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Vickie Stringer’s Dirty Red is back. This time she’s on the run.


Having apparently wounded all of her enemies, and even her beloved Q, Red finds herself away from Detroit living the life of luxury in Arizona. She’s become a successful home broker with a bestselling book, and it seems as if all of her dirty tricks have finally paid off—from framing Detective Thomas to ruining Kera’s freedom. Unfortunately for Red, she’s made more enemies than she can count, and she soon finds herself running across the country in fear of them all while still being in love with Q. Everyone seems to have a reason to pay her the ultimate revenge, and even the most unlikely become partners if it means finally bringing an end to all of Red’s dirty schemes.


In yet another fast-paced and spiraling edition in this bestselling series, Vickie Stringer writes about a woman who will do anything to save her life and the people who go so low attempting to stop her.









Advance praise for


Low Down and Dirty


“Vickie Stringer does it once again! Y’all gonna love this one!”


—Wahida Clark, New York Times bestselling author of Justify My Thug
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To my mother-in-law, Norma Berry.


I love you!




“Vengeance is mine saith the Lord.”




P R O L O G U E


Red’s new mansion was a $2 million, 7,000 square foot, adobe style hacienda, nestled on two acres of landscaped desert in Scottsdale. The home boasted six bedrooms, five and a half baths, a five car garage, a home theatre, two dining areas, two living areas, a game room, and separate casita. Marble floors ran throughout the home, while granite kitchen countertops, a luxurious master bath, and a barrel tile roof finished up the home’s luxury.


Red strolled across the marble floor of her family room and headed outdoors to her swimming area. She unwrapped the towel around her waist and slid into her steaming hot tub and relaxed.


She had a bowl of fruit next to the hot tub, as well as a bottle of Cristal. Red lifted the Cristal and poured herself a full glass of champagne. She was already enjoying her new life in Scottsdale. The malls there were like nothing she had seen before. Most were high end, and brimming with luxury shops. It was going to take her a year to hit all of the shops and the malls in Scottsdale. She had already explored one, and had been hit on by two black physicians during the course of her brief shopping excursion. Rich men were falling out of the sky in Scottsdale. It was that kind of place. A far cry from Detroit, where she grew up without a pot to piss in.


Red sipped at her champagne and thought about her life, and what had happened to her. She didn’t want to think about her mother, and speculate whether or not Bacon had sent his boys to her house yet. Bacon was an ex-boyfriend that was sugar to pure shit. He was bitter over a Dear John letter, dangerous and foolish. Worse, harder than bed bugs to get rid of. She had hardened her heart and accepted the fact that her mother wasn’t going to be in her life one way or the other. Deep down, Red hoped that they would be attacked at night, when her mother was at work, and her stepfather, turned child molester, Jerome was there by himself. That would be the best scenario. She could imagine, one day she would drive to Las Vegas, grab a burn-up cell phone and call. Hopefully her mother would answer and tell her that Jerome was dead. But that was in the future. Right now, she just wanted to relax and get settled.


And then there was Detective Thomas who had internal affairs after him for a rape charge supported with the evidence on a video tape that may well have been Red’s masterpiece.


She had set him up perfectly. She’d recorded their lovemaking, and saved his cum from the last time they had sex. He would have a hard time explaining why she had his DNA inside of her. The report from the doctors at the clinic definitely sealed the case. She could just see his face when he read it. They extracted the semen from her vagina. Red threw her head back in laughter. Bruised pelvic area, rough abrasion signaling forced entrance. Too bad the detective had a big dick. They weren’t always a good thing to have, especially when a bitch was accusing you of rape, Red thought. She laughed again.


Then there was Bacon and her childhood ex-boyfriend named Blue. Two assholes for the price of one. She could just see the look on Bacon’s face when the police pulled that side panel down, he probably shitted himself. Yeah, he had better get himself a prison girlfriend this time, because there would be no coming out of this one. This time, he had been caught red-handed. Bacon and Blue would hopefully be cell mates. So they could hump each other, she thought.


And then there was Terry and Kera. Kera was going to be going away for a long time. Red had set her up cold. The stupid, greedy bitch, Red thought. She couldn’t just leave well enough alone. She always acted all religious and high and mighty, and then stealing anything she could get her hands. Hopefully they’ll put her in a cell full of big-ass dykes. She could just see Terry’s face when Child Protective Services showed up at her door. That bitch was probably in shock therapy by now.


