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    Advance Praise For Sting Like a Butterfly


     


    “Next time I get in trouble, I’m calling Cash McCahill. There’s nothing he can’t handle. Do yourself a favor and grab a copy of Paul Coggins’s page-turning thriller Sting Like a Butterfly. Money and drugs, cartel honchos, courtroom drama—this book has it all. I can’t wait for the next one.”


    —Harry Hunsicker, Former Executive Vice President of the Mystery Writers of America and Author of Texas Sicario


    “Paul Coggins’s electrifying, whip-smart Sting Like a Butterfly is an adrenaline-soaked thrill ride (in a cherry-red Carrera, no less) through the twisted underworld of the drug cartel. If you ever find yourself on the wrong side of the law, make sure you’ve got Cash McCahill’s number handy.”


    — Will Clarke, Rolling Stone’s

    “Hot Pop Prophet” and author of The New York Times Editors’ Choice, Lord Vishnu’s Love Handles


    “Attorney Cash McCahill is trash-talking, conniving, and quick with a quip—the kind of lawyer you love to hate until he’s all that’s standing between you and prison. Paul Coggins’s Sting Like a Butterfly takes readers on a thrilling roller coaster ride through the underbelly of the cartel world, with twists you don’t see coming. Buy a copy and fasten your seatbelt!”


    —Glenna Whitley, investigative reporter and author of Stolen Valor


    “Cash McCahill is money in the bank for this Paul Coggins thriller, Sting Like a Butterfly. It’s hard to put this one down!”


    —Johnathan Brownlee, Filmmaker/Director/Writer, Three Days in August and the upcoming true crime thriller, The Eyes of Jefferson
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    To Becky, Gina and Jess–


    Three Generations of Brilliant, Beautiful, and Bold Women

  


  
    



    



    



    



    



    I dreamt I was a butterfly,


    fluttering around in the sky;


    then I awoke. Now I wonder:


    Am I a man who dreamt of


    being a butterfly, or am I a


    butterfly dreaming that I am a man?


    Zhuangzi

  


  
    Chapter One



    Cash McCahill stared into the broken mirror in the cell he shared with the psycho of Seagoville Federal Correctional Institution and the newbie on suicide watch.


    Both cellmates made the long list of Cash’s clients on the inside. Despite the loss of his law license, he had never been busier, filing appeals, habeas petitions, divorce papers, and the like. A tried and true jailhouse lawyer.


    Actually, a tried and convicted jailhouse lawyer.


    Muted sobbing wafted from the bottom bunk belonging to Big Black. Not from the behemoth himself, but from Martin Biddle, who should know better than to risk rousing the slumbering beast. Biddle hadn’t yet come to accept his place in the pecking order without whimpering.


    Cash couldn’t see Biddle, who was wedged between Big Black and the wall. During his first month inside, the young husband and father of twin girls had been rechristened Marti and starved to a present weight of a buck-thirty. A blonde wig, heavy makeup, and lingerie completed the transformation from the chief financial officer of a high-flying investment firm to a prison punk.


    Cash turned back to his split-level reflection in the mirror. He didn’t have time to comfort Biddle. Not this morning anyway.


    Two years in the joint had hardened Cash, but not to the point he could completely shut out the sobbing. He dished out a healthy dose of tough love. “What are you moaning about?”


    “I miss my wife.” Biddle’s lament led to more crying.


    Cash took a shot at humor. “Yeah, I miss your wife too. Now go to sleep.”


    “You asshole.” Pent-up anger sparked a flicker of fight in Biddle.


    Mission accomplished.


    “Keep your voice down,” Cash said. “You wake him, and it’s your ass on the line, literally.”


    “You promised to get me out of here.” The fight drained from Biddle’s voice, replaced by resentment.


    Cash sighed. If he had a dollar for every warning to a client that there were no guarantees in criminal law…. “I’m working on your appeal as fast as I can.”


    Biddle sat up in the bunk. “What are my chances?” He clutched something to his chest.


    Cash didn’t have to see the treasured object to know what Biddle held. A picture of his wife and daughters. The last link to a past life that was slipping away.


    “Like I told you yesterday and the day before and like I’ll tell you again tomorrow, you’ve got a good shot, which is more than ninety-nine percent of your fellow inmates have.”


    True enough. Biddle’s trial lawyer was the poster boy for ineffective assistance of counsel. A hack who couldn’t spell acquittal, much less score one. Cash had read the trial transcript twice and still couldn’t decide whether the defense lawyer had been incompetent, lazy, crooked, or all of the above.


    “Get some shut-eye,” Cash said, “and we’ll talk tomorrow.”


    “I can’t sleep.”


    Cash knew the feeling, though Big Black certainly didn’t. The beast chugged along like an outboard motor stuck in low gear, misfiring every few beats. Drool slicks spread across his pillow. Most nights he could sleep through a riot. On the few he couldn’t, pity the poor fool who woke him.


