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      BROAD STREET BILLIARDS. I pulled open the pool hall’s heavy oak door and stepped inside. I’d been to this particular dive before. In my line of work as a bounty hunter I often visited the seediest a city has to offer, and Broad Street Billiards ranked right up there at the top of the list.


    




    

      I stood in the doorway for a minute to give my eyes a chance to adjust to the darkness. A blue haze of cigarette and cigar smoke hung in the air like a low lying fog. The place reeked of pot, stale booze, and sweat, laced with the sour stench of yesterday’s vomit. I tried not to breath.




      Inside, I counted six pool tables, each under a low-hanging fixture encasing a single, bare light bulb. Booths with cracked, plastic seats and chipped, faux wood tables lined the far wall and ran under the windows that would have given the place a view of the street outside, if they hadn’t been painted matte black and covered with thick, maroon curtains and dark, wooden shutters. A mahogany and black lacquer bar ran the length of the place, alongside plastic padded barstools and with a TV hung up in the corner.




      The crowd was a mix of Hispanics and blacks, men mostly, men with hard eyes, large muscles, and a whole lot of elaborate, blue-ink tattoos. For sure, the testosterone ran high in a joint like this. All of the pool tables were being used, several of the booths were filled, and most of the stools at the bar were occupied. It was there that the heavy drinkers sat watching the OSU and Michigan State game on the TV wedged at a precarious angle above the mirrored wall and rows of whiskey bottles.




      I ignored the stares, the wolf-whistles, and the rude propositions I received as I made my way over to the bar. The bartender, an ex-con named Herman Boone, was big and black, and kept a sawed-off baseball bat and a handgun under the cash register, both within easy reach.




      “Hey, Herman, how ya doing?” I asked, slipping on to one of the few empty stools.




      “Fuck,” he said, with a disgusted shake of his big, bald head.




      Needless to say, he wasn’t very happy to see me in here—since Boone knew I was a bounty hunter. The last time I’d stopped by, I left with two low-level drug addicts who’d been arrested for boosting a car and thought not showing up for court would make their problems go away. I made sure it didn’t.




      “I don’t want no trouble, Grace.”




      “Herman, I’m hurt.” I said. “I just stopped in for a drink.”




      “Yeah, right.” He eyed me suspiciously. His bald head was beaded with sweat and gleamed in the harsh backlight of the bar. He wanted to throw me out, but I hadn’t given him a reason to…yet. He asked, “What’ll ya have then?”




      “Beer. In a bottle.”




      He popped the top to a Budweiser and put it on a soggy coaster in front of me.




      I pulled the bottle toward me, and said, “And information.”




      “We don’t sell that here, Grace. You know that.” He eyed me downing half my beer in one long gulp. It tasted good.




      “That’ll be seven-fifty.”




      I dropped a twenty on the bar, and he scooped it up fast, like he was afraid I’d change my mind about paying him. “There’s more where that came from.” I gave him my you know what I’m talking about look.




      Boone sneered. I could read the anger in his eyes. He leaned in close and lowered his voice. “I ain’t no snitch. Don’t you never dis me like that again. Now, as foxy as your ass is to look at, Grace, you ain’t welcome in here. Now, drink your drink, then get the fuck out.”




      Persistence be my middle name. Ignoring him, I pulled a five-by-nine mug shot from my fleece-lined suede coat and put it on the bar, facing him. “His name’s Rico Sanchez. I know he hangs out here. Have you seen him around lately?”




      “You hard of hearing, girl?” Boone didn’t even look at the picture. “I don’t seen nobody anywhere ever. You got that?”




      “Come on, Herman. This was the last place he was before he got arrested.”




      Actually, Sanchez was busted just a few blocks from the bar, for DWI and weapons possessions. He’d told the arresting officers he’d been shooting pool and drinking here at Broad Street Billiards. Apparently drinking to excess.




      “Can’t help you, Grace.” Boone put the glass he was drying face down on a rubber-matted shelf, picked up another one, and started drying it. “Even if I wanted to, and I don’t want to.”




      Boone wandered down the bar to serve other customers, leaving me alone to ponder just how hard I could push. The sound was turned low on the TV, but I still heard the announcers’ voices over the din of the bar, the occasional break of billiard balls, and the bray of laughter or a shouted curse over a shot that didn’t bank quite right.




      From down the bar, Boone eyed me carefully, but left me alone until a skinny, Hispanic kid in his late teens bounded up next to me. The kid was wearing cargo pants two sizes too big for his narrow hips and a flannel shirt, open, over a sleeveless, wife-beater T-shirt. He had gangbanger wannabe written all over him. Hyped up on something of a pharmaceutical nature by the way his eyes looked, and half in the bag from too many José Cuervos, I guessed, he bounced on the balls of his feet beside me, jazzed.




      After eyeing me awhile, he picked up Rico Sanchez’s picture off the wet bar. “Whoa, what’s with the pischer, sista?”




      “Do you know that man?” I asked without much enthusiasm.




      “Looks familiar.”




      Boone returned, looming from his side of the bar like a massive brick wall. “You don’t know him, Luis.”




      Luis looked up from the picture. “Sure I do. It’s Rico Sanchez.”




      “Shut you mouth!” the bartender snapped.




      “Do you know where I can find him?” I asked Luis, trying to draw his attention away from Boone and getting excited.




      Luis continued to hold the mug shot, first closer then further away, as if he was trying to bring it into focus. “What’ve you got Rico’s pischer for? It is Rico, isn’t it?”




      “It is,” I said. “Do you know where he is?”




      “That’s it, Grace.” Herman slapped his towel down on the bar where it made a wet, plopping sound. “You’re outta here.” He started to head for the end of the bar where the top flipped open.




      He seriously was about to throw me out of the place, physically.




      By now the rest of the pool hall patrons had their eyes on me, and not because they were admiring my shapely legs and awesome derriere. This time, they were eagerly waiting to see me get my shapely ass kicked.




      But I wasn’t in the mood to throw down with Boone. First off, it would do me no good to do so, and secondly, he outweighed me by over a hundred pounds, most of it steroid inflated muscle, meaning a better-than-fair chance I’d have to draw my gun to get out of there.




      Since that was not the way I wanted it to go down, I snatched the mug shot back from Luis.




      “Hey!”




      “Gotta go,” I said. Already I planned to wait outside until Luis left. I’d get him alone and find out what he knew then, avoiding any more hassle with the formidable Herman Boone. That was the plan anyway.




      “Give me that pischer back!” Luis made a grab for the mug shot but missed the photo by about a mile. He lunged forward, and, unsteady on his feet being an understatement, he stumbled into a guy sitting at the bar behind me. The guy looked like a WWF wrestler in an Army green field jacket. Shouldering into him, Luis knocked over the big guy’s beer.




      Army jacket roared to his feet and shoved Luis backward into two other guys hunched over their drinks and a bowl of pretzels watching the football game, upsetting them all. They jumped to their feet and all hell broke loose.




      “God-fucking-damn-it!” Boone bellowed, running back behind the bar to grab his sawed-off bat before weighing into the mass of shouting bodies and suddenly flying fists. “This is your fault, Grace,” he screamed over the sound of breaking bottles.




      I guessed it was, not that the resulting brawl bothered me a bit. Made me laugh, actually.




      But, I figured I’d better get out of there. As I backed away, one of the men Luis fell into took a swing at the skinny Hispanic kid, decking him. Luis then spun and stumbled onto a pool table. He sprawled across the felt, sending billiard balls scattering in all directions. That indiscretion was met with even more shouts and more men rushing around the tables to join in the melee.




      Someone yelled, “Fight!” and around the room, the booths cleared. It seemed everyone in the place had jumped into the fracas. No doubt, just another night on the town, I guessed.




