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      I’D BEEN SCOPING the place for a week. That seemed a long time, but this wouldn’t be a traditional dognapping. Not that I had much of a basis
         for comparison. I had never dognapped before, though I had taken a few catnaps.
      

      I focused my binoculars on the area between the cabin and the million-dollar mountain home. They were a good fifty yards apart.
         It was an old two-room cabin and its windows were protected from the winter wind by faded pine shutters. But for a dozen empty
         antifreeze containers piled near the door, there was no sign the cabin was in use.
      

      The animal was chained to a tall pine about halfway between the cabin and the residence. He had maybe thirty feet of slack.
         He lay in a plywood doghouse, his muzzle resting near its entrance. His expression showed boredom and sadness. The water in
         his metal bowl had long since frozen.
      

      There were two Harleys parked in front of the home—the fewest I had seen yet. I’d been there four hours this day and seen
         only two men. One was about fifty and looked like Jerry Garcia a few years before his death. The other was a lanky ponytailed
         man in his early thirties, who walked from the house to the cabin every few hours with a machine pistol in one hand. Both
         displayed tattoos on their faces and hands, and they probably bore more beneath their winter clothes. Neither fit Bugg’s description.
         I decided I would make my move tonight.
      

      It wasn’t quite dark enough. I walked through the dense pines about a half mile back to the F-150 I’d parked just off a county
         road. Had anyone looked through the shell into the back of the truck, they would have seen a chain saw, a few dozen logs,
         and some camping gear. My hope was they would assume I had been cutting firewood.
      

      I placed the binoculars on the passenger seat, then removed my parka and tossed it into the truck as well. If things got hairy,
         I didn’t want bulky winter clothes slowing me down. A down-filled vest over a flannel shirt over a high-tech undershirt would
         keep me warm enough. I clasped my hands together, then brought them to my mouth and blew on them to keep them warm. Tiny clouds
         of mist spiraled before me as I exhaled. It was the third Tuesday in November—Thanksgiving was two days away—and though there
         was little snow on the ground, there was moisture in the air. The thermometer in my truck showed twenty-six degrees.
      

      It was overcast. No stars were visible and the moon was nowhere to be seen. As the last remnants of the day’s light vanished,
         it became wonderfully dark. There would never be a better time to do it.
      

      I climbed into the truck, placed the keys in the ignition, and started her up. I waited a few minutes, then exited the vehicle,
         leaving the driver’s door slightly ajar, but not enough to cause the dome light to come on. If someone came along and stole
         it in the next twenty minutes, I’d be shit out of luck. Chances of that happening on a Tuesday night in a national forest
         were slim. I checked my Velcro shoulder holster; the Glock was still there.
      

      The hike back to Bugg’s secluded mountain home took ten minutes. The wind hadn’t changed, so I was able to approach without
         the dog picking up my scent. The trees surrounding the home had been cleared to a distance of one hundred feet in an effort
         to make it more defensible in the event of a forest fire. I stopped before I hit the clearing and surveyed the area one last
         time. I donned a black ski mask to protect my identity, then got down on my belly and started crawling toward the dog. He
         was awake but resting on his side with a vacant look. I was within twenty feet when he raised his magnificent head and scanned
         the area. I didn’t want him barking. Still on my belly, I removed a roast beef sandwich—one I had purchased at the B&F just
         for this purpose—from my vest pocket and tossed it at him. Then I sprinted.
      

      He let out two melodic barks, then went to work on the meat. I unhooked the chain from his collar and snapped my leash into
         place. With the dog now under my control, I started running back to the trees. He ran alongside, as if we’d been friends for
         years, gulping the sandwich as we went. As we hit the trees a man inside the home yelled, “Fuck!”
      

      We continued toward the truck. I heard a door slam. Floodlights suddenly illuminated the house and cabin, but I was back into
         the trees by then. “Something’s going down!” the man yelled. “Check the cabin.” One of the Harleys roared to life. I continued
         running, dodging the pines as best I could. It was incredibly dark in the forest, and my forty-something face took more than
         one hit from low branches weighed down by accumulated snow. The bike noise grew faint as the rider headed to the highway.
      

      The dog dropped what was left of the sandwich and tried to go back for it, but I yanked the leash hard. By this time I had
         my second wind and was running at a good clip given the darkness and rough terrain. It was a good thing I had the dog with
         me, because mountain lions can be unforgiving if you startle them.
      

      I smelled the exhaust from my truck, then saw the truck itself. I reached the truck and opened the driver’s door. The dog
         jumped right in and I followed suit. Headlights off, I drove down the dirt road at a moderate speed toward Colorado Highway
         72 just west of Ward. All I had to do was make the highway without coming into contact with the bike.
      

