what happens when you haul off and get shot. And with a snub-nosed piece of crap, to boot.”
Diane tried to sit up but was held down by the medics. “Snub-nosed? The dude had a fricking LMG.”
Hendricks held up an evidence bag with an inky black revolver inside. “Uh, guess again.”
Diane shook her head. She knew what she saw. She saw it clatter away when she shot the guy. She knew the caliber of bullet lodged in her shoulder. It didn’t—and couldn’t—have come from a snub-nosed revolver. She resigned herself to have forensics look at it and correct the record. A dose of painkillers kicked in and her eyelids drooped shut once more.
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
When Diane regained consciousness, she expected to be either in the back of an ambulance or resting in a hospital bed. Instead, she squinted at a harsh overhead light. She turned away and found herself in a plain room with glossy black walls. She felt an instinctive urge to sit bolt upright and inspect her surroundings, followed by resistance at her wrists, ankles, and throat. She tried to see what was holding her down, but the strap at her neck prevented her from doing anything other than turn her head from side to side.
She turned her head to her left and saw only glossy walls and an IV bag dripping slowly. She heard shrill electronic chirps. She wasn’t in solitary, or at least, she didn’t think she was. The place seemed vaguely familiar.
She sucked in her breath as she heard approaching footsteps. A man—she thought it was a man—entered the room and shined a penlight into her eyes. She scowled and squeezed her eyes shut. The man inserted a device and forced her eyelids apart. The penlight returned, then a clicking sound. Diane allowed inspection of her other eye without further resistance.
The penlight pulled away, and she got a glimpse of the man. He wore a white mask. It seemed to lack eye holes. She wondered if the spots in her eyes were blocking out the details. As she blinked, the spots bounced around and she confirmed her observation. The mask was nearly featureless.
Its bearer had a short haircut and wore a white lab coat. He tapped away at a tablet and nodded to two men in black body armor. They stepped forward and released the strap from her neck. She wiggled her fingers in anticipation of being freed from her bonds, but the pair stepped away without a word.
The man in the white mask tipped his head to one side. Diane thought he looked like a robot. Did he speak English? She craned her neck to see her feet. To her disappointment, she was covered with white bedding. “Let me go,” she said.
The man in the mask stepped forward and dug around in his pocket. He produced a vial with a piece of crumpled metal inside. He shook it a little. It tinkled as the shrapnel rattled in the vial, then fell silent. “Do you know what this is?” His voice was pleasant. She expected an electronic timbre to it, perhaps with a foreign accent for good measure.
“Looks like a slug.”
The man nodded and slipped the vial into his pocket. “Correct. What caliber?”
Diane grimaced as she struggled with her restraints. “9-millimeter.”
“Where did it come from?”
“A light machine gun. The punk ass who shot me had one. That slug proves it.”
The man shook his head slowly. “Incorrect. The bullet we extracted from your shoulder has been determined to be a 22-caliber projectile, which is consistent with the weapon recovered at the scene. This is official. We have certified the report and your file will be updated accordingly.”
Diane felt her cheeks redden. “Bull. The guy had an LMG. He only nailed me because he sprayed like a little punk bitch. He wasn’t going to shoot me or anyone else any other way.”
“The official report says otherwise. We deal only in facts here.” He nodded to the men in body armor, who stepped forward and re-applied the strap to Diane’s neck. She groaned as she felt the bite of the strap against her jaw. The men stepped away from the bed. The man in the mask stood over her and tipped his head again, as though she were from another planet. Or he was. Diane wasn’t sure what to make of him.
“What are you going to do to me?” Diane curled her lip at the man in defiance.
“Nothing at all. You will recover from the operation. You will resume your assignment. You will either succeed or fail.”
“What operation? A 22 slug probably didn’t take more than three stitches.”
Diane swore she saw the man smile, though the mask maintained an impassive expression. “9-millimeter projectiles are capable of considerable damage. It will take approximately seven days for the cap we applied to your reconstructed shoulder to fuse, forming a protective barrier. You should have full use of your left arm in approximately fourteen days.”
Diane gasped. “Reconstructed?”
The man’s voice was pleasant, yet emotionless. “It is not in our interest for you to be rendered incapable of performing your assignment. It should not be in your interest to be rendered incapable of being a valued security asset. You will take precautions going forward to mitigate such concerns. While your damaged shoulder was a considerable setback, a direct hit to your vital organs would have terminated you. Contemplate this as you recover.”
“I’m not wearing a bulky-ass vest.”
“We have constructed something more agreeable for you… and substantial.”
“Like what?”
The man nodded to the other two. All three left the room without a word. Diane struggled with her restraints, but they held fast. She felt something warm coursing through her veins. Shortly afterward, her eyelids drooped, and she fell fast asleep.
 
 
Diane put her hands to her eyes when she awoke. Bright lights stabbed at her eyes from all directions. Her head pounded, and her shoulder ached. It took a moment for her to realize her arms were free. She shook her legs. They moved freely as well. She removed her hands from her eyes and focused on her surroundings. She was in a plain room with glossy black walls. The ceiling was pure white. The overhead light seemed to press down upon her, rather than giving an airy feeling to the room. She felt bare skin everywhere she touched. She looked down to find herself stripped down to her bra and panties.
She crossed her arms and felt the cap on her left shoulder. The metal was cool to the touch. She didn’t like feeling weak and exposed. The last time she was stripped down, she accepted the situation as the gateway to a brighter future with the Fourth Precinct. This time was different. She felt like something in a lab. She wondered how many eyes watched her and from where. A word popped into her head: surveillance. It was the word she didn’t recognize in print back in Kenner’s office.
A panel slid open, revealing a set of uniform clothes. “Dress yourself,” said an electronic male voice. It was the voice she expected from the masked man. She groaned and forced herself up from the gleaming floor. She padded over to the uniform and put it on piece by piece. Once her shoes were on, the panel closed silently, leaving her in an empty room once more. She felt relieved to be dressed. She didn’t mind the sensation of being watched as much.
Diane paced back and forth, wondering what she’d be put through next. Something in the floor hissed. She stepped out of the way in time to avoid a compartment that rose in the center of the room. A shining black costume was mounted in the center. She didn’t know what else to call it. It wasn’t metal. At least, it didn’t appear to be. It seemed like molded plastic. She drew near to it and inspected the armor without touching it. 
The electronic male voice filled the room. “You will wear this going forward.”
Diane shook her head in bewilderment. “This isn’t regulation.”
“Comply,” said the voice. It had a sharper edge. The room flashed red menacingly, then returned to normal. She nodded and felt around for a clue as to how the outfit should be worn. One of the walls glowed and displayed a schematic of how the pieces fit together. She removed the bottom half from the compartment and stepped into the right boot, then the left one. She pressed the calf pieces together and felt them snap in place. She applied the thigh parts next, followed by the midsection. She looked down at her feet. The armor was sleek and intimidating. She liked it. She wondered how she would explain it to Hendricks. She decided she didn’t care, as she was more interested in completing the ensemble. 
The chest and back plates were held together by nylon straps. She slipped them over her head and wormed her arms through the holes, grimacing as she contorted her left arm. She followed the directions on the glowing screen to activate the mechanism that pulled the plates together until they clicked. The arm pieces were the last to put on. She worked from the shoulders down, then slipped her hands into black gloves with protective plates on the back. Her forearms were encased in form-fitting armor. Her elbows were a weak point, as were the backs of her knees, but she didn’t care when she saw her image in the video monitor. She ran her gloved fingers over a piece of her breastplate that was stamped with PEMBROOK in silver lettering.
The other half of her breastplate bore the insignia of the Panther division. She frowned as she failed to see anything on her armor that suggested she was a police officer. Diane patted her breastplate. “Where’s my badge?”
The compartment sank into the floor, leaving Diane in the bare room once more. More importantly, she wondered, where was her weapon? Despite the armor’s sleek and impressive design, she wasn’t going to accomplish much if she couldn’t defend herself, she concluded.
Another panel opened in the wall. A glossy black belt hung on a clear mount. She stepped over to it and enjoyed the clacking of her boots on the floor. Lyssa said she was a killing machine. So did Gabe. She felt she finally looked the part as she snapped the belt in place. She stepped back to admire herself in the monitor. She reached down and drew her sidearm. She pointed it at the monitor and grinned. “Very nice,” she said. She lowered her sidearm, then frowned. “Wait, you’re not going to give me a dorky helmet, are you?” She holstered her weapon.
Another panel slid open, revealing a jet-black helmet. It seemed like something a motorcycle rider would wear, except it didn’t have a large clear visor. She shrugged and put it on, not thrilled at being cooped up in a smothering mask. As she feared, her peripheral vision was reduced to nearly zero. She tried to check her reflection in the glossy walls, but the heavy tint made it too difficult to pick out fine detail. She pulled the helmet off and set it back on its mount.
“Forget this,” she said. “I need to see everything.”
“Risk of critical head trauma 98.4 percent.”
“Chances of me falling down a hole, 100 percent. I’ll be extra careful.”
“You’ll be dead.”
The panel slid shut. Another opened, revealing three operatives bearing gleaming black poles with sparking ends. Diane had never seen these weapons before, but the blue sparks that danced around the poles were all she needed to know about them. Direct contact was going to be bad. Maybe even fatal. She drew her sidearm and aimed at the lead operative. She pulled the trigger. Nothing happened.
“Live fire is not authorized for this demonstration.”
Diane holstered her weapon and ducked in time to avoid the crackling staff. The second operative jabbed her in the ribs. Blue sparks shot in all directions, but to her surprise, nothing hurt. She grabbed the staff and jerked it away from him. She turned in time to block the third operative from hitting her in the temple. She ducked again as the lead operative took another swing at her. He struck the third operative, sending him backward onto the floor. Diane shoulder-tackled him into the nearest wall. She raised her staff to strike him when she felt herself paralyzed from the shoulders down. The lead operative slipped away from her and pried the sparking staff from her hands. He handed it back to the second operative and nodded.
Diane turned her head, fearful of what they would do next. She considered keeping her back to them and taking whatever they dished out without seeing it coming, but she wanted to know what she’d be recovering—or dying—from. The dancing blue bolts ceased.
“An exception has been granted for helmet use. It may be revoked at any time,” said the electronic voice.
The operatives nodded and left the room. Diane’s paralysis was instantly cured. She lurched forward and threw her hands outward to brace herself. “What just happened?”
“You have been tasked with an objective. You will succeed in achieving that objective. Any deviation from your mission is subject to corrective action.”
Diane looked at her gloved hands. “You mean, you can control me, and make me do whatever you want?”
“Or prevent actions,” the voice said matter-of-factly.
“Way to trust me,” Diane said.
“Trust is earned. You are dismissed. We are looking forward to your mission’s successful completion.”
Diane squinted at the ceiling. “How will you know?”
“Dismissed.”
Diane sighed and walked toward the wall where the operatives had entered the room. Nothing happened. She waved her hands around, then felt the wall in hopes of triggering a mechanism that would open a secret door. Nothing happened.
“If I’m dismissed, can I leave?”
 A white mist emanated from the center of her breastplate. She scrunched up her nose when she noticed it, then her sight went blurry. She dropped to one knee and coughed. “Can’t you just escort me out like normal people?”
Everything went black. She never felt her body hit the floor.
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
Diane opened her eyes a little, not entirely sure where she would awaken next. She was shocked to find herself in a hospital bed, hooked up to an IV bottle and a heart monitor. Lyssa leapt from her chair and rushed to Diane’s side. She gripped her hand and gave it a squeeze. The monitor gave a shrill beep. Lyssa relaxed her grip but didn’t let go.
“Oh my god, you’re awake. Holy crap, sweetie, I thought I lost you.”
Diane looked around, not understanding where she was, or why. “Where’s my armor?”
Lyssa have her a confused look. “Huh? Oh, if only. Those cheap bastards! They send you out on these dangerous patrols in a dress shirt. It’s amazing you don’t have sixteen bullets in you. Or through you, more like.” Tears streamed down Lyssa’s cheeks.
“How long was I out?”
Lyssa wiped her cheek. “Out? You’ve been in a coma for weeks.”
Diane put her free hand to her forehead. She gasped and clutched her afflicted shoulder. To her surprise, the metal cap she expected to find there was missing. She pulled her hospital gown aside and frowned at an angry red scar that tore through her shoulder. “Not possible,” she moaned.
“You don’t know, do you? Some asswipe shot you. They say you shot him back, but you lost a lot of blood. They had you in surgery for hours. Then you went into a coma. They wouldn’t let me see you until a few days ago. Sapphire told me everything.”
“Sapphire? She moved out. She’s busy doing her own thing.”
“She’s been down here every day, checking on you. They were only letting badged officers and family in. Since I’m neither of those, the closest I ever got was the waiting room downstairs.”
Diane squeezed Lyssa’s hand. “You’re more than family to me. I would have told them to send you in.”
“That’s sweet, but you were in no condition to put me on the guest list. Not that I—” Lyssa choked back a sob and shook her head. “I’m sorry, I just had to work through some stuff.”
“What stuff?”
“Oh, it’s stupid. I was sure you and Gabe were getting back together. I have major trust issues, you know that. When he walked in on us with those stupid flowers I wondered what you would have said if I wasn’t there. Would you be messaging me that you were busy with work, and some stuff had come up, and then I wouldn’t hear anything back until one day I’d see you two getting married and then I’d—”
Diane squeezed Lyssa’s hand and snapped her out of her anxiety attack. “Hey, hey, give me a little credit, huh? Yes, I used to be with Gabe, but he’s not you. He’ll never be you.”
Lyssa wiped her cheek again. “Promise?”
“Cross my heart,” Diane said, and leaned forward to kiss her. Lyssa pressed down on her chest and shook her head.
“Don’t move. I’ll come to you.” She bent over the bed and kissed Diane full on the lips.
“I’ve got next,” said a male voice. Diane’s eyes widened in horror. Goodwin.
Lyssa pulled away, and Diane was repulsed at the sight of Goodwin. Worse, Gabe was with him, along with Lee Harper. “I’ll pass,” she said.
“You sure? Because I figure if you’re into hogs like her, you’ll give it away to pretty much anybody.” Goodwin turned to his buddies for approval. Gabe slipped him a low-five. Lee Harper chuckled nervously but didn’t say anything.
Lyssa scowled at the men, then turned to Diane, who in turn received her unspoken message. “Apologize to my friend,” she said, attempting to sit up.
“Just calling them like I see them,” Goodwin said with a smirk. “Can I have some? Maybe she just needs to find out what a real man tastes like, to get her off the ladies. Not that there’s anything wrong with that. Depends on the ladies, you know? And how many of them I can get in the sack at the same time.” He grinned to either side and received Gabe’s tight-lipped approval.
“I’ve got a sack for you. And a river,” Diane hissed.
Goodwin feigned mock outrage. “Whoa, ease back on the threats, Pembrook, Jeez! We just wanted to make sure you’re okay. Well, Harper did. Hinajosa told me your girlfriend was up here riding you like a bucking bronco, but we got here too early for that. I can’t say I’m disappointed. Anyway, glad to see you’re alive and doing just about as well as you can.”
“I’ll be doing lots better when I frag your ass,” Diane said.
“Hear that, guys? You’re my witnesses. Not that Pembrook stands a chance against ole Gunslinger, huh?” He patted Lee Harper on the shoulder, who smiled sheepishly and nodded. “Who’s the man, Harp?”
“You are,” he said quietly.
“Aw, shucks, Harper. Keep it in your pants. Besides, Gabe here is the man of the hour. Nailed it, dude! I thought I was kidding with that ‘bulldyke’ stuff. Turns out I was psychic, or something. Drinks on me, what do you say?”
“I say, let’s blow this joint and get loaded,” Gabe said, glaring at Diane.
Goodwin ushered his friends out the door, then paused. “Want me to turn this off? You know, set the mood?” He waved his fingers over a panel of light switches.
“Go to hell, Goodwin,” Diane said.
“Just kidding,” he said airily. “One of these probably takes you off life support. There’s no sport in that.” He pulled the door closed behind him with a bang.
Lyssa pulled away from Diane. “I… have to go.”
Diane reached for her in vain. “No, stay with me.”
“I can’t. I’m sorry. Get your rest. Talk soon.” Lyssa gathered up her things and awkwardly exited the room. Diane sank into her hospital bed and exhaled. Nothing made any sense. The cap on her shoulder was gone. So was the body armor. Now, so was Lyssa. One thing was certain in that moment: she was more committed to Lyssa than ever, if only to spite Goodwin. She fixated on the ceiling and fantasized about all the ways she could kill him. Nothing was spectacular or gruesome enough. She wasn’t going anywhere, she reasoned. She had plenty of time to come up with the best revenge.
 
