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      Busted by BCI agent Eugene Booker and sheriff’s deputy Suzie Jensen in a joint prostitution sting operation, accused call girl Cynthia “Cheyenne” Goodwin skips bail after making a plea agreement with the Ohio’s Attorney General’s office and county prosecutors. Strange behavior for a defendant with a deal.




       




      Hired to track down and bring the girl in, bounty hunter Grace deHaviland soon discovers there’s more to the case than her skip’s odd decision to jump bail, forcing Grace to confront more than one old enemy. As she sorts through the lies, the half-truths, and risks her friendships with Booker and Suzie, Grace must ultimately face the most dangerous adversary of her career—for the second time!




       




      How high a price will she pay for a matter of justice?




       


    




    

      “Grace deHaviland is one tough cookie.” – SUSPENSE MAGAZINE




       




      “A fascinating point of view character.” – KRISTINE KATHRYN RUSCH
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      A MATTER OF JUSTICE


    




    

      




      




      BUREAU OF CRIMINAL INVESTIGATIONS Special Agent Eugene Booker glanced at the hotel room number he’d hastily scribbled on the While You Were Out memo page he held in his hand. He looked up at the door in front of him. 413. This was the place.


    




    

      Book glanced up and down the hallway. He was in one of the many five-star hotels that populated the downtown Columbus area in and around the Arena District. Two-toned papered walls lined the hallway. They were floral-patterned with cream-colored trim, softly lit from brass wall sconces. Ornate, gold-framed paintings hung on the wall space between the hotel room doors. Where the hallway bisected with another there stood a dark mahogany side table draped with a lace doily, and a flower vase containing white lisianthus.




      Book stood alone in the empty hallway.




      “Here goes,” he said under his breath, stuffing the note into his suit pocket. He rapped on the door with his closed fist.




      As he waited, he pushed thick, black-framed glasses up the bridge of his nose.




      From the other side of the door he heard footsteps. A moment passed—probably checking him out through the peephole—then the chain rattled and the door opened.




      “Hi,” said the young woman who answered. “Gene?”




      “Yes.” He cleared his throat. “You’re Cheyenne?”




      With an encouraging smile, she said. “I am.”




      Book had snatched one of the white flowers from the vase on the table down the hall. He nervously shoved it at her. “Here. For you.”




      She took the flower with a smile. “That’s sweet, but you didn’t have to.” She stepped to one side, making room for him to pass. “Come in.”




      Book strolled into the room. For the prices the hotel charged to stay here, it was nothing fancy. The silver ice bucket next to the bed was a nice touch though. It contained a bottle of Cristal and on the nightstand were two stemware champagne glasses.




      Behind him the security chain rattled and the deadbolt snapped into place as Cheyenne locked the door. He turned.




      She came toward him, smiling. “Champagne?”




      “Sure. Why not.” He watched her glide past.




      Caucasian, Cheyenne had pale skin, brown eyes, and long black hair. She wore a sleeveless, shimmering gold top, not tight but clingy, a business length black skirt, and sheer, black nylons. She’d kicked off a pair of pumps. Book spied them in a pile under the desk. Her suit jacket hung over the back of the desk chair. Business chic. A classy look.




      The champagne had been previously uncorked and wrapped in a serving towel. Cheyenne poured two glasses and returned the bottle to the bucket, crunching it down into the ice. She handed Book his glass and swept her long black hair over her shoulder with a flip of her head and hooked it behind her ear with a long, red-tipped finger.




      They clinked glasses.




      “So, Cheyenne,” Book said, looking around for a place to put down his glass. He set it on the desk without drinking. “I don’t really know how much…”




      He reached for his billfold in his suit jacket pocket.




      Cheyenne put a hand on his forearm, arresting his reach for his wallet. “There’s no hurry, Gene. We’ve got all night.”




      She smiled. Up close and in good light Book realized she was even younger than he’d originally surmised. In her twenties for sure, he figured, but not by much.




      “Oh, sorry. I thought…” he let her take hold of his hand, giving a short nervous laugh, “we should get the cash part out of the way first.”




      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We need to discuss a few things first, Gene.” She led him to the bed.




      He plopped down on the springy mattress. “Like what?”




      She stood in front of him still holding his hand. “Well, like what it is you want to do?”




      He licked his lips. “Have sex. Right?”




      She giggled and swung his hand a little, teasing. “Of course, silly, but what kind of sex?”




      Book arched an eyebrow. “There’s different kinds?”




