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To the real Marv Frish. What a small world we live in.
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MARV FRISCH—FISH TO the team—crouched by the open door of the Blackthorne helo, waiting for the Go signal. The rotors whirred, the floor vibrated beneath his feet. Although Fish knew they were descending, the unsettling feeling the ground was rising had him gripping the edge of the door. Rocks, cactus, and dead grass. The Colorado prairie in March. Fish shivered, wishing he’d worn thermals under his standard cargo pants.

Adam, aptly nicknamed Dapper Dan—team leader for this op—tapped him on the shoulder. “Let’s do it.”

Fish tossed the rope out the door. A quick eighty-foot ride to the ground. Kein Problem, as his nana would say.

He secured his pack, then wrapped his feet around the rope, grabbed on, and stepped into the wind. Descending the rope, he imagined he was a fireman sliding down a brass pole. A fantasy of his youth.

He hit the ground, rolled, and jumped to his feet, fighting the whipping winds.

Dapper Dan and Olivia followed seconds behind him.

“Ranch is a click over there.” Dapper Dan pointed toward the west, where Chloe, the woman they’d been sent to rescue, was being held by a local cattle baron.

As they moved off at an easy jog toward their destination, Fish dodged yet another patch of cactus. Good motivation for staying on one’s feet in this eroded rocky terrain. Another misconception that the plains were flat. He kept an eye out for rattlesnakes. Because they didn’t come out in full force until summer didn’t mean there weren’t any early risers basking in the sun.

Olivia fell in beside him. “I still say it would’ve been better if our cover was ranch hands. Then we could ride in on horseback.”

Maybe Olivia could, but Fish had grown up a city boy. Horses were not in his wheelhouse. Or barnhouse. Or any house.

“Or in pickup trucks as a maintenance crew for the wind turbines,” Fish said. The massive three-bladed structures lined the hilltops, looking like propellers that had lost their airplanes. He bounded across a shallow ditch, dodging more cactus. The morning sun and exercise warmed him, and he was glad he hadn’t bothered with the thermals.

They descended into a gully. Dapper Dan called a halt, checked his GPS. “The house is over the next rise. Olivia, you ready?”

She unzipped her camo coveralls, revealing painted-on jeans and a tight, low-cut sweater. From her pack, she took a wig of long, red curls and tucked her own short brown hair inside. She traded her all-terrain boots for sneakers.

“What? No stilettos?” Fish asked, making sure his gaze strayed no lower than Olivia’s eyes.

“Intel said this sleaze isn’t a leg man.” Olivia punctuated her answer with a slug to Fish’s biceps.

“Now, now, children. Play nice.” Dapper Dan smoothed his prematurely silver hair, although Fish couldn’t see a single strand out of place. Fish had a hunch the man had his camos tailored.

As Olivia made her way up the ravine, Fish took half a moment to enjoy her tight ass.

Dapper Dan stood beside him for several seconds, then punched him exactly where Olivia had. “Hotshot even thinks you’re looking at her that way, you’re dead meat. You don’t want to be on the wrong side of the team medic.”

Fish rubbed his biceps. “One quick look. Normal male response. Reflex. Hard-wired. I know she’s off limits, and unless you tell Hotshot, no harm, no foul. I won’t say anything about the way you watched her leave.”

“Making sure she’s safe. Part of my job as team leader.”

“Yeah, right,” Fish muttered.

After stashing the unneeded packs and gear for Cheese to collect, Fish and Dapper Dan set out, circling around for the equipment barn fifty yards from the rear of the house. In and out like the wind.

Except sometimes the wind turned into a tornado.

Fish and Dapper Dan arrived at the structure. Metal roof, faded red wooden siding. The doors stood open, efficient for people moving tractors and other ranch vehicles.

Inside, the trap door was where the plans said it would be, and they descended the ladder, Dapper Dan in the lead. Through the tunnel, which opened into the basement of the main house. Stealth-walking, they traversed the route. Chilly. Damp. Smelling of dirt. But out of the wind.

Once they arrived, Dapper Dan tried the door. Locked. His skill with the picks had it open in minutes. He nodded to Fish, who had his sidearm at the ready. Dapper Dan’s picks went in their case, then into a pocket of his cargo pants. He drew his weapon. “Let’s do it.”

Dapper Dan eased the door open.

Fish peered around him.

What the plans hadn’t shown was the man sitting on the couch watching television with a shotgun across his lap.

A door at the other side of the room opened. The cattle baron manhandled Olivia inside. Per instructions not to take solo action, her protests were predominantly vocal, and her struggles half-hearted.

Dapper Dan backed up a pace, leaving the door cracked a fraction of an inch. He pointed to the cattle baron holding Olivia, then Fish.

“On three,” he mouthed, counting down with his fingers.

As one, they burst inside.

The cattle baron, who was built like one of the steers he raised, jerked his head in their direction. Olivia struggled, but the man never loosened his grip.

Plenty of practice wrestling those steers to the ground, Fish surmised.

Dapper Dan disarmed the man with the shotgun as Fish moved toward Olivia.

Given Fish was armed and the baron wasn’t, it should’ve been a quick surrender. Not quite in and out like the wind, but things were what they were, and in his short time with Blackthorne, Fish had learned ops rarely went as expected.

“Let her go,” Fish said to the cattle baron, pointing his weapon at the man’s head.

Dapper Dan’s command to the other man to drop his gun thundered out. The good news was the sound of the shotgun striking the floor rather than the boom of it being fired. Dapper Dan hated it when he had to fight—messed up his clothes and hair.

The cattle baron wasn’t as cooperative. At this range, Fish couldn’t miss hitting him, but the man was using Olivia as a shield. Fish trusted Dapper Dan to secure his man and back him up shortly. Footfalls at his side said shortly was now.

