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            For Cynthia Hebron,

my USC homegirl and biggest fan.

Thanks for always being there.

            
                

            

            For my childhood friends from Crotona Park East in the Bronx—where trouble found us daily, but friendship always had our backs. We grew up fast, laughed hard, and learned even harder lessons. Here’s to a bond that time and distance will never break.
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1
            Chapter 1

            JACKSON

         

         Despite the pair of armed thugs looming over me, it was a beautiful morning on Venice Beach.

         I was seated on the patio of a hip beachfront coffee shop called Drip Drop. The tiny café was part of the carnival-like collage of souvenir shops, fast-food joints, weed dispensaries, psychic parlors, and artist stalls that lined the Venice boardwalk. My loft was just a block away, so on those mornings when I felt like giving my Keurig a rest, I’d throw on some sweatpants and wander down for a freshly brewed cup of vanilla-nut roast.

         Prior to the arrival of my two surly visitors, I was sipping my coffee, watching the daily parade of local oddballs on the boardwalk, and strategizing about how to convince my new business partner, Mackenzie Cunningham, to double the furniture budget for our new office.

         A little over a week ago, Mac and I received the keys. The 650-square-foot storefront space, located in downtown Culver City, was move-in ready. Unfortunately, Mac and I weren’t ready to move in. The only things occupying our new place were a couple of cheap folding chairs and stacks of file-storage boxes. We couldn’t agree on 2how to decorate the place. Mackenzie was all about function. A clean and professional look was good enough. I disagreed completely. Looking successful is just as, if not more, important than looking professional. When clients crossed our threshold, I wanted them to believe we were killing it. That we didn’t need their business. That they’d be lucky to hire us. For weeks now we had visited dozens of furniture stores in search of a happy medium with zero success.

         I was determined to have it out with Mac. Somehow convince her to see things my way. At least, that was my plan for today until my two visitors dropped into the Drip Drop.

         “Sorry to bother you. Are you Jackson Jones?”

         Admittedly, that opener threw me. When I first spotted the two African American men approaching me in designer suits with hip-level gun bulges, I instantly pegged them as professional law-breakers … AKA gangsters. Detectives can’t afford Tom Ford and Hugo Boss. What I didn’t expect was polite gangsters. Either way, I knew these brothers were trouble, so I went for a Hail Mary.

         “Nope,” I said, shaking my head and focusing on my coffee. “Sorry.”

         The two men didn’t budge or take their eyes off me.

         I figured the dude who spoke first was the one in charge. He had a perfectly cropped beard and better shoes than his pal, and I was pretty sure his nails were manicured. And although he was the younger of the two—I guessed early thirties—there was an aloof certainty in his eyes, like someone who thought he was untouchable.

         “Mr. Jones,” he said, “let’s forgo the games.” His voice was eventoned and measured, with an educated ring. He sounded more like a lawyer than a criminal. “My name is Prentice Willis. My father is Cedric Willis. I’m here on his behalf regarding an urgent matter.”

         I was mid-sip when Prentice brandished his father’s name, and I damn near did a spit take. Cedric Willis was infamous. Known on the 3streets as Big Ced, head of the most powerful criminal organization in LA. Big Ced’s crew didn’t really have a name, but whispers called them the Black Mafia. Even the old-school Italian mob, which had slipped a rung or two over the decades, didn’t screw with Big Ced’s operation. His big black fist had a grip on everything, from traditional rackets like drugs, gambling, and sex trafficking to cutting-edge misdeeds like cyber scams and ransomware attacks. Over the last decade or so, Cedric Willis had launched many legit businesses in an effort to go corporate and rehabilitate his image, but everyone knew that Willis Worldwide was just a facade for a sophisticated and dangerous criminal empire.

         I couldn’t imagine what urgent matter had caused Big Ced to seek me out, but the very idea put a knot in my gut. Trying very hard to maintain my cool, I said to Prentice, “I don’t believe I’ve ever met your father.”

         “You haven’t. Not yet. That’s why I’m here. He’d like a meeting at his office.”

         “About what?”

         “All I’m allowed to say is what I’ve already said … it’s an urgent matter.”

         “Oh, I see. He’s looking to hire a private investigator.”

         “Correct.”

         I sighed under my breath and eased back in my chair. I didn’t want anything to do with public enemy number one and now I saw a way out. I frowned and said to Prentice, “Unfortunately, right now I’m moving into a new office, so I’m kind of on a break. If it’s urgent like you say, you might want to find someone else. Sorry.”

