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      I heard the rumble of the engine long before I saw it. You couldn’t mistake the sound of Alek’s 1971 Chevelle SS. Tipping my chair legs to the floor, I crossed the cramped office and peered through the window.

      The blinds were half drawn, as usual. You can never be too cautious in my line of work. I’d have ballistic glass installed if I could afford it, but the last time I was that flush with cash I spent it getting my truck paneling replaced after chasing a wanted felon into a tornado in Oklahoma. Glancing over my shoulder at the bills stacked on my desk, I shoved down the nearly suffocating wave of melancholy that washed over me.

       Sliding my finger between the yellowing slats, my nail scraped the filthy glass. When was the last time my office had been cleaned? A year? Maybe two? I told myself the ingrained layer of grime gave the place a homely, “don’t bother breaking in” sort of feel, which was good for security. Truth was that lately, cleaning the windows had been the furthest thing from my mind.

      The growl of the engine grew louder until the cranberry red hot rod finally rolled into view. The car really was a beaut. Shining chrome trim, glossy black wheels, and one of those 409 big blocks under the hood. It was the kind of car I’d always admired and never been able to buy. Hipsters and hood rats making their way to their favorite watering holes for the evening craned their necks to admire the machine as Alek coasted to a stop behind my beat-up black Ford pickup.

      No matter how often I dreamed of one day owning a vehicle like that, my current preferences inclined toward function over form. You can’t haul much of anything in the trunk of a Chevelle, and I couldn’t risk drawing an entire block’s worth of eyes when conducting surveillance or tailing someone who might be in contact with my target.

      Alek stepped onto the curb and pretended not to notice the people rubbernecking at his ride. With a casual glance, he looked both ways before crossing the street.

      Alek Ludwig was a bondsman, one of the biggest in the city. He had a fancy downtown office within spitting distance of the Travis County Courthouse, and his business ran radio ads and late-night TV commercials. “Big wig Ludwig’s got your back,” they sang. Just like you’d imagine, with a catchy jingle and everything. I liked to give him a hard time about the ads. He was always a good sport about it, as long as I’d eventually admit that the jingle made one hell of an ear-worm, to which he’d reply that he didn’t mind being needled about the song as long as it bought him toys like that Chevelle.

      The man was portly, which I think is a term that’s still considered politically correct. Skinny legs made him look like a beachball mounted on two twigs. Even in this heat, he wore cowboy boots, jeans, and a pale yellow button-up shirt with sweat stains blossoming beneath his arms. His head bore a graying fringe of hair, and his hairless pate reflected the hot Texas sun until he disappeared through my building's front door.

      Turning, I reached across my small office to unlock the door, then resumed my seat at the desk. The door didn’t exactly hit the desk when it opened, but the fact that I managed to fit a desk and two chairs in the space was a minor miracle. The carpet, a brown floral print, was as thin and worn as it was drab. The only other furniture in the room was a dented mini-fridge in the corner, and a metal filing cabinet whose main purpose was to prop up the coffee maker.

      While I waited for Alek to climb the stairs, I turned my attention back to the stack of bills, and then to the dated laptop I was supposed to be using to pay them. Moving my fingers across the sticky trackpad, I clicked a link on the banking website.

      What happened next made my skin crawl. The click seemed to set the office lights to flickering. That was ridiculous, of course. I was far from an electro-tech genius, but I knew enough to know that clicking a link on a website couldn’t cause a power outage. But the single overhead bulb winked out and my laptop powered down of its own accord.

      Muffled curses bled through the thin walls and told me that I wasn’t the only who had been affected. Small comfort.

      A second later, the power returned, and with it my laptop. On the screen now was not an internet browser, but a bright blue screen.

      Gooseflesh prickled along my arms. What on Earth? The battery should have kept the laptop alive even without the power. I muttered a few choice curse words. Three firm strikes of my palm against the keyboard did nothing to bring the machine back to life. Imagine that.

      Sighing, I closed the laptop and dropped it into a drawer so that I wouldn’t be tempted to chuck it out the window like I wanted to. After all these years, I thought I might finally understand my father’s Luddite attitude toward computers.

      There was a quick rap on the door.

      “C’mon in!”

      The door cracked and Alek poked his head through, taking in the office with a single sweep of his gray eyes. He held a folded piece of paper in one hand, and a cold stogie jutted from his mouth.

      “Those things are going to kill you.”

      Alek grinned around the cigar. His voice came out gravelly, like his lungs were coated with enough tar to fill a swimming pool. “We all die, Gunn. Might as well go out doing something I love.” He held out the folded paper. “Think this is for you.”

      My blood went cold when I recognized the handwriting visible through the paper. I took the note from him and swallowed a groan as I unfolded the custom stationery.

      
        
        Anderson,

        

        Your rent is past due. Again.

        

        You’ve always been a good tenant, and I really appreciate you helping me find Lottie when she ran away last week, but rescuing cats from rooftop bars doesn’t pay the mortgage or my property taxes on this building.

        

        This is your final reminder.

        

        Sincerely,

        Cathy Burns,

        Property Manager, Sunshine Real Estate

      

      

      “You all right?” Alek asked.

      “Must be a misunderstanding.” The words felt hollow as they left my mouth. “I put a check in her mailbox on the first of each month.”

      At least, I thought I had. It must have slipped my mind this month. I shuffled through the pile of bills for a beat, then let them drop back down.

      “You still write a check to pay your rent?” Alek asked. “Can’t they just debit the money from your account automatically?”

      I scowled at him. “Same dollars. What’s the difference?”

      Alek plucked the cigar from his lips and frowned at me. “I’m sorry I haven’t had many gigs for you lately. I thought you were keeping busy with other work. If I’d known, I⁠—”

      “Don’t worry about it, I’ll get it taken care of. You didn’t come here to talk about my finances.” I shoved the note into my back pocket and sat on it.

      The wrinkle between his eyebrows stayed, but Alek slowly began to nod. “Well, I’ve got a job for you. Pop out for a drink?”

      “Thought you’d never ask.”

      A happy hour with Alek was one expense I never worried about covering. Still, I got to my feet slowly, trying not to reveal the eagerness I felt, and let Alek lead the way out. We'd become friends over the years, but pride is a funny thing; I didn’t want him to think I was desperate. Work had been scarce of late, and while a single job wouldn’t expunge my debts completely, the money would certainly help steer things in the right direction.

      I closed and locked the door to my office. On this side, you could read Gunn Bounties in bold letters on the frosted glass. Beneath my business name, in a smaller print: Anderson Gunn, Fugitive Recovery Agent. The lock gave a satisfying click, and then the letters were only visible in afterimage as the hall went dark.

      “That’s starting to get on my nerves,” Alek said.

      “What gives?”

      “Been brownouts all over the city today. Must be the heat. Or there are gremlins in the power lines.”

      “It's Austin,” I said. “Weirder things have happened.”

      “Like the lizard man? Or the Cathedral of Junk?”

      “Or that one time the mayor sent queso to the moon?”

