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Prologue



Sure they knew they shouldn’t go down to the basement.



It was damp, unsafe, their parents said. And there were rats – a whole bunch of rats. They knew for sure about the rats because they’d seen them with their own eyes. But they’d lived in the neighbourhood their whole lives, and the warnings didn’t make no difference – the place being off limits that way made them want to go down there even more.


Danger was cool, they thought. They were young and wanted adventure and fun is all – something to give them a break from school and studying and exams. And the tension at home – the anger and the resentment, the frustration and fights.


And it was huge down there in the basement – a dark space that stretched out the whole way under their apartment building, maybe a whole lot further. They wanted to explore it all, see what was hidden down there in the far corners, inside the mouldy cardboard boxes and shielded underneath those thick plastic-covered stacks. They broke in all the time. Picked the lock if they had to. It was all a part of the thrill.


This one time, though, something was different.


They smelled it first.


Sometimes when they opened the door to the basement and stepped inside, it just smelled of damp cardboard and old, stale air. Every now and again there’d be something else – bleach or some kind of chemicals, a dead rat, a garbage sack forgotten and left to fester rather than getting put out with the rest of the trash. From time to time, when they left they’d leave behind the aroma of the mellow smoke from their joints, or the smell of young bodies experimenting with sex for the first time.


But on that day, the smell was different. And instinctively, a primal sense within them told them it was bad.


Still, they didn’t turn back. Because, well, curiosity, you know.


The five of them huddled closer together; the one with the nickname Hawk in the front, and the one they called Lookie at the back. And they kept on going, scanning the dark void of the basement with their flashlights. No one wanted to be the one to suggest they turn back.


Every step further, the smell got stronger. Acrid. It clogged in their throats and made their eyes water. And as it did, they figured it was more than one smell – it was like skidding tyres and bonfires and bacon, all mixed up together, but not in a good way.


They found him a few steps later.


He was on his knees. Hands roped behind his back.


His blackened lips were wide. His contorted face twisted mid-scream.


An old tyre had been hung around his neck. It had gotten damaged by the fire, but it was still intact. The man hadn’t fared so well. He was dead – they could tell that much for sure – nobody could have survived. But who he was once, beneath the burnt, blackened flesh, that they couldn’t tell, at least not right then, anyways.


Lookie vomited. One of the girls started crying. The rest of them just stood and stared and didn’t know what to do. Hawk – always the bravest of the group – took a few steps closer. Said they needed to call the cops. Give a description. Do the right thing.


The others were just about to agree.


Then Hawk began to scream.
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Cloud Gate, Millennium Park, Chicago



Chicago isn’t a one-mob kind of a place. There’s a whole bunch of them, all vying for the top spot, but the Cabressa crime family – for whom FBI Special Agent Alex Monroe has a major hard-on – has its history written in blood among the bricks and bridges of this windy city.



But right now there’s no sign of blood or the infamous wind. Here in Millennium Park the sun’s out and the breeze is a gentle whisper. Still, I shiver. In spite of the cloudless sky, fall in Chicago just doesn’t come close to matching the intensity of the Florida heat.


Beside me the gigantic metal ‘Bean’ sculpture, so called because it’s shaped like a kidney bean laying on its side, towers upwards. It’s way taller than me, many times over, but compared to the size and scale of the buildings in this city it seems kind of like a dollhouse miniature.


Turning, I scan my surroundings, double-checking I’ve gotten into the right position. Huge skyscrapers rise like glass-and-steel mountains behind me and on both flanks of the park. Ahead of me, dwarfed by the giant buildings all around but determined not to be upstaged, the trees look real fancy in their fall colours of burnt gold, bronze and red. I gaze past them, across the great lawn, to the edge of the park and South Lakeshore Drive. I can’t see it from here, but I know from the map I committed to memory on the way here that just beyond the street lies the shimmering water of Lake Michigan. I exhale. I’m in the right place.


In the distance, I hear a clock chime. It’s noon. This is the rendezvous point. They were very clear: Millennium Park, twelve o’clock, in front of the Bean, facing towards the lake. The person I’m meeting should be wearing a Chicago Bulls ballcap and carrying a go-cup from Starbucks, but that’s all the intel I have. I scan the people around me – three ladies, clad in bright Lycra shorts and crop tops, jogging, a bald guy walking five dogs of assorted sizes, a couple of families – obvious vacationers from the way they’re pointing at things and stopping to look, and a load of folks walking along the pathways or sitting at the wooden benches eating lunch. At least five of them are wearing Bulls caps, but none is carrying a Starbucks.


