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      How far would you go to protect a friend?




      For bounty hunter Grace deHaviland and




      sheriff’s deputy Suzie Jensen the answer may be:




      until someone ends up dead.




       




       




      Rhona Hasen says she didn’t kill her husband.




      The police say otherwise.




       




      Still, Sheriff’s Deputy Suzie Jensen wants to believe her. Yet her efforts to investigate the murder go awry when Ro skips bail and Grace deHaviland—Columbus, Ohio’s top bounty hunter and Suzie’s best friend—takes the case.




       




      Now pitted against her best friend in a race against time and with a deadly street gang out for blood, can Grace unravel the mystery of Rhona’s husband’s death in time to stop more murders—like Suzie Jensen’s and her own.


    


  




  

    

      
CHAPTER ONE



    




    

      “DAMN! I HATE it when they run.”


    




    

      County Sheriff’s Deputy Suzie Jensen sprinted back to her cruiser.




      Bathed in the strobe of blue-white emergency light from her vehicle, she grinned, her expression in complete contrast to her under-her-breath statement. In truth, Suzie loved this shit. It was why she’d joined the sheriff’s department in the first place, what she loved about being a patrol officer. The adrenaline rush beat any high she’d ever experienced, illegal or otherwise. The thrill of the chase, making the bust—the exhilaration, the excitement. It was better than sex.




      Okay, maybe not quite that good. But close.




      She slipped behind the wheel of her cruiser and keyed the radio mic. “Dispatch. Unit Seven. I’m in pursuit of a 2009 Callaway Speedster.”




      The radio crackled. “Unit Seven. Say again. A what?”




      Suzie dropped the cruiser into gear. “It’s like a Corvette, but even sweeter. We’re on Harlem Road, a half mile north of County Line Road.” She rattled off the Ohio tag numbers.




      The Callaway was, indeed, a sweet-ass ride. Suzie knew a thing or two about cars, and she knew a Callaway retailed for three hundred grand, easy. A convertible, with its top up, and a 6.2-liter, 700-horsepower V8 underneath that gleaning aerodynamic hood, the car was capable of reaching 60 mph in 3.2 seconds and a top speed of 210 mph, no sweat—depending on the ability and the balls of the driver, of course.




      Five minutes earlier, the Callaway had blasted through a stop sign like a runaway rocket in a bobsled chute. On a rural county road in the middle of the week, a few minutes past nine at night, Suzie might have overlooked the speeding, maybe, but the stop sign, with her sitting right there on the side of the road—that was just downright disrespectful.




      At first he’d pulled over, responding to her lights and siren, coming to a smooth, slow stop on the gravel shoulder. A routine traffic stop, she thought, a bit disappointed. Probably some stupid rich kid out joyriding in Daddy’s car.




      Suzie stepped from her patrol car. She made the approach by the book, coming up on the left side of the vehicle, her hand on the butt of her service gun. She couldn’t help but admire the sleek lines, the way the rain beaded on the waxed finish, glimmering like sequins in the blue-white pulse of her cruiser’s emergency lights. She’d been right. Through the rain-slicked window, she saw the driver’s face. He blinked wetly, like a puppy caught urinating on the carpet. Seventeen, eighteen years old, tops.




      She rapped a knuckle on the glass, prepared to put the fear of God into the kid, but suddenly the engine roared. Suzie jumped back.




      The tires spun, spitting up rocks and dirt, peppering the front grill of her sheriff’s cruiser. The Callaway fishtailed as it climbed up the sloped shoulder. When it hit the wet pavement, it straightened out and took off like a shot.




      Back in her vehicle, Suzie pressed the gas pedal to the floor. The wet highway whooshed under her tires. She glanced at the dashboard. The speedometer needle quivered at ninety. Her heart beat like a piston inside her chest, as if trying to break out.




      Yes! The thrill of the chase. Suzie grinned.




      A misty rain had fallen, not hard, but enough to slick the pavement. Ahead of her, the Callaway’s brake lights flashed, diffused in her windshield by the drizzle. Must be testing the road to see how slick it is, Suzie surmised.




      Over the engine roar and the whooping sirens, the radio blasted, full of static. With it, the raspy and authoritative voice of Chief Deputy of Patrol James Lee Tolman, her boss. “Unit Seven. Status?”




      Suzie keyed the mic. “Still in pursuit. Going south on Harlem. No, wait.” His brake lights flared ahead of her. The Speedster fishtailed up ahead. “He’s turning. Now west on County Line Road, looks like we’re heading for Smothers Bridge, crossing Hoover Reservoir. Boss, alert Westerville PD. We’re coming in fast.”




      “Understood.” A minute passed. Tolman’s voice returned. “Units are coming up Sunbury Road and…” another pause. “Old Route 3 to the north.”




      Sunbury, a major four-lane thoroughfare, ran north and south along the west bank of Hoover Reservoir. Suzie nodded approvingly. They were looking to converge with her and the Callaway Speedster as they came off the bridge. “Tell them to step on it. Our boy’s in a hurry.”




      “Will do. Be careful, Suzie.”




      Suzie didn’t reply, but smiled. Tolman—as much a father figure as her boss—looking out for her.




      Warmed by the thought, she tossed the mic on the seat, and put the cruiser into a controlled slide to make the turn onto County Line Road. The back-end swerved and her heart thumped. She’d practiced this a thousand times, executed it in the field more than once over her eleven years in patrol, and not once did it fail to make her pulse race. Tonight, the rain-slicked roadway upped the ante.




      She brought the steering wheel back around and licked her lips. With a minimum need for correction, she straightened out and grinned. Hot damn! Smothers Bridge lay ahead, a two-lane, twenty-five-hundred-foot-long straightaway spanning Hoover Reservoir, a favorite of the local high school drag racers for generations. A straight, flat road, leading right into Westerville.




      The Callaway again picked up speed. Its taillights glowed and blurred, looking like angry red dots in the darkness ahead. The driver held the car steady. The driver was good. But Suzie was better.




      In the distance, Sunbury Road came together with County Line Road in a major four-way intersection. Suzie could see the steady flow of crisscross traffic up ahead—late-night motorists, coming and going, clueless to the danger speeding their way. She hoped her backup got there in time to close off traffic. The thought of blasting through an open intersection at these speeds scared the hell out of her.




      The cruiser’s motor whined almost as loud as the sirens. She willed more horses from the tired, abused engine. The worn-out cruiser had clocked over a hundred thousand miles already, in only two short years of service. Through the rattling frame, she felt the tires hydroplaning, losing traction on the wet pavement as she kept pushing. She couldn’t stop, or be stopped, at this point. Not without devastating consequences.




