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Synopsis

What happens when the woman of
your dreams lands in your swimming pool at the same time that
buckshot riddles not only your back deck, but also your
comfortable, orderly, safe life?

When bounty hunter Holt Lasher splashes into Isabelle
Rochat's swimming pool, Isabelle assumes the shotgun blast was
meant for Holt. After all, who would want to shoot a corporate CPA
when a bounty hunter is standing in front of her? The answer forces
Holt and Isabelle on a perilous journey through an underworld of
drugs and underhanded deals, from the Rhode Island House of
Representatives to a methadone clinic. Compelled to protect
Isabelle by a sense of duty and an attraction neither of them
expected, can Holt catch the assailant in time, or will her
commitment to the chase leave the idea of happily ever after
impossible?
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Dedication
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Love Rocks when we’re together
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you


Chapter One

Peanut zigged as Holt zagged.

Holt was incredibly adept at catching her man, but
Peanut was smart. And fast. When judges determined flight risk,
they didn’t consider the hazard presented by a pair of sneakers on
the right feet. She leapt over a short garden fence, crossed the
lawn, and jumped the fence on the opposite side. They’d been
running for blocks, and it didn’t look like the teenager she was
chasing had any intention of slowing down. At least her gym
membership was proving useful.

No one paid the least bit of attention to the
baggy-panted teenager running like hell, pursued by a scruffy
looking woman. This was Providence, Rhode Island, after all, and
there were other things to worry about than the trials and
tribulations of two people sprinting down the sidewalk of a busy
street.

Holt cursed. Peanut was fearless, and she knew the
direction his thoughts were going the moment he glanced across the
street to the residential neighborhood on the other side. There
were hiding places all over that area, tucked in among the
basketball hoops, lawnmowers, and patio furniture of the perfect
suburban enclave.

Peanut chose an opening the duration of a blink and
darted into traffic. Holt hesitated only a second before charging
after him. All around her, car brakes screeched and horns blared,
but she kept her eyes on her prey, despite the sweat streaming down
her face.

The roadbed was much warmer than the sidewalk, the
heat from hundreds of roaring engines turning an otherwise pleasant
day into a scorching, paved torture chamber. Peanut was ten feet in
front of her and slowed to avoid a speeding car. Holt picked up her
speed, hoping she wouldn’t need to tackle him in the middle of the
street. She saw the BMW speeding toward her and saw the driver
yelling at the driver in the car next to him. He turned back and
saw her just in time to put his car into an impressive skid. She
crouched, knowing she didn’t have enough time to get out of his
way. His momentum had slowed enough by the time he reached her that
she wasn’t thrown over the windshield when she leapt onto his hood.
Her quads reloaded as she landed and in one motion sprung onto the
BMW’s roof. A long, striding step brought her to the trunk and she
leapt safely to the ground. With so much adrenaline pulsing through
her body, she was pretty sure she could run through a brick wall
and not feel a thing. James Bond, take
that.

Peanut stood openmouthed on the curb, looking like
he was about to applaud. His amazement was short-lived, however.
Holt hit the ground running, determined to get her man before he
could elude her in the tree-lined neighborhood directly behind him.
With a lunge, she grabbed Peanut’s shirt, but the material slid
through her fingers as he bolted toward the residential area. She
planted her right foot firmly to push herself into a tackle when
her left foot unceremoniously collided with the back of her calf.
She scraped her hands on the uneven cement, only narrowly missing a
total face plant, and Peanut pulled ahead of her again.
So much for James Bond.

“Fuck! Peanut! Slow your skinny ass down. I’m tired
of chasing you.”

Of course, he ignored her; she hadn’t expected
anything else. Fuming at her clumsiness, she scrambled back to her
feet and sprinted after him.

The neighborhood they’d entered was standard cookie
cutter, the different gardens the only thing to set them apart, and
high fences around the yards made it difficult for anyone to find a
quick escape route. Holt knew she could react to any trick Peanut
tried to escape, though she was less than ecstatic when he settled
for fence climbing, no doubt hoping her upper body strength wasn’t
as impressive as that of her legs.