    Cash turned back to the mirror and the deadly serious business at hand. Nearly four a.m. Only five hours to show time.


    Stripped to his shorts and socks, he launched into his pretrial ritual. A quick run-through of his opening argument. Hurl the remains of what could be his last meal into the shit-stained toilet. Another rehearsal, slower this time and with more feeling. Followed by the dry heaves. Shave, shower, and slip on a power suit.


    The hurling and dry heaves weren’t actually part of his outside world ritual. Not since his first trial twenty years ago, anyway. Then again, today would be the first hearing with his life on the line.


    Hence, the dicey gut.


    The bedsprings groaned. Cash glanced nervously at the bunk. BB’s massive arm dangled over the side of the bed. Misshapen fingers brushed the concrete floor. A single letter tattooed in white on each digit. B-E-A-R.


    A tatt of a grizzly on its hind legs stretched from BB’s elbow to his shoulder. Teeth bared. Claws out. Eyes wild with bloodlust. A triple-decker bicep bulged the bear’s belly, as if it had swallowed someone whole.


    A terrifying tatt so garish and badly drawn that it had to be a prison job. Minimal production values, maximum pain.


    If only BB would hibernate for a few months. Or years. Anything to put off today’s hearing on his most recent write-up.


    The tatt reminded Cash to keep his voice down during the rehearsal of his opening argument. Let sleeping bears lie. As much as BB had riding on the outcome, Cash had even more.


    For BB, the accused, a loss meant the hole for anywhere from three to six months. Having been shot once, stabbed twice, and clubbed more times than he could count, he wouldn’t blink at the threat of another beating.


    Bring on the billy clubs.


    But the prospect of a stretch in solitary shook BB to the core. Prisoners didn’t come back from the hole, not with all their marbles anyway. The longer the isolation, the more scrambled the brain.


    Next stop after the hole: the looney bin.


    For Cash, the stakes were higher. He had a legion of enemies inside the cold, gray walls, and not all of them were guards. A handful of former clients doing time at Seagoville blamed him for allowing a grave carriage of justice to be done. Even non-clients saw in him the same species of predatory scum who had bled them dry, then let them down.


    Guilt by Bar Association.


    And where were the worthless wretches who had been spared their just desserts by the grace of Cash’s fast tongue and fancy footwork in the courtroom? On the outside, of course, and of no help.


    Destined to suffer for the sins of the system, Cash had found refuge under the wings of a guardian devil. From day one at Seagoville, BB had made him a protected species: a jailhouse lawyer with real skills. The word had gone out not to mess with the mouthpiece.


    The catch is, BB could lift the protection at any time and for any or no reason. For example, if today’s hearing went badly.


    Cash stopped kidding himself. How could the shit-show not go south? A kangaroo court behind bars before a hanging judge, who hated the counsel even more than the accused.


    “May it please the warden.” Cash’s breath fogged the mirror. “Marcus Allen DuPree stands before you on charges of insubordination and assaulting a correctional officer. If convicted, he faces–”


    A loud fart interrupted the dry run and echoed down the cellblock, sparking a chain reaction among the inmates. Happened every time the mess served rice and beans for dinner, heavy on the beans.


    BB grinned from ear-to-ear. The sleep of the not so innocent.


    Cash lifted his lucky jumpsuit up to the mirror. “McCahill, not everyone can pull off this color, but you look damn good in orange.”


    Biddle lapsed into a fresh round of sobbing.


    “I’ll get your brief filed,” Cash whispered, “even if it’s the last thing I do.”

  


  
    Chapter Two



    Two years, five months, and three days ago


     


     


     


    The gavel came down hard.


    Federal Judge Anna Tapia, face red and lips white, sprang to her feet. “I want the lawyers in my chambers. Now.”


    Though pushing fifty and barely five-feet-one, Her Honor towered from the bench over the mere mortals quaking below. No doubt who ran her courtroom.


    Donning the black robe had a nasty side effect of inflaming a person’s ego. Lawyers had a name for the incurable disease. Called it judgeitis. Fatal to all but the carrier.


    Tapia had a raging case of it. Even back in her days as a federal prosecutor, she could reduce hostile witnesses to rubble and opposing counsel to mush. Lifetime tenure turned her into a holy terror.


    Cash stood his ground. “Your honor, before we adjourn to chambers, may I get an answer from the witness to my pending question?”


    “What part of now do you not understand, Mister McCahill?” the judge said.


    Shit. Cash’s cross-examination had set a trap for the weasel-faced witness on the stand. IRS Agent Marty Shafer looked as if he had swallowed a toad. His Adam’s apple bobbed, and his beady eyes ballooned. Even his forced smile had faded.