      I ducked and twisted and turned, making my way to the front surprisingly unscathed and for the most part forgotten. I hit the heavy oak door, pulling it inward, and ducked, just as a beer mug crashed into the doorframe over my head.




      “You’ll pay for this, deHaviland!” Boone shouted while I slipped through the exit out into the cold December night. I shivered at the sudden drop in temperature after the sweltering, overheated atmosphere inside the pool hall. Then I sucked in a cleansing breath of biting fresh air, and giddy, I smiled, not too worked up over the debt I’d just racked up with Herman Boone.




      I was still smiling by the time I reached my beat-up van parked at the corner and leaned against the front grill, digging into the pocket of my skinny jeans for my keys. I figured to move the van to a closer spot where I could watch the entrance of the pool hall and wait for Luis to stumble out—or if I was really lucky, Boone would throw his skinny Hispanic butt out sooner for starting the fight inside—then I’d find out what he knew about Rico Sanchez.




      With keys in hand, I stepped around to the driver side door, thinking about the laugh I’d have telling my best friend, Suzie Jensen, about the night’s wild events. But I stopped short, my smile gone.




      A man stood waiting for me, barely visible in the darkness of the spot I’d chosen to park in, equal distance between two broken streetlamps. He wore a black jacket, black tee shirt, and black jeans and had on his head a dark wool cap pulled down low. His skin was black and shiny as polished coal. He kept his hands in the side pockets of his jacket.




      I wondered: to keep them warm or was he concealing a weapon inside?




      “That was some play back there,” he said with a smile. His teeth were sparkling white, in deep contrast to his dark face.




      He’d been in the pool hall. Now I remembered seeing him sitting at one of the booths along the back wall. I dredged the mental image up in my brain: He’d been talking with a young black man and a girl. A mug of beer for him. A mixed drink and a shot for the young man. The girl’d had tall glass with a plastic stir straw. Pop with rum or something else in it was my guess.




      I looked around quickly. I saw no sign of the young man or the girl he’d been talking to.




      My .45 automatic sat snug in its holster on my hip and I carried a back-up Beretta on my right ankle. They might as well have been in my lock box at home for all the good they’d do me if this man held a weapon in his coat pocket—and I had to assume he did.




      “What do you want?”




      I was tense. A shiver ran through me. It had less to do with the December cold then the adrenaline surge pumping through my body. I bounced on my feet, ready to spring into action. Or run.




      “Easy,” he warned. “I’m not carrying. I’m going to take my hands out of my pockets.”




      “Slowly,” I said, as if I were in a position to do something about it if he didn’t.




      When his hands cleared his pockets and I saw they were empty, I took a step back and quickly drew my .45. With the gun in a two-handed grip, I sighted in on his forehead. “Okay, asshole. Hands up high. Who the hell are you? What do you want?”




      He put his hands up. His breath fogged the cold air. “This isn’t necessary.”




      “I’ll decide that.” My entire body trembled from the adrenaline. And yeah, okay, honestly, a little bit from fear. “Turn around. Up against the van.”




      Again, he complied.




      I pulled his legs out and apart, away from the van. With him leaning heavily against the side panel I could easily kick his feet out from under him if he made a wrong move while I patted him down. Part of me wanted to face-plant him onto the sidewalk, if for no other reason than he’d scared the shit out of me.




      Then I found the gun.




      That really pissed me off. I yanked the gun from the pancake holster affixed to his belt—a Smith & Wesson M&P .40 pistol with a 15-round clip. So much for him being unarmed. I finished frisking him. Convinced now he wasn’t carrying, I stepped back and told him to turn around. “Keep your back up against the van.”




      I pocketed his .40 and kept my .45 trained on him. “You’ve got two seconds to explain yourself.”




      “I only need one. I’m ATF.” Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco & Firearms.




      “Prove it,” I said.




      “My credentials are in my inside jacket pocket.” He arched his eyebrows, seeking permission to lower his hands and retrieve his badge case.




      When I patted him down I’d felt what I took to be a wallet in his pocket. It could have been a badge case. I nodded an okay. “Again, slowly.”




      He pulled open his jacket, and his right hand disappeared under the material. I tensed. Then his hand came back out. Pinched between his thumb and middle finger was a leather billfold, or a badge case.




      I took it and looked. Inside was a shiny gold ATF special agent badge and in the plastic window opposite it, an official looking ATF ID card.




      “Fine. Agent Leon Anderson.” I handed him back his badge. “What do you want with me?”




      He returned the case to his jacket pocket. “Can I have my service weapon back too?”




      “When we’re done, and only if I don’t then still want to shoot you.”




      “Damn, you are some kind of hardass, aren’t you?”




      “You have no idea. Talk.”




      “You and I, we’re here for the same reason.”




      “Oh, really. What might that be?”




      “We’re both looking for Rico Sanchez,” he said. “I overheard you talking to the bartender and that lowlife Luis. By the way, don’t waste your time on him. He’s a dead end. I spent an hour plying him with liquor before you came in. He doesn’t know a thing about Sanchez except that he hangs around the pool hall a lot. Not lately though.”




      I knew why I was looking for Sanchez, he’d jumped bail. So, I asked, “What’s ATF’s interest in Sanchez?”




      “I want to question Sanchez in connection with a gunrunning operation here in Columbus.”




      The bail papers I’d received listed the charges against Sanchez as drunk driving and possession of a single illegal firearm: a cheap piece-of-shit Raven Arms .25 automatic. A gun commonly referred to as a Saturday Night Special, easily bought on any street corner in any decent-sized city in the country. I saw nothing there to justify a federal investigation, not unless there was more to this case than met the eye.




      How often did that happen, I thought, bitterly. Like all the time.




      “Rico Sanchez is involved in trafficking guns. As many as seventy-five weapons, many of them assault weapons, were seized recently from his home, incident to his DWI arrest.”




      Leery, I said, “A judge granted bail to a major gunrunner? The bail ticket’s only ten grand.” Of which I stood to make ten percent when I brought the creep in. That would be fine for a couple of little misdemeanor charges, but, if I was chasing some major player…




      Anderson shrugged. “Who can say what these judges will do. But, in this case, the search and seizure came up after the bail hearing. Already I hear noise that the weapons’ seizure gonna get thrown out. That’s why I want to put my hands on Sanchez, before he’s back in custody.”




      “That’s all well and good. But why are you here, talking to me?”




      “Well, I’m here because, like you…” He smiled. “I figured the best way to pick up Sanchez’s trail was to start right where he’d been arrested. Talk to his friends, people who knew him. Then, seeing you inside, I got an idea. Who better to catch this guy than a local bounty hunter? Can I put my hands down now?”




      “Yes. But keep them where I can see them. Go on.”




      “You might have noticed from my ID I’m not from around here.”




      “I saw. New York.”




      “The guns we’re after were stolen in a heist from a gun shop in Brooklyn.”




      Something smelled fishy. “I thought you said some of the guns were assault weapons. No way a legitimate gun store's selling assault weapons, especially not in New York City.”




      “And, normally, you would be correct,” Anderson told me. “If, said gun store was not a front for a major pipeline of illegal weapons coming up the coast from Florida, the Carolinas, and Virginia, flowing into the Tri-State Area: New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut. Think about it. What better way to sell illegal weapons than through a gun shop.”




      The audacity—and sometimes sheer stupidity—of these people never ceased o amaze me. “You’re saying this genius, Sanchez, ripped off guns from other criminals?”




      “We’re not sure exactly,” Anderson admitted. “It’s complicated, but we know for certain he’s involved with the people who ended up with the guns. That he is, was, sitting on the weapons until they were seized last week. Sanchez may be our key to bringing down a whole network of illegal guns moving through the Midwest, and the people responsible.”




      Suddenly, my simple bail jumping case had become something much more complicated. I don’t like complicated. I like simple.




