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The Stolen Girl

The Gulf of Santa Catalina lay like a bound woman under the blanket of roiling storm clouds. She struggled against the onslaught, lashed by wind and the weight of falling water, but her lover’s embrace was not to be denied. The violence aroused her, whipped her to frenzy and, ultimately, spent itself into her body. Such passion was always fleeting, and the storm would move on to other conquests, leaving the Gulf behind, alone, unchanged, undefeated.

John Willis stood very still in the deep shadow of a lifeguard stand at Newport Beach, watching the wicked lightning show out there above the water. Thunder growled with the kind of persistence that made him think of a hungry belly. Los Angeles seemed to hold its collective breath as the storm moved implacably ashore. It was just after midnight, and the rain was very close. He could smell it in the air.

Just down the beach, a girl named Jillian Ingalls gave twenty dollar blowjobs to five USC varsity football players. Someone had ripped her shirt off, roughly, if the marks on her skin were anything to go by. She was heartrendingly beautiful, and her cooing laughter suggested that she might be enjoying herself very much, indeed. The closest of the boys was less than twenty feet away from Willis, but no one had picked him out in the darkness, which was his intention, exactly.

Four of the five had already gotten their rocks off and were kicked back, ragging on the last, who didn’t appreciate it, and growled back. He was the biggest of the lot, with a shaved, bullet head, and shoulders like grain sacks. It looked like he was having a nice little bout of performance anxiety, and it was making him mad. His fists were clenched tightly in the girl’s hair, desperate as a drowning man clutching at a life ring.

She worked him like a pro, two-handed, taking him deeply into her mouth, sucking so that her cheeks indented. Finally, Bullet Head let out a triumphant whoop, teeth glinting in a grimace of completion. The girl fell backward and he drove her down, knees in the sand on either side of her body as he finished.

“About time,” somebody muttered, and there was laughter.

When it was over, Bullet Head got to his feet and walked away, swaggering for his buddies. The girl sat up and wiped her mouth on the back of one hand, watching them, saying nothing. Her fine breasts seemed almost to glow in the soft light. She made no effort to cover them.

“Let’s get out of here,” Bullet Head said, zipping up.

Willis detached himself from the shadows then and stepped forward, glancing down at the girl in passing. She gave him a sardonic smile, eyes glittering with reflected lightning. Her broad areolas were very pale, but the nipples stood unabashedly erect. The hulking boys saw him at last, and turned almost as one, looking half-defiant and half wary. Willis thought that made them about half right.

“Pay her,” he said, flat and hard.

“Hey, fuck you man,” one of the kids said, covering his fright with bravado. “We’ll tear your damned head off and shit down your neck.”

It was important to impose control early and Willis didn’t hesitate, lashed out with one foot, kicking the mouthy one hard in the solar plexus. The movement was so quick and fluid that he seemed barely to move, but the laughter choked off instantly. The boy he’d put the boot to folded like a jack knife and dropped to his knees, retching and gasping for air, something that seemed to be suddenly in very short supply.

Such offhand violence, delivered without forewarning, made them forget that between them they weighed over a half ton, and could have taken a single man down like new mown grass. To keep them from remembering how tough they really were, Willis pulled the flick knife out of his pants pocket and thumbed it open. The deadly sliver of razor sharp steel snicked out, and the boys shrank back further, bluster collapsing swiftly into fear. The potential for lethal mayhem in Willis’s hand made them hesitate. Invulnerability was a fleeting thing, it seemed.

Willis crouched, blade weaving slowly, menacingly through the night air. “You want more?” he said in a voice like hollow death. It should have made him feel like an idiot, talking clichés like that, but once the knife came out, he concentrated on business, ignoring the knowing, smart-ass little voice inside him that sneered at the witless stupidity of it all.

“Um, wait…um…” the kid said, mesmerized by the knife, too scared to put a sentence together.