      Alek snorted and slapped his leg. “Oh man, I almost forgot about that!” He sighed. “I love this city.”

      We made it down the stairs in the darkness, using our hands to feel our way, and stepped out the front door. A wave of humid air washed over me and my skin broke out in a sheen of sweat. Even after seven thirty at night, it was triple-digit temperatures outside. The weather in Austin was pleasant for most of the year, but in the summer, it could become unbearable. I tried to ignore the way my jeans stuck to my skin as we walked.

      My office wasn’t in the high rise, big money buildings near the Capitol where Alek worked, but in a grungy part of Sixth Street on the east side of the interstate. I liked it here. The place had a certain open-minded atmosphere of good vibes that some people said could be traced back to Austin’s roots as the musical heart of rock ’n roll. Divey bars, loud music, and good food were in abundance, especially on the fringes. The smell of charcoal and al pastor wafted past my nose. The trill of an electric guitar floated to my ears from a distance as someone warmed up their ax for the evening’s first set.

      At the corner, a windowless door led to our establishment of choice. An octagonal wooden sign jutting out over the doorway depicted a pig with one arm resting on the rim of a large cauldron. His other hoof, though lacking fingers, somehow clutched a large mug of beer. The pig’s face held a tipsy yet mysterious expression, as if it knew the secret to one of life’s many mysteries and was on the verge of being drunk enough to spill the beans. The Poached Pig was etched in an arch above the drawing.

      The chime of a small bell sounded behind me. I turned and looked down the street in time to see an old man wearing nothing but a bright green thong cycle past us on a ten-speed bicycle, waving like a supermodel and grinning like a cartoon character. It took me a a moment to realize the grin didn’t belong to him, but to the bright orange Garfield mask strapped to his face.

      “Look,” I said, nudging my friend with an elbow.

      “Keep Austin Weird!” Alek shouted in solidarity.

      I caught his arm before he turned as I spotted another flock of bikers headed our way. “Oh, I see. Must be World Naked Bike Ride day.”

      Odd little fact: Austin has no laws against public nudity. Which meant that the parade of beautiful women wearing their birthday suits and casually pedaling down the street in the same direction the old man with the Garfield mask had gone was perfectly okay in every sense of the word. Sure, they were a huge distraction to passing motorists, but this kind of thing wasn’t considered all that unusual. It was a point of pride for the city: Keep Austin Weird. The saying was plastered on brick walls, printed on t-shirts, and impressed upon the minds of a local population dedicated to their eccentricity.

      This particular parade drew more observers from the bars, but not fast enough. In less than a minute, the group of naked cyclists was gone, nothing but a blur of tan flesh cutting toward the horizon.

      “It is warm out,” Alek commented. “I hope they stay hydrated.”

      I chuckled, yanked open the door to The Poached Pig, and went inside.
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      The place smelled like beer and barbecue with a hint of fry grease. Although the air conditioner hummed, it wasn’t exactly cool inside, yet none of the regulars complained as long as the ceiling fans were spinning. A line of brass taps behind the bar poured just about every local brew you could imagine. Mirrors behind the shelves lined with liquor bottles made the bar look bigger than it was. There were no TVs—one of my favorite aspects of the place. Instead, an ancient jukebox leaned against the back wall.

      As Alek and I slid onto the green vinyl bar stools, two fresh pints slid across the bar in our direction. The bartender and proprietor, Barry Morris, nodded a silent greeting, threw a towel over his shoulder, and took our order. Then he ducked through a half-door leading to the kitchen. The faint drone of a radio drifted out, mingling with Stevie Ray Vaughan’s voice belting Pride and Joy through the tinny jukebox speakers.

      I took a sip of the ale—crisp, slightly bitter, and refreshingly cold. Glorious. Alek let out a satisfied sigh as he folded his hands around his sweating pint glass. The silence stretched between us as we enjoyed the music, grateful for the moment of peace. It was the first time I’d felt anything close to calm all day.

      Alek finally pulled out a manila envelope and slapped it down on the bar. “Fresh skip here for ya, stud.”

      My heart slammed against my ribcage. I took another sip of my beer while I pretended to study a row of bourbon bottles on the top shelf.

      With the most casual gesture I could manage, I lifted the envelope and pinched the metal prongs, then slid a finger and thumb into the opening and pulled a stack of papers free.

      I scanned the bio and background information Alek had compiled, then let out a low whistle. “Cameron Kovak. What did he do to get his bail set at a hundred grand? It was only his second DWI.”

      “He somehow managed to plow his truck into a guy tending his neighbor’s garden. One minute he was pulling weeds, the next, bam. Poor bastard nearly died of internal bleeding in the hospital, but he pulled through, thank God.” Alek frowned. “The judge was pissed. She couldn’t charge Kovak with Intoxication Manslaughter, so she set the bond high enough to sting. Kovak’s wife called me to bail him out. I got the sense some kind of romantic spat precipitated the incident but, still, I thought I could count on her to get him to court on time. Guess I was wrong.”

      “Not necessarily her fault. Maybe something spooked him.”

      “Maybe. Either way, the wife can’t find him, so I’m hoping you can.”

      Barry returned through swinging doors and slid a plate down in front of each of us. On mine, a Reuben on rye with chips. Alek got a club sandwich on sourdough with fries. Both toasted to perfection.

      Alek dug in while I scanned through the rest of Kovak’s paperwork—current address, emergency contact, cell phone number, employer. Didn’t seem like he’d be too hard to find. With luck, the job would go quickly and I could pocket my usual ten percent fee in a few days. Ten large—my take on the hundred—would put me back ahead of the game and make sure I could pay Ms. Burns and keep the office. Dingy and dirty as that little place was, it was mine, dammit.

      After what seemed like a well-considered amount of time had passed, I said, “I’ll take it.”

      “Good.” Alek bobbed his head. “Knew I could count on you.”

      I rubbed my hands on my jeans and stared at the untouched plate in front of me. Now that I had work to do, my appetite had all but disappeared. I licked my lips as I thought about my next words. Best to get straight to the point. “Got any other jobs lined up after this one?”

      Alek took a bite of his sandwich and shook his head while he chewed. His appetite, it seemed, had not waned. “Not yet,” he mumbled through a mouthful. “But if something comes up, as long as it doesn’t interfere with you finding Kovak, you can have first dibs.”

      I had to inhale to make room for the fullness I felt in my chest at his reassurance. “Thanks.”

      “Gunn… are you sure you’re okay?”

      I waved him off. “I’ll be fine.”

      I hid my face in my sandwich as I forced myself to take a bite. Although I wasn’t hungry, old habits inspired me to eat anyway. Couldn’t afford to let it go to waste. Especially not one of Barry’s sandwiches.

      The lanky bartender stopped polishing the counter at the far end of the bar and came over to lean down next to us. “Did one of you fellas say something about a Kovak?”

      One of Alek’s eyebrow shot up. I took another bite of my sandwich and crunched down on a chip.

      “Why?” Alek asked. “You know him?”