Damn. I need to meet the contact. I have to get this job done.


I check my watch: near on five after twelve. Turning, I glance at my reflection in the huge mirrored surface of the Bean. Flick my gaze to the right. The reflections of people further from the sculpture are more distorted because of the curving sides, but JT is still easy to pick out – tall and athletic with dirty-blond hair – he’s a little ways across the grass, joining in with a park yoga class. He’s the only one wearing Levi’s.



You won’t be alone. I’ll be hiding in plain sight, JT had said. And I’m glad he’s here. Because even though I guess there’s more safety in meeting in a busy public place like this, you can never really be safe when you’re waiting on a meeting with a mobster. A mobster who, right now, is late.



I wonder if they came and didn’t like what they saw. I know how these old crime families tend to be real patriarchal. Could be they took a look at me and decided they didn’t want to do business with a woman. I’ve had that before – a female bounty hunter just isn’t macho enough. It’s dumb-as-a-stump talk, obviously, but you get burned that way a few times and it sure does begin to irritate.


Or maybe they won’t show. Could be that calling them up cold and telling them I had something Cabressa wants didn’t pique their interest enough. I think of the debt I owe to FBI Special Agent Alex Monroe for helping me out on my last job in Miami, and the fact I’d do just about anything right now to be free of that debt and back home with my daughter, Dakota. I glance again at JT, who’s clumsily attempting a downward-dog yoga pose, and wish that we could have stayed home in Florida, away from the mob, with more time to work through the past decisions that’ve recently come back to haunt us.


I adjust my weight from foot to foot. Press my palm against the outside of my purse and check that the contents are safe. I feel the curves of the metal object inside and exhale. Hope to hell our plan works out. After what happened just a couple of weeks ago in Miami – me getting caught in the middle of a three-way shoot-out between law enforcement and two fractions of the Miami Mob – I’m not sure I have the stomach for much more violence. But I’m no quitter. This isn’t my first rodeo, and I’m damn sure that it won’t be my last.


‘Miss Anderson?’



Turning as I hear my name, I see a man approaching me from the other side of the Bean. He’s almost as wide as he is high, and in all truth he’s not that short. His Popeye arm muscles look like they’re about to bust clean out of his shirt sleeves, and his thighs are stretching his pants to the max. There’s a red Chicago Bulls ballcap propped on top of his mop of curly black hair. He’s wearing shades, and I’d reckon on him being in his mid-forties. He’s swigging an iced coffee from a Starbucks plastic go-cup.


My stomach lurches but I keep my voice strong, professional. ‘Yes?’



‘I’m Critten.’ He takes off his shades. ‘I hear you got something you want to tell my boss?’



His cold blue eyes take a predatory sweep of me, like a shark does a free diver. I hold my ground, square my shoulders and straighten my spine. ‘Sure do.’



He jerks his head towards the path leading out across the park to the water. ‘Let’s take a walk.’



I do as he says, and once we reach the pathway I start talking. ‘Like I said on the phone, I’ve got the gold chess pieces from the 1986 Vegas Legends game. Word is your boss is in the market for a set of pieces like that.’



Critten says nothing, but there’s a muscle pulsing in his neck.


‘It’s the full set, all one point three five million dollars’ worth.’ I glance at Critten again – he’s staring straight ahead, giving nothing away. ‘I’ll take eight hundred thousand, and your boss will think you’ve brokered him a real bargain.’



‘How do we know you’re for real?’ Critten says. He’s still looking along the path, not making eye contact.


I scan the people near us, figuring there must be more mob guys around. But there’s no one real obvious, just some parents hand-in-hand with young kids, a couple of joggers with their dogs trotting alongside them, tongues lolling out, and a group of college kids in #NotMyPresident T-shirts, chattering loudly. None of them looks like a threat. Critten, on the other hand, moves his hand to his belt, and as his jacket flaps open, I see the gun at his hip.


Sliding my hand into my purse I feel the cool, hard metal inside and pull out the proof that I’m not bluffing. I hand it to him. ‘Here, this should convince you.’



He stops walking and examines the pawn. It looks tiny in the middle of his meaty palm.