Holt sighed in exasperation. The first fence Peanut
chose to scale was wooden, with an uneven top, providing little
leverage for her legs and likely to sting like hell when it came in
contact with her road rash-damaged hand. She headed straight at the
six-foot barrier, planting one foot against the rough boards and
surging upward at the same time. With the grace of a high jumper,
she pivoted her body over the top and dropped to the other
side.

Peanut obviously hadn’t landed quite as delicately
and was limping away as fast as he could across a beautifully
manicured lawn. Holt caught up to him and grabbed a handful of his
shirt as he skirted the impossibly blue pool dominating the
backyard. She saw no reason to bring him to the ground since the
fight had gone out of him. She relaxed her grip enough to let him
know she wasn’t going to hurt him as she pulled them to a stop.

Satisfied he wasn’t going to take off again, she
bent double to catch her breath. Peanut twitched. Holt geared up
for another chase, but when she followed his line of sight, her
adrenaline surged for another reason. Just before the deafening
“boom” and the spray of buckshot littered the house behind them,
Peanut ducked his head and drove his shoulder hard into Holt’s
sternum. They both flew backward, landing with an explosive splash
in the cool, refreshing pool, buckshot peppering the water over
their heads. Luckily, he had been aware enough of his surroundings
to see the hooded head pop up above the fence line and level the
shotgun barrel at them. If he hadn’t jumped, she never would have
looked over. Peanut saved her life.

 


*

 


Isabelle Rochat jumped off her couch. Whatever punk
had just thrown a firecracker into her backyard was going to be
sorry he ever laid eyes on her. It was Saturday. She was working.
And she really hated being interrupted when she was working.

Through the sliding glass door leading to the patio,
she could see two individuals splashing in her pool. One, a teenage
boy, was being dragged toward the pool’s edge by a brunette woman.
She knew she sounded too much like her mother, but she really did
have to wonder about the lack of respect people showed for each
other these days. Who in their right mind would think it was okay
to take a dip in a stranger’s pool? Readying herself for a
showdown, she slid the door ajar and stepped out onto her back
patio.

“What do you think you’re—”

“Get down,” the brunette yelled before Isabelle
could finish her question. “Get the fuck down! Look at your
goddamned siding! Get your ass on the ground.”

Isabelle saw the hooded figure appear over her fence
at the same time she registered seeing the small holes littering
her siding. She dropped to her stomach a split second before
another explosion sounded across the quiet neighborhood, spraying
deadly shot where her head had been. Squealing tires registered
briefly before her mind was filled with a flash of white somewhere
in her peripheral vision and the slap of wet shoes on concrete. The
brunette was out of the pool and running in a crouch toward the
back fence. The teenager clung to the side of the pool, making no
move to pull himself out. The mystery woman stopped at the fence
and listened before pulling herself up to look over the six-foot
high obstruction. She hung there for a moment, looking around.
Isabelle was captivated by the tease of tattooed skin through the
shirt as the stranger was suspended on the fence. A colorful blur
spread over her tense, powerful shoulders and down her spine.
Isabelle had a soft spot for ink, and despite the seriousness of
the situation, she felt her body react as the tattooed intruder
squelched her way back to the pool and dragged the young man out of
the water by the scruff of his T-shirt.

The dripping hair and tight body were something out
of a movie, and Isabelle was glad the woman’s face was hot too. It
would have been a huge letdown if she were ugly. Her wet white
T-shirt left little to the imagination, clinging to a dark blue
racer back sports bra and a lean, muscled torso that formed an
almost perfect triangle from her strong shoulders to her narrow
waist.

“Was that one of your crew, you little punk?” Her
voice was gravely and a bit rough, perfectly complementing the
unrefined owner.

The teenager shook his head emphatically. “Come on,
H. You know that’s not how I run. I don’t know who that guy
was.”

His face had lost all color, and Isabelle wondered
if he was more afraid of the gunman or the tall woman berating him
and shaking him like an empty sack.

