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         Dear Readers,

         
             

         

         I have enjoyed a long writing career—thanks to all the support from you—and one of my greatest joys was when I began writing with my son, Roy. It always amazes me when we seem to read each other’s mind about a character or a plotline, and it’s equally amazing when Roy surprises me with a new idea even better than my own. We’ve now completed nine stories together and have had an incredible time along the way.

         Roy has a successful career as an author and screenwriter independent of our books together, but it still brings me great joy to be passing the baton to him for this book, Killer View. And what a thrilling read! We’re often told by readers that they couldn’t put our books down, and I was happy to be able to say the same to Roy about this solo effort.

         You’re about to meet—or be re-introduced to—Jessie Mercado, a P.I. who adds the suspenseful and daring action sequences that keep the pages turning. As an army vet and former bodyguard for the rich and famous, Jessie is prepared for whatever challenges the case throws her way, including plenty of car chases and shootouts.

         And Roy has continued the Kendra Michaels legacy. Sometimes a character comes along who captures the imagination of readers and takes on a life of their own, and for our books written together, that character has been Kendra. She’s a loyal friend who will risk anything to help Jessie with this missing persons case.

         I’m happy to say that I will be joining Roy and Kendra on their next adventure, which you’ll have a chance to read in early 2023. I appreciate all of my readers and never take you for granted. I want the Johansen name to always mean an edge-of-your-seat, emotionally satisfying read.

         I hope you are just as riveted and entertained by Killer View as I was.
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            Chapter
1

         

         She should have taken the million dollars.

         Jessie Mercado squirmed in the back of the police car and tugged at the handcuffs clamped around her wrists. If she’d taken that lucrative job offer, she’d be in San Francisco now, probably pushing her way through a dance club and clearing a path as security director for her twenty-year-old pop-star boss.

         And she’d be hating life even more than she did at this very moment. But at least she’d be a millionaire.

         Jessie sniffed the air. “Hey,” she called out to the uniformed officer sitting in the passenger seat. “This squad car smells like puke. Doesn’t somebody hose these things out at the end of every shift?”

         Officer Gataki snorted. “Union issues. Deal with it. I have to spend eight hours in this thing every day, so pardon me if I don’t feel bad for you.”

         “Not looking for sympathy, Gataki.” She glanced around. “So where’s your partner?”

         “Probably talking about what in the hell we’ll do with you.”

         “You’re taking me to your station, right? I’ll make bail and be home in my jammies in time for Jimmy Kimmel.”

         “I didn’t figure you for the jammies type.”

         “I use the term loosely. Sweatpants and a tank top.”

         “Okay, that I can picture.”

         “Please don’t.” Jessie leaned back against the stinky rear seat. She’d just celebrated her two-year anniversary as a private investigator, an occupation that had yielded some decent rewards along with heavy doses of frustration.

         This was one for the frustration column.

         It was a quarter past 9:00 P.M. in Marina del Rey, and they were parked alongside a ninety-foot yacht that belonged to basketball star Lamar Wood, L.A. Laker point guard and all-around local hero. She’d been arrested after being caught inside the apparently deserted craft. There were now half a dozen police cruisers nearby, flashers on. She suspected most of the cops were here only because Wood himself was expected on the scene at any minute.

         Gataki turned back. “So what’s it like in there?”

         “Like it belongs to a guy halfway through a five-hundred-and-seventy-million-dollar contract. With a raft of endorsement deals to match. Nice. Really nice. You can see for yourself if you’ll just search the place.”

         “We’d need probable cause for that.”

         “His kids are on that boat. I’m sure of it. He’s going to leave the country with them.”

         “So you say.”

         “So his wife says.”

         “His soon-to-be-ex-wife.”

         “She’s my client. Wood has been threatening to whisk those kids away for the last year, and I think it’s going to happen tonight. Someone broke into the wife’s house today and stole the kids’ passports.”

         “But not just the passports,” Gataki said. “From what I hear, they emptied the safe.”

         “He had to do that. Otherwise it would be too obvious.”

         Rap-Rap-Rap.

         Gataki reacted with a start, but Jessie had already seen Lieutenant Dan Wheeler approaching in the rearview mirror. Why in the hell was he here?

         “Let me in back,” Wheeler shouted through the closed window.

         Gataki unlocked the doors, and Wheeler climbed in next to Jessie. He looked at her and just shook his head. Wheeler was a good-looking cop, maybe forty, with chiseled features and gray-brown hair.

         “Doesn’t seem like your beat,” Jessie said. “Did they demote you from homicide, Wheeler?”

         “I was in the neighborhood.”

         “Ah. So you wanted a selfie with the basketball star.”

         “Nah. Not my game. I’m more of a Dodgers fan.”

         “Then what brings you here?”

         “Like I said, I was in the neighborhood.” Wheeler shot her a sideways glance. “And I guess I’ve gotten a rep as someone on the force who can work with you without wanting to slit my wrists.”

         “Aw, you’re sweet.”

         “This isn’t just going to go away, Jessie. Lamar Wood is practically royalty in this city, and the media is already all over it.”

         “Good. The whole world will know he’s abducted those kids.”

         “His own kids. We’ve already been in touch with him. He says they’re camping with his sister up in Yosemite.”

         “Out of cell phone range. Convenient.”

         Wheeler shook his head. “Jessie, can you even admit the possibility that you may be wrong?”

         “Sure. Just not tonight.”

         “You always say that.”

         “Ask him when he gets here. See if he’ll let your men search the yacht. How much you wanna bet he won’t?”

         A pair of headlight beams swung over the squad car’s rear window. Wheeler leaned back to look. “It’s a big Range Rover. Probably Wood. I’m supposed to apologize to him and do what I can to keep this from becoming a media firestorm.”

         “Bring on the firestorm.”

         “It wouldn’t be good for you, Jessie.”

         “Only if I’m wrong.”

         Wheeler sighed. He climbed out of the car, slammed the door closed behind him, and walked over to the Range Rover. After a moment, Lamar Wood emerged. All seven-foot-one of him. Wood was attractive and well proportioned, without the gangly look that many men his size possessed. His aviator sunglasses were his trademark, and he wore them even now, at night and in the dim illumination of the marina streetlights.

         Jessie saw Wood extend his hand as half a dozen cops converged on the basketball star. Wheeler spoke to him for a minute, gesturing a few times between Jessie and his yacht.

         “He’s nervous,” Jessie said to herself. “He’s not happy.”

         “You broke into his freakin’ yacht,” Officer Gataki said from the front seat.

         “It’s more than that.” Jessie’s eyes narrowed on Wood. “Oh, shit.”

         “What is it?”

         Wood shook Wheeler’s hand and then bounded up the short ramp to his yacht’s stern. Wheeler walked back to the squad car and made the rolling-window-down motion with his hand. Gataki obliged by powering down the rear window.

         “So what’s going on?” Jessie said.