Stopping beside him, I wait. Feel my heart punching faster against my ribs. Trying not to think about his gun, just inches from me, I calculate how long it’d take for me to grab the Taser from my purse and fire it into him, if things turn bad.


Ten seconds pass, then another twenty, as Critten examines every bit of the pawn. Suddenly there seem to be fewer people around. I notice a man in a sport coat a little ways from us, taking pictures on his cellphone; there are bulges beneath the coat, exactly where a double shoulder holster would hold a pair of guns. As our eyes meet, I look away. Then I see another guy, sitting on a bench, watching us. There’s a gun at his hip, same as Critten. He sees me looking, but he doesn’t glance away. Nor do I. I might be in these boys’ city, but I’m not a woman to back down easy. Let them watch us; I’ve got a job to do.


A full minute goes by and still Critten doesn’t speak. Like a girl all dressed for prom and standing on the front porch looking out for her date, I’m getting real sick of waiting. My mouth’s as dry as gator hide in the sunshine. Everything hinges on this. I need for Critten to take the bait.


Finally, he looks at me. ‘Tell me how’d you get this?’



I act coy. ‘Let’s say I procured it.’



‘How?’



I glance away. Not sure how much to tell, or how much I want to tell. I decide to stay as close to the truth as I can without giving away my involvement with the Feds. ‘I took them from Marcus Searle – the man who butchered your employee and stole them.’



Critten shrugs. ‘What employee?’




‘Patrick Walker, your accountant. I know what happened to him and his family on board the yacht Sunsearcher. I saw the pictures on the news. And I know Searle was behind it and took the pieces.’




‘How the hell you know about that?’



I don’t tell him that I made the discovery when I was on an off-the-books job for the FBI – tracking down the escaped convict, Gibson ‘The Fish’ Fletcher, before he crossed the border into Mexico. And I stay silent on the fact that Gibson had been working for Special Agent Alex Monroe – stealing the chess pieces to facilitate an elaborate sting operation in Chicago – and that messed-up situation, and the one I’m now in, was all due to Monroe’s hard-on for Cabressa. Instead I smile real sweet and say, ‘Word travels fast, especially when the items are high value and blood gets spilled.’



Critten frowns. ‘Way I heard it, the man who took them ended up dead. You do that?’



I shake my head. ‘He was already dead when I found him, but the pieces were no place to be seen. I figured if I could find them there’d still be people interested in buying. Your boss is top of that list.’



‘We haven’t seen you in our city before.’ Critten narrows his eyes. His fist clenches around the pawn like he’s trying to choke it. ‘Are you with Herron?’



I shake my head. ‘Herron? I’ve no idea what the hell that is.’



Critten looks unconvinced. ‘So you just a thief then?’



I stare into his cold, hard eyes. Force myself not to look away. I try not to think how many people have already paid for these chess pieces with their blood, that I must be outside my head to do this job. ‘I don’t work for anyone. I’m more of an opportunist.’



We stare at each other for a long moment. I hold my breath. The tension makes my stomach flip.


‘Okay then,’ says Critten. He thrusts the pawn back into my hand.


I frown. Confused. ‘Okay?’



Critten doesn’t reply. Instead he leaves me standing on the path, watching him walk away. For the first time in a long while, I don’t know what to do next.


They haven’t taken the bait. I’ve blown it.


I can’t pay my debt to FBI Special Agent Alex Monroe.


How the hell am I going to get myself free?
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Back at the hotel things are going to hell in a handbasket. JT sits on the narrow desk beside the coffee maker. I remain standing. I’ve filled JT and Monroe in on what happened at the park. Now JT and me are watching Monroe as he paces back and forth across the room. His black suit is crumpled, his tie crooked.



‘What the hell – there isn’t a plan B?’ I say. ‘I don’t get it. This was never a dead cert anyways.’



Monroe shakes his head. Keeps pacing side to side across the room. It’s a nice room in a mid-price chain hotel – big enough for JT and me to remain anonymous but small enough for us to make a quick getaway if we need one. And even though it’s got a decent square footage, with a king bed and a good-sized closet, with all Monroe’s frenetic energy it’s suddenly feeling a whole lot smaller.


‘We should go home,’ says JT, running his hand over the dirty-blond stubble on his jaw. ‘No sense staying if they’re not going to play.’



