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  Chapter One


Chicago, Illinois – Valentine’s Day 1929 
Belly down on cold concrete, Ceara Rocchelli fought her way to consciousness. Stale cigarette smoke mixed with garage odors accompanied her slow ascent into disoriented awareness. Blinking away double-vision, her foggy brain recognized the thin yellow glow in the dim distance as light peeking from under a closed door. Something on the other side of that door mattered, but what it was became mired down in her muddled thinking and sank into obscurity. Her lips were sticky, and she tasted blood when she swallowed. A wish for water faded under the tantalizing lure of sleep. She was bone-deep cold and so tired. So tired…
Ceara jerked awake. She held her breath, listening. There— Voices. Angry voices. Men’s voices in the other room. A cautious check left and right revealed darker shadows of things she couldn’t make out, but she felt no sense of another person. Chancing she was alone, she pushed upright, despite every part of her body protesting. The chink and rattle of chain scraping on the concrete didn’t register in her cobwebbed mind. How long had she been out? Minutes? Hours? When she tucked a strand of her blonde bobbed hair behind her ear, her attention locked on the ring of metal around her right wrist. Puzzled, she trailed her gaze along the chain attached to the metal ring to where it wrapped around the back axle of a Model-T a few feet away.
She stared dumbly for some moments. Then it hit her.
Panic blazed hot and fast like a wildfire in high winds. She yanked the chain and tore at the cold circlet of steel. Useless, her mind said. Stop fighting. Desperate seconds ticked until her tenuous hold on rational thought got the upper hand, and she wrestled her terror into submission.
Think! Think! How did I get here? Why am I chained?
Wading through the quagmire of muddy memories, fleeting snippets flashed like blinking neon letters on a sign. The other side of that door…a street-front office with a blackened window. She swept her gaze floor to ceiling, squinting into the shadows and peering around the concrete pillars rising through the ceiling and the vehicles in various stages of repair to see the telltale dark shapes of wooden crates stacked near a tire rack and a lone metal desk butted up against a wall. Her visual journey stopped at the far end of the warehouse. Although she couldn’t see details, she knew a row of small windows ran along the top of double-paneled cargo doors and an iron bar dropped across the doors to keep them closed. She also knew those doors opened into an alley? Why did she know that?
Like cogs falling into place on a turning wheel, memories spun in her mind, gathering coherence. Still, there was something missing. Something critical. No! Not something. Someone. Whipping around, she stared at the office door. So close. She’d been so close to freedom.
Hagen.
Almost her liberator.
Please, please, let him be alive.
Tears assaulted her wall of courage. Her stubborn Irish blood kept that wall from crashing and crushing what remained of her dream of a new life without Eddie. It was too late for self-pity and regrets. Hagen had known the risks as well as she. But the risk she hadn’t anticipated, and what she hadn’t seen coming, was falling for him. And, oh, how she’d fallen.
She’d known from the beginning she had to forget him and bury her feelings in the same dark place where the mother in her grieved for her dead child. Well-meaning people assured her the grief of losing a baby would eventually become bearable, but she didn’t believe them any more than she believed her love for Hagen would ever die.
Lifting her hand to wipe the bitter tears that slipped past her barricade of fortitude, her arm caught on her metal tether—a cruel reminder that her attempt at freedom had failed. A spasm of shivering brought her back to her harsh reality, and she scooted to lean against the side of the Model-T. Drawing her legs up to her chest, she put her forehead on her knees and hugged her legs for the little warmth it provided.
This wasn’t the first beating she’d taken, nor was it the worst. Eddie had the honors for that one. Pain didn’t concern her, either. Pain was a reminder she was alive, and alive meant there was still a chance. That tiny scrap of hope was the nudge she needed to avoid giving in to despair. This was her first attempt to leave Eddie, and the planning had been sketchy at best. Right then, she promised herself she’d find another way out of her prison-marriage.
Her fighting spirit gained strength with her mental pep talk. She relished the thought of Eddie’s manhood taking a solid hit to its pride when he discovered the real reason she’d been caught running off with his new mechanic.
Mechanic. What a laugh.
The doorknob grated an ominous warning. Ceara threw herself face down on the filthy floor with one arm draped over her face. It was a crazy idea, but maybe they’d leave her alone if she appeared unconscious.