      Barry thumbed back toward the kitchen. “Nah, just heard about him on the radio. Guy worked for the power company. They found his partner dead in a ditch this morning.”

      My galloping heart skipped a beat. I turned to Alek. “If that’s true, we need to talk about hazard pay.”

      Alek wiped his hands on a napkin and pulled his phone out. “This is the last thing I need right now.”

      “Five percent,” I said. Normally I wouldn’t be jumping for joy at the thought of taking on extra risk to find a dangerous fugitive, but more danger meant more money. Fifteen grand would give me a three month runway. I’d finally be able to get ahead again.

      “Hold on, hold on. I’ll get to the bottom of this. If it is true, you know I have no problem including hazard pay. But first, you gotta be straight with me, Gunn. What’s going on with you?”

      Barry and Alek both turned to watch me intently. I could see the genuine concern on both of their faces. They were just trying to be helpful, but my situation dug at me enough that I wasn’t enthused about sharing the details.

      But you only get what you give, and Alek was the man with the money.

      “It’s just been hard to keep up. My old man was never any good with money either. Maybe I inherited his bad luck.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      I thought back to the blue screen on my laptop. That wasn't the first computer I'd seen that on. Had a fella once tell me it was called the blue screen of death. I knew what it meant. “When did your family get their first computer?”

      Alek chuckled, a wet hacking sound. “I’m a bit older than you are. I bought a Commodore 64 for the business the second year they had ’em. I was about your age then. Just getting my start.”

      “My parents bought their first one when I was a kid. I was ten, it was the heyday of the PC revolution, and after arguing about the cost for several weeks, my parents finally caved and bought one. I think it was the realization they could do their finances with it, using spreadsheets, which my mom liked. You see, my dad was super scatterbrained—still is—and she invested a lot of time and money over the years in an attempt to upgrade the systems around him, thinking that would make her own life less chaotic. In reality, she just ended up doing the work herself.”

      Barry nodded. “Typical in that generation.”

      “Spreadsheets never made any sense to my father. He’d sit for an hour or two pretending to enter his receipts while he waited for her to come to his aid. When she finally did—often after cooking a meal for all three of us—he’d shrug and say, ‘No reason to jinx a stroke of good luck!’ as he picked up a paperback and stretched out on the couch.” I sipped at the beer when I realized my mouth had gone dry. “He used to say quirky, carefree things like that more often, but he hasn’t been interested in much except the bottom of a bottle since mom passed. I guess maybe she held together more than finances for him.”

      Alek and Barry had both leaned in while I was talking. I guess I was keeping my voice down unconsciously. They both straightened again when I finished.

      “Hard thing,” Barry said.

      Alek pursed his lips. “Forgive my bluntness, stud, but what's that got to do with the price of eggs in China?”

      I laughed without mirth. “Just had another computer go to the big clearance sale in the sky.”

      “Normally I’d cap it at two and a half, but today I’m feeling generous. I’ll give you three percent. Deal?”

      An extra three grand? Count me in. Alek stuck out his hand, and I shook it. “Deal.”

      Alek Ludwig returned his attention to his phone and searched the news aggregators while I took a half-hearted bite of my pickle and ate my sandwich. A loose plan began to formulate. I could start tonight by talking to Kovak’s wife, the one Alek seemed to trust. If what Barry said about a dead body was true, I didn’t want to waste any time.

      Alek read a few more headlines and then cursed under his breath. “I’m going to have words with Kovak's damn lawyer. He should have called me the moment he found out about this. Look.”

      Alek shoved the phone into my hands. It was an article from The Statesman, dated today. The picture of Kovak from Alek’s bond paperwork matched the mug shot I saw on the screen. This time I studied him more closely. Dirty blond hair. Big goofy ears. Smug smile. He had a splotchy birthmark at his left temple that would be hard to hide, even with a hat.

      I skimmed through the text until I found the pertinent section. “‘Police are investigating the murder of Dale Edwards, a lineman employed by CenTex Power & Light. His body was discovered south of Austin early on Friday morning. The cause of his death is as yet undetermined, but police are actively searching for his missing colleague, Cameron Kovak, who was reportedly dispatched with Edwards last night.’”

      “Unbelievable.” Alek chewed on his cigar, then spat a fragment of tobacco onto his empty plate. “Usually I’m a better judge of people.”

      I scrolled down the page with my thumb. “Wait a minute. Barry, I thought you said they found him in a ditch. Is that the ditch in the background?”

      Alek squinted at the screen. “I can’t tell. Don’t have my glasses with me.”

      In the photo, yellow caution tape was just visible in the distance. It seemed to make a perimeter at the edge of the so-called ditch, the full circumference of which was hidden behind a copse of oak trees. I felt the sudden urge to go there and see for myself. Unless it was just the angle, the hole looked enormous.

      “Some ditch,” I said.

      Barry’s stoic face was unreadable. “Radio said ditch.” He turned away, suddenly disinterested, and began removing liquor bottles and dusting the shelves beneath them.

      Alek stepped outside to make a phone call, no doubt trying to get some more information from his contacts at the police department. I knew people there, too, but I didn’t have the same kind of leverage.

      He returned a moment later. “Sergeant on duty said the cop assigned to the case is Detective Sheila Gonzalez. She’s still on scene.”

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” I said, as impressed by the name as with how quickly Alek acquired the information. The image of a tall, attractive Latina woman popped unbidden into my mind. Athletic build, proud green eyes, a thick mane of dark curly hair. She’d filled out in the years since we’d first met, but she was just as beautiful now as she had been then, and if possible, even more intimidating.

      A soft laugh tipped me off that Alek must have seen something in my expression that amused him.

      “You know her?” he asked. “The sergeant got weird on the phone when he found her name, made me think she might be new.”

      “Her father used to be the chief of police. Sheila transferred to Dallas so she didn’t have to work for her old man, but now that he’s retired, she’s back in town.”

      “That’s right, I remember now. But how do you know her?”

      “We went to college together at Texas State.”

      “I see,” he said. “You two seeing each other?”

      “Nothing like that. We tried dating in college, but it never worked out. We were better as friends. Suppose we still are.”

      “Is it weird having her back in town?”

      “I’ve known her forever. She’s like one of the guys to me, you know? Maybe it’s not a bad thing to have a friend on the force, though. It seems to have worked well for you. As much as I try to place nice with the cops, most of them keep me at arm’s length.”

      “They’re just doing their jobs.”

      “If you say so.”

      “You still got a thing for her, don’t you?”

      “What? No. C’mon.”

      Alek pushed his empty plate to the back of the bar and stood. “You do.”

      “I do not.” I swallowed the rest of my beer and slammed the glass down, maybe a bit too hard.

      “Have it your way,” he said with another chuckle. “So what’s your first move?”

      “Isn’t it obvious? I visit the scene of the crime and talk to my lovely detective friend.”

      “Oh, she’s lovely now, is she?”

      “Shut up.”

      He twirled his cigar expertly between his fingers, then bit it between his teeth again. “You know, now that Kovak’s a suspect in this case, she’s going to be looking for him, too.”