Red took another sip of her champagne and laughed. She still had the recording of Terry admitting to shooting up her house and trying to kill Kera. She would wait a couple of months, and then send that recording to the police as well. That way, just when that bitch thought her troubles were over, she would get hit with the biggie. Mekel, the love of Terry’s life and Kera’s baby daddy, would probably leave that bitch just to keep from paying any more of her legal fees! Red broke into laughter at the thought of it.


She had taken care of all of her enemies. She had been living high on the hog in Scottsdale for more than a week, and she didn’t have a care in the world. If only she had Q, the only man that she ever wanted for all the right reasons. She’d left Q behind, and he may be the only man she regretted saying that about. He’d been too angry to reason with at that time, and she’d had to put her desire to reconnect with him on hold. She wished he were here with her in the hot tub. Being free and clear and getting away from Detroit with her own money had always been her dream. But she always thought that she would be doing it with Q.


A wind blew across the desert, and Red looked up into the star-filled sky. The desert wind reminded her of Mexico, and she made a silent promise to herself to go there.


Thinking of Q brought to mind Chass Reed—what a bitch. She was all over Q, and Q was acting like she was something special. She would have to get rid of old Chass in order for Q to see clearly. In Red’s mind she was the only woman for Q, and Q was the only man for her. He just needed to be reminded of that. Sometimes an extra bitch in the picture complicated things. Red planned to check on him in a few months to see if Q had come to his senses yet. Her ringing phone on the ledge of the hot tub interrupted her nostalgia.


“What the fuck?” Red eyed her phone. No one had this number, she thought. Who the fuck could be calling?


The phone kept ringing. Red answered it. “Hello?”


“Hey, Red.”


“Who the fuck is this?”


“Who the fuck you think this is?”


“Catfish?”


“That’s right, bitch! I told you, you can run, but you can’t hide.”


“How the fuck are you calling me?” Red panicked. “How did you get this number?”


“Somebody should have told you, Red. The thing about legit money is that it’s easy to track. Somebody also should have told you, I bury bodies in the desert.”


Red hung up the phone, jumped out of the hot tub, ran inside of her house and locked the door. Her breath had rushed out of her body, and her heart palpitated. She nervously scanned the interior of her mansion, afraid to move, afraid to go upstairs, afraid to grab her keys and run for the garage. Despite his grotesque appearance, he still managed to find himself on top. Red, on the other hand, found herself pressed up against the wall and falling to the floor in tears. Catfish had found her.




C H A P T E R    O N E


The oak front door of Red’s hacienda may have muffled Catfish’s threat, but Red still heard it loud and clear.


“You can run, but you can’t hide!” She lay on the floor of the front hallway defeated, still soaking wet from her hot tub, trying unsuccessfully to control her tears. The taste of the Cristal she’d been enjoying just minutes earlier suddenly turned bitter on her tongue as she wondered why she hadn’t been more prepared for this day. She’d planned for it, put most of the pieces in place, but she still had a few things left to do. Like buy a gun. God almighty, why hadn’t she at least gotten a gun?


The one loose end she’d left hanging out there was Catfish, and that nigga was now standing on the front step of her spacious new home in Scottsdale. But how? Her getaway had been clean. She knew that. And Catfish was a scraggly, bottom-feeding muthafucka. He’d be the last person who could have tracked her. “Legit money is easy to trace,” he’d echoed in her head.


She didn’t understand how he’d gotten onto her money, legit or not. Yeah, there were business licenses, but nothing with her name on them. Everything was under the name Go 2 Holdings. Even Gomez Realty was under the holding company on paper. And there were businesses called Gomez Realty in cities all over the United States. Why would Scottsdale stand out?


That was the other part of her plan—go someplace that nobody who knew her would ever think she’d go. Leaving Detroit was a given. What would Catfish think she’d do? She had contacts in New York and knew the town. That’d be the first place a dumb muthafucka like Catfish would look. Maybe he’d think she’d want someplace like Detroit, only bigger and better. Then Chicago would fit the bill. If she was really on the run maybe he’d think she’d want to leave the continental United States—hell, she was a boricua and spoke Spanish like one. Why didn’t homegirl just go to Puerto Rico? Or even Florida would be a logical choice. She could have had Miami wrapped around her little finger. Thinking ahead she didn’t go to any of those places. She went to Scottsdale. How the fuck had Catfish figured to look for her here?


She heard a tapping at the door. Not knuckles. Something else. Hard. Knocking. Like metal. Like the barrel of an automatic. “Bitch, I hear you whimpering in there,” said Catfish in an artificially sweet voice. She could tell his face was right up against the doorjamb. “Pull your shit together and open up. This door look strong, but you know I’m ’bout to come through it. One way or another.”