Willis had seen it before. Edged weapons simply weren’t in their tool box, because in the tidy, well-tended little world they came from, combat came on a level playing field, with shoulder pads and cheering crowds, and eager, fresh-scrubbed cheerleaders. A cheap switchblade on a stormy beach in the dark of night was beyond their experience.

The spokesman closed his mouth with a snap, fumbling for his wallet, and everyone else followed suit, proffering all the cash they had. It looked like several hundred dollars. Willis knew they thought he was rousting them and smiled, feeling the rush of adrenalin and the deep pulse of blood in his crotch. The boys would never know that it wasn’t about them, and never had been.

“You owe her twenty bucks, dickhead,” Willis said. “Cough it up, or I’ll carve it out of your big ass.”

The boys looked uncertainly at each other while Willis waited to see if anyone was going to be a hero. He watched for the telltale signs of resistance; hunched shoulders, tensed arms, and clenched fists. Instead, they helped the mouthy one to his feet while the kid with the shoulders got a twenty dollar bill out and threw it on the ground.

“Pick it up.”

Willis took a shuffling step forward, centering the knife movement on the one sign of belligerence. The boy narrowed his eyes furiously, bent to catch the fluttering bill and held it out. Willis nodded to the girl.

“Her.”

Bullet Head turned angrily, held the twenty out contemptuously toward Jill, who plucked it from his hand. At least he was smart enough for that, Willis thought.

“Now, get the fuck out of here, all of you.”

Their relief was palpable. Willis held his position as they filed by, heads down, sullen but completely subdued. They weren’t going to like themselves much in the morning. When their car pulled out with a screech of tires, Willis put his knife away and went to get the girl.

“You stupid bitch.”

Jill flinched. “Y-y-yesss,” she whispered. “I’m just…”

Willis didn’t let her finish, bent, slapping her face, hard enough to knock her sideways onto the sand. She grunted, blinking pain tears, and licked the corner of her mouth. Her return smile was eager and bloody. He hooked his fingers under the plain leather dog collar around her throat and hauled her up off the sand again.

“Come on, slut,” he snapped, pulling at the collar and kicking her with the side of his foot. “Move, damn you!”

She choked, struggling to follow him, but he held her head down, forcing her to crawl. Her breasts swayed and shuddered, and her eyes were huge in the uncertain light. She didn’t try to fight him, or pull away.

In the shadows of a covered picnic table, he pulled her upright and jerked at the front of her pants, ripping them open. Jill hooked her thumbs into the waistband without being told and wriggled them down. She was naked underneath. Willis bent her over the table and slapped her bare ass, shoving her around enough so that she never quite caught her balance. She yelped, gripping at the table edge, breathing very hard in the pregnant stillness of the impending storm.

“Where do you want it?” He stood back to unbuckle his belt.

“Please…no…” she whispered, making it piteous and horrified.

“Where?” Willis said dangerously.

The breeze felt cool on his skin. He gripped his cock tightly, and, with his free hand, spanked the girl, harder still. She bucked, yelping under the sharp pains, but stayed where he put her, more or less.

“Oh…God!” she wailed, starting to cry. “In the back, please…in the back. Don’t hit me anymore, baby. Please don’t…”

“Say it, goddamn you,” Willis snarled, squeezing her mottled ass. “Tell me where.”

“I want…um…oh…in the…oh, please…”

“Say it, Jill!” he said, almost shouting.

“In the ass,” she sobbed. “I want you in the…”

“Whose ass, Jill, whose ass do you want it in?” He kept slapping, hard.

“Mine!” she gasped. “I want you in my ass. Please, Johnny…”

Willis already had the little squeeze bottle of lube out. He knew what she was going to say, and knew how it was going to go. He squirted himself with the slippery clear gel, and then the shadowed cleft of her upturned butt. He pressed his cock firmly against the soft, pink socket of her anus. Her body yielded immediately, opening to him.

“How do you want it?”

“Please,” she gasped. “Hard, hard…please, give it to me…haaarrrrrd!”