      What had the boy been thinking? That if he took off after being pulled over Suzie wouldn’t go after him? That was stupid logic. The sheriff’s office had no restrictions against high-speed chases. They trusted their officers’ good judgment in such circumstances. Maybe he thought with her on foot as she approached his car, she wouldn’t get back to her cruiser in time to pursue. Again, that wasn’t very bright thinking on his part. Maybe the kid had simply panicked. Or maybe he was some dangerous criminal with outstanding warrants. Whatever. It didn’t matter. She’d nail his ass and then she’d know for sure.




      As the needle of her speedometer climbed, Suzie gained on the Speedster. The young man wasn’t even close to pressing the high-performance car to its limits. Her rear bumper inched closer. Telephone poles with sagging black lines clicked past her on the left. Moonlight glinted on the surface of the black water only four feet below and on either side of them, ominous in its darkness. Lights from small cape- and ranch-style houses dotted the far shore. In the distance, white and blue pulsing lights tracked the approach of backup units converging on the Sunbury-County Line junction. With a sick feeling, she realized they’d be too late to stop traffic in time.




      They were past the point of backing off. She needed a Plan B. With five hundred feet left between them and the unimpeded cross traffic ahead, she had to stop this jerk—fast.




      Suzie flat-footed the accelerator, determined to mash it through the floorboards if she needed to. The steering wheel vibrated in her hands. But she gained on him—inch by inch, foot by foot.




      She refused to look at the speedometer. Nervous, if she had to admit.




      The Callaway held steady ahead. She had to admit it—the kid could drive.




      Edging to within a car’s length of him, Suzie eased the cruiser across the double yellow line, the oncoming lane still free of traffic. An image of a motorist turning onto the bridge up ahead popped into her mind. She willed it away.




      Her front bumper aligned with the Callaway’s rear fender. She pressed her lips together. She hated the idea of what she was about to do. Called a pursuit intervention technique, they taught it at the academy. Then the recruits were warned never to use it. Under the best of circumstances, it was dangerous. Flying toward oncoming traffic, on a rain-slicked roadway, deep brackish water on either side…these conditions were far from ideal. But she was out of options. She couldn’t think of another way to slow down this idiot. She wrenched the wheel to the right, steering her cruiser into the Speedster’s rear quarter panel, tapping the Callaway into a jarring spin.




      Between the sirens, the static-filled chatter on the radio, and the high-pitched whine of rain-soaked, spinning tires, Suzie barely heard the metal-on-metal contact. She couldn’t escape the impact though. Her head whiplashed and bounced off the glass of her door. She gritted her teeth and fought the steering wheel, even as she mashed down on the brake. She had to do this just right; not enough brake and she’d spin out of control, maybe into the suspect’s car ahead of her. Too much, and she risked slamming into the low metal guardrails. That meant flipping the cruiser and landing upside down in the reservoir below.




      Neither was what she’d call a favorable outcome.




      But the high-performance car entered into a counterclockwise spin, exactly the way she’d envisioned it would. The back end slid to the right, aligning the driver’s side door with the cruiser. As if in a carefully choreographed dance, they spun, in unison, across the highway, each facing the opposite direction. Two ships passing in the dark. The pas de deux lasted only a microsecond, but it seemed to take forever.




      In that petrifying moment, she saw the kid’s ghost-white face. His wide eyes stared at her. An expression of open-mouthed terror etched his features. Then time sped up, and he was gone, his car continuing its counterclockwise spin as it slid, rudderless, toward the intersection.




      Suzie turned her attention back to her own steering, struggling to maintain control over her cruiser’s clockwise spin, keeping the wheel from twirling freely through her clenched fists. She watched the approaching intersection and realized she’d acted too late.




      The Callaway slid, spinning like a Tilt-a-Whirl into the converging streets aglow with street lamps, car headlights, and halo-diffused traffic lights. Horns blared and tires squealed before the first heavy crunch of metal.




      Suzie winced at the sound.




      Then a green minivan swerved in time to only clip the Callaway, sideswiping rather than broadsiding the expensive sports car. The two vehicles locked together, spun, then separated, the sides of both scraped down to bare metal. Seconds later, an SUV coming from the other direction crashed into the Speedster’s rear end, sending it into a reverse rotation. Glass exploded and metal shrieked. The Callaway then plowed into the path of an oncoming Lexus sedan. With the two cars colliding head-on, the chase came to a violent stop.




      More cars swerved into the melee but managed to avoid actual collisions. They slid, spun and squealed, horns blaring, coming to haphazard stops, angled this way and that.




      Suzie brought her cruiser to a halt and switched off her sirens. A heavy silence blanketed the scene, a temporary calm, as the scattered vehicles themselves seemed to breathe a collective sigh of relief.




      She climbed out of her cruiser, surveying the destruction. Bits of metal, glass, and debris littered the four-way junction. Oil, fuel, and other engine fluids mixed into a rainbow ribbon of rainwater runoff and coursed like rivers to the drainage ditches lining the roadway. Steam curled out from under bent hoods. Hot metal sizzled in the mist, sounding like steaks on a barbecue, then ticking as it cooled.




      Slowly, motorists and their passengers emerged from the array of vehicles. Shaken, they checked themselves and each other for injuries. Suzie noticed a few cuts and abrasions but nothing that rose to the level of serious injury. The vehicular damage, while extensive, had also been minor compared to what could have been a terrible catastrophe.




      They’d all been extremely lucky.




      Someone could’ve been killed. And for what? A damn speeding ticket? A scolding by a too-wealthy, too-busy-to-be-around father? To avoid having an MP3 player or cell phone taken away?




      Suzie crossed the street, her pace quickening with each determined step, her focus squarely on the misshapen Speedster. Police cars pulled up to the scene from three directions: two sheriff’s deputies and a Westerville PD unit to start. Suzie ignored them as uniform cops leapt out, rushing to assess victims’ needs. Emergency lights splashed across the pavement coating the wrecked cars and the haunted faces of the motorists like some bizarre disco strobe.




      The Callaway’s door snapped open. The driver lurched out staggered, disoriented, bracing himself, one hand on the door and the other on the ground. He untangled his legs from under the dashboard, and awkwardly stumbled onto the street.




      Suzie shouted, “Hold it!”




      The young man whipped his head around. With that same frightened look she’d seen earlier, he snapped his open mouth shut, then turned and bolted.




      This time Suzie wasn’t happy he ran. She didn’t grin. She didn’t reflect on how much fun this all was. She ran after him.




      He darted around the back of the Lexus he’d hit head-on.




      The driver of the Lexus realized the kid was running. He shouted, “Hey!”




      Suzie knew she’d never catch the little twit if he got clear to the other side of the car. It would take too long for her to maneuver through that same mess while he had open space ahead of him. Screw it. Suzie jumped, scrambling up onto the folded hood of the crumbled Speedster. The metal was hot. Steam rose from where the fender and hood parted. Her uniform shoes pounded across the bunched-up metal, sounding like booming thunder. Two heavy, awkward steps and she was completely across the hood. The driver had cleared the far side of the car. He glanced over his shoulder, maybe to see if he was home free. He wasn’t.