      “So what is it you want from me?” I asked, having a feeling I knew the answer. And not liking it.




      “For us to work together,”




      Yeah, that’s what I thought. “Sorry. I can’t do that.”




      I stepped around Anderson and opened the van door. He spun around and slapped his palm into the door, slamming it shut.




      The burst of temper startled me, which got my Irish temper up and my Latina blood boiling. “Excuse me.”




      “I’m sorry.”




      I ignored his apology, and laid down the law: Grace’s law. “I don’t have to do anything. I don’t work for you. I don’t work for the feds, or any other law-enforcement agency. You understand?” He nodded. “And, even if I wanted to, which I don’t, I can’t.”




      What I was saying was true. As a bounty hunter, I had a tremendous amount of latitude when it came to how I conducted my business. I’m not bound by constitutional constraints the way police and federal law-enforcement are. I do not need a warrant to effect a search or seizure. I can chase bail jumpers across jurisdictions and into other states. I do not need to knock and announce when I pursue a runner into a private home or domicile. From me, a bail jumper has no safe havens.




      If I teamed up with Anderson, I could be seen as an agent of the ATF—of the police—and as such, acting on their behalf. I would be legally bound by their restrictions. I wouldn’t do that.




      I didn’t explain that to Anderson. He should have been bright enough to already know it. “You’re on your own. Now, get out of my way. I have a runner to catch.”




      “Look. I’m sorry,” he said, moving to one side. “I overstepped, but listen here. I’m not from around this area. I’m operating completely in the dark. You can still help me.”




      I climbed into the van and pulled the door shut. I started the engine and sat, grateful for the warm air spewing out of the dashboard vents. Leon Anderson rapped a knuckle on the glass and waved at me to roll down the window.




      I did.




      “I get it, Grace,” he said, suddenly contrite. “And you’re right. How about this then? When you catch Sanchez, just call me before you bring him in.”




      I furrowed my forehead. “Why?”




      “Because I want a crack at Sanchez before he gets processed. Once he’s in custody, he’ll lawyer up and I’ll get nothing out of him. When you have him, just call me. That’s all I ask.”




      He handed me a business card. A white card with a blue border, it had a raised image of the ATF badge and a Department of Justice seal along with Anderson’s name, Special Agent, and the New York City address and phone number of his office. Handwritten on the back was a phone number.




      “My cell,” he said.




      “I’ll call. That’s all I promise.” I twisted the key in the ignition. The van roared to life.




      “I’ll take it. Oh, and …um, Grace?”




      “Yes?”




      He held out his hand. “Can I have my gun back, please?”




      “Oh, yeah. Right.” I took the S&W .40 out of my coat pocket and handed it to him before I drove off. By the time I reached the far corner and looked back, Agent Anderson had disappeared into the dark.


    




    

      -----


    




    

      THE NEXT MORNING I woke up just before dawn. I live in an abandoned factory I inherited from my father. Other than my last name, it’s the only thing I ever got from him.


    




    

      Brian deHaviland walked out on my mother and me when I was seven years old. I never saw or heard from him again. I grew up hating him. And then when I was eighteen, Mom was killed. I was left completely alone. Not long after, I learned my father had been declared legally dead and the deed to this three-story, deserted, forsaken factory was turned over to me.




      The main floor had a loading dock where I parked my vehicles—I have several, including my primer-painted, black and blue cargo van and my pride and joy, a restored 1978 black Firebird SE. I’ve also put in a machine shop down there along with a gun range.




      The middle floor is my office area and a workout room complete with weights, cardio machines, a dance floor, a sauna and steam room, and an Olympic-sized swimming pool with a hot tub-Jacuzzi.




      The top floor I converted into a loft with wide open spaces, spectacular skylights, and wonderful window views of downtown Columbus.




      Through the overhead skylights, the sun played peek-a-boo with a sky full of grey clouds, filling the bedroom with alternating bright sunlight and dark, cold shadow. The effect was the same as if a child was playing with a light switch. Up and down. Light and dark.




      Unable to sleep, I finally couldn’t take it anymore. I swung my legs over the side of the platform bed, sat up and stretched, yawning. The sheets were midnight blue satin, the blanket was thick white goose down, and the coverlet a white Egyptian cotton matelasse. The room smelled of lavender, one of my favorite scents. What can I say, I like nice things.




      Speaking of nice things, lying in bed beside me, Eugene Booker rolled on his side, tossing an arm over where I’d been laying a moment earlier. Discovering the space empty, he popped open one eye.




      “Hey.” His voice was muffled by the mountain of pillows surrounding his head. “What’s up? It’s early.”




      “I didn’t mean to wake you, Book. Go back to sleep.”




      He patted the warm indentation where my body had been. “You too,” he mumbled. “Come back to bed.”




      “I’m done sleeping, baby.”




      “Who said anything about sleeping?”




      I smiled. As inviting as that sounded, I answered, “Can’t. I picked up a new case last night. I’ve got to get on it.”




      Booker sighed. “That what kept you out so late?”




      “Yes.” I got up and crossed the room, trying not to bristle at his inquiry. It was simply a question, not an accusation, nothing for me to get defensive over. Yet, that had been my initial reaction.




      As the clouds began to clear overhead, bright sunlight shone in from the nearly all glass ceiling. I found Booker’s dress shirt and put it on, buttoning up the bottom two buttons. The contrast of white with my dusky complexion I knew made me look good and I smiled. It’s not being conceited if it’s true, right? The feel of silk against my skin sent a sensual, wanton tingle through me, making me reconsider my decision not to join Booker back in bed.




      I hugged myself, remembering how nice last night had been, slipping between the shiny, satin sheets warmed by Book’s naked body, and what happened next… I shook away the memory. That was the good part of our relationship. Then came the complicated parts: the competition between us, my fear of giving up control, of getting hurt, of loss and pain and abandonment.




      Quietly, I left the room, closed the bedroom door behind me and headed for the kitchen. I’d set up the coffee maker’s timer the night before, but it wasn’t yet seven-thirty, so the coffee hadn’t started to brew. I hit the on button and stood waiting for the pot to gurgle and steam. Despite the largeness of the loft and all the windows, I’d decorated the space by breaking it up into open, but small, intimate areas to create a warm, cozy environment. At least, I thought so.




      As the coffee finished brewing, Booker came out of the bedroom wearing a towel wrapped around his narrow waist. At six-foot-two-inches tall and thin as a rail, Book was in superb condition from regular workouts and almost daily pickup games of basketball. He was proud of his physique and liked to show off his sinewy muscles—a quirk of his I didn’t mind.




      Still sleepy, he ran a hand through his scrim of hair then scratched at the top of one large ear. Booker was Hollywood handsome despite his jumbo-sized ears and was surprisingly strong for a man of his build, a mistake more than one perp had come to regret. Like me, Booker was an ex-street cop. Unlike me, he hadn’t been fired. He’d resigned to become a special agent with BCI, the Bureau of Criminal Identification and Investigation. BCI was a state-wide investigative agency operated by the Ohio attorney general’s office. Booker was assigned to their Special Investigations Unit.




      I poured two cups of coffee for us and doctored both up with cream and sugar. Taking one, Booker gave me a kiss on the cheek and playfully copped a feel, reminding me of what I was missing by not returning to bed, then went to sit at the butcher block island in the middle of the kitchen. “Tell me about this new case of yours.”




      “Not much to tell really…”




      But before I could go on, the kitchen erupted in a thunderous, clattering roar of noise. I took a quick sip of coffee, then put my cup down well out of range, knowing what was coming.




      Book groaned at the sound, knowing too.




      Suddenly, from the flap of rubber covering a two-foot hole cut into the exposed HVAC ductwork leading up to the roof, Trouble scampered into the room, screeching and chattering as if he’d just been shot right out of a cannon.