 
Three days later, Diane was released from the hospital with orders to continue her bed rest. She was feeling restless, eager to get back into active duty. Her shoulder looked worse than it felt. The doctors stood firmly against it, on the grounds she had been comatose for nearly a month. They used words and phrases like “out of pocket” and “offline” most times, but Diane understood their hesitation. She just didn’t agree with it.
After all, she reasoned, the doctors were there to help her get better. She felt better. She saw no point in sitting around in her dorm room when she could be out making the city safer. Her lip curled into a snarl at the thought of Goodwin being praised for doing the bare minimum. The city needed more. It needed her to be cleaning up the mess.
Nevertheless, she accepted the verdict and thanked her driver for returning her to the former school where she lived. She looked up at the brick and concrete façade and sighed. She wondered what her life would be like if she had been allowed to stay in school, before being taken across the country by her father. She shook her head and put it out of her mind. She was doing okay, she determined. She had a good job. She was ready to earn it.
She returned to her dorm room and pushed the door open. She was shocked to find the room had been completely emptied to the walls. She pulled the closet door aside. Empty. She looked in the rudimentary bathroom. It was empty. The toilet had run dry.
“What the hell?” She spun around, trying to comprehend what had happened. Did they think she died? Had Goodwin and his buddies been screwing around with her stuff again? Was this a message she was no longer on the force? She pulled the door closed behind her and stormed off to the neighboring Panther Division building. Sergeant Parcells looked up from his tablet and smiled.
“Hey, you’re back upright. You gave us quite a scare, there.” He turned to the nearest administrative officer. “See? I told you she wasn’t going anywhere.”
Diane slapped her hand on the counter. “Well, my stuff did. Where is it? Where am I supposed to sleep? It’s hard to get the bed rest they ordered me to have without a bed.”
Parcells was taken aback by this. “Oh, they didn’t tell you? Change of scenery.” He tapped away at the tablet. “Let’s see… lower floor, cell block F…” He frowned and swiped his finger across the screen as Diane felt a blend of terror and rage swelling up inside of her. They were confining her to another jail cell? What had she done to deserve it? Or, was this a different sort of punishment for not moving out to her own place?
Parcells shook his head and smiled apologetically. “Sorry, I was in the middle of something else. I didn’t want to forget what I was doing. Anyway, yeah, while you were out, there have been some changes on the housing front. I’m surprised nobody told you.”
Diane cocked her head. “Nobody has told me much of anything. What’s going on?”
“You’re getting an upgrade. They decided the cops shouldn’t have to worry about basic necessities like food or housing. They’re putting us up in the Cranston Towers. It’s just a one-bedroom, one bath, but, well, not to ruin the surprise, Pembrook, these places are frigging incredible. They gave us the top five floors. I’ve already got a house and my wife doesn’t want to give it up, so I’m taking the bonus instead. But I’ve been up there, and those views will blow your mind. Too bad we have to get shot at and crap in return for it.”
“My… own place.”
“Yeah, that’s what I said. Here, they’ll send a car over for you. Another work perk.”
Diane rubbed her forehead and nodded. “That’s… great.” She found a nearby bench and sat in a daze. She hadn’t heard of the Cranston Towers, but the idea of her own place was more than she could process. She couldn’t wait to tell Lyssa.
The car arrived a few minutes later. The driver put her bag in the trunk and closed the door behind her once she was strapped in. The city came alive around her as the car glided toward her new place. She tried to pick out landmarks and get a feel for the neighborhood. New high-rises were sprouting up in all directions. Arbor Day had taken a select few out, but the building boom in its wake suggested otherwise. Diane noted the buildings seemed much closer together. A moment later, the car pulled up to a glass and steel building. A doorman stepped forward and pulled her door open. He gestured toward the main entrance with a bow. Diane accepted her bag from the driver and stepped into the grand lobby.
Diane lacked context for this beyond her limited life experiences and what she had seen on Fortune and Destiny. If the Cotillion was a high-rise, she thought, this was what it would be like. The lobby was massive, done up in shiny marble with brass and emerald accents. A large counter to her right was staffed with polished people with trimmed haircuts or tight pony-tails, depending on gender. Everyone wore variants on the same uniform: sandy brown suits for the men, blazers and skirts for the ladies. A man waved her over to his workstation. His name plate sparkled under an array of spotlights: KERNAN. He had a tightly cropped goatee and glasses that seemed to hover over his nose.
“How may I assist you?” He smiled cordially at Diane.
“Um, I guess I live here now?”
Kernan tipped his head and swiveled to his computer terminal. “Last name?”
“Pembrook.”
He tapped quickly at the keyboard. “Diane?”
“That’s me.”
“I’ll just need to see your identification.”
Diane dug around in her bag and found her wallet. Kernan reviewed her ID card and nodded to her badge. “Very well. You’re up in 20187. Facing east. Very inspiring view of Lady Liberty, most days, well… if you have a decent telescope.”
“Great,” Diane said. Instead of a key, she was handed a silver card.
“Don’t lose this. There’s a $350 replacement fee. Welcome home,” Kernan said, and shook her hand. Diane didn’t step away from the counter. He blinked and said, “Is there something more I can do for you?”
“I have no idea where I’m going.”
“Ah.” He leaned over the counter and arm-pointed to his right. “Go to elevator banks B or C. C is best, as it only services floors 15-21. A only goes up to 14, so don’t take that unless you’re visiting our shops or dining establishments. There’s also an athletic club on three, and a spa on five.”
Diane stepped away from the counter numbly. This was much too much to process. She thanked Kernan and hurried to elevator bank C. She didn’t want any more delays. She had to see her new place.
She got her own elevator cabin. The walls were half dark wood, half mirrors. A video monitor embedded in the left panel beside the elevator doors displayed ads and information about the on-site dining and shopping opportunities. A woman smiled and enjoyed a massage. A trio of young men and women jogged happily on their treadmills. A suited man with gray temples toasted his junior partners in a formal restaurant setting. It wasn’t the Cotillion, Diane noted, but it seemed comparable. She looked forward to trying it out sometime. Maybe with Lyssa.
The elevator pinged, and the doors slid open gracefully. A brass plate confirmed her arrival on the 20th floor. The walls were two-toned, with rich wood paneling on the bottom half and off-white fabric wallcovering on the top half. Diane let her fingertips brush against the bumpy texture as she made her way to 20187. Her pulse quickened when she found 20183. At last, she reached her door. She touched the card to an access point and heard a soft click. She pushed down on the door handle and held her breath as she crossed the threshold.
She dropped her bag as the door closed gently behind her. “Holy crap!”
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
When Diane fantasized about getting her own place, she expected something like the apartment she shared with Veronica, at best. Nothing luxurious, just somewhere to crash and maybe cook a meal here and there. She wasn’t sure if she was in the right building, or the right apartment. Everything looked new and unspoiled. The carpeting was plush. The walls were a comforting light brown. Unlike her dorm room, the apartment was fully furnished, kitchen and all. Stainless steel cookware hung over a marble-topped island. She staggered into the living room to find a large sectional and two sleek chairs. She had a dining room that seated six. There was a large monitor mounted over a fireplace.
She rubbed her eyes and tried to comprehend what she was seeing. After her dorm and her jail cell, this far exceeded her expectations. She didn’t think she deserved any of it. She stepped into the bedroom and gasped at the sight of a king bed, made up with cream-colored bedding and loaded with pillows. She pressed her hand down on the mattress, then flopped onto her back. She sank down into a heavenly cloud. She looked up at an ornate light fixture that was accented with crystals.
There would be time enough to lay in bed, she thought, and she forced herself back onto her feet. She returned to the living room and looked at the thick curtains. She felt around for a pull rod or a drawstring. She instead found a remote control in a holster. She pressed a few buttons until she found the one that opened the curtains. The mechanism hummed as the window slowly came into view. Diane gasped at the next amenity: a full balcony with a glass table and four chairs. She unlocked the sliding glass door and stepped outside. 
A light breeze tousled her hair as she looked out across the city for Hudson Bay. She imagined the Statue of Liberty standing stoically on its perch, as it was dwarfed by the size and scale the surrounding urban landscape.
“Un-fricking-believable,” she said. For once, it felt right.
After a few minutes of admiring the view, Diane went back inside and slid the balcony door closed. She completed her tour with a trip to the bathroom. It featured a spa tub with water jets and a separate shower stall. An array of bath products lined the counter beside the ample sink. She felt afraid to ruin everything by using the toilet, but urgency took hold and she gawked at the space from a different vantage point. 
She told herself again that she didn’t deserve any of this. She was just a run of the mill patrol officer, at best. Truly, she wasn’t, she thought. The others had gone through the academy and had all kinds of schooling backing them up. What were her qualifications? The word made her anxious to know where her dictionary went. After she cleaned up after herself, she went off looking for her personal effects.
The apartment featured a workspace. Her tablet sat neatly on the desk. Her dictionary was placed off to one side. She slid the drawers open and found a note pad and pens. Another held instruction manuals for the various items in her apartment, such as the fireplace and entertainment system. 
She wondered what they did with her rifle. She found it standing upright in the back of her closet. Her civilian clothing hung on the left side of the closet. She found no sign of her black body armor. Had it been a dream? It felt real. She had worn it. She had defended herself against three operatives. A masked man in a white lab coat told her what they had done to speed up the healing process after her shoulder surgery.
Or… had he? Everything was dreamlike and lacked clarity. Why did he wear a mask? Why were the walls glossy black? The briefing room beyond the mysterious Room 305 had looked that way, she recalled. Maybe her brain applied that look to everything else in her coma-fueled dreams.
She shrugged and decided to check out the entertainment system. She brought the instruction manual to the sectional and sank into the cushions. A menu of options appeared after she switched on the monitor. One explained how to turn on voice commands. She frowned at the instructions and decided to try it out. “Main menu,” she said. “Entertainment. Programs. Fortune and Destiny.”
She felt a rush of excitement when a list of available episodes appeared. The most recent one looked unfamiliar. She selected it and told the system to play it. Two minutes in, she shook her head. “Stop.” It was the last new episode she had seen before the channel started showing “classic” episodes.
She threw her head back and sighed. Would she ever find out who had been Alexa’s secret rival? She looked back at her tablet. Maybe she wasn’t getting the latest list. She wanted the familiarity of her tablet. She retrieved it from her desk and sat back down on the sectional. She frowned at the confirmation that no new episodes had aired since she was hospitalized.
She decided to call Lyssa and tell her about the new apartment. The accommodations were nice, but she wanted company. Lyssa would be right over, she figured. It wasn’t like she was working and couldn’t get time off.
To her surprise, Lyssa didn’t answer. A screen popped up asking her to send a text message. 
After she tapped out a brief message, Diane turned off the television and carried her tablet into the bedroom. She pulled a few of the pillows off the bed and tossed them on the floor. She removed her shoes and socks and kicked them aside. She drew the covers back and slipped into bed. She decided she would follow doctor’s orders and get started on her bed rest. A soft alarm bell sounded from the living room. She sucked in her breath and picked up her tablet, thinking Lyssa was contacting her. The tablet was blank. She tossed the tablet aside and closed her eyes.
The alarm sounded again, louder this time. Diane huffed and padded out to the living room. The television glowed and a man wearing a featureless white mask filled the screen. Diane gasped at the sight of him.
“Agent Pembrook. You have an assignment.”
“I… I was told to get bed rest.”
“You were given clear instructions as to your primary objective. We expect your commitments to be honored in a timely manner,” he said flatly.
“I don’t… I haven’t got anything. Where did my armor go? I don’t have a weapon. I don’t even know where I’m supposed to find my target.”
“Get dressed.” The screen went black. Diane was left alone in her living room, dumbfounded.
She returned to her bedroom and put on her socks and shoes. Once they were on, a panel slid open beside her bed. She walked toward it cautiously. She found a white passageway through the new opening. She passed through it into a small room that contained her body armor, belt, and sidearm. She put it on and snapped the belt in place. She looked up at the glowing white ceiling and said, “Okay, now what?”
The doorway to the room slid shut. Diane felt her stomach lurch as the room seemed to travel downward at a high rate of speed. It slowed to a stop, and the door hissed open, revealing a black SUV. Two operatives stood beside it and nodded to her. One gestured to the back door. Diane got in and the door slammed behind her. The operatives took their seats up front. One turned and nodded. “Asset acquired and online,” he said in a clear voice.
The other operative nodded and put the SUV into gear. A garage door opened slowly. A bright burst of sunlight shot through the opening. Diane shielded her eyes. The operative who sat diagonal from her turned and pointed to his helmet. She lowered her hand and smiled. “I’ll be fine.”
“Your mission briefing is on the seat. It stays in the vehicle at all times, understood?”
Diane looked over at a glossy black folder and nodded. “Understood.”
She opened the folder and thumbed through a series of documents and photographs. She reacquainted herself with her target. Apparently, there had been some activity on the docks over the last few days. She patted her sidearm absent-mindedly as she reviewed the briefing.
The SUV rolled out of the building and took a sharp right turn. Diane braced herself and focused on her mission briefing. She had received her reward in advance, she determined. It was time to hold up her end of the bargain.
 
 
The SUV stopped at a one-story building close to the waterfront. The operatives signaled to her to exit the vehicle. She closed her briefing folder and placed it neatly on the seat beside her. She jumped out of the vehicle and fell in line behind the other two operatives. They drew their weapons. Diane followed suit. She checked her sidearm and noted the magazine was full. She snapped it back into place and prepared for engagement.
The operatives stood to either side of a plain steel door. Diane stood to the right. The lead operative signaled a three-count without speaking, then pulled the door open. The trio quickly entered the building. Diane saw a folding table and a few empty chairs. Whatever had been going on was long over. She felt her guard slip at the realization.
The other operatives remained on high alert. They crept through the empty space, giving hand signals as to whether to proceed or hang back. Diane heard someone whistling through a door and immediately returned to heightened awareness. 
The operatives took their places to either side of the door. After another three-count, the lead operative kicked the door in. A man looked up from a pile of papers and raised his hands. “Hey, how did you—”
The operatives forced him to the ground and applied restraints to his wrists and ankles. The lead operative lifted his chin. “How many more of you are there?”
“J-just me, I swear.”
The lead operative removed something from his belt and sprayed it in the man’s face. After a moment, his eyelids drooped, and his cheek pressed against the floor. The operative nodded and signaled to Diane and the other operative to search the rest of the building.
Diane felt her pulse quicken as she left the room. Was her target nearby? If so, could she get a clean kill? Would he be alone? She tried to put such questions out of her mind and remained focused in the moment. They cleared three rooms and seemed to be on their way to clearing the fourth when two men carrying machine guns whirled around in surprise. Diane instinctively raised her sidearm and pulled the trigger, taking out the left one with a single shot to the head. The second one swore and opened fire.
Diane dove out of the way. Her fellow operative took a bullet to the chest and left leg. Diane got up on one knee and fired a second shot, dropping the hostile with a bullet to the neck. He crumpled to the ground and his gun clattered as it fell.
Diane checked on her fellow operative. He laid in a pool of blood. She shook her head, wondering why they had to wear body armor if it wasn’t preventing anyone from getting killed. Three more hostiles rushed into the room, guns drawn. Before Diane could shoot, the middle one fired and struck her in the chest. Sparks flew as the bullet impacted her armor. She looked down, expecting to see a gaping wound. The armor was intact.
She fired her weapon in rapid succession and took out the hostiles in a row. The center one writhed on the ground. Diane crept forward and kicked his gun out of reach, keeping her sidearm trained on his forehead. “Where is Booker?”
The man spat blood and curled his lips into a sneer. “Never heard of him.”
Diane stepped on his chest and pressed down, keeping the gun aimed at his head. “Matthias Booker. Where is he?”
The man smiled, then started to convulse. Diane removed her boot from his chest, but he continued shaking violently before falling eerily still. She stood over him for a moment, looking for signs of life. When she was sure he was dead, she stepped away and kicked another gun across the room in disgust.
She heard a rustling noise behind her. She spun around and fired a shot into the man’s temple as he produced a small handgun from his waistband. The lead operative burst into the room and stood at the ready to open fire.
Diane waved him off. “He’s dead. They’re all dead. Big fat waste of time.”
The operative lowered his weapon and motioned to the fallen officer. “Did you do this?”
Diane shook her head. “No, they got him. Fricking machine gun. Cut him like a butter through a hot knife.”
The lead operative cocked his head at this but said nothing. He signaled to her to follow him back to the initial engagement point. The man they had bound was beginning to regain consciousness. The lead operative turned to Diane and pointed to their captive. “Stay here and watch over him. I’ll call for the extraction team.”
“Where’s he going to go? We can do it together.”
“Negative. This is an unsecured asset. We cannot risk forfeiture. I’ll be back to assist after I complete my request.”
Diane glared at him. She wasn’t familiar with this outfit’s methods and procedures, but on a gut level something seemed off. What if more hostiles were nearby? She didn’t understand why it would be better for her to fend off another wave of attackers protecting someone who in her estimation wasn’t worth the hassle. Better to get clear of the building than to die in a pointless shootout, she decided. “How long is this going to take?”
The lead operative shrugged. “I’ll be back as soon as possible. Stand guard. That’s an order. He must be taken back to base for questioning.”
“Do you think it’s going to do a lick of good?”
“That’s for the interrogation unit to determine.”
“What if he had drawn on us, and we had taken him out like the others?”
The lead operative stared at her blankly, in that she couldn’t register his facial expressions through his shiny black visor. His right hand hovered over his sidearm. “The cleanup team would process him.”
Diane nodded and fired a single shot into the bound man’s head. “Glad that’s settled.”
The lead operative jumped back and drew his weapon. “Agent Pembrook. You were not authorized to terminate the suspect. He had valuable information we could have extracted about Booker’s activities and operation.”
“He lied about being here alone, after swearing to us. I don’t care what or who he knows.” She stepped over to the pile of papers the man had been riffling through before being caught flat-footed. “See this? This is the kind of information I’m interested in. Easier to carry.” She scooped up the papers and waved them to the lead operative. “Call in the cleanup team.”
“I don’t take my orders from you.”
“Oh, sorry, that’s my mistake.” Diane raised her sidearm and put a bullet through his chest. The operative dropped to his knees, then to the floor. Diane removed his helmet. A young man of about 25 looked up at her, his jaw trembling. “Figure the next ones will. I’ve got bulletproof armor. You’re expendable.”
She jammed his helmet back on and returned to the SUV. She got behind the wheel and fingered the comm unit as three unmarked black SUVs pulled up behind her. Four operatives poured out from the first vehicle and surrounded her, two to a side. She raised her hands and the door was thrust open. She was yanked from the SUV and marched to the rear vehicle. The rear door was pulled open and she was pushed inside. She was startled to find a man wearing a crisp black suit and a glossy white mask.
“Agent Pembrook. I believe an explanation is in order.” His voice was calm and pleasant, which Diane found jarring under the circumstances.
“The raid was a bust. Booker is long gone.”
“You terminated a vital security asset without prior clearance,” he said.
“That guy wasn’t going to give us crap. I snagged some paperwork that might tell you far more than he ever would.”
“I was referring to Agent Jackson.”
“Oh. We had a disagreement over tactics.”
“So you killed him?”
“Yes, before he did it to me. I determined he was jeopardizing the mission and acted accordingly.”
“You are not in a position of command.”
Diane gave him a wan smile. “Neither is he, anymore.”
The masked man gestured to the driver. “Return us to base.”
“Right away, sir,” said the driver. He backed away from the scene quickly, then put the SUV into gear. Two more vehicles pulled up to take his place. “Cleanup team has arrived.”
“Secure the documents. Sanitize the rest,” said the masked man.
The driver relayed the commands via his comm unit. Diane watched the city pass by in a blur as the SUV shuttled her back to the Panther Division building, or so she thought. After all, she reasoned, where else could they go?
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
To Diane’s dismay, the SUV did not return to the Panther Division headquarters. In fact, the neighborhood appeared to be on the rough side. People loitered at intervals, staring them down as the SUV passed by. She thought the driver was taking the long way back, when they pulled into an open garage that closed quickly behind them. Four operatives were waiting for the vehicle to stop, then they pulled Diane’s door open quickly and hustled her to a bare room lit only by a single light bulb. They stripped her of her armor at gunpoint, then sat her down in a chair. Straps were quickly applied to her wrists and ankles. The operatives backed out of the room and slammed the door. She heard a bolt slide into place and a padlock snap shut.
She struggled with her bonds until it became painfully clear they were too tight to pull free from. She concentrated on slowing her breathing and not letting anxiety over the unknown get the better of her. She didn’t know how much time had elapsed when the padlock was noisily removed, and the bolt thrown aside. The masked man entered the room and stood before Diane. He tipped his head as he cupped his gloved hand under her chin. She had the urge to spit at him, but she opted to play it cool and see what his intentions were, despite being kept as his prisoner.
“This is Facility Epsilon Five,” he said calmly.
“Looks terrible,” she said.
“It serves its purpose. We use it for information retrieval and disposal.”
Diane squinted up at him. “Information disposal? I don’t get it.”
The masked man clasped his hands behind his back and paced back and forth slowly as he spoke. An operative jabbed her arm with a syringe and injected her with something light blue. “It’s quite simple, Agent Pembrook. The asset provides requested information, then the asset is disposed of.”
Diane gritted her teeth at her sore arm and tugged at her bonds. “What information do you think you’re going to retrieve from me?”
“You terminated Agent Jackson without authorization or justification. We must assume you are a hostile agent, and in so assuming, we intend to learn who you’re working for, and how we might take appropriate counter-measures.”
“I told you. He was jeopardizing the mission.”
The masked man paused and seemed to consider her words before resuming his questioning. “Precisely how did he jeopardize the mission? Putting aside questions of chain of command.”
“Booker was long gone. He had goons nearby. The jerk we found with the documents I told you to grab lied to us and got one of us killed. If my armor wasn’t bulletproof, I would have been dead too. Some vital asset I would have been then, huh? Jackson wanted to waste time dragging that lying loser in for questioning. We could have, and probably would have been gunned down if we did. And for what? The documents were lighter and better.”
“Did you examine the documents personally?”
“No, but if he was messing with them, they had to be important, right?”
“Our forensic teams have determined that he had several sporting events to bet on. Nothing of any interest to our investigation and pursuit of Mr. Booker.”
Diane shook her head in disbelief. “That’s bull.” The masked man gestured to the door, and an operative handed him a plastic bag containing the documents. He held it up to her face and tipped his head. Diane scanned through the front page and saw rows and columns of numbers she didn’t understand. “That doesn’t mean anything to me.”
The masked man removed the documents from her sight. “That is of no concern to us. Terminating a fellow officer purely over a petty disagreement is. The decision has been made to decommission you as an active security asset, effective immediately.”
Diane tensed up. “Wait. You’re making a terrible mistake. If you want Booker, I can get him. I just need one shot. Just one.”
The masked man shook his head and walked toward the door. “We are finished here.”
Diane fought with her bonds. Her wrists started to bleed. The metal door clanged shut and the bolt was thrown once more, followed by the snap of the padlock. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she realized the finality of her predicament. “Please,” she whimpered. “I can do this.” Her head tipped forward as she came to grips with her defeat and ultimate demise.
Without warning, a plastic bag was pulled down over her head and cinched off with a strap. She shook her head violently as she struggled to breathe. With each passing second, she felt herself move a step closer to death. She turned her head from side to side to catch a glimpse of her killer. The room was dimly lit beyond the glow of the bulb that swayed over her head. She thought she saw an operative wearing black body armor, but she wasn’t certain. She was going lightheaded and her breaths became increasingly shallow. She felt the icy grip of death rising from her feet, through her calves, then into her thighs on its way to her brain.
She took another breath and the room went black. She felt her heart stop beating.
She sat bolt upright in her bedroom. She tossed a decorative pillow aside and clutched handfuls of her bedding. She was wearing her uniform shirt and trousers. Her shoes and socks laid on the floor where she had kicked them.
She felt her wrists. They were clammy but otherwise unharmed. She tossed the bedding aside and ran to the bathroom. She flicked on the lights and examined herself in the mirror. Her forehead was beaded with sweat and her hair stuck out in all directions. 
She splashed water on her face and pressed her fingers to her eyelids. She refused to accept everything she had just experienced as a bad dream. She’d had nightmares before. She’d even had dreams of nearly dying, except when she nearly crashed down to the pavement after being pushed off a skyscraper or was about to be riddled with bullets, she woke up in time to avoid the tragic ending. This time was different. She had died, she was sure of it. She was also sure the Special Neighborhood Operations of Whatever Whatever had indeed severed all ties with her.
She blinked up at the mirror. How could she be sure? Was it as simple as stopping by Room 305 and asking if her name was still on the guest list? She wiped her face with a fluffy hand towel and padded into the living room. A blue light flashed on her television. She frowned at it and plucked the remote control from a side table. The monitor glowed, and a series of surveillance photos flashed on the screen. Diane dropped the remote as she realized what she was seeing: Matthias Booker jumping into a speedboat after Diane and her fellow operatives arrived at his hideout. Another series of photos showed Agent Jackson tossing something small and electronic aside as they approached the building.
The screen went black and the photos were replaced by three words in white: JUST
ONE
SHOT.
Diane hurried to the bathroom and raised the toilet lid in time to vomit profusely.
 