Without so much as a warning tell, the cattle baron shoved Olivia at him and Dapper Dan, then bolted.

Olivia stumbled. Fish lost his balance, losing precious seconds.

Dapper Dan caught Olivia. “Go,” he said to Fish.

Fish darted after the rancher, following the clomping of his boots, as the man disappeared into the maze of the house.

Fish halted. Took a moment to reorient himself based on the floorplans they’d studied. Would the rancher have run for cover? Gone for weapons? Or was he heading for his captive?

“Leave him.” Dapper Dan’s voice came through Fish’s radio earwig. “Get Chloe.”

“Olivia?” Fish asked.

“I’m fine,” she said. “We’re on our way.”

On their way where? Intel said Chloe should’ve been in the room they’d entered.

***
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FISH TURNED, RETRACED his steps. Dapper Dan and Olivia—a bruise forming on her right cheekbone—strode toward him.

“Follow me,” Dapper Dan said.

Letting Olivia precede him, Fish fell in, eyes darting from side to side along the hallway, his weapon ready. Dapper Dan darted through a rustic dining room, through the kitchen, and into a pantry. He shoved aside an empty shelving unit, revealing a metal door.

The three of them went through. Fish took in the space. Spotted their asset. Along with six other women, some who were barely out of their teens. Movie cameras on tripods, lights on stands surrounded a huge bed with ornate metal head and footboards in the center of the room.

Fish’s stomach churned. He’d seen scenes like this as a cop. One of the reasons he’d left the force.

Olivia had her phone out, snapping pictures.

Dapper Dan moved toward the woman they’d been sent to retrieve. “Chloe?” he said.

She nodded.

“Your father sent us.”

“What about the others?” Olivia asked. “We can’t leave them here.”

“She’s right,” Fish said. “But the helo can’t handle all of them.”

Dapper Dan spoke into his mic, telling Cheese to arrange for backup. “Ladies. Come with us. Be quick.”

“Is there another way out?” Fish asked.

A petite blonde, who couldn’t be more than twelve, with heavy eye makeup and bright red lipstick, pointed to a black curtain next to the bed.

Dapper Dan marched to the curtain and yanked it aside, revealing a wooden pocket door which rolled silently along its track.

Olivia shepherded two of the women through the doorway. Fish took three, and Dapper Dan the last two, which included their asset.

“Where does this go?” Fish asked. Nothing like walking into an ambush.

“Where they keep us,” Chloe said. “A dorm. Used to be a barn.”

“No other outlets?” Olivia said.

“No,” Chloe said. “There’s a door to the outside, but it’s in the building. Lots of tornadoes in this county, so the ranch has underground access points.”

They followed the tunnel to its end, which led to another pocket door. Dapper Dan motioned the women to hold back. “Wait here until we give the all clear.”

Dapper Dan relayed their whereabouts to Cheese, who said he’d rendezvous as close as he could get. Fish knew once they were in the barn, Cheese would pick up their heat signatures.

Fish took his position, keeping the women between him and the dorm, eyes and ears tuned to anyone approaching from the way they’d come. Since the cattle baron hadn’t gone straight to his porn studio, Fish assumed he’d gone for reinforcements.

Fish sensed the stirrings behind him as the women whispered to each other.

From the shouting inside the dorm, Dapper Dan and Olivia were confronting adversaries. Much as Fish itched to help his teammates, he’d wait for orders to do so. Meanwhile, he reminded his flock to stay together and under no circumstances, to enter the dorm.

He doubted the rancher’s people would harm their charges, but Fish didn’t want any of the women caught in the crossfire.

He hoped there’d be no fire, cross or otherwise. Explaining bodies to the local authorities, even bad guy bodies, usually brought stern words from Blackthorne’s command. Dalton was a major proponent of scamming over shooting. His orders had stressed minimal damage.

When a lone gunman approached, Fish gripped his weapon. Instead of backing away, he rushed the man, who clearly hadn’t expected the aggressive move.

Fish grabbed the man’s rifle, twisted it out of his hands and, acting on pure faith, slid it into the group of women. “Don’t shoot,” he commanded. “Just hang on to it.”

The former gunman was clearly not a fighter. A quick elbow to the ribs, a kick to his knees, and Fish had the man subdued and cuffed.

He dragged the gunman to the wall and keyed his mic. “Dapper Dan. I’m clear. Need any help?”

Amidst the grunts and sounds of flesh hitting flesh, objects crashing to the floor, Fish caught what he interpreted as a yes. The man he’d captured had no radio, no way to communicate with his comrades, so Fish, again telling the women to stay put, entered the room.

Five men, plus Dapper Dan and Olivia. Tight quarters. Furniture knocked over. Books on the floor. No sign of the cattle baron, who was probably removing traces of his operation and salvaging his videos.

Fish moved to back up Olivia. These guys weren’t trained fighters, but they were mad and making the best possible use of their fists, elbows, and feet. One seemed to prefer the head butt. Fish did note that none were armed—anymore. A shotgun, two revolvers, and two rifles were against the wall.

“Don’t ask,” Dapper Dan said. “They did not follow my orders to get their hands in the air.”

So, had they rushed Dapper Dan and Olivia the way Fish had surprised his man? Or had Dapper Dan Done a Dalton and convinced them it was in their best interest to drop their arms?

As one of Olivia’s opponents shifted his gaze toward Fish, she grabbed her assailant by the forearm, twisted it behind his back, and had him cuffed on the floor in a heartbeat.

“Heads up,” Dapper Dan yelled.

Fish turned his attention to a meek-looking man coming at him with both hands outstretched. The man drew closer, and Fish used his gun to whack the guy’s wrist. A cracking sound said he’d broken a few bones. Didn’t mean Fish wasn’t going to secure him.

