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  WHEN THE HUNTER BECOMES THE HUNTED




   





   





  Under arrest and on trial for murder, Grace deHaviland might have laughed off the irony of being out on bail, her being a bounty hunter and all.




   





  But when an old enemy comes gunning for her—literally—by blowing up her car, targeting her closest friends for death, and then, makes the biggest mistake of all—takes BCI Agent Eugene Booker hostage, Grace takes matters into her own hands. She jumps bail.




   





  Pursued by a no-nonsense bounty hunter whose skills are as good as her own and confronted by deadly danger at every turn, Grace will do whatever it takes to save her lover’s life, including taking down anyone who gets in her way. The legal system be damned!




   





   





   





   





  
CHAPTER ONE





   





   





  HERMAN MELVILLE BEGAN his classic Moby Dick with the line “Call me Ishmael.”




  Five months after my arrest for murder, and a week and a half into my trial, as I sat outside the security line watching the TSA agents matching IDs to boarding passes at Port Columbus International Airport, I thought a lot about what people were calling me lately. My name, sure. Grace deHaviland. And what I was—a woman. A mixed-race half-Latina, half-Irish. A lifelong resident of Columbus, Ohio. Former county sheriff’s deputy. Bounty hunter, though I prefer the less sensationalized bail enforcement agent, which is what I do for a living.




  But also: Reckless. Dangerous. A vigilante. Murderer.




  And let’s not forget the latest: Defendant.




  “A danger to the community and the public at large,” according to Mark Carr, an ambitious county prosecutor stumping to be Ohio’s next attorney general. A man I’d worked with in the past. A man for whom I’d recovered dangerous criminals and made cases. But lately he was making me out to be public enemy number one.




  The irony of it all, as I sat in the airport outside the wood tone facade of the Heritage Booksellers bookstore, watching people file through the security checkpoint, unloading laptop computers and removing their shoes, belts, and other personal items as they shuffled closer to the body scanners, that I, a bounty hunter—and a damned good one at that—was out on a million-dollar bail, was not lost on me.




  I hadn’t eaten yet that day. My stomach growled.




  Sitting, waiting, I tried to ignore the aroma and sound of sizzling onions and peppers and burgers coming from the Max & Erma’s restaurant across the way. I checked the clock on my phone. It was time. I folded up that day’s copy of The Columbus Dispatch and stuffed it into the metal recycle container next to the attached row of plastic seats. There’d not been anything of interest in the paper anyway. Just a lot of noise over the race for attorney general—candidate appearances, polling numbers, and opinion pieces—a double homicide the Columbus Police were working on, and the very depressing news that the Cleveland Indians were once again defeated by the hated New York Yankees.




  Damn Yankees.




  I stood up and casually walked toward the end of the security line. There were only seven people in it. Port Columbus is a small, regional airport without all the crowds and the hassle of the big ones, yet it still handled international flights.




  I took a mental inventory, inconspicuously patting myself down, a routine of mine. Left hip, .45 Colt automatic. Right jacket pocket, Taser stun gun. A shake of my leg, my right ankle, .32 Smith & Wesson revolver. A pair of steel, Peerless handcuffs looped over my belt at the small of my back, concealed under a stylish, Gucci red leather jacket. All the hardware was new since my other guns had been confiscated for ballistics testing, and then held as evidence after murder charges were officially brought against me.




  Indifferently, I entered the security line, following the serpentine maze until I came up behind the last person in line, a thinly built man in his mid-thirties. He had wispy, sandy-colored hair that he wore too long and styled in a bad comb-over. He kept sweeping his hand over his wide forehead to keep his hair out of his face. Still three people away from the tables where the plastic bins were stacked up, he clutched a boarding pass and his driver’s license in his right hand and held a laptop computer bag in his left.




  He glanced over his shoulder at me once. I smiled. For a man in his late-forties—okay, any man at any age—he wore way too much Axe body spray. I wrinkled my nose against the offensive smell. He didn’t return my smile.




  And that sort of offended me. Not to sound conceited but with my flawless, dusky brown skin, my full-bodied black hair, and a pretty dynamite body, I don’t often fail to turn heads. People often mistake me as a light-skinned African-American, maybe he didn’t find women of color appealing. He turned back around and at the table, began emptying his pockets, putting the contents into one of the gray plastic tubs: keys, coins, wallet, cell phone, a comb. He put his laptop bag down on the ground and started to slip off his shoes.




  Luckily, when the courts granted my bail, they didn’t say anything that would stop me from conducting my business as normal, so I made my move.




  I grabbed his arm. “Mr. Palmieri.”




  He glared up at me, a stricken expression on his face. “Wha—”




  “Call me Grace,” I said. Okay, it sounded better coming from Melville. I tightened my grip on Palmieri’s arm. “I’m a bounty hunter. You need to come with me.”




  Simon Palmieri’s response was not genteel submission.




  He kicked his laptop at me. A feeble escape attempt.




  Yet I had to bend over it to keep from tripping as Palmieri pulled away from me. Doing so put me off balance and set me up perfectly for his follow-up assault—a swipe at my head with his shoe. The heel caught me painfully across the cheek.




  I put my hand to my face. “Son of a bitch!”




  Palmieri pushed down the flexible strap between the stanchions forming the security line maze and tried to hop over it. After tangling his stocking foot, then hopping a few steps, he cleared it and started to run.




  I held and worked my jaw. It still functioned and no teeth felt loose, for which I was grateful. Still, it hurt like hell.




  Already two of the TSA agents were moving from their posts at the body scanner to investigate the commotion. The passengers in line turned and stood with their mouths open, stunned by our antics.




  I unhooked the flexible stanchion strap at one end and let it go. It whipped back like a fast-striking snake only going in reverse. The plastic end hit the opposite post with a metallic clang. By then I was already out of the maze and giving chase.




  Like me, Palmieri was on trial for murder. Unlike me, he’d murdered his wife of fifteen years and buried her in his backyard. Then he poured a slab of concrete over her body. And then he built a shed on top of that. After waiting several more days he called the police and reported her missing.