      Suzie leapt. If this had been the movies, she would have come down clean, raked the youth’s body with her hands, and brought him to the ground with the grace of a lineman tackling a quarterback.




      This wasn’t the movies.




      Suzie’s foot slipped on the angled wet metal, her body twisted in mid-leap, and she fell more than jumped, tumbling shoulder-first into the young man, bowling him over. They crashed to the street like a couple of stumbling drunks thrown out of their favorite bar, a tangle of arms and legs and grunts and curses. They pawed, slapped, and clawed at each other, wiggling around on the ground, kicking and hitting until several police officers swarmed over them and hauled them to their feet. A Westerville cop cuffed the little shithead. His hair hung long and limp, wet in his face as they led him away.




      Suzie paced, trying to get her breathing under control. She made her way to the Callaway, to check for insurance and registration, which she found in the glove box. With them in hand she crossed the street to the Westerville patrol car where the kid sat, cuffed, in the backseat. She dug his wallet from his back pocket and checked the names. Right she was. Junior had taken Daddy’s car for a joyride.




      The kid banged his forehead on the cruiser’s security grill. “My dad’s gonna fuckin’ kill me.”




      Suzie handed the IDs to the Westerville cop and walked away, shaking her head.




      “You okay?” Somehow through the adrenaline rush and the noise and her deep breathing Suzie recognized the voice—that of Deputy Denver Jones, one of the responding sheriff’s deputies. The backup Tolman had dispatched to help her.




      Suzie wiped at the wetness soaking into her clothes, not wanting him to see her hands shaking. Her uniform shirt and the legs of her pants were stained and wet clear through to the skin, her breathing still heavy. “Fine. Yeah. Thanks.”




      “That’s good.” He looked over at the Callaway and shook his head. The car was now just a three-hundred-thousand-dollar pile of twisted scrap metal. “Damn shame. Car like that.”




      “Yeah,” Suzie agreed.




      “You sure you’re okay?” Jones asked again.




      Suzie nodded. “Yeah. Thanks.”




      “Good, ’cause the old man needs to talk to you.” The old man. James Tolman. “Says a woman’s been calling the station, looking for you.”




      “A woman? Who is she?”




      He shrugged. “Don’t know, other than her name’s Rhona, and according to the chief, she’s very persistent.”




      Rhona? It took Suzie a minute to place the name. Then it came to her. Rhona Hazen. Ro. From the gym. Suzie glanced at her watch. Not yet ten o’clock.




      Suzie wondered why the old man would interrupt her in the field with a personal phone call—she looked around—in the middle of all this. “Did he say what she wanted?”




      “Yeah. Said she needed to see you. Said her husband’s been murdered, and the cops, they’re calling her a person of interest.”




      


  




  

    

      
CHAPTER TWO



    




    

      IT TOOK SUZIE thirty minutes to extricate herself from the accident scene and another twenty to drive the wet highways to Dublin. The one in Ohio, not Ireland.


    




    

      A suburb of Columbus, Dublin boasted being the corporate home of Wendy’s Hamburgers and the host of the Memorial Tournament, a stop on the PGA Tour. Dublin had grown from a small town of about six hundred residents in the 1970s to a city of more than forty-one thousand. Now one of Columbus’s more affluent bedroom communities, it spread over twenty-four square miles and intersected with three counties, including Franklin County where Suzie served as a deputy sheriff. That last fact would make gaining access to the crime scene that much easier for her, Suzie hoped.




      Rhona Hazen and her husband lived on a cul-de-sac in the Donegal Cliffs section, a stone’s throw from the banks of the Scioto River, a well-to-do neighborhood with big houses and even bigger mortgages, with professionally landscaped yards and luxury cars in every driveway.




      Suzie pulled her cruiser to the curb. The Hazen property was fenced in by a sandstone brick wall and a black wrought-iron gate. The rain had settled into a fine mist that left everything wet and chilly.




      Blue lights pulsated from several haphazardly parked emergency vehicles, including a Dublin city police car angled across the driveway. A young officer sat inside, out of the rain, reading something on a cell phone, his smooth, baby-faced cheeks awash with the glow from the phone’s screen.




      Suzie climbed out of her cruiser, squared her Smokey the Bear hat on her head, and walked purposefully toward the officer tasked with maintaining the crime scene access log.




      He noticed her coming, put the phone away, and got out of his vehicle, clearly put out by having to do his job. He closed the car door behind him and gave her a once-over. A smile formed as his gaze traversed her body, moving up her legs, over her hips and narrow waist before lingering on her boobs under her wet uniform shirt.




      Suzie cleared her throat.




      The cop snapped his head up and spotted the five-inch scar on Suzie’s left cheek. His smile went south and he darted his eyes away. “Um, what can I do for you, Deputy?”




      Suzie tried to ignore his reaction. She turned her head to the side so her unblemished cheek faced the cop. The scar was fresh, only five months old. She’d get used to having the scar eventually. Soon the looks wouldn’t bother her. That’s what she’d told herself, anyway.




      “I’m here to see the detective in charge.”




      Because Franklin County had shared jurisdiction with Dublin, the officer assumed—wrongly—the sheriff’s office had been called in to assist. Suzie did nothing to correct his erroneous assumption.




      He handed her a sign-in sheet on a clipboard. “Detective McClellan. You’ll find him in the main floor living room. That’s where the victim is.”




      She signed the log and headed up the driveway to the house. Main floor living room. How big a place was it?




      Suzie navigated around the plethora of emergency vehicles that clogged the circular driveway: two more Dublin police cars—one marked, the other plain—an ambulance, two dark-colored sedans, a crime scene truck from the state’s crime lab, the Bureau of Criminal Investigations, and a dark SUV that Suzie knew belonged to the county medical examiner.




      From outside, the house appeared to be two stories high with an impressive three-car garage set off to the right and a sculptured fountain in the middle of a circular, gray basalt tile, driveway, rimmed with solar-paneled runway lights. Landscaping lights glowed from the bases of numerous trees, exploding them with diffused light in the misty rainfall.




      A strong, clean scent of pine filled the air.




      Suzie climbed the matching basalt tile steps to the open front door and crossed into a foyer ablaze with light. On her left, a staircase curved up to the second floor. Suzie noticed a set of stairs that also curved down to a lower level, making it a three-story mansion. Under her breath, she whistled. She’d had no idea Ro came from this kind of money. The woman had never talked about it.