‘No.’ Monroe stops mid-pace. Turns to JT. ‘Not yet.’



JT frowns. ‘Why not? The guy just—’



‘Look, Cabressa is totally OCD about things. It’s a well-known fact. Something he’s made a part of his image – nothing overlooked, every issue dealt with.’



I take a step closer to JT. His muscular bulk and chilled attitude is a whole lot more appealing than Monroe’s angry mania. ‘Maybe he just doesn’t want these chess pieces all that bad,’ I say.


Monroe turns to face me. ‘He wants them, believe me.’



I frown. ‘A man like that, head of the top mob family, can buy anything he wants. There are other valuable chess sets out in the—’



‘Not like this one,’ snaps Monroe. ‘Cabressa was in Vegas for the game back in eighty-six. He took his favourite son, his youngest, Roberto – a hell of a chess player himself, so I’m told, and a real fan of the game. It was the boy’s seventeenth birthday.’



‘So he wants it as a present for the son?’



Monroe shakes his head and runs his hand through his over-long red-brown hair, making it stick up. It makes him look like a greying rooster. ‘Roberto died a few days later back in Chicago. There was a pile-up on the freeway outside the city, nine vehicles – the boy never stood a chance. Cabressa was still in Vegas when it happened. The last time he saw his son had been the night of the chess match.’



I bite my lip. Hell, losing a child, that’s the kind of pain a parent can’t ever recover from. ‘Cabressa wants the chess pieces to remind him of that last time with his son?’



‘He’s been after these pieces a long time,’ says Monroe. ‘You gave Critten the pawn, yes?’



I nod. ‘I told you that I did, but that he gave it right back.’



Monroe mutters something to himself then looks back at me. ‘Then we’ll have to hope it isn’t all lost.’



‘But the man just walked away,’ says JT. ‘That’s a pretty clear demonstration of not being interested.’



‘Sure,’ I say. ‘But if what Monroe’s saying about Cabressa is true he’ll still want this chess set.’



Monroe nods. ‘We need to wait. He’ll get in touch.’



JT looks from me to Monroe and lets out a long whistle. Doesn’t look a whole lot convinced. ‘Maybe.’



Monroe frowns. The tension between Monroe and JT hangs thick in the air. JT doesn’t trust Monroe an inch, and right now they look like two stags ready to lock horns.


I move over to the bed and sit down as I change the subject. ‘So who’s Herron?’



Monroe looks real worried. ‘Who told you about him?’



‘Critten asked if I worked for him. I said no.’



‘In truth, we don’t know who Herron is. My sources tell me the rumours started a couple of months back, every time a shipment went missing, stashes got robbed, or a club got turned over, the word on the street was that Herron was behind it. They’re saying he’s the new man in the city, with a fresh crew, and that’s making everyone twitchy.’



‘Even Cabressa?’ JT says.


‘Especially Cabressa.’ Monroe rubs his hand across his chin. ‘And when Cabressa gets twitchy, there’s usually a bloodbath.’




A wave of nausea floods through me. I swallow hard. Fix Monroe with my gaze. ‘I didn’t sign up for that.’ I glance at JT. ‘We didn’t sign up for it.’




Monroe gives me a crocodile smile. ‘But you’re here, and you got a job to do.’



‘This is a sting, not a combat operation.’ JT’s expression is real serious. His tone no-shit determined. ‘Things get messy, we’re out.’



Monroe glares at him a beat longer than is comfortable. Then he laughs. ‘Yes it’s a sting, for sure, and you’re not here as cannon fodder, but I don’t want any mistakes, you got to make sure you do the job right.’



I can tell from the firm set of his jaw that JT’s pissed. I’m feeling the same way. I catch Monroe’s gaze. Raise my eyebrows. ‘You doubting us now?’



Monroe sighs. ‘Look, for the Bureau the pieces are the tip of the iceberg. You do your job right, and we arrest Cabressa for handling stolen goods. Taking him into custody will send a ripple through the mob’s world, and word will get around fast to the other crime families here in the city. When we’ve arrested him before there’s not been enough evidence to make things stick, but we do this right and we’ll be able to hold him. That’ll disrupt the power he has over the city.’ Monroe’s getting more passionate as he speaks. ‘People will see he’s in trouble and they’ll want to talk, cut a deal, before they get pulled in. The crime eco-system will be in flux, and that’ll give us the chance to get more dirt on Cabressa. Then we can lock him up for good.’