  That led to a massive, frenzied search throughout Central Ohio and points beyond, conducted by no less than seventeen county sheriff and local police departments, the state’s Bureau of Criminal Investigations, a whole host of other law enforcement agencies, and even the FBI, along with the community outpouring and prerequisite media presence such events draw.




  The cops, suspicious of his story, brought in ground-penetrating radar and cadaver dogs. They found the poor woman’s remains three days later under the newly constructed shed, putting an end to the sad charade.




  After a trial that took less time than it did to find poor Mrs. Palmieri, the jury went out to deliberate. While they were out, Mr. Palmieri, who had no intention of waiting around for a verdict, purchased a one-way ticket on a Delta flight to Toronto, Canada, with a connecting flight to Mali. All under an alias, of course, but I caught it. I assumed he picked Mali because there’s no extradition treaty between the U.S. and the West African country.




  There’s no other reason anyone would go to Mali. Is there?




  To my surprise, when Palmieri cut and ran he didn’t head toward the airport exit. Instead, he bolted for the open side of the security checkpoint, the side intended for arriving passengers to come out.




  At the opening, an overweight TSA agent sat in a chair dozing, only becoming alert because of the sudden commotion. From the screening side, a TSA agent tried to push through the line of gawking passengers. “Hey! Stop him!”




  The warning came too late.




  Palmieri ran past the obese, seated agent, who wiped drool from the corner of his mouth with the back of his hand and blinked, startled and confused.




  My first thought was: This is going to trigger a major security incident. My next thought was Screw it. I’m not letting a fifty-grand bounty get away. I ran past the still-sitting agent and chased Palmieri into the secure area of the airport.




  Tall and long-legged, Palmieri sprinted—a fast runner and barely hampered by wearing only one shoe. He took great strides that carried him quickly down the main corridor. He ran past passengers and leaped over wheeled luggage like O.J. Simpson in those old rental car commercials.




  I ran after him. I’m an avid runner, so I kept pace and actually started to gain on him—though my shorter legs had to work harder. I wondered where in the hell he thought he was going? There were no exits to be found at the end of the concourse, none that wouldn’t trigger a responding horde of TSA agents and cops anyway.




  He’d simply panicked, I thought, giving him less credit for crazy than I should have.




  People saw us coming and moved well out of our way.




  To avoid the main crush of people, Palmieri ran along the left side of the wide, carpeted corridor, near the wall. It might have been a good strategy, except for all the folks who stepped, unaware, from a restroom and the fast-food eateries along that side of the concourse. Amid angry and surprised shouts, more than a few cups of coffee and soda pop went spinning into the air.




  As we neared the far end of the concourse, though my breath burst from my lungs, my confidence soared. I’d have my guy caught in a matter of minutes. The bounty was as good as collected…




  That was, until disaster struck.




  Suddenly a door marked with the warning “AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY” opened.




  Palmieri barreled into it, slamming the door back.




  It smashed into some poor bastard emerging from the restricted bowels of the airport. That poor bastard turned out to be a Columbus cop!




  Normally, that would’ve been a good thing, for me anyway. But the unsuspecting cop bounced back against the wall. He hit his head, let out a grunt, and lost his footing. As he slipped to the floor, his hat fell off his head and tumbled to the floor next to his seated position.




  Palmieri danced around the door and the splayed legs of the fallen cop and by some miracle stayed on his feet.




  I shouted again, closing the gap between us.




  Now turned around, Palmieri faced me.




  Alarms sounded and emergency lights on the walls blinked like strobe lights. Over the loudspeaker warnings were being issued, instructions for the people in the airport to remain calm. I didn’t pay attention to any of it.




  “There’s nowhere for you to go! It’s over!”




  He stared wide-eyed at me charging at him. Then he did the unthinkable. He dropped to one knee and yanked the dazed cop’s service weapon from his holster.




  “Simon,” I shouted, using his first name. “You don’t want to do that.”




  But he did it anyway. He pointed the gun at me and fired.




  Oh, shit!




  I ducked and weaved to the right. The bullet killed a Starbucks coffeepot somewhere behind me. Meanwhile I thanked my lucky stars he was a lousy shot.




  The crowds in the surrounding gate areas collectively screamed and dove for the floor.




  “I’m not going to prison for the rest of my life! I can’t!” Palmieri squeezed off another shot. The sound reverberated through the concourse. More screams echoed through the enclosed space. Palmieri turned and started to run again.




  Behind me, I heard the pounding of running footsteps. I turned to see a half dozen TSA agents running toward me. They were all either out of shape or old as dirt. None were armed, and all of them were out of breath.




  “Stop him,” one red-faced fat guy shouted.




  Now why hadn’t I thought of that?




  To the sprawled cop pushing himself up, I yelled, “Bail enforcement!” I waved the badge I wore on a chain around my neck at him. “Call for backup!”




  He keyed his shoulder mic as I took off full throttle after Palmieri again.




  Already the little bastard had run past two gates. Then he cut sharply left.




  I hadn’t pulled my gun yet. The last thing I wanted to do was get into a running gun battle in a crowded airport. But I did keep chasing him, staying wide where he’d made his turn to make sure he wasn’t lying in wait for me around the next corner.




  He wasn’t. What he did was much worse.




  Through the open gate I saw him high-tailing his way down the jet bridge.




  He’s boarding a plane! Tell me he doesn’t think he can jack an airplane!




  By the time I reached the end of the jet bridge, Palmieri was inside the plane. The flight attendant was pulling the door closed. Why was she doing that?




  I sidestepped through the closing door.




  Startled, the attendant jumped back. I saw why she was closing the airplane door—Palmieri had the stolen gun pointed at the head of a man in uniform. The pilot.




  “Close it!” Palmieri shouted.




  Behind me, the door slammed shut, cutting us off from the outside world.




  Palmieri held the pilot across his chest, holding him like a shield. He pointed the gun at me. It shook wildly. “Why’d you have to interfere? A half hour and I’d’ve been gone. Gone forever.” Tears streamed down his face. “I can’t go to prison! I just can’t!”




  I held a hand out toward Palmieri, stop sign fashion, even as I pushed the attendant to the ground. “Take it easy, Simon. Let’s talk.”