      Suzie removed her hat, ran her hand over her short, punk-spiked, blond hair, which was still wet, and crossed into an open area. A floor-to-ceiling bank of windows faced her, framed in dark wood trim. The panes were beaded with rain. Beads trickled down the smooth glass, aglow from outside landscaping lights. The room had a fireplace, several small sofas, a couple of gold-fabric chairs, a few side tables with lamps, and throw rugs over a light wood floor.




      Damn. Her entire apartment could fit inside this one room.




      To one side Suzie saw the kitchen, all cherry wood cabinets and granite countertops. To her left, three men huddled together at the top of a step that led down into a sunken living room.




      Two of the men wore civilian clothes under long black raincoats. The third was a uniform cop in a black rain slicker with yellow reflective trim and “POLICE” emblazoned across the back. Beads of rain dripped from their coats, forming small puddles of water on the wood floor around their feet.




      “Excuse me,” Suzie said, and the men turned as one.




      “Can I help you?” the uniformed cop asked. He took a step toward her.




      Aware she had no legitimate reason for being there and feeling a bit self-conscious over her appearance, Suzie zipped up her uniform bomber jacket in an attempt to conceal the wet, oil-stained shirt clinging coldly to her skin. Still, she felt like a drowned muskrat. And there was little she could do about the sharp smell of gasoline and antifreeze that clung to her from her smeared clothes.




      She extended a hand. “Sheriff’s Deputy Suzie Jensen.”




      No one took up her offer to shake hands.




      Suzie pressed her lips together in a tight frown. She glanced down at her hand. It wasn’t wet, or soiled, or even covered in cooties as far as she could tell. She wiped it down a dry patch of her pants to be sure. She resumed holding her hat in front of her with both hands, crinkling the rain-beaded plastic cover. “Well, then…”




      The man in the middle, the shortest of the three, had a barrel-sized chest, a steel wool buzz cut, and a stamped-out stogie jammed in the corner of his mouth. He stepped forward, clearly the man in charge. Around the cigar, he said, “We didn’t call the sheriff’s office in on this.”




      Suzie said, “I’m not here on behalf of the sheriff.”




      His eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Who are you here on behalf of then?”




      Terrific. A hard-ass. Suzie suppressed a sigh. “You’re the lead?”




      “Yeah. Detective Sergeant Frank McClellan.” He squeezed the cigar with two fingers and removed it from his mouth, leaving a small, wet piece of tobacco on his lower lip. He’d missed shaving that morning; gray stubble shadowed his cheeks and chin. He wore an off-the-rack gray blazer and black slacks under a decade-old black trench coat. “If the sheriff didn’t send you, why are you here?”




      He had hard, icy blue eyes. A cop’s eyes. Wary and weary. Bloodshot. He examined Suzie with those eyes now, taking in every detail of what he saw. He appeared amused by Suzie’s spiky punk hair but didn’t flinch as he fixed those eyes on Suzie’s scar. McClellan had more than a few years on the job, Suzie could tell. He’d seen a lot. She doubted he was easily rattled.




      “I’m here to see Rhona Hazen.”




      “What’s Mrs. Hazen to you?”




      “A friend.”




      McClellan pulled a leather-bound notepad from his pocket and started scribbling. With a raised eyebrow, he asked, “A friend?”




      “We’re members of the same gym. We’ve taken some classes together there.”




      He gave her a questioning look. “Classes?”




      “Exercise classes. Pilates. Kickboxing. That sort of thing.”




      “Would you say you two are close?”




      “We’ve gone out for drinks once in a while. We’ve had dinner together.”




      “But are you close?” he asked, with a raised eyebrow.




      Suzie returned his quizzical look with one of her own. “What are you suggesting, Detective?” She didn’t wait for a reply. “We’re friends. That’s all.”




      He studied her without saying anything.




      Suzie’s cheeks flared hot under his scrutiny. It felt like an interrogation. She didn’t like it. “Friends. That’s all.”




      “You don’t seem fazed by all this.” He waved his hand toward the other cops. They’d lost interest in Suzie, content to let their sergeant deal with the interloper. Beyond them Suzie saw more people: CSIs, a couple of other cops, a police photographer. The coroner’s investigator—an ex-cop named Cartwright—crouched down behind McClellan on the lower floor. She couldn’t see past McClellan and his people to see what he was doing, but she assumed that was where the body was.




      “I’ve been to a crime scene before, Detective.” Suzie waved at her attire. “In case you missed it, I’m a cop, too.”




      McClellan lowered his pad and pen. “You ain’t getting my point. If the sheriff didn’t send you, as you say, I have to assume you came here to visit your friend. Yet you walk in on an active crime scene, a murder scene,” he stressed, “and it doesn’t bother you?”




      “No, Detective, you’re missing the point. I’m here because Ro Hazen called me.” Suzie waved her hand at all the crime scene activity. “I’m here because of all this.”




      McClellan’s mouth dropped open. “What? She called you?” He spun around and grabbed the other plain-clothed detective by the shoulder, none too gently. “DeWitt,” he barked, “how the hell did that happen?”




      The guy’s face turned white as snow. “I don’t know. I’ll find out. Right now.”




      “Damn right you will,” McClellan snapped. “Go!”




      With his head down, DeWitt fast-walked past Suzie into the foyer. He reached the curved stairs and bolted up the steps to the second floor. McClellan watched him go and then gave a sad shake of his head as if to say it’s hard to get good help these days.




      Suzie said, “I’d like to take a look at the victim.”




      McClellan tilted his head to one side, watching her. If she were in his shoes, she’d be trying to decide what to make of her, too. Why was she here? Why had Rhona Hazen reached out to her? What did she know, if anything?




      Eventually he reached a decision. “Why not? This way.” He took a step back and pointed at the body lying on the floor.




      Suzie stepped around him and down into the lower room. At first all she saw was a pair of highly polished black Ferragamos—six-hundred-dollar shoes—and the sharply creased cuffs of black slacks, part of a business suit, and a narrow band of black socks. A crime scene tech and Cartwright were crouched over the victim, blocking the rest of him from her view. They glanced up.




      Suzie and McClellan stared down at them. McClellan jerked his head to the side.




      The two men stood up and backed away so Suzie could get closer.




      Halim al Hazen—Hal, according to Ro—lay sprawled face down on the wood floor. Wine-colored blood gleamed shiny in the light where it had pooled under his head. Hazen’s arms were bent at the elbow with one hand near his face; the other one was folded back and down along his body.




      Suzie squatted beside the dead man’s head. She wore neither gloves nor protective booties, so she was careful not to touch anything. The coppery fragrance of blood tickled Suzie’s nose. She resisted the urge to rub it.




      Halim Hazen, a second-generation Pakistani, had swarthy skin and jet black hair with graying temples. His face lay in the puddle of blood, his mouth hung open and his eyes—cloudy and gray—stared unseeing at his hand.




      “Cause of death?” Suzie asked.