“You saying none of you idiots have shotguns and ski
masks?” the brunette asked angrily.

“Well, I don’t think that would be an accurate
assessment,” the youth admitted carefully. “But if that was one of
my guys, why the hell would he be shooting at me?”

The brunette’s body relaxed and she seemed to let go
of her anger. Her grip on the young man’s shirt loosened and she
glanced at Isabelle. “Peanut, you kill me. You’ve run me across the
whole damn city, and now I’ve got myself an ethical dilemma. Get
your scrawny ass out of here before I change my mind. If I find out
it was one of your guys though…”

“Thanks, H. Been fun runnin’ witcha today. I haven’t
forgotten your offer either. Just got to think some things
through.” Peanut backed away as he spoke, glancing over his
shoulder for the fastest way out of the yard.

When he disappeared through the gate, the impressive
stranger yelled after him, “And reschedule your court date.” She
pulled her cell phone out of a soaked pocket, examined it in
disgust, and dropped it back into her jeans. “Damn it, I hate
getting fucking shot at.” Seeming to remember she wasn’t alone, she
jogged over to Isabelle, who was still flat on the ground, her
elbows propping her up. “Are you okay? Did you get hit?”

Isabelle looked up into the bluest eyes she had ever
seen. They were soft with concern, but she imagined they could be
cold as steel when anger flashed through them. The blue stood out
all the more because of the chin length dark hair framing the
intruder’s perfect face. From a distance, it had looked angled and
androgynous, but up close, the features were refined, almost
delicate. Isabelle had been correct in her snap judgment. The woman
was gorgeous.

“What? Oh, no. I’m fine, thanks to you. Just a
little shaken up. Is it safe to get up?” Isabelle hated how small
her voice sounded. She didn’t like being out of control.

The woman pulled her to her feet with an ease that
gave proof to the muscled outline beneath her wet T-shirt. “Yeah, I
think it’s safe. Bad guy’s long gone. I’m Holt Lasher. Sorry about
the excitement.” Her eyes were still soft, but she continued
looking around cautiously, probably scanning for danger.

“Isabelle Rochat.” As some of her fear receded,
Isabelle remembered she was pissed. Getting shot at hadn’t helped.
Neither had being turned on by an indistinguishable back tattoo.
The gunman wasn’t there to receive her wrath, which left the woman
who was dripping water all over her deck. And anger, fear, and
adrenaline, combined with soaring hormones, made it one hell of a
wrath. “What the hell were you doing in my pool?”

Holt’s attention snapped back to Isabelle. Given
that Holt was now thoroughly taking in every part of her, head to
toe, Isabelle wasn’t sure Holt had really looked at her before.
Holt’s intense stare seemed to pause longest on Isabelle’s blond
hair and she noticed Holt took her time tracing the line of her
curvy torso. It was very disconcerting and a bit of a turn-on.

Isabelle studied her uninvited guest, who was now
rolling her eyes and pinching the skin between her temples, looking
like she was resisting the urge to slap herself in the forehead.
Isabelle wondered if the woman was always this impulsive. Holt
Lasher—a name Isabelle suspected was a heap of crap, as it sounded
like it belonged to a superhero, thus, annoyingly, making it a tiny
bit sexy—had started rocking back and forth from foot to foot
almost imperceptibly. If it was a nervous habit, Isabelle thought
it gave her a bit of vulnerability she hadn’t shown when dragging
the kid from the pool. The change in her gaze was disconcerting.
Her blue eyes had gone from light and distant to focused and dark
gray. Isabelle knew that look. It was probably the same one she was
sending back. Some stranger was looking at her with sex eyes on her
back deck, and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do about her
response. Already, her pulse was racing in parts farther south than
was polite on a first meeting. She briefly contemplated asking Holt
inside and insisting she get out of her wet things. All of
them.

The soft ping from her computer reminded her she had
work to do. Afternoon sex with a stranger would have to wait for
another day.

Ignoring the little voice in her head that pointed
out the absence of perfectly fuckable women who’d dropped into her
pool before today, she said testily, “You didn’t answer me. Why
were you in my pool?”