      I was less than two hundred yards from the pavement when a single headlight appeared and started toward me. Think fast, Pepper,
         I told myself. I didn’t want to shoot the guy, but I didn’t want him to get a look at my truck either. I could have clipped
         him with the truck, but somebody might have noticed the damage to my vehicle and put two and two together. I punched the accelerator
         and went straight at him. When I was twenty yards away I turned on my brights. He held one hand up to his eyes to dim the
         glare. It was Jerry Garcia. I blasted my horn and swerved to the right just as I met him. He took a nasty spill and ended
         up in the drainage on the side of the road. I killed my headlights, turned right at the pavement, and headed home to Nederland.
      

      I had trouble sleeping that night. Dognapping gets my adrenaline flowing. This is particularly true when the dog is a champion
         bluetick coonhound owned by the leader of the Sons of Satan.
      

   
      2

      AT NINE THE NEXT MORNING I was enjoying a cup of hot coffee in the plush reception area of the downtown Denver offices of Keane, Simms & Mercante.
         My cup had the firm’s logo emblazoned on it. I had known “Big” Matt Simms more than fifteen years. We had formed a law firm
         after I had left the U.S. attorney’s office. Matt was now a prominent attorney and the managing partner of what had grown
         to be a nine-person firm. I had left the practice of law some years back, primarily because of burnout, but my former partners
         had voted not to change the firm’s name. They did not do this out of affection for me; they did it because the firm had invested
         a lot of money in that name over the years. Or, as Matt had so eloquently summarized the decision, “I don’t want to have to
         pay some fucker to design a new logo.”
      

      “Would you like more coffee, Mr. Keane?” the receptionist asked. She was a tall brunette with pouty lips and fine cheekbones.
         Late twenties. Her dress was made of satin or something like it, and the vertical black and white stripes of the fabric only
         served to accent her curves. I had seen her once or twice before when visiting Matt in connection with the projects he occasionally
         asks me to undertake. She was beautiful but maintained a certain formality she felt was expected at a first-rate law firm,
         and I suspected that had deterred many a man from asking her out.
      

      “More coffee would be wonderful,” I said. She retrieved my cup and saucer, then returned with a fresh cup. I started reading
         the Rocky Mountain News. The big stories concerned Islamic militants, a new report on global warming, and tax cuts for the rich. “Thank God for cabernet
         and antidepressants,” I muttered.
      

      A few minutes later Matt strolled toward me and extended his hand. A former offensive lineman at Colorado State, Matt stands
         six-two and weighs in at about 270 pounds. His ego is even bigger. We shook hands.
      

      “Thanks for coming on short notice,” he said. His collar was unbuttoned and his sleeves rolled up, his brown, wavy hair a
         bit disheveled. “How was the drive in?” He had already turned around and was heading for his office. Not even looking at me.
      

      “Glad I don’t do it every day,” I said. It is forty-six miles from my mountain home in Nederland to downtown Denver. “The
         traffic is unbelievable.”
      

      “Tell me about it,” he said. “If I didn’t have three kids in high school, I’d move downtown.” Matt lives in Cherry Hills Village,
         an exclusive suburb with an exceptional school system. It is home to many doctors, lawyers, and overpaid athletes.
      

      Even before we hit his office, I smelled the aroma of a cigar. It’s supposed to be a smoke-free building, but Matt possesses
         a healthy disregard for rules. Not coincidentally, it’s a trait shared by most of my friends.
      

      I entered his corner office first and he closed the door behind me. Matt sat in the executive chair behind his mahogany desk,
         and I sat in one of the burgundy leather chairs in front of it. Our perch on the thirty-seventh floor of the Qwest Tower provided
         a nice view of the city on this sunny winter morning. The snowcapped Rockies glistened in the distance. I had been looking
         at the same mountains since the day I was born, and though Denver had grown from a sleepy little cow town on the plains into
         yet another land-devouring urban cancer, I took comfort in the fact that the mountains remained more or less unchanged.
      

      “I appreciate your help with this,” he said. “The dog means a lot to my client. She’s under tremendous pressure, and the dog’s
         her only friend.” I said nothing. “Did you have any trouble?”
      

      I shook my head. “You think I never stole a dog before?”

      He reached into his desk drawer, removed a white envelope, and handed it to me. I thumbed through it. It contained twenty
         hundred-dollar bills. “That cover it?” he asked. He picked up half a stogie from a ceramic ashtray—one his kids had probably
         made years ago—inserted one end into his mouth, and lit the other end with a gold-plated lighter. It reminded me of Roger
         Miller’s old song “King of the Road”:… Smoke old stogies I have found, short but not too big around …
      

      “Two thousand is fine,” I said. I placed the envelope in the pocket of my blue blazer.

      “To get right to the point,” he said, “some things have happened and I need your help.” I folded my hands and waited for him
         to continue. “I’ve kept most of this from you because I thought your role would be limited to getting the dog, but it’s become
         more complicated.” He paused to consider his words.
      