 
Diane spent the afternoon in her bed. She was on doctor’s orders to get bed rest, and unless the masked man and his cronies had serious intel on Booker, she couldn’t do much more than wait impatiently for something to break in her favor. She watched a couple episodes of Fortune and Destiny, but they were too old and too complex for her to enjoy properly. Watching the show made her miss Lyssa. She checked her messages again to see if Lyssa had responded to any of her prior contact attempts. Her inbox remained empty.
The sunlight began to fade through the curtains. Night would come soon, Diane noted. She glanced at her closet and considered checking out the dining options downstairs. She got out of bed and went to her desk in the living room to flip through the amenities binder. There was a steakhouse on the second floor called Tracy’s Mark. A ribeye with a smoking brand enticed her from the center of the advertisement. A glass of red wine beside it closed the sale. Diane returned to her bedroom and flipped through her closet for something decent to wear.
Nothing she owned seemed to fit the dress code she imagined the place would require. The ad didn’t specify anything, but in her limited experience she thought formal dress was her only option. She frowned over her options and picked out a black dress and matching heels. She bought it for funerals, having been compelled to attend a fair number since joining the force. She set the heels on her bed and padded into the bathroom, where she applied a bit of makeup. She figured people like Hendricks would be laughing at her, not being accustomed to seeing her gussied up. She returned to her bedroom and grabbed a black clutch. She pulled on her heels and checked her hair in an accent mirror. She felt passable enough for in-house dining.
She didn’t have a reservation, but she believed her badge would allow her to snag a table. She didn’t plan to stay long and had enough money to leave a generous tip to smooth over any inconvenience. One last check of her teeth and she was out the door.
When she arrived on the second floor, she had only to follow the scent of prime aged steaks to find herself outside a pair of frosted glass doors with dull metal handles. The letters TM were etched into the glass, which Diane liked. A gentleman in a suit noticed her and stepped away from his companions to pull one of the doors open for her. He checked her out as she passed with an appreciative nod.
Two women at the reservations stand looked up from a tablet and cut short their conversation of what tables were coming available to seat a large party. “Hello, last name please?”
Diane cleared her throat. “Pembrook.”
The second woman tapped at the tablet and frowned. The first one looked up. “For what time?”
“I don’t have a reservation.”
The first hostess smiled apologetically. “I’m sorry, we’re booked full on to closing.”
Diane fished her ID out of her clutch and passed it to the hostesses. “Panther Division.”
The first hostess looked at the ID and shook her head. “I’m sorry, we’re still booked. We don’t offer priority seating here.” She glanced around the room furtively and leaned over. “Yoshi’s on three should be able to accommodate you.”
Diane stuffed her ID back into her clutch and gave the hostess a tight smile. “I’m not hungry after all. Good night.” She turned on her heel and left the restaurant in a huff. She didn’t want to be accommodated. She wanted to be taken care of, like at the Cotillion. She remembered Sapphire getting everything she asked for with a snap of her fingers. She blamed her funeral dress. If she could dress like Alexa—and have her money, she thought bitterly—doors would fly open at the mere sight of her.
Her clutch vibrated as she stomped through the hallway toward the elevators. She brought her emergency comm device despite being on medical leave. She glanced at the screen and frowned at the ID stamp: PANTHER
INTAKE.
She accepted the incoming contact, and the screen glowed with Lyssa’s red and tear-streaked face. Diane nearly dropped the comm unit at the sight of her. “Diane? It’s me.”
“Lyssa? I can see that. What’s wrong? Why are you calling from Panther?”
“I need you to come down here and get me out. They’re talking about doing things to me. Terrible things. Save me, or I’ll die.”
“What? What do you mean, terrible things? Get you out of where?”
Sergeant Parcells appeared on the screen. “There, she got her one minute. Sorry to bother you with this degenerate, but the law’s the law.”
“Parcells? Put Lyssa back on.”
“There’s no Lyssa here. This piece of work is called Dorcas, if you can believe that. What kind of name is Dorcas? Who’s her parents, Frick and Frack?”
Diane stiffened with righteous indignation. “It’s a beautiful name, and I’m on my way down there.”
Parcells shrugged. “Whatever floats your boat, Pembrook. Not sure why this piece of garbage has you all worked up. The fellas will handle her. I’m putting her way in the back, so they don’t get any interruptions.”
Diane terminated the connection and jammed the comm unit in her clutch. She pressed the call button for the elevator impatiently, then opted for the stairs. She awkwardly made her way down to the ground floor and walked gingerly to the concierge desk. Kernan was manning the terminal. He looked Diane up and down and smiled. “Miss Pembrook. How may I be of service?”
“I need a car, like, right now.”
Kernan tapped away at his workstation. “At once. I’ll have one out front for you in just a minute.”
Diane left without thanking him. She stepped out of the lobby into the cool evening air. She hopped around impatiently until a gleaming black car glided up beside her. A black-suited man jumped out of the driver’s side and jogged around to open her door. Diane got in and gripped her clutch with both hands. Once the driver was back onboard, she issued a single command with a flash of her ID: “Panther.”
“Yes, officer. Right away.” He put the car into gear and the sudden acceleration made her sink into her seat. She resisted the urge to chew her fingernails as she waited to be shuttled to headquarters.
Five agonizing minutes later, Diane burst into the Panther Division headquarters. Lyssa was handcuffed to a steel ring in a sparse waiting area. She wiped her cheeks at the sight of Diane, only to spill fresh tears when Diane shuffled over to her and put her arm around her neck.
“Oh my god, baby, you have to get me out of here.”
Diane pulled away and sat beside Lyssa. “What happened?”
Parcells waved Diane over to his desk. “Pembrook. Over here, hon.”
Diane looked at him, then at Lyssa. She gave Lyssa an apologetic shrug. “I’ll handle this. This is un-fricking-believable.”
Lyssa wiped her cheek and nodded. Diane stomped over to the booking desk. Parcells tossed a clipboard to her and gave her a knowing smirk. “Here’s the poop, Pembrook.”
Diane picked up the clipboard and skimmed through the report. Assault. Battery. Property damage. Malice aforethought. Something that looked like Per Diem, but she wasn’t sure.
“Who ran her in?”
Parcells gestured to a smiling officer who stepped out of Kenner’s office. Lieutenant Kenner slapped his back and gave him a few words of encouragement before giving a vacuous nod to Diane and disappearing in his office once more. “My man, Gunslinger,” Parcells said.
Diane fumbled the clipboard. She looked at the bottom of the form, and sure enough, there was Goodwin’s name in the ARRESTING
OFFICER field. “Goodwin? What kind of crap is this?”
He gave her a slimy grin. “The sort of crap I’d expect to get from your gay lover, and I wasn’t disappointed. Actually, I kinda was, because I thought you’d make it a threesome.” He looked Diane up and down and whistled. “Looks like you were thinking it too. You didn’t have to get dressed up on my account. Lipstick on a pig, and all that. Like I’d bang either of you with the lights on.”
Diane slapped the clipboard down on the desk. “You have no right. This is harassment.”
Goodwin raised his hands defensively. “Hey, whoa, where’s this coming from? You’re one of us, aren’t you? Sworn to uphold law and order in our fine city? Well, that’s what I did. I was minding my own business, checking for parking violations when this cow just starts pounding on me for no reason.”
Lyssa stood up and was yanked backward by her cuff when she tried to rush to Diane’s side. “That’s a lie!”
“Shhhh, grown-ups are talking, sweetheart. Okay, just one. Anyway, I know how emotional you people get, what with the amped up hormones… testosterone, I think? Well, I tried to talk her down. I said, ‘Go home and sleep it off, lady, you’re drunk,’ and she socked me right in the eye.” He turned and pointed to his cheek. Diane didn’t see anything wrong with it. “She broke my favorite sunglasses. I could have been blinded.”
“This is bullcrap. Fine, I’ll bail her out. How much?”
Parcells tapped away at his terminal. “Says here, $300,000.”
Diane felt her stomach bottom out. She figured she could single-handedly take out the entire top ten most wanted list and the reward wouldn’t be anywhere close to that. She brightened up. “Wait, isn’t it 5 percent of that?”
“Yes, if you’re in for petty-ante stuff like attempted murder,” Parcells said. “This is assault and battery on a police officer. That means no discounts, and this bird’s looking at 10 years, minimum.”
Diane felt herself going faint. She shook it off and tried to remain resolute for Lyssa’s sake. Sapphire, she thought. Maybe Sapphire could pull some strings, and make some money appear. She’d owe everything she had for the next fifty years to pay her back, she thought grimly, but getting Lyssa out of solitary was worth any amount of slavery.
“Fine. This isn’t over. I need to talk to some people.”
Lyssa bounced in her seat anxiously. “Don’t leave me here.”
Goodwin hiked up his trousers with a grin. “She’ll be fine. I’ll take good care of her.”
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
Diane paced back and forth outside of the Panther Division building. A swarm of thoughts buzzed in her head. She wanted to kill Goodwin. She wanted to bail out Lyssa. She wanted to kill as many criminals on as many most-wanted lists as it took to free Lyssa. She recalled her time in solitary and squeezed her eyes shut at the thought of Lyssa languishing in there. Her eyes snapped open and rage surged through her at the thought of Goodwin or anyone else having their way with poor, defenseless Lyssa.
She caught a glimpse of the former elementary school in the distance and recalled her time living there, first with Lyssa, then with Sapphire. She fell in love with Lyssa there. Sapphire didn’t approve, but she didn’t approve of any romantic entanglements between co-workers. She didn’t soften her stance after Lyssa was expelled from the academy, or what passed for it back then.
“You need to focus, Pembrook,” Sapphire once told her after Diane spent over an hour chatting with Lyssa. “You’ve got big dreams. You want to eat at the Cotillion nine days a week. You want fancy clothes and fancier jewelry to wave around under everybody’s noses. Getting mixed up with that doormat isn’t going to get you where you want to be.”
Diane snorted as she replayed the conversation in her head, just like she had the first time. “Lyssa’s not a doormat. She just needs to blostom and find her passion.”
Sapphire put her book down and gaped. “Blostom? What’s that word trying to be?” She looked upward, then snapped her fingers. “Blossom! Good God, Pembrook. It’s great that you’re trying to cram sixteen years of English class into three months, but you’ve got to actually learn the words and their proper pronunciation. Guh, you remind me of some doofus who kept saying there was no statue that said his dog had to be on a leash at Hemphill Park.”
“Dogs ain’t allowed at Hemphill Park, are they?”
“Nuh, they ain’t. Gawrsh,” Sapphire said, making her upper teeth stick out as she dropped her voice an octave, then she returned to her normal speaking voice. “That genius got a $400 fine and a free copy of the statute that said no pets of any sort were allowed at Hemphill.”
Diane fumed and folded her arms. “You don’t have to be so damn mean.”
“Awww, did I huwt your widdle feewings?” Sapphire pretended to weep, then stared intently at Diane. “Tough. I know you, Pembrook. If there’s one thing I’ve learned spending time anywhere near you, it’s this: you respond better to negative, not positive reinforcement.”
“Like how?”
“Like this: I took you two to the Cotillion. I know you enjoyed it. I know you wanted more of it. But instead of taking steps to get more of what you wanted, you focused on your silly lovey-dovey nonsense, and blew all your money on stupid crap because she told you to, or because you couldn’t resist the thrill of spending money on anything and everything, like this is the first time in your life you ever got to do it. I saw a lot of that in college, Freshman year. In fact, I saw a lot of the stuff you do in college. You haven’t been experimenting with thignoids and clam dip, though, so there’s that.”
“Yeah, well, I don’t make Cotillion money.”
“Not with that attitude, you don’t. But I guarantee you, if someone said you were banned from the Cotillion for life, you’d tunnel your way in there with a teaspoon.”
“That’s not true,” Diane sniffed.
Sapphire rolled her eyes and returned to her book. “Yeah, sure, whatever you say, Toots.”
In the present day, Diane wiped a tear away with her knuckle and hated what she had to do next. She pulled her comm unit out of her clutch and searched the directory for Sapphire’s contact listing. Maybe she could lend her the bail money. Maybe she knew someone else who would. Diane couldn’t let Lyssa spend one minute in her cell without giving it everything she had to get her out of there.
Nobody was going to keep Lyssa away from her, she vowed.
Diane punched up Sapphire’s contact listing and sent her an urgent chat request. Sapphire did not respond. Diane groaned and tried again and got the same result. She stuffed the comm unit back in her clutch and stomped back in to the intake desk. Parcells looked up from his tablet and nodded. “Got the money?”
“No, I didn’t. But I shouldn’t have to. These charges are phony as all get-out. Seems to me, there’s a way to get her released to my custody instead of posting bail.”
Parcells sighed and shook his head. “And as I told you before, that’s usually true, except assaulting a police officer threw all of those little shortcuts and rule-benders out of the window. Kenner wants an example made of this one.”
Diane jutted her chin at him angrily. “An example? Did Goodwin say you’ve got next?”
“No, nothing like that. I mean, Kenner wants her put on trial ASAP, and he wants the biggest book we’ve got thrown at her. He’s not screwing around, Pembrook. Best keep your nose out of this.”
Diane expected Goodwin to emerge from somewhere with a crack about where her nose had been, but he didn’t show himself. She wiped another tear from her eye and nodded. “Can I see her, at least?”
“That, you can do. You’ll have to leave any loose items at the front desk when you hit the cell block. You’ve got about an hour before they clear everyone out who isn’t awaiting trial. Hop to it.” He pointed toward a plain white door in the background. Diane nodded and hurried toward the door. Parcells looked up from his tablet. “Oh, it says here she’s still being strip-searched. Might be a few minutes before they let you see her.”
Diane gulped and pushed the door open. She hated walking up or down stairs in her heels, and after a few steps she paused to pull them off. Her bare feet slapped against the glossy concrete steps until she reached the lower level. She slipped her heels back on and walked briskly toward the guard station. She flashed her ID badge to the officer seated behind a dull steel desk.
A woman with a tight light brown pony-tail looked up from her tablet and looked Diane up and down. “Hot date?”
“No, I wish. I’m here to see someone.”
The woman tapped away at her tablet and spun it around on the desk. A list of prisoners sorted by first initial and last name appeared in neat columns. Diane frowned as she looked for L. Delaney, then remembered to look under D instead. She pointed to the entry for D. Delaney. The guard shrugged and selected the listing for her. “She just got placed. D block, cell 23.”
Diane nodded and repeated the instructions. “D. 23.”
“Hand over any loose items: purses, wallets, timepieces, glasses, fitness bands… if you weren’t born with it and it’s not one of these items, it goes in here.” She pointed to a short list of acceptable clothing items, then pushed a plastic bin toward her. Diane placed her clutch in there and patted herself down for anything else that she was forgetting. The guard nodded and motioned for her to walk through two tall black posts. Diane obeyed, and green lights flashed in her wake. A second male guard waved her onward.
“You’ve got about thirty minutes, give or take. When you’re told time’s up, you come back here pronto, got it?”
“Got it,” Diane said over her shoulder, and made her way to D block.
 
 
After waving a metal detecting wand over Diane, a husky guard rapped on the steel door of Cell 23. He inserted a key and gave it a quick twist before pulling the door open to allow Diane entry to the cell. Lyssa was curled up on her cot awkwardly with her back to the door. Her body shook as she sobbed into the canvas.
“Twenty minutes,” the guard said, then he slammed the door and locked it behind Diane. She nodded over her shoulder and took a moment to look upon her helpless girlfriend. She recalled her own time in solitary, and how she longed for Lyssa’s touch, to feel her breath or even the sound of her voice. She wasn’t allowed to enter the cell block. Diane felt fortunate to be able to comfort Lyssa in the way nobody could for her in her lowest moments.
She stepped forward and crouched beside Lyssa’s cot. She pressed her hand to Lyssa’s orange shirt and rubbed it up and down. “Hey, Lyss. I’m here.”
Lyssa swatted her arm away and rolled onto her left side to face Diane. She pulled her arms close to her as if to prevent Diane from tearing her shirt open. “Don’t touch me,” Lyssa said sharply.
Diane steadied herself with the edge of the cot. “Okay, I won’t touch you. Not unless you want me to.”
“I don’t want anyone touching me,” Lyssa said. “The guard said some guys are coming down here to rape me. The guard said he’s going to record everything and put it online. I just want to die.”
Diane shook her head. “I’m not going to let that happen. I’ll stand guard day and night, if that’s what it takes to keep you safe while you’re in here.”
Lyssa wiped her nose with her fingers. “You’re just one person. They’ll beat you up, and then they’ll take turns with me. I know what goes on in places like this.”
Diane thought back to her own incarceration. Maybe it was because she was a police officer, even one accused of being a cop killer, but nobody seemed particularly sex-crazed. After Griggs stopped the beatings, she just recalled virtually endless boredom. She found a way to fight it by working out. She wondered how Lyssa would handle the long hours of isolation and little else. Lyssa had only been locked up for under a half hour and Diane was getting a glimpse of the answer: not well. In that moment, she was more worried about what Lyssa would do to herself than anyone else harassing her.
“I won’t let that happen,” Diane said softly.
“Get me out of here,” Lyssa said.
“I’m doing everything I can. I’m going to talk to Sapphire.”
“What’s that going to do?”
“Well,” Diane said, trying to sound confident, “she’s loaded, right? I mean, her parents are. Maybe she can call in some favors and get your bail posted. Maybe she can convince Kenner to release you on an I-Bond to my custody. I’ll keep you locked up someplace much nicer.”
Lyssa glared at Diane. “You’re enjoying this? Glad I could entertain you.” She turned back onto her right side.
Diane reached for her, then pulled her hand away, remembering her promise not to touch Lyssa unless asked. “I’m not enjoying this one bit. Baby, I’m going to get you out of here. Promise me you’ll stay strong for me. Promise me you won’t let the bastards get to you.”
“I’m not promising anything,” Lyssa groaned. “There’s no escape. I’ll probably be dead by morning.”
Diane reached for Lyssa and squeezed her arm. “Don’t talk like that. I mean it, I’m not going to let anything happen to you. But, tell me this: did you really hit Goodwin? Just you and him, no witnesses?”
Lyssa shook her arm free. “There were witnesses. Three other officers.”
“Did you get any names?”
“Besides Gabe? No. I mean, I didn’t know the other one’s name was Goodwin, so that’s two. I didn’t recognize the other two. They were fat slobs that did everything Goodwin told them to.”
Diane recalled the incident in the gym. “Short, dark hair?”
Lyssa rolled onto her back and huffed. “You know, Diane, I didn’t make a point of remembering every little detail about them. It all happened so fast. A car pulled up, four guys got out, and they started following me and saying they heard I was a hot lay. I kept my back to them and tried to find someplace to go to get away, but suddenly one of them grabbed me from behind. That Goodwin guy put his hand between my legs, and I screamed for help. He just laughed and said he couldn’t feel anything down there.” Tears spilled from her eyes.
Diane patted Lyssa’s shoulder. “I swear to you, I’ll kill him with my bare hands.”
“There’s no point. He won. He always wins. Jerks like that always do. I told the guy who booked me what happened, and he just laughed at me. Lieutenant Kenner came out of his office and I tried to tell him what they did, but he put his arm around Goodwin and told him he was doing an amazing job.”
Diane’s stomach soured. Sapphire didn’t have much nice to say about Kenner, despite Diane’s positive experiences with him. Up until now, he was a powerful ally. She worried about her own future if Kenner stopped backing her up. She assumed he didn’t know about her relationship with Lyssa. What if he did? Would that change anything?
Diane recalled Sapphire’s warning to the two of them about being openly romantic around the academy. She resolved to find a way to convince Kenner Lyssa was just a friend, and nothing more.
“Maybe Kenner will listen to me. I’ll tell him what really happened. I need the whole story from you. Did you hit Goodwin?”
Lyssa rolled back onto her right side. “Get me a lawyer. I’m not telling cops anything else.”
Diane dropped to her knees. “Lyss, don’t shut me out. I’m not a cop in here. Not with you. Not like… them.”
“Leave me alone,” Lyssa said.
Diane’s head drooped. She had hoped to be comforting. Her eagerness to fight Lyssa’s battle was just making things worse. She nodded and got back to her feet. The guard rapped on the door. “Time’s up, Pembrook.”
Diane bent over and patted Lyssa’s shoulder. “I’m coming back for you. Stay strong. I love you.”
“Just go,” Lyssa said.
Diane walked numbly to the door. She knew Lyssa was angry and hurt. She didn’t expect her to shut down completely. Diane didn’t know when she would be allowed to come back and visit but she hoped Lyssa wasn’t in an even darker place when she returned. She vowed to do whatever it took to get her released from solitary.
The guard opened the door and slammed it quickly after Diane left the cell. He locked the door and gestured down the hall. “They’ll give you your stuff back when you check out,” he said.
Diane read his name pin and gave him a thin smile. “Richards. I don’t think we’ve met.”
“I transferred here. Tenth Precinct. Well, now they call it some bullcrap name like Parakeet or something. They’ve got this thing about animal names. I figured Panther sounded cooler, plus I heard this place doesn’t put up with sissy crap like the other joints. We’re taking the streets back and showing everyone who’s really in charge.”
“Keep an eye on my friend. She’s caught up in a huge misunderstanding. I’d hate for her to suffer for something she didn’t do.”
Richards gave her a confused look. “The bitch is stone guilty. I’m going to enjoy watching her get what she deserves. They told me I can join in if I want to, but I dunno, I like to watch. Let them get their hands dirty. I like hearing them bitches scream.”
Diane fingered her horse pendant. “Good to know. You like screaming.”
“Oh yeah, really gets me off. Damn, Pembrook, you’re one of the guys. You didn’t get embarrassed or nothing by my locker room talk. The other bitches, man, they all complain.”
“It’s just locker room talk, right Richards? All talk, no action.”
Richards stiffened. “It ain’t all talk. I’ll show you the video next time I see you. That porker’s gonna squeal ‘til she ain’t got no voice left.”
Diane fought back the urge to strangle him with his tie. She nodded politely and waved to the front desk. “Time to check out of here. You keep your hands clean, Richards.”
“You know it,” Richards said, beaming. He did an about-face and shuffled down the hallway toward D Block.
Diane checked out at the front desk and took her clutch back. She gripped it with both hands and made her way back to the intake desk. After calling for a car to the Cranston Towers, she sat on a bench and thought through her next moves. She remembered her calls to Sapphire. She popped open her clutch to check her comm unit. A white slip of paper was wrapped around the device. Diane cocked her head and removed the slip. It contained a single word in block lettering: FOCUS.
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
Diane pulled her heels off when she got home and tossed them aside carelessly. Her aching feet were soothed upon contact with the plush carpeting that covered most of her apartment. She pulled her comm unit from her clutch and checked for any missed contact attempts. There weren’t any; just a general message from the admin team to keep their access cards safe and prevent unauthorized duplication. Diane shrugged. She had only given her clutch to one of the cell block guards, and she placed it in a secure storage bin. Nobody was swiping her ID.
A chill ran down her spine. That slip of paper that said FOCUS wasn’t in there before. Someone had gotten to her clutch. She wondered if the guard snuck it in there before returning her personal items. No, Diane recalled, the woman had opened the bin and handed the clutch directly to her in a single motion. Maybe someone had slipped the note into her clutch before she even got to the Panther Division building. But who? And when?
Diane squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. She couldn’t worry about the mysterious note. She promised Lyssa that she’d do whatever it took to free her from her dreary prison cell. She sent an urgent transmission to Sapphire with her comm unit and paced back and forth impatiently as she waited for Sapphire’s face to appear on the small screen. Instead, the comm displayed a text entry screen to relay a callback message. Diane canceled the transmission attempt and padded off to her bedroom.
She changed into a t-shirt and sweat pants. She flopped on her bed and stared up at the ceiling. Her stomach grumbled, and she realized she never made it to dinner. She eyed her tablet on her bedside table. She considered having something brought upstairs, being in no mood to dress up for one of the on-site restaurants. Instead of punching up a delivery menu, she absent-mindedly launched the entertainment menu, then the listing for Fortune and Destiny. She gave the screen a wan smile and a curt nod. Even a small dose of Alexa Charlevoix would work wonders right now, she thought. Diane felt powerless. Seeing Alexa overcome adversity would be the spark she needed, she decided.
After a brief delay, the Fortune and Destiny loading screen went blank and was replaced by a single entry. The catalog of recent and “classic” episodes was gone. She tapped the lone file and was greeted by an unfamiliar face. A goateed man in a loose-fitting shirt gave a sad smile to the camera. “Hello, I’m Ron Passavanti. I’m normally not in front of the camera, but I’m sorry to say it’s time to say goodbye to Fortune and Destiny. All of you fans have been great, and maybe we’ll see you again on another program. Fifteen years is an awesome run, though. Guess it was time to move on.”
Diane shook her head. Tears welled up in her eyes as she stared dumbly at the tablet. She said aloud, “But… but I was watching that. What am I going to do now?”
A loading screen appeared, and Ron Passavanti was sitting on a black leather sofa drinking a beer straight from the bottle. “I guess the best thing I can say without getting myself in trouble is, watch whatever everyone else is, because our advertisers aren’t paying us to entertain you guys. They want… well, I’ve said enough.” He raised his beer bottle. “Support your favorite programs,” he said glumly.
“But… what about Alexa? How will I ever know what happens next?”
The loading screen returned, then Janet McBride turned away from a makeup mirror. “Hello, everybody. I enjoyed my time as…” she changed her voice to a sultry twang, “Miss Alexa Charlevoix.” She returned to her natural speaking voice. “I’ll miss her, probably more than you will. Maybe you’ll see her again someday. I’ve told my agent I’ll be back in a heartbeat, if the interest is there.” She stared intently at the camera.
Diane leaned back into her headboard and bonked her head. She winced and wiped her eyes with her knuckle. “This can’t be happening. Not like this. Not now.”
The loading screen appeared, then a row of promotional icons spread out before with the caption PEOPLE
WHO
LIKED
FORTUNE
AND
DESTINY
ALSO
ENJOYED:
Diane tossed her tablet aside. Lyssa was in jail, Sapphire wasn’t answering her urgent contact attempts, and now Alexa was gone forever. She wondered how much worse her life could get.
 A chime summoned her to her living room. A blue light flashed on her television monitor. She activated the screen and a single word in white block letters appeared on a black background: FOCUS.
The screen dissolved into surveillance footage of Lyssa in her cell. A time stamp flickered in the lower right-hand corner. Diane grabbed her comm unit and checked the time. It matched the time on her monitor. She felt sick at the sight of Lyssa laying on her cot sobbing and begging to be let go. The camera was in a fixed mount, leaving a large part of the room out of view. Diane wondered if Goodwin and his flunkies were in there with her. 
After a few tense minutes watching helplessly as Lyssa cried in her cell, Diane hurried to her bedroom and fetched her rifle from the back of her closet. She carried it to her sectional and sat on the edge of her seat as she inspected her gun. She pulled the bolt back to reveal her single cartridge. It wasn’t going to kill everyone on her mental list barring an incredibly lucky shot, but she figured if she could take out Goodwin the Panther Division might get an attitude adjustment. She raised the barrel and stared down the sight.
Lyssa sat upright on her cot, startled by something. “Who’s out there?” She stared to the right of the screen. The monitor went black. Diane lowered her rifle and ran to the television. She put her hands on the screen and dropped to her knees.
“No, bring her back. I need to know she’s okay. I need to know if she isn’t.”
The masked man replaced Lyssa on the screen. “Agent Pembrook. You are not fulfilling your obligations.”
“I was told to get bed rest. I’m resting.”
“Apparently you are unclear on the concept of plausible deniability.”
“I know I’m on medical leave. I’m not on active duty, I’m at home. I don’t know what more anyone can want from me.”
A map of the waterfront filled the monitor. A red circle glowed around a cluster of buildings on the north side. “Proceed to these coordinates.”
Diane stood and patted her t-shirt and sweat pants. “I’m not exactly dressed to go out and do anything. And I’m freaking starving.”
“You have five minutes to prepare.” The monitor switched off. Diane looked around dazedly. She wasn’t sure what she was expected to be doing. Eating something? She didn’t have any food on hand. She supposed she could put on her police uniform, but that didn’t seem to fit with the masked man’s ultra-secret organization. She hurried to her bedroom and slipped on a pair of fluffy white socks and some athletic shoes.
A panel opened on the far wall of her bedroom. She crept slowly toward the opening and found a plain white passageway beyond it. She reached a small room at the other end containing a set of glossy black body armor, belt and holster.
“Holy crap,” she said, “that thing’s real?”
She encased her right leg in the armor and snapped the pieces together. She rapped her knuckles on the thigh. It felt real enough.
 