Red sat up on the floor, swiped at her tears, and wiped the snot from under her nose with the back of her hand. He’s right, she thought. Get it together. If you gonna get ruined, it can’t be by a low piece of shit like Catfish. She thought about pieces of her plan she had working for her. She still had the stashed money. She had accounts in a number of different banks, and a hundred grand in cash in a safe deposit box in one of them. And she had a go kit upstairs—an old, beat up canvas bag containing a passport, a credit card, some clothes, and ten grand in cash. But the chances of her being able to run upstairs, grab the bag, and get out of the house before Catfish came in shooting were not good.


Then there were the false trails, fake letters and e-mails in her desk, phony memos that would make somebody think she was moving one way, when she was going another. But what good was any of that if she couldn’t get Catfish to at least nibble at the bait.


The tricks she used on Bacon wouldn’t work on Catfish. Things such as flattery, remorse, asking for another chance. There was never anything between Catfish and Red but pure, unadulterated hatred waiting for revenge. Catfish, on the other hand, would come through the door pulling a trigger. And the stupider the nigga, the harder he was to reason with.


She had to give him something to wrap his little brain around. She pushed herself to her feet and straightened the bottom of her Parah Noir bikini. Then she sniffled, took a deep breath, and dealt the cards. “All right, now—now listen, Catfish. I know there’s a couple things you want right now.”


“A couple things?”


“Well, I’m guessing one of them’s to just pop one in my head.”


“Huh. Really? You think? What’s the other one?”


“You talking about legit money, so I guess you mean the movie, since that’s the biggest. But I’ma tell you right now, you ain’t got no part of that. I worked my ass off for that.”


“The what?” said Catfish. “Bitch, you . . .”


Red rolled her eyes. Come on, she thought. Use that scraggly head of yours. Two plus two equals what?


“Nah!” said Catfish, catching up with it. “You got a movie deal for Snitch Nigga, Bitch Nigga?”


Hell, the book had been a bestseller that told the authentic story of the game on the streets of Detroit and the hustlers who played it. It wasn’t too much of a stretch that somebody in Hollywood might be interested in it. But now Red had to slow it down. Catfish was dumb, but he was also streetwise. He wouldn’t fall for a sloppy play. “Look! Whatever! You ain’t got no part of nothing I got going.”


“How much?”


Red stayed quiet.


“Open this muthafuckin door, bitch. You and I got some talking to do, but I got to see your eyes when you talk.”


Red put the palm of her hand on the door and breathed heavily. This is it, she thought. Open the door, and play the hand. She kept calm. “Catfish?”


“I’m standing here.”


“I’ma let you in, but you got to be cool.”


Catfish slapped the door, it sounded like with the palm of his hand, like he would slap her if the door weren’t there between them. “Bitch, I’m coming through this door one way or the other. You know that.” Damn.


“All right, all right,” she said, revealing the actual fear in her voice.


She opened the door and stepped back.




C H A P T E R    T W O


Catfish stood on the front step, grinning. He lowered his gun hand and stepped inside onto the Italian marble, surveying the house top to bottom as he did.


“Mmm! You done raised yourself up out the streets right this time, bitch. I mean, I know your crib in Motown was nice, but this place the shit.” He stepped close and bulged his bug eyes inches from her face. He leaned in and he sniffed at her like a dog. “What you been drinking, girl?”


Red blinked and leaned back from him. “Cristal.”


“Yeah, that sounds good. Go ahead and pour me some of that.”


She waited a beat, then turned and walked toward the back door.


Catfish took a couple of quick steps after her. “Where the fuck you think you going?”


“The bottle’s on ice out by the hot . . .” She caught herself when she realized what kinds of ideas Catfish might get.


“By the hot . . .” He bounced on his toes. “Tub? Is that what you was trying to say? Damn. You know how to make a nigga feel right at home, huh?”


Oh no, she was not getting into a hot tub with a slimy Catfish. She was about to tell him to just wait, and she’d get him a glass. On the other hand, he was too cozy with that Glock. If she could get him to put it down, she might be able to make a move for it. If she shot some raggedy ass nigga from Detroit in her home or on her pool deck, one with a record like his, it wouldn’t be too tough to sell it to the cops as self-defense. She knew what words to use—intruder, attempted rape, feared for my life.


She led the way through the living room and out onto the pool deck. Red let her bikini-clad ass do the work, and when she glanced over her shoulder Catfish was scratching his dick with the gun and smiling. She lifted the bottle of champagne out of the ice bucket and turned to him.