      “Start at the beginning,” I said.

      “Right,” he said. He puffed on the cigar. “I don’t do as much criminal law as I used to,” he said.

      “Who needs it when you can bill corporate clients three hundred bucks an hour?” He nodded in agreement.

      “When I do take a criminal case,” he continued, “it usually involves some kind of white-collar crime. Antitrust, regulatory
         offenses, things like that.” He leaned forward and placed his hands on the desk, still holding the stogie in his right hand. “About a month ago a woman named Karlynn Slade came to see me. Turns out her common-law husband is Thadeus Bugg, the leader
         of the Sons of Satan.”
      

      “The guy I stole the dog from. You told me this before.”

      “You know anything about the Sons of Satan?”

      “Just what you told me,” I said. “It’s a biker gang that consists mostly of thugs who live in the mountains. Bugg lives a
         few miles out of Ward, about fifteen miles north of Nederland. Way out in the boonies. He’s got a meth lab in a cabin behind
         his house, by the way.” There could be no other reason for the abundance of antifreeze containers and the periodic trips to
         the cabin by the man with the machine pistol.
      

      “He has meth labs all over the West,” Matt said, “and that’s just the tip of the iceberg. These are bad guys. They’re into
         drugs, prostitution, fencing, weapons, loan-sharking, and murder for hire. Some are on the fringe of the White Power movement.
         They’re not the largest gang in Colorado, but they are the most violent.” He paused. I’d seldom seen him display anything
         other than supreme confidence, but this morning I detected concern.
      

      “The feds have gone after Bugg before,” he continued, “but they’ve never been able to make anything stick, because key witnesses
         keep turning up dead. They think he played a role in the death of an ATF agent in Wyoming about six months ago.”
      

      “Didn’t they kill one of their own a few years back?”

      “A guy named Rankin, a probationary gang member. Bugg somehow found out he was working for the feds. They found his body in
         his cabin. He had been secured to a support beam with radiator clamps, then blow-torched. His dick was in his mouth when they
         found him.”
      

      “I remember that,” I said. “They never identified a suspect.”

      “And they probably never will,” he said. “The Sons of Satan are like brothers. The penalty for betrayal is a slow, painful
         death. That’s why each member has ‘SPD’ tattooed on his left wrist. You can’t look at your fuckin’ watch without being reminded
         of what awaits those who are disloyal. There are men sitting in maximum-security prisons as we speak because they’d rather
         spend the rest of their lives behind bars than betray the Sons of Satan.”
      

      I sipped my coffee in silence as I stared out at the city. I despised the Sons of Satan and others like them, but I felt grudging
         admiration for the value they placed on loyalty.
      

      “Anyhow,” Matt said, “this broad comes to me because the day previously two FBI agents visited her and told her she was going
         to spend a long time in prison if she didn’t become an FBI informant.”
      

      “What do they have on her?” I asked.

      “Enough to make life unpleasant,” he said. “She lived with Bugg for seven years, knew what he was doing, and used his money
         to buy lots of nice things for herself. I spoke with the new U.S. attorney after she retained me, and he made clear that the
         Sons of Satan are number one on his priority list. He’s got his eyes on a Senate seat, and he’s going to use the Sons of Satan
         to beef up his law-and-order credentials. They’re going to nail Bugg on something eventually, and when they do they’ll indict
         her for aiding and abetting, accessory after the fact, conspiracy, and misprision of felony. She also ran a blue-collar prostitution
         ring that provided just about anything you can imagine to working men up and down the Rockies, so they’ve got her on conspiracy
         to violate the Mann Act if nothing else.”
      

      “She have a date for New Year’s?” I asked. Matt forced a smile.

      “She comes to me and doesn’t know what to do. She’s not thrilled with the prospect of prison, but if Bugg finds out she’s
         working for the feds she’ll end up in a fifty-five-gallon drum at Monster Joe’s Truck and Tow. It’s not really my cup of tea
         and I’m thinking I should refer her to someone else, when she opens a briefcase filled with twenties, fifties, and hundreds.”
      

      “How much?” I asked as I sipped my coffee.

      “Over three hundred thousand,” he said.

      “That’s a lot of blow jobs,” I said.

      “Very funny,” he replied. “It’s drug money. As soon as the feds left, she took all the cash she could find in the house and
         went into hiding.”
      

      “Then she decided she needed an attorney?”

      “Yeah, the money is in my safe.” He swiveled in his chair and gestured to show that the safe was in the credenza behind his
         desk. “It’s possible she took even more and just hasn’t told me about it. I guess Bugg doesn’t like banks. Anyhow, it didn’t
         take long for me to realize she had a serious meth habit, and I knew the feds would consider her more credible if she got
         clean, so I urged her to enter a treatment program. There’s no way she can go back to Bugg, but she could still be of immense
         help to the feds. I told her the Witness Protection Program was her only chance, but she’d have to be drug free. She pitched
         a fit, so I told her to find another lawyer. She finally agreed to enter a thirty-day residential program on the condition
         that I get the dog for her.”
      