“Your pool…right. I was in your pool because Peanut
pushed me into it.”

“Peanut, I am assuming, is the kid who went
hightailing it out of here once you let go of his neck?”

“One and the same.”

“Do I even dare ask why you were in my backyard
taking a fully clothed dip with Peanut?”

“I was chasing him. He missed his court date again,
and I was trying to convince him to reschedule. He actually saved
us both by launching me into the pool with him. He could have let
me get shot. I knew he was more than just a little shit.”

“Well, in that case, I’m really thrilled that you
were able to use my pool to find out a juvenile delinquent is
really a criminal with a heart of gold. Please feel free to use my
home as your proving ground anytime. Maybe I should give you a
key.” The adrenaline high she had been riding was wearing off, and
her initial anger at having strangers in her backyard had returned.
Even if the rational side of her knew Holt probably wasn’t thrilled
with getting shot at either, she was so calm about the whole
experience it was adding to Isabelle’s annoyance.

“I’m a people person, so I know you’re being
sarcastic, but you do have a lovely pool. And you do learn a thing
or two about a person by nearly getting shot.”

“What can you possibly learn from something like
that?” Isabelle asked. “It’s happened to me once now, and I can say
I never want to repeat the experience. Has this happened to you
before?”

Holt hooked her fingers into the belt loops on
either side of her narrow hips and hiked her pants back up to a
decent level. The water was pulling them farther and farther down
the longer they talked. Isabelle thought Holt’s pants hitting her
deck would be a wonderful distraction to this mess of a day. She
knew she was the one looking at Holt with sex eyes now. Holt looked
like she wanted to reach out and pull Isabelle close and kiss her.
That sounded nice to Isabelle too, but then she recalled something
Holt said.

“You’re a bounty hunter?”

“Bond enforcement agent.”

Isabelle barely heard her. She just noticed the
Wonder Woman tattoo on Holt’s left bicep. Holt jumped when Isabelle
traced the flow of her forearm tattoos.

“Oh, well, that doesn’t sound so bad now does it?”
Isabelle thought it sounded terrible, but after the thirty minutes
she’d just had, Holt’s tattoos countered that. It wasn’t like she
was going to have to see this woman again, so why not enjoy what
was in front of her now?

Holt didn’t seem to mind the attention. She held out
her forearms as Isabelle gently traced the phoenix on the right,
and the Japanese kanji on the left. Isabelle was also quite
impressed with the nautical stars on both of Holt’s wrists.

“What’s on your back?” Isabelle asked.

Holt raised her eyebrows. “Oh, I think you would
have to wait for at least a second date to find that out. For now,
what you see is what you get.”

“I’m not sure I’m satisfied with that answer,”
Isabelle said. “And getting shot at isn’t my idea of a first
date.”

Isabelle stepped in closer to Holt, their bodies
almost touching. Holt’s eyes were no longer focused, but she wasn’t
scanning the area for danger anymore either. A look of
disappointment flashed across Holt’s face as she took a step back.
Isabelle wasn’t interested in letting her get away. She mirrored
her step, and the next two that Holt took. They ended up backed
against the edge of the pool, leaving Holt nowhere else to run
unless she wanted to get wet again, and not in the good way.
Isabelle didn’t think Holt looked all that sad to have run out of
places to go.

Sirens wailed in the distance, but Isabelle didn’t
care. Holt’s eyes were clearly inviting Isabelle to take anything
she wanted. She kissed her deeply, quickly exploring the softest
lips she had ever felt. Isabelle wanted more. When the doorbell
rang in the house, they stood frozen for a second, then Isabelle
pulled away. “And you should have had to wait until at least the
second date for that,” she said.