She howled as he drove into her body. His cock was large by any standard, but she pressed back against him, impaling herself with enough urgency to force him backward a step. There was no denial in the movement, only need. He braced his legs and shoved harder, forcing himself inward.

Even as her muscular guts clenched at him, some cool, detached part of his mind recognized that she didn’t just want him, she needed him, like a junkie needed dope. His cock up her ass was like a needle in the vein, and the contempt in his voice, feigned as it was, gave her the juice that would have been heroin if she’d been another kind of addict. Humiliation was her drug of choice. She couldn’t live without it.

“Cum for me,” he panted after a minute punctuated by the slap of belly to butt.

The only other sound was the rising wind, and Jill’s desperate breathing. She reached under herself and he felt the faint scratching of her fingernails on his balls. The tenor of her voice changed. Willis knew that she would be digging at her clit, driving herself toward orgasm.

“Hit me,” she moaned. “Please…hit meeee!”

Willis spanked her, snapping his wrists to bring the flats of his hands down hard on her upturned ass. It made his palms sting to hit her that hard, but she liked it, whimpering with the force of each impact. Her breath shrieked, and the hips began to undulate. At the last, her legs were shaking so much that he had to hold her up.

“Yes, yes, yes…yesssss!” And she came, shuddering.

The sound and the supplication reached down into his guts somewhere. Willis felt the clench of muscle and surged deeply into her, spurting. Once, twice, three times, and then, finally, a fourth. He leaned forward to lie on her trembling body.

“I guess I’m being a pain in the ass again,” he said finally.

Jill giggled, sounding perilously close to hysteria. When he pulled out of her, she dropped immediately to her knees to go down on him. His cock was soft and dirty, but she didn’t hesitate. She seemed to think of it as her job, and maybe as a reward for work well done.

“Don’t even think about kissing me before brushing your teeth,” he growled.

She sat back on her heels to look up at him, probing the corner of her beautiful mouth with a wet, pink tongue. “You busted my lip, damn it.”

“And you’re surprised for what reason, exactly?” Willis zipped his pants. “Get dressed. The rain will be here any minute.”

She squirmed the jeans up onto her bare hips and sat down to brush the sand off her feet before buckling the trashy platform sandals back on. Willis held her leather jacket and she slipped into it, and then raked her fingers through the thick hair that would, in sunlight, be the most glorious of auburns.

“I’m ready,” she said, smiling slightly. “Thanks, Johnny. You were perfect.”

“You’re a very strange bitch, Jill. Anybody ever tell you that?”

“A few,” she said airily, with no apology in her voice.

Willis shook his head and walked up the steep pathway, leading her to the top of the hill, to the motel where they lived together. Jill clung to his arm, chattering idly about the weather. And, he didn’t have a single idea about what she was thinking, or why.

Like that was news, he thought.

***

Jill showered and dried her hair before going to bed in one of his old Vanderbilt University jerseys, a sure sign that sleep was the next thing on her mind. Willis pulled the sheet over them and spooned up behind her, luxuriating in the warm, sleek touch of her back, and the soft curve of her rump snuggled into his lap.

She pulled his hand off her breasts. “Don’t you ever get enough, honey?” The reproachful tone was of a mother berating a particularly stubborn child.

Willis hated being dismissed.

They lay still for a long time, and he listened to the storm lashing outside, and felt her breathing slow as she drifted off. When he was sure that she was asleep, he slipped out of bed and pulled his clothes back on.

Each motel room had a small covered screen porch leading to a shared deck. He took the chaise cushions outside and lit a cigar. It was almost two in the morning, and the leading edge of the storms had moved inland, leaving behind a steady, drumming downpour with no wind at all. The beach was empty, and the sea had been pounded flat by the cold, heartless rain. Willis sympathized.

Tending Jillian Ingles was the most exhausting thing he had ever done. The deep-seated kinkiness made her the most selfish woman of his experience. It was all about her, especially as he didn’t particularly enjoy his own role. She liked the humiliation of being forced to do things that she would ordinarily have never done, and he was the only one around to fix things to suit her. And he was beginning to dislike it, emphatically.