      Again she laughed. “Oh, Gene. You’re so funny. What did you say you do again…for a living.”




      “I…I’m an accountant. A CPA.”




      She wiggled in closer, smiling coyly down at him. She had beautiful, full red lips. She smelled nice, too. Like vanilla “Well, Mr. CPA. I’m full service. That means you name it and we can do it. Within reason.”




      Damn these word games, Book thought. “And that determines the price?”




      She moved to loosen Book’s tie. “Of course, but everything’s negotiable.”




      He swallowed hard. “And what’s not ‘within reason’?”




      “Nothing kinky.” She slipped his tie off. “No water sports. No S&M. No animal stuff.”




      “That’s tight. I’m not down with none of that.”




      “Then we’re good.” Cheyenne tossed his tie over her shoulder and began to unbutton his shirt, a crisp, white Bikkembergs designer shirt. After the third button Book grabbed her hands, stopping her.




      Damn it, he needed more than that. He stood up, still holding her hands. “Cheyenne, look, I’m not gonna be able to relax until we’re square on the financials and services. I’m an accountant. It’s how I roll.”




      She studied his features with narrow eyes. Judging him, he was sure. Asking herself, could she trust him? Was he what he claimed to be?




      But after a minute she relaxed and smiled. “All right, sure. You can have the full girlfriend experience or you can pick and choose à la carte. Tell me what you want to do and for how long. Rates are for an hour, two hours, or the whole night.”




      “That girlfriend thingy you said, what’s that?”




      “An excellent choice, sir,” she said playfully. “What do you say we start by fooling around a little,” she whispered in his ear. “A hand job to start.” Her lips caressed his ear. “Then maybe a blow job.” She leaned into him, her breath hot on his skin. “Following up with some straight sex, any position, you choose, for as long as you’re up for it.” She leaned back and smiled. “Or can afford.”




      Book swallowed hard.




      Cheyenne reached up to remove his glasses.




      Book arched back. “Whoa, girl, what’-cha doing?”




      “I love the specs, Gene, they give you a sort of Clark Kent look, but—”




      “If Superman were a brother, maybe, but me, I can’t see a thing without ’em.”




      “You’re not going to miss anything, Gene. I promise.” She took the glasses, folded them up, and laid them on the nightstand next to the bed.




      Book looked worriedly at the glasses. “Okay. That’s tight. Let’s say we lock it up for the whole night?” Book dug around inside his jacket for his wallet. “How much is all that wonderfulness gonna set me back?”




      “Hmm.” Cheyenne pressed her lips together in a line and tapped a long manicured finger against her shiny, red glossy lips. She looked thoughtfully off to one side, like she was calculating it all in her head. “Let’s go with fifteen–hundred, all in.”




      Book whistled. “Dollars? For sex? Damn, girl, that’s steep.”




      “You think? You don’t think I’m worth it?” she said teasingly. She ran her hands up over his shoulders and draped her arms around his neck. “I should be offended.”




      “Don’t be. I’m an accountant. It’s all about value and worth.”




      She whispered into his ear again. “Oh, baby, I am so worth it.”




      Book pulled away. “Okay. You convinced me. I’m all in. Let’s get to it then.” He took his wallet out, and fumbling began to pull hundred dollar bills out. Counting out fifteen out loud, he said, “That sure is a lot of Benjamin’s.”




      He went to hand her the money.




      She frowned, shaking her head with a distasteful look at the offered money. “Put it on the nightstand.”




      He did and then opened up his glasses so they lay on the nightstand facing them rather than leaving them folded up and pointed at the ceiling. He turned back to her. “I guess we can get started now,” he said. “You know, get down to business.”




      Cheyenne smiled at him as she unbuttoned her blouse. She tugged the hem of her top out from the waist of her skirt. She tugged the blouse off, dropping the shimmering gold material to the floor.




      He clapped his hands together. “Okay. Here we are, getting down to business.”




      Now only in her bra and skirt, she gave Book a funny look. “Aren’t you going to get undressed?”




      “What? Yeah. Right.” Book glared annoyingly at the hotel door then, back at Cheyenne. “Of course. Time to get undressed so we can…” he glanced over at his glasses and the money, “get down to business.”




      Book hesitantly unbuttoned one button on his shirt.




      “Oh, I get it.” Cheyenne stepped closer to him, but with a worried expression. “You’re shy. You want me to take your clothes off for you. Is that it?”




      “Um, sure. Right. That’s what I want.” Book furrowed his forehead and glanced around the room, his eyes drawn back to his black-rimmed glasses. “You undress me.”