Two down, three to go.

Fish moved toward Olivia, whose moves seemed to be slowing. Had she taken a hit or two? Her opponent, although taller than she was, had the slender build of a long-distance runner. Olivia should have been able to flip him onto the floor with barely a look.

“Need some help?” For all Fish knew, Olivia was faking weakness to catch the man off guard. His musings were interrupted by another shout from Dapper Dan.

Fish spun, lowered his head and caught the beefy man lumbering toward him in the solar plexus. With a whoosh of exhaled air, the man crumpled. Fish rested his foot on the man’s back and gave another glance at Olivia, who waved him off.

Fish used his last pair of flex cuffs immobilizing his man. Dapper Dan was in control of his opponent, so Fish, despite Olivia’s saying she was fine, moved to assist.

“Let me,” Fish said. “I’ve got a few aggressions looking for a scapegoat.”

He threw a sidekick to the back of the guy’s knee. The man staggered. Dapper Dan stepped over, caught him as he collapsed, and that was that.

“We need to get the women out of here. Quick,” Dapper Dan said. “Cheese will land behind the ranch house. The authorities are on their way.”

Fish nodded, having heard the same transmission from Cheese. He dashed to the tunnel and motioned the women into the room. They were safe, and soon would be in the hands of people who could help them. Nobody had been shot or killed. A Blackthorne win, albeit a semi-sloppy one.

Olivia staggered on the way to the rendezvous point. Dapper Dan grabbed her elbow, turned her to face him. “Talk to me.”

“It’s nothing.” She touched her cheekbone with a fingertip, rubbed her head. “A little bump when the rancher grabbed me.”

Dapper Dan fished a penlight out of a pocket. Shone it in Olivia’s eyes. Activated his mic. “Cheese. Get the medics here stat. Olivia needs to be checked out.”
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Chapter 2
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FLASHING LIGHTS ANNOUNCED the arrival of a convoy of law enforcement vehicles, ambulances, and television news vans. Fish wondered whether the reporters were here at Blackthorne’s request, or if they’d shown up on their own. Dalton disliked the media almost as much as Dapper Dan hated getting his hair mussed.

Dapper Dan stepped to a black and white car with Sheriff emblazoned on the side. A man in a muddy-colored uniform exited the vehicle and Dapper Dan chatted with him a moment, gesturing to the women, who were huddled together, heads lowered. The deputy nodded, glanced around at the other department sedans, then straightened his spine and strode toward the women. Without much fanfare, they were loaded for transport, some in the sheriff’s department cars, some in the ambulances.

Over Olivia’s protests—she was a trained health professional, which made her the worst of patients—Dapper Dan ordered her into an ambulance, along with Chloe.

“We’ll let HQ know where she is,” Dapper Dan said to Olivia, “and they’ll arrange for her to be reunited with her family. Meanwhile, let the doctors confirm that you’re okay.” He slapped the top of the van, sending it on its way.

“Not much more we can do here,” Dapper Dan said. “Let’s call it a day.”

Fish translated that to mean Blackthorne’s honchos would deal with the Chloe side of things, which was fine with him. They had people who could spin things like a Hanukkah dreidel.

Glad their mission had ended with minor casualties—most of them on the bad guys’ side—Fish jogged toward the waiting helo. And promptly dislodged a loose rock, tripped, and landed on a damn cactus. Dapper Dan’s laugh as he extended a hand didn’t help.

“That’s the way it is,” Dapper Dan said. “The op goes fine, and then there’s a dumb accident when you least expect it. You okay?”

The spines had dug into his leg, burning like hot needles. Better than his ass. “Yeah. No big deal.”

They climbed into the helo, and Cheese had them airborne within seconds. “We’ve been diverted to Colorado Springs to back up Scrooge.”

While Fish picked cactus spines out of his leg, Cheese explained what was going on. Scrooge—Brett Cashman—was assigned to protect a woman, and things had gone sideways. A little Blackthorne support was required.

“What’s going to happen to the women from the ranch?” Fish asked Dapper Dan as they flew.

“They’ll tell their stories, get sent home. My money’s on serious hush money between law enforcement and the cattle baron, but with the press there, and that many officers, they won’t be able to bury the story. I think a version that resembles the truth will come out.”

“We broke up a similar ring in my cop days. Sickening, the way people with money can get away with whatever they want. They were making “Porn to Order” videos. Fat cats overseas would put in a request for whatever deviant perversion they wanted, and the creeps would create the video. That was in the city, where a willing labor pool—” Fish surrounded the words with air quotes— “was easier to come by. Can’t believe that same kind of setup was going on out here.”

“Which is probably why it worked.” Dapper Dan leaned back and closed his eyes. “Grab some shuteye while there’s a chance. We don’t know what we’ll run into with Scrooge.”

Fish tried, but his mind whirled. He managed to doze off and on before Cheese set them down in the yard of a huge estate. Green grass, fountains, and no cactus.

“In and out like the wind,” Dapper Dan said. “Let’s do it.”

Scrooge had things under control—not bad for the guy’s first real assignment—and for once, they were in and out like the wind.

Bone weary, Fish opted to crash in a housing unit room at the Blackthorne compound rather than drive to his apartment. He unlocked the door and eased it closed behind him. After a long, hot shower, Fish sat on the edge of the bottom bunk and turned on his phone. When he saw three texts from Lexi, he fought a battle with an onslaught of guilt. It was late. She was probably asleep. He was in no condition to talk. They hadn’t communicated in months. What difference would a day make?

But it was Lexi. Three texts.

With a deep sigh, he punched in as noncommittal a response as his tired brain could manage.

Been gone all day. Sorry.

He’d barely closed his eyes when the phone buzzed.