      “And recalling that I am unemployed and moderately adventurous, you hired me to snag the dog formerly known as Prince for
         your kinky, drug-addicted, dog-loving client?”
      

      “Yes,” he replied. I finished my coffee and he asked if I wanted more. I said I did, so he punched the intercom button with
         one of his beefy fingers and asked the receptionist to bring me a refill.
      

      “How is Prince?” he asked.

      “He’s fine,” I said. “His lot in life has improved greatly in the last fifteen hours. He’s asleep on the couch in my basement.”

      “You didn’t leave him outside?”

      “Can’t,” I said. “Don’t want word getting out that I recently acquired a bluetick coonhound. Dog like that would stick out
         in Nederland.”
      

      “How come?” he asked.

      “When’s the last time you saw a hippie hunting raccoons at eight thousand feet?” Nederland sits 8,236 feet above sea level.
         It is widely known as one of the last hippie towns in America, though it is also populated by cowboys, miners, professionals
         who work in Boulder, and the occasional ex-Marine JAG who just wants to live in a small mountain town and not be bothered
         by anyone. Ninety-nine percent of the dogs in Nederland are descended from malamutes, huskies, or wolf hybrids.
      

      “I get your point,” Matt said. “Does he get along with your dogs?”

      “Seems to,” I said. I have two dogs, Buck and Wheat. Buck is a cross between a Great Dane and a Rhodesian ridgeback. Wheat
         is purebred schipperke and resembles a black fox.
      

      The receptionist brought my coffee and took back the empty cup and saucer. I flashed my pearly whites and thanked her. She
         remained pleasant but professional. “Cold,” I said, after she had departed.
      

      “The coffee or Theresa?”

      “Theresa.”

      “I thought you had a girlfriend,” he said.

      “I do,” I said. “I was just making an observation.”

      “Anyhow, she’s not your type.”

      “My type is hard to find,” I replied.

      “I’ll bet,” he said. “You can get beauty and brains if you’re lucky, but beauty, brains, philosopher, and redneck is hard
         to come by.”
      

      “I’m an enlightened redneck,” I said. “I own a gun, but I vote Democratic.”

      “Getting back to the business at hand,” he said. I met his eyes to signal I was listening. “While Ms. Slade was in treatment,
         I worked out an agreement with the U.S. attorney. She gets immunity but has to tell all in front of a grand jury, then testify
         at trial. When it’s over, they’ll relocate her and give her a new life.”
      

      “Do the feds know she took money from Bugg?” I asked.

      “I’m sure they’ve heard she took some money,” he said, “but they haven’t really asked about it and I haven’t volunteered it.
         It may come up as they begin to prep her for the grand jury, but for now I think they are content to let her keep whatever
         she took as long as she cooperates. And they understand that I need to get paid somehow.”
      

      “Sounds like you earned your money,” I said. “She stays out of prison and starts life over with three hundred grand.”

      “That’s what I thought,” he said, “but when I went to visit her a few days ago, she was having second thoughts. She’d been
         in jail when she was younger and wasn’t looking forward to being babysat by federal marshals in a Ramada for the next year
         or two while the feds build a case.”
      

      “I don’t like what I see coming,” I said.

      “It would just be for a few weeks,” he said. “I’m working on an arrangement that will enable the feds to relocate her now
         and just bring her back when she has to testify. That has to be approved by some deputy assistant something or other at the
         Justice Department, and that takes time. In the meantime, I need someone to protect her from Bugg—and from herself.” I let
         out a long sigh.
      

      “There are people more qualified than me,” I said. “Security professionals, bodyguards, retired cops.” He sat up straight
         and looked me right in the eyes.
      

      “I’ve practiced law for nearly twenty years,” he said, “and I’ve employed a lot of those types. Most of them are dumber than
         shit. You read Wittgenstein for fun and have more balls than anyone I know.”
      

      “It doesn’t sound like this is going to involve much philosophical analysis,” I said.

      “No, but you’ll be well compensated.”

      “How much did you have in mind?”

      “I was thinking two thousand a week,” he said. “And as much money as you need for expenses. She left Bugg with little more
         than the clothes on her back, so she’ll need some new clothes and some personal items.” He looked at me, waiting for an answer.
         His eyes give him only slightly less moral authority than the Uncle Sam portrayed in those wonderful World War I recruiting
         posters.
      

      “All right,” I said.

      “Good.”

      “When do I meet her?”

      “In about twenty minutes,” he said. “She finished treatment this morning. My paralegal is headed over there now to pick her
         up.”
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      THE DRIVE BACK to my mountain home was tense. Karlynn and I had not gotten off to a good start. After Matt had introduced us and told her
         I had recovered Prince, her first words had been “What kind of name is Pepper?” That was strike one.
      