         “He’s going in to make sure everything is in order. Then he’ll tell us if he wants to press charges or not.”

         Jessie clicked her tongue. “I guess you didn’t notice the outline in his shirt pocket.”

         “What outline?”

         “Jeez, Wheeler. I could see it from here. It looked exactly like the dimensions of a passport. Maybe two passports.”

         “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

         “Nope.”

         The yacht’s engine suddenly roared to life.

         Wheeler turned back toward the yacht. “No freakin’ way.”

         Wood’s boat lurched from its mooring. The cops scrambled, obviously unsure what to do.

         “It’s been untied!” one of the cops shouted. “He’s taking off!”

         “Shit.” Wheeler pointed to an officer who had just driven up. “Call dispatch. Get Harbor Patrol on it.”

         Jessie leaned out of her open window. “You won’t need Harbor Patrol.”

         Wheeler looked back at her with annoyance. “Why the hell not?”

         Before she could reply, the boat’s engine sputtered, and the hull echoed with the sound of grinding gears. The boat drifted lazily just a few feet from the ramp.

         Wheeler half smiled. “What did you do, Jessie?”

         She shrugged. “The engine might need a good flush now. That’s all I’m saying.”

         Wheeler turned to the officers. “Get on that boat and search it top-to-bottom. There may be two kids aboard.”

         The officers ran down the ramp and leaped over to the yacht.

         Jessie called out to Wheeler. “Hey, I can help.”

         “Don’t push it, Jessie.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Ten minutes later, the boat had been tied up and the cops were escorting basketball superstar Lamar Wood from the boat, along with his two children, Tricia and Alexander. Wood glared at Jessie as he was placed into the back of an LAPD squad car.

         “Huh,” Jessie said. “I wonder if that one smells like puke, too.”

         Wheeler walked back toward her car and rapped on the roof. “Okay, Gataki. Let her go.”

         Without a word, Gataki exited, pulled Jessie from the back, and unlocked her handcuffs.

         Jessie smiled at Wheeler. “Where’d you find them?”

         “Lamar had the kids hiding in the galley pantry. They thought they were playing the coolest game of hide-and-seek ever.”

         Jessie rubbed her wrists. “They probably were. You need anything from me?”

         “Nah. The kids’ mother has already been notified. She’s gonna meet them at the station.” He raised his left hand to show he was holding a pair of passports. “Good catch, Jessie.”

         “Thanks.”

         “It looks like he was headed to Panama if the navigation maps are any indication. From there, who knows? Those kids would’ve been hard to get back.”

         “That’s what my client was afraid of.”

         He called over his shoulder as he walked away. “Stay out of trouble, will you?”

         She replied under her breath. “Easier said than done.”

         A familiar female voice called out behind her. “Just another night in the life of Jessie Mercado, huh?”

         Jessie turned. “Kendra?”

         Kendra Michaels stepped from the shadows. Kendra was probably her best friend, a San Diego music therapist whose powers of observation made her a go-to consultant in several high-profile law-enforcement investigations. Her senses of hearing, smell, touch, and taste were honed by her first two decades as a blind person, and since gaining her sight, Kendra took nothing she saw for granted, making her a formidable investigator.

         Kendra laughed. “You know, something about seeing you handcuffed in the back of that police car…it looked right.”

         Jessie smiled. “Screw you. Though I have to admit it’s not the first time I’ve been in that situation.”

         “Ooh, I need to hear about that.”

         “Another story for another time.” Jessie gave her friend a hug and drew back. “So what in the hell are you doing here?”

         “A friend in the LAPD tipped me off. He said you were in police custody and might need a hand. It so happened I’m in town to present a paper at USC, so I came over to see for myself.”

         “Glad to give you an evening’s entertainment.”

         “You never disappoint. I thought I might help pull a few strings, but you obviously have things under control.”

         “This time. But thanks for the thought,” Jessie said.

         “I was going to call you anyway.”

         “You got a craving for the El Coyote Cantina and their cheap margaritas?”

         “I’m always up for that. But this time it’s about a job. I may have a client for you.”

         Jessie nodded. “Good timing. It looks like I’m suddenly available. What’s the case? Philandering husband? Sticky-fingered employee?”

         “Missing person.”

         Jessie smiled in amusement. “Someone who wants to be missing?”

         “Difficult to say. He’s the business partner of a friend of mine. He disappeared two days ago.”

         “Sounds like a job for the police.”

         “They’re on it, but they’re not taking it seriously. At least not yet. The partner disappeared with a good-size chunk of the firm’s cash reserves.”

         “Hmm. What kind of business?”

         “I think…” She frowned. “Maybe I’d like my friend to explain that to you.”

         Jessie wrinkled her brow. “What’s the big secret?”

         “No secret. It’s…an interesting firm.”

         Jessie looked at her for a moment longer. It wasn’t like Kendra to be so coy. “Is it something illegal?”

         “No.” Kendra smiled. “Is that the kind of business you think I’d toss your way?”

         “No, but sometimes you get drawn into some unusual situations.”

         “I just think he can explain it better than I could and answer any questions you might have.”

         “If he’s your friend, why aren’t you helping him out?”

         “That’s what he said. He’s not really my friend. He’s the father of one of my students. I told him that the best way I could help him was to refer his case to you.”

         Jessie raised her eyebrows. “And he was okay with that?”

         “I didn’t give him any choice. I’m leaving for a symposium in Vilnius tomorrow.”

         “Lithuania? Wow. That’s some serious avoidance.”

         “I always told you, my music therapy research comes first.”

         “You have a gift, Kendra. You really shouldn’t turn your back on it.”

         Kendra shook her head. She’d obviously heard it many times before, including from several law-enforcement agencies that had tried to recruit her over the years. But she ignored it and went her own path. So did Jessie, which was probably why they were such good friends.

         “Whatever,” Kendra said. “You want the job or not?”

         Jessie shrugged. “I’ll talk to the guy. Have him come to my office tomorrow.”

         “Actually…he’s anxious. Frantic, even. Any way you can meet with him now?”

         “Tonight?”

         “He’s texted me three times in the last hour, ever since I told him about you.”

         Jessie watched two of the police cars pull away. “Did you tell him I was being arrested?”

         “I left that part out.”

         “It’s already been a hell of a night.” She thought about it. “Why not? Can he be at my office in half an hour?”

         “He lives in the Palisades. I’m sure he can swing that.”

         “Fine.”

         “Thanks, Jessie.” Kendra raised her phone and tapped out a text. Before she could even lower it, a reply chimed in. She looked up. “Told you he was eager. He says he’ll be there. I’ll follow you there and make the introduction.”

         She grinned. “Sounds like a plan.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         In less than twenty minutes, Jessie and Kendra parked in front of a revival movie theater on Santa Monica’s Montana Avenue, in a charming block lined with boutiques and small restaurants. Kendra looked up at the theater’s neon marquee, which advertised a double-feature of Thin Man films.