      Cartwright cleared his throat behind her and stepped forward. He kept his voice mechanical, very matter-of-fact, like he was already on the stand testifying. “We found two gunshot wounds—one in the shoulder below his clavicle, the other in the back of the head.”




      Halim’s hair curled around the collar of his white dress shirt. His dark-skinned neck had been made darker by the dried blood congealing to black around the ragged bullet hole below the base of his skull.




      “Bullets?”




      “Still in ’im,” McClellan said. “No exit wounds.”




      Suzie looked up at McClellan. “Weapon?”




      “Gun.”




      Smart-ass. Suzie didn’t take the bait. “Caliber, and did you find it?”




      “Find it? No. As for caliber, we’ve gotta wait for the M.E. to dig the slugs out of him.”




      “No casings?”




      Full of disdain, McClellan said, “Don’t you think if we’d found brass we’d be able to take a stab at guessing the caliber?”




      So either a revolver was used or the gunman policed his brass. Either way it shouted pro to Suzie. She waited. When McClellan wasn’t forthcoming with any more information, she asked, “That’s all you’ve got?”




      “What did you expect? We’ve only been at it an hour.”




      Cartwright tapped the tablet he held with a stylus. “I’d say something bigger than a .22, but probably not as large as a .45.”




      “So a .38 or 9 millimeter,” Suzie said. That really didn’t narrow it down much.




      “That would be my guess, but,” the coroner’s investigator emphasized, “it’s only a guess. Once we remove the bullets at autopsy we’ll know for sure then.”




      “And let’s hope they’re in good enough shape for a ballistics test,” McClellan added.




      Suzie stood up. “Forced entry?”




      “No sign of it,” the grizzled old detective said.




      “The shoulder wound came first?” Suzie asked the coroner’s investigator.




      “Blood pattern would suggest that. Yes.”




      Suzie turned to McClellan. “The confrontation took place here.” She pointed at the top of the step down into the living room. “Hazen gets shot.” To demonstrate, Suzie pressed both hands to the hollow part of her shoulder, above and to the left of her heart. “He spins and falls down the step. Lands face first here in the living room. The killer stands over him and delivers the fatal shot to the back of his head, close range and execution-style.”




      “That’s how I see it,” McClellan said, agreeing. “Place was locked up tight as a drum except for the open front door.”




      “So he let his killer in,” Suzie surmised, meaning Hal Hazen most assuredly knew his attacker.




      “Or they had a key,” McClellan countered, suggesting the perp could be a family member or a close friend. Suzie knew the Hazens didn’t have children. She didn’t know about other family.




      “You don’t have a key to the place, do you?” McClellan asked.




      “No,” Suzie shot back. “Before tonight I’ve never been here. And before you ask, I’ve never met Halim Hazen, either.”




      “Suzie! Oh, thank God, you’re here. Finally!”




      Suzie turned. Rhona Hazen stood in the foyer with a uniformed female cop and the recently admonished Detective DeWitt. He looked sheepish as he held up a confiscated cell phone in his hand.




      Ro broke away from the two cops and rushed into the living room to Suzie. She wore a pink fleece pullover hoodie, matching track-style pants, and pink flip-flops. The flip-flops slapped noisily across the tile floor. Her wavy, brown hair was damp.




      “Keep her the hell out of my crime scene!” McClellan bellowed.




      The two cops moved to grab Ro but Suzie reached her first, pulling her into a hug and away from where her husband lay, bloody and dead. She guided Ro toward the kitchen, where the woman collapsed into Suzie’s arms as if all her strength had suddenly leeched away.




      “Are you okay?” Suzie asked, holding the back of Ro’s head, stroking her long brown hair as her friend buried her face into Suzie’s shoulder and sobbed, clutching at her damp uniform coat with tiny but surprisingly strong fists.




      “Oh, Suzie, it was terrible. Just horrible.” Ro spoke in a clipped British accent. A U.S. citizen, she’d been born overseas and raised in London. She came to the States to attend university (as she’d put it) and had remained ever since. Suzie had learned this all one night over a bottle of Sangiovese Rosato and plates of fettuccine rustica and shrimp verduta at Brio, a restaurant in the Easton Town Center mall.




      “Ro, I’m so sorry.” When the woman’s sobs had subsided a bit, Suzie asked again, “You are all right, yes?”




      Ro pulled back, enough so she could look Suzie in the face. The woman had the most unusual eyes. They were a penetrating, pale violet. Now bloodshot and mascara-smeared from crying, they were still striking. “I came home and found Hal.” She pointed. “There…like that.” She took a moment to swallow. She pressed her full lips together. Her chin trembled. “There was so much blood.”




      “I know,” Suzie said pulling her in again. “I saw.”




      With her voice muffled against Suzie’s shoulder, Ro said, “They made me strip in front of that awful woman.”




      Suzie glanced over Ro’s head. The female officer stood staring back at them, unflinching in her duty to keep an eye on Ro. A Dublin cop, she stood with her arms crossed over her large chest.




      “They took my clothes,” Ro said, drawing Suzie’s attention away from the female cop.




      Suzie noticed one of the cops in the foyer holding several large brown paper evidence bags. They were sealed with chain-of-custody evidence tape. No doubt they contained Ro’s clothes and other evidence collected from her bedroom and elsewhere in the house.




      “They wouldn’t let me take my clothes off or let me take a shower until…they were….” Her chin trembled as she tried to hold back tears. “They took pictures, scraped my fingernails. There was so much blood.”




      McClellan stepped over. Under Suzie’s withering stare, he said, “What? She was covered in blood. We had a female officer with her the whole time. It was all done by the book.”




      “Of course I was covered in blood, you git. When I found him, I held him.” Ro stared at Suzie as she said it. Her eyes pleading with Suzie to believe her, to have anyone believe her. “I tried to see if he was alive.”




      “She gave us written consent,” McClellan said, ignoring Ro’s rant.




      Suzie bit back her anger. They were only doing their jobs, following procedure. She knew that. She’d done the same herself over the years, with hundreds of suspects. But when it was done to someone you knew it seemed so…degrading. And it became personal.




      “Are you finished with her, Detective?” Suzie asked. “I’d like to take her away from here. Take her someplace she can get some rest.”




      McClellan gave her a funny look.




      Before Suzie could ask ‘What?’ McClellan turned toward the foyer, toward a new arrival.




      Suzie followed his gaze with her eyes.




      A man walked through the front door, heading straight for them. In his mid-thirties, good-looking by about anyone’s standards and deeply tanned—even though it was only March—he had a trim physique and wore a very expensive Kenneth Cole New York raincoat.




      Not another cop. A lawyer.




      And Suzie knew him. She’d worked with him for the first time on a missing person’s case the previous month: Assistant Prosecuting Attorney Mark Carr.




