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Dedication
To my incredible twin,
who has been, and will
always be, with me.
She could feel her muscles screaming. Her arms shook as she pulled herself up to the window and peeked inside. The shaking had nothing to do with the ninety-degree weather or the fact that she’d strained her tiny arms to pull her ninety-five pound body up five feet. If someone had asked her, she would have denied that they shook because she was scared. She was a Shadow, and Shadows didn’t get scared. No matter what! She peeked into the dark window as she moved her tiny body and got a better hold on the narrow ledge. The old place had sat empty for years; now, however, she could see boxes piled up across the dark room and right in the middle of those boxes sat a small safe. Bingo.
Billy would be so proud. He might be a little pissed that she hadn’t invited the gang along for the job, but he would overlook it for the loot she was sure to bring back. She knew this old place like the back of her hand; after all, she’d lived in the building for over a year. It was the year right after her old man had ended up dead on the sidewalk outside their hotel room.
She cupped her hands and checked the place out, just to make sure it was empty. She could smell the new paint and noticed that the walls were no longer a dingy brown. Someone had painted them a nice glossy white, making them look new, which actually worked in her favor. Now she would be able to see in the dark better. The light from the streets angled in the tall windows and reflected off the high gloss walls, illuminating the whole room. She wouldn’t even need the penlight that was tucked in her pocket.
Reaching into her other pocket, she pulled out the small knife that her old man had lifted for her tenth birthday. She expertly flipped it open and jammed it under the windowsill, searching for the small lock she knew so well. There! The window creaked then slid open silently. Pulling her agile body over the sill, she slowly slid down to the hardwood floor, listening the whole time and keeping her eyes peeled, just like her old man had taught her.
Hearing and seeing nothing out of sorts, she moved with grace across the floor. Her dirty Keds didn’t make a sound on the floorboards. She knew which boards would creek and easily avoided them. Halfway across the room she heard a siren in the distance, and just for a minute, her heart stopped. She stood motionless, waiting, holding her breath, ready to sprint out the window and run for her life. When the sirens started fading, she released her breath in a soft whoosh.
Moving a little faster, she reached the safe. Perfect! It was an older model and she thought she could easily crack this one in her sleep. Leaning over and placing her ear to the cool metal door, she got to work.
It took her almost five minutes to crack the damn thing. She could blame it on the lack of light, but the truth was that her sweaty hands kept slipping on the cool knob. Finally, when the safe door slid silently open, a huge smile appeared on her face. She was seventeen years old and the best thief in Portland, Oregon. Well, she’d been the best ever since her old man had died of a stroke.
Inside the small safe was a treasure. There was over a thousand in cash, which she quickly rolled up and placed in her pocket. There was a large stack of checks, which she left alone. A small black box sat in the back of the safe. Reaching in, she grabbed the silk case and quickly stashed it in her jacket pocket. This was the best haul since she and her old man had broken into the liquor store. She’d been nine at the time and thought they’d hit the jackpot with three thousand dollars. Not to mention her father had grabbed enough liquor to last him a month.
She pulled out the packet of baby wipes from her pocket and wiped the outside of the safe down like she’d been taught, making sure to go over the handle three times. Then she closed the safe with a small click, spun the dial, stuffed the wipes in her jeans, and let herself out of the old building onto Main Street.
An hour later, she made her way over to the base of the Shadows. They weren’t the best-known gang in Portland, but they were her family.
As she crawled through the broken fence, Johnny, tonight’s lookout, sat on the ground cross legged, smoking a cigarette.
“Billy’s pissed,” he said and flicked the butt across the yard.
It was the simple statement that stopped her. She thought of turning around and playing it cool for a couple of days, but instead, she held her chin up and marched in the back door. This week’s base was nothing more than an old bowling alley that had half burned down three months ago. No one drove by, and no one bothered them since the neighborhood had gone down the toilet years ago.
She walked into the small room, which hadn’t been burned, at the back of the building. She noticed that Bonnie, her best friend, was sprawled across Billy’s lap on an old green couch.
The pair had been together since they were six years old after running away from their foster parents. It had taken several years for the relationship to turn from brotherly and sisterly into what it was today. Rob looked up to them and hoped someday to find something close to what they had.
“Where you been, little girl?” Billy asked without taking his eyes off Bonnie. At the sharpness of his voice, Rob cringed. Bonnie sat up and stretched.
“Just strolling,” Rob said, dropping the cash on the table in front of the pair. “Thought you might like to eat out tonight.” Rob plopped down and sat cross-legged on the floor, leaning against an old leather chair.
“Where did you get this?” Bonnie asked, as she reached over and started to count the money. Billy looked at Rob and, as much as she knew he didn’t want to let it show, Rob could tell he was proud.
“Is this how it’s going to be? You going off on your own all the damn time, not including your family? Damn it, Rob!” He pushed Bonnie off his lap, and walked over to pull Rob up by her elbows. “We’re a family here, and damn it, if you can’t respect that, you can use the door. Got it?”
They were nose to nose now and she could smell the beer. Just for a second, she flashed back to a memory. It wasn’t Billy digging his fingers into her skin, but her old man, and this time he wouldn’t stop at a simple slap or push. This time it would be bad.
She was shaken out of it when Bonnie said, “Billy, leave her alone!” Bonnie sat down with the cash in her hands. “There’s over a thousand here.”