  From the cockpit came a loud, metallic voice. Palmieri snapped his head in that direction, followed by his gun. Instantly he realized it was the tower, calling over the radio. But it was too late for him. It was all the distraction I needed.




  I rushed him.




  He swung the gun back around and fired.




  The gunshot sounded like a cannon going off next to my ear. The bullet pinged and ricocheted off something. I kept charging.




  In response to the gunshot, the passengers in the cabin went into full-blown panic-mode. Amid screams, they jumped and scrambled out of their seats, piled into the aisles, trampling each other to get to the back of the plane, to get away from the maniac with the gun.




  Not me. I ran straight at him—hard, low, and fast. I body-slammed the pilot, who woofed from the impact (I felt bad about that) but going through him was my only way to get at Palmieri. His head snapped back and hit the wall behind him. Stunned, he shook his head.




  The pilot slipped from Palmieri’s grip.




  Palmieri regained his senses enough to once more point his gun at me. I grabbed his wrist and forced his gun hand up. I couldn’t stop him from pulling the trigger again, but the only casualty was a lavatory light overhead.




  I smashed his hand into the wall—once, twice, three times.




  Finally, his fingers sprang open, and the gun fell from his grasp. The gun hit the carpeted floor with a thud. I shouldered him in the chest, driving him hard into the wall once more, but he surprised me. A meek-looking guy, he slammed his hands into my chest with enough force to send me reeling.




  I stumbled over the flight attendant still huddled on the floor behind me and crashed to the carpeted deck even as Palmieri dove for the gun on the floor a few feet away. It was too far for me to reach in time. I glanced at the pilot, who was closer, but he was still doubled over trying to suck air into his lungs from my body slam. Shit.




  That left me with only one choice.




  I dug into my jacket pocket and pulled out my Taser. Holding it in two hands, I aimed and pulled the trigger. The gun fired two electrified wires across the space between me and Palmieri. The probes caught him in the chest. They pierced his shirt and embedded into his skin, making a cack-cack-cacking sound.




  Palmieri stiffened comically. His eyes rolled up into his head, and he convulsed as forty-thousand volts of electricity coursed through his body. His legs trembled, and he lost the ability to remain standing. He hit the ground, curled up and twitching, his mouth open and his teeth chattering, making a staccato sound; ga-ga-ga-ga-ga.




  The pilot had managed to get to his feet, and breathe again. He reached past Palmieri and retrieved the dropped gun.




  I sat with my back to the closed airplane door, panting heavily, jittery from my own adrenaline rush. I let my hand holding the Taser drop to the ground. The pilot reached a hand down toward me and I took it. He pulled me to my feet. I brushed at the sleeves of my leather jacket and then pulled out the handcuffs I carried on my belt. With Palmieri on his stomach I cuffed his wrists behind his back. From the rear of the cabin, the passengers erupted into a chorus of whistling cheers and clapping.




  “I don’t know who you are, lady, but nice job,” the pilot said with a smile on his handsome face. “You may well have saved our lives.”




  Awww. It was nothing.




  “Thank you so much,” the flight attendant gushed as we helped her to her feet.




  I gave her a modest smile. “You’re welcome.” Then, sheepishly, I asked, “I don’t suppose either of you’d be willing to be a character witness for me, would you?”




   





   





  
CHAPTER TWO





   





   





  “THAT WAS YOU?!” Suzie Jensen said the next day with a grin on her face a mile wide. “No shit!”




  She spun the wheel of her Mustang to the right using the heel of her hand. We were on 4th Street and putting downtown Columbus behind us. She floored the gas and we picked up speed. Ke$ha sang from the car speakers. We had the top and windows down while the relentless summer sun beat down on our heads.




  Even with my hair tied in a ponytail, my face took a lashing from the shorter strands that sprang loose and whipped about in the wind. I glanced over at Suzie’s short, spiky blond hair, which barely stirred in the torrent of wind as I hooked a tentacle of black hair and dragged it from my mouth, then returned to watching the road ahead from behind a pair of dark Ray-Bans.




  “Yeah, that was me,” I said loudly, trying to be heard over the roar of the Mustang’s throaty engine, the hot wind in our faces, and the so-called music blaring from the speakers. “Completely shut down the entire airport for three hours.”




  “How did you not get your ass locked up?”




  I gave her a look of mock horror. Five months ago—been there, done that—and even though I look good in orange, I had no desire to repeat that experience ever again.




  “They should give me a medal. After all, I did prevent a convicted murderer from escaping and from hijacking a plane full of people who I’m pretty sure didn’t want to go to Mali, West Africa.”




  She gave me a look that said—‘you’re delusional, girl’—“Medal, huh? I won’t hold my breath waiting for the invite to that ceremony.”




  Of course Suzie was right. There would be no medal, no celebration. And I am pretty lucky they didn’t find a reason to arrest me. The feds had kept me at the airport for most of those three hours, going over my story, trying to poke holes in it, find a way, anyway they could, to toss me back in jail. But they couldn’t. The pilot and the stewardess had actually called me a hero, and all the passengers…well, it would have been awkward for the cops to drag me away in handcuffs while they were giving me a standing ovation. Even the cop who’d been knocked on his keister by Simon Palmieri had put in a good word for me.




  I shrugged. “Yeah, well, at least I got paid the bond. Twenty-five K.”




  Suzie pushed her pink, granny-style sunglasses up past the slight bend in the bridge of her nose, the result of a break she’d received making an arrest in a barroom scuffle a few years earlier. “Money which is going straight into your legal fund, right?”




  “Sadly, yes. Funny thing about defense attorneys, they expect to get paid. A lot.”




  “I’ve heard that.”




  We were still driving north. Our destination was a repair shop tucked away on a back road called Big 4 Street, which was anything but, a few industrial blocks away from the Ohio State Fairgrounds.




  Back before I’d been arrested for murder, my car—a beautiful, restored 1978 black Firebird—had been shot to pieces by a couple of bangers from a local street gang called the Regla La Zona Urbana. After the incident, the car was impounded. After my arrest (which was unrelated to the attempt on my life), the local police seized the car to look for evidence to use against me at my trial. They found nothing and finally, reluctantly, released the car to me a few weeks ago.