      Trouble in this case was my pet capuchin monkey.




      “Shit,” Book cursed, cradling his coffee cup so it didn’t get knocked over as Trouble tumbled and skidded across the kitchen counter before leaping over to the island to bound across Booker’s hunched shoulders in his excitement to see me.




      Finally, having located me in his frenzied arrival, Trouble launched back off the island. In a routine we’ve practiced about a million times already, I was ready. I caught the adorable one in my arms. He cinched his legs around my waist, draped his long arms around my neck, and snuggled his furry head into the crock of my neck, nuzzling me.




      “Hey, how’s my little baby?” I cooed.




      He made soothing sounds deep in his throat, then with one hairy paw turned my face towards his and kissed me on the mouth with those big, pouty lips of his.




      “Ugh,” Booker said. “I kiss that mouth too, you know.”




      I smiled and shrugged. “Trouble doesn’t mind sharing.”




      Indignant, Booker said, “I do.”




      Trouble was a rescue monkey I’d ended up with several years ago. Taking him in was supposed to be only temporary, just until I could find a suitable home. But as I discovered, placing an adult capuchin monkey anywhere besides an animal testing lab was a virtually impossible proposition. Since then, though, the fuzzy little guy had grown on me. Living alone as I do—Book was only an occasional overnight guest—I found Trouble to be a welcome addition to my home.




      Even if Booker didn’t agree.




      The story behind the HVAC shaft? It led to the roof, making it the perfect means of egress for the scampering little monkey between the loft and the caged sanctuary I’d built up there for the scurrying little monkey. Fashioned after the habitats I’d studied at the Columbus Zoo and elsewhere, it had artificial rock caves; large, strategically placed tree limbs; and a natural pool for bathing and playing, a rope swing, and a dozen pull and plushy toys for him to play with. No pet was more spoiled, nor more deserving, than my Trouble.




      With Trouble settled in my arms, I took a sip of coffee then proceeded to tell Booker about my night at Broad Street Billiards.




      “…Then I got the hell out of there,” I said, finishing my story at the point where I’d run out of the place. I put Trouble down on the counter so he could eat his own breakfast of figs and dates from a bowl I leave out for him.




      “Not surprising, in a joint like that,” Booker said, getting up for more coffee. Approaching the pot, he gave Trouble a wide berth. They had a shaky relationship.




      One of the things that makes placing mature capuchin monkeys so difficult is their extreme loyalty to their owners, a devotion usually developed when they’re young—when most people acquire exotic pets, like monkeys, before they realize how demanding they can be to raise. Since he’d come from an abusive situation, Trouble’s bond to me was especially strong, making him very protective of me.




      Learning who was who in my life had taken him some time, but Trouble now, finally, allowed Booker and my best friend, Suzie Jensen, to come around. As long as they didn’t make any sudden movements or loud noises, they were more or less tolerated. And I swear sometimes gleefully tormented by him.




      With coffee in hand, Booker started back toward his seat. “I still don’t like that monkey,” he declared.




      Trouble arched an eyebrow and hissed.




      Booker jumped, sloshing hot coffee over the back of his hand. “Ow! Damn it! Shit!” He put the cup down and shook his burned hand. “Damn, flea-bitten…”




      Alarmed by the sudden noise and movement, Trouble responded by peeling back his lips, revealing his teeth, and screeching, then bobbed his head and snickered.




      “He’s laughing at me,” Booker grumbled.




      “Yes, he is,” I said, and I laughed too.




      Booker flipped Trouble the finger. Back in his seat and drying his hand with a nearby dish towel, Booker asked, “So the guy you were chasing, he never showed up?”




      “No. No sign of him.” I sat down on the stool right next to Booker. Our bare knees rubbed. “But, something weird did happen then. Outside, I was approached by this other guy. He tells me he’s looking for my skip too.”




      Booker put his cup down, concern reflected on his face. “Who was he?”




      “A federal agent by the name of Anderson. He said my guy’s part of an ongoing federal investigation.”




      “They all say that. I think there’s a whole class on how to do that at Quantico.” Booker drank his coffee. “What’d your skip do?”




      “Not much. He’s charged with a DWI and a single gun possession. The bail’s only ten-thousand dollars, but the way this agent talked, my guy’s the lynchpin in some vast interstate gunrunning operation.” I frowned, not sure what to make of the situation.




      Booker carefully put his coffee cup down. His eyebrows folded over his gorgeous eyes as he stared at me in a way that raised the hairs on the back of my neck. Assuming a slow, deliberate tone, he said, “Grace, what agency did this guy say he was from?”




      “ATF. Why?”




      “You’re sure?”




      “Of course I’m sure, Book. I know what an ATF badge and ID look like.”




      Booker sat for a minute, pulling on his lower lip. It was something he did when he was deep in thought, or when he was stressed out.




      “Book, what is it?”




      “What’s your skip’s name, Grace?” And before I could answer him, he added, “It’s really important.”




      “Okay. It’s Sanchez. Rico Sanchez.”




      “Damn it!” Booker dropped his hand flat on the butcher block island, the smack making both Trouble and me jump in surprise. Trouble shot Booker a warning glare, but Book ignored him. Instead, he snapped to his feet and grabbed my hand. “Come on, Grace, get dressed. We’ve gotta go now.”




      I rose to my feet, but sputtering, “Go? Go where?”




      “With me.” Booker charged across the living room, his bare feet slapping the hard wood floor. “Your guy’s not out on bail, Grace. He’s in lockdown. At least he better be.”




      I started after him. “Lockdown? Why?”


    




    

      “Because Rico Sanchez is in custody as a federally protected witness.”


    




    

      -----


    




    

      THIRTY MINUTES LATER, Booker and I were in a waiting area on the fourth floor of the Joseph P. Kinneary U.S. Courthouse on Marconi Boulevard, outside the offices of the U.S. Marshals Service for the Southern District of Ohio.


    




    

      “Book, what are we doing here?” I asked.




      Cryptically, all Booker said was, “We’re here to see a guy.”




      Booker had changed into a dark business suit, expertly tailored and perfectly cut to his frame, with special attention paid to the shoulder rig he customarily wore while on duty. Booker was required to carry a Sig Sauer P229 loaded with .357 rounds.




      I, on the other hand, preferred the greater stopping power of my .45 autoloader. I carried the Kimber version of the classic 1911 model in a leather holster on my left hip, concealed under my Sherpa-collared suede bomber jacket. Booker had badged us through security so we could retain our weapons inside the courthouse.




      “What guy?” I asked, getting annoyed at his refusal to clue me in.




      Booker started to answer, but snapped his jaw shut when the outer door opened and a dark-haired man in a blue suit and carrying a briefcase came into the waiting room. The man looked up, surprised to see us sitting there.




      Booker came to his feet, and the man smiled. “Book, what the hell brings you down here so early?”




      “Kyle, this is Grace deHaviland,” Booker said. “Grace, Deputy U.S. Marshal T. Kyle Egan.”




      I stood up and extended my hand, which he shook with a warm, firm grasp. “A pleasure,” I told him.




      He checked me out, not in a sleazy way, but the way cops size people up. Quickly. Efficiently. At a glance. “The pleasure’s all mine, Grace.” He turned his attention to Booker. “So, what’s up, Book?”




      All business, Booker said, “We need to talk…about Rico Sanchez.”




      “Shit.” Marshal Egan’s shoulders drooped. He waved a hand toward the inner offices. “Come on inside. This could take awhile.”




      Inside, the matrix of offices was empty because of the earliness of the hour. Egan led us to a conference room. We accepted his offer of coffee and sat waiting for it to brew. The conference room had a panoramic view of Alexander Park on the banks of the Scioto River. To the left, just beyond the trees and the walking paths, I could see the floating replica of Christopher Columbus’s Santa Maria and across the bend in the river, on the opposite bank, the Veteran’s Memorial Auditorium.