Billy turned back to Rob. “Where the hell did you get it?”
“No place, just fell from the sky, I guess.” Rob took a step forward and challenged Billy. “You want to say otherwise?”
For what seemed like a lifetime, the two battled silently with their eyes. Then Billy blinked and smiled. “Fine, little girl, you have your secrets. Let’s go get some grub. I’m starved.”
The Shadows consisted of fourteen members and the gang was growing bigger every day. The youngest member was eleven and the oldest was Billy at eighteen.
Rob was second in command, not only because of her age, but because of her talent. She was the only member who had received a full education. She’d gone to school and, at fifteen, she had gotten her damn GED. It wasn’t as if she was a super genius or anything. She just had a really good memory and picked up on every detail. It wasn’t her fault things just stuck. Anyway, her old man had been proud. So proud, in fact, that after she’d received her diploma, he’d taken them out and had gotten wasted. Then he’d robbed a local mart and had beaten the crap out of her a few hours later. Rob didn’t want to owe anybody anything and even though the Shadows called her family, she knew exactly what they were.
The three of them made their way over to the local Chuck E. Cheese for some cheese pizzas and root beer. As they walked the few blocks, they ran into other members of the gang. Soon there were eight of them walking along the dark road, and Rob had to admit that she felt more comfortable in the large group.
They were half a block away when she heard the low rumble of the car engine. Looking up, she saw the lights before anyone else did. It seemed like a lifetime, but in reality, it had taken less than a minute for her entire world to change.
When the cops arrived ten minutes later, there was no one left standing. The ambulance had pulled up a few seconds before the first officer on the scene. The paramedic had just stood and looked in horror.
Bonnie and Billy lay sprawled on each other. Tom and Craig, the two brothers, had tried to run, but were now lying face down three feet away. Jenny had been the first to get shot; she had a hole in her head that had turned her pretty blonde hair to a deep red. The other kids looked no better.
“Damn gang wars going on in my fucking backyard.” Detective Johns had been on the force for over fifteen years and had never seen anything like what he was looking at. Eight young kids, no older than his own boy, Stephan, had been gunned down half a block from the Chuck E. Cheese, where unknowing families were celebrating birthdays, eating pizza, and playing games.
What was this city coming to? He looked over the faces of the kids and felt his heart break a little.
“Any witnesses?” He already knew the answer, but had to ask anyway. Hell, he knew that even if someone had seen what had gone down, no one would step forward.
“No sir.” The young cop, whose face was whiter than a sheet of paper, stepped forward.
“Any IDs?” He knew that answer too. He looked down at a pretty blonde girl and remembered seeing her face on a runaway poster not too long ago.
Just then, he heard a small sound and looked over to a dark haired girl. Her eyelids fluttered. “Get that goddamn paramedic over here, ASAP! Damn it, man, didn’t you check for pulses?” He raced over to the girl and bent to check for one himself. Her pulse was strong and her skin felt warm. There was blood all over her face, arms, and legs. He ran his hands over her small body, checking for holes. He found none.
“Get your fucking pig hands off me!” It came out as a whisper.
“You just sit still girl, you hear me? Are you shot or hurt anywhere?”
“Get your hands off me,” she said again, this time with a little more strength.
“Just hang on here.” He shifted so the light fell on the girl’s face.
She looked down at her own hands and started frantically trying to rub the blood off onto her jeans.
“Get this off me! Damn it! Get it off me!” She continued to scrub at the blood, using her shirt now. A paramedic handed her a wipe and she went to work trying to clean herself up.
Detective Johns tried to angle her so her back was to the terrible scene. She continued to clean her hands and moved aside as she stood. The paramedics brought a gurney over.
“What’s your name?” the paramedic asked while helping her onto the gurney.
“None of your goddamn business,” she shot back, still cleaning her hands.
“It would do you a world of good to answer that question,” the detective said firmly. The girl looked up at him with large hazel eyes. He could see a small battle in her eyes, and he could see the intelligence radiating from her. This was a smart one, one to be watched, he thought.
She blinked. “Rob…Roberta Stanton.”
He smiled. “Well, Roberta Stanton, did you see who did this to your friends?”
The old man wasn’t half bad looking, Rob thought. Nice clear blue eyes, wide face, thinning blond hair. Looked like someone else’s old man, not hers.
“It was a late model Ford LTD, burgundy, license plate ACF…seven…something.” She shook her head. “There were three white guys; driver was a Hispanic girl about my age. Two had black hoods on, one had a ball cap, and the girl had red streaks in her hair.”
“How could you tell all that?” the younger EMT asked while he pulled the blood pressure cuff off her arm. They started to wheel her towards the ambulance.
“Good eyesight and memory, I guess,” she shrugged.
“How could you tell they were white if they had hoods on?” Detective Johns asked.
“White hands.” She looked over his shoulder to the pile of kids behind him. “They’re all dead?” She looked back to him.
“Yes, I’m afraid so. Roberta Stanton…Rob…will you help me get the people who took your family away?”
“They weren’t my family,” she said, but her eyes told him she was lying.
“Your friends then.” He stopped the gurney before the EMTs could put her in the back of the ambulance.
“Yeah, sure. What else have I got to do now?”
Ten years later:
She pulled herself up one last time. Her arms screamed with pain, and her muscles burned from carrying her one hundred-twenty frame. Her eyes were focused straight ahead, not really seeing anything.