  I’d brought it to the A-1 Body & Auto Repair shop, home of the finest body shop and automobile mechanics outside of NASCAR. Tony, the shop’s owner, had called that morning to tell me they’d finished the work and I could pick up the car anytime.




  Set to start her four-to-twelve rotation that afternoon, Suzie offered to give me a lift on her way to work.




  She slowed and made the right onto 17th Avenue, then took another quick jog onto Big 4 Street. One side of the road was lined with old, rundown, single-family homes that now housed multiple families. A half dozen late-model cars in various degrees of disrepair were parked in spaces out front that were more gravel and weeds than pavement.




  On the other side were low, industrial, cinderblock buildings, some painted sky blue, others light gray. And one was pink. Many of them were tagged with graffiti. They all had Dumpsters and heavy-duty-sized plastic, green garbage cans at the curb, full of trash. Complete with the expected rancid smells on a hot summer day.




  “There she is,” I cooed, seeing my gorgeous black beauty parked at an angle in front of the shop’s main entrance. It had tan cloth interior and gray pin-striping. The sun gleamed off its polished hood and tinted windows, as sparkling as the day it rolled off the assembly line.




  Did I mention how much I loved that car?




  Suzie wheeled into an empty spot in front of the body shop and parked a few car lengths from the Firebird so as to not block the open bay doors. From inside the shop, sparks flew as someone used a grinder on the bare metal of a pickup truck fender. The whine of the grinder competed with Gwen Stefani coming out of Suzie’s car radio.




  “Thanks, girlfriend,” I said, reaching for the door handle.




  Suzie shut Gwen off. “Grace, before you go I need to tell you something.”




  I waited with my hand on the door handle. The way she’d said it, I braced for bad news.




  “You heard about the double homicide in the Bottoms the day before yesterday?”




  Suzie knew I kept up on local news. “Read about it, sure. The Dispatch didn’t identify the victims.”




  “The information hasn’t been released yet, pending next of kin notifications.”




  “Okay,” I said. That was pretty standard. So what was Suzie getting at?




  “Grace,” she said. “The two people killed…it was Jamal and Dollar Biz.”




  “Oh.” They were people I knew. Not friends, far from it, and the exact opposite in many ways. In fact, on more than one occasion I’d tried to lock the two of them up.




  Dollar Biz was a low-life pimp who ran a strip club in West Columbus called the Foxy Den. It was a seedy, if legitimate, front for a whorehouse and a safe haven for drug dealers, petty criminals, and the like—a place for them to abuse women, to ply their trade, and cut loose in a depraved and despicable manner. A place I’d had the misfortunate to frequent a time or two. Out of necessity and strictly for business.




  That all said—and it was all true—Dollar Biz had gotten himself jammed up back in March and had come to me for help. Normally I’d have laughed in his face. Twice before that Biz had threatened to shoot my head off, but it was an enemy of my enemy sort of situation and Dollar Biz, to his credit, had stepped up to the plate on behalf of the good guys.




  He wore a wire for us—us being the BCI, Bureau of Criminal Investigations, the Sheriff’s Office, and the county prosecutor. Biz obtained evidence that helped apprehend a vicious gangbanger named Armando Rojas (the leader of the aforementioned Regla La Zona Urbana) for murder. We even managed to rescue a dozen girls from a life of prostitution, drugs, and despair—and most likely, early graves in the process.




  Now the man was dead. I wasn’t shocked, nor was I sad, but I did feel…affected.




  “How?”




  “Shot. Killed with a single .50-BMG cartridge each. Headshots at long range.”




  I knotted my forehead. A Browning machine gun round. Long range. “A sniper?”




  “That’s the working theory.”




  “Wow.” I sat, not getting out of the car. That Biz and his butt monkey Jamel were violently gunned down wasn’t a surprise. People who live the way they did often died that way. But, a sniper? That was a twist I wouldn’t have anticipated.




  “I thought you’d want to know before you went in there.” Suzie pointed to the open garage door. I followed where she pointed. The person grinding down the pickup truck fender had finished. With the grinder held loosely by his side he flipped up the face shield he wore. It was a young Hispanic kid who’d just turned eighteen. I knew because I’d attended his birthday party.




  Mateo Lopez. Matty to us.




  He saw Suzie and me sitting in the Mustang and waved. He wore a big smile on his face.




  I waved back. Matty was the reason I met Dollar Biz in the first place.




  Another case, from last summer. Mateo had beaten a man into a coma and got himself arrested. He jumped bail and I caught him. Unfortunately, the story didn’t end there. When I apprehended him, Matty explained he was trying to rescue his sister Rosario from a life of drugs and prostitution. She’d fallen prey to an underling of Dollar Biz. Suzie and I agreed to help Matty save his sister. We failed, and it nearly cost us all our lives.




  After that, Matty kept his nose clean. He graduated high school and now worked fulltime at A-1. A job I got him.




  I’d tried since then to pry Rosario away from Biz and the life, unsuccessfully. But I wouldn’t give up trying. I asked, “What’s happening with Biz’s stable?”




  “I haven’t heard,” Suzie said. “The detectives will be talking to all of them, I’m sure.”




  “But you haven’t heard anything about Rosario?”




  Suzie shook her head.




  My best friend of many years, she and I had joined the Sherriff’s Office together. Unlike me, she managed to make a career of it. Working patrol, she’d been offered, and turned down, many promotional opportunities over the years so she could continue to do what she loved best, working the streets. Any information she had about Dollar Biz’s murder and his crib of working girls came to her through the police grapevine or as a courtesy from cops who liked her or owed her a favor, of which, there were many.




  “You going to tell him?” she asked.




  I watched Matty put the grinder down and take off his heavy gloves. He laid them on a workbench next to the open bay door. “Not until I know something about his sister. You hear anything, you’ll let me know?”




  “First thing.”




  “Thanks.” I reached out and squeezed her hand. As I got out of the car Suzie snapped on the radio—loud. Avril Lavigne in mid-chorus assaulted my ears. I slapped the car door. “Later.”




  “See you tomorrow.” Suzie pulled out her cell phone and started talking into it.




  I walked away.