Stark white light from a high-powered overhead electric bulb illuminated the room, causing her to squint even under the cover of her arm. Although she couldn’t see the faces of the men walking toward her, she saw their polished shoes and pressed trousers below their long overcoats and that two men dragged a third man between them.
“Dump him beside her.”
There was no mistaking Paul Carta’s deep, raspy baritone, and the image of his jowly, ruddy face came readily to her mind. He was Eddie’s right-hand man and accustomed to giving orders and having them followed to the letter without question, which was why Eddie trusted him above the others. Even if the opportunity arose, there was no use bargaining with him.
A body dropped with a dull thump and rolled against her. The heat radiating from him felt like she’d left the shade for the sun on a hot summer’s day.
“He’s not going anywhere, but we’ll play it safe. Leo, you’ve got the key. Run the end of the nippers through the chain ring to hook him to her. They wanted to be together. Well, now they are.” Paul grunted a mirthless laugh.
Hagen! Ceara’s heart swelled. She stopped her smile before she gave herself away.
Paul went on while Leo Passero handcuffed them together. “When I called Eddie and told him they’d been caught sneaking off together, he said to give them a good Broderick so they’d know he means business. So that’s what we did. We put the screws to them. That was a smooth move on his part to have us hire some unknowns to do it, too. It keeps our hands clean. Now, let’s get outta here.”
“What? Leave them with only Gilbert and Lenny in charge? I know Eddie’s repaying a favor, but they haven’t been on payroll long enough to know if they can handle a job like this. For all we know, they’re still scared of the dark and the Boogieman. If someone shows up before we get back, they may blow the whole shebang.”
Ceara perked up at the concern in Leo’s voice, little as it was. He’d always been fatherly toward her, and she was fond of him, as well.
“Naw. They’re too scared of Eddie to do any thinking on their own. Their job is just night watch while we catch a few Z’s. We’ll lock the front door, and I’ll send them home before the real fun starts. If these two wake up and make a fuss, the boys’ll gag ‘em. Their one and only job is to keep them quiet.”
“It’s not right to leave them on the floor like this,” Leo persisted.
“Have you gone soft in the head? Who cares? You know Moran called Eddie back early from St. Louis to meet him at ten thirty in the morning. He’s made a deal for three hijacked shipments of Capone’s Old Log Cabin whiskey. They’re the biggest shipments yet. Fifty-six bucks a case for first class, uncut stuff. It’s too hot to sit on. Moran wants it out of here pronto.” Paul nudged Ceara with his boot. “You know Bugs and Eddie are simpatico on everything. We’ll oversee the transport after payment.”
“Scarface’ll blow a gasket when he finds out he’s lost more whiskey.”
The nasally whine in Aldo Jucca’s voice felt like centipede feet crawling along her skin. She caught a whiff of cigarette smoke just before something small and compact pinged off her shoulder. Jucca was Eddie’s gofer, his trigger man with a fondness for knives, who did all of Eddie’s really ugly work. The way Jucca’s thin-lipped sneer pulled over his small nicotine-stained teeth when he looked at her always left her feeling sullied and in need of a bath to wash off his residue. The gleam in his piggy-black eyes hinted of something inhuman and without conscience peering back—not unlike Eddie’s eyes when he was that other man, the one with an uncontrollable temper.
“Don’t let Capone hear you call him that. You know he hates it.” There was caution laced with a good dose of respect in Paul’s voice.
Jucca made a rude snort as he squatted beside Ceara. “I ain’t skeered of him. We work for Eddie. Moran and Capone are peanuts.”
The stench of Jucca’s cheap cologne tickled her nose. Anticipating his touch, she controlled her urge to flinch when he placed his palm on the small of her back then drew downward in a slow, kneading motion. Revulsion churned in her stomach, but she held still.
“I’m counting on Eddie letting me have a go at her. She’s an uppity dame, but a real looker. Me and her just need a little time alone. I’ll get that out of her easy as cake.”
“Leave her alone, Aldo. If I had to put money on you or her, I’ll take odds on her cleaning your clock any day of the week.”
Ceara wanted to hug Leo.
“There ain’t a woman alive who’s a match for me.”