    The break gave the prick a chance to huddle with the prosecutors and cook up a better answer to the out-of-the-blue question of whether his supervisor had disciplined him last month.


    Based on the judge’s tone, Cash had bigger problems than an aborted cross. After turning away from the lawyers and toward the jury box, Tapia shifted from sarcastic to solicitous. “Jurors, we’ll take our afternoon break a little early today. Please be back and ready to resume the trial by 3:15.”


    Smooth as silk. Almost as if she were running for office.


    As the jurors filed from the courtroom, Cash flashed a this-is-all-part-of-the-game smile. Jurors numbers seven and ten smiled back. The grandmotherly seven had a Wheel of Fortune fixation, and ten was the looker of the group.


    Good sign.


    Once the jurors were gone, the judge practically flew off the bench, robe flapping like bat wings. Twice before during the trial, she had lowered the boom on Cash. The first infraction had drawn a warning. The second, a five hundred dollar fine.


    Seated at the government table, the one nearer the jury box, the prosecutor Jenna Powell let out a long exhale, the heat having shifted from her witness to Cash. Her gray eyes saw the world in black and white, and long ago he had shed the white hat. She gave him a serves-you-right shrug.


    “You’re in deep shit now,” she whispered from five feet away. “Three strikes in this court, and you’re out.”


    “No sweat. Got an airtight defense.” His banter failed to slow his racing heart. “How can I be expected to remember the rules of evidence when I’m litigating against a woman I used to sleep with?”


    Jenna’s expression hardened into full-blown anger. “I can see how that would be a big problem for you. During our brief time together, a period I call the year I lost my fricking mind, you tried to nail every woman between seventeen and seventy who had the misfortune of crossing your path.”


    “For the record, there were no seventeen-year-olds.”


    She slammed shut her portfolio and tucked it under her arm. “Can’t wait to hear you try to talk your way out of this jam.”


    “I should sell tickets.”


    “Good idea,” she said, “since you’re about to lose your meal ticket.”


    Jenna’s heels clicked on the hardwood floor as she hurried toward chambers. He watched her walk and ached for what he had thrown away. Not just his best girl and his best job, but also his best life.


    He could watch her all day. Just not today. Not with a contempt charge hanging over his head, and breathing down his neck a mob defendant facing twenty years behind bars.


    As Cash rose, the defendant, Larry Benanti, grabbed his arm and pulled him back to his seat. The five-feet-five-inch Benanti had a history of dragging people down to his level. His padded shoes and sweeping pompadour signaled a desperate attempt to create the illusion of height.


    “Do I go back there with you?” Benanti said.


    “Lawyers only this time. Sit tight, stay out of the line of fire, and keep your mouth shut. I’ll be back in five.”


    With my shield or on it.


    Benanti’s lips turned as white as his knuckles. “You’re killing me, man. That judge fucking hates you, and she’s going to take it out on me.”


    “She hates all defense lawyers. Besides, I’m not playing to her. I’m working on them.” He nodded toward the empty jury box.


    On the way to chambers, Cash passed by the witness on the stand. Shafer leaned forward in the hot seat. With the judge and jury gone, he defaulted to his natural smirk. A pair of handcuffs dangled from his forefinger, the cuffs swinging like twin nooses.


    Cash got the point. Would’ve had to be blind not to. One noose for him; the other for his client. Shafer had all the subtlety of a sledgehammer.


    ***


    The Wild West motif of Tapia’s chambers harkened back to the days of Judge Roy Bean and frontier justice. Hang the sonovabitch first and then give the corpse a fair trial.


    Oil paintings of cowboys, quarter horses, and cattle staked their claims to prime wall space. Above and behind the seated Tapia loomed a framed display of famous Texas brands, with her family mark dead center: a circle around an upside-down T. A well-worn saddle hugged a wooden bench. A coiled rope hung from the horn.


    The trappings reminded visitors of Tapia’s nickname: The Hanging Judge. Not that Cash needed reminding of that.


    “Mister McCahill, explain why you thought it permissible to cross-examine Agent Shafer on his investigation of an unrelated case, after I had warned you twice not to go there.” The judge’s tone was perfect for lecturing a third grader.


    Cash chalked up Tapia’s smooth brow to a recent round of Botox that had left her face, like the chambers, frozen in time. He looked around the room. Just the judge, Jenna, and him in a space that could easily hold twenty.


    No court reporter in sight. Could be a good sign. Can’t sanction for contempt without an official record, not for the finding to hold up on appeal anyway.


    Or possibly a bad sign. No extra witnesses to the carnage to come.


    “Of course, your honor.” He stalled, looking to Jenna for a lifeline. She dodged eye contact. No help there. Hail Mary time. Lean on the loopiest of loopholes. “I have reason to believe that Shafer has recently been disciplined by his agency for hiding exculpatory evidence from the prosecution and, by extension, from the defense.”