  Matty came from the shop and greeted me with a hug. He’d grown like a weed since I’d first met him, easily six-feet tall now. “How you doing, Matty?”




  “Good.” He dropped my keys in my hand. “Tony let me do the work on your car. Damn, girl, I couldn’t count all the bullet holes we found in that thing.”




  “Yeah, kid. An AK-47 will do that.” The gangbangers who had tried to eliminate me had chased me out onto the 270 Outerbelt that looped around Columbus. One of them hung out the side window of their car and opened up on me with the automatic weapon. I was lucky to be alive.




  “I did good work on her,” Matty said. “You’ll see.”




  “I don’t doubt it. Tony wouldn’t let you anywhere near it if he thought you’d do otherwise.” I saw Tony in the back of the open garage bay talking with another of his workers. He waved. I waved back. To Matty, I asked, “Tony’s treating you okay?”




  “Oh, yeah. He’s cool. Thanks again for getting me this job, Grace.”




  I gave his shoulder a squeeze. “You’ve thanked me a thousand times. Cut it out. Just keep up the good work; otherwise I’ll come round and kick your ass.”




  “I will. Promise” He smiled earnestly and seemed hesitant to leave. I suspected the kid had a bit of a crush on me. Reluctantly, he pointed toward the shop. “I guess I better get back.”




  “Yeah. You go.”




  He headed back toward the bay. Tony stood inspecting the work the kid had done on the pickup, waiting for him to return. He wore the smile of a mentor, proud of his protégé’s work.




  That made me smile, too.




  That’s right, me, the ball-busting, tough-as-nails female bounty hunter with the marshmallow heart. A walking cliché. Except I’m only like that for a select few people.




  I glanced over toward Suzie. She had her music blaring and her phone cradled against her ear as she wrote in a memo pad. I waved.




  She waved back.




  I pointed my remote starter at my Firebird, anxious to get in and go for a spin.




  I heard a click.




  The engine roared to life.




  A second passed.




  And the car exploded!




   





   





  
CHAPTER THREE





   





   





  THE EXPLOSION HURLED me into the air. A concussion wave of heat threw me a dozen feet, swatting me like the hand of God. I threw my arms up and had the sensation of flight. Then I saw stars as—




  My ass hit the pavement a dozen feet away.




  I twisted and rolled away from the billowing heat. Face down, I covered my head as bits of metal shrapnel and glass fragments pelted me. My head felt hollow, empty, and echo-y, as if all sound around me had been vaporized. I coughed, but found it hard to breath. With the wind knocked out of me, I gasped, sucking in air so hot it seared my lungs.




  When it felt as if the last shards of hot debris had stopped showering down on me, I pushed myself to my feet. Black patches had singed my jeans and the lightweight linen jacket I wore to cover the .45 strapped to my hip.




  The car—my Firebird—was engulfed in a roiling, black, oily fireball.




  I put my hand up over my face to ward against the heat. My concern at the moment wasn’t for my car. It was for—




  “Suzie. Suzie!”




  I’d hit the pavement a few feet in front of Suzie’s car. Through the windshield—spider-webbed with white cracks—I saw she’d ducked down across her bucket seats. She was just now sitting back up.




  She shook her head and blinked her eyes as she pushed open her door. “I’m good.”




  My ears felt like they were stuffed full of woolly cotton. A high-pitched ringing set my back teeth on edge. Waves of boiling heat washed over me as I ran for the open shop door. Matty lay on the ground, face down. Charred spots dotted the coveralls he wore. Two of his fellow workers were already crowded around him.




  I cried out. “Matty!”




  He half rolled, and pushed himself up on one elbow. “Okay. I’m okay.”




  I dropped down to my knees next to him. He had a couple of scratches on his face, but not deep. Gummy glass chunks and bits of debris were stuck in his thick, curly dark hair. I cupped his neck and wiped soot from his cheeks. “Thank God.”




  “What the fuck was that?” he asked.




  I half turned, looking over my shoulder at the black, charred frame inside the roiling flames consuming my car. Oily, black smoke billowed skyward. The dry, intense heat was raw in my throat. “I have no idea.”




  Suzie joined us. “Is everyone all right? Anyone hurt?”




  No one seemed to be hurt beyond the scratches Matty had sustained and the charred burns to our clothes. But we were all shaken up.




  The putrid stench of burning rubber and plastic stung my nose. Tears filled my eyes, flushing the toxic smoke from them. I blinked.




  Suzie put her cell phone to her ear and called it in.




  Tony and several of his men ran past Matty and me, two with garden hoses and a couple others with fire extinguishers. They did what they could but it was too late. Not to belabor the obvious—the car was a goner.




  Suzie pocketed her cell phone and came back over to where I now sat on the ground beside Matty. I felt exhausted. “Police and fire are on their way. We’re under orders to stay put…for questioning.”




  Of course we were.




  After a time, Suzie looked down at me with her arms crossed and her eyebrow raised. The gold hoop she had pierced through it winked, catching the warm, bright sunlight. “So, Grace. Who’s out to kill you this time?”




  -----




  THE FIRE DEPARTMENT was the first on the scene.




  An engine and a utility truck from Station 7 roared up the street and pulled across the apron of the driveway—lights, sirens, and horns blaring. Airbrakes puffed as the rigs came to a stop. The sirens cut out emitting a final burp. What seemed like a platoon of firefighters jumped from the vehicles, wearing full turnout gear, including helmets.




  A couple of men blasted the bonfire that had been my car with handheld extinguishers until hoses from the engine truck could be laid out and clamped. A fireman held the nozzle. Someone yelled, “Go!” The uncoiled hose swelled as water surged through the line. The nozzleman braced and let loose an arching volley of water flowing at 120 psi.




  A second line was unrolled and clamped to the fire hydrant at the corner. A fireman waited there with his hands on the big wrench that would open the hydrant, but the extra water source wasn’t needed. Within five minutes the car fire had been knocked down and now all that remained of my car was a blackened, sizzling, smoking husk.




  While the firemen walked around what was left of my Firebird—the name taking on a whole new meaning—occasionally hitting hotspots with foam before they could reignite, two CPD police units rolled up and blocked the street on either end. Three patrolmen got out; two men and a woman. They began pushing the gathering pedestrians who’d arrived to watch back to a safe distance.