      “It’s the name my parents gave me,” I said. She sighed, then sat down in one of the chairs opposite Matt’s desk and lit a
         cigarette without asking. That was strike two. Matt’s cigar was one thing, but cigarettes were another.
      

      Matt and I took our seats, and he explained what was happening with the feds and what my role would be. FBI agents had interviewed
         Karlynn at the treatment center before finalizing the immunity agreement. Those agents and federal prosecutors would question
         her again several times in the next few weeks, and those sessions would lay the foundation for the case against Bugg and the
         Sons of Satan. Her statements would provide the probable cause needed to obtain permission to install wiretaps and to subpoena
         bank and phone records. Then the feds would begin building a case from the bottom up. “If things go as planned,” Matt told
         her, “you and Prince will be living a new life before the end of the year.” That sounds like more than a few weeks, I thought.
         When it was time to seek indictments, Matt continued, the feds would bring her back to testify to a grand jury. Then they
         would make arrests. The first trials might not take place until a year later.
      

      As Matt began to tell her about my background and qualifications, I sized her up. She was five-five and weighed only about
         115. Blue eyes. Her breasts were disproportionately large for the rest of her sleek body. Her dark, stringy hair was of medium
         length. She wore tight, faded jeans, a pale yellow T-shirt with the name of a bar emblazoned across it, and black boots with
         spiked heels. No makeup that I could detect. About thirty-two years old, I guessed. She turned and looked at me.
      

      “You don’t look like a bodyguard,” she said. I wore tan slacks, a blue oxford shirt, a navy blazer, and cordovan loafers.
         No tie. At five-ten and 215 pounds, I was hardly small, but nobody was mistaking me for a professional wrestler.
      

      “Mr. Keane can handle himself,” Matt assured her, “don’t worry about that.” He paused to make sure he had her attention. “The
         important thing is for you to stay drug free and to cooperate with the feds. If you screw this up, Karlynn, there’s not going
         to be anything that I or any other attorney can do for you. Do you understand?” She nodded like a teenage girl trying to pacify
         her parents.
      

      “I mean it,” he said.

      “I heard you,” she said.

      Now, as we headed west on the Boulder Turnpike in my truck, she sat in silence and smoked a cigarette. At my insistence she’d
         cracked her window and was holding the cancer stick up to it. I was listening to Jim Rome’s nationally syndicated sports talk
         show. The show has a vernacular of its own, and regular listeners are referred to as “clones.” I suppose I’m a clone, though
         I’ve never called the show. Much of the show consists of clones putting down other clones, and it is often downright hilarious.
         Currently we were listening to Roger in Buffalo suggest that Clarence in Oakland should spend less time calling the show to
         explain why the Raiders would win the Super Bowl, and more time looking for a job.
      

      “Can we listen to something else?” Karlynn said. From her tone you’d have thought I’d been forcing her to listen to it for
         months. This is going to be a fun couple of weeks, I thought.
      

      “Sure,” I said. “Anything except rap or heavy metal.” She fiddled with the radio until she found a classic rock station. Another
         ten minutes passed before she said anything.
      

      “So you were in the army?” she said.

      “Marines,” I said.

      “Same thing,” she said. Ordinarily that would have been strike three, but for two thousand a week I could cut her some slack.

      “No, it’s not the same thing,” I said. “The army fights land wars; the Marine Corps supports naval operations.” She just stared
         out the window.
      

      We came into Boulder on Twenty-eighth Street, and I pulled into the Boulder Mall. The indoor mall, not the one on Pearl Street.
         It’s a dying mall, and only a few stores remain. The city of Boulder has been trying to figure out what to do with it for
         years, but the city council has been more concerned with human rights abuses in Tibet and making sure the rest of the world
         knows that Boulder is a nuclear-free zone than it has been with sales tax revenue. “What are we doing here?” she asked.
      

      “Shopping,” I said. “This is where you get your clothes and whatever else you need.” I found a space, put the truck in park,
         and cut the engine.
      

      “I don’t need anything,” she said.

      “Look,” I said, “I live in a house two miles out of a small town, and it’s a town a lot of your biker friends like to visit
         when things get a little dull back at the old amphetamine ranch. You’re not going to be able to waltz into town whenever you
         need a carton of cigarettes or someTampax.”
      

      “Fuck,” she said. She opened the door, got out, and slammed it shut. I shook my head.

      “You might want to buy some hair dye, too,” I said. “Bugg and his goons are looking for you.”

      We entered the mall through the Foley’s entrance. Foley’s is a department store once known as May D&F. I think the “D&F” stood
         for “dry goods and furnishings,” but that’s just a guess. It might have stood for “downtown and freakin’ expensive.” Though
         it was still a few days before Thanksgiving, the store had its Christmas face on. Fake pine trees adorned with bells and tinsel
         were strategically positioned, each with colorful packages beneath it. Karlynn went straight to the lingerie section and I
         followed. She began sifting through a bin of pastel panties as I stood watch. “Do you have to watch me buy underwear?” she
         said.
      