    “In this case?” the judge said.


    “In an investigation being conducted at or near the same time as this one.”


    Tapia tensed for the kill. She placed both elbows on the rough-hewn desk, steepled her forefingers and rested her chin on the peak. “How does that not violate my order prohibiting you from questioning the witness about alleged Brady violations?”


    Cash didn’t blink, nor miss a beat. “I don’t intend to ask Shafer if he has violated the Supreme Court’s landmark ruling in Brady versus Maryland, which he has done repeatedly throughout his checkered career. Instead, my question is whether he failed to follow the procedures set out in the IRS manual and has been disciplined on that score. Totally different line of inquiry.”


    Tapia’s eyebrows twitched. Probably the closest simulation of a frown she could manage. “That’s cutting it mighty close, Mister McCahill.”


    “While all the time following the letter of your ruling.”


    “What about the spirit of my ruling? Did you abide by it?”


    “I believe in letters, Your Honor, not spirits.”


    “Then I’ll make my new ruling crystal clear and put it in writing this time. I’m barring any inquiry outside this particular investigation of this specific indictment. That means no questions to the agent about violating Brady, the agency manual, the Ten Commandments, or any other rules, regulations, or laws in connection with other investigations. Do I make myself clear?”


    “Painfully clear, and may I have my objection to your new ruling placed on the record?” No reason to let temporary relief over dodging a bullet deter him from playing another round of Russian roulette.


    “Of course. Now let’s move on. I’d like to finish this trial before my grandkids have grandkids.”


    Back in the courtroom, Cash caught his client talking to the agent, still on the stand. He pulled Benanti away. “What did I tell you about talking to the government?”


    Benanti’s neck veins bulged. “We weren’t discussing the case.”


    Cash pointed to a smiling Shafer. “When that cold-hearted bastard goes to bed at night, he dreams of ways to put you in prison. And when he wakes up the next day, the first thing on his mind is how to fuck you over. When he says hello, you say goodbye and run like hell. Better yet, don’t bother saying goodbye. Just run like hell.”


    The defendant snorted. “Funny, but the way he’s looking at you now, I could swear that he’s thinking of ways to send you to the big house.”

  


  
    Chapter Three



    Two years, five months, and one day ago


     


     


     


    A black butterfly landed on Cash’s shoulder.


    “Don’t move,” Larry Benanti shouted.


    Cash froze on the porch of the Highland Park mansion. Screw this. He flicked the butterfly away. It loop-de-looped before fluttering to freedom.


    “You shouldn’t have done that.” Benanti sounded bat shit serious. “I just lost a rare species, but you lost a lot more.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “Legend has it that the black butterfly steals the souls of sinners and sends them straight to hell.”


    “I’ll have lots of company.” Present client included.


    Benanti shuddered, a sign he bought into the legend. “If you’d gotten here five minutes earlier, you would’ve run into that bitch from probation.”


    “Sandy Robinson?” Cash said.


    Benanti nodded.


    “What was she doing here?”


    “Said it was a court-ordered home visit.”


    That struck Cash as odd. Not the home visit part, which was routine. But after hours? What government worker does that?


    “Now she’s someone who really will steal your soul,” Cash said, “along with your body.”


    He followed Benanti inside. The ostentation of the place never ceased to amuse him. Greco-Roman palace, meet Jersey Shore.


    A nude statue of Mariposa, his current wife, greeted guests in the foyer. The statues of wives one and two collected dust in the attic, banished there by Mariposa. Busts of Roman emperors lined the long hallway. The last and largest bust, a flattering likeness of Benanti.


    The passageway split into two forks, wrapping around a glass-enclosed hothouse and indoor pool. The hothouse teemed with a jungle of plants and flowers of every size, shape, and color. An ever-changing kaleidoscope of butterflies bathed the enclosure in a rainbow of hues. More species than Cash could count.


    Benanti had stolen a page from the Bellagio Botanical Gardens. Not the only thing he had lifted from the Vegas landmark.


    In a black string bikini, Mariposa cut clean strokes though the cobalt water. In a past life, she had been the lead dancer at the Bellagio in a midnight revue called Leather and Lace, the act heavy on the leather part. Her Vegas stage name had been Wicked Wanda, but her real name and arrest record remained buried in some bought-off bureaucrat’s dead files.


    Mesmerized by Mariposa’s flip turn, Cash fell another step behind Benanti. She barely broke the surface. Just a flash of leg visible for a nanosecond. But enough of a sighting to cloud his judgment.


    Cash caught up with his host in the split-level study. Benanti closed the double doors and sat behind a massive mahogany desk on an elevated platform. The higher ground allowed him to look down on Cash.


    Even had they been on equal footing, the concave couch would’ve wiped out Cash’s height advantage. His eyes swept across rows of hardback classics lining three walls. None read, few ever opened. The books, like the wife, there for show.