Isabelle felt out of control again, but this time
Holt was the cause. She hated being out of control. With a slightly
cooler head, bond enforcement officer did sound pretty bad, but
then there was that kiss. Holt looked awfully proud of herself, and
her eyes were full of mischief. She leaned forward on the balls of
her feet, perhaps inadvertently thrusting her pelvis Isabelle’s
way. Isabelle laughed at the not so subtle signs of an alpha dyke
celebrating her conquest. Not so fast, she thought. Isabelle
planted a hand between Holt’s breasts and gave a small push and
Holt had no choice but to take another swim. Isabelle headed for
the front door, since whoever was there was clearly impatient, but
she couldn’t help but sway her hips when she heard Holt sputter
laughing to the surface.

“The police are here, Holt. Someone must have called
them. Shotguns aren’t usual for this neighborhood.” When she
returned to the yard with the police, Holt Lasher was nowhere to be
found. A wet trail of footprints led up and over the back
fence.


Chapter Two

“Yo, H, what the hell happened to you, man? You take
your fish for a walk or something?” Jose Martinez was never one to
hold back.

Holt studied her friend and business partner. He was
handsome in a working guy kind of way, and at the moment, was ass
deep in a messy engine repair. The auto repair shop they co-owned
fronted a busy street close to the action of Providence’s small
“big city” downtown. As far as any of the employees knew, M & L
Auto Repair was Jose’s business, and Holt was a friend from
childhood who rented the back rooms as office space. Plenty of
shady characters sought out Jose’s services for their legitimate
vehicles, and having Holt’s name attached would hinder his
business. It wasn’t exactly a secret that a bounty hunter operated
behind the mechanic’s shop; news traveled fast on the street. But
Holt didn’t broadcast her presence since she didn’t have any
walk-in clientele, and keeping a low profile enhanced her
reputation on the street.

Next door to M & L Auto Repair was a tattoo
shop, also owned by Holt and Jose. Over the ten years since she’d
established herself in the neighborhood, it had been invaluable to
be located next to both an auto repair shop and a tattoo parlor.
She couldn’t count the number of bail jumpers she’d caught simply
showing up for work in the morning. There seemed to be no end to
the amount of damage a felon could do to his car in the commission
of a crime, not to mention the ink needed to commemorate the
achievement.

“Do I look like I’m in the mood, jackass?” she
asked, trying to squelch through the repair shop in the most
dignified manner possible under the circumstances.

The offices housing her operation consisted of a
large common area where most of her crew worked and two or three
smaller private offices off the main space. She had the largest of
those private offices, although she frequently preferred to work at
one of the desks placed throughout the common area. Today, however,
she was glad for the privacy. As soon as she reached her office,
she started shedding clothes. Her T-shirt was off before she opened
the door to her private office. Two of her crew, sitting at the
desks closest to her office, looked up with surprise written
plainly across their faces, but they valued their jobs enough to
keep quiet as they glanced at their computers to give her some
privacy. Holt was prepared for almost any situation, and it wasn’t
the first time she’d come back to the office soaking wet, missing
clothes, or in an unexpected outfit.

Her sports bra flew into the small dirty window
behind her desk, sticking to the glass briefly before slowly
sliding down, leaving a muddy trail in its wake. Jose leaned
against the doorframe and laughed. “I hear you and Peanut put on
quite the running clinic this afternoon. Did you catch the little
twerp?”

Holt glared at him. Although she was naked from the
waist up, her ribs, chest, and stomach sported a variety of
colorful and intricate tattoos, which always made her feel clothed,
even if she wasn’t. In one hand, she held a clean, dry white
T-shirt, in the other, her useless, chlorine-infused cell phone and
wet T-shirt. She glanced at him and he ducked the wet shirt she
threw at his head. “I’m taking my pants off now,” she said.

“Nothing I haven’t seen before.” Jose followed her
the rest of the way into her office, closed the door, and dropped
into one of the chairs facing her desk. “You didn’t answer my
question.”

His indifference matched her own. She doubted he had
seen any woman naked except her. He was as gay as they came. She
dropped her wet jeans and boxers to the floor, kicked them aside,
and reached for the change of clothing she kept folded neatly on
top of her two large filing cabinets. “That little fuck is going to
kill me. I don’t know why they keep giving him bail.”