         I’m not sure Godfather junior heard a word I said, because he didn’t miss a beat. “Mr. Jones, if you know who my father is, and I’m certain you do, then you know on what scale he operates. This could be an enormous opportunity for you.” 4

         “Right, I get that but—” I hit the pause button because of the way Prentice’s sidekick eyeballed me. Not only was he older, but he was also bigger. An ex–football player was my bet. Seeing his jaw tighten and his hands ball into fists instantly told me they didn’t come out to Venice Beach to hear Jackson Jones say no.

         “You know what?” I said, changing my tone. “Let’s schedule the meeting for tomorrow. I’m guessing Big Ced—sorry, Mr. Willis—likes to sleep in so, I don’t know, how about eleven a.m.?”

         “He’s expecting you now.”

         I blinked. “Now? You want me to drive there now?”

         “No. There’s a car waiting around the corner. It’s better if you ride with us.”

         Time stopped briefly. Then I couldn’t help myself. I shook my head and laughed.

         The two men traded looks, then Prentice said, “Something funny?”

         “Yeah. I thought Bogart shit like this only happened in movies.”

         Prentice, to his credit, wasn’t offended. Instead, he chuckled. “Look, my father just wants to talk. Nothing more. You’ll be perfectly safe. You have my word.”

         I don’t know why I would believe the word of a gangster, but the dude sounded like he meant it. Also, to be honest, I was damn curious about this whole urgent matter business. Lastly, Prentice wasn’t kidding about his old man. Cedric Willis wasn’t called Big Ced because he was fat or muscular. No, he earned that nickname because everything Big Ced did, legal or illegal, he did, well … big. Maybe this would turn out to be a straight-up PI gig with a Big Ced–sized payday. Maybe this truly was an enormous opportunity.

         “Okay, I’m in,” I said, reaching for my iPhone. “Just let me call my partner so she can meet us there.” 5

         “There’s no need to call Ms. Cunningham,” he said. “That’s being handled.”

         I almost laughed at his reference to Mac as Ms. Cunningham. He obviously didn’t know Mac the way I did.

         “Um. When you say being handled do you mean like the way you two ran up on me? Just so you know, she isn’t as easygoing as I am. I mean, she might even—”

         Prentice held up a definitely manicured hand. “We’re wasting time. Let’s go. My father hates to be kept waiting.”

         “Sure.” I left a tip on the table, then exited the patio and followed them.

         For an instant I considered taking off down the boardwalk, but then remembered that I was no longer working alone. I now had a partner to worry about … and count on. And she had to be able to count on me. Even if I gave these jokers the slip there was no way to be certain what would happen to Mackenzie.

         So, yes, I willingly followed two armed criminals to their car.

         There’s a popular T-shirt many vendors sell on the Venice boardwalk that warns: Venice Beach, Where Art Meets Crime.

         Yeah, tell me about it.
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            Chapter 2

            MACKENZIE

         

         Standing at the base of the steepest hill at Kenneth Hahn Park, I was about to embark on my fifth and final sprint. The panoramic view of LA awaiting me at the top was well worth the grueling workout.

         This secluded haven, a favorite of true fitness fanatics, was an ideal spot to get a rigorous workout without having to dart around dog walkers and baby strollers.

         The park was also my go-to spot for releasing pent-up frustration. And after a week of dealing with Jackson Jones, my agitation meter was inching into the red zone.

         While I was still excited about our joint venture, I was exhausted from our epic battles over everything from office decor to billing rates to the name of our new firm. After a stalemate over whose name would go first, we finally settled on Safe and Sound Investigations. A tad mundane, yet charming in its own right.

         I stretched my arms high above my head, took a deep breath, then blasted up the hill like an Olympic sprinter. By the time I reached the top, my lungs were on fire. I bent forward, gripping my thighs for support as I gasped for air. 7

         As I rose, a man leaning against a shiny silver Cadillac Escalade several yards away set off some serious red flags. He was not here for a workout. He was casually dressed in a sport coat over a black T-shirt, but there was nothing casual about his hulking demeanor.

         I zeroed in on his white leather tennis shoes, clearly crafted for style rather than function. The emblem on the side looked familiar, but even under duress, I couldn’t tell you if the brand was Armani or Adidas. Of course, my snob of a partner would’ve instantly recognized them and bragged that he had two pairs still in their original shoeboxes sitting in a closet three times the size of my kitchen.