***

[image: ]


ALEXIS BECKER KNEW she shouldn’t have pressed the call button, not this late. She wasn’t part of his world anymore. Hadn’t been for three years. But it was Marv.

Before she hit the end call button, he answered. The exhaustion in his voice, even in his short What’s up? shot a pang of regret through her.

“I woke you, didn’t I?” she said. “I’m sorry. It can wait until morning.”

“No, I wasn’t asleep. If it could wait until morning, you wouldn’t have called now.”

“I don’t believe you on the first part, but thanks for answering. You okay?”

“I’m fine, Lexi, but we both know you don’t text me three times and then call at zero one-thirty to ask how I’m doing.”

“You’re right. It’s just ...” She stepped to the bungalow’s kitchen window. Lights off, she tucked back a corner of the curtain. Nobody there. Same in the backyard. She tiptoed to the living room window. The black SUV was gone from the street.

“Just what, Lexi? Come on. It was a long day, and I need my Zs.”

She struggled to get the words out. Back when she and Marv were partners on the force, they hadn’t had secrets. He could still read her, even after not hearing from her in months, even over a crappy cell phone connection, even when they both should’ve been asleep. “I think I’m in trouble.”

A rustling sound told her Marv had thrown back the sheets. Quiet footfalls said he’d gotten out of bed. She pictured him as he’d looked the last time she’d seen him, his dark brown, almost-black hair hanging into his eyes, his more than stubble, less than a beard covering the square jaw. His hawk’s bill of a nose. His eyes. Deep brown. Eyes that made suspects squirm. The ones that called the bluffs of seasoned crooks. They’d made quite the team back then.

“Lexi? You there?”

She flopped onto the couch, tucked into a corner, sitting in the dark. “I’m here.”

“Start at the beginning,” he said.

Sounds of a microwave opening, closing, beeping, told her Marv was nuking a cup of coffee. He’d never minded how awful the stationhouse sludge was. He took his coffee strong, black, and hot.

“There’s a drug dealer in town,” she began. “I know, I know, what else is new? This guy, he’s ... different. I can’t put my finger on it, but I’m pretty sure he’s paying off some of the beat cops. Calls himself el Halcón.”

“Which means? My Spanish sucks. Assuming it’s Spanish.”

“It is. Means the Falcon.”

Marv’s tension seemed to escalate through the phone. Another set of beeps, the microwave slamming shut.

“You know who’s on the take? You report them?” Marv asked.

She snorted. “You’ve been away too long. Without grounds, without proof, who’s going to believe me? It’s tough enough having to prove myself twenty-four seven because I’m a woman. It’d be seen as me brown-nosing, trying to move up without paying my dues.”

“Shut up, Lexi. You pay your dues every damn day. You’re a damn good cop no matter where you are.”

“That was before. It’s different now. New city, new job, new everything.”

She didn’t need to elaborate. Marv knew her husband hadn’t approved of her being a cop. Brian kept telling her there were safer jobs within the force if she was intent on working with the police. Plenty of desk jobs. Then he’d been the one to die at the hands of a sleazebucket. Nothing had been the same since. Time off to grieve, moving to a new state, starting over with a new department.

She shook off the memories.

“So, what can I do?” Marv asked.

Lexi paused, collected the thoughts she’d been gathering like a random bouquet of wildflowers, then let them scatter again. “I guess you did it. You listened.”

“Why do you think you’re in trouble? Is it your drug dealer?”

She swallowed a laugh. “Nothing I can put my finger on. He doesn’t stoop to doing his own dirty work. In fact, nobody’s ever seen his face. It’s that feeling you get. You know when the hair on the back of your neck stands up. When a chill runs down your spine. What did you used to say? One of your nana’s sayings? Kine something?”

“Keinahora?” he said. “That’s to ward off the evil eye. Like saying knock on wood. I don’t think Nana had any sayings for being watched by drug dealers. Although, the word could be generalized to ward off bad stuff happening, if that’ll make you feel better.”

“Couldn’t hurt,” she muttered.

“You’re good at surveillance,” Marv said. “Document everything. You know the drill. Recordings, pictures.”

“Yes, I know the drill. But ...”

She heard the sigh, imagined him lowering his head, dragging his hands through his hair the way he did when he needed to take a moment to regroup.

“But what?” he asked.

“I think ... and it’s a hunch, one of those hair-standing-up feelings ... that my new partner might be involved.”

Silence. Then, a whispered “Shit.”

“I might be dead wrong,” she said. “He’s a boot. I’m his training officer. He doesn’t like taking directions from a woman. Could be nothing but attitude.”

“You’ve got good instincts. What makes you think he’s on the take?”

“Again, nothing I can put my finger on. Maybe he’s trying to impress me by picking up the tab at lunch, flaunting concert tickets—expensive ones—or what he’s doing on his days off. Nothing off-the-charts extravagant, but more than he should be able to afford on a boot’s salary.”

“Could be a matter of a legitimate outside income source.”

Marv was undoubtedly referring to Brian’s income as an attorney. They’d never separated “his” from “hers” when it came to income, so there was no trouble making ends meet. Hell, his salary had their ends overlapping. Several times. She’d inherited everything via the trust he’d set up.

“Thanks. You’re right. I needed a sounding board. Always could count on you to be the voice of reason.”

Before it went further, she disconnected the call. Marv was right. She was in Oregon. Not much he could do from northern California. Still, it was damn fine to hear his voice again.

She tucked the phone into the pocket of her sweatshirt, made sure—again—the doors were locked and there was nobody outside.

Yeah, but you pride yourself on being invisible when you’re doing surveillance. If this guy is good, you wouldn’t see him, either.

It wouldn’t be the Falcon doing the looking, she reminded herself. Maybe his henchmen weren’t as skilled.

Lexi stood in the dark, staring onto the street awhile longer. Nobody there. Might as well get some sleep.