         “Ever seen a movie here?”

         Jessie shook her head. “No, even though I can go for free anytime I want. One of the perks of having a movie theater as a landlord. I do stop in the lobby for popcorn once in a while. It’s pretty good.”

         They walked around the theater’s vine-covered east side and headed back toward a metal security gate in the shadows, next to a small plaque that read JESSIE MERCADO INVESTIGATIONS. A silver keypad was mounted next to the door, onto which Jessie punched a six-digit number. The lock buzzed. Jessie opened the door and led Kendra up a long stairway that ended in a small reception area. The carpeted room was decorated with a desk, a sofa, and two wing-backed chairs.

         “Did you ever find a new receptionist?” Kendra asked.

         “Three since you’ve been here last. None of them lasted a week.”

         “You must be a tough boss.”

         “Why? Because I didn’t like that the last one had sex with a client on that desk?”

         “Eww.”

         “Yeah. I fired her and the client. And I still may have to burn the desk.”

         Jessie flipped on the lights, and they walked back to her main office. The room preserved the 1930s-era design of the theater downstairs with stylish light fixtures and a large mahogany desk. Matching wood accent panels and window shutters lined the corner office, and the rest of the wall was populated by framed photographs.

         Kendra listened to the faint bass sounds coming from the theater under them. “I think the movies would bother me.”

         “I usually don’t even hear them unless it’s a war film or a Western. The Wild Bunch gave me some issues.”

         A buzzer sounded from Jessie’s desk phone. She picked it up and heard a man’s voice. “Owen Blake here for Jessie Mercado.”

         “You’re in the right place. Come on up.” She buzzed him in, and they heard his footsteps on the steep stairway. After a moment, Owen Blake appeared in the office. Owen was a handsome man with a layered haircut that probably set him back four hundred bucks every month or so, Jessie figured, probably in the same neighborhood where he picked up his expensive blue tailored suit. His shirt was open, but the creases on his collar indicated he’d been wearing a tie earlier in the day. His face was tense, jibing with Kendra’s description of his anxious state of mind.

         Jessie crossed behind her desk while Kendra made the introductions. “Jessie Mercado, Owen Blake. Jessie just wrapped up a case tonight—in the last hour, actually—and she’s doing me a favor by opening up the office for you.”

         “I appreciate it,” he said. “It’s been a rough time.”

         “So Kendra tells me. Mr. Blake—”

         “Owen, please.”

         Jessie nodded. “Owen, I usually start by telling prospective clients a little about myself.”

         “Not necessary.”

         “I appreciate the confidence, but you may want to know—”

         “I’ve spent a good part of the day researching you, Jessie. I already know everything I need to know.”

         Jessie shot a glance toward Kendra. “Is that right?”

         “Yes.”

         “It must have been a fascinating day for you,” she said sarcastically.

         “Oh, it was. You’ve lived quite a life.” Owen looked at the framed photographs, which illustrated his point. “Two tours in Afghanistan, then one of the all-time champions on the American Ninja TV show. I watched some of your clips from that on YouTube this afternoon. Very impressive.”

         “Hardly,” Jessie said. “But it paid some bills while I figured out what I wanted to do with my life.”

         “And it somehow led to you being a rock star’s security director. How’d that happen?”

         Jessie shrugged. “Delilah Winter saw me on that show and offered me a spot on her security detail. After a few weeks, I saw some things that could be improved, and Delilah agreed. She put me in charge.”

         “Simple as that?”

         “Pretty much. But after a couple of years, I decided to strike out on my own and start this firm. It’s worked out so far.”

         “Obviously, but I have one question. It’s about something I read in Rolling Stone.”

         Kendra smiled. “Here we go…”

         Jessie flashed a pained smile. Hardly a day passed that someone didn’t ask her about that story. She’d wanted to strangle Dee for giving it to Rolling Stone magazine.

         “Delilah Winter said she brought you a million dollars in cash to try and convince you to come back and work security for her world tour. Is that true?”

         “Yep. She brought it in a knapsack and dumped it all over this desk.”

         “Wow.”

         “Excellent salesmanship on her part. Trust me, it looked damn good here. But I turned her down. This is where I belong.”

         He nodded approvingly. “Good. That’s what I want to hear. Someone who’s dedicated to her work.”

         “That’s me.” Jessie needed to change the subject. She sat and motioned toward the chairs in front of her desk. “Now I need to hear about you.”

         “I don’t know what Kendra has told you…”

         “Less than I’d like.” She cast a sideways glance at her friend. “I know your partner has gone missing. But you can start by telling me about your business. What do you do?”

         “We help people go to jail.”

         “What?”

         He repeated himself, emphasizing each word. “We help people go to jail.”

         She crossed her arms. “Tough business model. People usually try not to go to jail.”

         “True. But if they try that and it doesn’t work, then they come to us. We’re personal incarceration consultants. I’m an attorney, and my partner is from a private security background. When someone is going to prison for months or years, they need help getting their affairs in order. We work with accountants, financial planners, real estate managers, and whoever else we need. There are families who need to be taken care of, businesses and obligations that still need to be met. The world doesn’t stop turning just because they’re in prison. We negotiate with creditors and tax authorities, and we sometimes even help them negotiate the job market when they get out.”

         Jessie nodded. “A full-service operation. I take it most of your clientele has been convicted of white-collar crimes?”

         “Mostly. But we do have the occasional drug lord and organized crime figure. And a couple of murderers.”

         “Of course,” she said solemnly. “Just to shake things up.”

         Owen smiled. “It’s never dull.”

         “So what happened to your partner?”

         Owen paced in front of her desk. “His name is Carl Ferris. He disappeared last Friday. I saw him in the office that morning, and in the afternoon, he met with a client at the Twin Towers Correctional Facility downtown. That’s the last anyone has seen or heard from him. He was supposed to be back at the office by four for a teleconference, but he missed it. That was highly unusual. He never misses meetings.”

         “Family?”

         “An ex-wife and a kid in Texas. They’ve had no contact since the last child support payment went through a couple weeks ago.”

         “What about his car?”

         “Also gone. LAPD hasn’t been willing to do a traffic cam search for it yet, but the vehicle hasn’t been hit with a parking citation.”

         “Anyone have a beef with him? Maybe someone from your colorful client list?”

         “It’s the first thing I thought of, but no. The clients love him. More than me, to tell you the truth. He’s a people-person.”

         “I can vouch for that,” Kendra said. “I’ve seen him in action. He makes an unpleasant experience seem a lot less terrifying for clients.”

         Jessie took this in. “Huh. I’d like to hear how he pulls that off.”

         “Find him,” Owen said. “Then he’ll tell you all about it.”

         “I assume the police haven’t been very helpful yet.”

         He swore. “No.”

         “Let me guess. They told you he’s a grown man who has every right to disappear if he chooses.”