“Damn, Rob, how many pull-ups do you do every day?” Rookie Steve Ratter asked from the weight bench next to the chin-up bars.
“One hundred,” Sergeant Johns said from behind her.
Breathing outwards slowly, she lowered herself down and wrapped a white towel around her neck. Her arms screamed, her hands ached, and she felt alive. “Nowhere near that many Sergeant, and you know it.”
“Rob, I’ve watched you every day for the past ten years now, and know damn well you do one hundred pull-ups every day of your miserable life. Don’t be so modest. Rookie”—the Sergeant pointed over to the young man bending over to tie his shoe—“you’d do well to learn discipline from the detective here. She’s not only the smartest cop working on the force”—he got a bunch of laughs from the room at that remark—“she’s the toughest.” The room went silent.
Rob could see the pride showing on the old man’s face. It had been ten years since that terrible night her life had changed. The old man had taken her in like she was his own. She’d finished Police Academy in record time, then went on to get her detective badge faster than anyone in Portland’s history. She’d taken a year off to do some traveling, thanks to a big bonus she’d gotten one year, but now she had a small apartment on the south side in a nice, quiet neighborhood, a used car that was paid off, and a cat named Jack. She hadn’t changed all that much, but one thing was for sure—she was on the right side of the law now. The gold ring on her right finger was a constant reminder of where she had come from.
When she’d gotten to the hospital ten years ago, they had searched her pockets and come up with the black silk box. She hadn’t even looked inside it that night, not until Detective Johns had come knocking the next morning. The place she had robbed had reported money missing, but not a ring. They had found the money on Billy and had blamed him. The ring was hers to keep and her burden of the truth.
Now she was the best detective in Portland. She and Detective Johns had taken only two months to track down the killers of the seven kids that night. All four members of the rival gang were now serving life sentences, thanks to her testimony.
She was a little rough around the edges, but she was a cop, and felt she had always been destined to be one. Everything leading up to that night ten years ago had prepared her for this life.
“Detective Stanton?” A uniformed officer stood in the doorway.
“Yo,” she said, wiping her face with the towel and waving her hand. He walked over and handed her a file for her next case.
Ric Derby had always lived a pampered life. He’d gone to the finest schools his mother’s money could buy, he’d driven the fastest cars his father’s money could buy, and he’d dated the loosest women, who all wanted his money.
He’d never had to scrape for anything. That was until he decided to go into business for himself. At twenty-two, he’d purchased his first building. Not a house on the upper side, but an old brick building in LA that was half falling down, half burned down. In under a year, the place had been remodeled and opened as his first business. The Blue Spot was more than a gallery; it was a work of art itself, and his only love. He remembered the two years of struggling after he’d opened the place. If it hadn’t been for Megan Kimble, now Megan Jordan, he was sure that The Blue Spot wouldn’t have been as successful as it was now. With six “Spots” now opened on the West coast, he was even more successful than his parents had been at his age.
His gallery’s art ranged from small time painters to some of the best-known painter/sculptures in modern times. He had over four thousand clients and almost two hundred artists under contract.
It was nine in the morning on a Friday and his place was crowded. Unfortunately, it was black and whites that crowded the old building in Portland, not patrons.
His assistant, Mark Walker, lay face down in a pool of blood. The walls were not blank, as he’d thought they might be. Instead, he noticed only a few places that were now sitting empty.
Had Mark walked in on the burglary? Or had it been an inside job? Mark had only worked for him the last six or so months. Rita, his old assistant, had retired earlier that year. She’d been almost sixty, and in the previous two years she’d gone from frail to fragile before his eyes. The cancer she’d battled for years would claim her life less than two weeks after her retirement. But now, as Ric looked over at the white sheet that covered his latest assistant, it wasn’t the thought of the young man’s body that caused his stomach to roll, it was the lost work from the walls. He wasn’t coldhearted. In fact, he was deeply saddened by Mark’s death. But it was starting to appear that Mark had let the thieves in.
He was standing behind the reception desk giving a uniformed officer his statement when she walked in. The whole room seemed to stop, and everyone turned their heads and watched her glide in. She walked with such fluid motion that his first thought was that she must have been a dancer. She had on dark sunglasses, a dark gray blazer, black slacks that fit just right, and black dusty boots with a slight heel. He could just make out a white shirt under her blazer. No ruffles, no earrings, no jewelry except for a gold ring on her right hand. Her hair was tied back into a long braid that flowed almost all the way down her back. It was black—not just a dark shade of brown, but jet black. She stood at about five-foot-seven, had curves in the right places, and an attitude that demanded respect.
He watched as she moved over to the side of the room where Mark lay sprawled out and then leaned over and quickly removed the sheet.
Ric looked at her face, looking for any signs of emotion. Nothing. She had removed her sunglasses, and hadn’t even batted an eyelash. He noticed that she took in the whole picture. Removing the sheet completely, she leaned over Mark for several minutes as her partner walked around the room taking notes about the empty spots on the walls. Her partner was a tall blond man who had a young face. He was writing down information from the bronze plates that sat underneath each painting.
“Mr. Derby, it appears that you’ve been assigned Detective Stanton. Rob will most likely want to ask you some more questions. Do you have an office?” the officer who had been taking his statement asked him.
“Yes, just up those stairs on the left.” Ric looked over at the large blond man. So this was Detective Rob Stanton. All the uniformed cops had been talking about the man all morning. The best detective in Portland, or so they had all said. Ric was really more curious about the man’s partner than the tall blond man himself.