Willis had come to suspect that the arousal she felt let her stay aloof, emotionally speaking. There was no sense of shared experiences with Jill. She took her excitement down somewhere inside herself to play with—to a place he couldn’t go. The walls around that place were medieval in their implacable strength. Nobody got in there—nobody at all. He wondered what she did in there all by herself.

On the practical side, there was a more immediate risk to the games she wanted to play. They might choose the wrong guy. Married men on expense accounts and college kids on a lark were one thing, but, one day, somebody was going to call their bluff.

Willis wasn’t particularly worried about getting hurt. He carried his knife and a very nasty little Smith & Wesson revolver with a two inch barrel and five high-velocity cartridges in its cylinder. To say he was expert with both weapons would be putting it very mildly, indeed. On top of that was an absolute wealth of practical hand-to-hand and martial arts training and experience. And, Willis thought wryly, he wasn’t a bad little dancer, either.

However, none of that made him a superman, or gave him the right to whomp up on some unsuspecting schmuck with more courage or outrage than brains. The real point was that Willis didn’t want to hurt anybody, especially when the only reason to do so was for Jill Ingalls to get off on the action. He could put a stop to it, of course. All he had to do was say no, for a change.

What a laugh.

The real problem was that it all seemed like such a dead end to Willis. Her nihilistic outlook stymied any possibility for meaningful growth between them, and he felt sometimes like he was drying up inside because of it. What he wanted to share was the beautiful, laughing girl, full of promise and passion. But, inevitably, the feckless dark place in her heart overshadowed what he really liked about her, which was the warmth and wit she had, her excitement with the life he knew, and the fine, unbridled sex they shared on days when fine, unbridled sex happened to be enough to blow her skirts up. What he got instead was a girl who dangled pussy in front of him like a carrot on a stick, and gave very little in return.

Willis smoked his cigar and thought about it for awhile, but the solo argument was pointless—mental masturbation with no payoff. Finally, he gave it up and pulled a beach towel off the rack beside the back door and covered himself against the damp night air. The cigar had gone out. He put it aside and went to sleep, with the same answers as always, none at all.

Jill brought him coffee at daylight.

“You’ll catch your death out here,” she said severely. “What’s the matter with you, Johnny? Sometimes I think you don’t have any sense at all.”

Willis stretched until his vertebrae cracked, and got stiffly to his feet. “How about you just get off my fucking back,” he said wearily.

“I’m not on your back,” she said in the whining tone that always came out when she was trying to make amends. “Please, baby, I’m just trying to…”

“Oh, shut up, for Christ’s sake.”

He closed the bathroom door in her face, furious with her, and himself. When he got out of the shower, Jill was in her underwear, finishing her make-up. Her hefty breasts threatened to spill out of the narrow black bra as she leaned forward. Willis looked at the lovely ass, bared by her thong panties, and there wasn’t a mark on her. He swatted her a good one with the flat of his hand out of sheer frustrated spite, not playfully, meaning it to hurt.

“Ow!” She rubbed the sudden pink handprint. “Damn it, Johnny, you made me mess up my eyeliner.”

“It’s quarter till,” he said pointedly. She waited tables at Roland’s Café and Pub, just across the parking lot from their motel, and her shift started at seven.

“All right, all right,” she replied glumly, and slipped into her brown nylon uniform dress. “And where will you be today, while I’m busting my butt?”

“Surfing, maybe.”

Jill’s laugh was sour.

Willis pulled on jeans and took a second cup of coffee out onto the back deck, where he could smoke another cigar and watch the ocean. Jill came out after awhile with her purse over her shoulder.

“Your Daddy smokes cigars,” she said. “I always loved the smell.”

“Fuck him,” he replied equably.

“I did.” She gave him a flat stare. “He’s twice the man you are.”