I’ve never seen Monroe so passionate about catching a criminal, and I know for a fact that he’s only really interested in doing things where he personally benefits. I tilt my head to one side. ‘Why this guy; why not one of the others?’



‘What the hell does it matter to you?’ Monroe growls.


‘I’m curious why you’re getting your panties in such a wad. And if I’m risking my hide for this, why don’t you humour me?’



Monroe is silent for a long moment. Shakes his head. ‘Look, I lost a promotion when the sting I planned last time failed … That made this personal. If I lose again this time, my career’s over.’ He glares at me. ‘That a good-enough reason for you?’



‘Sure,’ I say. But, as I watch him start to pace again, I wonder if he’s told me the whole truth. It wouldn’t be the first time he’s lied to me. And when he does lie, things have a habit of getting real dangerous, real fast.
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Monroe leaves a few minutes later, but the tension remains in the room. The confusing meet with Critten and the conversation afterwards with Monroe has me feeling jacked up as a junkie on crystal, and I can’t work out if it’s the fear of failure or the fear that the job will go ahead that’s causing my adrenaline to spike.



Getting up from the bed, I cross the room to the coffee maker and start to fix a mug. I fumble with the mechanism. My hands tremble as I slot the coffee pod into the machine.


JT moves closer to me. ‘What’s up?’



‘I’m fine,’ I say, struggling until the pod clicks into place. Then I fill the water reservoir and press the button. Watch the coffee start to drip through into the mug below. Clench my hands into fists to stop them shaking.


JT looks real concerned. He puts his hand on my shoulder. ‘Like I said, Lori, you don’t have to do this.’



‘But I really do. This whole situation has me stuck tighter than a hair in a biscuit. It’s the only way I can pay the debt I owe Monroe.’



‘But you know he only helped you out on that Miami job because it suited him? He wasn’t doing you any favours.’



‘For sure.’



‘Then walk away.’ JT shakes his head. ‘You don’t owe that man a damn thing.’



JT might be right, but things didn’t work like that. ‘He’ll always have a hold on me if I don’t do this, and you know that’s the truth – if I do something he doesn’t like he’ll find some way to make our lives hell. Shit, he’ll probably try and throw you in jail again just to spite me.’



JT looks thoughtful. He looks at me with those big old blues of his. Squeezes my shoulder. ‘I guess you’re right. But working for him on this? Hell, I sure don’t like it any.’



‘Me neither.’ I lean into his hand. Hold his gaze. I can sense that there’s something more he wants to say, but he’s holding back. That’s kind of the story of our relationship – things left unsaid, stuff left unresolved. I don’t want it to be that way, and I can guess what’s eating at him. I take a deep breath. ‘You want to talk about Dakota and the bone-marrow donor thing?’



He lets go of my shoulder. Takes a step back. ‘Jeez, Lori, you want to have that conversation right now?’



Beside me the coffee maker gurgles and hisses as the last of the coffee filters into the mug. I keep my focus on JT. ‘We’ve been putting it off, and I can tell it’s eating at you.’



‘Maybe we should get this job—’



‘Could be I don’t survive the job. I don’t want you never knowing.’



‘Don’t talk like that.’ He looks hurt, worried.


‘Talk like what? Honestly?’



JT shakes his head. ‘Okay, look, while we were on the boat with Red, Dakota told me how when she was real sick and they were thinking the cancer wasn’t going to respond to the treatment, they said she might need a bone-marrow donor.’



‘That’s right.’



‘She said you got tested but you weren’t a good match.’



Tears prick my eyes as I remember my sweet baby girl, just eight years old then, lying in the hospital bed. Skinny and sick, she’d looked as pale as the bed sheets. It was the worst time in both our lives. ‘Yes.’



JT frowns. ‘You never got in touch with me, even when our daughter was so sick she might die. I could be a match – but you never even gave me the chance to—’



‘It didn’t come to that. She started responding to the treatment, and the doctors stopped talking about needing a donor.’



‘What if she’d died back then? I’d never have known I had a daughter.’ There’s hurt in his eyes, and a whole lot of it. His voice is loaded with emotion as he says, ‘You would have robbed me of that, Lori.’