“What, I don’t get a glass?” he said.


She picked up the flute off the tile next to the hot tub. “Share mine.”


Catfish eyed her for a sec, then shook his head. “You a fine-looking bitch, Red, but you scandalous as hell. You ain’t trying to play me with this shit about the movie, are you?”


She did her best to look flustered. “Look, maybe there is a movie, and maybe there isn’t. But either way, you ain’t part of that deal.”


Catfish’s eyes got big and he tensed, waving the gun around. “Oh, yeah, I think I am part of that deal. You know I know that story like the back of my hand.”


“You just don’t listen, do you?”


Red bowed her head and shook it.


“Come on,” said Catfish. “Where you keep your papers and shit at? I need to check you out. And I know you all about contracts and signatures, little Miss Legit.” He put the side of the Glock’s barrel on her upper arm and shoved her toward the interior of the house again.


Red gathered her advantages where she could find them. She now had a weapon in her hand—the heavy champagne bottle—and she wasn’t about to let it go. She carried it with her through the house into her study. One wall of the room was lined with shelves, which held books on real estate, business, interior design, and finance. A Queen Anne desk stood facing inward in front of a large window, a matching chair behind it. Two leather chairs on either side of a coffee table completed the room.


“Damn,” said Catfish. “You even got like a den up in this bitch.”


“It’s called a study.”


“Oh, a study. Right, ’cause you all the time studying on how to rip niggas off.”


He walked past her toward the desk, grabbing the bottle of Cristal out of her hand on the way.


Damn, she thought. She held onto it long enough to make Catfish do a little stutter step, but she knew she had to let it go.


He took a swig from the bottle as he rounded the desk and settled into the chair. Then he set the bottle on the desk.


“Have some respect and use a coaster,” said Red, and she rolled her eyes.


Catfish paid her no mind. He rifled through a stack of papers on the corner of the desk. Then he opened the drawer and started digging around in there with one hand, the other still holding the Glock.


Red crossed her arms in front of her chest and took a casual step forward. The champagne bottle was now within arm’s reach.


Catfish settled on a document of several pages stapled together. “Mou?” he said.


“M-O-U,” said Red.


Catfish sneered at her. “I see how to spell it, bitch.”


“No, it’s . . .” She rubbed her forehead with her fingertips. “It’s pronounced M-O-U, Catfish. It stands for memo of understanding.”


He thumbed through the pages until he got to the signatures at the end. “Oh, this like a contract, huh? There your signature.” He studied it for another few seconds. “And who this other dude who signed it? Que-en . . . Tar-an . . .”


Goddamn, you dumb, she thought. Can’t you even read, you sorry ass muthafucka?


Then Catfish got it. He slapped the palm of his hand down on the desk. “Oh, my God. Quentin Tarantino?” He looked up at Red and gave her a stupid grin. “You got Quentin Tarantino into your shit?”


Red took another step forward. Now her thighs were right up against the front of the desk, and the bottle was in easy reach.


“How much?” said Catfish.


Red hung her head as if beaten. “Check page three.”


Catfish frantically began thumbing through the pages, finally putting down the gun in frustration. He started reading page three, lips moving the whole time. Then his lips stopped moving and turned up at the corners. “Two million? Two muthafuckin million?”


He threw the papers down, unconsciously covering his gun with them. “All right, bitch. ’Bout half that mine. At least.”


Red shook her head. “That money’s mine, muthafucka.” It was a risky thing to say, but she had to play it real or he’d never buy it.


Catfish rose up out the chair, eyes on her, groping for the gun under the papers, then pointing it at her.


“What I’m saying is . . .” She held up her hands.


“What?”


“What I’m saying is, maybe I can hook you up with your own money on this thing.”


“My own money?” He still had the gun pointed at her.


“Well, like you said, you know all about the story. You know the streets. You lived that life. Maybe I can get you a gig as a technical advisor on the movie.”


He sneered. “Technical advisor? That don’t sound like no high-paying job to me.”


“You get to hang out with the actors, show them around Motown . . .”


Now she had him thinking. “Yeah,” he said, looking up at the ceiling as he set the gun on the desk again. “I could see that. There’s gonna be some fine bitches in that movie too.” He looked at Red. “You gonna get that Eva Mendez?”


“Eva Mendez? Uh, what part would she play?”


“What, bitch? I don’t give a fuck what part she play.”


Red raised an eyebrow at him. “I can talk to some people about it.”