Her operation wasn’t tied to any particular bail
bond agency, and as a result, she chased guys like Peanut all the
time. When they got re-arrested, they simply chose someone else if
their last bondsman felt they were too big a risk. Peanut wasn’t
really a huge risk, just a kid who couldn’t seem to take getting
arrested seriously. His violations were relatively minor, but he
made it worse on himself by not showing up to court. She’d come to
like the little punk for some reason, even if he nearly got her
killed on a regular basis. She had always had a soft spot for
troubled kids.

“You’ve never let him slip, H. You getting soft?
’Cause I hear State Rep. Caldwell is getting bonded soon, and if he
doesn’t show, they’re gonna want you.” She knew Jose was teasing,
but there was some genuine confusion in his tone. Holt was good,
and a little wannabe tough guy like Peanut didn’t usually get away
from her.

“There was a problem. I had the kid cornered in a
yard, but some nutcase with a shotgun started firing at us.”

Jose’s body tensed and he leaned forward. “Who? A
buddy of Peanut’s?”

Holt buttoned her jeans, feeling infinitely more
human in dry clothes. “Not according to him. The guy was wearing a
ski mask and a hoodie. We ended up in the pool trying to stay
alive. I couldn’t drag Peanut’s scrawny butt to jail since he was
the one who saved my ass.”

“Oh, God, I do love a pool boy,” Jose said
wistfully.

“I don’t think this pool owner employs a pool boy. A
hot chick in a bikini maybe…” Holt thought about the kiss and was a
little less dry. “Fuck, I get myself in trouble with blondes.”

“Excuse me?” Jose looked astonished. “You just
chased Peanut halfway across the city, got shot at, and ended up in
a pool. I know your crew picked you up ten minutes after you
called. Just how the hell did you have time for a blonde?”

“It was her pool,” she said with a wink. “And for
the record, I didn’t ‘have’ a blonde; she just kissed me. No big
deal.”

“You know what,” Jose said, standing up, “I’m a
jealous asshole. Shit like that never happens to me.”

“You should try getting shot at. I bet it works just
as well on the fellas. Or you could work on a damsel in distress
routine and we could find you a strapping hunk to try it out
on.”

Jose shot her a look, but she decided not to hassle
him about the muscle man he had been in love with since high
school.

“Speaking of you getting shot. What the fuck? Any
idea who wanted you to find God?”

“Find God? What are you talking about?”

“You know, holy? Swiss cheese?”

“Jose, it’s a really good thing you’re good with
cars, man. But to answer your question, I have no idea who was
shooting, or who they were aiming at for that matter. I’ll have Max
look into reports of similar incidents. The whole thing just feels
weird. Who uses a shotgun to shoot people?”

 


*

 


Despite the mound of paperwork threatening to topple
off her desk, Holt had trouble keeping her mind on her job. There
were plenty of open files, but she wasn’t interested in any of
them. Instead, her mind kept wandering back to Isabelle and her
damn pool.

“Are you really this worked up over one kiss?” she
said under her breath, glaring at the paperwork mocking her.

The more she thought about the kiss, however, the
less she fixated on it. It was an amazing kiss, and she was still a
bit turned on, but it was the shooting itself that was nagging at
her. The gunman had been above her when the shot rang out, yet
almost all the buckshot ended up in Isabelle’s siding. That would
make sense for the first shot, since Peanut pushed her into the
pool and out of harm’s way, but why didn’t the second shot rain
buckshot down into the water?

“Uh, H? You got a letter.” Max Winters, her youngest
employee, cautiously poked her head in the office. She was only
nineteen, and for some reason, seemed to be terrified of Holt. She
was incredible with the computer, however, and Holt had her to
thank for more than one capture. Jose swore Max’s deer in the
headlights attitude had nothing to do with witnessing Holt go ape
shit on a cop who had tried to play grab ass with one of the female
members of the crew. He said she had a case of hero worship. Holt
didn’t care about her reason; she didn’t need Max to shrink from
her. The kid was brilliant. That was what she needed.