 
Once Diane was outfitted with her glossy black armor, the room began to vibrate, and her stomach lurched as she felt downward movement. She pressed her gloved hand to the wall to brace herself.
The door opened to a bare garage. An ominous black SUV stood at an angle. The back door was wide open. No operatives greeted her this time.
Diane got in the vehicle and looked at the front seat to see who was joining her on this mission. To her surprise, the seat was empty. The center console featured a dazzling array of blinking lights and status messages. A red light flashed at the top. Diane strapped herself in with a lap belt. The light switched to green and the vehicle shifted into gear on its own. The steering wheel spun back and forth as the SUV headed for the garage door, which clinked open just in time for the gleaming black vehicle cleared the opening. Diane turned her head and saw the garage door closing immediately after her departure. She swiveled her head around and gaped at the driverless front seat.
“Where are you taking me?” Diane wasn’t sure who or what would reply.
A video monitor flipped down from the ceiling and displayed a series of still images. Diane saw her quarry jump from a speedboat onto a pier and run to a waiting car, which in turn made a series of erratic turns before disappearing under a striped awning. Street-level shots appeared next. Diane couldn’t make out where the car had gone. There weren’t any overhead doors or similar hiding places. It was as if the car had simply vanished, along with her target.
She sat back in her seat and sighed. “Well, that doesn’t tell me anything. Where did he go?”
One of the photos grew larger on the screen. A red arrow pointed to a smudge in the lower left-hand corner. After blinking to reinforce the focal point, the image zoomed out. Diane leaned forward to study the photo. She thought she saw a human hand clutching a black piece of metal. It was just a fragment, but it suddenly stuck out as a nagging puzzle piece that wasn’t snapping neatly into place. Diane called for a closer look at the other stills. This was the only one with the smudge. She asked to see the car drive under the awning again. The location looked familiar, though she wasn’t used to looking at overhead surveillance photos.
She had a flash of inspiration. “Do you have street views to the corner?”
The screen went black for a moment, then a slowly panning shot displayed the storefronts and apartment stairwells straight through to the nearest intersection. Diane gasped at the sight of a storefront in the process of being redeveloped. The old sign had been torn off the façade, but not entirely. She recognized the first two letters of the old Sparta Meat Market marquee.
Her pulse quickened. She leaned forward anxiously and said, “Do you have anything from the Westwood Financial building? Pull the feed from when these shots were taken.”
The screen went blank once more. Diane put her hand to her mouth in awe at the speed her command was granted. A man dressed in all black carried a large piece of metal into a plain building. He wasn’t her target, at least, not originally. Diane called for other vantage points, but she didn’t find any footage that showed how many more people were involved in this strange operation. She decided to pay a visit to the dull brown building where the man had rushed into.
“Take me to Branford and Halsey.”
Diane peered past the monitor and saw the center console display a route map. Her destination blinked on a small screen and the SUV turned sharply to the right to begin its approach to the new coordinates.
A few minutes later, the SUV slowed and pulled into a loading zone beside a convenience mart. The monitor showed a live feed of Lyssa laying in on her cot. Diane sucked in her breath. Lyssa didn’t seem to be recovering from any sort of physical abuse. Lyssa rolled onto her back and slept soundly. The footage was replaced with the word FOCUS in white block lettering. Diane nodded and removed her lap belt.
The door automatically unlocked for her on the curb side.  She scooted over and exited the vehicle. She slammed the door behind her and drew her sidearm. Like her new quarry, she moved quickly to minimize her time spent out in the open. Despite wearing black armor at night, she felt too obvious as neon lights made complex patterns upon her as she headed straight for the door she had seen the man enter on the security footage.
When she reached her destination, she pressed her back against the wall and reached for the knob. She gave it a quick twist and pulled her hand away. To her surprise, it was unlocked. She closed her eyes and counted to three. For Lyssa, she thought grimly. She pulled the door open and ducked inside the dark building.
Diane pressed her back against the inside wall and fought to control her breathing. Her heart felt like it would pound through her armor. She took a moment to let her eyes adjust to the near darkness. She noticed a greenish glow around a partly open door in the distance to her right. She raised her sidearm, ejected the magazine and checked it. She couldn’t see how many bullets were loaded in it, but she felt one protruding from a notch at the top.
She snapped the magazine back into place and advanced toward the glowing door with silent, deliberate steps. She assumed the place didn’t have any sort of surveillance cameras in use, or if it did, none of them had night vision. She figured someone would have engaged her by now.
She reached the glowing door and pressed on it with her left hand. It creaked open slightly. Diane saw a bald man hunched over a sheet of plywood propped up on a pair of sawhorses staring into a green-tinted monitor. “The heat’s off. Nobody saw anything,” he whispered.
A distorted voice buzzed through a tinny speaker. “The heat’s off when I say it is. I say give it two more days. If I don’t see any action, I’ll give the all clear.”
“There isn’t any action. We can make our move tonight. They won’t know what hit them.”
“Don’t be hasty. They won’t know what hit them in two days, just the same. No need to rush and do something stupid.”
The bald man shook his head. “I’m going batty in here. It’s stupid to sit around waiting for the gumshoe brigade to sniff us out. We’re three steps ahead already. We need to keep moving.”
“I told you to bring a book,” said the scratchy voice.
“Pfft. Books. What am I gonna do with those, beat myself senseless with ‘em while I wait for your blessing to start phase three?”
“It’s not my blessing. We do what the boss tells us. The boss says to wait, so we wait. Find a way to amuse yourself for forty-eight hours like the rest of us.”
The bald man snorted and raised his hand. “Fine.” He clicked a switch and the screen went dark.
Diane spun her sidearm around and struck the man across the back of his head. He crumpled to the floor at her feet.
“Now would be a great time for some backup,” she hissed. A moment later, tires screeched outside of the building. The outside door swung open and three operatives slipped inside before the door clanged shut. Their spotlights shone on her. She raised her arm to shield her eyes. “I think it’s just him. Sweep the building. Take all hostiles alive.”
“Understood,” said the center operative. He gave hand signals to his comrades and crept away, shining their spotlights on the walls and everything in their path.
Diane turned her attention to the bald man on the floor. She produced a pair of cuffs from her utility belt and pulled his arms behind his back. After snapping the cuffs on, she frowned at his unconscious form at her feet. She applied a zip strip to his ankles for good measure. She was in no mood to chase anyone. Like the mysterious voice said: no need to rush. Not yet.
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
The operatives returned and signaled that the building had been swept clean. Two more vehicles pulled up outside and a cluster of four agents dressed in protective suits stormed in. Diane was ushered out as the bald man was strapped to a dolly and wheeled away. She turned to the closest operative and gestured to the man. “Where are they taking him?”
“Debrief,” he said simply.
“Is that the place they took me when—”
The operative raised his hand to shush her. “None of our business. The less we know, the better. Just be advised the debrief team will extract any relevant information before disposal.”
Diane nodded as a chill ran down her spine. It sounded like the same place she’d been taken. If not, she got the general idea. She wanted to be included in the process, especially since she had tracked him down. On the other hand, she wasn’t big on torturing people. She hoped the masked man would credit her accordingly with tracking down a slippery asset and reward her in some way. Such as pulling strings to get Lyssa released from jail.
She stood beside a black SUV with her fellow operatives. The strike team leader jutted his chin toward the building and Diane looked up to see a piece of reflective metal being hauled out and scanned with a strange device. “Impressive. How did you know?”
Diane fought the urge to reply, “Know what?” She gave him a thin smile. “That’s… classified.”
“Roger that. Those clever bastards. How they figured out where the cameras were pointed to hide the getaway car is way beyond my pay grade.”
“Yeah, it’s crazy.” Diane had no idea what he was talking about. 
The cleanup squad was huddled around the reflector and having an animated discussion with a blank face on a tablet. She assumed it was the masked man. They wrapped the reflector in plastic and lifted it carefully into one of their nondescript vehicles. The communications device the bald man had used followed, then the man himself. A black canvas sack was pulled over his head the second he cleared the doorway and he was loaded into the back of another vehicle. The strike team leader twirled his arm in tight circles to signal to Diane and his team to clear out. Diane clambered into the back seat of the strike vehicle and was driven away quickly.
She was returned to the sub-basement under the Cranston Towers. The lead operative nodded to her and pointed to a plain white door. Diane got out of the SUV and headed for it. A light shined into her right eye, then the door slid open. She stepped into the small cabin where she had put on her armor before being carried down to the garage. She removed her armor. She felt her stomach heave as the elevator rose to her apartment. After her armor was stored, the cabin stopped moving and the door opened. She hurried through the white passageway to her bedroom. The secret panel closed with a hiss behind her and she stood in her bedroom, alone. 
She was left with an empty feeling inside. On the one hand, she had scored a victory for the Special Neighborhood Operations team. On the other, she didn’t feel any closer to bagging her ultimate target, or to getting Lyssa sprung from jail. She patted her stomach and determined much of that emptiness was hunger. 
She stepped out to her living room to order up room service. Her television monitor displayed real-time footage of Lyssa sleeping fitfully on her cot. Diane gulped and squeezed her eyes shut. She couldn’t think about tending to her own needs while Lyssa suffered. She decided to go to the Panther Division and grab something from the cafeteria. She’d at least feel like she was working, instead of sitting at home waiting for something to happen.
She felt she was dressed enough for a late-night cafeteria run. She made sure she had her ID and headed for the lobby. A short time later, she arrived at the Panther Division and ate a slice of pepperoni pizza with a cup of water. She sat alone and tried not to think of Lyssa trapped in her cell somewhere beneath her feet. She groaned and wiped her lips with a scratchy napkin. She left the cafeteria and entered the lobby in time to see Goodwin getting slapped on the back by Sergeant Addison. She hung back to observe the scene from afar, so as not to attract unwanted attention.
“Damn, Gunslinger! The number four most wanted! I always knew you were special.”
Diane watched as other officers showed their appreciation for Goodwin’s heroism. Everyone except Lee Harper, who shook his head and frowned as Goodwin told the tale of how he staked out the suspect and got the drop on him, then killed him with one shot to the chest after the suspect had pulled his gun–but not fast enough–then Goodwin put five more slugs in him to send a message.
The message Diane received was that it took six bullets to take down the suspect, but she didn’t voice her opinion. Lee Harper was doing that for her. “That’s not what happened at all, and I’d appreciate it if you didn’t take credit for my police work.”
Goodwin smirked at Harper. “Whoa, where’s that coming from? Jealous much?”
“I’m not jealous, I’m stating a fact. You didn’t bring him down, I did. You put five bullets in him to confuse ballistics when they go over the body. My body-cam footage will show the truth.”
Sergeant Addison held up a tablet. “Oh, you mean this?” He tapped a red icon with his thumb. The screen went black. “Oops, my mistake. I thought that was old data.”
Goodwin gave Harper a crooked smile. “Maybe you’ll get the next one. Persistence pays.”
Diane felt her cheeks redden at the sight of this injustice. She began to step forward to rise to Harper’s defense, then looked down at her sweat pants. The men barely respected her when she was in her full uniform. She knew she wouldn’t be taken the least bit seriously in her street clothes.
Goodwin’s lackeys backed Harper into a corner. Goodwin reached out and grabbed Harper by his shirt. “Listen, things are changing around here. Pembrook used to be top dog, but now that muff-diving bitch isn’t long for the force, I guarantee it. You need to get on board and go with the grain, or you’re going to lose. Decide whose side you’re on.”
Harper looked to either side and nodded. “O-okay. Message received.”
Goodwin let Harper go and patted his chest. “Good boy. Now, just go attest to the sergeant that I got a clean kill out there, and we’ll forget this ever happened.”
Harper nodded and shuffled over to the sergeant. He signed his name with a stylus and pressed his thumb print to the tablet screen when instructed, then left the room. Diane doubled back and took the long way around to summon a car to take her home. Goodwin’s warning ate at her as she sat in the back seat. Was that Kenner talking? Was she really going to be kicked off the force? And for who, Goodwin? She rolled her eyes in disgust at the thought.
She returned to her well-appointed apartment and decided to try and sleep. A knock at the door jolted her from her funk. She hadn’t called for room service. She pulled the door open to reveal Lee Harper, holding his hat in his hand.
“Sorry to bother you,” he said. “Can I come in?”
 
 
Lee Harper slumped in his seat. Diane sat across from him on her sectional. “I wasn’t expecting you,” she said. “We don’t talk much.”
Harper shrugged. “I’m sorry, Diane. We work different shifts. I normally wouldn’t have come over like this, but I saw you tonight and I wanted to talk about what happened.”
Diane nodded. “Goodwin and his buddies bullied you. I saw the whole thing.”
“No, you didn’t. You weren’t there when I shot the suspect. Neither was Goodwin. It wasn’t until the ambulance was on the way when he showed up and emptied his gun into the suspect. It all happened so fast. I still don’t quite get how it all went down.”
“Goodwin’s a slimy jerk,” Diane said. “Be glad he didn’t gun you down instead.”
Harper let off a sardonic snort. “There’s still time. He just might.”
“For real? Why, did you two have a run-in before, or something?”
“No,” he said, “I’m gay.”
Diane sat back, stunned. She didn’t know Harper well, despite going through the academy together. He was always quiet and reserved. “Wait, why are you telling me this?”
“I know about you and Lyssa. I’ve known for a while, actually. I was thinking maybe we could… look out for each other.”
Diane glanced over at her monitor. It stood on a credenza, black and impassive. She was relieved footage of Lyssa locked up in the bowels of the Panther Division facility wasn’t on display at that moment. “What did you have in mind?”
“You two used to fool around back at the old academy. I heard you once. Lucky for you, I was alone and not about to tell anyone lest they start snooping around my personal life. Unlike you, however, I’ve had to be much more discreet. I met somebody recently, but I’m terrified someone’s going to find out. I’m not sure if you’ve noticed this, but the force isn’t exactly gay-friendly.”
“It sorta was. Ever since Goodwin came along, though, I don’t think it’s just gays who have to watch out, no offense. Sapphire warned me that women weren’t getting the best deal either. I thought she was just bitter about not getting promoted or something, but yeah, she’s right.”
Harper gave her a thin smile. “Well, it can’t hurt having Kenner on your side.”
“Except I’m not sure that I do anymore. He gave me—” She cut herself off, thinking better about blabbing to Harper about the Special Operations whatever it was. “A pat on the back and told me I was going a good job. But I’ve seen the way he is around Goodwin. I feel… inferior.”
“Nobody can make you feel inferior without your permission,” Harper said. “Anyway, I refuse to apologize for who I am or who I’m attracted to. The other guys don’t. If I had twenty dollars for every story I had to hear about the Gold Club, I’d use the money to buy it and convert it into a flower shop.”
Diane laughed. “Okay, so what’s the plan, here? Next time Goodwin gets up in your face, I shoot him?”
“No, nothing like that. We work different shifts, so we can’t back each other up directly. But indirectly, we can help each other out. Like, I can start a rumor about the guy you’re sleeping with.”
“Nice try. Gabe walked in on me and Lyssa.”
Harper’s face lit up with an epiphany. “Oh, that explains it. He got really moody recently, then I noticed him hanging out with Goodwin and his lackeys. I’m guessing the timing lines up.”
“Pretty much, yeah. But I get what you’re saying. You want me to tip you off if anyone is brewing up trouble for you, and vice-a-versa, right?”
Harper gave her an odd look, then nodded. “In a nutshell, that’s it.”
“Deal. I’m not going to be much good to you on medical leave, but when I get back, I’ll keep an eye out.”
“And I will do likewise.” Harper stood and nodded. “Best be on my way. I’m off for the next 72 hours. Kevin says he has something special planned for us.”
Diane beamed. “Kevin?”
“Yeah, we met online a few weeks ago. Nothing super serious, yet, and… why am I telling you this? TMI city.”
“Well, at least you get to see your boyfriend. Lyssa’s in solitary, and I can’t see her until tomorrow.”
“That’s messed up. I wish I could do something.” Harper headed for the door.
“Keep Goodwin and his buddies away from her.”
He gave her an odd look. “Sure, but I think she’ll be just fine. Well, considering.”
Diane’s comm unit flashed. She picked it up from her counter and panicked at the sight of Sapphire’s contact information. “I have to get this. We’ll talk later. Have fun.”
Harper nodded and left her apartment. Diane accepted the contact attempt and Sapphire’s annoyed face filled the screen. “What is it, Pembrook? I’m busy.”
“Oh, thank God. They’ve got Lyssa.”
“They who? And what do I care?”
“Goodwin got her locked up on bullcrap charges. Bail is $300,000, full up. I was hoping…”
Sapphire rolled her eyes. “Do you not remember the time I told you my parents cut me off? Just because I’ve got my own place now doesn’t mean I’m rolling in it. And even if I was, 300 grand? I can think of so many better things to spend it on than bailing out your stupid girlfriend. What happened to you taking out the most wanted list?”
“I’ve been trying. But even then, that’s not going to cover her bail.”
“You only need 5 percent. If you were at the Club Saint-Germaine instead of fooling around wherever you are, maybe you’d have enough to throw her bail.”
Diane shook her head emphatically. “They said I have to post the full amount. No discounts because she hit a cop.”
Sapphire cocked her head. “That’s not a thing. Are you sure you heard that right?”
“They told me straight up. I’m desperate. I was hoping maybe you knew somebody.”
“I know lots of people. Nobody is fronting up that kind of money for me, and definitely not you. Goodnight, Pembrook.”
“But—” Sapphire terminated the connection. Diane swore and tossed the comm unit onto the sectional. She buried her face in her hands. When she looked up again, her television monitor was displaying Lyssa shivering on her cot. The screen went blank, then a single word appeared: LISTEN.
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
Diane was awakened the following morning by an electronic whine emanating from her living room. She staggered into the room and rubbed her eyes. Her television monitor was on again. Instead of footage of Lyssa suffering alone in her jail cell, the masked man’s nearly featureless mask filled the screen.
“Agent Pembrook. I trust you are well.”
Diane rolled her shoulder back and forth, then nodded. “I’m okay, I guess. Why?”
“Your target was sighted last night. We dispatched a strike team accordingly, but they were not successful in terminating the asset.”
His calm, flat voice was off-putting to her. She assumed this meant the entire strike force died. “I thought that’s why you wanted me to do it. Just one shot, and all that.”
The masked man nodded slightly. “Correct. Your failure to engage your prior target with lethal force raised questions as to your readiness, or appropriateness for our purposes. Perhaps you are not as ruthless as we have been led to believe.”
Diane was taken aback. “I didn’t shoot him because I didn’t know who else was in the building. One loud bang, and anyone else would have scattered. I wanted intel, not bodies.”
“Indeed. And that was, in fact, a prudent tactical decision. I can tell you the asset you delivered to us has been a productive intelligence source. For this, we are grateful to you. But make no mistake, your target must be eliminated.”
“I can do that.”
“Quickly, Agent Pembrook, and without hesitation. One shot, as you have assured me.”
“Just tell me where and when.”
The masked man lowered his chin for a moment before staring at the screen again. “The time and place was last night, near the river. A three-man strike team was lost. I am unsure as to how you would have fared, had you been there. But that is of no concern now. Arrangements have been made to give you ample time and focus to carry out your mission.”
Diane felt a shiver down her spine. “What kind of arrangements?”
The screen displayed an empty jail cell. Diane wasn’t sure, but it looked like it might have been Lyssa’s. She took a chance on being told outright. “Where is Lyssa? What have you done with her?”
The masked man’s visage returned. “I assure you, I have done nothing with your friend. She is safe. That’s all that need concern you.”
Diane felt her cheeks get hot. “Lyssa is very much my concern,” she hissed.
The masked man was unfazed. “Then you will wish to ensure her continued well-being. You have been removed from active patrol duty indefinitely. Your partner has been assigned another officer going forward. They seem to be getting along quite well in your absence.”
The screen showed dash cam footage of Goodwin laughing along with Hendricks in their cruiser. “Hey, Jimbo, I bet Pembrook says she’s on the rag next, so she can have another paid week off.”
Hendricks smiled and shook his head. “Naw, she’ll have a sprained tongue.”
Goodwin slapped his thigh. “Oh, that’s disgusting. And true. I’ll bet you any money.”
“Did you get some of her girlfriend? Show her what she’s been missing?”
Goodwin grew sullen and crossed his arms tightly. “No. The stupid guards wouldn’t let me in there. They wouldn’t let anyone in. I tried playing the Kenner card, but even that didn’t work. Pfft. I don’t get why they’d bother protecting that hog. She’s not even that hot.”
Diane felt a mix of rage and relief. She was glad to know Lyssa hadn’t been raped like she had feared. She also felt strangely pleased to know what Hendricks really thought of her. Some partner, she thought. He was welcome to Goodwin. They seemed made for each other.
The masked man returned to the screen. “You will be forgotten soon enough. This is to our mutual benefit. You will not have to choose between being an assassin or a patrol officer. You will join us and serve in our ranks.”
“How’s that gonna work?”
“Much depends on you. Starting this evening, your badge will no longer permit you to enter the common areas of the Panther Division. You will be removed from the active duty roster. You will use your residence as your base of operations. You are aware of the modifications we have made in advance of your selection. You are free to do as you like during daylight hours. Every night, until further notice, you belong to us.”
Diane mulled these terms. She didn’t like the idea of not having nights alone with Lyssa. Then again, she didn’t have Lyssa at all while she was locked up somewhere. She decided to go along with everything he said, hoping changes could be made later.
“Okay,” she said. “At sundown, I’m all yours.”
“Incorrect,” he replied. “You are mine now. I have no need for your services until nightfall. Use this time wisely.”
“And do what?” The screen went blank in response. Diane huffed and padded off to the bathroom. “God forbid I get a straight answer.”
 