“Yeah,” said Catfish, nodding thoughtfully. Then his attention snapped back to Red. “And I’m still gonna need half that two mil. In fact, how much of that you got in the house? Just lying around. Like in the cookie jar.”


Hell no. He was not going to go rummaging around in the house and find her go bag, her ten grand, all her bank account numbers, her credit cards.


“Where the cookie jar at, Red?” He started to push himself up from the desk using both hands. “Let’s go look for it.”




C H A P T E R    T H R E E


Her heart started to pound as she reached for the bottle on the desk. She grabbed it by the neck with both hands and swung it like a baseball bat at Catfish’s whiskers.


The blow split his lip and knocked him back into the chair. Champagne sprewed everywhere.


“Don’t put no damn bottle on my Queen Anne desk!” yelled Red. She swung the bottle again.


This time Catfish was ready for her. He raised his left arm and took most of the impact on his wrist. He winced from the pain, but saved himself another blow to the face. Red brought the bottle down from above her head, crushing Catfish’s fingers. In addition to the glass’s watermark, the poor desk was now awash with champagne and blood.


“You muthafucka, Red!” yelled Catfish. “I’ma kill you, bitch.”


She needed one more good solid swing at his head, but she wasn’t going to get it. Now she had an angry Catfish to deal with, and that was dangerous. He was on his feet, and even with his broken right fingers, he upended the desk, practically throwing it at her. With the desk came everything that had been on top of it—papers, lamp, and the Glock. She thought of diving for it, but if she didn’t grab and fire clean, he’d be on her, and that would be just about it. She was no match for him hand to hand. She screamed and threw the bottle at his face. The glancing blow didn’t stop him, but it might have been just enough to give her half a step.


She turned and ran. Through the living room, out the back door, and into the desert. No go bag, no car keys, no shoes. Just a black to-die-for bikini and her life.




C H A P T E R    F O U R


Under the circumstances, Detective Thomas was as confident as he could be, going into a hearing where everything seemed stacked against him. Red had filed a complaint of rape, backed up with as much rape kit evidence as he’d ever seen in his career in the Detroit Police Department: pubic hair, semen, some bruising, and a videotape of the event. Before leaving home, he changed clothes at least three times, unsure which of his suits said, “I’m not a rapist.”


Detectives Robinson and Lynn of the Internal Affairs Division would be there, but this was more than just an IA investigation. It was criminal, so there was bound to be a detective present who was involved in the criminal investigation that might eventually land before the State of Michigan.


Still, as he made his way down the corridor toward room 300D of Detroit Police Department Headquarters, he knew he’d done all he could to prepare. With the help of Roylon Shaw, his police union lawyer who now accompanied him, he was as ready as he’d ever be. The two men’s shoes clicked along the green linoleum floor, making Thomas feel like he was marching into battle. And he didn’t think he could have picked a better guy to have in his foxhole.


Shaw had been a cop himself for twenty-five years and had earned his law degree at night during the last six of those. He’d started his career on the DPD back in the days when a black cop had to fight for every bit of respect he was due. Thomas knew the older man had seen his share of administrative ass-fucking. He liked the fact that the guy wasn’t afraid to brawl with the brass. Shaw had the face of a fighter, but his navy blue Brooks Brothers suit, red striped power tie, and alligator briefcase left no doubt that he was a legal badass.


When they stopped outside the door marked 300D, Shaw put his arm around his client’s shoulder and pulled him in close. “Okay, now their favorite weapon in this kind of hearing is humiliation. They’re going to try to demoralize you. They’re going to try to anger you. They’re going to fuck with your head. Just remember, when it comes time to dance with these muthafuckas, you let me lead. We’re going to go through it point by point, just like we talked about. We’re going to make ’em see they ain’t got shit on you.”


They walked through the door at exactly 9:59 A.M. for the ten o’clock hearing, and Thomas immediately felt like he was walking into the arena with the gladiators. Detectives Robinson and Lynn were seated at the table that ran the width of the room in front of the window. Standing at the window looking out was Detective Marquez Nuñez, the lead investigator on the rape charge and the man who had literally taken Thomas’s shield from him at the time of his arrest. Nuñez wore a tailored, silver gray suit with a razor-sharp crease in the pants, and a gold watch peeked out from under the white cuff inside his coat sleeve. He turned and gave Thomas a condescending smile. Thomas didn’t smile back. Nuñez stood a whole five feet, five inches tall and weighed only 120-pounds soaking wet, but he carried himself like he was the biggest man in the department. No doubt he saw himself making commissioner before he was fifty.