    A large map of the Americas dominated the fourth wall. On the map a half-dozen red arrows flowed from points on the Northeastern seaboard of the United States, converged in Central Texas and petered out in the Sierra Madre Mountains of Mexico. Cash mistook it for a weather map until he made out the caption:


     


    MIGRATION PATTERN OF THE MONARCH BUTTERFLY.


     


    “What’s the deal with you and butterflies?” Cash said.


    Benanti’s eyes lit up. “What other creature on the planet begins life so ugly and blossoms so beautifully?”


    “You tell me,” Cash said.


    “They’re like the women I rescue from lives of poverty and despair. I take caterpillars and turn them into butterflies.”


    Yeah, that’s one way to describe a sex trafficking ring.


    “But don’t butterflies have a short lifespan?” Cash said.


    “Isn’t a brief burst of beauty better than a long life of ugliness?”


    “Not sure about that,” Cash said, “but I’m willing to bet that a short life on the outside is better than a long one in prison. So let’s focus on the trial and make sure you get to stick around to enjoy all the beauty you’ve created.”


    Benanti frowned. “The trial, it’s not going well.”


    Cash sighed. Not this again. No resting on laurels with the underworld’s biggest ingrate. Nor could he take comfort in the calmness of the client’s tone, not given his hair-trigger temper. The wrong word, even an untimely pause could set him off.


    “I understand that you don’t enjoy being put on trial. That’s rational. What’s not is second-guessing the lawyer who has gotten you off twice before.”


    “Those two victories came in state court. This time we’re up against the feds. This is the big leagues.”


    “Look, you pay me to win. State or federal court makes no difference. Same bottom line. Win and you go home. Lose and you spend the rest of your life in prison.”


    “Do I need to remind you how much I pay you to win?”


    Cash shook his head. “You bring that up every day, and I’ve already had today’s reminder.”


    “For the fortune I’m shelling out, I own you, body and soul.”


    “Except that according to the legend, my soul is gone.” Cash smiled.


    Benanti didn’t. “You owe me your undivided attention, and I’m not getting it. Not sure what’s occupying your mind these days, but your zipper problem is no secret. Got something you want to get off your chest, Romeo?”


    Cash’s heart stopped. Moment of untruth time. Because in the circumstances, the truth would not set him free. At best it might buy him a quick death, rather than a slow, agonizing one.


    So he fell back on rule number one: never cop to anything until you know what the other side has on you.


    “Like what?” Cash said.


    “Like why you’re playing footsy with the hot prosecutor. Maybe that stuck-up bitch has got you thinking with the wrong head…has you confused over which team you’re on.”


    Cash breathed easier. He was still pissed that Benanti questioned his loyalty, but at the same time relieved to have him barking up the wrong bed.


    “It wasn’t that long ago you shared an office with her.” Benanti’s voice took on a harder edge. “Maybe you’re angling to get your old job back, along with the snatch that went with it.”


    “That’s ancient history,” Cash said. “My old job wouldn’t cover my car payments now, and Jenna and I, we split up years ago. Sure, the sex was great, but her holier-than-thou sermons got old.”


    Benanti rose from behind the desk. Bad move. The closer he came, the less imposing he seemed. “If I don’t go home after the trial, no one does.”


    “Really not helpful to threaten your lawyer at this stage of the proceeding. I told you from the get-go that there are no guarantees in my business.”


    “There are in mine,” Benanti said.


    Cash sprang to his feet but stifled his instinct to tell Benanti where to shove the threat. No way to win a war of words with this client—to win a war of any kind with him.


    Cash sat first. “What say we get down to the business at hand? The prosecutor called after court today. Her final offer stays on the table until nine a.m. tomorrow. If you cop to the conspiracy count, she’ll drop the rest of the charges. That’s five years max, but you’ll do only four inside. Maybe three if I can squeeze you into a halfway house early.”


    “Tell your girlfriend I won’t do three hours behind bars and give her my final offer. If it’s a body she’s after, my bean counter will do the time.”


    “You want your accountant to take the fall?”


    “Yeah, and he’ll go away for ten years if that’s what it takes to get her off my back. That way she has her precious stat, and I keep my freedom. Win-win.”


    “That’s not how it works,” Cash said. “You can’t trade down. You can only trade up.”


    “What the hell does that mean?” Jersey roots surfaced in his voice.


    “Jenna’s not in the market for a flunky. To hook her, you’d need to offer a target she wants more than you. That means someone higher on the food chain.”


    Benanti’s eyes narrowed. “Not going to happen.”


    Cash knew it wouldn’t. Much as Benanti liked to dress in black and play the godfather role, he answered to higher powers outside the country. But he’d never admit to playing second banana, and Cash couldn’t call him on it.


    “That leads to the next decision point. I expect the government to rest its case tomorrow.”