         As I kept my focus on the WWE wannabe, the SUV’s passenger door opened and a woman emerged. She rounded the car and headed straight for me. Dressed in a black tailored leather blazer, her hair pulled back in a ponytail, she was probably in her mid-forties, but could’ve passed for much younger.

         I took a step back, letting her know I didn’t appreciate people getting in my personal space.

         “Can I help you?” I asked.

         “My name is Jada.” She smiled and extended her hand like she wanted to be my friend.

         When I left her hanging, she continued, the smile still in place.

         “Ms. Cunningham, my boss would like to hire you for a job,” she said.

         “I’m off today. Have your boss, whoever he is, call my assistant and set up a meeting.”

         Before continuing my stroll, I mentally ran through a few Krav Maga moves just in case the pair was looking for trouble. I also surveyed the area. The nearby picnic tables were empty. A handful of walkers were headed toward the bowl-shaped, circular walking 8path. If something was about to go down, at least there would be witnesses.

         “Mackenzie, please wait. My boss is Cedric Willis. He needs to talk to you. Today. Now. We’re here to take you to his office.”

         That stopped me cold. Willis was a man you’d call a respectable criminal. For decades, his network of underworld, political, and financial connections shielded him from any repercussions from his myriad of illegal activities. But despite his scary reputation, that didn’t give him the right to summon me to his office like I was one of his underlings.

         “Tell your boss I appreciate the gesture,” I said with a chuckle, “but I don’t accept rides from strangers.”

         For the first time, Jada dropped her smiley face. “Cedric Willis never accepts no for an answer.”

         Her tone was menacing now. Still, I remained unfazed.

         “Exactly what kind of job does he want to hire me for?”

         “I’m not at liberty to say. But I’ll get you back here in no time,” she said, reverting to friendship mode. “I promise.”

         “Give me the address. I’ll drive myself.”

         I had no intention of going to meet Willis. Let him make an appointment and come to my office.

         “That won’t work,” she said.

         My eyes crisscrossed the immediate area. The walkers I’d seen earlier were gone. If Jada instructed wrestler dude to force me into his car, they might just get away with it. I patted the cell phone in the side pocket of my leggings, wishing it was my .38.

         I purposely slowed my breathing and forced myself to think rationally. Snatching women off the street was not Big Ced’s MO. It was highly unlikely that they were going to take me to some abandoned warehouse and work me over. 9

         “This is on the up-and-up,” she assured me. “Big Ced needs to talk is all.”

         “So where’s this meeting supposed to take place?” I asked as I committed the Escalade’s license plate to memory.

         “Mr. Willis’s office downtown. On Fifth Street.”

         Strangely, a bit of excitement began to bubble up in my chest. If a mogul like Willis wanted to hire me, the job would probably come with a big paycheck. I’d worked for some seedy people in the past; granted, not on his scale. As long as a gig wouldn’t land me in jail or a graveyard, I was usually game. A smile eased across my face. I was going to love showing Jackson up by landing our first big case.

         “I’ll go with you,” I said, pulling my phone from my pocket. “But I have to let my partner know where I’ll be.”

         Just in case he needs to play superhero and rescue me. Jackson would love that.

         “No need,” Jada replied. “Mr. Jones is already en route.”

         Whoa. I wasn’t sure if that little tidbit was reason for relief or concern. Either way, Jackson should’ve given me a heads-up.

         Jada walked over to the Escalade and swung open the front passenger door. “You can ride shotgun.” She flashed me another faux smile.

         Ignoring her, I reached for the handle of the back door. I needed to keep an eye on my two escorts.

         “I’ll go with you,” I said, climbing inside, “but I prefer the view from back here.”
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            Chapter 3

            JACKSON

         

         Look at this place. Plush. Sleek. Screams success. Now, this is what I’m talking about.”

         Mac and I were in the reception area, seated side by side on the most comfortable leather sofa my butt had ever met. The ultra-modern decor looked Italian. About as upscale as you can get. A huge, illuminated Willis Worldwide sign loomed over the reception desk, a testament to Big Ced’s commitment to living large.

         “Seriously?” Mackenzie said, leveling glare Number Nine at me. I had all her sideways looks cataloged. There were twelve in all. Number Nine involved pursed lips and a weary stare. “You’re unbelievable.”