      “Even better. I like a challenge.”

      “I’m only paying you if you find him first.”

      My stomach roiled, but I laughed good-naturedly and gave him my most confident smile. “Come on, Alek. Have I ever let you down?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      The scene of the crime was located south of the city, about twenty minutes’ drive from my office, and although the “ditch” wasn’t visible from the road, the knot of vehicles parked on the shoulder along the highway certainly was.

      I counted three police cruisers, one unmarked car, and an ambulance. Overhead, power lines stretched like a spiderweb. One of the wooden poles had recently been removed, replaced with a fresh one, its wood grain lighter in color than the others. The damaged pole had been left in the drainage ditch, snapped jaggedly in two.

      I pulled off, parking under the trees with my windows cracked so my truck could sit in the merciful shade while I nosed around.

      After placing my sidearm in the glovebox and locking it—wouldn’t want the good old boys to mistake me for some kind of miscreant—I turned off the engine and hopped out. The air here was thick and soupy, and it made for a miserable trip through the mosquito-infested brush. I followed the sound of voices to the crime scene, constantly swatting at the little bloodsuckers as they attacked my arms and face.

      When I reached the edge of the tree line, I stopped and stood for a long beat, staring with my mouth agape. I simply wasn’t prepared for the sheer size of the hole in the ground. It was twice the length of a Mack truck and two stories deep, a gray and black scar inexplicably gouged into the land. A group of a dozen cops and crime scene investigators loitered around the area, looking as equally dismayed as I found myself feeling.

      A police radio squawked as a pair of uniformed officers wearing dark sunglasses noticed me and began to stalk toward me. I cursed under my breath. For the most part, as long as I stayed out of their way, the cops let me be. But that didn’t mean they liked having me around their crime scene.

      Fortunately, a tall woman with curly dark hair angled quickly to intercept their advance. I put my fist to my mouth to conceal a smirk as their puffed-up chests deflated. Detective Sheila Gonzalez exchanged a few words with the uniformed officers, making it clear she would be dealing with me personally. The knowledge that she outranked them was implicit in her stance. The officer on the right nodded, as did the shorter one on the left, who, unfortunately for him, had the audacity to roll his eyes.

      “I saw that,” Gonzalez said, cool and collected as ever. “Got something you want to say to me, Officer Danforth?”

      “No, ma’am,” Danforth said, blushing and staring at his shoes. The two turned and marched away to take up their posts again.

      Another plain-clothes cop, a wispy-looking man, consulted with one of the CSI guys as they looked at a tablet together. I figured since Gonzalez said something to him before she turned back to me, it must have been her partner, though I didn’t recognize him. She edged around the crater, and came to meet me at the tree line.

      “You didn’t waste any time getting out here,” she said.

      I squinted. The mischievous twinkle in her eyes gave it away. “Knew I was coming, huh? Sergeant McHale must have tipped you off.”

      “At the station, you have somewhat of a reputation.”

      “Oh yeah? What do they say about me?”

      “That you’re a royal pain in the ass. So, apparently, not much has changed.”

      “Hey, I stay in my lane,” I argued playfully.

      “I don’t believe you”

      “What? Sheila, come on. You were just a bored beat cop when you were last in Austin, so we didn’t have a reason to work together. If we had, you’d know that I’ve never been anything but professional.”

      She snorted. “Debatable.”

      Detective Sheila Gonzales stood five foot ten, just a few inches shorter than me. She wore gray slacks, a light blue collared shirt with the sleeves rolled up to her elbows, and no makeup—or little enough that it wasn’t apparent. No jewelry except her badge hanging on a chain around her neck, either. Her thick black curls were tied back with a plain black band poofing out at the end from the humidity. She was obviously less concerned with how her hair looked than the fact that it stayed the hell out of her way.

      “Cameron Kovak failed to appear at court for his DWI hearing,” I said. “I’ve been sent to collect him.”

      Gonzalez flashed me a half-hidden smile. “Bet I want him more.”

      For a second, I seriously considered taking her on, making this a competition like we would have had in the old days. But I didn’t have the money to waste on some juvenile bet. I let the impulse go, and thumbed at the corner of the past-due notice from my landlord, forgotten until now in my back pocket. I couldn’t afford to screw up the only chance I’d had in months at landing a decent paycheck. “I know that look. No, thanks.”

      Our competitive natures were the primary reason Sheila and I were ultimately incompatible as a couple. The nerve to kneecap your opponent in order to win? We both had that in spades. A willingness to compromise? Ehhh, not so much.

      “Besides, you don’t have a chance. Tracking down frightened fugitives happens to be a specialty of mine. I’ll find him in no time flat.”

      She snorted. “Oh yeah? If you’re such a genius, where is he right now?”

      “He got scared, and went to ground somewhere safe and familiar. It happens all the time.”

      She frowned. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “Once I get my bounty, I’ll turn him straight over to you.”

      “You know we can’t work together, Andy. The department doesn’t like it.”

      I shuddered. Andy. Hadn’t heard that nickname in years. Sheila was the only one apart from my mother who ever called me that. In both cases, it meant I was in trouble—or at least caught thinking about doing something neither of them would approve of.

      I took a few steps past her, studying the huge hole and making sure the snoopy cops loitering and watching us from the other side couldn’t read my lips. “Doesn’t have to be on the record. You always used to say talking to me helped you think.”

      After a brief hesitation, Gonzalez stepped up beside me. She shifted her weight from foot to foot, as if she was sore from standing. How long had she been out here, puzzling over this strange scene? After a few beats of silence, she said, “I’ll tell you what I told the press, but that’s all. The victim’s body was found down there. Call came in this morning. Some kids skipping school found it—sure they'll be having nightmares for a month. We’ve been out here ever since.”

      “Kids? Damn. Any sign of Kovak?”

      She shook her head.

      Surrounded by yellow police tape on all sides, the pit was coated with a layer of gray ash. Dark soil and limestone rubble were visible, along with dozens of footprints that crisscrossed from the edges down the sloping cutout. It would be impossible to tell which tracks might have belonged to my friend Cameron Kovak at this point. A few guys and a gal were still down there, taking photographs with expensive cameras.

      “Where’s the body now?”

      “Back at the morgue, getting examined,” she said.

      “Cause of death?”

      “Inconclusive.”

      “Come on, Sheila. Give me something. If this guy is dangerous, I need to know.”

      Looking around to make sure the two junior officers still remained at their lookout posts and out of hearing range, Sheila lowered her voice. “Edwards’s body was just skin and bones. Folds piled up, like he’d just had liposuction.”

      “Plenty of places he could have had plastic surgery in Austin.”

      “Not like that,” she said.  “He looked like a—I don’t know—a Halloween costume. You know, the full body kind, but loose and baggy. Like someone had been wearing him and then took him off and dropped him down there.”

      I rubbed my neck. “That’s bizarre. And you think Cameron Kovak could have done that? How is that even possible? Witchcraft? Or is he some sort of mad scientist?”