  Suzie and I stood leaning on the fender of her Mustang, watching the operation. She glanced at me through her pink-lensed sunglasses. “This sucks.”




  “Yeah.”




  Tony, Matty, and his guys had gathered around the open bay door. The only damage they sustained was the blown-out plate glass window in the shop’s waiting room, luckily unoccupied at the time of the explosion.




  A fireman approached Tony—an assistant chief, I assumed. They spoke as the chief wrote notes in a small pad. They both looked over at me, and Tony nodded. I guessed he was identifying me as the owner of the vehicle. Former owner.




  As they continued to speak, and I waited to be grilled, a red Columbus Fire SUV pulled in at an angle. A rail-thin man with wispy, snow-white hair climbed out. He wore jeans and a white uniform shirt with a CFD patch on one short sleeve. He spoke with the chief for a minute and then went about inspecting the still-smoldering car.




  He looked, leaning in, and waved gray smoke and hissing steam from his face. He straightened up and stroked his chin, a day’s growth of beard on it. With a serious expression he returned to the bay door and spoke to Tony.




  “Any idea who that is?” I asked Suzie.




  “Nope.” Her phone pinged, indicating she’d received a text message. She read it and said, “CPD is sending a detective to talk to us.”




  Tony sent Matty into the shop. He came back out carrying a flat, five-foot-long board with six caster wheels on one side and handrails and a plastic foam head-rest on the other. Called a creeper, it was used by mechanics to lie on and slide under cars to work on or examine the underbelly of a car. Suzie’s dad, Sam, had one in his garage. She’d seen him use it when he did repairs on his car.




  Matty handed the creeper to the skinny guy in the white shirt. He put it on the ground, slid along the side of the car that had been the undercarriage section under the driver’s seat, and began to poke around under there. A fireman crouched beside him. Both men wore latex gloves.




  “Bet he’s an arson investigator,” Suzie said.




  “You know him?”




  “No.”




  “He looks old as dirt,” I observed, watching as he pulled bits of black pieces of I don’t know what from under my car and gave them to the fireman, who bagged them in what looked like plastic Tupperware containers. They each had evidence tags adhered to them.




  “Yup, definitely arson investigator.”




  The fire engine guys were busy wrapping up their gear and stowing it, preparing to leave.




  When the skinny man in the white CFD shirt was done inspecting the car, he stood up and clapped soot from his hands. He exchanged a few more words with the assistant fire chief, they both looked at me. His eyes squinted in the harsh afternoon sun.




  He wants to talk to me. Suzie and I dutifully waited.




  He spoke to the fireman once more, then was handed one of the plastic collection tubs. He tucked it under his arm and removed his latex gloves with a snap as he crossed the driveway apron, approaching us.




  “That car yours?” he asked.




  “What’s left of it.”




  He had a craggy and weathered face, bright blue eyes, and hair the color of fresh fallen snow. I guessed him to be in his late sixties. He gave me a sympathetic nod. “Firebird, right? Shop owner said it was restored to near mint condition.”




  I raised an eyebrow. “Near mint? More like brag-worthy mint condition.”




  “From the chassis, I’m guessing a seventy-seven or seventy-eight?”




  “Seventy-eight,” I confirmed, mildly impressed. “SE.”




  “I had a ’77 Camaro when I was a younger man—same car basically.”




  “Except Firebirds are way sweeter,” I argued.




  He smiled, conceding, or taking the high road, and glanced over at my sweet, brag-worthy ’78 hunk of burned junk. “A shame.”




  I frowned. “Thanks, and you are?”




  “Oh, right.” He handed me a business card. “Captain Lance Hayes. CFD Bomb Squad and Arson Investigations.”




  “Do you have any idea what caused the explosion?” Suzie asked.




  He glanced over at her. “A bomb. You are?”




  “Sheriff’s Deputy Suzie Jensen. I called it in.”




  He gave her a once-over.




  Suzie wore black jeans with studded leather suspenders drooped over her hips, along with a tight red, yellow, and white striped long-sleeve shirt under a leather print vest with skulls and top hats on it. Absent were her usual nose ring and the dozen or so studs and bolts she normally wore in her ears off duty.




  Hayes raised a skeptical eyebrow. Suzie got that a lot. His gaze landed on the gold hoop piercing in her eyebrow and then lingered on the thick scar running along Suzie’s cheek. Suzie got that a lot.




  She dug her badge out of her pocket and nearly shoved it into his face. “That better?”




  I put a hand on her arm.




  “That scar from the job?” he asked.




  Suzie blushed and reflectively touched the ugly red line along her cheek. It had been less than a year since she’d received the scar and she was still a bit sensitive about it. That she had it was my fault, so I pushed off the Mustang’s fender. But Suzie got between us before I got in the old man’s face.




  “That got anything to do with this?” she asked, pointing a finger toward my smoldering car.




  “I don’t know. Does it?” Hayes asked, not backing down.




  I had to hand it to him—the guy had balls.




  “Tell us what you found, Captain,” Suzie said, acting way more diplomatic than I ever would have been. “Or we’re out of here.”




  I smiled. There’s my girl.




  He glanced at Suzie and then back at me. “You’re that bounty hunter on trial for murder.” It was his turn to point at the car. “This have anything to do with that?”




  “I don’t know. You find anything that might tell me?”




  His expression was somewhere between curious and amusement. “I don’t know.” He shook the plastic container. A piece of blackened metal bounced around inside like dice in a cup. “I found what was left, fragments of a magnetized housing affixed to the underside of the chassis, under the driver’s seat.”




  He shook the container again for effect. “Along with what’s left of a detonator and bits of wire that attached the device to the vehicle’s ignition system.”




  My mind was slow to catch up to what he was saying. Or maybe I just didn’t want to believe it. Denial can be a wonderful thing. “You’re saying it was definitely a bomb. There’s no chance it was a mechanical thing, some kind of freak accident.”




  “Not unless your mechanic uses military-grade C-4 to amp up the horses under the engine.”