Ric headed up the stairs and noticed his office door stood open and the lights were on. No doubt the police had come and gone, searching for suspects or other clues. His office had been gone through, but the safe behind Allison Jordan’s Fairy Queen painting sat untouched. It appeared the painting had hidden the safe successfully.
His Louis VI desk, however, hadn’t fared so well. The chair was smashed and lying in pieces against the east wall. The desk itself was still standing, but there were what appeared to be claw marks on the smooth surface. The drawers had been thrown and pieces were scattered about the room. Taking stock, he noticed that one would have to be rebuilt completely while the other simply needed a little sanding and polish. The easel that sat in the corner or the room, which he used for new art, was a total loss.
He leaned down and pulled out a file that had fallen under his desk.
“I wouldn’t touch anything just yet,” she said from the doorway.
The man had a nice butt, she noted. She enjoyed the view as he bent down to retrieve a manila folder from under the desk. He wore a suit that looked like it had just come from the cleaners, pressed and starched. Yet to look at his hands and face, one would think that he’d be more comfortable on some beach with a board in one hand and sex wax in the other.
His blond hair was short with a slight wave, and his face and hands were so tanned, one could tell he spent a lot of time outdoors. She could tell the difference between the fake-n-bakes versus a real suntan any day. His was real.
What was this man doing in a suit on Friday morning when the place didn’t open until noon? At her voice, he stood up and turned towards her. She pegged him at about six-foot-one, one ninety-eight—a well-defined one ninety-eight. Blond, blue eyed rich boy who had never seen a day of trouble in his life. She hated him right off the bat.
“I think it might be safe to straighten up a little,” he said, setting the folder on the tattered desk.
“If I say leave it, leave it. Are we clear?” Walking behind his desk, she walked right up to the picture and pulled it back, exposing the safe. “Nothing missing from the safe here?” She pulled out a note pad and started writing.
“No, it appears that our thief or thieves didn’t know it existed.”
“Or they didn’t want what was in it.” She turned to look at him. “How much money is in there and what documents? I’ll need a full report.”
“Why do you need to know what wasn’t taken?” He asked, leaning against the desk.
“Mr. Derby, if this was an inside job, as I suspect, I’ll need to know everything.” She pulled one of the black leather chairs upright and took a seat.
“Shall we begin?” She flipped a page on her notepad.
“I was told Detective Stanton would be handling this job? Would you rather wait for him?” He smiled at her.
“I’m Detective Rob Stanton,” she said, not looking up from her note pad.
Crossing her legs, Rob continued, “My partner has compiled a list of paintings missing from your walls. I’ll need a complete inventory of any other items that were taken. I assume you have a storage room?” She looked up.
“Yes, of course, Detective.” He crossed his arms and leaned onto the desk. She had hazel eyes. When was the last time he’d seen someone with true hazel eyes? Her lips were unpainted, which of course just drew his eyes to them. She licked them and looked back down at her pad.
“When we are done here, you can show me. Let’s start with where you were between the hours of ten o’clock last night and four o’clock this morning.”
Two hours later, Ric led Detective Rob Stanton downstairs to his storeroom.
Mark’s body had been removed, so all that was left of him was a large bloodstain and white tape marking the spot where his body had lain. At this time, two of his employees had shown up and were being questioned by Detective Stanton’s partner.
Julie, his newest employee, was quietly crying into a white tissue provided by the officer.
The storeroom’s heavy door had been kicked in and now hung on one hinge. They had dusted it for fingerprints, and he could see the fine powder all over the surface.
As he walked beside the detective, he put a hand on her back, trying to lead her away from the dusty door. She stopped and looked at him, then looked at his hand and raised her eyebrows. He kept his hand in place and smiled back at her. This wasn’t a woman who wanted to be led anywhere. He’d seen plenty of independent women in his time, but there was something different behind her eyes. It was almost as if she felt she had to prove herself.
In total, eleven paintings and four sculptures had been stolen. Of those eleven paintings, seven were Allison’s.
“Tell me more about Allison Adams,” Rob said, walking around the large storeroom. She walked over and placed her hand on the worn windowsill. The window and locks were new but the old wood still showed signs of her life long ago. She ran her hand over the smooth surface and smiled to herself. “You’re credited with discovering her, correct?”
“Yes, well it’s Allison Jordan now. And Megan Jordan really did the discovering, as you put it. Allison was one of the first local Oregon artists featured here in the Portland Spot.”
Rob turned away from the window and walked over to pick up a small painting of a naked man who was half horse, half man. She studied it and placed it back down. “Is her art one of the most expensive that you sell?”
“No, actually. That’s the puzzling part. I have paintings that are worth three times what hers go for and those weren’t touched. The sculptures were from another local artist, Diego Stephens. Two of his pieces that were taken were fairly new. The other two sculptures were from a well-known artist from Greece.” He watched her walk around the room putting notes in her pad. She was efficient; it seemed like nothing she did wasted time.
“Are you in any way romantically linked with any employee or client?” she asked, stopping and looking directly at him.
He smiled a little. “Why Detective Stanton, are you trying to hit on me?” He had hoped to get a flush, or a quick denial, but what he got in return was ice. Her eyes went from a warm brandy to a cold hazel in less than a second.