The next morning, as she showered, Lexi wondered if she’d panicked and bothered Marv for nothing. Funny how a bright, sunny day changed everything. She hummed “Good Day Sunshine” as she dressed. Her phone signaled an incoming text from Sofia, her Little Sister.

A smile spread across Lexi’s face as she opened the attached image. A perfect score on a spelling test. Glad she’d given Sofia a cell phone, Lexi texted Great Job! with a string of happy faces.

Bright sunshine notwithstanding, Lexi checked doors, windows, and the front and backyards before locking up and leaving for work. From the porch, she scrutinized the front yard. No disturbances, no footprints.

She descended the steps, crossed to the fence. The tell she’d left on the gate latch was intact. Scolding herself for being sucked in by intangible feelings, she strode along the concrete driveway to the garage behind the house. Her heart skittered at the upended terracotta planter, dirt scattered, but no apparent damage to the lily of the valley. The second planter on the other side of the garage was fine.

If anyone had been looking for an obvious place to hide a key, they’d have checked both planters. Hadn’t been windy enough to knock over the heavy clay. A dog? A prankster? Or someone letting her know they’d been here?

Lexi did her best to return the plant to its home, packing the spilled dirt around it. Brushing the soil from her hands, she made a mental note to ask Tomás, her yard man, to do a proper job of repotting.

Still uneasy, she leaned against the wall next to the garage door, one hand on her service weapon. With the other, she punched in the code for the opener. Heart pounding, she waited as the door rumbled upward.

Nothing there but her car and the usual I’ll put this in the garage until I decide what to do with it clutter. Making a quick circuit of her Prius to check the tires, she chided herself for letting a knocked over planter get to her.

She reholstered her weapon and set out for work. If the Falcon had her on his list, he’d better be watching over his shoulder. 
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Chapter 3
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A COLD, DRIZZLY MORNING greeted Fish when he stepped outside the next day. He strolled toward the PT field, where Manny Rodriquez sipped from a stainless-steel travel mug, clipboard balanced against his hip, the ever-present stopwatch around his neck.

“Get your ass in gear, Fish. Three miles, then the obstacle course. Move it. Move it. Move it.”

“Good morning to you, too,” Fish muttered.

Ignoring the cactus-induced ache in his leg, he jogged toward the track where ten other operatives, both seasoned and newbies like himself, were spaced around the oval. He stopped beside the track, did his stretches, then set his watch to measure his distance before starting out. Do the run, make sure your time is within Manny’s standards. After a warmup lap, Fish settled into the pace he could keep up for hours, his mind wandering back to his first day with Lexi.

The LT had thought it was funny—or maybe he’d been setting them up to fail—pairing the dark, not-handsome-by-a-long-shot Jew with the Hollywood-starlet, gorgeous, green-eyed-blonde WASP.

If there was one thing Nana had drilled into him, it was there was no room for prejudice in their world. Everyone was to be judged on his or her merits. Of course, he’d never brought Lexi to meet Nana, especially not as a date, which would have blown his grandmother out of the water, not to mention expose her hypocrisy. Three years ago, she’d stopped asking if he was meeting nice Jewish girls and switched her criteria to nice girls, period. Who knows? In another year or two, she might switch to just plain girls.

Manny’s cursing broke into Fish’s reverie. He automatically picked up his pace—had he slowed while woolgathering? No, Manny was shouting at Travis. The trick was keeping your pace fast enough to finish in the upper end of Manny’s window, while saving enough for the obstacle course.

Fish had, but barely. Yesterday’s mission, the long hours, the thoughts of Lexi roiling through his brain had taken their toll. He finished, but endured an ass-chewing from Manny for his less-than-stellar performance.

“My sister could’ve outdone you today, Fish. She’s got ten years and forty pounds on you.”

“Sorry, Sir. Won’t happen again.”

“Damn right. To help you remember, you can scale the wall one more time.” Manny barked at Travis. “T-Bone, you’re spotting this slacker. Make sure he doesn’t kill himself.”

Great. Fish knew Manny wasn’t mad at him, but he had put in a crappy performance. Travis would be pissed at having to stay out in the cold instead of hitting a nice, hot shower.

He cast an apologetic glance in Travis’s direction, but the man was already high-tailing it to the obstacle course. Fish wasn’t going to use up one extra iota of strength, so he ignored the obvious taunt and jogged to the course.

Travis waited at the edge of the wall when Fish reached the starting point for the runup. After three deep inhales and exhales, he barreled toward the wall, took a flying leap, and thank you whoever watched over former fat boys, caught the rope on the first try. He struggled to the top, and straddled the wall, catching his breath.

“How’d it go with the Colorado op?” Travis called. “Heard about Olivia being on R and R. She get hurt?”

“Op went well enough,” Fish said. “Olivia had to be checked out for a concussion. Standard procedure. As for the R and R, that came from HQ, but nobody told me why. Could be she was due time off.”

“And you? Noticed a hitch in your step. What happened?”

“Picked up a few cactus spines. A couple are still under the skin. Hotshot said they’d work themselves out.”

“Not much of a story,” Travis said. “I’d up it to a knife graze, minimum, if you want to impress the ladies.”

“No need.”

“Ah, the unenviable dry spell. Kind of goes with the territory in this line of work.” Travis looked around, then stepped around the wall and thumped the rope against the boards. “Better get your ass down. Manny’s headed this way.”

Fish leaned over, grabbed the rope and rappelled—managed not to fall—and hit the sand pit at the bottom. Giving a wave, he trotted in Manny’s direction.

“Hit the showers,” Manny shouted. “You’re clear until called.”

Fish made sure he didn’t run faster than he had on the track as he headed to the compound’s housing unit. He’d grab lunch on the way home, then see what he could find out about a drug dealer named the Falcon.