Jucca’s high-pitched, weasel-whiney laughter prickled the hairs on her arms. He rubbed his palm along the length of her thigh and across the back of her knee where he bunched up the skirt of her nurse’s uniform and snaked his fingers under the hem. She feared they could hear her heart hammering.
“I said knock it off! She’s not yours.” Leo’s voice held a sharp warning as he jerked Jucca back.
Ceara sent more thoughts of gratitude out to Leo. Another few seconds, and she’d have come off the floor fighting.
“Eddie’ll let me have her when he’s done. I’ll teach this Sheba who’s boss. You just wait and see.”
Leo grumbled, “Ah, what’s Eddie’s beef with these two, anyway? He does plenty of his own fooling around. There’re rumors he’s got him a woman out in Cicero.”
Paul snorted. “Yeah? Well, you ask him if you want. Me? I’m keeping my trap shut. It’s none of our business how he treats his old lady. For the last time. It’s almost one. I’m beat.”
“Wait,” Leo said.
“Criminy, Leo. Let’s call it a night.”
A car door creaked open and closed.
Annoyed, Paul asked, “What are you doing?”
The slapping snap of a blanket shaking out brought a shower of dust sifting down. Ceara forced back a sneeze.
“Ah, come on, Paul. She’s never said an unkind word to you or anyone else. You know it as well, and better, than most. She came to your house every day for a month to help out when Bernice was down with pneumonia. She’s a good kid. You’ve said so yourself. You’re no happier about her being treated like this than me, and it’s damned cold in here. Eddie wants her alive. She’s been in here for close to an hour. Laying unconscious like she is, she’ll freeze to death for sure.”
“Ah, go tell it to Sweeney.” Paul uttered a scoffing laugh that didn’t quite ring true.
“Know what I’m gonna do?”
Jucca’s sniveling chuckle raised the hairs on her arms again.
“No one cares, Aldo.”
Leo sounded as tired as she felt.
“I’m gonna carve my name on his forehead before I kill him.”
Ceara’s arm jerked when Jucca kicked Hagen in the side.
Paul groused, “Well, you’re not doing anything to him before Eddie puts the screws to him. When Eddie takes him for a ride, you can do all the carving you want. Until then, you’ll do what I tell you. Let’s blow. It’s nearly two, and we’ve got to be back here before Eddie shows.”
Darkness returned with the turn of the light switch as the last man left the warehouse. Ceara remained motionless through the count of one hundred then, careful not to rattle the chain and with one eye on the door, she sat up, rolled Hagen onto his back, and cradled his head on her lap.
“Hagen. Wake up.”
His head merely lolled in response to her urgent whisper and light taps upon his cheeks. His breath was warm and soft as lamb’s wool against her hand.
“Thank you for trying to help me.”
She traced the long, strong line of his jaw, her fingertips lingering on his lips. Then she pressed her lips to his. He needed a shave, but she didn’t mind. She only cared that she’d always have this one cherished moment, even though he’d never know she’d kissed him.
Shivering interrupted her wishful musings as a reminder of how cold she was. The effort of maneuvering Hagen’s inert body onto the edge of the spread-out blanket warmed her somewhat. Snuggling against him with the free edge of the blanket drawn over them captured their combined body heat and her shivering subsided. In the moments before fatigue became sleep, Ceara’s memories drifted back to New Year’s Eve outside Eddie’s favorite of his two swanky restaurants.
Eddie’s prized Phantom 1 Rolls-Royce, parked in his reserved space, had failed to start when they were ready to go home. From the backseat, she’d noticed the stranger walking on the opposite side of the street. Eddie’s raging, arm-waving, foot-stomping outburst caught the stranger’s attention, and he watched the show for some time before crossing over to offer assistance. She’d rolled down her window for a clearer look at the stranger from his cowboy hat and worn bomber jacket to his faded blue-jeans and scuffed boots. Eddie had asked his name and what he was doing in the neighborhood.
Her life changed when Hagen said his name and where he was from. Their gazes locked in unspoken, mutual understanding. Wrapped up in his temper fit over the car, Eddie hadn’t noticed Hagen’s slight nod or the reassurance in his easy, confident smile that went straight to her heart. His eyes said it all, and she’d understood with the certainty of the sun rising in the morning this man embodied her hopes and dreams. And she knew with the same certainty she could never have him.