 
On any other day, under different circumstances, Diane would have spent her down time curled up with her tablet watching Fortune and Destiny. She checked the entertainment menu out of habit and groaned when she saw an unfamiliar program named where it once appeared. She needed an Alexa Charlevoix fix. She stretched out on her sectional and sipped coffee, staring at the ceiling. She wished Alexa were there now to give her life advice. She turned to the blank television monitor. “Alexa, where can I get three hundred thousand dollars?”
The monitor did not respond. 
Diane pulled her sleeve back and inspected her shoulder. It was healed, or as much as it was going to get, considering she took a 9mm bullet. The scar was reduced but not gone. She was impressed how good her shoulder looked. She rolled her sleeve down and fingered her horse pendant mindlessly as she sipped her coffee.
She sighed wistfully and remembered how she got her totem. She saved Officer Milton and Officer Patterson from an attack by the Stallions gang. After the final shot was fired, she had gunned down nearly all of them. She wasn’t a cop back then. Lieutenant Griggs made a point of telling her as often as she could that she wasn’t cut out for serious police work. She frowned at the realization that he was being proven right. The masked man said she didn’t have to choose between being an assassin or a patrol officer. Milton made her feel like she could be like him: wearing the uniform, wearing the badge, and protecting the city. She wondered if that was still her role.
She took another sip of coffee and frowned at the monitor. She decided to turn it on and see what entertainment options she had while scrolling through a list of delivery menus on her tablet. After reflexively checking to see if Fortune and Destiny had returned, she headed into uncharted territory. Sapphire often told her to read books. Diane didn’t like reading half as much as she liked streaming video. She selected an item labeled INTELNET. She thought it was a spy network. Instead, a woman in a tight dress spoke intently to the camera.
Diane raised the volume and set her tablet aside. The woman stood in front of a video mural depicting street violence. Two men in black body armor were stuffed into a black van and the frenetic images became a burst of distorted static before changing into another scene. “We don’t know the identities of these men or who they are affiliated with. If you have any information, contact us now using your 4S device.”
Diane wondered what a 4S device was. The screen displayed a logo in the lower right-hand corner that pulsated enticingly. She aimed her remote at the icon and pressed a round green button. A pop-up window appeared that spelled 4S out as See Something, Say Something. She nodded her understanding to the screen. As a patrol officer, she just responded to calls. She had no idea how they were made. Now she knew.
“Tara Fukiyama is live now at the city center. What can you tell us about the latest bombing?”
A young woman with long black hair nodded and gestured to a smoking crater in the background. “Lee Ann, early this morning, a cluster of explosives packed into a cargo van exploded, taking out a sizable chunk of the Proxmeier Building. We don’t have an official report of any casualties, but this is another cowardly attack on the city center.”
The first woman walked over to the video mural and spoke to the reporter as though they were in the same room. “Tara, do we know if these men in black had any connection to the bombing?”
“Not at this time. I’ve been assured by the authorities that every effort is being made to find those responsible.”
“Tara, isn’t there any surveillance footage of the moments leading up to the blast? Can you show us any of it?”
Tara shook her head ruefully. “I’m afraid not, Lee Ann. Any footage that might exist has been impounded. Lieutenant Blevins from the Buffalo Division has not shared any further details.” She stepped aside, and a man wearing dress blues approached her. He nodded curtly to the reporter then turned to face Lee Ann when she waved for his attention.
“Lieutenant Blevins, thank you for joining us on InTelNet InFocus. We’re getting a lot of viewer feedback right now, and the question we’re seeing most often is, what is the Buffalo Division doing to make the city center safer? Can you share any specifics?”
Diane leaned forward, enthralled by the dramatic coverage. She hadn’t paid much attention to the news back when her father was still alive, and they were living in seclusion. If anything, he would get angry if he caught her watching whatever was on the television. “Ain’t nothing to worry your fool head about,” he’d say. Well, she thought, he was dead now, and she had her own monitor. She aimed to watch whatever she pleased.
Lieutenant Blevins rocked back and forth nervously as the two women questioned him. Diane wasn’t sure if he was hiding something, or just bad at being on television. He gave an awkward chuckle to a follow-up question and raised his hands defensively. “Hey, settle down, Lee Ann. We’re doing whatever it takes to stop the bad guys, but to do that, we need everyone to do their part. We’re implementing an 8:00 P.M. curfew in a six-block radius. We need to keep the area clear to keep the streets safe.”
Lee Ann turned to the camera and smiled broadly. “Safe streets. I like the sound of that.”
Tara frowned. “But, with all due respect, sir, won’t that affect the businesses that rely on customers into the late hours? Is the city going to reimburse them for their losses?”
Blevins was visibly annoyed by the question. He caught himself before snapping at her, and he raised his hands again. “Well, Tara, I can tell you nobody is going to be attracting much business if our streets aren’t secured. And frankly, if anyone is out after 11:00 P.M. on a weeknight, I have to question their motivation. Nothing good can come of it, whatever they’re up to.”
Lee Ann turned away and walked into another video mural, this time showing a mini-mart stocked with rows of cans labeled POISON. “Up next: they seem convenient, but are they funding terrorism? What you don’t know about that small business might just kill you.”
Diane muted the monitor as an advertisement for a grocery store flashed on the screen. She hadn’t heard about any of these things. Her patrol route didn’t take her near the city center, but bombings weren’t a daily event. She was surprised nobody mentioned them before. Maybe they were keeping the information from her. Or, she supposed, they assumed she knew. 
She thought about the Sparta Meat Market. Had Mister Leotis been giving money to whoever was behind Arbor Day? He didn’t seem the least bit interested in politics or overthrowing anything. His daughter Athena was more into her hair and makeup. Still, the teaser made her wonder.
She ordered as much food as she could without going over her free daily allotment. Minutes later, she bit into a blueberry muffin while gazing intently at a report on a corner store that had ties to a terror cell in Madagascar. The images on the screen were manipulated to give the owner glowing red eyes as he was marched in slow-motion into a courtroom.
Diane noticed a button on her remote with a solid white heart. She pressed it and a pop-up window confirmed InTelNet was marked as a favorite selection. She nodded in agreement. She didn’t know what InTelNet was before, but she knew she wanted more of it. Lots more. She had years of catching up to do.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
After four uninterrupted hours of InTelNet programming, Diane set about cleaning her rifle before she was summoned to complete her mission. She mulled over the things she had seen. She thought she had a good feel for the city and what had been going on at street level, but the network had put things into an easily understandable context. She knew there were bad people out there, not just petty criminals, but a vast shadowy organization devoted to destroying everything that made America great. They didn’t have a name, and didn’t seem to represent another country, but the InTelNet was not at a loss for theories. Any critical comments made by foreign leaders were condemned by the network as a virtual declaration of war. Diane ejected her sole cartridge and kissed it as she scowled at a man wearing a headscarf speaking in a strange language. InTelNet provided the translation after a few words. “Our bombs will rain fire upon the infidels,” he said.
A man wearing a blue suit and a commemorative enamel pin on his lapel shook his head in disgust. He turned to the frozen image of the speaker and trembled with rage. “What have we ever done to you?”
Diane shook her head sympathetically. She had never even heard of Morocco. If they wanted war, she thought, they should bring it on with a straight fight instead of cowardly bombings. The man on her television monitor declared a boycott on all Moroccan goods. Diane checked her rifle. It was etched with MADE
IN
THE
USA. She smiled and nodded. Damn right, it is, she thought proudly.
“But President Gillis, he doesn’t agree. He thinks we should reason with these animals.” The camera zoomed in tightly on the newsman’s face. Tears welled up in his eyes. Tears began to well up in Diane’s eyes too. “Let me tell you something. I lost family on Arbor Day. I lost—” He paused and looked away. “I lost my wife. She was pregnant. You know what, Mister President? Send me over there. I’ll take them all out with my bare hands. Then you can reason with their stinking dead bodies. How does that sound?”
Diane dropped her rifle and bit her fist to suppress a sob. No, there was no reasoning with bad people. Officer Preston didn’t get that. He liked to bend the rules until she needed justice. Then he was all about rules and regulations. She shot him. She remembered the look an old man gave her through a shop window as she got justice for Gabe’s kidnapping. She knew she was right. Preston was wrong. Dead wrong.
The dramatic footage stopped abruptly and was replaced by an advertisement for the Homeland Defense Force. TAKE
BACK
THE
NIGHT was its slogan. The organization was recruiting civilians to help patrol the streets overnight all over the country. If Lyssa weren’t in jail, Diane would have told her to sign up. While she was between jobs she could do her part to stop Morocco from their slow-motion invasion of America.
After the advertisement, a female anchor wearing a tight red dress and long blonde hair looked intently at the screen. “We apologize for my colleague’s prior outburst. InTelNet would like to extend our deepest apologies to Morocco. Our fact-checkers have determined the speaker in the prior footage was actually expressing his support of America and was calling on other nations to stand up to terrorists. We encourage everyone to go out and buy as many Moroccan products as possible to show our gratitude to that fine nation.”
Diane didn’t have any idea where to buy things from Morocco. She was confused. The previous anchor was so passionate. He said Morocco was against us, and we had to show them we weren’t going to be pushed around. She wondered if the network had lost its nerve. She frowned at the monitor as she resumed cleaning her rifle. She was going to need more convincing before accepting Morocco as an ally.
When her rifle was cleaned and oiled, she placed it in her closet and yawned. She felt a nap was in order, especially if she was going to be out in the field overnight. She returned to the living room to turn off the monitor. Smoke billowed out of a hookah lounge. “A senseless attack in broad daylight,” the female anchor said. “Enemies of our ally Morocco have lashed out at a small business owner for displaying an American flag in his shop window.”
A gang of white men dragged a brown-skinned man from the building and threw him down on the sidewalk. As they kicked him, the anchor stepped in front of the scene and gave a disapproving frown to the camera. “It makes you wonder: where are the police? Why aren’t they protecting this man from these thugs?”
Diane felt adrenaline surge through her veins. She wanted to rush to the scene and break it up. She had no idea where it was, and the network wasn’t giving any hints. She thought of her fellow officers. They’d be there as quickly as possible, same as always. What more could anybody ask for?
The blonde woman turned and expressed shock as three more men joined in with the beating. “Terrorist sympathizers are just coming out of the woodwork. Again, I ask: where are the police? Does law and order mean anything anymore?”
Diane paced back and forth, unsure what to do. She eyed her comm unit on her kitchen counter. She considered contacting central dispatch and finding out if anyone was responding. Then again, she wasn’t on active duty and it wasn’t her place to tell the police how to do their jobs. A minute later, the police arrived and stopped the mob from inflicting any more harm to the bloody man on the pavement. They arrested him and ordered the mob to disperse.
Tara Fukiyama jumped out of a white van and pulled an officer aside. “What can you tell me about the suspect?”
The officer backed her away from the scene with his arms outstretched. “I can’t comment on an ongoing investigation, except to say this man is involved in anti-American activities and our heroic citizens have put an end to his crimes once and for all.” He stared intently into the camera. “This is why we need the Homeland Defense Force more than ever.”
Tara nodded her approval. “How can people get involved?”
“They can come down to any recruiting station. If you don’t know where one is, just ask. Get off your butts and help keep everybody safe.”
Tara turned and filled the frame. “You heard the man. The police can’t be everywhere all the time. Do your part. If you see something, say something. Join the HDF. Security is everybody’s responsibility.”
Diane frowned at this and turned off her monitor. She was more confused than ever. The blonde woman said the man who got beat up was on our side. Then the police said he wasn’t. None of the people who beat him up were wearing HDF uniforms. If anything, they seemed to be responding to the reporter who said Morocco was our enemy. What was the truth? She didn’t know.
She went to bed and laid on her mattress, trying to switch off the whirlwind of thoughts that kept her from settling down. 
 
 
Diane slept fitfully. Her dreams were a continuation of her waking thoughts, only more confusing and frustrating. Lyssa was locked in a cage inside of a burning building. A group of men wielding baseball bats and crowbars gathered around her, shouting threats and condemning her as a terrorist. In this dream, Diane rushed to her aid with a machine gun. An explosion took out the floor and she fell into a foggy abyss. She woke up in a sweat and rubbed her forehead. She breathed a sigh of relief that she had only been dreaming.
A chime sounded in her living room. She padded to her monitor to answer the masked man’s summons. His blank face filled the screen. “Are you prepared, Miss Pembrook?”
No, she thought. Nothing made any sense, and she was still recovering from the sensation of falling into darkness to her presumed death. She nodded robotically. “Yeah, ready as I’ll ever be.”
“That isn’t very reassuring. Nevertheless, you have made commitments to us. I expect you to honor them.”
Diane yawned and covered her mouth with her fist. “I’m committed. No sweat. Good to go.”
“Bring your rifle. I anticipate it will be put to good use this evening.”
Oh, like carrying it around town so it doesn’t just collect dust in my closet, she thought. Well, maybe tonight would be different. She nodded again. “Will do.”
“Eat something. We will require your undivided attention when you are collected.”
“Okay.” The screen went black. She hoped for a glimpse of Lyssa, but no more images were displayed. Diane ordered up a sandwich and fries, then took a quick pass through the shower. She slipped her bathrobe on in time to receive the food delivery. A young man looked her up and down. She pulled her bathrobe together tightly and acknowledged the delivery on his tablet. “I threw the tip on there too. Thanks.”
The delivery agent nodded awkwardly and hurried away. Diane slammed the door and dressed herself. Moments later, the secret panel in her bedroom wall hissed and slid open. She stepped through the bright corridor into a small room containing her body armor, then realized she had forgotten her rifle. She rushed back to grab it, along with her food order, then put on her body armor quickly as the door slid shut. She took a bite of her sandwich, then a few fries. Her stress level rose as the room descended to the garage. 
The room reached the basement level and Diane swore. She hadn’t eaten enough. She wasn’t looking forward to battling hunger pangs and Matthias Booker’s goons. The door remained closed. Diane paced back and forth anxiously until the masked man’s voice filled the room from above. “Finish eating, Miss Pembrook. I requested your undivided attention.”
Diane groaned and quickly polished off her dinner. She looked up at the ceiling and tried to find a camera to speak to. She didn’t find one but knew the masked man was watching her. She gestured to the empty tray. “Okay, let’s do this.”
The masked man did not reply. The door slid open with a soft hiss instead. A black SUV waited in the empty garage. The rear passenger door was ajar. She grabbed her rifle and climbed into the vehicle. To her surprise, two operatives sat in the front seat in full body armor. She didn’t think she’d earned the masked man’s trust so soon but welcomed the company after being alone all day. She pulled her door shut and nodded to the operatives. One of them made a thumbs-up gesture and the SUV lurched forward. Seconds later, they were heading toward an undisclosed location. Diane gave up on asking for details. She clutched the barrel of her rifle and watched the city streak by.
The operative on the passenger side handed a device back to Diane. “Put this on,” he ordered. She accepted the offering and inspected it. She worked out that it was a headset and microphone. She adjusted the headband and slipped it onto her head as instructed. She adjusted the microphone and earpiece.
“Is this thing on?”
The operative gave another thumbs-up gesture but did not respond verbally. She wondered how she was supposed to test the earpiece volume. The answer was provided by the masked man’s flat voice. “One shot, Miss Pembrook. Do not fail us.”
Diane swallowed hard and nodded. “Understood.”
The SUV sped up and took a sharp left. The river was to her right once it completed the turn. She tightened her grip on the rifle barrel. Booker had been spending a lot of time near the river. She assumed there had been another sighting.
To her surprise, the SUV veered over to a ramp that took them under an elevated section of highway. Homeless people gathered in bunches at intervals and glared at the vehicle as it passed. Diane was not familiar with this part of the city. She patted her sidearm with her right hand for reassurance.
After a few minutes, the vehicle glided to a stop. The operatives jumped out and Diane followed their lead. She slammed the door closed behind her and readied her rifle. The lead operative gestured to her to stand down. She cocked her head in bewilderment but obeyed. She slung her rifle across her back and checked her sidearm once more. The rifle was for Booker, she figured. She wanted insurance against any other threats.
The second operative pointed to a manhole cover. The two men removed the cover and the second operative climbed into the opening quickly. The lead operative signaled to Diane to go next. She stepped carefully onto a rusty iron ladder and soon made her way to the bottom. The lead operative slid the manhole cover back into place before joining them in a large sewer tunnel. Diane shook her head at the dark tunnel. “Why are we down here?”
The lead operative shushed her silently, then waved her onward. His steps were so confident that she assumed he had some sort of night vision setting on his helmet. She was all but blind. She followed the sound of his footsteps and was guided along from behind by the secondary operative. After a few moments, the secondary operative placed her hands on another ladder rung. She reached around in the darkness for the next rung, then the next. Light broke through the darkness as the lead operative slid another manhole cover aside. Diane scrambled upward until she reached street level once more.
The secondary operative replaced the manhole cover after he emerged from the sewer, then the lead operative flashed hand signals to Diane and the other operative. Diane nodded when she thought she understood the commands. Left, then right, then hold.
The lead operative headed right. Diane began to follow him. The secondary operative grabbed her shoulder and signaled to follow him instead. She understood that the Special Neighborhood Operations Force, or whatever they called themselves, was a super-secret organization, but it seemed to be to a fault. She didn’t understand how she was supposed to accomplish anything if nobody was going to give verbal instructions.
“Prepare for intercept,” the masked man said quietly. Diane readied her rifle. This was it. Any second now, Matthias Booker would be in her sights and terminated with a single pull of her trigger. She was pushed behind a stack of wooden crates outside of a brick building that was labeled as MB Logistics. She peeked around the side, expecting to see Booker. Instead, a patrol cruiser pulled up and Cade Goodwin jumped out.
Diane nearly cried out at the sight of him. The operative didn’t flinch. He gestured to Diane to stay low. She obeyed but kept Goodwin in view. He waved his arms around wildly and his lackeys got out of a second cruiser. They lumbered over to the front door of the building and drew their guns. Goodwin took a few steps back and drew his gun. He pumped his fist once, and they pulled the front door open. The crates shook as the front of the building erupted in a ball of flame.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
Diane flattened herself out on the ground immediately following the blast. She got up on one knee and peered around the crates in time to see Goodwin crawl to safety behind the lead cruiser. She saw Hendricks shouting into his comm unit. He normally worked the day shift. She wondered why he was out this late on active duty.
Those thoughts vanished as gunfire pealed from inside the building. Goodwin’s lackeys, already on fire from the explosion, were riddled with bullets until their smoldering corpses laid still on the ground. Hendricks dove from his cruiser and army-crawled toward Goodwin. 
Four men dressed in black emerged from the side of the building. One of them jammed a fresh magazine into a light machine gun, like the one that struck Diane. He sent a spray of bullets in Goodwin’s general direction. Goodwin squeezed off a shot and struck one of the bricks on the front of the building.
Diane raised her rifle, unsure of what to do. She had clear orders, but now the mission had gone sideways. The secondary operative pressed his palm downward on the barrel of her rifle and signaled to follow him instead. Diane nodded and duck-walked behind him toward the back of the building. They found the lead operative there, carefully removing a tripwire. Once he gave the all-clear, the secondary operative pulled the door open just wide enough to slip inside. Diane followed quickly behind him.
Diane crouched behind another stack of crates beside the operative. He reached over and tapped her earpiece twice. His head bobbed slightly as his voice whispered in her ear. “Secure. Nod to acknowledge.”
Diane nodded. The operative gave a thumbs-up. He waved her onward. They duck-walked behind a collection of crates. Diane couldn’t see the room in its entirety, only selected glimpses. She didn’t see Booker. She did see two men arming light machine guns and flashing hand-signals of their own to each other. She tightened her grip on her rifle. One shot for Booker. She couldn’t get distracted by secondary targets.
Gunfire continued to pop outside of the building. Diane wasn’t sure who was shooting, she was only certain Goodwin was hitting everything except the hostiles. With any luck, she thought darkly, he’d hit something flammable and blow himself up. That would show Kenner he picked the wrong officer to throw his support behind.
Then again, she fumed, he’d probably just find someone else to puff up, like Hendricks.
She squeezed her eyes shut and shook off her dark thoughts. She had a target to kill. If not for Kenner, then for the masked man. Definitely for Lyssa, wherever she was.
“Flashbang on three,” whispered the operative. Diane nodded and watched him prepare the device. He gave a silent countdown with his left hand. Three. Two. Diane looked away. She felt him press close to her as she ducked low behind a crate. An electronic whine followed by a loud boom filled the room. The men shouted and fired indiscriminately around the room. Diane peeked around the crate and saw one of the men shielding his eyes and hollering to his partner. In an instant, a bullet struck his head and he dropped to the floor. Another pop, and Diane felt the operative tug at her shoulder. She turned and saw him give her the okay to stand. She obeyed and saw the lead operative giving the all-clear in the center of the room.
Diane and the second operative abandoned their hiding place and joined the lead operative. Diane got a good look at the room. Two dead hostiles laid in the center, both shot in the head. The lead operative kicked their weapons out of reach anyway. She wondered what was in the crates. Thignoids? She figured they were. The briefing room stated he had been receiving large shipments of drugs, money, and weapons. She couldn’t think of a more popular, or profitable drug.
Gunfire still sounded from outside. The lead operative adjusted something on his belt, then nodded to Diane. “Escort formation on my signal.”
Diane nodded, but didn’t have any idea what he was talking about. She planned to tell the masked man she needed secret agent training if this was going to be a regular thing. The lead operative checked his magazine, and the second operative did the same. After snapping them back into their handguns, the lead operative gave a fist-pump gesture and two sideways fingers. He crept forward, keeping a double grip on his sidearm. Diane went next, holding her rifle parallel to the floor. The second operative brought up the rear and walked sideways. 
The lead operative brought them to a door that separated them from the front of the building where the explosion had taken out Goodwin’s boys. He halted the group and pushed the door open slightly. He immediately pulled it shut and backed Diane and the second operative away from it. “No visual on the primary target. Retreat.”
Diane’s shoulders slumped at the command. Retreat? That wasn’t her style. To retreat was to run away. She wasn’t going to run from anyone or anything. Nevertheless, the lead operative pressed her to retrace her steps and head for the back entrance. The second operative was now leading them along the left side of the building toward Goodwin and Hendricks. Diane saw Hendricks cover his head and lay face-down in the dirt as an explosive device struck his cruiser.
Diane was torn. She had heard the things he and Goodwin were saying about her behind her back, but Hendricks was her partner for a few months. She couldn’t just let him get ventilated by these thugs, no matter how important her mission was. She broke away from the operatives and crept along the wall toward Hendricks and his flaming cruiser. She slung her rifle across her back and drew her sidearm.
The operatives huddled behind a concrete barrier and flashed signals to her to disengage. She found it odd that nobody was speaking through her earpiece. She gave a signal back that she wasn’t backing down. Hendricks crawled on his stomach backward toward Goodwin, who in turn held up his gun.
“My gun’s jammed,” he whined.
Diane knew better. It wasn’t jammed, he was out of ammo. Hendricks couldn’t look back. If he had, Diane figured, he would have seen exactly how useless Goodwin was.
Hendricks covered his head against another spray of bullets. “Where the hell’s that backup?” 
Diane took a deep breath and counted to three. She ran toward the corner and dove head-first into a roll. She propped herself up on one knee and fired six shots at the men who were pinning Hendricks and Goodwin down. “Right here, Jimmy. Get your ass out of there.”
Hendricks looked up from the dirt in shock. “Pembrook? But… they said you were—”
Diane fired two more shots and took out as many men. “Did I stutter? Go!”
Hendricks nodded and got to his feet. He grabbed Goodwin’s arm and yanked him away from the burning police car. Diane fired once more and struck a man in the head who carried a larger machine gun. He fired a few bullets into the air as he fell backward. Diane scuttled to the side of the building and gave the operatives a thumbs-up. They weren’t where she had left them.
She hurried over to the barrier and pressed her headset mic close to her lips. “Where are you guys? I got them clear. Let’s move out.”
The masked man’s voice replied softly in her earpiece. “They did. Your mission has failed.”
Diane looked around anxiously. There was no sign of the operatives. If they were heading back to the SUV, they’d be long gone before she ever caught up with them. She ejected her magazine and tossed it aside, then jammed in a fresh one. “Like hell it did. Fine. I’ll do it myself.”
“Your only hope of terminating the target vanished when you made him aware of your presence. He will be out of firing range in minutes. This concludes your only and best opportunity at success.”
Diane shook her head and spat. “Minutes, huh? One shot only takes a second.”
After a moment of radio silence, the masked man said simply, “Show me.”
 