         “Now what?”

         There was a receptionist seated a few feet away, so Mackenzie dropped her voice. “We’ve been kidnapped. That’s what.”

         I chuckled. “Stop it.”

         “Well, practically.” She lowered her voice again. “And now we’re about to be face-to-face with a mobster.”

         “Former mobster.”

         She hit me with Number Seven, the yeah, right sneer. 11

         “We might be in real trouble here and all you can do is admire the office furniture.”

         “Until we know what this is,” I said, “let’s just go with it.”

         “Like we have a choice.”

         “Bright side. This could be lucrative. I mea—”

         “I know. I know. Why do you think I allowed that woman to abduct me?”

         I laughed. “Hey, and if this is the mother lode, going top shelf on our office furniture won’t be an issue.”

         “Jackson, I swear, if you mention office furniture again—”

         “Excuse me,” the receptionist said, rounding her desk. She was pretty and professional, like she belonged on the cover of Success magazine. “It’ll just be a few minutes more. In the meantime, may I get you something to drink? Coffee? Tea? Water? Or how about a delicious cash-money smoothie?”

         Mackenzie and I both made faces.

         The receptionist chuckled. “That’s what Mr. Willis calls it. It’s a green smoothie. Fresh veggies and fruit. Pine nuts. A little acai powder. Would you like one?”

         “Sure. Sounds tasty.”

         The receptionist pivoted her perfect corporate smile to Mac.

         Mac shook her head. “No, I’m good.”

         I nudged her. “Come on, try one. You like healthy stuff.”

         She hit me with Number Ten, which resembles Nine, but a little spicier. Then Mac turned back to the receptionist. “No, thank you.”

         “Okay, I’ll be right back.” With that she disappeared through a side door.

         Mackenzie shook her head. “You’re just fine with all this, huh?”

         “Come on, it might be our last meal.”

         “Not funny. We need a strategy.” 12

         “We need to listen to the details and hope it’s not anything too crazy.”

         “No, I mean an exit strategy,” Mackenzie said. “An excuse to refuse the gig if it’s too crazy.”

         I nodded. “Good point. Any ideas?”

         “I’m thinking. I’m thinking.”

         “Me too.”

         Before we could come up with anything, the receptionist entered a side door carrying the smoothie. It was indeed money green. She handed it to me along with a straw. “Here you go. Tell me what you think?”

         I took a sip. It tasted like a cold and frothy garden and was genuinely delicious. “Wow, I love it.”

         “I knew you would.” She returned to her station wearing a satisfied smile.

         Mackenzie stared at me as I took another sip.

         “Mmmm mmmm.” I held out my glass to her. “You really should try some. Just a little sip. Hey, we should get a juicer for our office.”

         At that moment I added a new glare to the list. Number Thirteen. Nostril flare, micro-twitches of the eye, and I believe I heard knuckles crack. I’m pretty sure Mac would’ve slapped my cash-money smoothie clear across the reception area if Prentice hadn’t suddenly emerged from a pair of double doors.

         “Sorry for the wait,” he said. As we rose from the sofa, he extended a hand to Mackenzie. “Prentice Willis. Thank you for coming.”

         Mackenzie only hesitated a second before shaking his hand. “I’d say you’re welcome but that would be untrue. I will say I’m eager to find out what this is all about.”

         “Of course. They’re ready in the conference room.”

         “They?” I asked. “I thought we were just meeting your father.” 13

         A knowing smile creased Prentice’s lips, a smile that I did not like one bit. From the look on Mac’s face, she didn’t like it either.

         “Sorry if I gave you the wrong impression,” Prentice said. “Along with my father, there are two other, shall we say, men of signififcance, eager to meet you both.”

         Mackenzie got the question out first. “What men? Can we have names?”

         “You’ll know soon enough.” He gestured to the double doors. “Come.”

         “Wait a minute.” I held up my smoothie. “Can I bring this?”

         “Better not. My father won’t care, but his guests can be a bit … unpredictable.”

         Not liking the sound of that, I took one last sip before setting the drink down on a side table.

         Mac whispered out of the corner of her mouth, “Can you please stop acting like we’re here for a friendly lunch date?”

         “Hey, you need to chill. That was the best smoothie I ever tasted. I hope it’s still here when we’re done.”

         Mackenzie rolled her eyes as we followed Prentice through the double doors.