Despite her continued stoic pretense as the dutiful wife to a man she loathed, she diligently concealed her growing love for a man for whom she had no business feeling that way. Hagen would walk out of her life once he fulfilled his duty and, for all she knew, he’d return to a wife and children.
For weeks, she’d yearned to speak more than a few polite words to him. The hastily scribbled escape notes they’d passed under Eddie’s nose were as precious to her as love letters, but they didn’t go far in softening the fact that she was now chained to a truck and to the man J. Edgar Hoover had sent to help her.
She clung to Hagen as tightly as she clung to the hope they’d get away before Eddie arrived. It meant curtains for them if they didn’t.






  
  Chapter Two


From the depths of his chest and with everything he had, Hagen Kane used his last breath to yell like Granddad Kane showed him. Sand pinned his arms, burned his eyes, filled his mouth. His ears rang; head pounded. No one knew where he was. They’d never find him. He’d never ride his horse again or go to school or play with his new puppy. His mother would cry. Consciousness faded… 
Jerking awake from the depths of his recurring nightmare, Hagen rolled onto his back. He stared into the murky shadows, while his racing heart slowed, and the terrible memories of being buried alive eased from his mind. With a shaking hand, he swiped the perspiration beaded on his forehead then craned his neck for a look around.
Although distorted, like peering through a sooty windowpane, there was enough light to make out a car up on blocks and other vehicles parked along the walls. A narrow metal ladder reached vertically to a loft area. A desk and chair butted up against another wall with a water pipe running along at shoulder height. A myriad of early morning city noises made their way into his foggy stupor. Cars puttered. A truck backfired. A rooster crowed. Horns honked. Doors slammed. The sound of muffled talking and intermittent radio static came from somewhere close, but he couldn’t pinpoint the source. Maybe from the other side of the door—
It all rushed back like a freight train on a downhill grade. He lurched up, but his arm caught.
“What the hell?”
He yanked his arm to free it, but only succeeded in causing the metal ring around his wrist to gouge into his skin and the chain attached to it to clang and rattle. “Son of a bitch!”
A hand clamped over his mouth at the same instant someone hissed at his ear. “Shh! We’ve got guards out front. I’d rather not be gagged.”
Ceara! “I was afraid I’d never see you again.”
He drew her into his arms, and she clutched handfuls of his shirt, her head nodding against his chest.
“I thought the same of you.” Her whispered words held a tremor of held-back tears.
How he’d longed for this moment. How he’d dreamed of holding her, to tell her his feelings, to kiss her. But that was fantasy, and this was cold, hard reality. He released her, and scooted back a respectful distance. This wasn’t personal for her. She expected him to do his job, even though he’d crossed the line between love and duty the instant he’d laid eyes on her. In one blink of her baby blues, he’d gone from impartial lawman to a man in love with a crime boss’s wife. In his profession, that was a hell of a shitty place to be stuck. And he was stuck so tightly, he couldn’t see a way out unless she went with him, and that wasn’t going to happen.
Speckles of blood dotted her white nurse’s uniform and apron like dirty splatters from stomping in a mud puddle. Damn that mealy-mouthed Jucca and his flick-knife.
Voice low, he asked, “How badly are you hurt? They worked you over pretty hard.”
That was an understatement. When the two thugs were done haranguing and playing rough with her, Jucca had put his hands on her in places he’d no right, leering and promising total violation of her body. Hagen swore he’d wring the slimy little bastard’s chicken-neck for every illicit touch. But she’d taken everything Rocchelli’s apes had dished out, and she hadn’t cracked. She was a woman of singular steel and mettle, and she deserved a better life than the one she was trapped in.
“I’ve been better, but it’s nothing that won’t heal.” The forced levity in her voice fell short of funny. “You?”
“Other than my head feels like it’s been squeezed in a vice, I’m all right.”
“I figured out their game early-on that they weren’t going to kill me or seriously hurt me. I wasn’t so sure about you.”
“I wasn’t so sure about either of us.”
“I must have fainted. I don’t remember how I got back here.”
“It was a good thing you did. After they dragged you off, I mouthed off one too many times, and Jucca let me have it.” Hagen rubbed the knot on his head. “Any idea where we are? Looks like a garage.”