Seated at the table next to Detective Lynn was a deputy commissioner who would supervise the hearing. Next to him was a court reporter sipping coffee, relaxing until kickoff. In a chair off to the side was a man Thomas didn’t recognize, dressed in a neatly pressed, but off-the-rack suit. He was a black guy in his late twenties with close cropped hair and a baby face.


The ranking officer rose from his seat. “Detective Thomas, Mr. Shaw,” he said. “I’m Deputy Commissioner Conrad. I’ll be hearing preliminary IA statements today, as well as responses. You gentlemen can be seated right there.” He pointed to a small table that faced the much larger one and the window behind it. Then he looked over his shoulder at Nuñez. “I believe we’re ready to get started, if everyone will have a seat.”


Nuñez pulled out a chair and sat at the administrative table, not hurrying, not caring that he was holding things up.


You’re just cool as a porcelain toilet, huh, bitch? thought Thomas as he adjusted himself in his chair.


Roylon Shaw leaned close to Detective Thomas and tilted his head toward Nuñez. “That’s a Brioni suit my nigga’s wearing,” he whispered. “On a cop’s salary? IA should be looking into his shit.”


The deputy commissioner cleared his throat. “We’re on the record in the matter of the Internal Affairs Division inquiry into the actions of Detective Thomas, subject of a rape complaint by Raven Gomez, a woman alleged to have had knowledge of certain crimes the detective was investigating. In the room are Detective Thomas, and his union attorney, Roylon Shaw. Also present are Detectives Robinson and Lynn of the Internal Affairs Division, as well as Detective Marquez Nuñez, who is assigned to investigate the criminal charge of rape. Special Agent Marcus Holt of the FBI is in attendance. Complainant Gomez is not present. And would someone like to explain to me why that is?”


Thomas whispered in his attorney’s ear. “What the fuck are the feds doing here?”


Shaw shook his head.


Lynn and Robinson both leaned forward and looked down the table at Nuñez, waiting for him to answer the deputy commissioner’s question.


Nuñez nodded. “All right, I’ll take that one. Sir, Ms. Gomez’s whereabouts are not known at this time.” He shot a glance at the FBI agent. “However, that information is being developed even as we speak. And in lieu of her presence, we do have her sworn statement, and physical evidence of the crime, including a video of the act itself.” Then he pointed at Thomas without looking at him. “Mr. Thomas is—”


Thomas shifted in his chair. “Detective Thomas, if you don’t mind.”


“Deputy Commissioner, the subject of this investigation doesn’t deserve to be called Detective. He is a rapist and a disgusting—”


“I’m not a rapist,” said Thomas. “We’re here to discuss those charges. Nothing’s been proven, and nothing will be.”


“—animal who is better suited to wearing a Department of Corrections number than a badge. His filth, his abhorrent behavior—”


“You want to see some behavior,” said Thomas. “I’ma behave on you in about two seconds, muthafucka, and stomp your short ass even lower to the ground!” He tried to rise, but his lawyer put a big hand on his shoulder and held him down.


Nuñez just smiled.


“You pint-sized piece of shit,” said Thomas. “Grinnin’ muthafucka.”


“All right,” said the deputy commissioner. “That’s enough from both of you.”


“Deputy,” said Attorney Shaw, “Detective Nuñez’s comments are completely inappropriate and do nothing to further the purpose of this hearing. I move that they be stricken from the record.”


“I’m not going to strike them from the record. They’re not evidentiary, but I am going to advise Detective Nuñez to proceed with decorum from this point on.” He turned and glared at Thomas. “As for you, Detective Thomas, you do realize you’re here to answer to charges of a violent crime. Do you really think committing a violent act during the hearing is going to help your case?”


Shaw leaned over and whispered in his client’s ear. “That ain’t the way to dance in this dance hall. I said, let me handle it.”


Thomas looked at the deputy commissioner. “No, sir. I understand. But if I may, I’d like to state for the record that I don’t appreciate Detective Nuñez’s characterizations of me.”


Deputy Commissioner Conrad chuckled. “I believe you’ve made that very clear on the record.”


Others in the room laughed. Shaw patted Thomas on the back.


“And I’ll remind you again,” said Conrad, “that you’re in danger of losing not only your job, but also your freedom. You have a very competent attorney here representing you. I suggest you let him do the talking.”


“I understand, Deputy Commissioner. I’ll—Yes, sir.”


“Detective Nuñez,” said Conrad. “Do you have anything else you’d like to present at this time?”