      “No idea. Can’t really rule anything out at this point, though calling it witchcraft is sure to do wonders for my career…”

      “So what do you think made this hole?” I asked. “You know what they’re calling it on the news? A ditch. Does this look like a ditch to you?”

      Sheila scowled at me. “I told them it was a ditch, and they ran with it. It’s been a pain keeping the press away, but we’ve managed so far. I don’t need any more attention on this case than I already have. If I had called it a ‘crater,’ normal people would think it was some kind of meteor, lunatics would start calling it a UFO crash site, and we’d be overrun by people like that Marsha Marshall you’re always jabbering on about.”

      “I’m not always ‘jabbering on’ about her. I just happen to think she’s got some interesting ideas.” Honestly, I was surprised Gonzalez remembered. Marsha Marshall ran a paranormal investigations blog I first discovered a few years back. Her theories were wild, but they made for entertaining reading. It would have been unlikely for her to show her face, though, since no one knew her real identity.

      “You’ve always loved conspiracy theories,” Gonzalez said. “What I’m saying is that this isn’t some close encounter of the third kind. There’s no ship. No meteorite. For all I know, this hole was made by explosives. I mean, look at all that ash.”

      “Any witnesses to corroborate that theory?”

      Gonzalez took a deep, patient breath. “A few people in that neighborhood”—she pointed at a trailer park across the field beyond the crater—“said they heard a loud noise right before the electricity went out. Their power had been going off and on last night. They assumed it was just another outage, maybe a transformer popping or whatever.”

      “Are power outages, in your experience, usually accompanied by explosions?”

      “Not that I know of. Probably not.” She shrugged and dug a tablet out of her pocket, consulting her notes. “And, for the record, they didn’t say explosion—that was my idea. They said ‘boom,’ ‘crash,’ ‘loud noise,’ stuff like that. Again, though, they could have heard a transformer overloading and popping. I’m hoping the power company’s people will be able to answer that. I’m waiting for them to get back to me.”

      As I stood next to Sheila in front of the crater, my gut had me convinced that something else had happened here. But what could have caused this? And how was Kovak involved?

      She didn’t have to be a psychic to know what I was thinking. Gonzalez said, “I put out an APB for Kovak. Every officer, on duty or off, is on the lookout for him.”

      “No sign of him yet?”

      Her face scrunched up like as she wrestled with the decision. She finally sighed. “I’m only telling you this because I don’t want you to get hurt. We got one report, may have been Kovak, maybe not. An officer patrolling the east side saw a man fitting Kovak’s description harassing a couple of young women just a few hours ago. The officer stopped his car but by the time he’d reached them, the man had bolted—fast enough, apparently, that the officer wasn’t able to pursue.”

      “So he’s quick. Doesn’t mean he’s dangerous.”

      “When the officer talked to the young women, they told him that the man looked like some kind drug addict. Dark circles under his eyes, saggy cheeks, track marks on his arms. That sort of thing.”

      “Kovak didn’t have any drug charges on his record.”

      “That’s what’s weird. He doesn’t have much of a record at all before the DWI charge. I called and asked his boss at the power company about it. She told me that Kovak was a drinker. However, she strongly disagreed when I suggested the idea that he was a drug addict. Didn’t have any recollection of track marks or anything like that.”

      I ran my fingers through my hair. “Something stinks.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “What are you going to do about the… er, ditch?”

      She shrugged. “Not my problem.”

      “So why are you still here?”

      She made an exasperated noise in her throat. “Because it doesn’t make any sense.”

      We stood in silence for another minute, then I said, “Tell me the cause of death when you find out, okay?”

      “No way. I told you what I told the reporters—more, even. That’s it. You’re on your own after this.”

      “Come on, Sheila. We’re just talking. No one can get mad about that.”

      “No. I’m serious, Andy. I won’t do it. It’s against department policy. You’ll get me fired.”

      “You can’t get fired. Your dad was the chief of police.”

      “Was being the operative word. Sorry, I can’t help you.”

      I nodded. I expected this, but somehow, it was still disappointing. “I guess all those lectures on ‘personal responsibility’ ol’ Chief Gonzalez used to give us sank into your thick skull after all.”

      Sheila chuckled and shook her head. Her phone buzzed. She turned away to read the message, and then began to type out a long response.

      I took the moment to peer out over the crater again. Crime scene investigators were placing plastic baggies of samples into cases and stowing their camera gear. The two uniforms Sheila kept from hassling me looked bored. They slouched together, twenty yards to my right with their backs to the crater, watching the trees and the road.

      To my left, a quarter turn around the crater on the opposite side of the police, I noticed two other detectives I hadn’t seen until now. They also stood gaping down into the hole, conversing quietly with each other. They wore matching gray suits. One was a dark-skinned woman with her hair tied up into several small knots, evenly distributed over her head. Each knot faded from black at her scalp to crimson at the tip—an expensive dye job for a detective. The second, a barrel-chested male, appeared to be an albino. His neck was thick like a bull; his face and hands as pale as snow, and his white-blond hair was braided close to his scalp in rows that hung down to the middle of his back.

      They were talking under their breath for a moment. I couldn’t hear them, but I was a half-decent lip reader. I’d learned some of the nuances after my father lost his hearing. There was also a lot you could infer from body language alone. The woman turned her shoulders slightly away from the man. She was upset. The man was arguing a counterpoint, appealing to her. He brought a fist into his hand, decisively. She shook her head. I watched their lips closely but couldn’t make out any words. If I wasn’t mistaken, they weren’t speaking English. The woman said something, to which the man responded by muttering angrily.

      Simultaneously, they both snapped their heads around and locked eyes on me, as if noticing me for the first time. Their stare was so intense that I swallowed a gasp. Something about the way they moved made my skin crawl. It was lizard-like, poised and dangerous.

      “Hey, Sheil,” I said, “do you know those two?” When she ignored me, I turned and tapped her on the arm.

      Sheila looked up from her phone. “What?”

      I thumbed back toward the pair. Sheila wrinkled her brow in confusion.

      Turning back to look, I found that the pair had vanished. Gone. I turned, scanning the woods, but didn’t spot them anywhere. They’d disappeared without a trace.

      What the hell?

      “You look like you just saw a ghost,” she said.

      “Pretty sure I saw two.”

      She reached out and put a hand on my arm, and for the briefest moment, the old affection was there between us again. I saw the genuine concern in her eyes, concern for my well-being, and realized I felt the same way about her. Not love. I just cared that she was healthy and safe, plain and simple.

      “What?”

      I couldn’t explain what I’d just seen—or what I thought I’d seen, since the two weren’t there anymore. I shook my head and changed the subject. “Nevermind. Can I walk down into the crater?”

      “Andy! No. My captain would have my head if I let you down there.” She jerked her chin toward the two uniformed officers, who were watching me again.

      The moment between us had passed. She was back to being the tough, confident woman I’d always admired. Even I knew when not to press my luck.

      “Okay, no problem,” I said. “But photos are okay?”

      She bobbed her head noncommittally, but didn’t outright refuse, so I walked to the edge of the crater and crouched down to snap a few quick photos with my phone. My memory was good, but I was as human as the next man, and if something occurred to me later I wanted to have a visual on hand for reference.