         Owen gave her a surprised look. “I think I heard those very words.”

         “Not a shock. Adult missing persons cases usually resolve themselves after a few days. The police don’t like to expend a lot of resources on cases like this, especially if there isn’t a family hounding them. But those first days are crucial in any missing persons case. You need somebody on this now.” She shrugged. “You need me.”

         “Then you’ll take the case?”

         Jessie thought for a long moment. It sounded a hell of a lot more interesting than tailing a movie star’s son around Los Feliz to keep him from buying cocaine, which was currently her depressing, if well-paying, alternative for the week. She looked back up at Owen. “Why not? I’ll see what I can do.”

         A broad smile lit Owen’s face. “Fantastic. I can’t tell you what a relief this is.”

         “Don’t be relieved yet. I still need to find the guy. And if he doesn’t want to be found, it could be difficult.”

         “I have faith in you. What do you need from me?”

         “I have a whole questionnaire for you to fill out. All his personal information, contacts, prior residences, that kind of stuff. My rates are in there, too. I’ll email you a link.”

         Owen gestured toward the desk. “I can fill it out here, right now.”

         Jessie smiled. “You are in a hurry. Just fill it out later tonight. It’s a web form. You can do it on your phone or computer. It would also be helpful if I had a list of present and prior clients, along with any background on the cases you’d care to share. Especially the client he met with right before he disappeared.”

         “That I can help you with right now.” He pulled a thumb drive from his shirt pocket and held it up. “You’ll find several files of that type on here, including some fairly detailed information about Ferris and our clients.”

         “Perfect.” Jessie took the drive and picked up her leather knapsack from behind the desk. She pulled out her tablet computer, inserted the thumb drive, and copied the folder labeled CARL FERRIS to her tablet. She gave the thumb drive back to Owen.

         He handed her a business card. “My email is on there. Send your questionnaire form to that address. I’ll probably fill it out in my car before I even drive home.”

         “I get it. You’re in a rush.” Jessie used the tablet to email him the link.

         Owen’s phone chimed in his pocket, and he patted it reassuringly. “Thank you.”

         “I’ll call you in the morning with a game plan. Nice to meet you, Owen.”

         Kendra signaled to Jessie that she was going to walk him out. She returned less than a minute later. “What do you think?”

         “He’s hiding something.”

         “So you noticed that.”

         Jessie nodded. “He’s not my first client who’s tried to keep something from me. It’s strange he’s in such a hurry. I get he’s concerned about his partner, but it’s a little over the top. You know the guy. What’s your read?”

         She shrugged. “He’s more of a casual acquaintance. I liked his sincerity about helping his daughter. I asked him on the way down about why he’s so frantic about this. He just said he and his partner always have each other’s backs. I advised him not to withhold anything from you, and he said he wouldn’t.”

         “I think he already is.”

         “If you don’t want to take the case, it’s no skin off my nose. If you’re uneasy, forget it. Call him. Or go outside and tell him. He’s probably sitting in his car, filling out your questionnaire on his phone.”

         Jessie looked at his embossed card. The name MAMERTINE CONSULTANTS was printed in gold leaf, along with Owen’s name and contact info. “Who’s ‘Mamertine’?”

         “It’s not a who, it’s a what. Mamertine was the name of the largest prison in ancient Rome. Saint Peter was locked up there.”

         “Don’t tell me you knew that off the top of your head.”

         “I didn’t. When Owen named his firm, I was just as mystified as you were until he explained it to me.”

         “Good.” Jessie pocketed the card. “But I doubt he has any saints on his client list. Just a hunch.”

         “I’m sure you’re right. Is that where you’re going to start? With his clients?”

         “Probably. I’ll read up on what he gives me and decide.”

         Kendra nodded. “Good luck. And thanks. I owe you one. I would have felt duty-bound to find someone else if you’d been too busy.”

         “Not at all.” She was suddenly smiling. “Because if I’m still working this case when you get back in town, you’re working it with me.”

         Kendra chuckled. “Is that the deal?”

         “That’s the deal. When will you be back?”

         “A couple of weeks, I’m afraid. I’m collaborating on a research study after the symposium ends.”

         “Fine. If I’m still on the case when you get back, we’re in this together. Okay?”

         “Ah, you’ll have this all wrapped up in a bow by then.”

         “Keep hoping. But I’ve helped you a few times on your cases. I figure you can help me on this one.”

         Kendra thought for a moment. “We do work well together.”

         “Damn right we do.”

         “It’s a deal. But I should get going. Try not to get yourself arrested between now and the time I get back, okay?”

         Jessie picked up her backpack and slung it over her shoulder. “No promises, Kendra. Better bring bail money.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         
            Broadway

Santa Monica

         

         Owen parked his car and walked past Third Street Promenade, checking his phone for the address he had entered earlier in the evening. Up ahead, loud music blared from the open doors of a dark bar. Surely that couldn’t be the place. No way she would have chosen that place to—

         “Will she do it?”

         Owen spun around.

         There, from a darkened doorway behind him, Natalie Durand stepped into the light. She was a tall, dark-haired woman in her late thirties with olive-toned skin and large brown eyes. As was the case every time Owen saw her, she wore what appeared to be a tailored man’s business suit with unbuttoned shirt cuffs stylishly folded back over the jacket sleeves. “Will she do it?” Natalie repeated, in her southern drawl.

         Owen nodded. “Jessie Mercado is in.”

         “Too bad Kendra Michaels wasn’t available.”

         “Mercado’s very good. I have confidence in her.”

         “I hope so. We need to find Ferris before anyone else does.”

         “We will.”

         Natalie stepped closer and spoke in a fierce whisper. “If we don’t, Owen…Ferris isn’t the only one who will disappear.”

         Owen tried not to show how much she rattled him, but he knew he was failing miserably. He forced a smile. “I know a threat when I hear one.”

         “Good. Because I don’t think your partner ever grasped the concept. And if Jessie Mercado does manage to find him, we need to make sure he doesn’t talk to her. Or there will be yet another person who needs to disappear. I hope you understand that.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter
​2

         

         Jessie parked in front of her house in Venice, just blocks from the beach and a short distance from the Santa Monica Pier. Her home was a single-story Craftsman with a postage-stamp-size front yard—typical for the neighborhood, which dedicated more real estate for the charming rear views of the community’s famous canals. It was a breezy night, and her next-door neighbor’s battery-illuminated Chinese lanterns swung from a tree with each gust, clapping against the branches.

         Jessie stopped. There was another sound.

         Her back gate groaned on its hinges as the wind buffeted against it.

         But the gate had been closed when she left. She was sure.

         She moved toward the swinging, still-creaking gate. She’d recently had a homeless man regularly bathe himself with her backyard garden hose, but even he had been considerate enough to close the gate behind him when he left.

         She stepped around to the rear of house, which was totally dark.