Nuñez smirked and tugged at his cuffs. “Sir, we do, in fact, intend to bring charges against Mr.—the defendant—”


“Wait a minute,” said Shaw. “For the record, Deputy Commissioner, my client is not a defendant yet. The department may intend to bring charges, but they haven’t brought charges yet. Any charges. Of any kind.”


“Yes, yes,” said Conrad. “He’s the subject of an investigation only. We know. And the charges pending against him are extremely serious.”


Shaw shook his head. “Ah, but Detective Nuñez seems not to know this.”


Conrad batted the statement away with his hand. “Come on, Roylon. His job is not to be impartial.”


Thomas felt his heart sink into his stomach. He didn’t expect the brass to be on his side, but Deputy Commissioner Conrad was leaning away from him.


“Now let’s cut through the bullshit.” Conrad turned to Nuñez. “Detective Nuñez, go on. You intend to bring charges against the subject of this investigation. Yes? Yes?”


“Yes, sir. The charge of rape being the most serious, but also conduct unbecoming, inappropriate sexual relations with a potential witness, and intimidation of a potential witness.”


“And the witness, also the complainant, is being sought. I assume our federal brother over here has something to do with that?”


No one said anything.


“Agent Holt?” said Conrad. “Anything you’d like to add?”


“We have—lines in the water.”


Conrad raised his eyebrows. “A fishing metaphor. I have to tell you, Special Agent Holt, that doesn’t sound promising.”


Holt didn’t seem rattled. “We feel we’re close. We’ll know more in a couple of days.”


“And, Mr. Shaw, do you and your client have anything you’d like to present?” said Conrad.


“Yes, we do, sir. I have some things I’d like to enter into the record, and my client would like to make a statement.”


Deputy Commissioner Conrad thought for a moment. “Well, since the FBI feels it’s close to a development in the search for Ms. Gomez, let’s see where that goes. Obviously, I’d like to include her in this inquiry. Let’s reconvene in three days and see if Agent Holt can produce Ms. Gomez at that time, or if he can enlighten us as to his progress. Perhaps he’ll let us know what kind of bait he’s using, and how many hooks.”


On the front steps of the headquarters building, Thomas breathed in deeply and loosened his tie. “Was there anything good that came out of that?” he said.


“Yeah,” said Shaw.


“What?”


“You ain’t in bracelets.”


Thomas laughed and shook his head. “Well, hallelujah!”


Shaw laughed too. “Praise be.”


“Yeah, praise be to Raven Gomez for keeping her muthafuckin’ head down. Man, what was all that FBI bullshit?”


“Yeah, the feds are slippery little bitches. If they know something, why aren’t they saying what it is? If they don’t know anything, what the fuck they doing here?”


“Indeed,” said Thomas.


Shaw took the Ray Ban aviators out of his pocket, held them up, and blew the dust off the lenses. “Look, let me make some inquiries, see what I can find out about what they have going.” He slipped the sunglasses on. “In the meantime, will you please chill, muthafucka? You did not impress the Deputy Commissioner. You want him to think you’re some kind of Omar Little? All you’re doing is making my job harder.”


Thomas chuckled as he shook his attorney’s hand. “All right. I got you. I’ma let you do your thing.”


As Shaw strolled down the sidewalk, Thomas stood on the steps a moment longer, gathering his thoughts.


“Roylon Shaw,” said a voice behind him.


He turned to see Marquez Nuñez a couple of steps above him, watching the back of Shaw’s head.


“Now there’s a tough cop from the bad old days. Gotta figure he was into some serious shit.”


“Damn!” said Thomas. “You just see evil everywhere you look, huh? The whole world’s gone wrong and you the nigga gonna make it all right.”


Nuñez stood two steps above Thomas, looking down into his eyes. “I know a bad cop when I see one.”


“I bet you wish you could go through life standing two steps above everybody, pygmy muthafucka.”


Nuñez took two steps down and looked up at Thomas. “I don’t need to be two steps up to be a bigger man than you.”


Thomas balled up his fists but kept them at his side. “You want to square off on me?”


“What are you gonna do? Wrinkle my clothes?”


Thomas felt his shoulders tense. Not now, he thought. When this is all over and I’m working the streets again, I’ll cross paths with this muthafucka.




C H A P T E R    F I V E


Red sat on the bench outside an old-fashioned gas station a half mile from her home and checked the bottom of her feet. They’d been blistered and cut by her 150-yard sprint into the desert, and then aggravated by her limping, hurried walk the rest of the way to the first patch of development behind her subdivision. Catfish hadn’t been right on her heels. Maybe she’d hurt him worse than she thought. That idea even made her smile a little. Still, there was no way she was going back to check on him. Her home—the beautiful home she’d built after all her hard work dealing with niggas like Catfish and Bacon and Zeke, Detective Thomas, Kera, all those fucks—was now blown.