Which was stupid. What could he do? Blackthorne had the highest level of intel gatherers. Fish’s computer skills were first rate, but Blackthorne’s gurus had avenues into places Fish could never penetrate.

Hell, Lexi hadn’t given him her new partner’s name. Intentionally, no doubt. Should he call in a favor from a friend on the force? No, that would get back to Lexi. Ask for Blackthorne’s help? Unless Lexi could prove her suspicions were justified, nobody in Intel here was going to spend time looking around. She wasn’t a client. Besides, her standing as a cop gave her an in to more databases than Fish, a mere civilian who was purportedly a computer maintenance tech for the public side of Blackthorne.

***
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LEXI PARKED HER CAR in the station lot and entered the building. The smell of scorched coffee had her wishing she’d taken the few minutes to stop for an espresso, but getting here early, well before Devon Redburn, her partner, helped establish her position as his superior. Plus, it would give her almost an hour to search for the Falcon before roll call.

She changed into her uniform, shoved her personal belongings into her locker and twisted the dial on the combination lock. Upstairs, she found a vacant computer terminal and logged in. Not her case, and her tracks would be visible, but the Falcon was a suspected drug dealer. She’d be able to justify her search should her lieutenant or anyone else question it.

Knowing how easily she lost herself in searches, Lexi set an alarm on her phone for ten minutes before roll call and dove in. She started with an arrest she and Redburn had made that had drug ties, but one she hoped wouldn’t send up red flags if there was a cop—or cops—on the take. If she were doing anything shady, she’d for sure have wanted to know if anyone else was poking around.

Lexi sensed someone approaching and minimized the window. The clock at the bottom of the screen said thirty minutes had gone by. She swiveled in her chair as Redburn came over and rested his hands on the edge of the desk, his expensive aftershave bombarding her nostrils.

“Morning, Partner,” Redburn said. “Hard at work already, I see. Or are you Amazon shopping on company time?”

She fought the urge to smack him and forced a neutral expression.

“Trying to get a jump start on our day.” She gave him a slow, careful, visual inspection, spending extra time at the fit of his shirt. Reaching her hand out, as if to touch his chest, she said, “You have your vest on, right?”

“C’mon. Those things are hot. Heavy. And they chafe.”

“And they can save your life. You know the drill. A t-shirt under and over helps. Go. Change. I’ll meet you in roll call.”

He stomped away like a three-year-old being sent to his room. As soon as he was out of sight, Lexi reviewed the names she’d seen on the last report. Detective O’Reilly was a straight shooter. She could talk to him. After work. Over a beer, maybe. First, she had to get through her day with her reluctant, irritating, and arrogant boot.

With time to spare, she meandered to the assembly room, assessing each cop she passed, wondering if they were involved with the Falcon. Before taking a seat in the last row, she searched for Redburn.

He sat in the front row, third seat from the left, as he always did. Back straight, boots polished, uniform clean—with a vest, judging from his posture—staring intently at Officer Jaquette behind the lectern. Look at me. The perfect cop, listening to everything you’re saying, ready to get the bad guys off the street.

Of course, half of what Jaquette said never made it to Redburn’s brain to be processed, much less be remembered.

Aware she’d tuned out a lot of Jaquette’s routine comments, she had a twinge of guilt and refocused.

“Complaints of citizens being harassed by would-be gang-bangers on their way to the shops on Willard Street,” Jaquette said. “Watch the homeless at Schuyler Park. Reports that they’re dealing.”

Lexi’s ears perked up. Dealing? Could it be a lead to the Falcon? The homeless who hung out at Schuyler tended to be misfits, not troublemakers. Had the Falcon infiltrated with his own people pretending to be homeless? She doubted it. The people who called Schuyler home didn’t have the money to pay for drugs and were a tight group. Impostors would stand out.

Schuyler was on their beat. If there was a connection to the Falcon, no matter how remote, her boot’s behavior and body language might give her a clue as to whether he was involved.

“Questions?” Jaquette asked.

When there were none, Jaquette dismissed them with his usual, “Do good work.”

Lexi stood, moved toward the door, and waited for Redburn. His smile as he approached her was half a smirk. He thumped his hand against the Kevlar below his uniform. “Good to go.”

“Then let’s get on with it.” She marched for the motor pool at a brisk clip.

Before getting in the vehicle, she had Redburn verify everything was ready.

“Aren’t they supposed to do this when they turn the car in?” he asked as he worked through the checklist.

“Redundancy can save your life,” she said, and not for the first—or tenth—time. “Maybe the last officer to use the vehicle was rushed or had an unruly suspect to deal with.” Or was lazy.

Redburn sniffed. “At least the collar didn’t piss. Or puke. I tell you, someone leaves me a car like that, I’m going to track him down and make him clean it up before I get in.”

“Yeah, sure,” she muttered under her breath.

“Okay, done,” he said. “Where to first?”

Lexi itched to go straight to Schuyler Park, but the dispatcher’s voice on the radio changed her plans.

“Neighbors reporting gunshots at Third and Euclid, Belfast Apartments. See the woman in Two-D.”
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Chapter 4
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TWO WEEKS LATER

Fish took a deep breath, squared his shoulders, and hesitated at the door to the twelfth floor conference room in the San Francisco headquarters of Blackthorne, Inc. He’d been up here twice before, both times to Dalton’s office. Once for his entry interview, then after his failed mission. What amounted to Jinx’s perverse choice for Fish’s final training assignment—the one he’d later discovered was a setup—was doomed to fail from the get-go. His final exam for the job was more like it.