      “Mark. Good. I want to take Ro home. Tell these officers—”




      “Deputy,” Mark said, stiff and without preamble, “Rhona Hazen isn’t going anywhere…except to jail.”




      “What? Why?”




      Carr ignored her question. He turned toward McClellan. “Detective, if you will.”




      Frank McClellan stepped around behind Ro. Suzie heard him ratchet his handcuffs around her wrists. “Rhona Hazen, you’re under arrest for the murder of your husband, Halim al Hazen. You have the right to remain silent…”




      


  




  

    

      
CHAPTER THREE



    




    

      A FEW DAYS after Rhona Hazen’s arrest I was in downtown Columbus. It was one of those perfect days. Overhead, the sky was a clear, beautiful, cerulean blue, pure except a few puffy, cotton-candy-like white clouds. The sun reflected off the onyx glass front of the nearby Hyatt Regency hotel, bright, yellow, and fiery warm. The air, though brisk and cool, was not cold. Certainly not after the long, frigid winter we’d just suffered through. This was the sort of day that brought people out, like hibernating animals eager for that first nice spring day after a long winter’s nap.


    




    

      Or maybe the St. Patrick’s Day parade had something to do with it.




      It didn’t matter. Like the jostling, cheering crowds lining both sides of Nationwide Boulevard, in the heart of the downtown Arena District, I was in a good mood. No more winter. No more dreary, gray skies. Spring had finally returned to the Midwest.




      And best of all, I had a decent-paying bail jumper case I felt confident I could wrap up fast. That was, of course, until things went completely off the rails.




      I’d been moving through the revelers milling around the main entrance of Nationwide Arena when I stopped short. I felt something—wet, cold, and not at all pleasant—against my thigh. I’d been scanning the faces of the crowd, looking for my skip, and maybe not paying attention to where I’d been walking as well as I should’ve. I turned my gaze to the ground. Or to be more accurate, to the sticky, wet, ice cream stain on my True Religion jeans. There, I saw a little girl standing. She had curly red hair and wore shamrock antennas on her head. In her right fist, she clutched what remained of her ice cream cone; the part not dribbling wetly down my leg or plopped in a melting lump on the brick sidewalk.




      “Sorry,” she said, staring up at me with wide Bambi eyes. She gulped hard, once, fearfully waiting for my reaction. “I wasn’t paying attention. I’m really sorry.”




      “What’s your name?” I asked, trying hard to be stern. Those big eyes and her freckled chipmunk cheeks made it difficult.




      “Shannon.” Lines of vanilla ice cream melted down the tiny fist still clutching the ruined remains of her cone. Her green eyes glistened. They were full of tears ready to fall.




      “Where are your parents, Shannon?”




      “My mom, she’s over there.” She pointed with a sticky finger toward the bleachers filled with spectators lining the streets of Nationwide Boulevard. A woman in her early thirties wearing a green “KISS ME I’M IRISH” T-shirt half-stood and waved for Shannon to rejoin her. “It was right over there. She could see me the whole time.” Shannon indicated a street vendor working a glass and metal cart under an umbrella. He sold something called Dippin’ Dots and a menu of other sugary snacks. “Mom said I could get an ice cream all by myself. She said I could ’cause I’m a big girl now.”




      Shannon looked down at the ground. “Guess I’m not such a big girl after all.”




      I crouched down in front of her and chucked her chin with my finger. “Hey.”




      When she looked at me, I said, “You are a big girl, Shannon. You made a mistake and you owned up to it. You apologized. That’s what big girls do.” I smiled, pulled a twenty out of my pocket, and handed it to her. “Here. Go get yourself another one.”




      She frowned at the money. “That’s way too much.”




      “It’s okay. You can keep what’s left over.”




      Her face brightened. “Really?”




      I smiled. “Really.”




      “Thanks.” The girl started to race off, then stopped and turned. She scowled. “I told you my name. What’s yours?”




      “Grace.”




      She grinned and waved the twenty in the air. “Thanks, Grace.”




      “You’re welcome,” I shouted back. “Just be careful this time.”




      “I will. Nice meeting you, Grace.” She waved and dashed off, ducking through the crowd, singing a rousing—and very bad—rendition of “I’m Looking Over a Four Leaf Clover.” A marching band from some high school or another strutted by, followed by the Columbus Police & Fire Pipe & Drum bagpipers.




      From the closest vendor’s cart, I snatched a handful of paper napkins and dabbed at the wet spot on my jeans while I resumed my search for my bail jumper—a prince of a guy named Eddie Phral. The guy had a five-thousand-dollar bounty on his head. If he was here and I could find him, it meant a nice boost to my positive cash flow.




      The day before, I’d tracked down Eddie’s ex-girlfriend, and she happily told me he liked to work the Arena District when there’d be a big crowd there, like during concerts, sporting events, or a parade. Of course. What better place for a drug dealer to push his poison than a crowded downtown parade.




      As I let the crowd sweep me forward, I spotted my guy on the corner of Front Street. At least I thought it could be Phral. The furry green hat he wore and his face painted orange, white, and green—the colors of the Irish flag—made a positive ID difficult. Needless to say, he hadn’t dressed like that for his last mug shot, which I had in my jacket pocket.




      I started to move faster, cutting a path diagonally through the crowd. As I gently pushed people out of my way, I mumbled, “excuse me,” “pardon me,” “coming through.” From the looks I got back, either good-natured Irish charm was in short supply or they just thought I was rude.




      Phral was deep in conversation with a vertically challenged, gnome-like fellow with sickly-yellow skin, green shamrock-shaped sunglasses, a green lapel coat, and a sparkling green paper top hat. If a Star Trek Ferengi with jaundice ever dressed up like a leprechaun, he would be this guy talking to Eddie Phral. Freaky scary. And if the two of them weren’t exchanging glassine packets of cocaine for cash, I might have laughed.




      Phral’s rap sheet wasn’t long, but it was colorful. His first conviction was for weapons possession, a charge he’d plea-bargained down from assault with a firearm. From the way I heard it, he and three friends had been sitting around their apartment one afternoon, bored, high, and stupid. Phral lounged in an easy chair playing with a handgun one of the geniuses had brought to the party, and the gun went off. The bullet hit Phral’s friend in the arm. What followed was a lot of screaming and cursing and panicked running around while the brain trusts in the room tried to figure out what to do. All the commotion caused a neighbor to call 911, and everybody ended up in the county jail. No doubt, a good time was had by all.




      A few years later, Phral got pinched after he stuck up a girl near the OSU campus. He robbed her at gunpoint, and forced her into the trunk of her own car. He drove the car to a bar, spent several hours there drinking with buddies, and forgot about the car he’d stolen and the girl he’d left in the trunk. He went home, leaving the car and the girl behind. The poor girl wasn’t found until the next morning.