      “Part of the job.”

      “Try not to enjoy it too much,” she said.

      When she’d finished in lingerie, I followed her through the store as she selected jeans, shirts, and a few personal items.
         I paid for everything. Matt had given me ten thousand in cash. When we finally went to pay for her purchases, the cashier
         thought we were married and told me I would receive a free set of perfume and lotion for my wife if I opened a charge account.
         “We won’t be together much longer,” I said.
      

      By the time she had finished shopping, it was nearly one and I was hungry. “Want something to eat?” I asked.

      “I’m not hungry,” she said.

      “Mind if I hit the food court?”

      “Whatever,” she said. I started walking in that direction. She waited a moment, then ran as best she could in her boots until
         she was beside me. I carried several shopping bags in my left hand, leaving my right hand free in case I needed my Glock.
         She carried the third bag. The food court was surprisingly busy given that few stores remained at the mall, but I found an
         empty booth and placed the bags on one of the benches. She followed suit.
      

      The rectangular food court had once boasted a dozen vendors, but competition from a newer mall in nearby Broomfield had taken
         its toll. The Broomfield City Council does not care about Tibet or nuclear weapons. There were now only three vendors, the
         other spaces boarded up. I handed Karlynn a twenty and told her to get whatever she wanted. I got in the pizza line, ordered
         two slices with mushrooms and a large diet Coke. When I returned to our table, she was not there. I slowly scanned the area
         until I’d turned 360 degrees, but she was nowhere to be seen. Damn, I thought, I’m going to have to be more careful.
      

      I set my food down and began walking the perimeter of the food court. I checked all three establishments. Just when I was
         really starting to worry, I saw her walking down a long passageway toward me. She’d been using the restroom. She saw the look
         on my face.
      

      “You think I took off on you?” she asked. I studied her face and manner, but she showed no signs of drug use.

      “That crossed my mind,” I said. “I told you to get some food; I didn’t tell you to go to the bathroom.”

      “I don’t need your permission to take a piss,” she said.

      “No, but you need me to protect you from Bugg and his scumbag friends, and I can’t do it if I don’t know where you are.” We
         started walking toward our table. She stopped at the Greek place, purchased a gyro and an orange soda.
      

      We sat across from each other, not saying much. “You married?” she finally said.

      “No.”

      “Kids?”

      “No.”

      “Girlfriend?”

      “More or less.”

      “She live with you?”

      “No.”

      “How’s she gonna feel about me staying at your place?”

      “That’s a damn good question,” I said. Fortunately, Jayne Smyers, PhD, associate professor of mathematics at the University
         of Colorado, was in the middle of a nine-month stint teaching fractal geometry at Peking University and wouldn’t be returning
         until Christmas, at which time we hoped to share ten wonderful days with each other. Peking University is in Beijing, which
         was known as Peking until the 1980s, when translators began using the pinyin system of romanization of Chinese. For reasons
         unknown they still call it Peking University rather than Beijing University. Maybe the person in charge of the university
         was a 270-pound cigar-smoking Chinese man who didn’t want to have to pay some fucker to design a new logo.
      

      “What about you?” I said to Karlynn. “What’s your story?” She said nothing, didn’t even look at me. “I was just making conversation,”
         I said. “If you don’t want to talk, that’s fine.”
      

      “There’s nothing to tell,” she said. “I left McCook, Nebraska, the day I graduated from high school, and took the bus to Omaha.
         I met Thad in Sturgis seven years ago and I’ve been with him ever since. Then the feds came after me, and you know the rest
         of the story.”
      

      “You left him after one visit from the FBI,” I said. “I think you already had one foot out the door.” She lit a cigarette,
         then pursed her lips and released a stream of smoke with the expertise of a woman who’d been smoking a long time.
      

      “He’s a prick,” she said. “I loved him once, or thought I did, but the gang is everything to him now.” I nodded. “He drinks
         too much. Stays out for weeks. Treats me like shit.”
      

      “He beat you?” I asked. In the light of the food court I had noticed some faint yellow discoloration beside her left eye.
         She ignored the question, and I went back to work on one of my pizza slices.
      

      “He didn’t used to,” she finally said. I sensed she felt shame for letting him treat her that way.

      “He beat you a lot?” I asked.

      “Can we talk about something else?”

      “Sure,” I said. “You have any family?”

      “There’s another great topic,” she said. She took a drag on her cigarette, this time releasing the smoke more slowly. “My
         brother Lyle is doing twenty to life in Lincoln for second-degree murder.” She put the cigarette down and resumed eating.
      

      “That’s it?”