 
Diane nodded and slipped away from the barrier. I’ll show him, all right, she thought. And Goodwin. And Kenner. And everyone else in the boy’s club at Panther. She headed for the back entrance of the building and paused at the door. She heard male voices on the other side. She didn’t know what Booker sounded like, but these men sounded like more of his gang. She only wanted Booker. The rest could wait.
She made her way around the right side of the building and looked along the waterfront. She didn’t see any speedboats docked nearby. Whatever escape Booker planned had to be something else. She cocked her head and thought about the layout of the building. There weren’t any trucks, and she didn’t see anything on the roof that suggested any sort of air travel was possible. She would have seen a helicopter up there as she made her initial approach.
And yet, she heard voices from overhead. A bald man stood close to the edge of this roof with his back turned. He was shouting instructions to someone she couldn’t see. Diane considered shooting him in the back of the head just to reduce their numbers even more, but she opted for stealth instead. She backed away from the building and saw two more men on the roof. A moment later, they were joined by a fourth: Booker.
She raised her sidearm to fire, then thought better of it. The angle was tight, and while she was confident in her ability to hit the target, she felt more comfortable with the rifle. She swore as Booker disappeared from view. She took a few more steps away from the building but only saw Booker’s henchmen crowding around something and shouting at each other. Diane pulled her rifle from her back and peered through the scope. She got a slightly magnified view of a man with short-cropped hair and stubble, but not Booker. She considered rushing the building to engage them on the roof when she heard a loud buzzing noise.
Diane didn’t recognize the sound. The droning was shrill and annoying. She panned back and forth with the rifle scope, but the source of the noise remained invisible. Suddenly, the men stepped aside as something large and thin spread out behind them: rotors.
Diane felt a surge of panic as the rotors began to spin. She tried to pinpoint the best place to shoot them to disable the helicopter, but they were spinning so quickly she didn’t think bullets would do much. It was too risky, anyway. Shooting slow-moving thugs was one thing. Hitting a thin target spinning at high speed was another.
She slung her rifle across her back again and drew her sidearm. She didn’t think a single bullet was going to be enough under the circumstances. As she raised her gun, a white shape rose from the roof. Diane’s jaw dropped at the sight of the smallest helicopter she had ever seen. It almost looked like Booker was flying in a flimsy chair.
He gripped the control stick and gritted his teeth. The helicopter pulled to the left as it ascended. Diane rushed forward as Booker cleared the roof. The spinning rotors made a terrible target. The fat, juicy undercarriage of the miniature helicopter was much more appealing. Diane fired three shots in rapid succession. The engine sputtered and the rear propeller didn’t seem to be turning as quickly anymore. The helicopter began to descend to an adjacent building. Booker fought with the control stick in vain before deciding to bail out. He jumped onto the neighboring roof and the helicopter crashed onto an abandoned lot.
Booker limped away. His goons lined the edge of the roof and drew their guns. Diane smirked at the trio and fired three more times. All three were struck in the center of the chest, and all three plummeted to the ground below.
To Diane’s knowledge, that left Booker. She rushed toward the building where she had seen him drop and barked into her headset. “I have eyes on the target. I am in pursuit.”
“Impressive. Delta Flank Two formation,” said the masked man. “I’ll be especially impressed if you can achieve that alone. Much easier with three agents.”
“I wasn’t asking for directions. I was reporting in,” Diane said sharply as she caught sight of Booker scaling down a drain pipe. He dropped to the ground and let out a loud groan as he landed on his bad leg. He pulled a gun from his waistband and fired at Diane. She took to cover but didn’t return fire. He was a lame duck. She didn’t need to fire wildly at him. This was going to be a clean kill, she vowed.
Booker disappeared around the side of the building. Diane holstered her sidearm and pulled the rifle into ready position. She reminded herself she only had one shot at this. She reassured herself that the cartridge was meant for Booker. She didn’t feel like she had squandered other opportunities by not hunting down anyone on the most wanted list. Booker was hers, and when he was dead, she would at last gain the respect she so desperately craved.
She found Booker limping across the abandoned lot to a clump of trees on the river’s edge. She couldn’t make out why he was heading that way when there were better hiding places nearby. Whatever it was, she decided, he would never make it there alive. She raised her rifle and aimed for the base of Booker’s neck. She held her breath and began to squeeze the trigger.
Something struck her in the back of the head, sending her diving forward and causing her rifle to launch from her arms and onto the bare asphalt. She rubbed her head and turned around. Goodwin was shaking out his hand and swearing. “Jesus, Pembrook, I knew you had rocks in your head, but, damn.”
Diane reeled. “Goodwin? Don’t tell me you’re on Booker’s side.”
Goodwin cocked his head. “Huh? Who’s Booker? I’m on the side of you getting your ass tossed off the force once and for all, so the men can finally take care of business.”
“Oh? Am I stopping you?” Diane reached for her sidearm, and Goodwin charged her, wrapping his arms around her waist and driving her onto the pavement. He straddled her and punched her in the left cheek. He shook out his hand again. He snatched up her sidearm and tossed it aside.
“Nope, no guns for you, Pembrook. Leave those to the professionals. I’ll beat you just enough to teach you a lesson, then I’ll use your rifle to shoot that guy. I figure he’s important to you. Me, I don’t give a crap, as long as Kenner thinks I’m hot stuff. Which I am, Pembrook. I’m the favorite. Not. You.”
He punctuated his final words by punching her in the face with both fists. Diane spat blood and squinted up at him. Her vision was beginning to go blurry. She reached up and yanked her headset off and tossed it away. Goodwin laughed and taunted her as he hit her again. He spat on her forehead, then drew his fist back to deliver a final punishing blow.
Diane reached up and grabbed his fist. Her armor gleamed in the industrial lighting that slowly came online around them. He took a swing at her with his left hand, but Diane absorbed the punch and focused on restraining his right. His eyes widened at the realization she was getting the better of him. “Dammit, bitch, let go.”
Diane smiled and pulled his wrist backward awkwardly. He cried out and struggled to resist her. “What’s the matter, Goodwin, losing to a girl?”
Goodwin grimaced and groaned as his shoulder strained. He reached across his body and removed the safety strap from his sidearm. He pulled it from its holster with his left hand and pointed it at Diane’s forehead. “Not anymore.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
Diane spat blood and stared up at the barrel of Goodwin’s gun. She wasn’t sure what was worse, having his gun pointed at her forehead or the self-satisfied smirk he gave her. She decided it was the smirk. “So long, Pembrook,” he said with a sneer. “Goodbye to the Dead Shot Dyke of the Panther Division. Rot in hell.”
Diane looked at him, then at the gun. She broke out in hysterical laughter.
“I’m serious, Pembrook. I’m going to blow your stupid head off.” Diane laughed louder at this. She turned her head and spat blood before letting loose with another laughing fit. Goodwin seethed as Diane struggled to compose herself. He shook the gun at her. “What’s so stinking funny?”
“Well, Gunslinger, here’s the thing: you’re holding a standard issue semi-automatic handgun with a 15-round magazine, loaded with 9mm ammo. Quick-release safety, one-touch magazine release, low recoil.”
“Yeah, so what? You think that impresses me? Maybe your fat hog girlfriend will enjoy that bit of trivia when I bang her later.”
“You haven’t touched her, Goodwin, and you’re not shooting me.”
“Wrong. One in the head. Here it comes.”
Diane stared directly into his eyes. “Bring it.”
Goodwin pressed the gun barrel to her forehead. Diane loosened her grip on his right hand. He pulled the trigger and let out a scream of ecstasy as he heard it click. Instead of a bang, he heard Diane peal with laughter. “Die. I freakin’ shot you. Die, you witch.” He pulled the trigger again and again. Diane twisted her body and sent Goodwin onto the asphalt. She scrambled for her own gun and scooped it up. She got to her feet and stood over him, aiming for his face.
“You know why I was the favorite? I get the job done. I don’t threaten people or try to make them like me. I go out day after day and just do whatever it takes to make the city that much safer. And the thing is, I get the job done because I know my guns. I know them like you know your dick. You know your dick, right, Goodwin?”
Goodwin pulled the trigger again lamely. He ejected the magazine and his eyes bulged at the sight of a dull silver bullet tip poking out of the tip. He jammed the magazine back into the gun and pulled the trigger again. Nothing happened.
Diane tipped her head and frowned. “Oh, my mistake. I thought you knew your dick. I guess you won’t be needing it anymore.”
Goodwin’s eyed widened with fear. Diane thumbed the safety off on her gun and pulled the slide back. She aimed for Goodwin’s head, then lowered her arm. She pulled her trigger and an orange flash popped from the barrel of her sidearm. A spent shell ejected from the gun and skittered away on the pavement. Goodwin tossed his gun away and doubled over, screaming in agony. Diane blew a puff of smoke from the barrel of her sidearm. “It’s a 14-round magazine after you put one in the chamber.” She flashed him a toothy grin.
“You bitch. You goddamned, carpet munching, pig-loving—”
Diane gave him a swift kick to the ribs. “That’s enough crap out of you. I’ve got business to attend to.” She spat on him and turned on her heel to collect her rifle. After her sidearm was back in its holster and she caressed her rifle in her gloved hands, she doubled back to crouch down beside Goodwin. She patted his sweaty head and gave him a bloody grin. “I told you… you’re not touching Lyssa.” She tossed his gun away, then stood upright.
She gave him another kick to the ribs and took off after Booker. Unless Hendricks wanted to start something, she thought darkly, she was going to finish her mission come hell or high water. Diane marched purposefully toward the trees she saw Booker limping to as Goodwin’s screams of agony faded behind her.
 
 
Diane found Booker just beyond the abandoned lot. He had fallen to the ground, unable to bear weight on his bad leg. He held a comm unit close to his face and spoke to someone in staccato bursts of pain and frustration. Diane knelt behind a tree and lined up her shot. Booker’s head was centered neatly in her scope. Unlike Goodwin, her trigger pull was going to finish the job. She didn’t care her quarry was easy pickings. She just wanted her mission to be over. She spat blood onto the tree trunk as she chose her ideal moment to end Matthias Booker’s life.
His voice was clear as he shouted at the comm unit. “I did everything you asked. The shipment is in place. I don’t get why I had to round up as many empty crates as I could in 48 hours, but they’re ready for pickup. So am I. I’m beside the river across from, oh hell, what is that?” He lowered the comm unit and craned his neck toward the river. “Wieringa Brothers, I think. Bunch of cement mixers. How soon can you get a boat over to me?”
A distorted voice replied. “The shipment is no use to me anymore. Neither are you. You have been compromised. You’ll be dead within minutes.”
Booker looked around nervously but didn’t react to Diane’s rifle barrel jutting out from beside a tree. He turned away and gestured to the comm screen. “Dead? Says who?”
“An assassin has been dispatched to eliminate you.”
Booker rubbed his forehead, then let out a chuckle. “Oh, you mean that bitch wearing that black outfit? Yeah, I don’t think so. Some cop got the drop on her, and last I saw he had a gun in her mouth.”
The person at the other end of the comm unit was unfazed. “Was she terminated?”
“I didn’t stick around to watch, figuring I could only get so far on my bum leg. I heard a gunshot. Just one. That’s all it woulda taken, from what I saw.”
“But you didn’t see her get shot. You are assuming she was terminated.”
Booker rolled his eyes. “Okay, fine. Want me to crawl back over there and scoop up some of her brains off the ground? Sheezus. She’s gone. I need a lift out of here. We done playing, or what?”
“Goodbye, Booker. Diane Pembrook will dispose of you now.”
Booker turned away from the comm, his eyes wide with terror. He picked up his gun and pointed it in Diane’s general direction. “Diane what? Hey, you owe me big time. Don’t think I’ll forget this. I’ll come after you and everything you’ve—”
Diane pulled her trigger. Booker’s head spurted blood as a single bullet tore through it. He dropped to the ground, dead. Diane lowered her rifle, then slung it across her back. It was useless now until she could afford more ammo. She drew her sidearm and got to her feet. She kept the gun trained on Booker as she slowly advanced on him. She kicked his gun aside and glanced at the comm unit. She expected to see the person Booker had been speaking to. Instead, the screen displayed a single word in white block lettering on a black background: SUCCESS.
Diane heard tires squealing behind her. She spun around and saw a black SUV heading straight for her. It stopped sharply at the edge of the abandoned lot. Diane nodded to it, then crouched beside Booker’s lifeless body. She ran her gloved fingers over him and pinched a silver ring he wore on his right thumb. She slipped it off his hand and held it up to the fading light of day. It was plain, with rounded edges. She doubted it would fit any of her fingers, which wasn’t her intention.
She placed the ring in a spare pouch on her belt and sealed it shut. She enjoyed the satisfaction of taking a totem from him; something denied her for quite some time. Another trophy for her collection.
She walked up to the SUV and climbed into the back seat. The lead operative put the vehicle in reverse and stomped on the accelerator. The second operative turned his head to address her. He patted his helmet. “You lost your comm.”
Diane shrugged. “Whatever. It’s not like you guys were saying anything interesting anyway.”
The lead operative put the SUV into gear and sped away from the scene. “The sanitizing units will dispose of it. That’s not a good habit to be in, Pembrook. Keep your assets secure at all times.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” she huffed. “Besides, I was a little preoccupied with not getting my head blown off. Somebody should come up with a better design.”
The second operative nodded. “They did.” He rapped his helmet. “Wear one of these next time.”
Diane rolled her eyes. “And mess up my hair? No, thanks.”
“Suit yourself,” he said. “But Control doesn’t appreciate exposure. Word to the wise.”
Diane stared out the window at a line of police cars heading for Booker’s hideout. She figured the InTelNet would have a big story to tell well into the night. She frowned at the realization she wouldn’t be mentioned in any of it. Or would she? Maybe Goodwin would call her out for shooting him. Then again, maybe he wouldn’t want to tell the world he wasn’t half the man he used to be, thanks to her choice of targets.
She wondered why she didn’t kill him. After all, he intended to kill her. It was only because of his incompetence that she was still alive. Wasn’t she justified in putting a bullet in his head in return? No, she concluded, this was better. Much better. No more bragging about the women he was going to rape. No more golden boy status at Panther, or anywhere else. He was going to have some work done down there. With any luck, she thought with a satisfied smirk, they’d turn him into a woman. That would be the cruelest revenge of all.
Her thoughts turned to Booker. She had expected more of a challenge. Perhaps she would have gotten one if he hadn’t made the mistake of going airborne and giving her a clean shot to take him down. His bad leg was his own fault. She consoled herself for the easy victory by noting that Booker was holding his gun. He had no chance of beating her, but he wasn’t technically defenseless. One shot, as promised.
The SUV meandered through the city for a long time before pulling into an unmarked blonde-brick building beside an auto shop. The garage door slid shut behind them, and the operatives signaled to her to get out. She followed their lead and found herself face to face with the masked man. He wore a light gray suit and his signature featureless white mask. He nodded curtly to Diane.
“Miss Pembrook. You have completed your mission.”
Diane nodded back. “I told you: just one shot. Done as promised.” She spat blood on the floor.
“Indeed. I am frankly more impressed with your tenacity than the relative ease of your success. Matthias Booker has been eliminated. For this, you have our gratitude.”
“Just doing my job.”
The masked man nodded again. “Remove your armor.”
Diane looked at the operatives, who stood stiffly at attention. She wasn’t sure what to make of this request, but she recalled she was dressed underneath it. She expected to remove it when she returned home. She unhooked her breastplate and began the process of removing the scratched and dinged armor.
When it was completely removed, she reached into the utility belt and removed the ring she had taken from Booker. The masked man shook his head. The lead operative took it from her and handed it to him. The masked man tilted his head as he considered the ring in his gloved hand. “This does not belong to you.”
Diane felt a flash of fury. “Yes, it does. I killed him, and now it’s mine.”
“This is unnecessary exposure.” Diane stomped her foot on the ground in frustration. The masked man raised his other hand. “A compromise can be reached. We will keep it for you in a special vault. You may visit it whenever you wish. But it must never leave our direct control.”
Diane fumed. “It’s just a stupid ring. Like anyone is going to give a damn where it came from.”
The masked man raised the ring. “It bears an inscription. You may inspect it before it is quarantined.”
Diane took the ring back and squinted at it. Sure enough, the inside of the ring was etched with something. She puzzled over the strange words, as they were unlike anything she had ever seen before. She tried to memorize them, so she could look them up later and learn their meaning. Two simple words: UMBRA
SUMUS.
She handed the ring back as ordered. “What’s that got to do with anything? Is that ‘Booker’ in some other language?”
“It is Latin, and no, it does not directly concern the late Mister Booker. Just know it can compromise us in the wrong hands. Now: we shall tend to your wounds.” His voice was impassive.
Diane inhaled to protest. Her face hurt, but from what she had been able to see when she looked at reflective surfaces she figured she just needed a shower and bed rest. A damp cloth was pressed to her nose and mouth from behind and held fast until she fell unconscious. The masked man nodded to her limp body. “Proceed.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
Diane awoke in a blank room. She laid on a wooden table. She felt… strange. She couldn’t focus on her surroundings at first, but as her eyes began to adjust, she found that there was precious little to see. The ceiling, walls and floor were large panels that radiated soft white light. She balled her hands up into fists and squeezed. They flared in pain. They also felt slimy. She raised her arms to inspect her hands and saw only blood, muscle, and bone. She sat bolt upright and planted her feet on the cold floor. She heard a sickening splattering sound as they touched down. Pain shot through her calves. She looked down at her flayed body. She pressed her palm to her face and didn’t feel her nose. She screamed, and the room went black.
The next time she opened her eyes, she was in a bedroom somewhere she had never been before. The bed was large and plush, covered with pillows and soft fluffy bedding. The walls were covered in gray pinstripe wallpaper, with white wainscoting, trim and crown moldings. A round table sat in the left corner of the room across from the bed. It was covered with a regal burgundy fabric. An antique lamp sat on the table beside a brass magnifying glass. Sunlight shined through the windows. Diane raised her hands and felt relieved to see skin and fingernails. She touched her hand to her face. She felt the tip of her nose. She ran her fingers through her hair and sighed.
A harried woman wearing a billowing gray dress, white apron and white bonnet rose from a chair beside her bed. “About time you’re up and cracking. Come on then, mustn’t keep Master waiting.”
Diane cocked her head. She didn’t recognize the woman. She spoke funny. It wasn’t twang; her voice was… refined. Diane pulled the bedding aside and touched her feet to the bare floor. It was hardwood now, scratched and polished, showing its years with an ages-old pride. She stood up and yawned. The woman in the apron returned to the room and gave her arm a sharp tug. “Up with you. You’ve been sleeping since the bloody Dark Ages. Move.”
Diane didn’t feel like she’d been sleeping that long, but she did feel strangely content. She wondered where she was. The floor was cool under her bare feet. She looked down and saw that she was wearing a blue nightgown with lacy white trim around the edges. “Where are we going?”
The woman huffed. “Same as we do every morning, love. Master expects you to join him for breakfast, and that’s what you’ll do. I’ve got to get you on horseback after, and that’s half a day’s laboring in itself. Come on, before the daylight’s wasted.”
Diane stumbled through a long hallway, covered in oversized oil paintings of monarchs and scenes of dogs chasing foxes while men on horseback aimed their rifles. Despite her bare feet, her footsteps made glass clatter and pictures go askew. The woman who led her along wore laced-up ankle-high boots with flowy material around her legs. Her footsteps were a steady click-clack on the marble floor. She led Diane to an immense room with a small table at the center. Two chairs were placed on either side of it. A silver candelabra stood in the center, surrounded by cups and plates. A thin man wearing a gray suit wiped the corners of his mouth with a linen napkin and set it aside. He scooted his chair back and stood as Diane was seated by the woman in the apron. A napkin was tied around her neck after she sat, and her chair was nudged forward. The man in the gray suit gave her a thin smile and a faint nod, then returned to his seat.
He looked up at the woman and clapped his hands twice. The woman curtseyed and hurried out of the room. Diane listened to the click-clack of her boots fade away as she vanished into another hallway. The man raised a goblet to his lips and sipped from it, then raised a concerned eyebrow as he put it back on the table. He sat in his chair stiffly and looked at Diane. She tried to read his body language for clues as to who he was and why she was there. Why had the woman in the apron told her she did this every day? She had no memory of this place, or this man.
“I’m awful hungry,” she said, effecting a thick drawl. The man looked at her like he had sniffed a foul odor. “Y’all got any biscuits or nothin’? Grits, maybe?”
The click-clack of the woman’s feet returned, but were joined by others, and a wooden cart with brass accents. The cart held a large silver serving tray that was covered by an oversized shiny dome, topped with an ornate ring. The servants—that word popped into Diane’s head as she watched them—parked the cart beside the table and sat large white plates before each of them, taking care to set Diane’s place first, then attending to the man. His napkin was laid neatly across his lap and his goblet was topped up from a dusty wine bottle. He nodded his approval to the proceedings.
The woman signaled to her fellow servant to serve their meal. The dome was pulled away with a flourish. Lyssa’s head sat on a porcelain plate, surrounded by leafy greens and garnished with radishes and potatoes. An apple was stuffed in her mouth. The man heaved a disappointed sigh. The woman in the apron fidgeted and fretted at the sight of him.
“It’ll have to do, sir. We was all out of the good stuff, begging your pardon.”
The man nodded gravely and gave her a wave. She signaled to the other servant to take up a carving knife and fork.
“No, Lyssa, what have they done to ya? What have y’all done to my woman?”
The servant gave her a perplexed stare, then shrugged. He stabbed Lyssa’s head with the fork and began cutting it in two with the gleaming knife. Diane screamed and clawed at her bedding.
“Lyssa, no! What have they done to you?”
Diane looked up into the masked man’s unblinking visage. She swore she saw him give her a wry smile, but his mask always looked that way. He patted her forehead with a gloved hand and nodded. He addressed two people in blue scrubs and green surgical masks. “Miss Pembrook has returned. Thirty percent sooner than anticipated.”
Diane reached up to pull his stupid mask off his stupid face. She was angered at the sight of it. All of this super-secret nonsense. She’d reveal he was Griggs and put an end to the whole… whatever it was. She was sure there was a word for it, but she couldn’t think of anything that fit.
She chafed against her restraints. The bed rattled and shook as she tried to pull free from her thick padded cuffs. The masked man shook his head slightly and patted her head. “She requires another sedative. One more dosage should get her through her recovery.” The surgical people nodded and hurried about, preparing a syringe and jabbing it into her IV line. She struggled against her restraints again, but soon the overwhelming urge to sleep filled her, taking the fight out of her and with it, her consciousness.
Diane awoke in a grassy field. The noonday sun beat down on her like a hammer on an anvil. She sat up and saw strange leafless trees in the distance. An elephant threw dirt on its back with its long trunk. She turned to see a herd of giraffes eating leaves from the highest branches on a well-groomed cluster of trees. She wiped sweat from her brow and began to stand up. She heard rustling in the grasses. The elephant sounded a warning. The giraffes turned their heads quickly, then ran away.
Diane turned to her left. She saw something tan moving amid the pale-yellow grasses. Something crunched as it moved, then let out a low growl. Diane felt a spike of adrenaline shoot through her, which gave her enough momentum to grab a lion by its jaws as it leapt and wrestle it onto its side.
She heard a voice in her head as she battled the terrifying beast: The Panther is stronger than the lion.
She let out a sharp growl of her own. Her hands morphed into glossy black paws, tipped with curved claws that tore into the lion’s flesh. She sank her long fangs into its neck and tasted blood. Yes, she thought as she ripped away its throat, I have become the Panther. I am stronger. Faster. Smarter.
She opened one eye and saw a woman wearing a surgical mask give her an intent stare as she dabbed at her with a wad of gauze. “She’s bleeding again. We’re going to need to re-suture.”
The room went black once more.
 