      Across the field, the blazing orange sun slouched toward to the horizon. The heat was still unbearable. I reached up and wiped a layer of sweat from my forehead as I gazed out over the crater, wondering what happened between Cameron Kovak and Dale Edwards last night to cause the sudden death of one and the just-as-sudden disappearance of the other. Accidentally killing your coworker in an argument would certainly be enough to spook a guy, especially if he’d had a court hearing the next day. So where did Kovak go? I needed to keep moving, keep searching for information.

      Bending down, I scooped up a handful of the ash that coated the crater like a light film of dirty snow. It left black soot marks on my skin when I rubbed it between my fingers. I reached down for another handful, then held it up and let it fall. The dry powder caught a breeze and was whisked away.

      Finally, I stood back up. Sheila had her arms crossed, watching me.

      Time to take the hint.

      “I better get going,” I said. “Still have to visit the missus and see if she has any idea where Kovak might be hunkering down.”

      “Be kind to her. She’s had a rough day.”

      “I’ll play nice. Thanks, Sheila.”

      “Hey,” she called as I turned to go. “If you find any leads on Kovak… don’t tell me. I can’t have the department thinking that we’re working together on this. Got it?”

      The Captain really must have been cracking the whip on her.

      “Okay. But when I do locate Kovak—and I will find him—you’ll be the first to know… Well, maybe the second. I’ll tell Alek first, so I can get paid.” I winked at her, hoping that remark sounded less desperate to her than it did to me.

      Gonzalez shook her head. That sharp little smile was there again. “Good luck.”

      “Have fun,” I responded.

      Then, together, we both said, “Don’t die.”

      I laughed at the inside joke. It was something we used to say to each other before kicking off a competition in the old days. This wasn’t that, but the familiar nature of the ritual saying helped to keep the churning anxiety I felt—about finding Kovak, about climbing out of the deep hole of my debts—at bay.

      I waved as I backed away.

      It was a short walk through the woods back to my truck. I once again smacked at the mosquitoes feasting on my exposed forearms as I climbed in the cab and fired up the engine. The sky now glowed a soft purple through the windshield, with wispy cirrus clouds streaking like jet trails. I didn’t have much light left.

      The A/C blasted while the truck warmed up. I sat and let the cool air dry the sweat on my neck and face. The dashboard reading said the external temperature had dipped below a hundred, which I took as a positive sign.

      I plugged an address from the bail paperwork into the GPS on my phone. It wasn’t far. If I left now, I would still arrive at Mrs. Kovak’s house at a respectable hour.
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      Finding Cameron Kovak’s home nestled in a nice neighborhood with orderly picket fences surprised me. The ranch-style houses lining these streets were small, single-story affairs, but plenty spacious. Mid-sized cars and clean trucks were parked in driveways and along the curb. A wide sidewalk wound through the neighborhood, shaded by trees, and the street lamps glowed softly, illuminating house numbers in the fading twilight. My black truck, with dents and scrapes along the side, probably seemed a little dumpy by comparison, but not so much that I drew undue attention.

      Parking on the street a few doors down from where the GPS said the Kovaks lived, I killed the engine and took a moment to observe. A middle-aged man in the next house down was stowing his sprinkler and winding a garden hose after watering his plants. A couple with a dog strolled the sidewalk circuit. An old lady across the street peered through her living room window, probably thinking (wrongly) that those sheer curtains concealed her snooping face.

      In the Kovak’s driveway, two boys were shooting hoops. The file Alek gave me said that Kovak had a nine-year-old son. I figured one of these boys was the son, and the other was a friend from the neighborhood keeping him company on a difficult day.

      If I had the extra manpower, I’d make someone stake out the house over the next few days to see if we could spot Kovak coming or going. Once, I had dreams of expanding the business that way, taking on extra people, maybe even hiring a bounty hunter-in-training. Unfortunately, due to circumstances beyond my control, Gunn Bounties was still a solo operation. My best play here was to take the direct approach and see if Kovak’s wife would give me a useful lead.

      I made sure the glovebox was still locked with my gun inside, then opened the door. I wasn’t completely unarmed, mind you. The door kicking boots on my feet could do some serious damage, but they were less liable to frighten a person than the sight of a holstered weapon. I slammed the car door loudly enough to catch the boys’ attention and started toward the driveway. They stopped dribbling as they watched me approach, no doubt nervous at the sight of yet another stranger on this portentous day.

      When I was close enough to toss up a three-pointer. I shouted, “Hey! Toss me the rock.”

      The boys just stared at me for a tick before one of them shrugged and bounced the basketball my way. I took a quick jump shot and sank it, nothing but net. Back in my day, we’d have said, “swoosh!”

      “Nice shot!” cried one of the boys. He looked like a miniature, scrawnier version of Cameron Kovak, with overly large ears and blond hair. Definitely the son.

      “Your dad home?” I asked. The best way to get answers out of kids was to go straight to the point. Kids can sense when you’re being shady, but if you don’t try to bullshit them, you have a good chance of catching them off guard. Either way, subtlety wasn’t my strong suit.

      “You know my dad?” little Kovak asked.

      “By reputation.”

      “Whatever that means,” the boy said as he tossed the ball back to me. It was nice to see the kids still played by the make-it, take-it rules. “Bet you can’t make that shot again.”

      He was being playful, not disrespectful. It would be an insult not to accept the challenge.

      “You’re on,” I said before stepping back and taking another jump shot. This one bounced off the rim and came sailing back in my direction.

      “Rebound!” the boy yelled as he sprinted gamely after it.

      I shuffled over to stop the ball, but it hit a divot in the driveway and bounced wide. As I turned to follow it, a blue sports car cut around the corner into the neighborhood and sped down the street. It was an electric vehicle, so it only gave off the slightest whine as it accelerated. Even worse, not being full dark yet, its headlights were off.

      I took two steps after the ball, but once I saw the car, I began to put the brakes on; the boy, with my truck partially blocking his view and his eyes fixated on the basketball, did not. The ball hit the pavement and bounced again, heading across the street.

      My body snapped into motion. With three bounding strides, I reached out and snagged the boy’s t-shirt. Cotton ripped, the boy screamed, but finally the seam held and I yanked him back out of the car’s path and into my arms. The basketball rolled into the grass across the street and a gust of wind swirled around us as the car zoomed past.

      “Whoa!” the other boy shouted from up the driveway.

      I exchanged a glance with mini-Kovak. The whites of his eyes shone around dilated pupils as he stared up at me, stunned until I finally untangled his shirt from my fingers and held him back at arm’s length.

      “Sorry about your shirt, kid.”

      “It’s… okay.” He was clearly shaken, but seemed to be recovering his wits. “Um, thanks. Whoever you are. Are you a policeman, too?”

      I shook my head. “I’m not a police officer. But I am looking for your old man.”

      “Is he in trouble?”

      I squatted on my haunches, eye level with him. “What’s your name?”