         But she could make out a figure of a man wearing a hooded sweatshirt at her glass patio doors.

         Shit! She launched herself across the yard in a tackle that brought him down. He grunted but then he moved with lightning swiftness to turn and straddle her. He swore as he blocked her karate blow to his throat. “For God’s sake, Jessie. Is this how you greet all your guests?”

         She froze. “Brice?” She reached up and jerked down his hoodie. Even in the darkness she could see the single white streak in that tawny hair. “Damn. I forgot about you.”

         “Always nice to hear.” Still straddling her, he stroked her cheek. “I must say, I kind of enjoyed it. I could almost forgive you if you told me this was some kind of kinky role-playing exercise.”

         “Sorry, but no. I thought you were a burglar. What were you doing trying to break in my patio doors?” His touch was causing her an uncomfortable but oddly pleasant feeling. “Will you get off me now?”

         “Soon.” He motioned toward the wine bottle he’d dropped when she’d tackled him. “I thought I’d go inside and have a glass of wine ready for you when you walked in the door.”

         “So you were going to break in?”

         He shrugged. “I learned a few tricks when I was in Paris last year playing that cat burglar. I thought I could probably manage to get in if the lock was simple enough.”

         She shook her head. “You could’ve ended up shot, in jail, or on the front page of every tabloid in the world. I installed those locks myself.”

         “Then I’m glad you’re sure they’re safe.” He bent down and brushed his lips across her forehead. “And I would have been happy to suffer any consequences to test them for you.”

         She laughed and pushed him off her. “You’re an idiot. Did you use those lines in your last movie?”

         “No, and I’m insulted. I’d never use any lines on you that weren’t totally original. You deserve nothing less.” He sighed. “I’m afraid you’re not appreciating me or this excellent wine.” He stood and reached down for the wine bottle. “So can I come in?”

         “You can come inside for one glass of wine. After that, you have to go. I just took on a new case, and I need to read over some files.”

         Once inside, Jessie stood there admiring him. It was hard not to. Brice was one of the most handsome men she’d ever seen. His broad shoulders and six-pack abs were the joy of the paparazzi when he went shirtless. Women and men also loved his chiseled yet expressive face. His blue eyes were mesmerizing, and they glittered with amusement at her now.

         He was running his hand through a bowl of steel ball bearings she kept in her living room. “You walk around with these things?”

         “I grab a handful every time I leave the house. They come in handy.”

         “I’ll take your word for it.” He pulled his hand from the bowl. “I have to tell you, I’m still a bit wounded from being almost stood up.”

         She made a face. “Poor Jake Brice. Only the hottest actor on the planet. Between those Marvel superhero movies and that Academy Award winner last year, we all feel so sorry for you.”

         He opened the bottle of wine. “It isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”

         “You like it, Brice. You may not like the fame game, but you like what you do. You like those fun adventure movies, and you like the ability to stretch yourself when you choose.”

         “I do.” He handed her a glass of wine and took his own glass before slipping his arm around her waist and leading her toward the sofa. “And as long as I have a release valve, I can put up with the rest.” He pulled her down to the couch and eased her head over to rest on his shoulder. “I can go mountain climbing or racing, help the firefighters, or try to save the tigers, and now and then Jessie sees fit to let me come and visit.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “When she doesn’t forget.”

         “It was a rough day. First of all, I got arrested.”

         “Seriously?”

         “Yep. Handcuffs, back of a police car, the whole nine yards. I got caught right in the middle of a custody dispute.”

         “Did they book you?”

         “It didn’t go that far. Then I agreed to work for a strange company. Mamertine Consultants. Ever hear of them?”

         “Mamertine? I’ve heard of them, but that’s about it. It’s not a company I’d ever need. There’s no way I’d ever go to prison under any circumstances. I’d just disappear somewhere and try to convince you to come with me.”

         Prison. It wasn’t strange that the thought had triggered that reaction in Brice. He’d been in Afghanistan and held prisoner by the Taliban for almost a year. He didn’t talk about the torture he’d endured there. He’d told Jessie it was when he was released from that prison that he’d noticed the startling streak of white in his hair.

         In fact, she’d first met Brice at a VA hospital when they’d both been at a benefit for PTSD patients. Somehow, they’d both ended up sitting on a back staircase, drinking coffee and talking about their war experiences. She hadn’t realized how unusual that was until later. Brice was a very private person, and she’d never heard any of those stories about him from any other source. At any rate, it was a bond that was difficult to break, and when you threw in terrific, no-strings-attached sex and genuine liking, it became almost impossible.

         But it was also a bond that had to be carefully managed so that neither of them came out with any harm done. They were both independent and came from different worlds. Her instincts were to enforce limits in their relationship. But she was beginning to learn how determined Brice could be under any circumstances. Determined and clever.

         “You’re thinking too hard,” Brice said. “Not good. Would you like another glass of wine?”

         She shook her head. “I should probably cut this short. I have to work tomorrow.”

         He thought about it. “Good idea. But I think we should go to your home gym and have a workout before you send me back to my place. It will relax all that tension.”

         “We already had a workout in the yard,” she said dryly.

         “Not enough.” He pulled her to her feet. “You know, you should really let me sneak you into my gym. Much more equipment.”

         “My gym is fine,” she said as she moved down the hall. “And I don’t really need this.”

         “Don’t you?” He opened the door to her gym and turned on the lights. “Think about it. Nothing like a good workout.” He kissed her neck.

         She couldn’t breathe. She didn’t want to breathe. She flipped off the lights and turned to face him in the darkness. “Maybe you’re right. Nothing like a good workout.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Brice didn’t leave for another two hours, and after Jessie went to bed, she spent another hour or so reading through the information Owen had given her. Mamertine Consultants’ client list was a who’s who of wealthy convicted felons. Most seemed to be in the finance industry, but there was also ample representation from entertainment professionals and sports figures.

         Oddly, a few of the client names were redacted, though Jessie was able to identify some from the descriptions of their high-profile cases. The firm seemed to have no standards regarding the types of crimes committed. Their clients went to prison for offenses ranging from embezzlement to securities fraud, from robbery to murder.

         Whereas the bulk of the client list served their sentences in minimum-security prisons, the missing partner seemed to specialize in more dangerous and violent offenders, headed for San Quentin or the state prisons in Lancaster, Tehachapi, and Sacramento.

         Jessie scrolled down to see his current clients, who included a trader convicted of securities fraud, a Newport Beach socialite who murdered her husband, and an armed robber. Ferris had just visited the robber at the jail in downtown L.A. before his disappearance. Jessie jotted down the prisoner’s name: Colin Sackler. Sounded familiar, but she’d have to research the details of the case.

         Jessie closed the file. As much as the police liked to home in on business dealings as a possible motive for crimes, it was the victims’ personal relationships that were ultimately responsible for at least 90 percent of the cases she investigated.