    “So you start putting on my defense then?”


    “No. I plan to rest right after the government does and get the jury deliberating as soon as possible.” A long silence felt like a lifetime.


    “Are you telling me that I’m paying you two million dollars to put on no evidence for me?”


    “You’re paying me two million dollars to know when to take our case to the jury, and I’m worth every cent of it.”


    The door to the study banged open, and Mariposa stood at the threshold. She looked stunning, even swallowed by a terry cloth robe, wet hair, and no makeup. An olive complexion allowed her to pass as a native in a host of hot-climate countries. Her cheekbones could cut ice. Green eyes locked on her husband, as if Cash were invisible.


    “I’m going to a late movie with Elena. Don’t wait up for me.” The hard-to-pin-down accent hinted at a globe-trotting youth. Tonight, a dash of Puerto Rican swagger mixed with Valley Girl vanity.


    “Don’t wake me when you come in,” Benanti said. “Big day in court tomorrow. My mouthpiece is going to catch the feds flat-footed, so wear something nice.”


    “But conservative,” Cash said. “A dark blue suit. Not too short, not too tight, and—”


    She left before he could finish.


    “Almost be worth taking the lousy deal,” Benanti said, mostly to himself, “just to get away from….”


    Cash did a double take. “There are less drastic ways to leave a spouse. I can recommend a good divorce lawyer.”


    “Yeah, that’d be one way to do it.” Benanti’s tone made it clear it wouldn’t be his.


    “What say we get you out of this jam before you jump into another?”


    Benanti shrugged.


    Cash took his silence as a green light to the game plan. “So you’re on board with resting our case right after the government does?”


    “What choice do I have?” Benanti sounded resigned to his fate. “But dammit, I had my heart set on testifying.”


    Pure, unadulterated bullshit, but Cash didn’t call him on it. No way did this client, or any other for that matter, really want to take the stand. They just needed someone to play daddy and tell them no. If Benanti were to make the fatal mistake of testifying, Jenna would beat him like a piñata.


    “I count at least five jurors leaning our way,” Cash said, “and we need only one to stay strong. We rest our case tomorrow.”


    Benanti banished him with a whisk of the hand. Meeting over. Trial nearly so.


    On the way out, Cash couldn’t help but glance at the pool. Empty now. The last ripples of the swimmer’s wake gently lapped the deck. A funnel cloud of butterflies swept across the hothouse.


    Cash slipped into the driver’s seat of his Carrera and reached for the gearshift. His hand touched something cold and damp. He pulled back.


    A black string bikini draped the shift.


    No question who had put it there. Or why.


    The black butterfly landed on the windshield. Cash gunned the Carrera, and the butterfly took off.

  


  
    Chapter Four



    Two years, five months, and one day ago


     


     


     


    “Liar.”


    Not a trace of anger in Eva Martinez’s voice. Just rock solid certainty that her B.S. detector had caught Cash in a lie. Tonight’s whopper, that he’d been about to call her when she got him on the line.


    On the cusp of downtown Dallas, Cash slowed the cherry-red Carrera to twenty miles an hour over the speed limit. “How could you possibly know I was lying?”


    “Your lips were moving.”


    Shit. Busted by his bloodhound of an assistant and only blocks from the Ritz. Sure, he should’ve called her from Benanti’s mansion, but if he had, she would’ve told him to come straight to the office.


    Would’ve been game over for him. Do not pass go. Do not shell out three hundred dollars for a junior suite. And definitely do not carve another notch on the bedpost.


    “I’ve been cooling my heels at the office for over two hours,” Eva said, “and our jury instructions are due by nine a.m. tomorrow. You can’t afford to piss off the judge, again.” A trace of panic spiked her voice. “So why the hell aren’t you already here?”


    “Well, I had to—”


    “And don’t lie to me again.”


    Damn, she was good. Gave him no choice but to resort to a half-truth.


    “I have one more appointment tonight. Very important. But I’ll be there in under an hour.”


    “Who is she?”


    He slipped back into the defense lawyer’s default mode. Flat-out lying, forgivable in the circumstances because she wouldn’t buy a word of it anyway. “No one you know. Besides, a gentleman never tells.”


    “I’ll keep that in mind in the unlikely event I encounter a gentleman while working for you. We’re on deadline, so I don’t give a rat’s ass if you’re in hot pursuit of Penelope Cruz. You don’t have time to chase tail tonight, and I don’t have time to hunt you down.”


    “If only you were more flexible in your choice of bedtime companions, I wouldn’t be forced to search the city for a soulmate with benefits. Remind me why we’ve never hooked up.”


    “I’ve got a brain, and you’re not my type.”


    “I just hope that when you get past this experimental phase you’re going through and fall head over heels for me, it’s not too late.” He pulled into the circular drive at the Ritz and parked behind a Bentley. “Now hammer out a draft of our jury instructions. Use the Crawford case as a go-by. I’ll be there in an hour or less to review it.”