It’s true, I would have. But back then I had no idea JT would even like the idea of having a daughter, let alone be happy to find out he’d gotten the real thing. Ten years ago, he’d been a reclusive bounty hunter and I’d been grieving the death of my best friend, who’d been shot in front of me by my good-for-nothing husband, Tommy. Tommy had evaded the cops and disappeared into the wind. JT had helped me find him. He’d taught me how to track a man and how to capture him. But when it came to me bringing him in, Tommy attacked me, and I emptied my gun into him. JT never understood why I didn’t shoot to disable rather than kill, just as he’d taught me. I couldn’t explain why either. That night, as JT helped me bury Tommy’s body, our romance died. The next day I packed my belongings in silence and drove out of JT’s life. Four months later, when I realised I was pregnant, I made the decision never to tell him – he’d let me go and he’d never once tried to make contact after the fact. He’d been the love of my life, but I’d gotten used to the idea that I’d never see him again. And it’d stayed that way until earlier this year, when a job brought us into contact, and back together. Since then we’ve been trying to figure things out.


‘After the way things ended between us I never thought—’



JT sighs. ‘I lost it. That night, with Tommy fresh under the dirt, I wasn’t thinking straight.’ He steps closer. Softens his tone. ‘I forgave you a long time ago, Lori. But seems you couldn’t bring yourself to forgive me?’



He’s right. I couldn’t, not for a real long time, and then, when the hurt of how he’d reacted to me in the aftermath of Tommy’s death had dulled a little, it felt like it was too late to make amends. Still, a relationship goes both ways. ‘If I had my time over, I’d tell you. But that’s with hindsight and the knowledge that you were happy to learn about Dakota. Back then things were different. No, I didn’t tell you, and yes I am sorry about that, but you near as dammit threw my ass out on the street, and although you’re saying you forgave me, you didn’t come find me either.’



‘I didn’t. And I’ve regretted that for a long, long time.’ He reaches out and takes my hands in his.


My mouth goes dry and my heart hammers against my ribs for a whole other reason than earlier. It’s always been this way between us. His touch ignites something in me no other man ever has, but it’s not just the physical stuff; it’s the connection and the way I feel with him, how he is with Dakota, and the fact I know for sure that he would do anything to protect our daughter, even if it cost him his life.


JT gazes into my eyes real serious and says, ‘So where does that leave us?’



‘Here. Now,’ I say, squeezing his hands. ‘Let’s start again from now.’



‘Deal,’ says JT.


I press my lips against his and we kiss. He wraps his arms around me and I melt my body against his. In this moment I feel calm, and secure, and happy. JT has always felt like safety.


My cell vibrates in my pocket. The maximum-volume ringtone blasting out like the horn of the Staten Island ferry. Reluctantly, I pull away from JT and take out my phone. I smile when I see the caller ID.


Pressing answer, I accept the FaceTime call. ‘Hello sweetheart.’



Dakota’s face fills the screen. Her long strawberry-blonde hair is pulled up in a messy bun on the top of her head. Her vivid blue eyes, just like her daddy’s, are bright, and she’s got a big smile on her face. ‘Hey Momma. Mr Red said it would be okay to call. Is it okay? Is JT with you? What’s Chicago like?’



I laugh at the barrage of questions. Turning the phone, I angle it so she can see JT on screen as well. ‘Of course it’s okay to call – it’s great you’re calling. We’re both here. Chicago is nice but not as hot as where you are.’



‘We’re on the boat,’ says Dakota. She pans her phone’s camera round, giving us a glimpse of the green-and-gold livery of my good friend and trusted confidante, Red’s, houseboat. ‘Mr Red is teaching me how to sail. Today I was allowed to steer her all by myself.’



‘That sure sounds a lot of fun,’ says JT. ‘What was Red doing when you were steering?’



‘He was having a sleep.’ Although Dakota’s expression has turned serious, I can tell from the giggle in her voice she’s trying hard to conceal her mischief.


I decide to play along. Gasping, I fake a shocked look. ‘He was doing what?’



I hear Red chuckling in the background. He steps into the picture, crouching down beside Dakota. Silver hair, deep tan and a wicked smile, he looks relaxed and happy as he says to Dakota, ‘Don’t you go worrying your momma; tell her and JT the truth.’



She giggles. ‘Don’t worry, Momma. We’re just messing with you. Mr Red was right next to me, teaching me how to steer. I was good, wasn’t I?’