 
Bright lights shone in Diane’s eyes. She squeezed them shut and looked away. She was lying flat on a hard surface but knew little else about her surroundings. A mix of technical and medical staff took turns poking and prodding her with various instruments. When her eyes were able to focus, she found herself in a room filled with technical components mounted in glossy black cabinets. The ceiling was made up of glowing white panels, which suggested she was still in a Special Operations facility. The staff stepped away from her after the masked man’s dispassionate voice filled the room. “Status report,” he said.
“All systems operational. Ready for live testing,” said the lead technician.
A medical staffer shined a penlight into Diane’s right eye, then her left, and nodded her approval. “Subject is active and responding to light,” she said.
“Bring her online,” said the masked man. A technician nodded and pressed a series of buttons on a flashing panel. The slab she laid upon tilted downward. Diane couldn’t move her arms or legs, but she didn’t feel wrist or ankle restraints. Something else was keeping her immobilized. The slab stood nearly upright, then clicked into place. Diane could see the masked man clearly now, along with the rest of the room. The medical staff packed up a cart filled with an assortment of strange implements and bloody bandages. The female medic stayed in the room and observed Diane intently. The masked man wore a black suit now, with his signature white mask. His hair was neatly coiffed and shined under the overhead lights.
Diane watched two technicians flick switches on either side of her. She suddenly lurched forward and found herself standing on her own two feet. She looked down to find herself encased in gleaming black armor. It was similar to the armor she had worn previously, but as she inspected what she could see of it, she saw changes. Her name wasn’t on the breastplate anymore. Neither was the Panther Division logo. Her hands were covered in what appeared to be rubber. It fit tightly, whatever it was. She didn’t seem to be wearing removable gloves anymore. Whatever had been done to the armor was, well, slick. She couldn’t think of any other word to describe what she was seeing.
A technician stepped forward and tapped at a tablet. He nodded to Diane. “Go ahead and say something, please.”
Diane squinted at him. “Like what?”
“Just talk normally. We’re checking the on-board communications.”
“I’m pretty out of it right now. I can’t think of anything to say.”
The technician nodded and turned to the masked man. He raised his hand in acknowledgment of whatever he was being shown on the tablet. The second technician stuffed something into Diane’s right ear and gave a thumbs-up to his partner, who in turn tapped away at his tablet. “Testing alpha channel,” he said.
A high-pitched whine sounded in Diane’s ear. She grimaced and clapped her hand over her ear. The technician tapped at his tablet again, and the whine ceased. 
“Okay, I have identified and corrected the issue. Testing now,” he said.
Diane expected another sharp tone, but instead heard a female voice speaking softly. “Diane, can you hear me?”
“Yes, I can hear you,” she replied. The voice seemed familiar.
“Lieutenant Kenner would like to see you. Report to his office as soon as possible.”
“I uh, I’m a little busy right now.” Diane didn’t know what to make of this.
“He knows. When you’re done. He’ll be expecting you.”
“Okay, sure.” Diane looked at the masked man, who gave no indication of his reaction to this development. “I might be a while.”
The technician swiped and tapped at his tablet, nodding his approval. “Levels are strong. Minimal feedback.”
The masked man gestured to another group of technicians. “Weapons assessment.”
“Yes, sir,” said a man wearing a white lab coat over blue scrubs. “Primary weapon, go.”
Diane felt something vibrating against her right thigh. She looked down and saw a handgun slide out of a hidden compartment and rise to meet her waiting hand. She drew the gun and pointed it at the masked man. He showed no reaction to this. Diane put the gun back in its slot as instructed. The extra magazines and three stabbing implements were pointed out to her by the technicians. All of it was high-tech and impressive, but she liked her rifle best.
As though he had read her mind, the masked man turned to the lead technician. “Is her rifle ready for deployment?”
The technician nodded and produced a long back case. He unsnapped a series of butterfly enclosures and revealed her rifle, polished to a high shine. Ten cartridges were stored neatly beside it.
Diane’s eyes widened, then moistened. “Ten?”
The masked man nodded. “For the ten most wanted. Unless you require more?”
She shook her head and wiped her eyes with her knuckle. “No, that’ll do it.”
“That’s what I am counting on. We will undergo field testing tomorrow. You are free this evening.”
Diane cocked her head. “I don’t feel free, being stuck in this armor and trapped in this strange place.”
The masked man raised his hand and Diane heard something clattering into the room. A rack of dresses swayed as they came to a halt. Three women wearing black outfits stood beside the rack. “My staff will see to you. You have done well. Your benefactor wishes to reward you. You will be taken to the Panther Division to meet with the Lieutenant, then a car will be sent for you to take you to dinner. I expect you will be handsomely rewarded.”
Diane felt dizzy. Benefactor? She hadn’t looked that word up yet. Nobody had ever used it before. She hoped she would remember it when she had the opportunity to flip through her dictionary. “My… benefactor? I don’t understand.”
The mask seemed to give a knowing smile to this. The masked man stepped forward and clapped her shoulder. “Very soon, you shall. Enjoy your dinner. Tomorrow, we will put your upgrades to the test.”
He led the technicians and the medical staff from the room. The door hissed as it closed behind them. Her attendants set about freeing Diane from her armor and explaining how to put it on and remove it. Suiting up was much easier than the prior version, she found. She was stripped to her bra and panties and given different dresses to try on. The lead stylist looked her over and made comments as to what went with what and used terms like “skims” and “accentuates”. Diane just wore clothes. She didn’t feel comfortable with the fuss.
Her hair was brushed, and makeup was applied. Once she met the lead stylist’s approval, a full-length mirror was placed before Diane. She stepped forward and gazed at herself in the mirror. Her mascara ran as tears streamed down her cheeks.
Her skin was radiant. Whatever Goodwin had done to her face had been fixed so thoroughly as to give no hint anything bad had happened. Her shoulders were bare. The scar on her left shoulder was gone. She felt… reborn.
The lead stylist made a tch sound and set about fixing her makeup. After giving her final approval, Diane was given a black clutch and ushered down a long hallway to a glowing white room. A black SUV stood in the center. The back door was wide open. Diane looked expectantly at the lead stylist who gave her approval to get in the vehicle. Diane obeyed and strapped herself in. The door was closed behind her and the room went pitch black.
After a few uncomfortable moments in the darkness, a beam of light appeared through the windshield. The vehicle shifted into gear on its own and Diane was whisked away through a maze of city streets to the Panther Division facility. She was dropped off at the main entrance, and her door opened by itself. Diane removed her lap belt and grabbed her clutch. The desk sergeant’s face was a mask of surprise at the sight of her as she entered the lobby. He stood and pressed a button to his right. “Hey, Pembrook. Good to see you. Looks like you’re none the worse for wear.”
The man was unfamiliar to her. Diane read his name plate. “You too, Atkins. I’m here to see—”
Lieutenant Kenner stepped out of his office and waved her over. “Pembrook. Right this way.”
“Lieutenant,” she said stiffly. He ushered her into his office and closed the door gently behind her.
“Have a seat. Drink?” He strode over to his mini-bar.
Diane lighted on one of his guest chairs and shook her head. “Not now. You wanted to see me?”
“I did. You got here quicker than I thought.” He poured himself a drink from a purple soda can and glugged it down. He sat behind his desk and gave her a plaintive look. “Listen, I owe you an apology. We all do.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
Diane nearly fell out of her chair. She fought to maintain her cool exterior. Internally, she sifted through a rush of emotions and tried to decide how to react. Rage? Relief? Annoyance? She decided to play dumb and draw him out. After all, she reasoned, maybe this was all a trick. She gave him a tight smile. “Oh? What for?”
Kenner let off a nervous chuckle. “Fair enough, Pembrook. I’m here to make amends, so, fine, I’ll spell it out for you. That’s all part of the process, isn’t it? Let’s see, where do I start? Well, I’ll go for the first thing that comes to mind: I’m sorry we puffed up Goodwin. That was the wrong play. It was wrong of me to favor him over you. I won’t make that mistake again.”
Diane gave him a withering stare. “He couldn’t hit the broad side of a barn if it was two feet away. Hell, he didn’t know how to cock his freaking gun. You guys called him ‘Gunslinger’.” She crossed her arms tightly and glowered at him.
Kenner raised his hands defensively. “I got bad intel, Pembrook. I don’t know what else to say. After… what happened… it got back to me that the guys were calling him ‘Gunslinger’ as a joke.”
“A joke? The guy tried to kill me. Point blank. He’s damned lucky I didn’t blow his head off when I had the chance.”
“Yeah, no, you didn’t, and I appreciate that. You had every right, don’t get me wrong. And if it’s any consolation, he’s in solitary pending command review. I don’t expect it to take long. He’s looking at death by firing squad before month-end.” He sipped his cola. “So, there’s that.”
“Yeah, there’s that.” Diane relaxed a little. “What about Lyssa?”
Kenner coughed. “Oh, your uh, significant other. Well, of course, she’ll be cleared of all charges relating to assaulting Goodwin. We’ll have to review the rest and determine if she’s completely in the clear, and if not, we’ll proceed with legal action as per usual. She shouldn’t be looking at more than a year. Maybe a $50,000 fine. I’ll let you know when I hear back.”
Diane’s cheeks reddened. “She didn’t do anything wrong. Goodwin got you guys to throw the damn book at her. And don’t think I don’t know why. You’ve got a thing about lesbians.”
“Not true,” he said, looking into his glass. “I enjoy them.” He coughed and shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Which is to say, I uh, I’m fine with whatever you people get up to on your own time as long as it isn’t performance-affecting. “
“You people?”
“I mean, you police officers. That I command. Listen, I want to make this right. You say the word, and I’ll fire every last swinging dick in the joint. Anybody not on Team Pembrook says adios, how does that sound? Help me help you.”
Diane sat back in her seat. She didn’t like Lyssa’s fate being left undecided, but Kenner appeared to be sincere. “I’ve got a few names in mind.”
“That’s my girl. I mean, get that to me ASAP and I guarantee this place is going to be much quieter. We’ll have to jigger some schedules around and step up the recruiting, but if this place needs an enema, I say let it rip.”
“I can do that.”
Kenner rose from his desk. “Great. Looking forward to it. I hear you’ve got another appointment to get to, so I won’t keep you. See you in Briefing Room 1A tomorrow, 0730 sharp.”
Diane stood and shook his hand firmly. “Sure thing. But… I thought I was reassigned.”
Kenner looked confused. “I’m not aware of anything. Reassigned where?”
“The Special Neighborhood Operations something or other. That super-secret group you sent me to.”
“I don’t know anything about that. You’re riding with Gupta tomorrow. That’s all I’ve got for you.”
Diane frowned at this, then nodded. “Good talk.”
Kenner walked her to the door. He patted her back and paused before opening the door. “I wouldn’t mention that other thing. Not to anyone. Not even me. Understood?”
Kenner’s grave stare spoke volumes. Diane nodded and smiled. “Officer Pembrook, reporting for duty.”
He patted her butt. “That’s my girl. See you tomorrow, bright and early.”
Diane waved goodbye to Sergeant Atkins as she made her way to the exit. She stepped outside, then wondered what she was doing. A car was supposed to be coming for her, she thought, but what car? When? Who was supposed to call for it? She paced around anxiously, wondering if there was something in her clutch that gave the answer. She looked up and saw a dark blue sedan pull up to the curb. It looked oddly familiar. There was a card tucked into the rear passenger-side window that said PEMBROOK. Diane pulled the door open and got in. To her surprise, the car was driverless. She strapped herself in and closed the door. The car immediately pulled away from the curb.
Diane examined the vehicle and craned her neck forward to look at the front seat. There wasn’t anything indicating who owned the car or who sent it. “Where are we going?”
The car did not reply. It navigated through the busy city streets until gliding to a stop beside a very familiar destination. Diane’s eyes lit up as she saw the double doors, flanked by white-gloved doormen. An attendant opened her door and helped her onto the sidewalk. “Welcome to the Cotillion, miss.”
“Thank you. I’m supposed to be meeting someone here.”
The attendant smiled. “Just check in with the hostess.”
Diane started to walk toward the doors, then doubled back. She snapped open her clutch, unsure of its contents. “Here, I need to give you a tip. Let me see what I’ve got in here.”
The attendant waved her off. “That won’t be necessary. Enjoy your evening.”
Diane nodded to the doormen as they pulled the heavy wooden doors apart, granting her entry. The opulence sparkled all around her as she saw men in fine suits, women in fancy dresses, and the wait staff wearing crisp attire. The hostess looked up from her monitor and gave her a wide smile. “Welcome to the Cotillion. Do you have a reservation?”
Diane shook her head. “No, I’m supposed to be meeting someone. The valet guy told me to see you.”
The hostess nodded and pursed her lips. “Of course. I’m happy to assist you. Name please?”
“Diane Pembrook.”
The woman nodded and called over the Maître D’. A polished gentleman in a black tuxedo glided over in response to her summons. “Yes?”
The hostess gestured to Diane. “Miss Pembrook is here.”
He raised his chin and clapped his hands together. “Ah! Yes, of course. Right this way. You are expected.” He led her past the bar and main dining room to a row of doors. A brass placard inscribed with PRIVATE
TWO gave the only clue as to where she was going. He rapped at the door, then pushed it open. He led Diane into the room and presented her with a flourish. “Your guest has arrived. Service will begin at your command.” He bowed and left the room. The door clicked softly behind Diane as he disappeared.
Her benefactor rose from her seat. She raised her wine glass in a salutary gesture and motioned for Diane to sit. She obeyed, eyeing her host warily. “Sapphire? I don’t understand what’s going on. Why am I here?”
Sapphire sipped her wine and raised a shushing finger. “You really are dense, Pembrook. This is your favorite restaurant. I invited you here to say thank you for everything you’ve done for me. That’s how rewards work. You do nice things for me, I do nice things back.”
 