      Cheyenne obliged. She started with Book’s belt. She unbuckled it and snapped it out from his belt loops and tossed it aside. She urged him to stand up. When he did she unbuttoned his pants and zipped his fly down.




      Book hooted. “Yeah. That’s it. We’re getting down to business now.”




      Cheyenne peeled his slacks down his legs.




      Book danced a sort of jig.




      Cheyenne knotted her perfectly shaped dark eyebrows. “What’s wrong with you?”




      Book’s head snapped back to her, he’d been staring daggers at his glasses. “Nothing. I mean I’m fine. Just a little nervous, I guess. You know, about us doing our business.”




      Cheyenne rolled the tip of her tongue around her mouth, suspicious clear in her eyes now. “You’re not a cop, are you?”




      Book’s slacks were down around his ankles. “What? Me? No.”




      “’Cause if you are, you can’t let me do…this.” Cheyenne quickly slipped her hands down inside his boxers, grabbing his…




      Book whooped. “Damn, girl, your hands are cold!”




      Then, mercifully, finally, Book heard the click of the hotel door’s electronic lock open, followed quickly by the boom of a battering ram smashing into the door. The security chain ripped off the frame and the door flew open, banging into the opposite wall.




      A woman’s voice shouted, “POLICE!”




      Sheriff’s Deputy Suzie Jensen rushed into the room. She was in full uniform and had her service weapon drawn. A Columbus police officer followed her in, also armed, and trailing behind the two of them came Assistant Prosecuting Attorney, Mark Carr.




      “Don’t anybody move,” Suzie commanded as she moved further into the room.




      “It’s about damn time!” Book shouted. He pushed Cheyenne away from him, hastily adjusting his boxers and pulling up his pants. He tucked his shirt into his pants and went about zipping up his trousers, turning away from Suzie, the other cop, and Carr.




      Done, he whirled around to face the three of them. To Suzie, he said, “What the hell, girl? How many times I got to say the go phrase? How many times did I say getting down to business, huh?” He turned to Cheyenne. “How many times I say that? Tell me.”




      Cheyenne narrowed her eyes. “Screw you, cop.”




      She pulled out the desk chair, plopped down in it, and grabbed her glass of champagne. She downed it in one swift gulp. “Prick.”




      Suzie holstered her Glock, exchanging shit-eating grins with Carr and the Columbus cop while she tugged Cheyenne back up onto her feet.




      “You think that’s funny, huh?” Book grabbed the fifteen marked one-hundred-dollar bills and the thick, black-rimmed glasses from the nightstand. The eyeglasses contained a mini-digital video recorder built into the black frames. He slapped the glasses and the money into Carr’s hand. Then he pulled the fountain-pen-size audio recording device from his jacket pocket and turned it over to Carr, too.




      “Hope you all get your jollies over watching that,” Book said, pushing past Carr and the Columbus cop as he stormed from the hotel room. “Degenerates.”


    




    

      -----


    




    

      Eighteen Days Later




      




      I STOOD IN Diane Goodwin’s glass enclosed sunroom. Full floor-to-ceiling, white trim, windows surrounded me on three sides, and wide, open French doors led back into the house. Sheer white curtains framed the windows and matched the white cushioned, wicker chairs and the white clothed tea table in the center of the room. There was a lot of white in that room.


    




    

      While I waited for Mrs. Goodwin I glanced through the windows to the patio, to the two-tier deck, and the Olympic size swimming pool—covered and winterized—outdoors. It was a sunny—but cold—February day outside, with a fair bit of wind. But inside, the sunroom was warm and cozy. Bright.




      I used the double pane glass as a mirror to finger comb my hair. I turned my head to one side. The bruise on my cheek from a recent scuffle was fading and hardly noticeable against my dusky half-Latina skin. It’s not that I’m particularly vain, but in my line of work I often have to gain people’s trust, get them comfortable with talking to me, and looking like I’d just gone three rounds in a boxing ring with Laila Ali is off-putting at best.




      “Ms. deHaviland, how may I help you?”




      I turned from the windows.




      A scarecrow-thin woman had appeared in the entryway to the room. Her long, angular face was framed with gray-streaked black hair, stylishly cut. She wore a floral print blouse under a smartly tailored black pantsuit and jacket, a string of pearls around her neck, and bangles of silver and gold around her wrists. I guessed her to be in her early fifties.