“Mr. Derby, maybe you don’t take what you do seriously, but around here”—she paced around the room, and he could tell she was on a roll—“I’m in charge of finding out who murdered one of your employees and stole several thousands of dollars’ worth of art. Now, if you—”
“Millions,” he interjected.
“Millions, what?” she asked and turned back towards him.
“Millions of dollars’ worth of art. Not thousands.” He smiled, noting her jaw had dropped a little.
“Mr. Derby, are you telling me that the eleven paintings and four sculptures that were stolen add up to a million dollars?”
“No, Detective.” He walked closer to her to get a reaction from her. At least that’s what he told himself. He backed her up until she was against the cupboard and countertop. “I’m telling you that several of the paintings and sculptures that were stolen were worth millions. The total for the fifteen pieces stolen would be in the range of $8.3 million. Over $8 million worth of artwork walked out of my gallery last night.” He smiled when he got the response he wanted from her. Irritation crossed her face and was quickly replaced with anger. He didn’t know why, but that pleased him.
“You want to back off now, Mr. Derby.”
“No, I don’t think I do, Detective.” He reached over her head and flipped open a cupboard behind her. Then he punched in a code on a keypad that sat on the back wall. A hidden door to the right slid open silently.
Rob looked at him and then walked around him into a small dark room. It was no bigger than a broom closet, but it held four large screen monitors.
“Hiding something are you, Mr. Derby?” She walked over and scanned the screens.
Two of the screens displayed the front gallery; one faced the front door, and the other faced away from the doorway. One screen showed his office and the other showed the back storeroom. She could see the other officers out front, still talking to his staff members.
“No, Detective. I’m just showing the officer in charge what she needs to solve my case. You didn’t really think I wouldn’t have surveillance on a multi billion-dollar business, did you?” He smiled again when irritation crossed her face. Why it pleased him so much to see it, he didn’t know.
“Can I assume that everything is recorded?” She leaned her hip on the small desk and crossed her arms.
Ric smiled in response.
“Detective Stanton, get your skinny butt in my office now!” Sergeant Johns bellowed.
“You did it this time, Stanton.” Detective Tom Thomas had been her partner for six years so she knew when he was joking and when he was serious. This was neither. She got the feeling something was up, but she wasn’t quite sure what.
Setting down her pen, she marched into the Sergeant’s office, prepared to defend herself no matter what the circumstances were.
“What’s up, Sarge?” she asked, walking into the office. Her appearance would have fooled anyone. On the outside, she appeared totally at ease, but inside she felt dread, just as she always did when the Sergeant said those words. Sergeant Mike Johns was more than her commander; he was the father she had always hoped for. He’d actually been like a father to her for ten years now, whether he knew it or not.
“What’s up Sarge? What’s up Sarge?” he mimicked her. “I’ll tell you what’s up.” He walked over and yanked back the blinds on the windows that faced the bullpen. Rob looked over and saw every officer in her department standing on the other side of the glass. Tom had a large cake in his hands with ten lit candles. Everyone had large smiles on their faces and screamed, “Happy Birthday, Rob.”
The sergeant walked over and gave his honorary daughter a kiss on the head and patted her arm.
“What? What is all this?” She stood up straight and looked into his eyes.
“You didn’t think we’d forget did you?”
Rob knew everyone in the whole Portland police department knew where she had come from. It was heartwarming how everyone had pooled together to surprise her, and she felt proud to be part of something so great.
Today wasn’t really her birthday. She had never really told anyone her actual birth date and wasn’t sure of the date herself. After starting her new life, she’d had to apply for simple things like a social security card and a driver’s license. It had taken the sergeant a few months to pull the strings necessary to get new documents for her. None of them were the originals, but it hadn’t really mattered to her.
The sergeant had always celebrated her birthday on the anniversary of the shooting. She viewed this as a renewal birthday of some sorts, anyway, so she’d gone along with it.
After all, she’d started fresh ten years ago, and as she looked out at the faces across the glass, she realized she actually felt like part of a family again. Who needed a real family when she had these goofy people who were currently eyeballing the triple layer chocolate cake like it was a gift sent from the heavens?
“Don’t pull this shit on me, sir. You know this is just another of your excuses to eat cake.” She saw a smile creep across his face. “Didn’t your doctor say you can’t eat anything high in sugar?” She walked over and quickly blew out the candles to loud cheers.
John’s gave her a dirty look and said something even dirtier under his breath. “I guess one small piece won’t hurt. That is, since it is a special occasion. Ten years of putting up with you, that is.” Everyone broke out laughing.
There must be a party going on, Ric thought as he walked into an empty lobby at the police department. He held the DVD copies of his surveillance tapes. Because the feed was live and uploaded via internet to a security firm in Dallas, he’d had to get them sent overnight. They had been delivered less than a half hour ago, so he figured instead of having them couriered over to the department, he would deliver them himself so he’d have an excuse to see the detective again.
There was a large woman sitting in the lobby. She was reading a book and didn’t even bother to look up when he walked in. A long hall led towards the back of the building, and he saw an older cop walking towards him with a large piece of cake in his hands. Ric met him halfway down the hallway. “I’m looking for Detective Rob Stanton.”
The man looked at him and grunted. “Down the hall. Can’t miss her.” He continued on his way, eating the cake.