      “Must be a great spot to watch Red, White & Boom,” I said, trying to fill the awkward silence in the room. Red, White & Boom was the city’s 4th of July fireworks celebration held on the banks of the Scioto River each year. Quite the big deal, actually.




      “I wouldn’t know,” Egan said. “I was working out of Beaumont, Texas up until three months ago.” That explained the hideous snakeskin cowboy boots. “I’ll be sure to check it out this year,” he added. “If I’m still here.”




      Egan poured three cups of coffee and passed them around. He then took the seat at the head of the table. He had jet black hair and a narrow, rugged face and appeared to spend a lot of time outdoors. He apparently was in fairly good shape, judging from the grip of his handshake and the broadness of his shoulders. He also appeared to be uncomfortable in a suit and tie.




      Or maybe he was just uncomfortable because of the situation he found himself in.




      “Grace is a bounty hunter,” Booker announced, without preamble. “She’s been hired to track down a bail jumper, Kyle. A bail jumper named Rico Sanchez.”




      Egan held up a hand. “Book, I can explain.”




      “Good. You explain, but, my Rico Sanchez better be in a cell, under federal protection, the way we agreed,” Booker said, and I could see him getting hotter under the collar with every word he spoke. “He is, isn’t he?”




      “Well, not exactly…”




      This was going to be fun. I looked eagerly to Booker, waiting with glee for the explosion of anger I was sure was to come, but he disappointed me, demonstrating a remarkable amount of restraint. Through a clinched jaw, he went on, “You’re telling me…my witness…the one you people convinced my boss you could protect better than the sheriff’s department…that witness…is in the wind?”




      “There was a problem.”




      “You think!”




      Egan held up a hand, forestalling another tongue lashing from Book. “Let me speak my piece. Then, you can get all high and mighty if you want.”




      “Go on,” Booker said coldly.




      “Word came down the judge was going throw out the cellphone pictures. If he did that, then the search warrant for the house would be out too.”




      Book sat back in his seat, a stunned expression on his face. “Meaning the weapons’ seizure…”




      “Would be fruit from the poisonous tree.”




      I raised my hand. “Excuse me, boys. But for those of us who’ve just joined the class. What are you two talking about?”




      Egan looked to Booker, and Book nodded. “She’s cool.”




      He closed his eyes and rubbed them with his thumb and forefinger while Egan brought me up to speed. “Rico Sanchez was arrested for DWI and possession of a single weapon.”




      “Right,” I said, knowing that. “A Raven Arms .25.”




      Egan nodded, going on. “While Sanchez was being booked, the arresting officer held his cell phone. To pass the time, he started to scroll through the pictures in the phone’s memory. He came across a half-dozen pictures of guns—handguns, rifles, shotguns, assault weapons. All laid out on tables, like on display.”




      I thought back to what Agent Anderson had told me. Sanchez may be our key to bringing down a whole network of illegal guns moving through the Midwest, and the people responsible.




      Booker picked up the narrative from there. “Based on those pictures, we secured a warrant for Sanchez’s residence, and upon executing that warrant we recovered…”




      Booker looked to Egan for confirmation, who nodded.




      “…nearly one-hundred illegal weapons. And based on the number and type of weapons seized, I knew we were dealing with something bigger than a dopey gangbanger with a pistol in his car. So I contacted the ATF,” Booker said. “Turns out they’d been watching a major guns-for-drugs operation running weapons through Columbus for some time, without being able to get anything they could act on. Now they could. So, with the U.S. attorney general, we drew up a federal complaint against Rico Sanchez.” He braced Egan with a piercing stare. “We were using that to leverage his cooperation.”




      “Then, something went wrong,” I said, turning to Egan.




      “The phone evidence.” Egan nodded, looking miserable. “It was no good. Illegally obtained according to Sanchez’s lawyer. In a hearing before the judge, he argued that the search of the phone went beyond the scope of the arrest, nor was it incidental to the arrest. They’re claiming it amounted to an illegal invasion of the defendant’s right to privacy and a violation of search and seizure law.”




      “That’s bullshit,” Booker said. He sat fuming.




      Egan put up a surrendering hand. “No argument from me. But, apparently the judge didn’t feel the same way. He made it clear—he’s going to rule in favor of the defendant. The discovery of the pictures and everything after it is inadmissible.”




      “And we lose any leverage we had on Sanchez,” Booker surmised.




      “Exactly,” agreed Egan. “So we went to plan B.”




      Booker said, “What plan B? There was no plan B.”




      Egan smiled, proud of himself. “We decided to sweeten the pot a little. Before word about the evidence could get to Sanchez, we offered him a chance to join WITSEC.”




      “And he went for it?” I asked.




      Egan nodded. “Sort of.”




      Booker sat up. “What the hell does ‘sort of’ mean?”




      “Sanchez agreed to cooperate. Said he would identify everyone involved in the gunrunning operation, implicate all his gangbanging friends, testify against them, if necessary. He had only a single condition.”




      “Don’t they always?” Booker asked. “What was it?”




      “He wanted to bring his girlfriend into the program too.”




      Details about how WITSEC worked were a closely guarded secret, for obvious reasons. But even I knew enough about the program to know they allowed that sort of provision. “I don’t see the problem,” I put in.




      “In and of itself, there wasn’t one,” Egan admitted. “Except, Sanchez refused to let us talk to the girl before he did. Turns out she’s affiliated with his gang too. Sanchez was afraid if we approached her, it might spook her, get things off on the wrong foot. He said it would be better coming from him. I agreed.”




      I guessed the next part. “You set up the bail hearing, paid his bond, so him getting out wouldn’t rise any suspicions. No one who knew how the system worked would be the wiser.”




      “Right,” confirmed Egan. “He wouldn’t be in any danger until after he gave up information on his buddies, so the threat assessment was extremely low.” Egan sat back and shook his head. “I just can’t figure out what went wrong.”




      The answer was obvious to a cynic like Book. “Either he played you or he got cold feet.”




      Egan didn’t buy it though. “I don’t think so. I debriefed Sanchez personally. We got to know one another pretty well. He wanted to come in. I think he was relieved to have a way out of the life.”




      I wondered who Egan was trying to convince, us or himself. Then I wondered how much trouble he was in if this got reported back to his supervisors before he could resolve it. Egan had tried to do the right thing, and it had come back to bite him in the ass. I actually found myself feeling bad for the guy.




      “There’s a third possibility,” I said, sorry I had to raise the issue. For better or worse, I can make a cynic like Booker look like little Sweet Sally Sunshine. “Someone found out what he planned to do and took him out. Permanently.”




      Egan closed his eyes. “Oh, shit. Don’t even say that.”




      I didn’t pursue it. The guy was having a terrible enough day as it was.




      Booker sat forward in his chair. “Okay, look, until we learn otherwise, we assume he’s alive.”




      Egan nodded and pulled himself in closer to the table, ready to get down to business.




      I found myself callously wondering, if the feds put up Sanchez’s bond, would I still be eligible to collect my ten percent bounty? Measly as it was considering how complicated my simple case had become.




      I shelved that thought for the moment. “When did you realize he’d skipped?” I asked.




      “A couple of days ago. I wanted to get an update on how it went with the girlfriend. He didn’t show up for the meeting. After that, he stopped answering his phone. No call backs. Nothing.”




      “Then, the judge set the evidentiary hearing,” I guessed. “He was ready to deliver his ruling on the cellphone evidence and Sanchez was a no-show.”




      That had triggered the bench warrant for his arrest, and Egan had to let the system run its course even as he frantically searched for Sanchez. Otherwise, he risked alerting everyone something was amiss. That had brought me into this mess.