    He dropped the call before she could bust his balls and tossed the keys to the valet. “Pull my wheels out of sight, Stevie. And for the record, you haven’t seen me tonight.”


    “Sure, Mister McCahill, or whatever your name is this evening.” Stevie flashed a you-dog-you smile.


    Intoxicated by the scent of top-shelf perfume in the lobby, Cash regained his swagger. A quick survey of the talent on display, weak even for a Wednesday. At least three horny dudes hovered around every hottie at the bar. Plying their not so helpless prey with hard liquor. Laughing too hard at her lame jokes. Trying too hard, period.


    Hard being the operative word here.


    But Cash liked his odds anyway. With his target set, no need to cull the pros from the cons at the bar. Or wade through the horndogs with wads of bills stuffed in one pocket and packets of Trojans in the other.


    The only glitch, no Mariposa in sight. Odd, she’d left the mansion minutes before he had. She should be on her second Vodka Collins by now. Liquored, lubed, and looking for love.


    Or as close as she’d come to it in this lifetime.


    He landed at a table far from the bar action and ordered a scotch and soda. Checked the messages on his iPhone to see if she’d been forced to scratch the date. Nothing.


    After a second drink, he was about to leave when a woman emerged from the shadows and approached him. Not Mariposa, but not bad. And vaguely familiar. The freckled face more so than the tight body. And growing more recognizable by the step.


    She reached the table and extended her hand. He took it before clicking on her identity. She was Juror Number Ten. The looker in the lot and the best bet to buck the initial rush to convict.


    Ten pulled her hand away. “This concludes the business portion of our meeting.”


    Cash recoiled. “I don’t—”


    Twin laser dots, red as blood, jitterbugged across his chest.

  


  
    Chapter Five



    Two years, five months, and one day ago


     


     


     


    “Hit the floor! Get down! Down!”


    Agents shouted on the run, arms drawn. Their choppy words echoed across the Ritz lobby.


    The din of iniquity froze. A pianist stopped mid-tune, bringing an abrupt end to “The Days of Wine and Roses.”


    Fearful of being caught in the crossfire, Cash backed away from Juror Number Ten. The first agent hit him high. The second went low, sweeping him off his feet. He landed face-first on the marble floor.


    Dazed, Cash processed the takedown as an out-of-body experience. The swirl of action unfolded around him in slow motion. Shouts and screams topped each other.


    Cash’s head-butt to the floor dulled his senses, sparing him from a world of pain. Or so he thought until a knee dug into his spine, and his arms were roughly pulled behind his back.


    Click. Click. The metal teeth of cuffs bit into his wrists. The harder he struggled, the deeper the bite. Tears blurred his vision of a forest of black boots. The forest parted to make way for a pair of scuffed wingtips.


    The takedown team yanked him to his feet, wrenching his shoulders. He gritted his teeth to keep from screaming in pain. Kept them clenched while a third agent frisked him, seizing an iPhone, a Montblanc pen, and a wallet.


    IRS Agent Marty Shafer, rocking back and forth on the wingtips, grabbed Cash’s wallet. “Let’s see how the crooked half lives.” He thumbed through the bills. “Looks to be about seven hundred bucks. Plus, a half-dozen credit cards to stores I can’t afford to set foot in. A bar card, which fortunately you won’t have much longer. And hello, what do we have here?” He fished out two Hard Rider ribbed condoms. “Size, extra-large.” He snickered. “Don’t flatter yourself, McCahill.”


    Shafer opened his jacket to reveal a pistol on one hip and a pair of handcuffs on the other. His thin lips curled into the same shit-eating grin he’d flashed in the courtroom earlier that day.


    “Dammit, the FBI was supposed to let me slap on the cuffs.” Shafer’s ire sounded real. “Guess I’ll have to settle for the honor of booking you.”


    “Step back, Marty,” Cash said, “or at least have the decency to suck on a breath mint.”


    Shafer’s face turned red. “That’s right, funny man, keep running your mouth. That’ll go over big in prison.”


    “Whoa!” Cash kept his voice steady, but his heartbeat raced ahead of his tongue. “Since when did bumping into a juror by coincidence draw time?”


    “You call it coincidence,” Shafer said. “I call it jury tampering.”


    Cash resisted the urge to blurt out a denial. For every suspect who talked his way out of trouble, a thousand dug themselves a deeper hole.


    Shafer tucked the condoms back in the wallet. “Don’t bother trying to feed us some cock-and-bull story about coming here to get lucky. The only person you’ll end up fucking tonight is yourself.” He turned to the FBI agents. “Take him away.”


    The perp walk wound through the lobby. Cash took a last look around, searching for a friendly face. Finally settling on a pretty one.