      “Christ,” she said, “you’re as bad as the feds. My mom was a drunk and died of cirrhosis. My dad still lives in McCook, I
         guess, but I haven’t seen him in years and I hope I never see his sorry ass again.” I took the hint, finished my second slice
         of pizza, and began getting ready to leave.
      

      “Oh, shit,” she said. She turned her head away from the food court entrance so that she was facing the wall on the closed
         side of our booth.
      

      “What?”

      “That man over there. That’s Anvil. He’s one of Thad’s enforcers.” I looked toward the entrance and saw a bearish man. He
         stood six-four and must’ve weighed 260. His complexion was ruddy and pockmarked. About thirty years old. His scraggly red-blond
         hair reached nearly to his shoulders. He wore black boots and a black leather jacket with the Sons of Satan emblem across
         the back. He had a slight beer belly, but a belt made of bicycle chain prevented his tattered jeans from slipping too far
         down.
      

      “Did he see you?” I asked.

      “I think so,” she said. She was using her soft drink cup to shield her face from him.

      “I’ll take care of it,” I said. “If something happens, grab the bags and walk—don’t run—to the truck. I’ll meet you there.”
         I turned to look at the man. He looked right at me and began walking deliberately in our direction.
      

      “Be careful,” she said. “He’s crazy.”

      Now he was at our table. “Well, looky here,” he said in a deep and gravelly voice, “Bugg’s gonna be real happy when I tell
         him I saw his little whore having lunch with a cop.” What can I say? People see my dark, closely cropped hair and my thick
         build, and they think I’m a cop. She lowered her cup and glared at him.
      

      “He’s not a cop, Anvil,” she said, “so go away.”

      “Is that your real name,” I said, “or just a nickname?” He ignored me and glared back at Karlynn. “The reason I ask,” I said,
         “is that I’m kind of interested in how people get their names.”
      

      “Nobody’s talkin’ to you,” he said.

      “I mean, was your father a blacksmith or something—”

      “Go away, Anvil,” Karlynn repeated. He leaned over, placed his beefy hands on the table, and looked at me. It was hard to
         miss the “SPD” tattoo on his wrist.
      

      “You the guy that took Bugg’s mutt?” he whispered. “’Cuz if you are, Bugg’s paying five large to the man who ices you.”

      “Of course, sometimes a cobbler will use an anvil,” I said. “Was your father a cobbler?”

      “You’re real funny, mister,” he said. “Maybe I’ll just kill you right here.” He opened his jacket to reveal a large knife
         in a leather sheath attached to his belt.
      

      “I doubt it,” I said. I opened my blazer to reveal my Glock 17. “See ya around, Anvil,” I said.

      He took a few steps back, then pointed his index finger at Kar-lynn and said, “You’re dead, bitch.”
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      WE ARRIVED AT MY HOME at midafternoon. Buck and Wheat greeted us at the door. Prince started barking as soon as we entered. Karlynn ignored my
         dogs, followed Prince’s voice straight to the basement, and began stroking his head. Then she knelt down and caressed his
         floppy ears as he joyfully licked her face. It was a side of her I hadn’t seen.
      

      “He needs to go out,” she said.

      “Just for a minute,” I said. “I don’t want my neighbors knowing I’ve acquired another dog.”

      “What neighbors?” she said. I live in a log home a few miles out of Nederland, on the edge of the Roosevelt National Forest.
         Three thousand square feet on an acre lot. Nederland, population 1,894, is seventeen miles west of and three thousand feet
         above Boulder. My nearest neighbors, a pair of aging hippies named Luther and Missy, live a few hundred yards west of me in
         an old summer cabin they have converted into a year-round residence. We are separated by a fair number of pines and aspens,
         so it’s easy to accept the illusion of privacy, but they share the house with others, and the composition of the group is
         constantly changing. I never know when one of them might light up a joint and go for a walk. And there are plenty of other
         homes hidden behind the trees in the mountains surrounding Ned. Not to mention hikers, hunters, fishermen, skiers, campers,
         miners, squatters, fugitives, and some dreadlock-wearing kids who call themselves “The Rainbow People.”
      

      “There are more people up here than you think,” I said, “and word spreads fast in a small town.” I walked upstairs and they
         followed me to the back door. “Will he stay near the house,” I asked, “or should I tie him to something?”
      

      “He won’t run away,” she said. I opened the door and let all three dogs out. We watched Prince bound among the trees for a
         moment. He was a well-muscled hound, about eighty pounds, with plenty of black or blue specks adorning the white areas on
         his back, ears, and sides. His head and ears were predominantly black. There were patches of tan over his eyes and on his
         cheeks. After a few minutes I opened the door and Prince trotted up to it, so I let him in, leaving Buck and Wheat to play
         outside. “I’m so glad you got him,” she said.
      

      “Is he really a champion?” I asked.