      “Right. I’ve been staking out the girlfriend, hoping he’d show up to talk to her—but so far, nada,” Egan said.




      “Did you try talking to the girl?” I asked.




      “No. I was afraid it might put Sanchez in jeopardy. If word got back to his crew the feds were looking for him, talking to his girl, I figured, that could get him killed.”




      If he wasn’t dead already, I thought.




      The issue of my bounty payout in question, the smart thing for me to do would have been to get up and go: leave Booker and Egan to their screwed-up investigation. That would have been the smart play here. And when, exactly, was the last time I chose to play it smart?




      I stood up and said, “All right. I’ll do it.”




      “Do what?” Booker asked.




      “Go talk to the girl,” I said. “Nobody’s going to question a bounty hunter talking to a skip’s girlfriend.”


    




    

      -----


    




    

      CHRISTMAS TIME AT the mall, what could be more fun than that? No, not for me. I hated the crowds.


    




    

      East Town Center was a mixed-use retail hub with both indoor and outdoor stores. All the shopping, entertainment, and restaurants one could possibly want—just ask the millions of people who flocked to the place each year to do battle with the holiday hordes. Black Friday. Mega Monday. That was someone else’s cup of tea, not mine.




      I did my shopping—and a lot of it—from the comfort of my own home, preferably with a beer or a glass of fine wine in hand. I shopped online.




      After leaving Booker and Egan at the marshal’s courthouse offices, I stopped for a full, sit-down breakfast, made a few phone calls, then drove to Easton. It was a sunny but cold and breezy day. A typical, early December morning, which I’d dressed for it, in spite of Book rushing me out of the loft at breakneck speed. Still wearing my lined Sherpa collared bomber jacket, I also had on a turtleneck sweater underneath, white denim skinny jeans, and Uggs.




      Like congealing soup poured through a funnel, the crowd thickened to crushing proportions as I walked along the sidewalk making my way closer to the mall’s southern district. There, I stopped and surveyed the chokepoint of people lined up to get into the Cheesecake Factory and pushing and shoving to shop at the Crate and Barrel beside it.




      The outdoor portions of the mall were built to resemble Main Street USA. Two-story brick storefronts lined either side of the square, complete with a roadway, sidewalks, and streetlamps, currently festooned with evergreen and red-bowed Christmas decorations, sidewalk sale tents for vendors, piped-in Christmas carols playing over scratchy speakers, and a huge artificial Christmas tree in the center square, complete with carolers competing against the piped-in speaker music and a Salvation Army woman with her bucket, ringing her bell and looking miserable in the cold. I stuffed a ten into her little red bucket.




      I found my best friend, Deputy Sheriff Suzie Jensen, across the street at one of the vendor tents. Off-duty, she wore a denim vest thickly lined with wool: a long-sleeve black, white, and red-striped shirt underneath: along with skin-tight black leather pants: black and white Converse sneakers: and a black leather beret atop her short shag of spiky blonde hair.




      She stood with a Starbucks coffee in her hand and her head tilted to one side, looking at a painting set on a display easel inside the tent. When I came up beside her, she pointed at the painting with her coffee cup and said, “Do you see two faces in there?”




      What I saw on the canvas was an abstract, randomly slapped-on collage of shapes and colors, but no faces. “No.”




      “The artist told me it’s a man and a woman staring at each other longingly.” Suzie extended a finger from her coffee cup to point out the facial details. “Here. And here. She calls it ‘Enduring Love.’”




      I looked at the price sticker on the frame. “I call it obscenely expensive.”




      “But you don’t see faces?”




      I leaned in closer. I did see two circles that could have been pupils in almond-shaped eyes. They were set inside two bulging, yellowish triangles that pointed at two more large triangles. I said, “They look like fish.”




      Suzie laughed. “That’s what I thought too.”




      When she turned so we could exchange air kisses, my gut did a somersault, the way it did every time I saw Suzie these days. A five-inch-long, raised scar, pinkish-red and not yet fully healed, ran across her cheek. To see her flawless pink skin marred in that way made me sick. The scar had been the result of a fight she’d gotten into while trying to arrest a man for burglarizing a home in New Albany a few months before. That the man had been a bail jumper I’d been assigned to catch, and at that point, hadn’t, still bothered me deeply. I did rectify the situation, eventually, but too late. Suzie had been permanently scarred, and I felt responsible.




      She noticed my reaction and instinctively reached up to touch the scar. “It’s not that bad, is it?”




      “No, it isn’t,” I lied. “I’m just not used to it yet.”




      In the fight, her assailant had grabbed an outdoor grill scrapper and sliced the tool across her face. If that hadn’t been terrible enough, he went on to beat her so badly she ended up in the hospital and had nearly died from her injuries.




      Suzie smiled. “Right.”




      It was a smile that broke my heart.




      “It does make me look like a badass though, doesn’t it?”




      Around the lump in my throat, I said, “Yeah. A real badass.”




      She tilted back her head, draining the last drop of coffee from the cup before she tossed it into the corner trash can. Then she threaded her arm through mine, raising a few eyebrows in the crowd as we strolled. She grinned happily: she loved causing commotions like that.




      “Okay, spill it, girl,” she said. “Who’s our bail jumper of the week this time? Armed robber? Pedophile? Serial jay-walker?”




      Suzie often helped me with cases, usually sassed me all the way, but I knew she loved it. An adrenaline junkie ever since I’d first met her in high school, she lived for the thrill of smashing down doors and taking out people who didn’t want to be taken.




      “No jumper today, I’m afraid. We’re looking for the girlfriend of a skip, just to talk.”




      “Bummer,” Suzie said.




      “Mirabel Velez-Flores works at the smoothie shop down here on the corner.” I pointed and we weaved our way through the crowd-choked street, banging into people and unintentionally kicking at low-hanging packages.




      Smoothie Nation occupied the small, corner storefront with a glass panel wall filled with hand painted, large, rainbow-bright, balloon letters promoting the latest advertised specials. If you asked me, it looked like graffiti tagging.




      I cupped my hand over my eyes and peeked in the window. The store was empty except for two girls working behind the counter.




      Egan had shown me a grainy picture of Mirabel, one he’d taken from his cellphone. I saw her inside now, near the register, removing an orange and red apron and matching, overly large, Rasta hat. From beneath the hat, piled high thick black hair tumbled over her shoulders and down her back. She shook out her mane. Under the hideous, store-issued apron, Mirabel wore a uniform consisting of a too-bright orange blouse with the sleeves removed—I wondered if that was store sanctioned—and black slacks. Dark-black tattoos sleeved her right arm.




      Mirabel grabbed a purse from under the counter, rang something into the register, then headed for the door, pretty much without saying a word to her co-worker.




      I stepped back from the doorway as she charged out into the crowded street. She didn’t notice me loitering around. I followed behind her a few steps, Suzie scurried well ahead of us.




      Sanchez’s girlfriend walked with an arrogant, ‘ain’t-I-shit’ swagger, common to gangbanger broads, swishing her ample hips, and almost daring the folks in the crowd to bump into her. That act was a little hard to pull off, dressed as she was, but with her sleeve of tattoos and her angry scowl, she somehow managed.




      Suzie had gone on up to the corner and now stood leaning against the edge of the brick building, one foot planted on the wall behind her. She had her cellphone cradled between her shoulder and ear, deeply involved in a one-sided conversation while she admired her black painted fingernails.




      As our target reached Suzie, I called out, “Mirabel.”




      I reached forward and grabbed the girl’s arm to stop her.




      Mirabel yanked away her arm, spinning toward me and locking an angry stare on my face. “Get your hands off me! I don’t know you, bitch!”




      I held out my badge case. The gold metal caught and winked in the cold, crisp sunlight, showing her I had official authority, if she cared to acknowledge it. “My name is Grace deHaviland,” I started. “I’m a—”




      She pulled away from me. “I don’t give a shit what kind of Five-O you are. I ain’t done nothing.”