Ric watched the man disappear towards the front, then he turned and walked into a large room. There were desks in rows all over the room, and towards the back there were a series of glass offices. There must have been about thirty cops standing around, all with their backs towards him, cheering. Then one large cop moved aside and there she was. She was being kissed by an even larger cop. He noticed that she was smiling.
He’d thought she was pretty before, but when she smiled, she was…well…radiant. He smiled in return and he didn’t even know why. Just then she looked over and caught sight of him. Her smile disappeared quickly and the warmth was replaced with ice.
He nodded and kept smiling. He walked towards her and she met him halfway across the room.
“Mr. Derby, how can the Portland Police help you today?” Her voice was smooth and in control.
“Detective.” He continued to smile at her. She wore a burgundy short sleeve shirt today with black slacks that were very appealing. She had boots on again, this time with a little taller heel, and, he noted, silver stud earrings. The gold ring still sat on her right finger.
“Can I help you?” she asked again, this time a little more impatiently.
“Can we talk somewhere?” He nodded, holding up the DVDs.
Rob looked at them. “Sure, follow me.” She walked down another hallway and into one of the interrogation rooms that had a TV and DVD player.
“Have you checked these out?” she asked, putting in the first DVD.
“Yes,” he said.
She switched the lights lower and pulled up two chairs.
The surveillance footage was queued to Thursday night at eleven fifteen p.m. She leaned over and hit the start button.
About thirty seconds later, Mark Walker walked in the front door using his keys. Then he reset the alarm and paced the floor for a few minutes. She noticed that he hadn’t turned on any lights. The camera must have an infrared night mode.
Then three large men approached the front door and Mark let them in. They stood in the gallery and argued for a few minutes before one of the men—a bald, large man—pulled a gun from his jacket pocket and, to the shock of his companions, shot Mark in the chest. Mark hit the floor—no movement, no twitching, no gasping for a last breath.
The three men argued some more, the bald man waving the gun in the direction of the other two men. Then it appeared they all agreed.
When they got to work, the bald man walked over and pointed to the pieces he wanted. While his companions, a large Mexican and a thin, dark haired man, collected the art, he walked to the back room.
He could be seen on the other screen kicking in the storeroom door and, more quickly now, pulling the two pieces that were taken from there. He walked over and placed his palm on the brick wall next to the window. He opened the blinds and stood there for a minute with his hand raised as if he was signaling someone. Then he turned and walked back to the front room where the three men walked up the stairs together. They could be seen on the next camera pulling the desk drawers out of Ric’s desk and throwing them across the room. One man slammed the easel against the wall, and the other toppled the chairs.
The bald man sat in Ric’s chair and looked through his paperwork. What were they looking for? One of the other men walked over and yanked the fairy picture back and pointed to the safe. The bald man argued with the others for another minute, and they left. The bald one put the fairy painting back in place and walked out. They loaded up the art and closed the door behind them. The room sat dark, with Mark’s body lying on the wood floor.
“I think you can file this one as an inside job,” Ric said when Rob turned on the lights.
“What were they searching for?” she asked, sitting back down and turning towards him.
She noticed that he was in a dark gray suit today, and he wore his standard blue tie, which was a darker shade of blue today. She had pulled his file, what file there was on the man. It appeared that he was squeaky clean. He ran his business, paid his taxes, dated models or actresses, and had no police record, not even a speeding ticket on file in Oregon or California. Rob didn’t like it, or him.
He had come into her office today smiling. She hated it when he smiled. He had perfect teeth, a perfect smile, and a perfect body to go with the package.
“How should I know?” He leaned back in his chair and watched her put on her “cop mask.” Her eyes had been raking him up and down and he thought he’d seen a hint of attraction once or twice. But now her face now was blank of emotion, her eyes were cold, and he could just see the wheels turning.
“Do you know any of those men besides Mr. Walker?” She tilted her head slightly.
“No, nor have I seen them in the gallery. I’ve been spending the last couple of months in my LA offices, and have just recently arrived in town.”
“Do you know why they didn’t break into your safe?”
“Maybe because it’s the latest and best safe on the market?” Ric leaned forward a little.
“Oh, please, I could crack it in under five minutes. Try again.” She leaned back and smiled when his eyebrows shot up. “I haven’t always been a cop, you know.”
“You know, Detective, I believe you could open my safe in under five minutes. You asked for a list of items not taken.” He pulled out a folder from the briefcase he had set down. “This is a dummy safe. No items of value were in there, and from the looks of the tape, the bald man knew it. How would he know it? Mark Walker didn’t even know it. In fact, the only two people who knew it was a dummy safe were me and my old assistant, Rita Barns, who passed away six months ago.”
Rob looked over the list he’d given her. One thing you could say about Ric Derby, he was thorough. Not only did the file consist of a list, but pictures of the paintings and sculptures. There was a neatly typed page titled “items in safe at The Blue Spot, Portland Offices.”
“If this is a dummy safe, what is this list?” Rob held up the paper.
“I said that the safe behind the Fairy painting was a dummy safe, that doesn’t mean there isn’t a real safe in the building.” He smiled a little.
“I’m intrigued.” She leaned towards him and looked him directly in the eyes. He could tell she was trying to gauge him.
He continued without faltering, a small smile formed on his lips.
“Is it your birthday?” He broke the silence.
She blinked and leaned back. “No.” She looked back down at the list.
“Celebrating then?” He noticed her scent, subtle and fresh. He wanted to lean in for a closer smell.