“And who would know better?”

Willis covered the gut punch of her offhand cruelty with a tone of silky indifference. Her face tightened into an ugly mask. She turned abruptly away, slamming the door behind her, leaving him to grapple with a faint, guilty sense of relief.

***

When she didn’t come home after work that afternoon, Willis shrugged it off, figuring that she was still mad at him. By midnight, however, he was getting worried. She didn’t show up for work at all, the next day. He hung out by the phone on Friday with no word, and then gave it up and went looking for her. Nothing. He took the Harley and backtracked to every beach and wayside campsite they had ever visited. No one had seen her, and she never called.

Four days went by.

Tuesday, as he was dragging home from yet another fruitless, haunted search for some sight of that gorgeous flag of red hair, he stopped in the motel office to check the mail. He and Jill had only been in town for a couple of weeks, so there wasn’t much point, but, having a mailbox gave Willis a sense of being grounded. It said home, somehow. Jill thought he was funny, considering that everything they owned would fit into one smallish duffle bag. Willis didn’t care. He’d been a gypsy too long.

There was an envelope addressed to him in the box with a return address in Maine. Willis didn’t know anybody in Maine. He looked at it idly, too tired to concentrate. And then he looked on the back. A note had been scrawled there in blue ink. The handwriting was very familiar.

Johnny,

You really have to let me go, baby. It’s for the best.

Love, J.

He opened the envelope with shaking fingers, trying to catch his breath with a chest that had suddenly gone taut with…well, he didn’t know what; rage, trepidation, shock, fear…some of each, maybe, and too much to contend with all at once. He unfolded the single sheet of paper and read the letter that ended life as he knew it.

Dunn & Associates, Inc.

PO Box 12229

Owls Head, ME

L. John Willis,

AKA Johnny Gold

C/o Beckman’s Lodge, Apt. 129

Highway 101

Newport Beach, CA

Dear Sir,

Pursuant to our contract #0006267, and Michigan bench warrant # MI-219980A420, please be advised that Jillian Beth Ingalls has been apprehended by representatives of this office and taken into custody. For your information, the detainee is charged on public record with renege and default of a legally binding service contract. She will be remitted to the custody of state police officials or returned to the contract holder for disposition, whichever is deemed more fitting.

You are being notified directly of this action at the behest of the detainee and concurrence of the complainant as reassurance that the prisoner Jillian Beth Ingalls is secure and undamaged. Furthermore, the undersigned, as a licensed and bonded agent, guarantees safe passage and proper guardianship of said detainee.

Based on client-agent privilege, this office is precluded from sharing further details. Any attempt to elicit such information is not only prohibited by law, but will be actively discouraged. Such inquiries may, instead, be addressed directly to the complainant, should you wish to pursue the matter further. We are instructed to advise you, however, that this will be unwelcome, and may well result in punitive action, due in no small part to your incontestable culpability in the detainee’s alleged contractual default.

If we may otherwise be of service, please feel free to contact our offices.

Best Regards,

Logan Dunn

***

The words tore at Willis’s heart. Why would Jill say it was for the best? He thought about that for maybe ten seconds and reached for the telephone to dial the bail bondsman’s office number in Maine. He got a recorded message, and ranted for a minute, and then hung up and called his father in Michigan, who would almost certainly be the complainant alluded to in the letter. There was no answer there, either. The exercise provided no detectable relief.

“All right, you motherfuckers,” he said grimly, and dialed one more number.

He had partied too much over the years not to know a bail bondsman or two. One of them, an enormous Chicano named Enrique Diaz, had offices in Fullerton, just a few miles up the road. Willis couldn’t quite keep the outrage out of his voice.

“Calm down,” Diaz said sharply. “Anger will not help you, my young friend. Now, I will make some inquiries. Come to the office. We can talk when you get here. Some matters are best not discussed on the phone.”