She put her feet back on the sidewalk, looked up, and wiped sweat from her face with both hands. As she glanced around, she noticed the looks people were shooting her from the pumps and from the station’s counter inside. She was a black woman wearing nothing but a black Parah Noir bikini in an upscale, 98% white part of Scottsdale. Yeah, she was out of place, but that was only part of the reason people were looking at her. Bitches stared because they knew she was too fine to compete with, and men stared because they wanted something she had.


That last part was going to save her, because those men had something she wanted, too. She sat for a few more minutes until she’d come up with just the right tale to tell. Then she scouted out the potential victims, eventually settling on a fat, balding, forty-something man pumping gas into his Escalade. Perfect. He was wearing loafers, a white polo shirt, and Hugo Boss slacks with a golf glove still sticking up from his back pocket. It must have been a frustrating eighteen holes, judging by the scowl on his face and the unkempt wisps of hair flying around his head. Best of all, in the back window of his ride was a decal that proclaimed him the proud father of a Mesa High School honors student.


Red lifted herself off the bench and smiled, ignoring her painful, barefooted steps across the concrete to the pumps.


“Excuse me, sir,” she said as she got within earshot.


The man looked up from the gas nozzle he was holding, frowned for a moment, and then smiled broadly. “Yeah?”


Red kept the smile going, but dialed it down to shy. “This is really embarrassing, but, uh—well, my girlfriend and I were on our way to the lake and she, uh . . .”


“She what?” said the man, curious and obviously ready to get his flirt on.


“Well, she kicked me out of her car. And now I need—I’m so embarrassed. I’ve never done this before, but I need cab fare.”


The man chuckled. “Whoa! Now, why would your girlfriend kick you out of her car?” He finished pumping and hung the nozzle back on the pump.


“I confessed something to her, and I guess I was a little too—you know—forthcoming.”


“Uh-oh,” said the man. “Were you naughty?”


Red withdrew a step and put her hands on the hot, sweaty skin above her breasts. “It wasn’t my fault. I swear! Her boyfriend came over to my house. It wasn’t like I invited him. He just showed up.”


“I don’t blame him. And let me guess. You were very hospitable to him?”


She feigned a deepening embarrassment and bowed her head. “I—it was just that . . .”


“Relax, relax,” said the man. Then he looked around to make sure no one was listening. “I understand. But I gotta tell you, I’m not really in the habit of just giving money to strangers.” He looked around again and licked his lips. “Now, if we knew each other a little better . . . You know, maybe if we took some time to . . .”


Muthafucka, thought Red. She’d planned on using what she had to get what she needed—some skin, a wink, a smile, some sweet words in a honeyed voice—but she hadn’t planned on stumbling across someone completely greedy. Still, she didn’t miss a beat. “I’ve been told I make friends easily.”


He gestured to the passenger door. “Climb in. There’s a hotel just up the road.”


“Oh, darn,” she said. “I don’t have that much time.” She looked over her shoulder at the gas station, then back at the man. “If you want to know the truth, I’ve got another confession. I’ve never done anything like this in a public men’s room, but it’s always been a fantasy of mine.”


The man laughed. “Oh, you’re a bad girl, aren’t you?”


“No, I just—”


“Let me pull my car into a parking space. I’ll meet you over there.”


“Oh, God,” she said, a big smile playing across her face. “I can’t believe I’m doing this.”


She strolled over to the side of the gas station where the men’s and ladies’ rooms were. By the time she got there, the man was out of his car and hurrying to join her.


“You know,” she said as he drew near, “in my fantasy I—I mean, it, uh, I like it a little, you know, forceful.”


She could actually see the bulge in his pants as he considered what she was saying.


“Well, this being your first time and all, I don’t know how I could deny you your fantasy.” He put his hand around her upper arm, ushered her into the bathroom, and locked the door. He’d squeezed her arm firmly, but he needed a hell of a lot of practice before he came close to being forceful.


The small room smelled of piss and puke. The floor under her bare feet was sticky in some places, slick in others. She hated the thought of putting her knees on it, but she was going to get what she needed from this fat little bitch boy. But the guy just stood there looking at her, like he had no idea what to do.


She realized she was going to have to write the whole damn script for him. “You’re not going to make me get down on my knees to suck you hard, are you? To suck your big, mean cock so you can slam it into my tight cunt?”
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