‘That you were, Little Fish,’ says Red, the chuckle still in his voice.


I raise an eyebrow at JT. ‘Little Fish?’



‘It’s what Mr Red calls me, because I’m such a great swimmer. We’re going swimming every day in the ocean. Mr Red has been teaching me how to dive too. First I had to do sitting dives but now he’s said I can do standing dives off the boat.’



‘I’m glad you’re having fun, honey.’



Suddenly she frowns, and her tone changes. ‘When are you and JT coming back?’



I look at JT. In truth we don’t know. I need to get this job done, and it could be I need to do a whole lot more grafting to get closer to Cabressa. The longer he takes to take the bait, the longer we’ll have to stay in Chicago.


‘We’re not sure,’ JT says. ‘Hopefully not too much longer.’




‘Well good,’ Dakota says. ‘Because I really want to show you my diving.’




JT nods. ‘I’m looking forward to that.’



‘Me too,’ I say. ‘Honey, can I have a word with Red?’



She frowns. ‘Why?’



‘Just boring grown-up stuff.’



‘Okay. But come home soon, Momma. Then we can all go swimming together.’ She passes the cell to Red.


JT pours our coffee as I wait for Red to move across the boat, away from Dakota. As he walks, the camera shows the outside deck, the water lapping against the jetty, a gull pecking at something on the wooden boards. Then it swings upwards and Red reappears. ‘What’s on your mind, Miss Lori?’



‘Is she really doing okay?’ I can’t disguise the worry in my voice.


‘She’s doing real good. You don’t need to be worrying on that. Your little apple didn’t fall far from the tree – she’s tough, just like her momma. You just focus on doing what you need to get done, then get on back here.’



‘Thank you,’ I say. ‘For everything.’



‘You’ve no need to thank me, Miss Lori. It’s always a pleasure helping out.’



‘I’m thanking you anyhow.’



Red puts his fingers to his forehead in a mock salute. ‘Appreciate that.’



In the background I hear Dakota asking if they can practise diving again. I swallow down the feeling that I should be there with her, having these new experiences with her, not stuck in another city, in another state, thousands of miles from home. I force a smile. ‘You should go.’



Red nods. ‘Be safe, Miss Lori.’



‘You too,’ I say, and then I end the call.



I stand for a moment with the cell clutched to my chest. Fighting the urge to say to JT, Let’s grab our stuff, leave this hotel and jump on a plane back to Florida.



He passes me a mug of coffee. Frowns as he sees the expression on my face. When he speaks it’s as if he can read my mind. ‘Lori, we can walk away from this. Whatever you decide, I’m with you.’



The coffee is hot in my hand. The fear of failing, or worse – something bad happening to both me and JT, and our daughter getting orphaned – makes my stomach churn. There’s a sour taste in my mouth, and I feel like I might vomit. I feel this, but I still know that I can’t walk away. I made a deal with Monroe – a deal with a devil in federal agent’s clothing: his help for mine. And I never go back on my word.


I put my coffee down on the desk and shake my head. ‘I can’t,’ I say softly. ‘Like I said, I have to finish this. We’ll never be free of Monroe if I don’t.’



‘Then together we’ll get it done, and then we’ll go home.’



‘Thank you,’ I say, as my cell buzzes.


I check the screen. Feel my pulse accelerate as I read the message from an unknown number:



DuSable Bridge. 30 minutes. Bring the pawn. Come alone.
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I have to get my hustle on if I’m going to make DuSable Bridge, where Michigan Avenue crosses the river, in thirty minutes. I’ve gotten my purse, with the pawn inside, and a can of pepper spray in the pocket of my Levi’s, but that’s all the preparation I had time for before I left the hotel.



I walk fast. Scanning ahead as I weave around the folks on the sidewalk, not letting them slow me down. I know JT is tailing me a little ways behind – watching my six, looking out for whatever these Chicago mobsters have in store.


And although I’m having to improvise, I’m real glad Critten made contact so fast. I’ve no kind of patience for Cabressa’s people getting a case of the druthers. I don’t have time for any messing around – I want to get this job done and get home to my baby. I check my watch. Walk faster. Just over fifteen minutes to make it to the meeting point.


The screech of tyres alongside me makes me jump. I dart away from the traffic. Glance over my shoulder and see a blue, double-cab pick-up truck mounting the curb as the driver wrestles with the wheel. It’s hurtling towards me.