“I think this is Bugs Moran’s booze warehouse on North Clark Street in the Lincoln Park area. If it is, there will be a sign on the front about a shipping and hauling business. I recall a boarding house or apartment building across the street and a bakery and grocery, maybe a delicatessen just a quick walk away. It’s a typical busy Chicago neighborhood.”
“Obviously, you’ve been here before.”
“Once with Eddie. He left me out front in the fake office while he came back here, but I peeked and eavesdropped. It sounded like he was finalizing the transport of a hijacked load of whiskey.”
Mindful to keep the noise down, Hagen took a firm grip on the chain, braced a foot for leverage, and pulled for all he was worth. Nothing. Not an inch of give. “Any idea what time they brought me in here?” He checked his watch and turned the stem a few times.
“Around two.” Ceara related what she’d overheard.
“It doesn’t take a fortune teller to predict what Rocchelli’s got in mind for us when he gets here.”
“Men like Eddie aren’t known for their understanding natures, especially when it comes to their wives running off with other men.” Ceara fiddled with the band of steel around her wrist.
“Yeah. I know. He’s got a short fuse and the chops to back him up. He wields some real power in Chicago. He’s a rising kingpin. He’s bullied-out most of the small-time bootleggers and racketeers, which means he’s setting himself up to give both Capone and Moran competition. If they aren’t careful, Rocchelli will run them both out of town, too, or make them conveniently disappear and take over their territories.”
“When you combine all of that with his inheritance, Eddie could be unstoppable before either Capone or Moran realizes what’s happening.”
Hagen rubbed both hands over his face then scrubbed his knuckles into his eyes as he heaved a tired exhale.
“I’m sorry.”
“For what?” Hagen asked.
“For everything that’s gone wrong. The security guard at the station wasted no time turning us over to Eddie’s henchmen once he recognized me.”
“Hey, we gave it a shot and got caught. It happens. Now we know what won’t work, so we’ll make a better plan.” It wasn’t much of a condolence, but it was the best he had.
“When Eddie finds out his accounting ledgers are missing, he’ll know I took them. If he figures out you’re a Bureau agent and that we planned this together…” A shuddering, breathy, almost-sob caught in her throat. “He’ll kill you to punish me.”
Her words, tinged with unshed tears, reached out and squeezed his heart. “I’ve gotten myself out of tight spots before, so don’t put me in the grave just yet. There’s a crime boss’s wife I want to take to dinner before I die.” It was a lame attempt to ease her worries, but seeing her little smile was worth it.
“I’m holding you to that.”
Lord, how he wanted to kiss her. He could give her such a life—a life built on love and respect, not one endured in fear and regret. But she wasn’t his, nor could she be, even if they managed to get out of this alive. He was a lawman sworn to protect and deliver a witness in possession of incriminating evidence into J. Edgar Hoover’s keeping. His personal wants and wishes had no place in this situation.
Clamping the lid down on his feelings, he asked, “What’s the earliest Rocchelli will know his ledgers are gone?”
“Sunday afternoon if he sticks to his routine.”
“Three days.” Hagen worked that around in his head. “It might go easier on you if he knew before that. Use them to bargain with.”
“You want me to tell him?”
“If you can work it to your advantage. He respects ambition, and he understands negotiation from a position of power.”
“He does, but he also has a temper that turns him into a raving madman.”
“I know. I’ve seen it first-hand. He was sparring with a guy with better boxing skills.” Hagen exhaled a long, tired breath. “The guy rubbed his nose in it, and it took four of Eddie’s men to pull him off before he beat the poor chump to death.”
He didn’t explain the real purpose of the row of tightly-set rubies on half of the wide silver band Rocchelli wore on the middle finger of his right hand. The rubies were a special cut for slicing an opponent’s face to shreds. Normally, he wore the ring with rubies on the palm side. With a quick twist, the rubies were as deadly as a set of brass knuckles.
“Boxing and prizefights are his passions. He spends hours at them, either watching or participating. He drops a lot of money into it. When he’s in the boxing ring, or when he’s backing a fighter, he intends to win.”
“I’ve sparred with him twice. I know how he fights.”