Looking back up, her eyes met his. “It’s a pseudo birthday. I’d like another look at your place,” she said, without emotion.
“Can’t stand it, can you?” He leaned back now and watched the irritation cross her eyes again.
“What?” She stood and walked over to collect the DVDs.
“Not knowing where the safe is.” He also stood and walked closer to her.
“Mr. Derby, this is an official police matter. I would simply like to get more…” She broke off. He was smiling at her. No, he wasn’t just smiling, he was grinning like a damn kid, he was having so much fun. “Fine! Yes, it’s driving me crazy.” She admitted.
“Good, shall we then?” He walked out the door after her.
“I have a few loose ends to tie up here first.” She sighed as they looked across the room at the large group of cops still huddled around the quickly disappearing cake.
In a dark car with tinted windows, a dark man sat, waiting and watching.
Not everything had gone according to his plan. That brat Mark Walker had not done his job. He had been assured that everything would be in place, and when it hadn’t been, Kenny had taken matters into his own hands. He couldn’t blame the man; the plan had been to get rid of the kid all along.
Now he had to rethink everything. He was used to getting what he wanted, whenever he wanted it. He might just have to take matters into his own hands, but he hated getting his hands dirty. Ric Derby had crossed a line and he needed to prove to the man that no one messed with him or his family.
Looking across the street, he watched an old Oldsmobile pull up in front of the brick building. When he saw the woman emerge from the driver’s side, he decided it wouldn’t be so bad to get his hands dirty after all.
Rob had a large file sitting beside her in her car as she drove to the gallery. Most of it was filled with images and information on Ric Derby. She’d gone through every news article she could get her hands on to learn more about him, and she’d quickly marked him off her main list of suspects. The robbery footage was just the icing on the cake that she needed. Did she think he had anything to do with the theft and murder? No. It was more than her gut that told her that, too. That didn’t mean she’d ruled him out completely; his name was still on her backup list.
She couldn’t help noticing all the beautiful women he had draped over his arm in most of the photos. It appeared he never held on to them for long, though. The only woman she’d seen him with more than once was Allison Jordan. There had been a dozen or so shots of them clinging to each other. Rob didn’t know if he was still in a relationship with the model-beautiful woman now that she was married. The woman was almost the same height as Ric, and blonde and beautiful. The pair looked like a modern day Ken and Barbie. Jealousy wasn’t an emotion she usually felt, and she didn’t like feeling the slight twinge she had gotten when she’d looked at the woman on Ric’s arm.
She was running late, and she knew she shouldn’t have planned to swing by the gallery tonight. But she could never really pass up a challenge, and she saw Mr. Derby as just that.
She’d seen the spark in his eyes—pure, simple attraction. She had never been one to deny herself, as long as it didn’t interfere with her job, but Ric Derby would interfere with her current job. She needed to keep her focus on his quaint little shop and not his tight little butt.
When she stepped into the old building, memories flashed like pictures in her mind. She saw herself jimmying the back window open with her pocketknife, bent over the small safe, and curled up sick with the flu in the corner with nothing but a light jacket and a can of beans. This place had too many memories for her liking. She felt a shiver run down her spine. Quickly straightening it, she walked through the doors.
Ric had been watching the detective. Her eyes had been glazed when she had first stepped in, then a shiver ran down her and he could see the “cop mask” being pulled down. Taking his time, he made his way over to where she stood looking at a large portrait painted by another local artist.
“See anything you like?” he asked easily. He noticed she hadn’t changed and her shirt now had a dark stain on the front.
She tilted her head to the left a little. “Is this what I think it is?” she asked, looking deeper at the painting.
Ric smiled. “Depends on what you think it is.”
She turned away quickly and looked up at him. He had a great smile and she felt herself being pulled in.
“Mr. Derby, you do know that this”—she pointed towards the painting in question—“is illegal in several states, and here you have it up on your walls for everyone to see.”
Ric laughed. “Detective, it’s just a painting. The viewer sees what they want to see. I see a large maple tree myself. Maybe you should tell me exactly what it is that you see?” He tilted his head to the left a little, mimicking her move.
“Never mind,” she said, quickly moving to the next picture. “You were going to show me around?” she hinted when he laughed at her again. She loathed and liked his smile; he had a carefree way about him. She knew all too well that men like him could get what they wanted, when they wanted it, which was all the more reason for her to keep it professional.
“I believe what you wanted to see is back here.” He put his hand lightly on her back and walked her towards the stairs.
“I don’t believe it.” She stood over the hole, looking down at a thing of beauty. “I never thought I would see one of these in my life.” She bent down and ran her fingers lightly over the cold metal.
The Brown safe was a thing of wonder. She’d only seen two others in her whole life, but had never been able to touch one until now. Looking back up at Ric, she ran her fingers over the metal again.
“May I?”
He smiled. “If you think you can.” He stood with his back propped against the bathroom stall. She was just so official and he could see a blush seeping into her cheeks. He knew she was more excited about his safe than she let on.
He’d done a little research on his detective, and it appears that Roberta Stanton had been a little hell raiser in her youth. However, on her eighteenth birthday, she’d enrolled in the Portland Police Academy and less than two years later had been promoted to detective, becoming the youngest detective in the history of Oregon.
Now he watched her as she took a deep breath and leaned down to try to break into his safe.
Fifteen minutes later, Ric and Roberta walked out of the men’s restroom, laughing.