That Jinx, senior intel chief at Blackthorne, was a die-hard Star Trek fan was no secret. That he designed no-win scenarios, triggered by the Kobayashi Maru scenario in Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan, was. Operatives were sworn to silence. Not a hardship, as most preferred not to remember what they’d been through or how they were sure they’d washed out. The tests weren’t designed to measure combat skills—those had been honed in training. It was a head game.

Fish shoved his memories of failing his test aside before twisting the old-fashioned cut-glass knob on the door.

Inside, Dalton, Manny, and Adam sat at a gleaming wood conference table. A pod coffeemaker, bottled water, as well as a fruit platter and assorted pastries sat on a credenza against the wall. A glass jar of wrapped butterscotch candies rested on the table, near Dalton’s place at the head. A woman, her head lowered, her face hidden behind a waterfall of blonde waves, sat at Dalton’s right. File folders, pads of paper, and pens had been set at five places, four already claimed, so Fish assumed he was the last to arrive. He checked the time. He was six minutes early.

“Welcome, Mr. Frisch,” Dalton said. “Help yourself to coffee and a snack. We’re about to start.”

The woman looked up from her papers, her green eyes shining like emeralds.

Fish stopped. Grabbed the back of the nearest chair. “Lexi?”

She smiled. “Good to see you, Marv.”

When they’d first become partners, she’d refused to call him Frisch as was custom. Later, she’d admitted calling him Marv had started as a way to bug him. He’d been saddled with his great-grandfather Marvin’s name, part of the traditions of his heritage, a tradition he’d be happier without. After he and Lexi had been partnered for a while, he’d found he rather liked hearing her say it.

The others didn’t seem surprised that Lexi knew him, so he rounded the table and pulled her up from her chair into a hug. “Good to see you, too.”

He released her, stepped back, and took her in. Bright green cable-knit turtleneck under a chocolate-brown leather jacket. Deep brown slacks. She smelled the same—the fresh blend of citrus and spice that had lingered in the vehicle they’d shared on the force. She’d let her hair grow out from the chin-length bob she used to wear. New creases at the corners of her eyes, dark circles under them. To be expected, he guessed, after what had happened. What he assumed had brought her to Blackthorne, Inc.

When Fish had heard about the domestic gone bad—not an uncommon experience, sadly—he’d called to check on her. Lexi had sworn it was a routine SNAFU, and her injuries were minor. He’d been on his way out of the country, hadn’t followed up.

He brewed a mug of coffee and put a muffin and a few strawberries on a plate. He wasn’t hungry, but it felt wrong to reject the offerings. The unclaimed paperwork put him across from Lexi. He turned his gaze in Dalton’s direction. The man took a butterscotch from the jar, unwrapped it, and popped the candy in his mouth, followed by a sip of coffee.

“Ms. Becker, I’ll let you fill everyone in.” Dalton threw a smile in her direction, and Fish had a glimpse of why the man had the reputation of the ultimate scammer. Fresh, innocent, friendly—the smile said You can trust me. And undoubtedly, based on Dalton’s reputation, people had.

Lexi’s smile was more hesitant, more wary. “Thank you, sir.”

She shuffled papers in the file folder in front of her.

Fish opened the one at his place and leafed through it. Printouts of internet articles, copies of newspaper reports, and the familiar format of law enforcement database searches. All dealing with drugs, many dealing with the Falcon she’d told him about.

He set them aside, sat back and listened as Lexi explained what had brought her here.

She recapped what she’d told him that night on the phone. “I’m hiring Blackthorne to locate and deal with a drug dealer who calls himself el Halcón. The Falcon.”

“Why not the police?” Adam said. “You’re on the force, you’ve got connections.”

“Was on the force,” Lexi said. “Technically, I’m on medical leave, but I have no doubt they’ll find a reason to keep me from returning.”

“Wait.” Fish set the papers aside. Tried to do the math with the dates. Two weeks? “Medical leave? After the domestic? You said those injuries were minor. I figured you’d be back at work.”

She shrugged. “The Chief finagled a—” she smiled in Fish’s direction— “cockamamie excuse to keep me out of the station.”

Fish knew there was a story here, but he’d work on pulling it out of Lexi later. He shifted his gaze to Adam, to Manny, then to Dalton and pulled his briefing notes to hand. “Sorry for the interruption.”

“Understandable. Go on, Ms. Becker,” Dalton said. “Start at the beginning to make sure everyone is up to speed. In our line of work, it never hurts to hear things again. We don’t want to miss what could be pertinent details.”

Lexi sipped from her coffee mug, set it down and exhaled an audible sigh. “It’s complicated. I’m not a hundred percent sure I have things right, which is why I came to you. Your reputation for handling situations like this one is stellar.”

A flush rose to her cheeks, as if she knew she was stalling. “Bottom line. I want to expose the Falcon. To answer your question, Mr. Dalton, I wouldn’t—couldn’t—go to the cops even if I hadn’t been put on leave. I’m convinced the Falcon has people in the department in his pocket. I don’t know who I can trust.” A glance at Fish. “I’m afraid the corruption might be deeper—much deeper—than a few patrol officers. I’m afraid my digging for information might be at the root of my current forced leave.”

Fish was tempted to ask if she’d found proof her rookie partner was on the take but held off on interrupting.

“Backtracking,” she continued. “From what I’ve learned about the Falcon, he has a huge network across the country. For reasons I’ve yet to understand, he chose his base of operations in Burnside, Oregon, rather than a major metropolitan area.”

“To remove himself from suspicion, I’d guess,” Manny said.

“Likely,” she said. “He keeps several layers between himself and crime.”

“You know who he is?” Dalton asked.

“Only suspicions,” Lexi said. “I believe his name is John Gunther. His public persona is the CEO of an organization called Merlin and Associates. He’s more of a figurehead. I doubt anyone who uses the company’s services ever meets him personally. I did searches on him, and his name doesn’t send up any red flags. Makes charitable donations, attends the right—” she made air quotes with her fingers— “functions, and his outward appearance is of an upstanding citizen. In fact, his charitable donations include a sizeable one to my police department.”