         She opened her agency cloud account where, as promised, Owen had already completed the questionnaire she’d given him. It contained the details of Ferris’s previous marriage, friends, job history, clubs, and other associations. There was also some detail of his recent romantic relationships, which she was surprised to see included two well-known actresses and a local television weather anchor. But for the past year, he seemed to be exclusive with Jennifer Dayton, a UCLA law professor.

         Jessie pinned the name and sent it to her personal email account. Time to go back to school.

         
            *  *  *

         

         
            I-405 Freeway

West Los Angeles

4:40 P.M.

         

         Jessie gunned the engine on her Harley-Davidson Sportster 883 Superlow motorcycle and wove between the bumper-to-bumper cars on the 405 freeway. She’d taken the rush-hour traffic into account when calculating the distance from her house and the UCLA campus, but the flow was even slower than its usual snail’s pace.

         Her phone rang in her helmet’s Bluetooth earpiece. She double-tapped the helmet to answer. “You got Jessie.”

         “Where in the hell are you?” A man’s voice. “A factory?”

         “Who is this?”

         “Owen Blake. Your new employer.”

         “You mean my client.”

         He chuckled. “Is that any way to talk to the person who’s paying your exorbitant daily rate?”

         “Consider yourself lucky. I could have called you my pain-in-the-ass client, but I resisted the temptation. And if you think my daily rate is exorbitant, wait till you see how I pad my expenses.”

         “I look forward to it. But I repeat my question: Where in the hell are you? I’m hearing some crazy noises there.”

         “That’s the 405. I’m on my motorcycle. My Bluetooth helmet is supposed to filter a lot of that racket out, but maybe I need a more expensive one. Item number one for your first daily expense report?”

         He chuckled again. “Forget I said anything. I just wanted to make sure all the material I gave you was clear.”

         “Crystal. I spent last night and most of the day poring through it all. I’m on my way to talk to Ferris’s girlfriend right now.”

         “Jennifer Dayton?”

         “Yes. She’s teaching a lecture class tonight, and I’m trying to catch her before she starts. Anything I should know about her first?”

         “Well, Ferris is crazy about her.”

         “How does she feel about him?”

         “Less than captivated, I’ve always thought. Which may be why he’s so nuts about her. He isn’t used to utter indifference from the women in his life.”

         “Huh. He should talk to some of my exes. If he skipped town, do you think he’d tell her?”

         “I called her the day after he disappeared. She said she didn’t know anything, and I believed her. I’d be interested in your impressions, though.”

         “You’ll get ’em. I’m coming up on Wilshire now. I’ll check in with you later.”

         Jessie double-tapped her helmet to cut the connection.

         She exited the freeway and rode through Westwood Village to the UCLA campus, a four-hundred-acre oasis in the city’s Westside, marked by beautifully landscaped gardens, old-growth trees, and red brick buildings, many of art deco design.

         She parked her motorcycle in a garage and made her way to the three-story law school building where, as was the case in every recent college visit, most of the students looked impossibly young to her. Dressed in her jeans and black leather jacket, she fit right in. And although she was a good ten years older than most of the students surrounding her, she knew she probably looked younger than most. Good genes. At least in that way.

         She bounded up the stairs to the second-floor lecture auditorium and poked her head in. A woman in her mid-thirties was alone in the room, jotting subject headings on a whiteboard.

         Jessie walked down toward her, passing row after row of desks equipped with laptop stands and power outlets. “Jennifer Dayton?”

         The instructor turned. She was a slender woman with long blond hair and a tanned face. She wore capri pants, a blue shirt, and a black patterned vest. “Yes. You’re not one of my students, are you?”

         Jessie shook her head. “No. I’m here about Carl Ferris.”

         Jennifer rolled her eyes and turned back toward the whiteboard.

         How touching. “Sick with worry, I see.”

         “Sick with something.” Jennifer consulted a sheet of paper and continued writing on the whiteboard. “You don’t look like a cop.”

         “I’m not. My name’s Jessie Mercado. I’m a private investigator, and Ferris’s partner hired me to look for him. He’s concerned.”

         “Really? I’ve never known Owen Blake to be concerned about anyone but himself.”

         “I’m not getting a whole lot of concern from you, either. How are things between you and Ferris?”

         “Not really your business, Ms. Mercado.”

         “Actually…it literally is. At least until I find him. If there’s any part of you that cares about this man, do you mind answering a few questions?”

         She turned from the whiteboard and sighed. “He proposed to me last week.”

         Jessie clicked her tongue and shook her head. “That bastard.”

         “He wanted to elope.”

         “And you wanted the big church wedding with all the frills?”

         “Hell, no. I don’t care about that.”

         “So what was the problem?”

         Jennifer crossed her arms and hesitated a long moment before responding. “He wanted to keep it a secret.”

         “That’s…different.”

         “You think? He asked me to drive to Vegas with him and marry him there. We’d come back the next day and carry on with our lives as if nothing had happened. He didn’t want to tell anyone.” For the first time, Jennifer’s annoyance seemed to give way to some genuine pain. Her lips tightened. “He didn’t even want us to wear rings. At least not at first.”

         “Why?”

         “He wouldn’t say. I wasn’t sold on marrying him under any circumstances, but I certainly wasn’t going to do it that way.”

         “He didn’t give you a reason at all?”

         “No, and of course I pushed him for one. He just said he needed me to trust him.”

         “There’s trust, and then there’s trust. If you had to guess, why would you think he’d want to secretly marry you?”

         “It’s insane, right? Those words sounded crazy coming out of your mouth just now. I can’t think of one good reason.”

         “How about a bad one?”

         She shrugged. “Well, he does have a reputation as something of a playboy. He enjoys seeing himself in the list of eligible bachelors in Los Angeles Magazine. He says he likes it because it’s good for business, but I think he just likes the attention.”

         “Which would go away if he suddenly became an old married man.”

         “Right. But if that’s what he was worried about, why marry me at all? It’s not like it’s something I wanted from him.”

         “He’s been missing for days. You’re not concerned about him?”

         “He didn’t take it well when I rejected his proposal. Carl Ferris is a man who’s used to getting what he wants. I figured he was off licking his wounds. Maybe even in Vegas.”

         “His partner says he always uses a company credit card when he travels, and there’s been no activity. And there’s been no activity on his mobile phone.”

         “Shit.” This was obviously news to Jennifer. Her expression was suddenly concerned.

         Jessie pressed on. “Did he give you reason to believe that he might be in danger?”

         “No, not at all.”

         “No threats against him?”

         “Not that I know of.” Jennifer paused for a moment. “But there is something he discussed with me.”

         At that moment, two students walked into the classroom. Jennifer cast a glance in their direction and then turned back to Jessie. “Come and see me in my office tonight. It’s a lecture class. I’ll be wrapping up around nine fifteen.”