      “Sure is,” she said. “He won awards for tracking, too.”

      “Because it didn’t look to me like he was living the life of a champion,” I said.

      “I bought him as a present for Thad,” she sighed. “About two years ago. From a breeder in Arkansas. Thad grew up in Arkansas
         and was always going on about getting a bluetick coonhound and hunting raccoons like when he was a kid. So I bought him a
         dog that had been trained by a professional. Cost me fifteen hundred bucks.” She stopped, but I got the impression she hadn’t
         finished what she had started to say.
      

      “And?”

      “And,” she said, “Thad takes him hunting now and then, and sometimes they enter tracking competitions, but other than that,
         Thad doesn’t pay much attention to him.”
      

      “The dog’s been neglected,” I said. “A short-haired hound like that shouldn’t be kept outside in the winter, not in this climate.
         He shouldn’t be chained up with no room to run. And he should have fresh water; the water in Prince’s bowl was frozen solid.”
         
      

      “I know,” she said. “It made me sad, the way he treated Prince. In his own way he loves Prince, but that’s how he was raised.
         If the dog’s not helping you hunt or track or do some chore on the farm, you chain him up and forget about him.” I said nothing,
         but she knew I had something on my mind. “What?” she demanded.
      

      “Nothing,” I said.

      “No, what?”

      “You didn’t mind that he was a murdering drug dealer, but you didn’t like the way he treated the dog?”

      “Jesus Christ,” she shot back, “I don’t need you to judge me. I can get that from the feds.” I started back to the living
         room. “I’ve been doped up for seven years,” she added, “so give me a break.”
      

      “All right,” I said, “forget I mentioned it. Let me show you around.” I gave her a tour of my home, showed how the kitchen
         was organized, taught her how to work the remote, then led her upstairs to the guest bedroom and let her dump her belongings.
         “There’s a bathroom in there,” I said. “If you need anything, let me know.” I left her there and went to my study on the main
         floor.
      

      I hadn’t held a salaried job since leaving the practice of law, but I kept busy. I did investigative work for my former law
         partners and most anyone else who could pay me. I worked out every day, spent time at my brother’s gym in Denver, read lots
         of philosophy in an attempt to make some sense of this thing we call life, and sometimes showed up at a karate class taught
         by my best friend, an unemployed astrophysicist named Scott McCutcheon.
      

      I sat at my desk and pondered what to do. The Anvil incident concerned me because word would be out that Karlynn was still
         in the area and keeping company with a man matching my description. We were lucky it hadn’t happened in Nederland. Once they
         knew I lived up here, it wouldn’t be hard to find me.
      

      I picked up the phone and dialed Matt. A woman answered and told me he was in a meeting. I asked her to interrupt. My need
         to speak with him was not urgent, but I abhor phone tag. After thirty seconds of elevator music, Matt came on the line.
      

      “We need to revisit the money issue,” I deadpanned.

      “A deal is a deal,” he shot back. “You’re stuck with her. The two of you having fun?”

      “Yeah, she’s a laugh a minute,” I said. “I pull you away from something important?”

      “No, what can I do for you?”

      “After helping Ms. Slade buy lingerie this afternoon,” I said, “I had the pleasure of meeting a gentleman named Anvil. Anvil
         is an acquaintance of Mr. Bugg, and he told us Mr. Bugg is most unhappy with Ms. Slade. He also indicated Mr. Bugg has put
         a five-thousand-dollar bounty on the head of the gentleman responsible for stealing his canine companion. I’m paraphrasing,
         of course, but I thought it might be prudent to ask you for copies of any documents in your possession pertaining to Anvil
         or Bugg or the Sons of Satan.”
      

      “You done?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Because that was entertaining. If you’ve got more, I want to hear it. It beats the hell out of going over tax returns with
         the IRS.”
      

      “I’m afraid that was it,” I said.

      “Okay,” he said. “The answer to your question is that prior to finalizing an agreement on behalf of Ms. Slade, I insisted—as
         any competent attorney would-that the feds provide me with sufficient documentation to convince me they had a case against
         her. I’ll have a courier deliver copies to you tomorrow.”
      

      “Tomorrow’s Thanksgiving,” I said.

      “Friday, then.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      “I don’t know how much it will help,” he said. “Most of the reports I have pertain only to Karlynn and the prostitution operation.
         You can’t show them to her, by the way. That would contaminate her testimony. She has to testify from her own personal knowledge.
         The feds don’t want some slick half-Jewish defense lawyer arguing she was just parroting what she’d read in their files.”
         It was a rare example of Matt making an attempt at humor. Self-deprecating humor in this instance. His father was Jewish and
         his mother a Baptist from Alabama. Or as Matt likes to say, he’s half Elijah, half Kawiiga. Elijah, for those who don’t know,
         was a Jewish prophet, and Kawliga was a wooden Indian made famous by Hank Williams.
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