“You said the man was known as el Halcón,” Manny said. “Yet John Gunther isn’t a Latino name. Is he Hispanic?”

Lexi shook her head. “Caucasian. I think it’s another one of Gunther’s methods of keeping himself from being associated with a drug dealer.”

“How did you connect this—” Adam made air quotes of his own— “upstanding citizen to a major crime lord?”

“Promise you won’t laugh,” Lexi said.

“Not to worry,” Dalton said. “Everything said here is taken seriously.”

“I noticed he wears a falcon lapel pin.” She held up a photograph of John Gunther at a banquet.

Fish found the sheet in his files.

“I know it’s grainy, but I enlarged the image on my computer. It’s a falcon,” Lexi said.

Manny squinted at the image. “Or an eagle. Could be a patriotic statement.”

“Seems to me if he was your Falcon, he’d be hiding any potential connection,” Adam said.

Lexi trapped Fish’s gaze with her emerald eyes. “Something about Gunther didn’t feel right. I’ve never met the man in person, but nothing connected him to being the Falcon. I was a patrol officer, told in no uncertain terms it wasn’t my concern, that when I’d come aboard I’d known I was starting at the bottom. Their concession to my prior rank was to make me a training officer.”

“But you dug on your own,” Fish said.

Lexi smiled and pointed her fingers at herself. “Leopard. Spots. Not changing.”

Her smile faded. A hint of anguish clouded her eyes. “I think the Falcon killed my husband. And I think I’m next.”

***
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LEXI FUSSED WITH HER paperwork, pretending to be looking for a specific page. She thought she was over the emotional responses. She’d been cool, matter-of-fact, when she’d approached Dalton—no Mister, just Dalton, he’d said. Maybe it was because Marv was sitting across the table from her. Her former partner. Confidant. Support system.

Her shoulder. As in to cry on. That one threatened to unleash her tears. She moved deeper into cop mode. She’d never shown emotion in front of a bad guy. These men were on her side, and she wasn’t going to show any now.

Lexi blinked, hid behind another sip of coffee—long grown cold—raked her hair away from her face, and went on. She’d given plenty of reports to superior officers in her career. This one was no different.

“I think John Gunther is an arrogant SOB,” she said. “So confident he can’t be tied to the underworld dealings that he flaunts it.”

“Hiding in plain sight,” Fish said.

“Or paying for silence,” Manny said.

“Yes. By the time I made the connection, tenuous as it was, I was getting vibes I’d better keep my mouth shut. Being on leave, I didn’t have access to the departmental databases, which left me with time on my hands and Google at my fingertips. That’s when I discovered this.”

Lexi held up the printout, waiting as the men around the table found the corresponding one and studied it. She watched their eyes, wondering if they’d buy her assumption. Or if they’d laugh and dismiss her.

“Interesting.” Adam gave a low whistle. “Not a connection I’d have made.”

“Nor I,” Dalton said. “My immediate reaction was the magician. King Arthur. Camelot. Play up the wizardry, tout their company as one to get the results you wanted.”

“I think that’s his private joke,” Lexi said. “Until I went deeper than the obvious hits, I was unaware a Merlin is a kind of falcon.”

“If John Gunther is the Falcon, why do you think he killed your husband?” Dalton asked.

“My husband was a prosecuting attorney.” She allowed what she hoped would pass for a chuckle. “I don’t think we’d have stayed married very long if he was defending the people I was trying to put away. To make a too-long story a little shorter, while I was digging into anything related to the Falcon, I uncovered a connection between him and one of the creeps my husband prosecuted.”

Dalton leaned forward. “You’re saying killing your husband was Falcon’s retaliation for putting one of his underlings in prison? Do you have any kind of proof?”

“Proof?” Lexi shook her head. “People like the Falcon make sure there’s never any proof.”

“What happened to the convicted henchman?” Adam asked.

Lexi gave a wry smile. “Strangely enough, less than a month into his sentence, he died in prison.”

“Imagine that,” Dalton said.

“So he couldn’t talk,” Fish finished.

Lexi closed her file folder. “The Falcon doesn’t like loose ends. Which is why I’m here. Being connected to my husband made me a loose end. Yes, I want to get a drug dealer and all-around bad guy off the streets. I’d also like to make damn sure I’m alive to see it happen.”
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Chapter 5

[image: ]




FISH ALMOST DROPPED his pen. When Lexi had said she thought there was corruption in the Burnside Police Department, she’d never mentioned fearing for her life.

Or had that come after her call, and she hadn’t bothered to update him? When he hadn’t heard from her, he’d assumed the Falcon was no longer a threat.

“Thank you, Ms. Becker.” Dalton’s voice brought Fish back to the briefing. “Do you have a safe place to stay tonight? If not, Blackthorne maintains several options.”

“I have it covered,” she said.

“We’ll be in touch,” Dalton said.

“Thank you.” Lexi’s smile was grim. She gathered her papers and left.

Fish wanted to go with her, but one didn’t leave a meeting with the boss before being dismissed. Manny and Adam made no move to get up, so Fish waited.

“Impressions, gentlemen?” Dalton said. “Mr. Frisch, you’ve worked with her. You know her. What was she like on the job?”

“Level-headed. Good cop. I trusted her with my back. Not impulsive.” He pointed to the file folders. “She did her homework.”

Dalton nodded. “I admit, she has an impressive amount of evidence, although it’s circumstantial. I can think of other ways to explain her findings.”

“You don’t think she went off the deep end when her husband was killed?” Adam threw an apologetic glance Fish’s way. “It’s understandable. Trauma can do that.”
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