         “I’ll be here.” Jessie pulled out a business card and handed it to her. “If Ferris gets in touch with you before then, could you let me know? There are people who are worried about him.”

         Jennifer looked at the card. “Yeah. I’m one of them now.” She glanced up. “If you find him first…could you ask him to call me?”

         “Sure.”

         Jessie turned and bounded down the stairs that would take her out the lecture hall’s back entrance. She was almost to the parking garage when she stopped and considered pulling Jennifer Dayton out of her class immediately to talk about what Ferris had discussed with her. Then she changed her mind. Jennifer had seemed to be more open toward the end of their meeting, but she’d disturbed her once already today. Better not push it.

         Jessie climbed onto her motorcycle and blasted out of the garage.

         
            *  *  *

         

         
            The Arsenal Bar

West Los Angeles

6:30 P.M.

         

         “Are you stalking me, Mercado?”

         Jessie turned to see Detective Dan Wheeler seated at a high-top wooden table in the packed restaurant. She had just entered Arsenal moments earlier and was about to leave when Wheeler had called out to her. She sat down across from him and grimaced at his enormous burger, oozing with grilled onions and mushrooms. “That’s kind of disgusting, you know.”

         “Of course I know.” He took a massive bite. “You didn’t answer my question. Are you stalking me?”

         “Actually, yes. You’re not answering your phone. This is the third West L.A. cop bar I’ve been to in the last half hour. I was starting to lose hope.”

         “I turn it off when I’m at dinner. And why do you think I only eat at cop bars?”

         “The free or heavily discounted menu items for our boys in blue.”

         “You think I’m cheap?”

         “Hey, if I knew I could walk into a restaurant where the waiters would give me free food, I’d go there, too. I’d never eat anyplace else.” Jessie took one of his french fries.

         “Help yourself. So what do you need?”

         “I’m working a new case. Missing person.”

         “Minor or adult?”

         “Adult. His name is Carl Ferris. He’s a personal incarceration consultant.”

         “Mamertine?”

         Jessie rolled her eyes. “Jeez, was I the only one in this city who hadn’t heard of them?”

         “Be glad. It’s only because you associate with a higher class of people.”

         “I wouldn’t say that.”

         “I guess it could also be a lower class of people.”

         “That’s probably more like it.”

         “So how long has this guy been missing?”

         “Three days.”

         “That’s nothing. He could just be nursing a bottle of tequila on the Baja peninsula.”

         “Well, his girlfriend did just reject his marriage proposal.”

         “Then it’s settled. That’s where I’d be.”

         “This doesn’t feel that way.”

         Wheeler took another bite of his burger. “Has anyone filed a missing persons report?”

         “Yes.” Jessie slapped the canary-yellow report copy on the table in front of him. “Filed by his business partner. LAPD isn’t taking this as seriously as we’d like.”

         He glanced at it and then shrugged. “This really isn’t my thing, Mercado. I solve murders, remember?”

         “That didn’t stop you from wading into a basketball star’s custody dispute last night.”

         “That’s because you were involved. My captain thought I might have a chance of talking some sense into you.”

         Jessie took another french fry. “I’m involved in this. If you want to try and talk some sense into me, have at it. But only after you get some A/V guys checking traffic cams to see where he went after he left Twin Towers last Friday. He was driving a red Lamborghini. Shouldn’t be too hard to track.”

         Wheeler glanced over the report for a moment longer. “Can I take this?”

         “Sure, it’s a copy the client gave me. I have the file saved in my tablet.”

         He folded the report and jammed it into his jacket’s inside breast pocket. “I’ll talk to the officer working your case, see what I can do. Are you working any leads of your own?”

         “Still early stages. I’m running something down with his girlfriend.”

         “Good.” He pushed his plate away. “I’m done here. You can have the rest.”

         She made a face. “No, thanks. You’ve ruined it now.”

         “How’s that?”

         “Before, we were sharing your dinner. Now I’d just be a pathetic scavenger swiping food off dirty dishes.”

         He smiled. “You’re an odd duck, Mercado.”

         “I’ve been called worse. Called worse by you, as a matter of fact. I must be winning you over.” She stood. “Thanks, Wheeler. I’ll be in touch.”

         Her phone rang as she was walking toward the parking garage.

         “Having a good day?” Brice asked when she picked up. “Can you break for dinner with me?”

         “It’s been fairly productive, but not really good. It would be good if I’d actually found the guy. And since I just had french fries at a restaurant with a LAPD cop, I guess that would constitute dinner since I haven’t eaten anything else.”

         “I can do better than that. Pick the restaurant.”

         “And then have your fans or paparazzi move in on us? That’s not better and you know it.”

         “Carryout? We can bring it to my place.”

         “Same answer. You’re surrounded, and it’s not my situation of choice.”

         “I thought that might be your answer. It’s difficult, but we can find a solution.” He paused. “Because last night was extraordinary.”

         She wasn’t going to deny it. Those hours might have been among the most passionate she had ever experienced. He was a fantastic lover, but it didn’t matter. Afterward she had told herself that it wasn’t a relationship that she should continue. As he had said, it was damn difficult.

         “The french fries were fine. And we both have problems enough without searching for more.”

         “Only I’m finding it a problem not to search for a solution. I can never see why there shouldn’t be one when I want something this badly. So why don’t you meet me, and we’ll discuss it?” His voice was coaxing. “I can be very persuasive, and you’re not unreasonable. Otherwise I might be tempted to just keep on trying.”

         And she might be tempted to listen. “I don’t have time to discuss anything today. I have work to do.”

         “Later tonight?”

         “I have a meeting with a teacher at the university after nine tonight. I won’t put it off.”

         “Then I’ll be at your place at midnight. No seduction. Only discussion and a glass of wine. Agreed?”

         It wasn’t as if she couldn’t trust him to keep his word. And this might be the last time she saw him, she thought regretfully. “Agreed.”

         “Then I’ll let you get back to work. See you tonight.” He ended the call.

         It was the right thing to do, Jessie told herself. One glass of wine and then she’d be able to say a goodbye to Brice with no hard feelings. That’s how she’d want to end it, because she genuinely liked and respected him.

         
            *  *  *

         

         
            Parking Garage B

UCLA

9:00 P.M.

         

         Jessie checked her phone. Almost time to meet up with Jennifer Dayton. She’d spent her evening researching Ferris’s client list, and most were fairly innocuous. She was sadly not surprised how quickly many of his white-collar clients were already free after serving only short stints in prison. Stick up a convenience store, go away for a decade. Destroy the livelihoods and retirement nest eggs for dozens of hardworking people, and eighteen months was about par for the course.

         Two clients seemed like worthy subjects of further investigation, and she was surprised Owen Blake didn’t single them out. She’d have to discuss it with him later.

         Jessie swung her leg over her motorcycle and walked through the parking garage. There were more cars than she might have expected, probably due to some parking spillover from a jazz concert at Royce Hall. Music wafted in from a party somewhere, and she could hear students talking as they made their way across campus.