  I snapped my open mouth shut. “There was C-4 attached to my car? Military C-4?”




  “Yup. Scraped residue of the stuff from this housing, along with bits of the olive color Mylar wrapping the blocks come packed in.” He held the container high up in the air and shook it until the metal settled on the bottom of the clear plastic. “Take a look at this.” He pointed his pen at the piece of debris. “Every bomb maker leaves a signature, something that identifies the work as his.”




  I’d heard of that.




  “You see the letters scratched into the metal?”




  Suzie and I stood under where he held the container and squinted. It was hard to see through the plastic and the metal was charred black, but like the indentation of doodles raised from a pad of paper by using the graphite of a pencil rubbing over them, I could read two letters—L and A.




  “That mean anything to either one of you?”




  Suzie and I shook our heads. Suzie said, “We don’t deal much with arsonists and bomb makers. Is it a signature of someone you know?”




  He shook his head. “Nope, but we’ll run it down.”




  We stood for a moment, silently contemplating what we’d learned. It also gave Suzie and me a chance to settle our rattled nerves. Finally, I asked, “What happens now?”




  Hayes shrugged his narrow, ancient shoulders. “We investigate.”




  How insightful.




  “I do have one more question,” he said. “How come you two are still standing here?”




  Suzie and I exchanged confused expressions.




  Hayes pointed a thumb over his shoulder. “That bomb was rigged to blow when you started the car.”




  Feeling a bit numb, I held up my remote car starter fob. “It’s after-market. I had it installed a few years ago.”




  Hayes nodded. “Lucky for you. That little doohickey saved your life.”




   





   





  
CHAPTER FOUR





   





   





  BY THE TIME Captain Lance Hayes and the Columbus detectives were done questioning them, Suzie Jensen ended up reporting in for her shift over four hours late. In one way she was grateful for that, she thought, as she sat at a downtown red light.




  She never rode patrol with the windows rolled up, or with the air conditioner on. Not like a lot of deputies. They cruised like horny teenage kids up and down the boulevard, not caring what they missed while they drove along all bottled up with the A/C or the heaters cranked up high, depending on the season. All they were doing was waiting for their next call, some of them hoping they never got one.




  To Suzie’s way of thinking, that was no way to be a cop. So the cruiser was hot and her uniform stuck uncomfortably to the vinyl seat. Because Ohio sat so close to the Central time zone, the sun set late in August. She checked her watch; nearly 8:30 and yet the sun hung low and red in the western sky, turning the horizon a deep purple.




  She glanced at the man sitting in the cruiser beside her. The reason she welcomed her abbreviated shift. He was an impossibly young rookie named Zachary Dwyer. Still on probation, the kid had Bozo the Clown red hair and pasty white skin and wore an expression that glowed with barely contained, youthful excitement.




  That’s right, Suzie was his training officer. And she’d rather chew on broken glass.




  Meanwhile, he practically bounced with excitement in his seat. “I heard about the car bomb this afternoon,” he said. “That’s crazy shit.”




  The light changed and Suzie drove, staring straight ahead. “Yeah.”




  “So, you’re actually friends with that deHaviland woman? I read about her in the papers. She was on the cover of last month’s Columbus Monthly. They did a story on her and everything. Is she really that much of a badass?”




  “She is.” And Suzie left it at that.




  The article had been Grace’s defense attorney’s idea. During the run up to the trial, the media had done a pretty good job of bashing Grace, calling her reckless and lawless, a vigilante. Immediately after her arrest, the press ran a series of articles decrying the “vigilante justice” bounty hunters meted out, beating the drums against allowing bounty hunters to operate basically unchecked and without regulation. Some had even gone so far as to call for legislation to abolish the practice altogether, as some other states had. Suzie found it curious how many of the articles had been timed with stump speeches and press conferences made by assistant prosecuting attorney Mark Carr addressing the subject. He was using it, and Grace’s predicament, as a platform in his run for the soon-to-be-vacant state’s attorney general position.




  Liz had tried to balance the scales by firing back at Carr and orchestrating her own press junket to improve Grace’s public reputation. The Columbus Monthly article had helped. But Suzie wondered what the lawyer’s reaction to Grace’s stunt at the airport had been—and now, the bombing.




  Then there was Grace’s checkered history with law enforcement in Central Ohio. That was another story that wouldn’t go away.




  Dwyer shifted in his seat, as if ants were marching around inside his drawers. “I heard some of the guys, the older ones, talking. They don’t like her much, do they?”




  “No,” Suzie said. She didn’t want to have this conversation.




  “How come?”




  Suzie sighed. “She used to be a deputy. It didn’t work out.”




  They were assigned to patrol Grandview Heights, a section south of Upper Arlington. Suzie turned onto Goodale Boulevard. Downtown at that time of night, on a Sunday, was quiet. There wasn’t a soul on the streets as the sun hung low in the western sky, its red glow reflecting off the glass front of buildings. The sky changed from a brilliant Dodger blue to a deepening magenta.




  “The article mentioned that. Said she got fired, but it didn’t go into much detail about it. What happened?”




  Not surprising, Suzie thought; hard to put a positive spin on that. “It was a long time ago.”




  Dwyer stared at her with Bambi eyes, full of eager curiosity. He wanted to press, to learn more, and could hardly contain himself, but he hesitated. Too new. She could tell that he didn’t want to step out of line.




  Sure, Suzie could tell him. It would set the record straight, at least for this young cop.




  But would he believe her? Maybe until he got back to the station. Then the old guard, the ones with more than a dozen years in would tell him their ugly version of the truth. Fill his head with war stories more than fact, twisted for selfish, self-serving reasons, mostly third party hearsay passed down by bitter cops who’d lost their jobs, embellished to make themselves look good…or at least less guilty.




  Still, she could try, she decided. If nothing else, Grace deserved that. Besides, what else did they have to do until the end of shift? “Grace and I joined the county sheriff’s together, almost thirteen years ago now. Grace was a good cop, absolutely one of the best. But the department wasn’t the same back then. The job today, it’s good. Our sheriff now, he’s a good man. The one we had back then...”




  Suzie raised an eyebrow and made a motorboat sound with her mouth, meaning fuhgeddaboudit.