“A letter?” The mail had already come today.

“Well, more of a card actually. Although I suppose
there could be a letter in there too. I don’t—”

“Max?”

“Yes, boss?”

“The card?”

“Oh, yeah. Right. ”

Holt accepted a bright red envelope and turned it
over looking for some indication of its sender. When she found
none, she debated the merits of opening it. There were a lot of
pissed off convicts in the world, many of whom Holt had tracked
down and tossed back in jail. She got hate mail all the time. She
was always aware that one day a letter might contain more than just
angry words.

This envelope, however, wasn’t sealed, which she
took to be a good sign. She pulled the card out and had to laugh at
the two puppies shown frolicking on the front. The message inside
stopped her cold.

 


I hope you will accept my sincerest apologies for
the unfortunate incident this afternoon. I wish to assure you, you
were not the target of my overly eager employees. Should our paths
ever cross, I will introduce myself at that time. In the meantime,
I hope this whole incident can be forgotten, as I would hate for
this misunderstanding to linger between us. I have watched you over
the years, and I believe we are much alike. Perhaps there is an
opportunity for a partnership in the future.

 


It wasn’t signed. Holt jumped from her seat. If she
and Peanut weren’t the targets, that only left Isabelle Rochat.

“What the fuck is this? Who delivered it?” she
asked, her mind filled with images of Isabelle, shot and bleeding
on the back deck of her home. Or worse yet, floating in that damned
pool.

“I don’t know. One of Jose’s guys brought it in.
Said it was taped on the door when he got back from lunch.” Max was
stuttering and had gone pale.

“Which guy? Bring him in here now!” Holt’s instinct
was to rush to Isabelle’s house and make sure she was okay, but the
logical side of her knew she needed a minute to calm down. That was
why she was so good at her job, and she prided herself on being
able to keep her head in any situation.

“He didn’t know who dropped it off.” Max sounded the
tiniest bit defensive. “I talked to him for five minutes and he
never changed his story. Besides, Jose’s guys respect you. Why
would he lie about this?”

Holt met Max’s determined eyes and was reminded why
she’d hired her a few months earlier. Max was small, not more than
five foot two, and painfully thin, but she carried herself with the
presence of a larger woman. She knew how to project confidence and
strength, and her determination was second to none, even if she was
terrified of Holt. “I apologize, Max. Of course you would have
asked him all those questions.” Letters left taped to the door
would alert the suspicions of her staff. “Will you do me a
favor?”

Max stood up a little straighter. “Of course,
anything.”

“Find Peanut. Have him here when I get back.” She
held up her hand, effectively halting Max’s next frantic question.
“I don’t really care how you find him, or how you get him in here.
All I care is that he is sitting in front of me when I get
back.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Max almost saluted on her way out the
door. She looked decidedly less nervous.

“Moose!” Holt yelled out her door. She took Moose,
real name Bobby Petro, with her when she needed muscle. They’d
known each other since childhood, and she had offered him a job at
a time in his life when everyone else had given up on him. For
that, she had his unwavering loyalty, and a trusted confidant and
friend.

While she waited for him, she scribbled on a fresh
sheet of paper, Who the fuck are you? and,
If not me, who? She folded the note
roughly and jammed it back in the bright red envelope.

“Heard you got your ass shot at. You cool?” Moose
filled the doorway, his beefy arms crossed.

Holt looked at him. There was a time when he had
been waif thin and strung out on heroin, but now his muscles bulged
under the dark green T-shirt tucked neatly into his black cargo
pants. The entire package was made for intimidation.

“We’re going out. Tell the crew they can go home at
three.” Holt knew if she asked, or if they were worried, her small
team would stay all night, so she tried to give them time off
whenever she could.

“I’m not taking you to the hospital because you got
shot and didn’t want to tell anyone, right? You know I hate
watching you get patched up.” Moose looked Holt over, clearly
checking for blood.

“I’m fine. They weren’t shooting at me. We’re going
to find out why someone wants to kill Isabelle Rochat.”