I think, brake failure. My breath catches in my throat, and I dive across the sidewalk. The front of the vehicle just misses smacking into me and stops inches from the wall on my right. I exhale hard, but there’s no time to relax. The door of the rear passenger side swings open and, as a bearded blond guy with his expression set at a grimace grabs for my purse, I realise this isn’t a damn accident.


Holding tight to my purse, I try to wrestle it away. Damn asshole’s trying to rob me. Well, I sure as shit won’t be allowing that to happen.


‘Let go, girlie,’ growls the blond man. He yanks the purse so hard that I lose my balance and stumble forward, slamming against the side of the vehicle. All around us horns are blasting.


‘You done?’ calls a man from the driver’s seat. I can’t get a good look at him from this angle. All I see is a denim jacket stretched over broad shoulders and a glimpse of the side of his head: dark hair, a pair of shades and a navy ballcap.


‘Give me a minute,’ says the blond guy.


He tugs at the purse again, but I’m clinging on tight. I want to reach for my pepper spray but can’t risk taking my hands off the purse.


‘We gotta move,’ says the driver. There’s an undertone of panic in his voice now.


The blond guy cusses. It feels like he’s losing his grip on the purse. I lean forward, pulling it to me. Next moment he slams the heel of his hand into my chest, shoving me backwards.


I let go of the purse. ‘Asshole,’ I hiss at the blond guy.


He ignores me. Yells to the driver, ‘Go.’



The truck starts reversing. I grab for the shoulder strap of my purse through the still-open rear passenger door. As my fingers close round it the vehicle bumps down off the sidewalk. I grit my teeth. Can’t let them take the purse, it’s got the pawn I need to show Critten.


I won’t let them take it.


The vehicle stops. I see the driver shoving the gear into drive. The blond asshole is trying to tug the shoulder strap from me. I’ve a split second to make up my mind, so I choose. As the vehicle lurches forward onto the street I leap off the sidewalk into the back seat of the pick-up.


‘What the…?’ says the blond asshole.


I use my momentum to power a punch into his bearded face. Capitalise on his surprise to grab the purse.


He won’t let go. ‘Give it up, girlie.’



‘Never,’ I hiss.


The car speeds down the street, throwing me back against the rear seat. The rear passenger door is still open and bashes against my feet with every bump in the road. The blond won’t let go of the purse and nor will I. We punch and slap, and when he tries to grab my face between his fingers I bite him. He recoils briefly, but I’m not in a good position – half lying, half sitting across the back seat. I get an elbow jab into his ribs, but it’s not as powerful as I’d like. Next moment the car races around a bend, and I’m thrown across the seat again.


When I look back at the blond asshole he smiles, his lip curling up like a rabid dog. Raising his hand, he lunges towards me.


That’s when I see the knife.


















5



JT’s a half-block behind Lori when it happens. Tailing her at the distance they’d agreed; watching her six but not being too obvious about it.



She reaches an intersection and turns the corner onto another street. It’s okay, it’s part of their planned route, but JT has a few seconds without eyes on her until he reaches the corner and makes the turn too. When he’s around the corner his breath catches in his throat. Up ahead Lori is having a tussle with someone in a blue pick-up that’s been parked across the sidewalk.


Shit. JT’s seen enough ambushes in his time. He knows that’s what this is. Breaking into a run, his focus is on Lori and what’s going down half a block ahead. He sprints faster. Dodges around the line at a hot-dog stand and along the sidewalk.


He doesn’t see the attack coming.


One moment he’s at full speed. Next a heavyset guy wearing a leather jacket and shades steps into his path.


JT moves right to scoot around him.


The guy sidesteps, blocking him. ‘Steady cowboy.’



JT skids to a halt. Keeps his eyes on what’s happening up ahead. Sees Lori battling whoever’s inside the truck. Next moment she’s yanked forward and slammed into the side of the truck. JT winces. Ducks around the heavyset guy.


The guy reaches towards him. ‘Don’t…’



JT ignores him. Pushes back into a sprint. Has to get to Lori.


He makes it two paces before he feels it. First a sharp pain in his back, just above his kidneys, which he barely has time to register before the volts hit him. As his knees give way, JT glances over his shoulder. Sees the Taser in the heavyset man’s hand.
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