Thirty minutes later, Willis parked his Harley and went into the bail bondsman’s cluttered office. Diaz came around the desk with his hand out, voice booming with joviality. “¡Ola, jeffe! I’m so glad to see you again.” He was a big man; broad in the chest and shoulders. “Would you like some coffee? A drink?”

“Not just at the moment.” Willis passed the letter across the desk. “As I said, Enrique, this is all I have to go on.”

“Well, to work, then.” Diaz read with growing disapproval on his handsome, mobile face, and finally tossed the paper onto his desk. “This is a very dirty business, my friend, make no mistake about that. Since speaking with you on the telephone, I have made a small investigation of this name…this Logan Dunn. He is, as you may have guessed, a legitimate service provider who specializes in runaways of a very particular type.” Diaz tapped the letter and looked seriously at Willis. “I must ask this of you, John. Do you understand the real meaning of this phrase, “service contract,” in such a context?”

Willis shrugged. “I suppose it means…”

“Do not suppose,” Diaz said, not unkindly. “I will tell you, and please excuse me if I speak plainly. This contract is a modern euphemism for voluntary sexual servitude, a sort of indenture where one person gives up all rights and personal choice to another. The fact that your Jillian Ingalls has entered into such an agreement suggests much about her character, and about the person to whom she has committed.”

“That would be my father, Christopher Hurst, the bastard.” Willis caught himself and made a rueful face. “That’s not entirely accurate, to be honest. I’m the one who was born out-of-wedlock, not him.”

“You can both be bastards; in your case, an accident of birth, for him, a matter of choice, perhaps.”

Willis grunted, half-laughing at the bitter truth, but unable to still the unpleasant crawling tension in his gut. Dominant would define his father well enough, and he was certainly a bastard, no doubt about that. But, as Diaz had pointed out, if Jill had reached such an agreement with the likes of Christopher Hurst, then maybe the bastard son really didn’t understand her at all, or the things that drove her. It was one of those puzzle pieces that he’d never quite been able to find a space for, and had ignored, more or less.

Diaz turned his dark, sympathetic eyes back to Willis. “We are speaking of a very deliberate agreement here, one made after much searching in the soul, and with much passion. Neither person would reach such an accord alone. It requires great commitment on both sides.” He lit a cigar and looked through the smoke at Willis. “Who is this girl, John? What is she to you?”

“She’s…just a girl,” Willis replied uncomfortably.

“A girl who signs herself into sexual slavery is not just a girl,” Diaz said.

“One of these days, you’ll have to tell my how you know so much about this stuff,” Willis growled. “I’m starting to feel like an alter boy in a whorehouse—as if there was a whole undercurrent of issues that everybody knows about but me.”

“Few people but those who participate would know of such things. Now, be honest with me, please. This woman, Jillian Ingalls, you were close to her, yes?”

“Apparently not,” Willis said dryly. “She never said anything about this.”

Diaz nodded, waiting.

Willis sighed. “All right, Enrique. She is my father’s step-daughter, not related to me in any direct way. And she did have some kind of arrangement with the old man—something kinky—rough sex, bondage—whatever. I knew about that, but not about any contract.”

“She is related to you by marriage,” Diaz said reproachfully “You have lain with your sister, John Willis, at least in the biblical sense. I am Catholic, and we have strong beliefs about such things.”

“We can argue at a later time about whose sister she is or why she signed her life away like this. Personally, I don’t give a shit about all that.”

Diaz looked at him thoughtfully for a long moment, as if weighing his words carefully. “As you say, compadré, but for me, this is a family matter; father, daughter, son. You see my problem?”

Willis fumed, trying to explain. “Look, Enrique. This isn’t about incest. Forget that, and forget that Jill banged her step-father and her step-brother, neither of whom is related to her by blood. None of that matters right now. What does matter is that she ran away with me on the spur of the moment, and now she’s been taken away by a stranger. Taken, Enrique, as in, not of her own free will. One was a choice, one was not. I want to find her, and the rest simply doesn’t matter…”

“Ah, but it does matter,” Diaz said, cutting him off with something very like sadness. “This is important.”