      I closed in on my suspect. Through the makeup and the outlandish costume, I could see I had the right guy. Phral had a misshapen right ear. It was listed under his distinguishing marks as a partially missing pinna, meaning he had no outer ear. A birth defect. It had been the one feature that the traumatized girl from the trunk could recall, but it was enough to get a positive ID in a lineup. It was also enough to get Phral convicted of kidnapping, unlawful imprisonment, and robbery.




      And it was what gave him away to me, too.




      I moved to within striking distance.




      Upon his release from prison, Phral, though a little older, had not gotten any wiser. He burglarized a house but got caught by the homeowner who’d walked in on him. In his attempt to escape, Phral maced the guy, punched him in the head, and ran. The police found Phral hiding in a tree in a nearby park. They arrested him for first-degree burglary and assault. Being a three-time loser, Phral was quickly convicted and faced a good, long sentence behind bars. A sentence he hoped to avoid by not attending his hearing.




      Big mistake.




      The rather unhappy judge immediately revoked Phral’s bail, and the pissed-off bail bondsman called me. Enter Grace deHaviland, bounty hunter extraordinaire, otherwise known as me. As for why had Phral’s former girlfriend had been so eager to give his worthless ass up to me simply for the asking? It seemed, prior to his last brush with the law, while low on capital and common decency, Phral came up with this brilliant scheme to raffle off his girlfriend to his buddies, to do whatever they wished with her, in exchange for drugs or money. Did I fail to mention what a peach of a guy he was?




      But now I had him. I moved toward him, nonchalantly, doing my best to blend in, to be just another face in the crowd. I got close. I got closer. I reached out to grab him….




      And damn, my cell phone rang.




      In all the noise and commotion of a big city parade, one would think that if a cell phone rang, it would be no big deal, right?




      But, no. Phral heard it and spun his head so far around he looked like Linda Blair in The Exorcist, especially with that deformed ear of his. He caught me staring right at him. Our eyes met and that was it. I was burned. Phral didn’t know who I was or why I was out to get him. Maybe he thought I was a cop. Or maybe not. It didn’t matter. Phral was a three-time loser and a fugitive from the law. Drug dealers and fugitives are a paranoid lot to begin with, so in the end it didn’t matter to him who I was or why I was there. He simply got spooked.




      His instincts told him to run, so he ran.




      The Ferengi-leprechaun turned green coattails and split, too, but I didn’t care about him.




      Phral was the one I had bail papers on. Phral was the one I was after. So Phral was the one I chased. As I did, my cell phone rang again.




      Running through the crowd, I shouted, “Move! Get out of my way! Look out!”




      If I’d been getting off-putting glances before for rudely pushing through the crowd, those I bumped and jostled now were staring daggers at me. Some shouted. A few pushed back.




      “Phral! Stop!” I called out because, yeah, that always works.




      To no-one’s surprise, it didn’t.




      The cell phone in my hand rang again.




      I held it up as I ran. On the screen, I read the name Louie. That would be Large Louie Gravelle, a bail bondsman I work for sometimes. I answered it. “Damn it! What?”




      “Nice to talk to you, too, Grace.”




      “Louie,” I puffed, “what the hell do you want?”




      A cop in the intersection ahead held the crowd behind blue sawhorses so a parade float could come through and make the turn onto Front Street. Phral pushed through the horde of people waiting at the corner. He’d lost his fuzzy green top hat.




      “Grace, I’ve got a job for you,” Louie said.




      “I’m already on a job.”




      “What job? I didn’t give you any jobs.”




      “You’re not the only bail bondsman I work for, Louie. Just the fattest.”




      “Sticks and stones.”




      “I don’t have time for this, Louie,” I panted. “I’m busy.”




      Phral burst through the crowd at the corner and got tangled up with some balloons and a dog’s leash. He yanked and pulled and shook until he extricated himself from all the lines, and stumbled into the street. He blasted, head-long, with arms flailing, through a group of plaid kilt wearing bagpipe players.




      I took the phone from my ear and charged after him. I cleared the spectators. I had an unobstructed path around the front of a float carrying a bunch of young women in green body suits, a rainbow over a white flag with a green four-leaf clover, and one of the ugliest bulldogs I’ve ever seen. He wore shamrock antennas like Shannon had had on.




      One of the women shouted, “Hey, what are you doing?”




      The bulldog barked. His shamrocks wobbled.




      The deep boom of marching band drums seemed to be all around me.




      I skirted around the float in time to see Phral plunge into a melee of people on the opposite side of the street. I sprinted after him, hearing Louie’s tinny voice from my phone as I ran, my hands pumping the air like pistons.




      “Grace. Grace!”




      I put the phone back to my ear. “I’m hanging up now, Louie.” And I would have if trying to find and hit the damn off button wouldn’t have slowed me down. Instead, I squeezed the device in my hand tighter and ran harder.




      “No. Grace, you need to hear this.”




      Louie kept shouting at me but I didn’t hear him. His words were drowned out by the sudden shriek of a whistle blast.




      I turned in time to see a Columbus cop, the same one who’d been directing traffic in the intersection. He waved wildly at me and gave chase.




      Oh, that’s just terrific.




      “Hear what, Louie?” I shouted into the phone. “I’m chasing someone, and the cops are chasing me. Can’t it wait?”




      It would have to.




      Phral had cut right. Over the heads of the crowd, I saw him duck into the parking structure across the street from Nationwide Arena.




      Leaping and jumping through the crowd, I reached the glass door to the stairwell Phral had disappeared through and yanked it open. I heard feet running on the steps, going up. I’d lose my cell signal in here for sure—good—so I simply clutched the phone in my fist and pounded up the steps.




      On the second floor, I stopped and gave a quick peek out onto the parking area. No Phral.




      I huffed. Onward and upward to the third floor I ran. From down below, I heard the door open. The officer shouted. “Police! Stop!”




      I didn’t. See, that never works.




      On the fourth level, I spotted Phral running down the poorly lit ramp, alongside a line of cars heading down to the third floor. He was young and fast, and desperate. But I was an avid runner. I ran faster.




      I took a deep breath and really poured it on. My boots pounded the pavement. The structure was colder than outside, not having the benefit of the early spring sun to warm its dark, concrete levels. It smelled like gas fumes. I quickly gained on Phral. In a straightaway run, even if he turned the corner and continued down to the third level, I’d overtake him soon enough.




      Phral kept looking back, and each time he did I was closer. He’d begun to sweat. His face paint had started to smear. He cursed. “Shit!”




      He must have realized the race was lost because he didn’t cut to the right and continue downward. He ran straight, straight toward the concrete halfway, straight toward the end of the parking structure. He didn’t slow down.