         The spacious conference room did exactly what it was designed to do, impress the hell out of anyone who entered. Rich leather furnishings, dual video walls, and a mahogany touchscreen conference table made for an elegant integration of luxury and state-of-the art technology. A floor-to-ceiling picture window spanned the entire length of the room. Although the solar shades were drawn, it was easy to imagine the thirty-three-story-high panorama of downtown Los Angeles ready to be revealed with just the push of a button.

         When Mackenzie and I walked in, I kind of expected to see Big Ced enthroned at the head of the conference table, puffing on a huge cigar. 14

         I wasn’t even close.

         Instead, the balding, white-bearded kingpin, adorned in a sharp three-piece suit, was seated on the long side of the conference table, flanked by two intimidating-looking men. One was white, the other Hispanic.

         I recognized Big Ced’s scary bookends instantly. I knew Mackenzie did as well by the way she furtively glanced at me with a look I’d never seen before. This one screamed, holy shit.

         Holy shit was right.

         The curly-headed white man on Big Ced’s left was well fed and pushing sixty. He wore a blue tracksuit, thick framed glasses that magnified shrewd eyes, and on his left hand an honest-to-god pinkie ring. His name was Yaron Bioff, head of the Jewish mob.

         The other man, in his forties, was the youngest of the trio. He sported a designer embroidered hoodie, a thick tattooed neck adorned with a small fortune in gold chains, and a chilling titanium stare. His name was Mateo Meza, top dog in the Mexican mob.

         Life sure is crazy. One minute I’m sipping coffee on the beach, the next Mackenzie and I are standing before three of the most dangerous men on the west coast. These guys were big-time rivals. So why were they sitting around a table acting like they were about to break bread?

         Registering our baffled expressions, Prentice smiled and said, “Do I need to make formal introductions or are we all good?”

         “Nah, I’m good,” I muttered, quieter than I wanted to admit.

         “Same,” Mackenzie said, nodding her head.

         “Excellent.” Big Ced’s voice was deep, bordering on regal, but unlike his son, he had to work to keep the street out of his vocabulary. “Go on, sit. Please.”

         Mac and I settled into plush high-back chairs, directly across from the three men. 15

         “Before we begin,” he continued, “my associates and I want to thank you for coming on such short notice.”

         “Yes,” Yaron Bioff said.

         Mateo Meza just barely nodded his head.

         Big Ced went on. “I heard how you two cracked that politician case several weeks back. It was all over the news. Damned impressive.”

         Mackenzie and I both said thank you, but what I really wanted to say was get to the point already so I can get my ass up out of here. I’d bet anything my partner was thinking the same thing.

         “So, of course,” he continued, “when a certain situation presented itself that required a particular brand of outside help, I told my colleagues here about you. We quickly came to the agreement that Jackson Jones and Mackenzie Cunningham are our best chance of resolving this situation. And that’s why you’re sitting here now.”

         Mackenzie and I both flashed respectful smiles, then Mackenzie found the nerve to say what I was thinking. “We appreciate your confidence, Mr. Willis, we really do. But we’re going to need details to determine if this job is even right for us.”

         I literally held my breath.

         Yaron Bioff and Mateo Meza threw glances at Big Ced.

         Big Ced ignored them. Instead, he just smiled at Mackenzie for about a second too long, then finally said, “Absolutely. But first I should emphasize something. Typically, me and the gentlemen beside me would prefer not to cross paths. Bad for business. The fact that we’re all seated at the same table, essentially acting as one, should give you both some idea of the level of urgency we’re dealing with.”

         Yaron Bioff bobbed his head. “Willis is right. It’s bad. Extremely urgent.”

         Mateo Meza, his eyes somehow locked on both of us, just said one word. “Sí.” 16

         I didn’t know about Mackenzie, but my heart was beating faster than a hummingbird’s. Suddenly, I didn’t want any details. I didn’t want to hear another word.

         Big Ced leaned forward slightly. “Do you both understand?”

         Mackenzie and I nodded stiffly.

         Despite the tension bearing down on me, what happened next almost made me burst out laughing.

         Prentice picked up a small remote control from the conference table and said, “I’ve prepared a PowerPoint presentation that will explain everything.”

         Mackenzie and I couldn’t help trading astounded looks. These guys were acting as if this were a corporate board meeting.