“Of course it’s important,” Willis snorted. “Jill wouldn’t even be out here if it weren’t for me, damn it. And she is such a dumb little bitch when it comes to men…”

“Present company excluded, I presume?” Diaz interjected gently.

Willis frowned, letting his worry show. “Look, this girl lives in a fantasy world, and it’s a pretty weird place—weird and dangerous. In her mind, rough sex means love, and the more of one, the better the other. Her mother pretty much abandoned her and went off to Europe while Jill was in college. She and my father…” he shrugged helplessly. “Well, let’s just say that she’s had no supervision, and no one to care for her practically for her entire life, and my old man represented something she needed a whole lot, even if she didn’t know it at the time.”

“Now we are making progress.” Diaz pushed the humidor across his desk toward Willis. “Have a cigar, my young friend, and I will share with you some things that I have learned.”

Willis went through the process of trimming the heel of his cigar and lighting up with a wooden match. Diaz got up from his desk to make coffee, leaving Willis to his own thoughts for a few minutes. But, when the big Mexican returned, he was all business.

“First, you must understand that people are very sensitive about such things as we are discussing, and very protective. This kind of lifestyle, this dominance and submission, is not just about tying people up and hitting them, as you might see in the magazines or on the Internet. In reality, it is about power and control, and is deeply sexual in nature—and deeply personal. Such emotions are powerful and you do not intrude on them lightly. Think of it as prodding the hornet’s nest with a short stick. If you are gentle, then the insects will be curious. If you are clumsy, they will attack, and you will be too close to avoid the sting. Is this clear?”

Willis scowled. “In other words, Enrique, you are advising me to be my normal, sensitive self.”

Diaz ignored that. “I would prefer to talk you out of this course of action,” he said, waving the Dunn letter toward Willis. “You understand that your Jillian Ingalls may not wish to be found, do you not? In fact, if her handwritten note is taken at face value, then I must think that she does not. I am experienced in these matters, and I must tell you that in my view, this note was written freely, rather than forced. There is no visible tension or fear in the handwriting; it is smooth and even, suggesting calm.”

“I don’t care,” Willis said again, hearing the truculence in his own voice.

“Of course,” Diaz said, looking sad. “We Latinos appreciate this kind of thing, as well. It is your duty to find her. However, you must understand that Mr. Logan Dunn is not just some small-time skip tracer. He is a professional of the highest order. If the owner of Jillian Ingalls has gone to the trouble and not inconsiderable expense of hiring such a man, then you must recognize that he will be very difficult to find, unless he allows it, or you manage to locate someone to help you.”

“That’s why I’m here,” Willis said.

Perhaps, but truth can be an ugly thing,” Diaz said thoughtfully. “In my business, I see that kind of pain every day.”

“I can handle it.”

“That you can, my stubborn young friend.” Diaz sighed. “All right, I know of someone, a man called Emerson Spalding, who, I believe, will certainly have knowledge of your Logan Dunn. Spalding owns an upscale S&M club here in Los Angeles where some of the moneyed fetish people hang out, and the money people are the ones who can afford to keep the likes of this bounty hunter in business. I believe it is to them that you must take your questions.”

“An S&M club?”

“Sadism and masochism,” Diaz said delicately. “And a very exclusive club it is, too.” He looked sharply at Willis. “Do you even own a tuxedo, my young bull? This is not a jeans and leather bomber jacket kind of place.”

“Will he see me, Enrique?”

“Perhaps, although they prefer couples, at least in the club. Do you know of a woman who might…?”

“They stole my woman, damn it. Now, can you help me, or not?”

“You may wish that I had not,” Diaz said in a cautionary tone. “But, give me a couple of days, young bull, and let me see what I can do.”