Moose looked relieved. “Isabelle wouldn’t happen to
be the blonde Jose was muttering about? Something about wishing he
was straight and could follow you around and pick up your
castoffs?”

Moose winked and Holt felt calmer. Moose had that
effect on her. Jose might have a big mouth, but he always meant
well. She reminded herself, as she had many times, not to tell Jose
anything she didn’t want shared with half of Providence.

“It’s possible Isabelle is blond, yes,” Holt said,
locking her office door on the way out.

“And willing to kiss your ugly mug. You should
definitely try and see her again.” Moose tossed her the car keys
and deftly avoided the jab to the abdomen he knew was coming.

On her way out the front door of the mechanic shop,
Holt slammed the red envelope against the glass door, secured it
with a piece of tape, and looked at the angry, bold address she had
scrawled across the front: Dirtbag. She
doubted anyone would be back to pick it up, but it felt good to
strike back.

 


*

 


“Decker, I can explain.” Gary Capelletti shifted his
five foot one and three-quarter-inch frame nervously from foot to
foot.

“How about I summarize what you’ve told me so far,
and we will see if further explanation is necessary?” Decker said.
“I am out of town for less than twenty-four hours. In that time, my
accountant, Isabelle Rochat, calls my office and informs you that
the IRS is auditing my tax returns filed last year. She shouldn’t
have been contacted about this, and you got nervous. We have an
understanding with the auditor, but Ms. Rochat does not fully
appreciate how our business is run. However, instead of waiting
twenty-four hours for my return, you decide to take matters into
your own hands and have my secretary send Ms. Rochat our sanitized
files when she contacts you looking for a specific piece of
information. Am I accurate so far?”

Gary nodded, looking miserable and uncomfortable in
his ill-fitting suit with sweat stains spreading under his armpits.
Decker knew he had a sterling public reputation as an amiable,
upstanding businessman. He also took great personal pleasure in the
fact that those who knew him well were terrified of him. The
greatest compliment he ever received was from a man who had called
him ruthless, calculating, and dangerous.

“In your haste to be a problem solver, you rushed my
secretary, who made a mistake and sent the wrong files to Ms.
Rochat. And this is the point where I get a little fuzzy on the
details, Gary. Because between when the file was sent and right
this minute, you decided to try and shoot Ms. Rochat. Do you think
you’re in the fucking mob? Do you think we operate with gunmen
hiding in bushes? And what made you think you had the right to make
that decision at all? Because even in your deluded little mind you
must realize I’m the boss here, and bosses only keep around those
who actually make problems go away. You, on the other hand, have
made the problem worse. What the fuck were you thinking shooting at
her? Did you ever just think to ask her to return the damned file?” Throughout the conversation,
this was the first time Decker raised his voice.

“I did ask her,” Gary said, sounding hurt. “You know
how she is though. She’s an overachiever and would do anything for
her clients. I told her I sent her the wrong information and we
would take care of that part, and she went out of her way to let me
know she would be happy to take care of all of the audit. The more
I talked, the worse it got. It’s the reason you hired her, right?
Her sterling fucking above and beyond, best in the business
reputation? Well, now it bit us in

the ass.”

“No, Gary, it bit you in the ass,” Decker said. “It
cost me. It cost me a headache, and now I have to find a new
secretary, someone with a pulse and just enough smarts to follow
directions. Thanks to your blunder, my former secretary no longer
has those qualifications. You still didn’t answer my question about
what the fuck you were thinking shooting at Ms. Rochat? You’ll have
to forgive me for not following your logic leap.”

“Diamond and me, we were trying to scare her, make
her know she shouldn’t talk.”

“She can’t talk about what she doesn’t know, and she
wouldn’t have had any reason to think there was something wrong.
I’ve seen those books of yours. You have enough fucking coded James
Bond shit in there to confuse me, and I know what I’m looking at.
Now we’re left with a few options: waiting and hoping, stealing
that file back, or finishing the job you started.”

“Steal? What about the cops? And just for the
record, I wasn’t trying to kill her. I was aiming for
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