    Actually, two pretty ones.


    Evidently Juror Number Ten had just been elected prom queen. Beaming, backslapping agents clustered around the blonde. The geezer in the takedown squad fetched her a drink from the bar, while a striking, six-foot female agent rifled through her purse.


    Cash recognized the Amazon Agent. Maggie Burns, a.k.a. MagDoll, counted aloud the fat wad of cash she had pulled from Ten’s purse. He caught Maggie’s eye and gave her a knowing smile. She blushed and started the count over.


    After placing the bills in a clear evidence packet and sealing it, Maggie removed from Ten’s purse a metallic object not much larger than a credit card. No doubt a recorder, government-issue.


    Only a half-dozen or so words had passed between Cash and Ten before the bust. Nothing incriminating. Or was there?


    He replayed the exchange in his mind. First in slow motion. Then at double-speed.


    Ten’s reference to the business portion of our meeting, yeah, that could be twisted. But who knows if the recorder even picked it up?


    Given the feds’ penchant for paying top dollar for bottom-drawer goods, Cash gave the device only fifty-fifty odds of capturing the one-sided conversation. Might be his only break tonight.


    For a nanosecond the scrum around Ten parted, and Cash made eye contact with her. Just long enough to silently ask: what the fuck?


    She shrugged her nonverbal message: shit happens.


    The pianist went back to business. His parting song for the heavy tipping Cash, a dirge-like rendition of “Jailhouse  Rock.”


    In the parking lot, Cash and his captors weaved through a gauntlet of reporters and camera crews. Hands cuffed behind his back, he suffered the sting of questions fired from all sides.


    The feds must’ve tipped off the media. More than likely, Shafer the snake. Either he or Moore the showboat. U.S. Attorney Tom Moore played the leak game perfectly, scoring free publicity by bribing reporters with tips and occasionally even exclusives.


    Though Cash also fed the media beast regularly, tonight tested his core belief that there was no such thing as bad press for a defense lawyer. He aced the test. Instead of the standard duck-the-head-and-drop-the-eyes approach taught in Perp Walk 101, he slowed his pace, held his head high, and nodded to the reporters.


    He knew all but two of the vultures who had dragged themselves from bars to pick his carcass clean. Had plied most of them with liquor and stories for years. The seasoned reporters, more interested in booze than news.


    As the agents shoved him into a black SUV, the blonde babe from Channel 11, Ginger something, scored the last question. “You’ve just been arrested for obstruction of justice. What happens now?”


    “I’m going to Disneyworld,” he said.


    Sound bite on tape, the reporters rushed across the lot, where Moore posed on the curb, basking in the glow of portable lights. He would stay on stage until the lights dimmed and the last reporter left.


    Maggie shoved Cash into a middle seat and strapped him in. “The last time we were together,” he whispered to her, “the cuffs were on you.”


    “I’ve got a gun,” she said through clenched teeth, “and I’m not afraid to use it.”


    “You’re breaking my heart, but what hurts even worse is being upstaged at my own arrest by a blowhard like Moore.”


    “Get used to it.” Maggie slid next to Cash, their hips bumping. “The most dangerous spot in Dallas is between him and a TV camera.”


    ***


    The all-night vigil had taken a toll on Eva. Even filtered through the smudged glass partition at the visiting room of the Dallas County Jail, she looked rocky and ready to fall apart. Her mascara had a hit-or-miss texture, and eyeliner had slalomed down her cheeks. Either she’d been crying or planned to audition for a Kiss tribute band.


    Still, of the dozen or so early morning visitors, she had a lock on the coveted title of First Choice for a Conjugal Visit.


    Low bar.


    “Do I look as bad as you do?” he said.


    “Worse.” She forced a smile. “Can’t they find a jumpsuit that fits you?” The sleeves of the uniform fell inches short of his wrists.


    “How quickly can you get me out of here?” He surprised himself by keeping his voice steady.


    “Your initial appearance is scheduled for three this afternoon.”


    “In front of?”


    “Tapia.”


    He groaned. If there was a way to keep him behind bars, Tapia would find it, aided and abetted by her co-conspirator, Sandy Robinson of Pretrial Services. “We drew the wrong judge, but tell me we caught a break on the prosecutor.”


    “Wish I could, but the Big Cheese is handling your case.”


    He did a double take. “Moore?”


    Eva nodded.


    Holy shit on a stick. The U.S. Attorney personally handled only one or two cases a year, hand-picked to be surefire winners with massive media coverage. The tough cases, close calls, and no-press nothings flowed down to his hundred plus assistants.


    “Guess it could be worse,” he said. “We could’ve drawn Jenna, who actually knows how to try a case.”


    “She called me this morning.”


    “To gloat?”


    “To give you a message. Said for you to hire the best damn defense lawyer you can’t afford and tell him to cut a deal.”
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