Rainy Night at Roland ’s

Willis figured he might as well get drunk while he was waiting. He didn’t have any kind of plan, of course, but it just seemed like the right thing to do at the time. Somehow, the worst of it was that he hadn’t even known that Jill’s middle name was Beth. He should have known that, shouldn’t he? He worried at it like a dog with a bone, and the more he worried, the more pissed off he got.

Sitting in his apartment with a bottle certainly wasn’t going to help, that much was obvious. A few hours after returning from his visit with Enrique Diaz, Willis took his revolver out again. The gun was brutal to shoot, but had the power to crack an engine block, which, he thought sardonically, would come in very handy should he ever be attacked by an engine block.

Spilling the cartridges out of the cylinder, Willis practiced for awhile on the draw and presentation from his boot holster. His heart wasn’t in it, but he did it anyway, more from habit than intention. He disliked the boot mount, but conceded its convenience when concealment was more important than immediate availability. Finally, he reloaded the stumpy little gun and snapped it down into the holster, hoping that he would never have to use the thing.

He took a quick shower and dressed in leather pants and a white shirt and checked himself in the mirror to ensure that the pistol didn’t show. There had been a time in his life when arming himself had been no stranger than putting on trousers. It had been years since he’d felt the need, but Jill’s predilections and then the sudden invasion of his personal life left him feeling exposed and vulnerable. Outside forces made the decision for him to tool up again. He hated that, but not enough to ignore his instincts.

The weather had turned to shit again, appropriately enough, blowing hard off the beach and spitting rain so cold it felt like sleet. He went to Roland’s Pub, homing in on the soft glow of blue and pink neon in the windows with the certainty of a moth to flame.

“Hey, Johnny,” Roland said from behind the bar.

“You haven’t seen Jill, have you?”

“Since you asked me the last time?” Roland said. “Nope, but you can tell her from me that she’s fired as a goddamned cannon.”

“Well, give me a tequila shooter and a beer,” Willis said, taking a seat. “And keep them coming.” He wasn’t in the mood for casual conversation, and put down four shots before looking around.

The place was more crowded than it had a right to be at nine o’clock on a Tuesday night; young, blue-collar types with the girls in jeans and halters and cowboy boots and lots of long-neck empties scattered over table tops. The juke-box was playing George Strait and a couple danced slowly in the darkness, oblivious to their surroundings. It looked to Willis like they were going to need a room pretty quick, or at least the back seat of somebody’s car.

One woman sat alone in a back booth, elbows on the table, reading a hard back book spread open on the table in front of her. Willis walked past her on the way to the toilet, noting a flat, European style box of cigarettes with a gold lighter sitting on top, and an empty martini glass. She had a flag of rich brown hair pulled back over her ears and pinned at the crown of her head, and wore big hoop earrings.

Returning a couple of minutes later, she looked up at him through rectangular reading glasses with red frames. Inadvertently, their eyes caught. She gave him a slight smile of acknowledgement, not looking away, and he nodded back.

“I know you,” she said. “Stone Cold Johnny Gold, the motorcycle racer.”

“That’s what my sponsors call me.”

There was something familiar about her, but he couldn’t quite think what it was. She fixed a look of polite inquiry on her face.

“What do your friends call you?”

“Lots of things, but not Johnny Gold, or I’ll have to spank you.”

“Well, now, Not-Johnny Gold,” she said with some amusement. “There’s an interesting pick-up line if I ever heard one. I’m Amy Cavanaugh, and you have my attention.”

There was enough of that southern, corn-pone honey kind of drawl in her voice to make him smile, and she smiled back. He did, in fact, race motorcycles on the national circuit and had managed third in the rankings after the last season. However, bikes didn’t get the fame and glory that cars got and his face really wasn’t all that familiar with the general public. He was surprised to be recognized.

“I’m sorry if I sound cryptic,” he said, feeling mildly flattered. “My nickname is a sort of family joke, and sometimes I get stupid and defensive about it without meaning to. Gold is an acronym for Goes Like the Dickens, which my rotten uncle invented for me when I was a kid. Actually, my birth certificate says Lonnie John Willis.”