      “Mrs. Goodwin.” I weaved my way through the maze of summer furniture and extended my hand. “Please call me Grace.”




      We shook hands. Her bangles jiggled. She had a firm handshake. “Please, have a seat.” She gestured toward the wicker chairs. Once we both sat down, she said, “What a lovely outfit.”




      I casually glanced down at my clothes—a khaki Elie Tahari leather jacket, a white Stella McCartney blouse, stretch denim jeans, and black leather sport boots; Prada, of course. Yes, I buy nice clothes. Designer clothes. I pride myself on dressing nice and looking good. Besides, I don’t have anything else to spend my money on. No husband. No siblings or kids. Just me.




      “Thanks.” I couldn’t think of anything else to say.




      “Can I offer you anything to eat or drink? Coffee? Pop, perhaps?” She shivered. “Though I can’t imagine anyone drinking cold soda on a frigid day like today.”




      “No. I’m fine.”




      I sat and Diane Goodwin took a seat opposite me so our knees practically touched. She smoothed out the fabric of her pant legs. “What’s this about? Does this have something to do with my daughter, with Cynthia?”




      “It does.” I handed her a business card.




      She examined it.




      While she did, I examined her. Diane Goodwin carried herself regally, a woman who had and was accustomed to wealth. Her fingernails were painted a pale, neutral color and expertly manicured, her makeup could have been professionally applied, and she sat with her back ramrod straight and her knees held close together. But under it all I could see she was a mess. Her eyes were bloodshot and careful examination revealed the heavy black smudges under her eyes that no amount of concealer could entirely hide. Her hand trembled slightly and already she blinked back tears.




      “Bail Enforcement Specialist,” she said reading from my card. “That’s a bounty hunter, isn’t it?”




      “Yes, ma’am. It is.”




      Her hand came up and covered her mouth. Her lower lip trembled and her hand shook. She looked away. Her eyes filled with tears.




      I reached out and patted her knee. “Mrs. Goodwin.” When I didn’t get her full attention, I said, “Diane. Please. Listen to me. I’m not here to cause harm to you or your daughter. I want to help her, help you.”




      She turned. “Help us? I’ve seen those horrid shows on television. People like you don’t help.”




      “It’s not like that in real life, Mrs. Goodwin.”




      “No? Then what is it like, Ms. deHaviland?”




      “Your daughter missed her hearing yesterday. I’ve been hired to bring her in. You know that’s what bounty hunters do.” It wasn’t a question. “I don’t want anything bad to happen to Cynthia—anymore than you do. But Cynthia needs to face up to what she’s done. She needs to appear in court and deal with this. It’s the only way she can move on—”




      “That’s just it,” Diane Goodwin said. “She wanted to. Right after Cynthia’s release we talked about it. She said she wanted to get out. ‘Get out of the life,’ she called it. She said this was her chance.”




      I leaned back. “Then why did she jump bail?”




      Diane shrugged her narrow shoulders. “I have no idea. She gave no indication she was planning this. Not a clue.”




      I considered how to proceed. People jump bail for any number of reasons—they’re scared; they’re desperate; they’re stupid but think they’re smarter than everyone else; they think no one will come looking for them and even if they do, they won’t be able to find them.




      It’s my job to make sure they’re wrong. No matter the reason why.




      “Well,” I said, finally, “maybe if you gave me some background on Cynthia it’ll help.”




      “What do you want to know?”




      Before I could speak up, the woman held up a finger stopping me. “Fiona, dear,” she called out as a housekeeper passed by the open French doors—her third trip past by my count. I made a mental note to speak to her—alone—before I left. No one pays attention to the help, but they’re always around, and they hear everything. “Would you get me a drink?”




      “Of course, ma’am.”




      To me, Mrs. Goodwin said, “Grace, anything for you? I’m having a vodka martini.”




      “No, thank you.”




      She nodded and waved Fiona along. “Where were we? Oh, yes. Now that Fiona’s out of earshot, you wanted background on Cynthia.”




      “Was this her first prostitution arrest?” I asked. The charge was a third-degree felony, one that carried, if convicted, a sentence of one to five years and possible fines of up to ten -thousand dollars. Same as her bail amount. If I succeeded in bringing Cynthia in, I stood to make a grand.




      Pin money they call it in the trade, low bail jobs. But they can add up. The key was to take small money cases that were easy, cases that didn’t turn into big time sucks. I’d taken this one hoping it would be one of those cases.




      “Oh, Lord, yes,” Mrs. Goodwin said. “She’s never done this before.”
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