      Eddie Phral reached the wall a few dozen feet ahead of me. To my horror, he leaped for the wall. His hands grasped the wall’s edge, and in a split-second he tugged his knees up to his chest. He swung his feet up onto the wall, between where his hands clutched it. He sat, crouched, three stories above the ground, then…




      I screamed. “Phral! No!”




      He leaped off the wall. His legs pushed off like an Olympic swimmer diving off a mounting block. In a split-second, Phral disappeared from my sight. Stricken, I raced to the wall and leaned over, fearful of what I knew I’d see. The drop from the wall to the ground below had to be thirty-five or forty feet.




      But I was wrong.




      In the parking lot next door, the parade organizers had set up a staging area for the parade participants and support functions that included pitching several large blue- and white-striped circus tents.




      And damn if Eddie Phral wasn’t lying in the middle of one of them! He bounced up and down like he’d landed in the middle of a trampoline. Phral grinned at me and waved.




      Son of a bitch!




      I growled and slapped the concrete wall with my open hands. I wasn’t going to be laughed at like that. I wasn’t going to be beaten that way. No way.




      “Hey, you! Freeze!” The voice came from behind me. It was the Columbus cop who’d been chasing me, chasing Phral. He ran toward me, huffing and holding his gun belt. Sweat rolled down his round, ruby-red face.




      Without having my skip in hand, I tried to think what charges the cop might try and drop on me, a crazy Irish-Latina bounty hunter armed with two guns (legally registered and owned), a five-inch diving knife, and a stun gun. Disorderly conduct? Disturbing the peace? Jaywalking? Nothing serious, but that didn’t matter. I had an uneasy relationship with law enforcement in this town to begin with. If I got some hard-ass who wanted to jam me up, I’d be jammed up.




      The truth be told, I just didn’t want to deal with it.




      I turned back to see Phral crab-walking his way to the edge of the tent. He looked up at me. He smiled and waved again. The mocking little bastard!




      I made up my mind. He wasn’t going to get away with it. But I sure wasn’t going to leap at some tent and pray that it held me. Instead, I simply vaulted over the half-wall and dropped straight down.




      Behind me the cop yelled, “Hey, don’t!”




      Too late. I already had.




      Parked below me, alongside the parking structure sat a long-haul tractor-trailer truck. Before I jumped, I’d quickly estimated the distance to the top of the boxcar to be about fifteen feet. A piece of cake—I hoped as I dropped—as long as I didn’t land wrong, twist an ankle, and tumble off the side of the thing. As I plummeted through the air, the wind in my hair and my palms suddenly sweating, I thought, maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all.




      I hit the top of the trailer with an echoing, metallic thump. I grunted as I landed on all fours, banging my knees sharply. I tried, but couldn’t keep my balance. I fell to the side, but caught myself before I went over the edge of the truck.




      I glanced hard at Phral. He stared, wide-eyed, back at me. “Wasn’t expecting that, were you?” I called out. “I’m coming for you!”




      He started to scramble faster toward the tent’s edge.




      I jumped up and ran to the front of the trailer. I leaped down to the cab’s roof, then scampered down the windshield to the hood and slid off, hitting the pavement hard. I rolled again, but remained uninjured by some miracle, and I was more determined than ever to get my hands on Phral.




      All the while, I still held my cell phone clutched in my hand.




      By the time I reached the tent, Phral hung from the edge, his feet dangling. Under him were wired hay bales stacked in a way they formed a perfect set of stairs. I raced up the makeshift steps, and grabbed him by the back of his jacket. I pulled.




      He yelped.




      I yanked harder. His fingers lost their grip and he fell back. The two of us toppled off the hay bales in a tangle of arms and legs, with a whole lot of swearing going on. I twisted in midair, putting Phral between me and the ground.




      We hit. Oaf! Me on top of Phral.




      The impact was jarring, but more for Phral than for me. He cried out and then groaned. I let out a grunt of my own, and remained sprawled out on top of him, keeping his wiggling, skinny ass pinned to the ground. In the end, I wasn’t hurt, and he wasn’t going anywhere.




      I heard sirens in the distance, over a rendition of the Ohio State fight song being played by The Best Damn Band in the Land, the Ohio State Marching Band. People rushed out from around both sides of the tent, curious to get a look at the two lunatics who’d decided to jump off a parking structure on this fine St. Patrick’s Day morning.




      Not my idea, I said silently.




      From the cell phone, which I squeezed in a death grip, I heard Louie’s tinny voice calling my name. “Grace! Grace! What the hell’s going on? Grace!”




      I swept my hair out of my sweaty face and put the phone to my ear. “Louie, you’re still there?”




      “Good God, girl. What on Earth’s going on? You nearly gave me a heart attack.”




      “Blame that on the box of Krispy Kremes you have every morning.” To Phral, I said, “Quit squirming, asshole.”




      “Har, har,” Louie said. “Now, can you stop for a minute and listen?”




      I glanced over toward the parking lot entrance.




      Three Columbus cops were charging toward us. They held their hands on the top of their hats and on the butts of their holstered guns. Because they were still holstered, I counted my blessings.




      I kept my hands well clear of my holstered guns, too. “Yeah, Louie, that’s about what I’ve got, a minute. Spit it out already.”




      “I’ve got a bail jumper for you, Grace. A big one. A quarter-mil.”




      Two-hundred-and-fifty-thousand dollars. With a bounty of ten percent, Louie definitely had my attention. “Okay. I’m listening.”




      “It’s a murder case, Grace. Broad offed her husband over in Dublin a few days ago. Name’s Hazen. Rhona Hazen.”




      I try to stay on top of what the cops and the criminals in my town are up to. I’d read about the case. If I recalled correctly, the husband had been some high-level bank executive, and it had been an open and shut case.




      “Cool,” I said between deep breaths.




      Still under me—the two of us sprawled across the pavement—Phral grew more agitated as the cops closed in on us. “Quit squirming,” I warned.




      He didn’t.




      “Damn it! Stop!” I elbowed Phral in the face. He howled and blood trickled from his nose, mingling with the sweaty running colors of the Irish flag dribbling down his face. To Louie, I said, “After I process this guy, and deal with the crap the cops are sure to give me over this stunt, I’ll drop by and pick up the papers.” The bail papers would give me all the details of the case I’d need.




      “There’s something else, Grace.”




      “Talk fast, Louie. The cops are here.” I flashed my ID and badge at the three cops now surrounding us, giving them the biggest smile I could manage. To them, I said, “Hi, guys.”




      “The person who posted the bail,” Louie said in my ear. “It was Suzie.”




      “Suzie,” I repeated, not sure I’d heard him right. I handed the bail papers I had on Eddie Phral to the first cop, a sergeant.




      “Suzie Jensen?” I said.




      “Yeah, that’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,” Louie said. “Suzie Jensen posted the broad’s bail.”
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