         Jessie entered the law building and bounded up the same stairs she’d taken that morning. This time she took an additional two flights to the faculty offices, which lined one side of the floor across from the building’s two largest lecture auditoriums.

         Jessie pulled out her phone to double-check the office number Jennifer Dayton had given her. She followed the numbers down the deserted hallway until she reached 406.

         Jessie knocked on the door. No answer.

         She tried the knob. Locked.

         Jessie stepped back and looked at the crack beneath the door. No light.

         She was almost twenty minutes early, so there was no reason to expect—

         “Ms. Mercado.”

         Jessie turned to see Jennifer walking down the hall toward her.

         “Thank you for meeting with me, Ms. Dayton, especially this late. I know it’s been a long day for you.”

         “I wanted to talk someplace more private. It’s about Carl’s work. It may be of some help to you.”

         “Of course.”

         CLICK-CLACK!

         It was the sound of a door lock. Jennifer’s office door.

         In the next instant, the door swung inward, and a figure barreled out of the office!

         BLAM-BLAM!

         Two shots were fired from a gun in the figure’s left hand. It was a large man, dressed entirely in black and wearing a face mask.

         Jennifer staggered backward. Jessie instinctively leaped toward the shooter, grabbed his wrist, and struck his hand against the doorframe. As they struggled, her fingernail sliced twice into his wrist, forming a bloody, jagged X.

         BLAM! BLAM! Two more wild shots ricocheted down the hallway.

         She struck his wrist twice more, and his gun flew from his hand and slid across the floor. She punched him in his chest, stomach, and throat. He doubled over and groaned in pain. Just when she thought she had him on the ropes, the assailant barreled toward her and threw her against the wall.

         Wham! She felt the pain in her back, legs, and neck. Damn, that hurt. Had something broken?

         No time to check. He was going for the gun.

         Jessie scrambled across the floor and got there first. She grabbed the gun and whirled around.

         The man spoke. “Don’t do it, Mercado,” he hissed. “I’ll kill you and everyone close to you. You don’t know who you’re dealing with.”

         Her grip tightened on the gun. “Enlighten me.”

         The assailant whirled and sprinted down the hall. She raised her gun to aim, but he’d disappeared around the corner.

         Shit.

         Jessie glanced down to see what she could do for Jennifer Dayton.

         Nothing. She was dead. She’d caught both his bullets, one in her chest, the other in her forehead.

         Can’t let this thug get away with it. Jessie ran after him. She bolted to the stairs, where she could hear his footsteps pounding on the floor below.

         Jessie half ran, half flew down the stairs and pushed open the building’s main doors. Dammit. No sign of the guy. She didn’t know if he’d gone to a parking garage, or maybe—

         She spotted him! He was in the shadows, sprinting past the Dodd Hall classroom building.

         Jesse jammed the gun into her jacket pocket and leaped over a row of shrubbery lining the sidewalk. She darted across the narrow courtyard and ran around to the building’s far side. With any luck, she’d cut him off and—

         Crap.

         The concert had let out, and hundreds of people were spilling out of Royce Hall.

         Jessie scanned the crowd. Lots of smiling, chattering people, meandering down the sidewalks toward the parking garages.

         But on the plaza’s far side, a lone figure walked in a totally different rhythm. With speed, with purpose. And he was walking toward the auditorium, not away.

         It was him!

         Jessie ran across the plaza and entered the theater lobby just twenty seconds behind the man.

         She stopped. There were a few people lingering there, hunched over their phones, waiting for their companions in the bathrooms.

         She ran through a set of double doors into the large auditorium. The wide-aisled seating area was illuminated by art deco lighting fixtures and bordered by a U-shaped upper level. She saw only a few student volunteers picking up trash and discarded programs.

         But the tall stage curtain ruffled for a moment, and she caught a glimpse of the black-clad man slipping behind it. Jessie ran down the long aisle and leaped onto the stage. She ran into the right wing and stopped, letting her eyes adjust to the darkness.

         She listened.

         Footsteps, slow and deliberate.

         And coming right for her.

         Jessie reached into her pocket and quietly pulled out a handful of ball bearings. She took one and tossed it toward the rear of the stage right wing. It bounced and rolled on the wooden floor.

         The footsteps stopped.

         She didn’t breathe. Take the bait, asshole…

         The footsteps moved away.

         Good man…

         She tossed another ball bearing. It hit the floor and rolled. The footsteps changed course.

         It was working. She had a shot at cornering him.

         Jessie moved quietly, working her way along the black curtain runners.

         The footsteps stopped.

         She froze. Silence.

         He was listening, waiting for her to make a move.

         She crouched in the darkness. Where in the hell was he?

         The remaining ball bearings clicked in her hand. Shit. Jessie went still. Maybe if she tossed one more into the—

         A plastic bag snapped over her head!

         She tried to turn, but hundreds of pounds of force struck between her shoulders and knocked her down. Ball bearings spilled from her fingers and rolled across the floor. Before she could recover, her arms were pulled behind her, and a zip tie closed over her wrists. After a quick frisk, the gun was pulled from her jacket pocket.

         Gasping for air, she rolled on her back and faced her attacker. The black-clad figure still wore the face mask. He hefted the gun as if trying to decide whether to use it on her.

         She felt pressure against her throat, and only then did she realize that the plastic bag was probably sealed by another zip tie. The bag pulled taut over her nose and mouth as she inhaled the last of the trapped air.

         She writhed on the floor, eyes bulging and watering.

         Getting light-headed. Vision fogging.

         “Die now.” Her attacker pocketed the gun and moved away.

         He figured her for as good as dead. Which she would be if she didn’t do something fast.

         She rolled onto her side and rubbed her head against the stage floor, trying to get some traction on the mask.

         It wasn’t happening.

         She sucked in with every bit of lung capacity she had left, trying to pull the plastic back past her lips.

         She closed her mouth. Not quite there.

         She inhaled again. This time she almost passed out. Still not enough.

         One more time. If she lost consciousness, it was all over.

         One…Two…Three…

         She narrowed her lips into a tight O and sucked in with everything she had left. The bag’s surface pulled past her lips and brushed across her front teeth. She bit down and caught the edge.

         Contact! She could do this…

         She thrashed her head up and down, side to side. The plastic wasn’t giving way.

         Shit.

         And her teeth were losing their grip…

         She bit harder and threw her head back.

         Whoosh.

         Success. Cool, fresh air rushed through the hole she’d made in the bag.

         She took a deep breath. Damn, that felt good.

         “Ma’am, are you all right?”

         Jessie squinted through the moist, foggy bag. A pimply-faced student volunteer was leaning over her.

         “Can I help you?”

         Jessie took another long breath. “Yeah. Start by pulling this bag off my head. Then we’ll work on the hands. Sound like a plan?”
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