      “I didn’t say you did. I just want to talk.”




      “Well, I don’t wanna talk with you,” she announced, all attitude. “Get out my face, bitch.”




      She spun to leave, but then stopped short. Suzie stood, blocking her way. She had her badge out too. It draped from a chain around her neck.




      “What the fuck—” Still angry, but smart enough to reassess her play and less sure of herself now, Mirabel said, “I didn’t do nothing. You can’t hold me.”




      “We don’t want to hold you, Mirabel. I just want to ask you a couple of questions.”




      She gave me a hard stare. “About what?”




      “About Rico Sanchez.”




      “I don’t know no…” She paused. Pretty quickly realizing that was a losing strategy, she changed tactics. “I ain’t seen Rico. He’s gone now.”




      “When was the last time you did see him?” I asked.




      “Not since he got his stupid ass arrested. What’s it to you?”




      “He missed a hearing ordered by the court. I’m the bounty hunter they hired to bring him in.”




      People had stopped and began to gather around us to see what was going on. Suzie moved a few of them on while I peppered Mirabel with more questions.




      “Where would Rico go to hide?”




      “Screw you, puta. I don’t know. I ain’t seen ‘em.”




      Patience—and tact—aren’t two of my strong suits. I grabbed her arm. “You don’t seem to understand, Mirabel. Rico’s in trouble. Really big trouble.”




      She shook loose from me. “Shit. I don’t know nothing about that. ‘Sides, Rico ain’t had nothing to do with them murders.”




      Murders. What murders?




      I was eager to pursue that line of questioning, but Mirabel had other ideas. As far as she was concerned, this field interview had reached its end. She sucked her teeth, and said, “I don’t know where he’s at. I’m outta here.”




      She turned to leave. I made another grab for her arm. As she spun around, I glimpsed a quick flash of metal. A switchblade had appeared in her right hand, and in a blur, she swiped it down along my arm. I pulled back, but simply too slowly. The blade sliced through the suede material and nicked some flesh.




      “Shit!” I grabbed my arm, squeezing it.




      Mirabel took off, plunging through the crowd.




      Suzie, who’d been explaining—heatedly—to someone that she was a cop, turned and stared at me clutching my arm. “You okay?” I saw the panic in her eyes.




      “A scratch. I’m fine,” I yelled and started to give chase. “She’s on the run.”




      “Right behind you,” Suzie shouted.




      Startled people gasped and jumped out of our way. Amid the sharp cries of surprise, and outrage, and the rustle of Christmas packages being jostled and flung into the air, I heard someone yell. “Call the cops.”




      Suzie shouted back. “I am the cops. Grace, she’s heading inside.” By inside, Suzie meant the enclosed portion of the mall.




      Two sets of aluminum-framed glass doors clogged with holiday shoppers stood between us and the surprisingly spry and darting Mirabel. Somehow she’d managed to shoulder her way through the masses and emerge inside the mall faster than either Suzie or I could manage to follow. Feeling like a salmon swimming upstream, I feared we’d lose Mirabel in the mob scene that was holiday shoppers surging against us.




      I pushed my way past the doors and the people and through a blast of warm air blown into the vestibule area, even as I was assaulted by more tinny, scratchy holiday music. I tried to ignore it, glanced back only once to see Suzie squeezing through the doors behind me.




      She called out. “You see her?”




      Indeed I did. Mirabel was running toward a wide set of stairs leading up to the second level of the mall. If she cut either right or left she had only a short run to the parking structures on either side. The same was true if she ran upstairs.




      If she bypassed the stairs altogether, she’d be back outside where the mall opened up into a second outdoor shopping area.




      Any of her choices and she would vanish from view if I lost sight of her for a single second.




      I followed the shouts of…




      “Hey!”




      “Watch out!”




      “Take it easy!”




      “What the…”




      I caught a quick glimpse of her darting to the left. “Mirabel. Wait!”




      “She’s heading to the left,” I shouted back to Suzie, panting. “Toward the parking structure.” I waved people out of my way, yelling like a mad woman and wishing I’d worn sneakers instead of Uggs. “I’ll stay on her.”




      “I’ll take the stairs.” Suzie’s voice was surprisingly close. I glanced to my side to see she’d caught up with me but was heading off to the right, to the stairs.




      In the corridor leading to the garage, the crowds thinned out. I saw Mirabel up ahead, running fast—but I was closing the gap. A dozen or so feet further, and she’d be at another set of stairs, these leading up, and out to the garage. Here the lighting was dim. Suzie was one floor above us, where she would be heading down, cutting off Mirabel from escaping to the roof.




      I started to think we might actually not lose this one.




      Mirabel hit the stairs, taking them three at a time, her sneakers slapping on each tread.




      I started up the stairs right behind her. “Mirabel! Stop!”




      She twisted around to see how close I was and the toe of her sneaker caught the top step. She crashed to the landing with a yelp of pain and slid across the highly polished tile.




      I leaped up to the landing.




      Mirabel pulled herself up to her feet using the door handles. She was hurt and favoring one leg. When I reached her, I skidded to a stop.




      She held the switchblade knife in her hand, jabbing the business end of it at me.




      A Latina with blade, how clichéd was that?




      “Mirabel, put down the knife.” I heard running feet coming from the stairs above us. A quick glance told me it was Suzie, allowing me a sense of relief.




      “Leave me alone,” Mirabel shouted. She jabbed the knife at me again. “I ain’t done nothing wrong.”




      “You have now,” Suzie said, jumping down onto the landing.




      I used the distraction to grab Mirabel’s wrist with my weak hand, the one she hadn’t cut. I had to reach across my body since Mirabel had the knife in her right hand. Big mistake.




      I managed to grab her flailing wrist, but that put me off balance and twisted away from my target. Mirabel delivered a hard and desperate left punch to the side of my face that I saw coming, but too late. Her fist struck my cheek with a blow that made me see stars. It broke my grip on her wrist and I staggered away from her, trying to keep from dropping to the floor.




      Son of a bitch. That hurt.




      Mirabel, caught between me and the doors, tried to turn, to push through the entrance to the parking structure. Moving as best I could against my pain, I managed to tangle up her legs at the same moment Suzie crashed into us. Suzie employed a forearm block across Mirabel’s shoulder and back, driving the girl face first into the glass panel.




      Fear seized me as Mirabel thrashed wildly with the switchblade, while Suzie tried to grab her arm. If Suzie got cut again because of me…




      But she didn’t. Suzie grabbed Mirabel’s wrist and slammed it down on her raised knee. I heard Mirabel scream and the knife clatter across the tiled landing. By then, I’d caught hold of Maribel’s other arm and twisted it up behind her back. She dropped to her knees, sobbing and moaning. “My arm. You bitches broke my fucking arm.”




      We hadn’t, but I was glad it felt that way.




      “You got cuffs?” I asked Suzie, out of breath.




      “No. I’m off-duty, remember? You?”




      I was about to say no, that this was supposed to be a simple field interview, when someone behind us said, “I do.”




      Suzie and I turned around.




      There stood a uniformed Columbus cop. He must have been responding to calls about our fight, and chase, and I, for one, breathing hard, was glad to see him. With a wide grin, he held out a set of shiny metal handcuffs, dangling them cheerily off of one finger.


    




    

      -----


    




    

      THE TRIP DOWNTOWN didn’t take long at all. I rode in the front seat with the CPD officer, a pleasant man by the name of Ryan. Suzie rode in the back with the cuffed Mirabel. I’d called ahead, so Booker and Deputy Marshal Egan were waiting for us at division headquarters.


    




    

      While Suzie took Mirabel into the back to process her—prints, mug shots, wants and warrant search, the whole nine yards—I brought Booker and Egan up to speed.