      “Darren.”

      “Darren. I’m Anderson. I’m not a cop,” I said as I knelt down next to him, “but it’s my job to find your dad. He missed an appointment and it was a pretty important one.”

      The kid nodded. His eyes were drawn to the carport as a door to the house swung open. I got the feeling that while he wasn’t happy about what happened with his dad, it wasn’t really his dad he was worried about.

      “Darren!” called a woman from the doorway. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine, Mom,” Darren said, pulling away from me and jogging toward her. “This guy saved me.” I followed slowly behind him.

      She sighed in relief and hugged the boy with one arm as she dried her hands on a towel.

      “How many times do I need to tell you to look both ways before you cross the street? It’s dinner time. Go wash your hands.”

      “Can Robbie stay for dinner?”

      She smiled patiently. “Sure.”

      The boys ran past her and disappeared into the house, leaving me face-to-face with a pregnant woman in her early thirties. She was attractive, but tired-looking. Her hair was colored red, though not recently, with split ends hanging near her shoulders. She wore sweatpants and had puffy eyes like she’d been crying.

      “I already talked to the cops today,” she said in a clear, strong voice.

      I adjusted my assessment. She may have been suffering, but she was definitely not fragile.

      “Like I told your son, I’m not a cop. Name’s Anderson Gunn. I work with Alek Ludwig.”

      Her face paled. She knew the name. Stepping outside and shutting the door behind her after telling the boys to set the table, she turned back to me and waited.

      “Mind if I ask you a few questions about your husband, Mrs. Kovak?”

      She spread her hands wide. “If you must. But I've got nothing to say that I didn’t already tell that pushy lady detective. Cam was a cheating bastard, and we had our differences, but he’s not a killer.”

      I held my hands up, palms open, and tried not to smirk at the way she described Detective Gonzalez. Whether fair or not, she wouldn’t be the first to characterize Sheila that way.

      “I’m not the police, Mrs. Kovak, I just find missing people. It’s not my job to pass judgment on his guilt or innocence—except when it comes to skipping bail. He’s not here, on the premises, is he?”

      She put her hands on her hips. “Mr. Gunn, at least show me the decency of assuming that I am telling you the truth until I give you a reason to think otherwise.”

      I studied her carefully for a twitch of the eyebrow or another tell that would give her away. The only thing I noticed was that I'd offended her. She moved one hand to her protruding belly unconsciously, then let it drop again.

      “He’s not here,” she insisted. “Mr. Gunn, I really should be going. It’s been a long day.”

      Without waiting for a reply, she opened the door and stepped inside. I put one sturdy boot on the frame of the door. “I’m sorry. I had to ask. It’d be a lot easier for everyone if he turned himself in, you know.“

      She turned back to face me, still wringing the towel. “Tell me about it.”

      “Just one more question, Mrs. Kovak, if you don’t mind.”

      After glaring down at my boot, she said, “Fine, one more.”

      “Do you know where he’s hiding? Or where he might be headed?”

      “That’s more than one question. And like I said a hundred times already, the way I figure it, there’s only two reasons Cam didn’t come home last night. He’s either on a bender and you’ll find him passed out in an alley somewhere. Or he left me for that skank ho, Patricia, and if that’s the case, he’s dead to me anyhow.”

      Bingo, I thought. Another woman. There’s always another woman.

      “Frankly, though,” Mrs. Kovak went on, “I find the whole thing hard to believe. Cam liked Dale. Said he reminded him of his Uncle Larry.” She glanced back at the boys, now setting plates out on a round wooden table. ”I don’t see why he would want to hurt the man. God, and I feel just awful for Dale’s wife and kids. This whole thing is unbelievable.”

      I remembered what Sheila said about Dale Edwards’s body looking like a shed Halloween costume when they found it. Even if this woman’s husband was capable of murder, was he capable of doing something like that?

      “There are lots of reasons people get into arguments,” I said. “It’s never a big deal… until it is. Has he ever gotten angry with you?”

      “Well, sure, plenty of times.”

      I raised my eyebrows suggestively.

      She scoffed. “Are you asking if he hit me? No, Mr. Gunn. Never.”

      I nodded, then removed my foot from the door frame. “Okay. I believe you. One last… last thing, Mrs. Kovak. Can I get a surname and last known address for your husband’s—er—special friend?”

      “Like I told your pushy colleagues earlier when they asked the same question, her name is Patricia Wallart. That’s all I know. You’ll have to find her address on your own because if I found out where she lived, I might be liable to do something I’d regret.”

      “Wait, do you mean Detective Gonzalez? You told Detective Gonzalez about Patricia Wallart?”

      “No, not her. She was real nice. I was talking about the other pair of detectives. They left right before you got here. Pasty white guy who never spoke, and an African American woman with red hair.”

      The skin at the nape of my neck crawled. It had to be the same pair who’d disappeared at the crime scene; now I had proof that what I’d seen had been more than just a heat mirage.

      “Are you sure they were detectives?” I asked.

      “I mean…well, geez, I just assumed.”

      Since she thought I was a cop, I took that with a grain of salt.

      Did that mean I had competition? Alek had given me the job exclusively, as per our arrangement, but like all bounties, any licensed bail enforcement agent could try to claim the reward if they caught the fugitive first. Even if Alek didn’t give it to them, it would make me look bad.

      It was a black hat tactic, but actually not that original, for a bounty hunter to let people think he was a cop for the sake of convenience. People are more apt to open up to cops than bounty hunters.

      Something white passed by in my peripheral vision. I turned sharply, looking up and down the street. My movements must have made Mrs. Kovak nervous, because she took a few steps back into the kitchen and set her hands on the counter next to the knife block.

      Her son dropped a plate noisily on the table. “He staying?” the boy asked his mom, pointing at me and holding another plate in his hand.

      She gave me a look that brooked no argument. “No, he was just leaving.”

      I smiled politely. “Thanks, kid, but I have to run. Mrs. Kovak, I appreciate your help.”

      “I hope you find him,” she said in a small voice, “so I can tell him how much he pissed me off this time.”

      The door closed in my face and I heard the deadbolt click. I walked down the driveway, looking over my shoulder every few steps while chewing on my thoughts.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Back in my truck, I locked the doors and checked all my rearview mirrors twice. Only once I had taken the gun out of my glovebox and set it next to me on the passenger seat did I start to calm down and think logically.

      Maybe I had it wrong. Maybe the Austin PD did assign a couple more detectives to the case and chose not to tell Sheila. Or, more likely, the odd pair of detectives were with the FBI, or maybe with the ATF. Investigating the explosion that caused the crater certainly seemed to fall under the purview of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives.

      On the other hand, if the pair were competing bounty hunters, they were doing a damn fine job of staying one step ahead of me. I slammed the heel of my hand into the steering wheel in frustration. If I lost this case, I’d probably lose the office. Giving up on the office felt equivalent to giving up on the business, somehow. I just couldn’t do it.

      I needed an edge.

      My thumb hovered over my phone’s call button. I knew exactly how she was going to react, but it was a chance I had to take. As the phone rang, I merged onto the highway and accelerated.