         “Don’t worry,” Prentice said. “It’s quite brief.” He hit play. The recessed lighting dimmed and the humongous video wall came to life.

         The image of a fiftyish white man driving a burgundy convertible Bentley filled the screen. His long white hair tossed by the wind. His face aglow with a huge twinkle-eyed smile. This dude literally looked like the happiest man in the world.

         “This is Vincent Keane,” Prentice said. “Lawyer, accountant, computer coder, and most important, a fucking con man.”

         A mug shot of a much younger Keane filled the screen.

         “This mug shot was taken twenty-five years ago, when he was just cutting his teeth. Improving his game before going big league. Roughly ten years ago, Mr. Keane utilized his assortment of skills to acquire some influential clients and so-called friends.”

         Photos of Keane with Big Ced, Mateo Meza, and Yaron Bioff flashed on-screen.

         “Vincent Keane then used these relationships to steal and compile highly confidential information about my father, Mr. Bioff, and Mr. Meza. Information that could prove very damaging if it fell into the wrong hands … like, say, the district attorney.” 17

         The image of a suited middle-aged man standing proudly before an American flag filled the video wall. I didn’t know for sure, but I guessed he was the current LA district attorney.

         “For almost a decade Mr. Keane has used this advantage to blackmail the men in this room for enormous amounts of money, in monthly installments, no less. Now, you might be wondering, how does Keane get away with it? These are powerful men. Men of influence. Why couldn’t they stop him?”

         If Keane was as clever as he sounded, I knew how he did it: he had insurance in case they tried to make him disappear.

         A close-up of Vincent Keane wearing a knowing smirk filled the screen.

         Prentice continued. “Keane had dirt that he used as insurance.”

         I mentally patted myself on the back.

         “Keane made it clear that if anything ever happened to him there was a process in place to ensure that damaging information about us ended up on the DA’s desk.”

         For some reason I raised my hand before speaking—maybe it was the formality of the PowerPoint. “This is all very interesting, but how could Mackenzie and I help you solve this problem?”

         “I’ll show you,” Prentice said, then he pressed a button on the remote.

         Images of a major car accident flashed on the video wall. A smashed-to-hell burgundy Bentley strewn across Pacific Coast Highway. Vincent Keane, covered in blood, being pulled from the wreck on a stretcher. He did not look good.

         I was relieved to see that Mackenzie also raised her hand. “So, he’s dead?”

         Prentice shook his head. “Not yet. Currently Keane’s hospitalized at UCLA Medical Center in Westwood. Intensive care. Hanging by a thread on life support. The doctors give him less than a 18week. They say it’s a miracle he’s still alive. And that miracle is an opportunity for us.”

         Prentice killed the video wall. When the conference room lights returned to their original intensity, Big Ced leaned forward over the table. “Do you two get it now? When that motherfucker dies, we’re done.” He gestured to the men beside him. “All three of us. Finished. We can’t let that happen.”

         Bioff shook his curly head. “No, no, no. Absolutely not.”

         “Fuck no!” Meza pounded his fist on the conference table, causing Mac and me to flinch.

         Prentice jumped in. “We need you two to locate Vincent’s stash before he dies, then return that stash to us so we can destroy it. Thumb drives, paper files, microfilm, format doesn’t matter. What does matter is that you get it all and nothing reaches the DA. And you’ll need this.”

         Prentice picked up a manila folder and set it down in front of me and Mackenzie.

         “It’s everything we have on Keane. Addresses. Friends. Family. Enemies. The works. There’s a check in there too. Take a look.”

         I opened the manila folder and slid out a bank check with lots of zeroes.

         “That’s fifty grand to start.” Prentice said. “Once you’re done, you get another one hundred and fifty. Sound good?”

         Mackenzie and I just sat there staring at that fat check, each other, and all those intense stares focused on us. Waiting.

         “So, tell me.” Big Ced’s voice was disturbingly calm. “Do we have a deal … or not?”

         I could tell from Mackenzie’s eyes that she and I were on the same page. To hell with all that money, we wanted nothing to do with this fucked-up version of The Godfather.

         “Sounds like trouble,” Mackenzie said. “Big trouble.” 19

         Big Ced sat back in his chair, a look of displeasure slowly spreading across his face.

         “Are you kidding?” I stepped in, snatched the check, and tucked it in my pocket. “This is clearly an offer we can’t refuse. Am I right, Mr. Willis?”