      “She had no clue were Rico is?” Egan asked.




      “That’s what she says. I think she’s lying. I’ll know for sure when I sit her down and talk to her.”




      Book gave me an odd look. “What do you mean, when you talk to her?”




      I planted my fists on my hips. “What part aren’t you getting, Book? It’s my arrest.”




      “You’re not a cop anymore, Grace, so no—it’s not your arrest, its Suzie’s. As for who’s interrogating the prisoner, that’ll be me.”




      I really couldn’t believe my ears. “Like hell.”




      “Any information she has is vital to my investigation,” Booker countered.




      “Actually, Book,” Egan interrupted. “Mirabel’s a material witness in a case involving…” He held up a hand to stop Booker from interrupting him. “…a federally protected witness. I have jurisdiction.”




      Booker snorted. “A witness you let get away.”




      “She’s my lead, to my bail jumper,” I said. “I’m talking to her first.”




      Egan opened his mouth to argue, but was cut off. “I’m afraid none of you will be interviewing my client, because, well, I forbid it.”




      We all turned as one.




      Standing before us was a dapper, well-proportioned man in a business suit, with graying sideburns and wearing a black felt hat. The hat, no doubt a relic from a time gone by, had a red feather in the band.




      The pompous, arrogant ass set his expensive Coach briefcase on the ground by his feet. He tipped his once stylish hat, bowed dramatically, all while giving us a broad, wolfish, white-toothed smile. “Reginald Dixon III on behalf of Ms. Mirabel Velez-Flores. Counsel for the defense.”




      Reginald Dixon was well known to anyone involved in Central Ohio’s criminal justice system, and a long-time bane of law-enforcement and government officials here. Dixon was one of the most successful and thus most expensive criminal defense attorneys in the state. A familiar-faced, bigger-than-life, media hound, Dixon could be seen as often on the cover of our glossy regional magazine, Columbus Monthly, touting some youth-oriented charity work he was supposedly involved in or for his anti-establishment activism protests, as he was shown on the local nightly news or cited in the newspaper, defending the latest gangbanger, drug-dealer, gun-toting, inner-city scumbag he represented, and usually getting the thug off, or for mounting some frivolous lawsuit on behalf of said scumbag thug.




      Booker smiled and shook Dixon’s hand. “A pleasure to see you again, counselor.”




      “Oh, I doubt that, Agent Booker,” Dixon said, turning toward me. “Ms. deHaviland is well known to me, of course. Her reputation precedes her.”




      I’d had the opportunity over the years to retrieve a few of Dixon’s wayward clients though none of those occasions had required me to come face to face with the man, for which I was grateful. He didn’t try to shake my hand, nor did I offer him the chance.




      Turning toward Egan, Dixon said, “You, sir, I have not yet met.”




      Egan, trying to be professional though it appeared to be killing him, extended a hand and they shook. “Deputy U.S. Marshal Kyle Egan.”




      “If I may inquire, what is the Marshals Service’s interest in my client?”




      “Ms. Velez-Flores is a material witness in a case we’re assisting on.”




      “One involving Rico Sanchez, right?” Dixon said. “Thus, explaining the lovely Ms. deHaviland’s presence, too.”




      “It does,” I admitted. “Am I correct in assuming you represent Sanchez as well?”




      “Yes.” He frowned. “And may I say, I hope you locate my client soon, Ms. deHaviland. It will be in all our best interests if you do.”




      “Really?” I raised my eyebrows. “Then would it be a waste of time to ask if you know where Rico Sanchez is?”




      “It’s never a waste of time to inquire about what one doesn’t know, Ms. deHaviland,” Dixon answered with a smarmy smile, one I would’ve liked to slap right off his face. “But, I’m sorry. I can honestly say I do not know.”




      “Of course you don’t.” I returned the smile, hoping it came across as patronizing and insincere as his had.




      “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must confer with my client that you do have.” The desk sergeant buzzed the lock on a door, admitting Dixon into the back, where prisoners are booked and held. Dixon paused at the open door. He looked back at us and said, “Trust me, you have no reason to wait. My client will not be speaking with any of you.”




      He stepped inside, letting the door slam shut behind him.




      With Dixon gone and Mirabel lawyered up, we were left standing there—left with nothing.




      Staring at the closed door, I said, “How does a mall store clerk afford an asshole lawyer like Dixon?”




      “I think I can answer that,” Egan said. “Come on over to the office. I’ll fill you in.” The U.S. courthouse that housed the field office for the U.S. Marshals Service was right across the street from division headquarters.




      I glanced at Booker.




      “Might as well,” he said.




      Might as well. I texted Suzie to let her know just where we’d be. I hoped she’d had some luck getting information from Mirabel before Dixon reached them, though I had my doubts.




      At the U.S. Marshals Service offices, Egan left Booker and me back in the same conference room we’d our day had started. He went to report to his boss while we cooled our heels with a couple of cups of bad coffee.




      Not too much later Suzie joined us—in the room and for coffee.




      “How’s the arm?” she asked.




      “She barely nicked me,” I said. Actually it stung like hell. “The coat’s a goner though.”




      “That’s a shame. I always liked that coat,” Suzie told me, commiserating with me over my loss.




      As I’d suspected, Mirabel had remained silent throughout the booking process, right on up until Dixon caught up with her in the holding cell Suzie had put her in.




      As we talked, the conference room door opened, and Kyle Egan returned. With him were two other men, both wearing dark suits and serious expressions that made them look as if they hadn’t cracked a smile in at least two decades. Egan introduced them to us as Special Agent Warren from the DEA and Special Agent Gillespie of the ATF.




      Once everyone was seated at the table, Egan dimmed the lights and with a remote control drew blinds over the panoramic view of the Scioto River.




      “I’ve cleared this with my boss,” Egan said, taking his place at the head of the table. He pointed the remote again, this time at the wall right behind him, causing a screen to descend from the ceiling. “She’s agreed, as have the special agents-in-charge of the DEA and ATF field offices, to bring you two into the investigation.” He directed this comment to Suzie and me.




      I bristled, hating it when self-important, ego-inflated federal dipshits treated me as though they were doing me a favor by including me into their old boy’s network. Every single time I got involved with cops, especially federal cops, it was the same thing—with them acting as if they were better than, smarter than, me. Yet, every time I got mixed up with the feds, they were stuck and going nowhere in their investigations until I came along. In every instance, they were forced to bring me in because of the work I’d done to advance their cases.




      Not once had it ever worked the other way around; it never had to.




      Maybe they taught that pretentious, holier-than-thou attitude at Quantico as well. Booker had been no different the first few times we’d bumped into each other on investigations. Since then, he’d learned. And when he forgot, I reminded him.




      As for Egan, I decided to give the man a break. But not without getting in my own little digs first. “How nice of them. Remind me of that so I can add them to my Christmas list.”




      “Grace,” Booker warned, knowing how bitchy I could get.




      “Fine.” I retracted my claws, thinking back to something Mirabel had said. “So, is this where you finally tell us about the murders?”




      Okay, the claws hadn’t retracted all the way.




      Three sets of federal eyes stared daggers at me. I smiled, but not outwardly. I’m always amazed how impressed these guys get when they’re faced with someone else who can actually do a little real police work. Shocking. Like it’s an ability only bestowed on federal agents.




      I waited for a response. When none was forthcoming, I raised a single eyebrow. “Well? Either we’re going to fully cooperate with each other or we’re not.”




      Egan nodded, still not quite sure what to make of me. “Okay, then.” He clicked his remote and the first slide of his presentation appeared on the screen, an organizational chart with nine photographs, most of them mug shots, circling around one individual in the center. Two of the pictures I recognized: Mirabel Velez-Flores and Rico Sanchez.
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