“That’s why I bought a Brown safe.” He stopped at the base of the stairs. “And another reason I put it where it is.” He smiled at her.
“I can assure you that even with my expertise, I would have never thought to look for that in there.” She smiled, enjoying the way he looked a little more relaxed. This was the first time she had seen him so, and it had only added to his appeal.
“If you don’t think outside the box, how are you supposed to protect what’s yours?”
She got the feeling he was talking about more than his safe when he said that, and wanted to take a step back, but she held her ground.
“Would you care for some tea?” He nodded towards his office.
Looking down at her watch she said, “I can’t, actually, I’m already late.” She took a step backwards. “Thank you for showing me, well, everything.” She smiled and backed away further.
“How about lunch?” he asked casually.
She stopped and looked at him, hard. He looked relaxed, standing in the lobby of his multimillion dollar art store and he was asking an ex-thief out. Did he know? Would he care?
“Can’t, you’re a case. See you later.” She didn’t give him a chance to reply as she quickly walked out. She needed to get out of there, away from his infectious smile.
He enjoyed watching her walk out of his place. The woman kept amazing him. He enjoyed discovering new things about her each time they met. And he was looking forward to learning even more.
You can think of a lot of crazy things when you’re flying through the air upside down. At times like this, Rob always seemed to think of grocery lists, or paperwork she had forgotten to file. Her mind always cleared up, though, after hitting the mat, when the wind was knocked out of her temporarily.
She loved it. Looking up and over, she could see the smile on Craig’s face. He must have lost a tooth since last week. Now his smile was not only shockingly handsome, it was downright cute.
Better not mention that to him, though. Rob knew that even though he was only ten, he’d had a crush on her for the last year. And any mention of it caused the skinny ten year old to break out in a beet red blush that covered his face and neck.
“Have you been working out, Craig?” Rob pulled herself up from the mat. “I swear I’m going to have to start asking you to pull some of your energy back so I don’t get thrown through the wall.” The pair bowed and Craig giggled.
Rob had been teaching at Mr. K’s for almost eight years now. She had attended classes for two years, and then after receiving her fourth black belt, she had decided to try her hand at teaching. She ended up being one of the top teachers at the large studio.
Now there were people who changed their schedules to Tuesday or Thursday evenings just to attend her classes. She still did one-on-one training with several of the younger kids from troubled homes once a week. She made sure that Mr. K didn’t charge for those classes. She also did several special classes each year for self-defense for women. That was one of her more popular classes and was usually booked solid.
“Shall we try that again?” she asked, circling around the young boy with a huge grin on her face that matched his.
It was one of those days Ric would have rather avoided. After spending two hours on the phone with one of his art dealers, he wanted to throw something against the wall. He paced up and down his small office and swore he would never deal with the Indian Government again. They were one of the worst embassies to deal with, at least when it came to their artists. The Egyptians, Chinese, and even the Russians had nothing on them. They were not eager to export their art, especially when it came to their new artist, who just happened to be a woman on top of it all.
Tossing down the file he had on Sannidhi Rangan, or Sandi as she prefer to be called by the Americans, he felt even more disgusted at them for holding women back, culturally. Not only was Sandi's art being held by the country— for religious reasons, they claimed—but now it appeared that the seventeen year old girl was nowhere to be found.
He opened the file and looked at the young girl’s face. All he could see from beneath her hijab where her dark eyes, but he could see deep desires within them. The dull colors of the garment did little to extinguish the flames in the young girl’s eyes. Her art had been something Ric had immediately desired. He knew it was not only one of a kind, but something that would eventually become an enormous asset to both him and the young woman who’d created it.
Usually he didn’t deal with artists so far away. But when an old friend had pulled him aside at his last art show in London, he’d taken one look at the piece he’d brought with him and had wanted to sign her on immediately. He’d talked to the girl only once, when he’d made arrangements for her to fly out to New York for a meeting. She’d never gotten on the flight and he hadn’t heard from her since then.
Ric stormed out of his office and headed downstairs to talk to Kimberly, his new, temporary assistant. He didn’t have any time to go looking for a permanent assistant just now. He had a stack of resumes to choose from—they took up an entire corner of his desk—but knowing he had to find someone by the end of the month caused him even more stress.
When he walked down the wide staircase that sat along the brick wall in his main gallery, Ric noticed a tall, dark haired man hovering over Kimberly. He could tell by the young girl’s face that she was transfixed and thoroughly enjoying the conversation.
Speeding his steps, he reached the pair and vaguely overheard part of the conversation.
“Of course not, Mr. Cardone. I don’t mind giving you a call,” Kimberly said, almost purring the remark. She looked over as Ric approached.
When the man turned around, Ric guessed that he was a few years younger than he was. Where Ric’s features where light, marking his father’s Scandinavian heritage, this man was almost his complete opposite. Ric had a dark tan from hours of running along the beach in the California sun, but this man’s skin was dark due to his Mediterranean heritage. That would also account for the thickness of his accent. His black hair was slicked back, and his dark eyes ran up and down Ric as if he were weighing his options.
Then he extended a hand and said, “Mr. Derby, I’m Dante Cardone. I’ve been doing business with you for several years now.”
Ric remembered the name. He’d never seen the man in person, though; he usually attended auctions over the phone or computer. Never in the three years he’d worked with him had he seen a picture of him, let alone seen him face to face.
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