         Big Ced held me with a razor-thin smile, then finally said, “My son forgot one thing. Something very important. There is to be absolutely no police involvement. You got that?”

         I nodded. Mackenzie did not. I could tell from the tightness of her jawline that she was steaming inside. “We got it,” I said.

         “Good. Now get to work. The clock’s ticking.”
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            Chapter 4

            MACKENZIE

         

         Jackson and I were both mindfully mute as the Escalade inched down Washington Boulevard. It was hours before rush hour, but you wouldn’t know it from all the cars on the street.

         Instead of being taken back to our individual pickup spots, Jackson—without consulting me, of course—directed our driver, the Hulk Hogan wannabe, to drop us off at our new office in Culver City.

         “We can Uber to my place from the office,” he told me after we climbed into the back seat, still reeling from our multi-mobster face-off. “Then I can take you to the park to pick up your Jeep.”

         Gazing out the window, I silently seethed over the predicament we were in. These were not the kind of clients we should be associating with. Jackson, however, seemed to be quite pleased with that fifty grand check tucked away in his wallet—he kept sneaking glances at it on our ride back. I wanted to snatch it from his greedy little fingers and hurl it out of the window.

         I managed to suppress my anger until the second we stepped into our nearly empty office, which was scattered with unpacked boxes. 21

         “If we’re going to do business together,” I said, locking my arms across my chest, “we need to do business together. We should’ve asked for a few minutes to discuss their offer. But you just grabbed that check like a hungry hyena.”

         Jackson scrunched up his face, then made a dramatic show of looking around the office. He even picked up a box to look underneath it.

         “What are you doing?” I asked. “What are you looking for?”

         “I’m looking for Mackenzie Cunningham because you are not her. I can’t believe what you just said. Discuss their offer? Are you kidding me? We were sitting across from three men who consider murder a peaceful pastime. There was nothing to discuss. We had no choice. You think I wanted to take this job?”

         The harsh reality of Jackson’s words jolted me. We were trapped in a corner with no viable escape route. I plopped down on one of the boxes and pressed my palms to my face.

         “You’re right,” I said, my exasperation clear. “You’re absolutely right. I’m sorry.”

         Jackson immediately pulled his phone from his pocket and shoved it in my face. “Could you please repeat that? I’m certain you’ll never utter those words again, so I’d like to have a recording I can listen to over and over again.”

         I glared up at him. “I’m not in the mood for your jokes. We need to figure out how we’re going to get out of this.”

         Jackson rubbed his forehead, opened one of the folding chairs, and fell into it. “I’m not sure we can.”

         “We need to go to the police.”

         Jackson dramatically swung his head from side to side. “No way. You heard what they said.”

         “I’m not talking about officially. We both have contacts with LAPD. The FBI too. Let’s find someone we can trust and get some 22advice on the down low about how we should proceed. We can’t go this alone.”

         “Those guys probably have people on the inside. That wouldn’t be a wise move.”

         “Okay then, tell me what would be a wise move?”

         Jackson locked eyes with me. The fear and frustration in his eyes mirrored mine.

         “We could take the money and run,” he said, suddenly breaking into a mischievous smile. “Fifty grand would go a long way in the Dominican Republic. We could kick back on a white sandy beach and sip piña coladas all day.”

         “Please stop playing around,” I chided him. “This is not the time for that.”

         “Yes, it is. Because I’ve got nothing.”

         I stared across the room at my handsome partner, a man I initially loathed, a feeling that gradually transformed into admiration. Despite our frequent sparring, I came to like him. A lot. We’d had some trying times over the past few months, including being on the run for our lives. I wasn’t ready to relive those terrifying moments. But admittedly, if I had to, I’d feel safer doing it with Jackson by my side.

         He hopped up and started opening boxes. “Sitting around moping won’t help either. Let’s get cracking on figuring out how we’re going to solve this case. Which box has my laptop?”

         “How would I know that? I didn’t pack up your stuff.”

         All of my boxes were identified with neatly typed labels describing their contents. Jackson’s mishmash of boxes were unlabeled and weren’t even taped shut.

         “Well, if you help me look for it, I’ll—”

         A thunderous pounding suddenly rattled the small office. Before 23we could react, the door flew open and two men in suits barged inside.

         “What the hell?” Jackson said.

         The men simultaneously flashed their LAPD detective badges.

         “Our boss wants a word with you. Now.”
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