 
Diane sat back in her chair, her head swimming with thousands of questions. “But… you can’t afford this. The ramen. The place you saved up for. Your parents cut you off.”
“Yuh yuh yuh,” Sapphire mocked. “That’s what I like best about you, Pembrook. You hear a story, and that’s the gospel. No fact-checking, no doubts whatsoever. It makes you a flaming idiot, frankly, but it also makes you an effective tool. Here, let me help you with this. My name isn’t Sapphire. My last name isn’t Sorrellis. My dad doesn’t work for ARCTURUS. Well, he did, but that was years ago. Good grief, Pembrook, one quick search on your stupid tablet and you could have found half of that out. But no, you watched your stupid stories. I told you to broaden your horizons, but you know what they say about bringing horses to water.” She took another sip of wine and shook her head. “Actually, I take that back. No, you wouldn’t know thing one about that. My mistake.”
“I… I don’t understand. Who are you? What did I supposedly do for you?”
Sapphire laughed. “To make things easy on you, and to not fill your pretty head up with useless trivia, keep calling me Sapphire. It’s my favorite gemstone, so it’s not a terrible name to saddle myself with. Easy to remember. Anyway, you’re what I like to call a problem-solver. I had a problem, quite a few, actually, and you made them all,” she snapped her fingers, “disappear.”
Diane puzzled over this. “I shot Booker. Was he talking to you?”
“There you go, you’re not a complete moron. Yes, he was, and as I told him, he wasn’t long for this world with you on his tail. I enjoyed watching him die. When you need a job done right, you call in the professionals.”
“B-but, the drugs in the warehouse. Those were yours? You’re some kind of… criminal mastermind? Holy crap, Sapphire, I’m running you in. I can’t believe you’re admitting everything like this.”
Sapphire laughed again. “Running me in for collecting empty crates? Oh no, there’s a new sheriff in town.” She glared at Diane. “False. You’re my employee, and you’re going to have a nice dinner with your boss. If you’re good, I have some treats for you I’m sure you’ll enjoy.”
“I don’t work for you. I’m a sworn officer of the law. I can have this place crawling with cops in five minutes.”
Sapphire sighed and turned on the television monitor that hung at the far end of the dining room. Lyssa was tied to a chair, gagged, with a gun to her head. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she sobbed into the camera. “She’ll be dead in one. Your call.”
Diane’s stomach soured at the sight of Lyssa’s ordeal. She hated Sapphire in that moment with every fiber of her being. Still, Sapphire had the upper hand. She had no choice but to cooperate. She intended to bring the full force of the law down on her later, once she knew Lyssa was safe.
“Forget I said anything, boss.”
Sapphire eyed her suspiciously, the shrugged. She turned off the monitor and summoned the servers. 
Dinner was exquisite. Diane ate the best meal of her life and hated every bite of it. She hated every sip of wine, every crumb, every morsel. She sat and nodded dumbly as Sapphire regaled her with an accounting of her grand plans to build a headquarters tower in the city center.
Diane couldn’t help herself. “That’s a great location. Maybe your building will get blown up next.”
Sapphire cocked her head, then laughed. “Oh, that? Yeah, that’s called clearing the deck. Booker and his buddies set off a few bombs, drove the real estate prices way down, got everyone in a panic thinking the place is no good, then one of my shell corporations swooped in and snapped it up for peanuts.”
“Booker can’t help you anymore.”
“No, thanks to you. He was a loose end. He got the job done, but he was sloppy. My plans were almost ruined when you found his associate in his hidey-hole. Fortunately, your merry gang of secret agents weren’t able to get much out of him before they incinerated him. I wasn’t expecting that, Pembrook. When that happened, I knew I was backing the right horse.”
Diane sipped her wine. “Wait, why would a criminal mastermind hang around the Panther Division and work as an admin? If you’re so rich and powerful, why put up with Griggs? I don’t understand you.”
Sapphire chuckled sardonically. “No, you don’t, Pembrook. You’re so stinking thick, you didn’t even bother to take note of that book I kept reading back in our dorm room. If you had paid the slightest bit of attention, you would have known it was The Art of War. Among other things, it says, ‘All war is based on deception.’ You’d have read that, too, if you would have shown an interest in it.”
“So, you pretended to be an admin? What does that accomplish?”
“Well, for one, it puts me in touch with everyone’s employee files, Jane Doe. I won’t bother laying out what having unfettered access to police data files did for me, let’s just save lots of time and say it was very good for business.”
“But now you’ve lost that access.”
“Says who? I don’t have to pretend to be a peon with a badge, if that’s what you mean, but I don’t have to leave my office to get the dirt I want, now that everything is in place on the back end.”
“They’ll find it. Whatever you’re doing to hack in, they’ll find it.”
“Pfft. Please. I’m so sure they won’t that I could run ads for a month on InTelNet saying I’m wired into the police servers and nobody would have the first clue where to look.”
Diane picked at her dessert and sulked.
Sapphire rose from her seat and set gift bags on a table under the television monitor. “Oh, you poor baby. This will cheer you up. Have a seat over here.”
Diane grudgingly plopped down on the leather couch across from the monitor and folded her arms. She very much doubted Sapphire had anything of value to give her. That is, nothing she would keep. Whatever it was would be tossed straight into the garbage when she got back home, she thought darkly.
Sapphire handed her the first bag. Diane reached into it and felt something small and plastic. She withdrew her hand and looked over a small data chip. Diane cocked her head. “What is it?”
“Well, since you like your stupid stories so much, I pulled some strings at the network and I got you the final unaired episodes of Fortune and Destiny.”
Diane’s eyes bulged out. She didn’t want to accept the gift. She was going to dispose of all of it, but this… this was another last look at Alexa Charlevoix. These were the answers she, Lyssa, and a legion of fans craved. They were in the palm of her hand. She dropped the chip into her clutch. “Thank you,” she said simply.
Sapphire was crestfallen. “Really? I expected lots of gushing and crying, and crap. Oh well, you think you know somebody. Anyway, I have two more things for you. There’s kind of a catch, though. I know you hate my guts and don’t want to listen to me, but tough beans. I told you I wasn’t your friend. Even so, I did take pity on you. The dictionary was my idea and our secret. Nobody knows about your education problem, Pembrook. They also didn’t know about you and your idiot girlfriend. I was honest in my assessment of her, but you only saw what you wanted to see in her. Fine, I respect that. Love is blind, and yada yada. But honestly, Pembrook, she’s just holding you back. She’s like a boat anchor around your neck. Your horse necklace reminds you of how tough you are, and how you do whatever it takes. She’s the opposite of that. She’s weak, and a loser. You need to remove her from your life, so you can really soar.”
Diane seethed at Sapphire’s harsh assessment. Her eyes burned with fury as she hissed through gritted teeth, “I love Lyssa with all my heart and soul. You’re not breaking us up, no way, no how.”
Sapphire raised her hands defensively. “And I was certain that would be your response to my brutal honesty. So, here’s the deal: if you think about what I said, and you’re one hundred percent convinced she’s everything you ever wanted in a woman and more, then fine, have a long, enjoyable, mediocre life together. Celebrate that with a bottle of white zinfandel, the preferred drink of wannabe wine drinkers everywhere.” She pulled a bottle of pink wine from the bag and showed Diane the label before setting it back down.
“But,” she continued, “if you see the light, and come to your senses and decide she’s every bit the drag I said she was, then give her these. She can console herself after you give her the breakup speech.” She pulled a box of chocolates from the other bag and waved it around. “Wine for stay together, chocolates for hasta la vista, got it? Not both. Make your choice and stick with it.”
The wine and chocolates were destined for the trash, Diane thought, but she nodded anyway. “I will.”
“Good. Thanks for hearing me out. Now I’ll have a car take you home. Not my personal one, though. It got you here, but I have other places to be. Thank you for a lovely evening. We won’t see each other again.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t count on that,” Diane said.
“Ooh, you’re going to hunt me down and kill me? Knock yourself out. You’ve got work tomorrow, Pembrook. Get your rest. Besides, you’ve got all those stories to watch. You’re swamped!”
“Goodbye, Sapphire,” Diane said with a hard stare.
“Bye, Jane Doe.”
Diane recoiled. “Why do you keep calling me that?”
Sapphire gathered up the gift bags and thrust them into Diane’s arms. “Oh no, that’s all the time we have this evening. Here are your lovely parting gifts. Safe travels home.”
The Maître D’ entered the suite and escorted Diane away. He and two servers marched her out of the restaurant and into a waiting car. A driver waved from the front seat and put the car in gear once Diane was strapped in. “Cranston Towers, is that right?” Diane nodded numbly, and the driver blew a low whistle of appreciation. “Nice place. I took my wife to that fancy steak place in there, and damn if it didn’t clean me out for a month. How’s this joint?”
Diane wiped her eyes with her knuckle and sniffed. “It’s... a dump. I wouldn’t recommend it to my worst enemy.”
The driver shrugged. “Huh. It seemed classy. Looks can be deceiving though, huh?”
“Yes,” Diane said softly, “they can.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
Diane sat on her sectional and rotated the data chip Sapphire had given her between her thumb and forefinger. She was desperate to load the final episodes and see how it ended. But it didn’t feel right without Lyssa. It wasn’t fair: Lyssa was locked up somewhere—maybe jail, maybe not—and Diane was digesting what should have been the best meal of her life. She wanted to throw up and expel everything Sapphire had given her. The wine and chocolates sat on her countertop. She didn’t follow through on her promise to herself to throw everything away. Since the chip was in play, maybe the wine was too. Why not the chocolates as well, if only out of spite? She wished Lyssa were there. She imagined the two of them curled up on the sectional, drinking Sapphire’s wine and eating her chocolates while watching Alexa Charlevoix exact her revenge on her previously unknown rival.
Diane sat back and felt something snap into place. Alexa was being beaten by a secret rival, and the last episode to air ended on a cliffhanger: Alexa finding out the identity of her rival. No such cliffhanger happened to Diane. Sapphire revealed herself as a criminal mastermind, then sent her off to her free apartment to sulk. Her eyes widened as she mulled these facts. The free apartment! Was Sapphire paying for it? Was it a bribe? She made a snap decision to pack up her things and move out, if only to a shelter, or back to the Panther Division facility. Her old dorm room was gone, but maybe they could put her up somewhere else. Maybe Goodwin’s apartment. She snorted at this. It would serve him right to lose everything to her.
She began to get up from the sectional, then she sat back down in a huff. She decided she was overreacting. She could ask Kenner what arrangements had been made for her housing. They said all the officers had free housing, if they wanted it. Was Sapphire paying for everyone? If so, why? She didn’t like the idea of being homeless. She wanted to know where she was going if she left the Cranston Towers.
She threw her head back and sighed. Everything was a complicated disaster. She looked up at the ceiling and raised her hands in disgust. “I miss you, Lyss.”
Diane heard noises in her bedroom. She furtively pulled open a drawer under her end table and removed a small pistol. She crept toward the bedroom and kept the gun at the ready but left the safety on. She didn’t want to put bullet holes in the walls just because she imagined someone was breaking in. She stood beside the bedroom door with her back against the wall. She heard breathing and unsteady footsteps. She heard a gasp with a distinctly female tone. She spun around and pointed her gun at Lyssa.
Lyssa raised her hands defensively. “Holy shit, don’t shoot.” She realized who was pointing the gun at her and she squealed with delight. “Oh my god, Diane. Where am I? What’s with the gun?”
Diane lowered the gun and looked at Lyssa with disbelief. “Did they strap a bomb to you or something? Who sent you? Why are you out of jail?”
Lyssa wiped tears from her cheeks. “No, everything’s fine. They let me out. They said someone posted my bail and said a car would take me anywhere I wanted to go. I said, ‘Take me to Diane Pembrook,’ and they brought me here. But… this isn’t your place, is it? What are you doing here?”
Diane shook her head. “You were tied up. They had a gun to your head. She told me she would kill you.”
Lyssa tipped her head. “Huh? Nobody ever tied me up. If anything, I sat around my cell all day bored out of my mind.”
Diane nodded slowly, trying to understand what she was hearing. She rushed forward and threw her arms around Lyssa. “Yes, this is my place. Lots has happened since you’ve been gone.” They cried tears of joy as they hugged and kissed, swearing never to be parted ever again. Diane set the gun on her nightstand and led Lyssa into the living room. Lyssa gasped in awe.
“Seriously, this is yours? No offense, but how can you afford it? It’s huge! And you’ve got your own private elevator? That’s insane!”
Diane gulped and eyed her suspiciously. “What are you talking about?”
“Oh, the car that brought me here parked in some empty garage. I thought I was going to get mugged, but they told me to press the elevator button and everything would be okay. So, I did, and next thing I knew, I was in your bedroom. Well, a bedroom. I didn’t know it was yours.” She looked directly into Diane’s eyes. “How’s the bed? It seems big.”
“Too big.” She kissed Lyssa again, enjoying her warmth against her body. Sapphire was crazy, she thought. There was no way she was ever breaking up with Lyssa. They were meant for each other. She thought about their first kiss, and how scary it was, and how right. She never imagined she would be romantically involved with another woman, and now she was here in her living room, holding her close, swearing to never let go.
They rushed to Diane’s bed and stripped. They reconnected and re-committed to each other for what felt like days. Afterward, they spooned, and Diane kissed the back of Lyssa’s neck.
Lyssa giggled. “I missed this. I miss not having our stories. It’s a shame the show ended. I miss it so much. I miss watching it with you even more.”
Diane beamed. She scrambled to get out of bed and wrapped herself up in her bathrobe. Lyssa sat up and covered her breasts with the comforter. She cried out to Diane asking where she was going. Diane returned to the bedroom and held up the data chip triumphantly. “I can make that happen.”
Lyssa gave her a puzzled look. “What, you put some old shows on there? We can do that, if you want.”
Diane shook her head. “No, these are the final episodes. Nobody has seen them. I couldn’t bear to even peek at them without you.” She waved the data chip at Lyssa and winked. “Wanna watch?”
Lyssa leapt from the bed and threw her arms around Diane’s waist, burying her cheek into her chest. She pulled away and wiped her eyes. “Oh my god, yeah. But… how did you get them? I had no clue they made any more. Do you know how insane the Fortunates would go if they knew you had them? I’m so happy!” She clapped her hands together with glee.
Diane raised her finger. “Let me grab my tablet. Unless you want to watch it on the big screen.”
Lyssa put her fingertip in her mouth and thought. “Can we spoon out there?”
“I don’t see why not.”
Lyssa ran into the living room naked. “Grab a blanket. Let’s do this.”
 
 
Alexa Charlevoix stared at a woman dressed in a sharp suit with an ivory ruffled blouse peeking out from under her blazer. Alexa wore her favorite red dress and red heels. They sat in a restaurant at a table for two in the foreground. Behind them, servers took orders silently from other patrons as they flitted from table to table. The suited woman looked around the room and smiled.
“Not bad. Not the best place I’ve broken bread, but for Cape May, I suspect this is the pinnacle of fine dining.”
Alexa glared at the woman. “Cut the crap, Ruby. You’ve been meddling in my affairs long enough. Tell me what you want.”
Ruby feigned mock outrage. “Well! Alexa, I was expecting a bit more in the way of pleasantries. But I guess it’s true that they say: you learn a lot about who someone truly is in times of adversity.”
“Taking a majority interest in PDX is hardly a ‘time of adversity’, Ruby Ryerson, it’s war. And if it’s war you want, you’ve barked up the wrong tree. I will destroy you with every last penny to my name.”
Ruby laughed heartily. “Oh, Alexa. You’ve always been one for dramatic outbursts. Pound the table all you like. It won’t save you from the board’s vote to expel you from PDX and name me as the new CEO. Although, PDX would be a huge step down for me. Maybe I’ll have that imbecile Brent Moorcroft man the fort in my stead. I’ll just pop in once in a while to make sure the lights are still on and the water’s running, you know? Milan is so much more interesting! Or Paris, or Vienna… well, I don’t mean to bore you with my travels.”
Alexa’s lips curled into a sneer. “Oh, you like to travel? Well, here’s a hot tip: go to hell, you bitch!” She reached for her wine glass and thrust it at her. Ruby recoiled, then broke down laughing. Alexa grimaced at the empty glass. “There’s normally wine in there. Guess I got a little ahead of myself.”
Ruby waved a server over and whispered in his ear. He hurried away, and Ruby composed herself. “As it happens, Alexa, I’ve ordered drinks for us. I thought we could have a nice dinner and discuss the future.”
Alexa stood up in a huff. “I’m not spending one more minute with you, Ruby, here or anywhere else. The next time you see me, I’ll be spitting on your grave.”
Ruby snapped her fingers, and Jackson was brought into the room with his hands tied behind his back. Two thugs jabbed their guns into his ribs. He shook his head vigorously. “Sit down, Alexa. Do what she says.”
Alexa gaped in horror at the sight of her helpless lover, then turned to face Ruby. “You coward.”
Ruby let out a small chuckle. “What some call cowardice, others call leverage. Sit down, Alexa. There’s no point in causing a scene. You’ll just embarrass yourself and annoy everyone else. Oh, and your boy toy gets shot. Talk about an appetite ruiner!”
Alexa sat down and crossed her arms. “Fine, I’ll sit. But I don’t have to like it.”
“Nobody’s asking you to. Oh, but look! The wine is here. I know how much you like to drink, so I told the server to bring it out straight away. We can order food after. But first,” she said, accepting a glass of red wine from the server, “let’s raise our glasses in a friendly toast. How about, ‘To the competitive spirit’? That seems agreeable.”
Alexa raised her glass. “You toast your way, I’ll toast mine. I say, ‘To your festering corpse.’ I like that much better.”
“Very well, I won’t argue with that.” She clinked her glass against Alexa’s, then took a long sip. Alexa frowned at the wine but followed suit. She coughed and set the glass down. Ruby gave her a concerned look. “Why. Alexa, that’s not like you. For as much as you drink, I can’t believe a glass of Guildenstern would give you any trouble. Did it go down the wrong pipe?”
Alexa snapped up her glass and took a longer drink. She set the glass down defiantly. “I’m fine.”
Ruby sipped her wine, then sat back in her chair. “Now then, I believe we we’re here to discuss the future. I’m afraid we’re on divergent paths, Alexa. I would say I was on the high road, but that’s not quite right. You see, I didn’t get where I am today by playing fair and making nice with my enemies. I take what I want, and I crush anyone who stands in my way. I wanted PDX, and now it’s mine. You were an obstacle to that goal, and I’ve crushed you without lifting a finger. It was really all too easy, Alexa. I’m afraid your reputation as a dangerous and cunning woman is vastly overrated.”
Alexa turned pale and put her hands to her throat. She started coughing uncontrollably and fell to her knees. Jackson struggled against his bonds and cried out. “Alexa! What’s wrong? Why isn’t anyone helping her?”
Ruby waved away his concerns. “No need for alarm. It’s just a sad, pathetic, washed-up loser gagging on some poisoned wine. If you’ve seen it once, you’ve seen it a thousand times.”
Jackson struggled harder. “Good God, somebody call an ambulance. Call the police! Somebody, do something.”
Ruby laughed. “Everybody is exactly where they’re supposed to be. Don’t worry, it will all be over soon.”
Alexa laid on the floor, gagging and clutching her throat. Her face froze in a death mask and the camera zoomed in tight on her eyes as she fought for her last breath. The screen went black, then displayed the end credits.
Diane was numb with shock. How dare they kill off Alexa? The heart and soul of the show! It had to be a trick. It had to be a dream, or Alexa was faking, or in the next episode Jackson would save her, somehow. It couldn’t end like this. She refused to accept it.
Lyssa pounded her thighs in disgust. “Ugh! A cliffhanger? That’s so lame!” She turned to Diane. “Are you sure there aren’t any more episodes?”
“Nope,” she said sadly, “there were five files, and we watched all of them. I can’t believe they ended it there. Alexa deserved better.” She shifted uncomfortably. “You’re on my bladder. I have to pee, be right back.”
Lyssa let her off the sectional, and Diane ran to the bathroom. Lyssa called after her. “Is there anything to eat? I’m starving.”
Diane called back through the bathroom door. “I’ll order us something, if they’re still delivering this late. It’ll be just a sec.” She heard Lyssa rustling around in the kitchen. She sat on the toilet and shrugged. Maybe she’d find something to snack on. She wasn’t sure what there was, then remembered the chocolates Sapphire had given her.
Sapphire’s final words rang in her head. The final scene in Fortune and Destiny was uncomfortably similar to what went down at the Cotillion earlier that evening. The rival’s name was Ruby. Wasn’t that a gemstone too? Her stomach flipped as she compared the fiction with the reality. Had Sapphire watched the show? She said she hated it. She never wanted to be bothered with it when Diane tried to tell her about something that happened. She remembered the first time Sapphire told her the show was stupid. How could she have known she and Lyssa were watching it together? Sapphire wasn’t her roommate back then. Unless Lyssa told her, but that seemed unlikely. She put her hand to her forehead as another puzzle piece snapped into place. She said she was wired into everything. Was she… spying on them?
Diane flushed and washed her hands. She hurried back to the living room and found Lyssa sitting on the sectional eating chocolates. Sapphire’s gift bag was tossed aside on the coffee table. She looked up and licked the tips of her fingers. “I figured these were for me. I saw the wine too. White Zinfandel is my favorite! Let’s open it and celebrate.”
Diane took a step backward. Sapphire’s warning pealed in her ears. The wine, or the chocolates, not both. The chocolates were bad. Lyssa was eating the chocolate. She cupped her hand over her mouth in terror. Lyssa cocked her head, then clutched her belly. “These taste funny,” she said, then slid onto the floor, experiencing dry heaves. She coughed and sputtered, then made another attempt to vomit, which only caused a line of drool to swing from her lower lip.
Diane rushed to her side. She knelt down and patted Lyssa’s bare back. “Hold on, Lyss, I’m going to call an ambulance. Everything’s going to be okay. You’re going to be okay. Just… hold on.” Lyssa gasped and groaned, pounding the floor with her fist and beginning to twitch. Diane lunged for her comm unit. The screen was black. She brought the unit out of standby mode with frantic taps and swipes, but the screen went black again when she pressed the button to contact the emergency services. Instead of initiating a contact session with a dispatcher, the screen displayed a single word in white block lettering: INDEPENDENCE.
 



EPILOGUE
 
The masked man approached a woman dressed in surgical scrubs as she stepped into the corridor. She gulped as she eyed his featureless mask. He gestured to the door. “How is our latest acquisition?”
She pulled her surgical mask away from her mouth. “He’s in stable condition. Borderline critical, but he’ll live. We’ve still got a long way to go to clean up the mess.”
“I wish to speak with him,” said the masked man.
The surgeon shook her head vigorously. “He’s still under heavy anesthesia. To pull him out now could be life-threatening, if not just, well, torture. Give us at least another seven hours.”
“No, I will speak with him now. If you won’t bring him online, I’ll find someone else who will.”
The surgeon replaced her mask and nodded. Fear shone in her eyes as she pushed the door open to the operating suite. Cade Goodwin was strapped to a gurney and tended to by an array of medical staff. They all looked at the masked man with trepidation, then focused on their assigned tasks. The surgeon sidled up to one of the techs. “He wants to speak to the patient. Bring him online.”
The tech balked, then looked at the masked man. “Sure, give me a sec.” He injected something into Goodwin’s arm which made him struggle to breathe. The masked man stepped to Goodwin’s side and leaned over his face.
“Do you know who I am?”
Goodwin cried out in agony, then his breath hissed through spittle. “You’re… nobody.”
“Accurate. Do you know why you’re here?”
Goodwin howled again. “Oh God, it hurts. Why are you doing this to me?”
The masked man cocked his head. “We are helping you, Mister Goodwin. I asked if you knew why you’re here. Do you recall what happened?”
Goodwin nodded and seethed. “Diane Pembrook shot me.”
“Do you know where?”
“M-my junk, I guess.” His muscles tensed up. “I feel like I’m covered in bees. What did you do to me?”
“We are making improvements. Soon, you will be better than ever. When you’re back on your feet, tell me, what is your primary objective?”
Goodwin fought to breathe, then gave the masked man a hard stare. “I’m going to kill her. I’m going to kill Diane Pembrook if it’s the last thing I do.”
The masked man nodded and gestured to the tech. “I am satisfied. Take him offline.” The tech injected something into Goodwin’s other arm and shortly thereafter, Goodwin was breathing normally, and his eyes were closed. The masked man waved to the surgeon and led her out of the room. The surgeon pulled her mask away once the door closed.
“He might have just suffered severe psychological damage. You can’t be doing that. It’s not worth it.”
“The risks were within acceptable limits. See to it that the adjustments to his frontal lobe are made to my specifications. I have great expectations for this asset.”
“That’s what you said about Pembrook, with all due respect. What’s so important about this guy? What’s he going to be when we’re done with him that she isn’t?”
The masked man placed his gloved hand on her cheek. She shivered at his touch.
“Insurance,” he said coldly.
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