      Gonzalez answered without so much as a greeting. “What now?”

      “Is that any way to say ‘hello’ to an old friend?”

      It was not a challenge to imagine her rolling her eyes.

      “We just saw each other,” she said. “What do you want?”

      I switched into the left lane to pass a big SUV. “Are there other detectives assigned to the Edwards case?”

      “No, just me and Detective Simmons.”

      “Feds?”

      “No,” she scoffed. “I mean, I don’t think so. That wouldn’t make any sense.”

      “Mrs. Kovak said she spoke to two detectives after you spoke to her.”

      The air thickened as a beat passed in silence. I lowered the A/C so I could hear her better and passed another car. “You know how I feel about bounty hunters impersonating the police.”

      Oh, yes. I knew. “Just what I need right now, competition.”

      She snorted. “It’ll be good for you. Your ego is so huge it’s a miracle you can even fit in that tiny office of yours.”

      “Hey! Low blow!”

      “If the shoe fits.” There was a muffled sound as she covered the speaker for a minute. “Look, they’re probably just new in town. Do what you always do. Be stubborn. Stand your ground. And tell them that if I ever catch them impersonating cops, I’m coming after them.”

      Another moment passed as I thought about how it would feel to be cuffed by Detective Gonzalez.

      “Anything else?” she asked.

      “Yeah, actually. Did you know Kovak has a mistress?”

      “What?”

      “Didn’t think so. Well, he does,” I said. “So, any idea where I might find a Patricia Wallart?”

      “I could get in serious trouble for even having this conversation. Don’t you find people for a living? You could always just look her up on the internet like everyone else does.”

      “First of all, you know I don’t get along with computers. Secondly, it’s easier to ask you.” I didn’t bother telling her my computer just took a dive.

      “No.”

      I clenched my jaw. I could practically hear her teeth grinding through the phone. The old, familiar stalemate.

      “I told you,” she finally said, “we can’t work together.”

      A thousand different ways to object sprang to mind, but I found myself unable to voice a single one of them. For in my rearview mirror, I noticed a white sedan that had been following me at a discreet distance for a couple miles. Instantly, my stomach lurched into my throat. I squinted into the glare of the headlights, finally making out two blurry figures in the front seats. I couldn’t be sure it was them.

      “What,” Sheila said, “no smartass comeback?”

      “I think my competition is tailing me.”

      “Andy, this is getting ridiculous.”

      “I’m serious!”

      “I am a homicide detective, not your personal assistant.”

      I set the phone on speaker and put it in a cup holder so that I could use both hands to drive.

      “Sheila, this is not a drill.”

      “I’m done with this conversation,” she said, her voice flat and humorless. “Goodbye, Gunn.”

      Silence, louder than any concussion.

      Jamming my foot down on the pedal, I swerved into the right lane. The white sedan mimicked me fifty yards behind. When I slowed down, they slowed too. Flooring the pedal, I accelerated hard, pulling them along behind me. The speedometer crawled up past eighty. I blew past a car, cut into the shoulder to get around the next one, cut back. They followed close behind. I pitched back into the right lane. When they were only a single car-length off my back bumper, I slammed on the brakes. My eyes glued to the rearview, I watched as their car smacked into the back of my truck, and finally made out their features—two people, one dark-skinned, the other pale.

      I returned my eyes to the road just in time to avoid plowing into some road kill. I cursed as I cut around it, swerving into the shoulder and clipping a guardrail before regaining control.

      When I looked back again, the white sedan had peeled off to the right. They were now on the access road, moving away from me.

      I ran my hand through my hair, then pulled onto the shoulder of the highway while I caught my breath.

      My pistol and Kovak’s paperwork had slid to the floor while I was driving like an idiot. I bent to collect them. Kovak’s home address caught my eye because it was on top, and that reminded me of something. Maybe I did have another lead. Hadn’t Alek told me he thought the DWI was a result of a romantic spat? Could it have been a romantic spat between Kovak, his wife, and one Patricia Wallart?

      Alek was always good at giving me more details than I needed for a case. Sure enough, the address of the DWI was listed on a page describing the incident, along with the case number, the name of the cop who booked him, the company that towed his car, and other details.

      I snatched my phone from the cupholder. Simply looking up the street address on a public search engine revealed that it was, in fact, Patricia Wallart’s house. Amazing what you can find on the internet.

      I had planned to go home first, but in light of my new competition, I couldn’t afford to waste a moment. I reset the GPS with Patricia Wallart’s address and followed the blue line to her house.

      By the time I arrived, it was full dark. Unlike the Kovak’s neighborhood, no street lamps lined the grid of Ms. Wallart’s trailer park. The place was filled with a motley selection of doublewides, tiny homes, and airstream trailers. A few porch lights were on, however, and it turned out that Patricia Wallart’s was one of them. The patch of lawn in front of her house was well-maintained, and the little strip of garden alongside her trailer was filled with succulents and sunflowers, small hints of beauty amid the gauche decorations of her neighbors.

      I whistled the

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Book 1: Culture Shock
        
          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Chapter 8
          


          		
            Chapter 9
          


          		
            Chapter 10
          


          		
            Chapter 11
          


          		
            Chapter 12
          


          		
            Chapter 13
          


          		
            Chapter 14
          


          		
            Chapter 15
          


          		
            Chapter 16
          


          		
            Chapter 17
          


          		
            Chapter 18
          


          		
            Chapter 19
          


          		
            Chapter 20
          


          		
            Chapter 21
          


          		
            Chapter 22
          


          		
            Chapter 23
          


          		
            Chapter 24
          


          		
            Chapter 25
          


          		
            Chapter 26
          


        


      


      		
        Book 2: Overdose
        
          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Chapter 8
          


          		
            Chapter 9
          


          		
            Chapter 10
          


          		
            Chapter 11
          


          		
            Chapter 12
          


          		
            Chapter 13
          


          		
            Chapter 14
          


          		
            Chapter 15
          


          		
            Chapter 16
          


          		
            Chapter 17
          


          		
            Chapter 18
          


          		
            Chapter 19
          


          		
            Chapter 20
          


          		
            Chapter 21
          


          		
            Chapter 22
          


          		
            Chapter 23
          


          		
            Chapter 24
          


        


      


      		
        Book 3: Quantum Flare
        
          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Chapter 8
          


          		
            Chapter 9
          


          		
            Chapter 10
          


          		
            Chapter 11
          


          		
            Chapter 12
          


          		
            Chapter 13
          


          		
            Chapter 14
          


          		
            Chapter 15
          


          		
            Chapter 16
          


          		
            Chapter 17
          


          		
            Chapter 18
          


          		
            Chapter 19
          


          		
            Chapter 20
          


          		
            Chapter 21
          


          		
            Chapter 22
          


          		
            Chapter 23
          


          		
            Chapter 24
          


          		
            Chapter 25
          


        


      


      		
        Herron’s Heroes
      


      		
        Also by M.G. Herron
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Also by M.G. Herron


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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