  Before she could go on, a radio call interrupted her. Dispatch was sending them to a warehouse fire on Williams Avenue. The fire department was already on its way but was requesting police presence for crowd control and assist. Suzie keyed the mic. “Responding.”




  She lit up the lights and sirens and hit the gas. Dwyer grinned like a kid on Christmas morning. Suzie smiled also. She liked his enthusiasm and she liked that after a dozen years of doing this job, she still got that kind of thrill too.




  They arrived three minutes later. Two engines and two ladder trucks were already on the scene, crowded around a low, two-story industrial building. Also there was a fire chief’s SUV, a Columbus patrol cruiser, and a Channel 4 news van.




  The building on fire occupied the corner of Williams Avenue and a nameless alley access that led to more buildings in an industrial park. Fire already filled the first- and second-floor windows along the front and on either side of what looked like the building’s main entrance. Heat had blown the glass out and flames clawed around the tops of the window frames, blackening the bricks and sending columns of thick, billowing smoke into the night sky.




  The fire trucks were all angled, parked facing the building with their engines running and headlights on. Firemen rushed around the trucks, some grabbing equipment while others with facemasks and Scott Packs rushed in through the front doors, dragging flat hoses that snaked in behind them. The two ladder trucks were in position, with one ladder rotating and extending toward the roof of the building.




  The chaotic sounds of sirens, crackling radios, and men yelling orders filled the night air.




  Suzie circled her vehicle in a wide U-turn and parked where it would be out of the firemen’s way. She noticed there were no civilian cars parked in the spaces around the building. She hoped that meant everyone had left for the day and no one was inside. Suzie shut the cruiser down and looked over at Dwyer.




  “There aren’t many lookie-loos yet so just hang tight by the car. Anyone comes wandering up to watch, keep them back…there,” she pointed, “across the street.”




  “What are you going to do?”




  “Find the fire chief. Let him know we’re here and see if we can lend a hand any other way.”




  Dwyer nodded. “Got it.”




  They opened their doors and stepped out.




  Suzie heard the ping of metal a fraction of a second before she heard the crisp crack of the gunshot.




  “GET DOWN!”




  She duck-walked to the back of the cruiser. “Dwyer! You okay!” She had her service weapon drawn.




  He called out. “Yeah! Yeah! What the hell was that?”




  “Gunshot.” A word snapped into her head. Sniper. “Stay down.”




  “You ain’t gotta tell me twice!”




  Suzie rose up until she could see over the trunk of her cruiser. She looked through the back window and front windshield. Across the alley access to the rest of the complex was another building. Similar in design to the one on fire, it had a two-story office side and then a low, long, single-story structure with a row of bay doors—a warehouse or distribution facility of some kind.




  In the dark, second-story corner window, Suzie caught a reflection, a light reflected off a shiny object. A scope, maybe?




  The crack of a second shot reached her. Instinctively, Suzie ducked.




  She heard people shouting. The fire-fighters were scrambling for cover. Glass shattered in one of the windows in the burning building. Suzie crouched and made her way back to where Dwyer remained concealed behind the open, passenger side door. She put a hand on his shoulder. “You okay?”




  He nodded. “Yeah, but can I tell you I’m scared shitless?”




  “Sure. Fear’s good. Just don’t let it paralyze you.”




  “It won’t.”




  “Good. Report in. I’ll be right back.”




  His hand shook as he keyed his shoulder mic. “Where you going?”




  “Stay put. You’ll be fine.”




  Suzie darted across the open space between the cruiser and the nearest ladder truck. Three shots rang out. Bullets chewed up the pavement near her but she reached cover behind a shiny, diamond-plated truck bumper without getting hit. There she saw the fire chief huddled down behind the front of the rig.




  She called out. “Chief, we’ve got a sniper in the building across the way.”




  He twisted around. “Tell me something I don’t know.”




  Suzie ran up beside him, forgiving him his attitude. He was scared and pissed. She got that. “The shooter’s in the second-floor, corner window.” On her run to the truck she’d seen the muzzle flash, confirming what the reflection was she saw earlier. “Keep your men out of the line of fire. Got it?”




  He straightened up enough so he could see over the fire truck’s hood. “Yeah, got it.” He lowered himself back down and started barking orders into his handheld walkie-talkie.




  “Good,” Suzie said. “We got any other help here?”




  “A couple of Columbus cops. They got pinned down over there.” He used the antenna of his walkie-talkie to point down the face of the building they were trying to save. “Ain’t seen ’em since, though.”




  The patrol unit she’d seen upon arriving was parked in the sniper’s line of fire. The car’s doors were flung open now. In the gathering gloom of night, she couldn’t see inside. She hoped the cops had made it out safely.




  “Okay,” she said. “Help’s on the way.”




  “Fucking asshole shooting at firemen. What the hell’s wrong with ’im?”




  Good question.




  Suzie reversed direction and returned to the back end of the truck. There she cautiously moved forward until she could get a clear view of the sniper’s nest. She stayed low, careful to keep the big, shiny red truck between her and the person trying to pick them off.




  Soon this asshole’s going to take off.




  Suzie moved closer to the sniper’s side of the truck, trying to get a better lay of the land. Whoever they were up against, he (or she) was smart. They’d picked a perfect place to keep all of the first responders in sight, and pinned down. As she looked around, trying to come up with a plan, she froze.




  On the road between the truck and the sniper’s position, she spotted a fireman lying face down on the pavement. Shit.




  “Hey, you! Are you okay?”




  The sun had set and the darkness had quickly rolled in while they were under attack. Now in the pale light from the street lamp and security lights mounted on the surrounding buildings, she saw the downed fireman try to lift his head.




  He was alive!




  He pushed his helmet off so she could see his face.




  Suzie pulled her Maglite and shined the flashlight’s bright halogen beam, panning it over the prone fireman. She saw what looked like a dark spot on the back of his turnout coat. It was hard to tell from that distance and against the dark material of the heavy coat but it reflected the light. She hoped she was wrong, but it looked like wet blood. She moved the beam further up and landed it on the man’s face. His skin was coated with sweat and his wide eyes stared at her, pleading.
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