He had boxing experience, and it had taken him only a few minutes to know Rocchelli’s technique was rough-edged and without discipline, especially when he got mad, which happened at the drop of a hat. Rocchelli was a street brawler with the strength of a bear. He carried solid, meaty muscle in his chest, shoulders, and arms with stout, thick tree-trunk thighs that rooted him to the ground. Opponents underappreciated his shorter-than-average stature relative to the power that fueled his fists. His compact stature was a deception he used to his advantage, for he moved with cat-like grace when it suited him.
“Every winning streak eventually runs out. Ask anyone who bets on the ponies.” Hagen scowled at their handcuffed arms. “I don’t have to tell you this, but we’ve got to get out of these cuffs and off the chain if we’re going to have any chance to escape.”
“If I had a bobby pin, I could pick the locks.”
“You pick locks?”
“Any Five Points girl worth her salt can. Handcuff locks are not at all sophisticated, and these are old, which makes them even easier to open.”
Hagen made a production of checking his pockets and his hair. “Sorry, I’m fresh out of bobby pins.”
Ceara patted her hair. “It seems when I lost my uniform cap, the bobby pins went with it.” Her smile faded when she shivered.
“Hey, come here. We’ve got a blanket. Let’s use it.”
Working around their common tether, they huddled under the blanket with their backs against the truck door. Hagen put his arm around her shoulders and drew her closer.
“The personal service in this joint stinks.”
Hagen chuckled. “Breakfast would hit the spot, all right. I can at least buy you a cup of joe when this is behind us.”
“First dinner and now coffee. I’d like that.”
Their combined body heat eased some of his soreness, and he relaxed. In a few minutes, Ceara’s head dipped forward, and he snuggled her into a more comfortable position to hold her while she slept. Closing his eyes, he rested his cheek against her head and let his lawman’s planning mind go to work.

      ***“Ohhh, no,” Ceara moaned. “We’re still in the warehouse.” She shifted position. “I’d hoped it was a bad dream.”
“Nope, not a bad dream, but it is Valentine’s Day, if that helps.”
“Quite a gift, wouldn’t you say?” She lifted their chain-connected arms. “His and Hers matching jewelry. I would have preferred a box of chocolates.”
Hagen grinned. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
“What time is it?”
“Coming on to ten. They’re starting to show up. The two boys out front have been skittish as bachelors at a Sunday box social. They’ve checked on us every few minutes for the last two hours. I asked for breakfast, but the hospitality in this place is lacking.”
“You’ll have a chance to complain to the management when Eddie gets here.”
Hagen chuckled. “I’ll do that.” He stretched his back and shoulders to lessen the ache. “Do you know where the Bureau office is?”
“No. Why?”
“If you get out of here without me, do you think you could find it?”
“Probably.”
“When you do, tell them you need to contact Wes Lansing in Amarillo. He’ll handle everything.”
She responded with a half-hearted nod.
“What does that mean?”
“I’ll think about it.”
“While you’re thinking, tell me what you did with the ledgers.”
“If you don’t know, then Eddie can’t force it out of you.”
Hagen grunt-scoffed. “He can’t get anything out of me. I’m a whole lot tougher than Hoover’s pretty boys. Most of them can’t even use a gun.”
“What do you mean? Can’t or don’t? That seems a rather crucial distinction in relationship to our survival.”
“It’s like this. Hoover has two types of agents. The ones he’s most proud of are his college boys. They tend to have law or accounting degrees, and they hail from respectable, moneyed families. They don’t drink booze or use tobacco and, on the whole, they stay away from women. More importantly, they don’t carry guns. It’s against Bureau policy. Even if they did pack iron, most of them wouldn’t know which way to point the business end to keep from shooting themselves in the foot.”
“Oh, that’s just swell.” She threw her hands up.
Hagen chuckled low in his throat at her exaggerated reaction. “Those boys represent the image of sophistication, education, honesty, and integrity Hoover puts out for the public. They’re his gentlemen investigators. They do the legwork on cases. Once it’s time for the arrest, they’re done, because that’s where their authority ends. The local police take over.”
Ceara’s eyebrows puckered into a deep frown. “So, Hoover sent me a pathetic namby-pamby over-educated do-gooder who can’t use a gun?” She drew her knees to her chest and locked her fingers across her shins.
“No. I said I wasn’t one of them. I’m a Texas boy, born and raised. I’m in Hoover’s other group.”
“Hoover has categories of agents?”
“Yeah. We’re what he calls his no bullshit cowboys—Pardon my colorful language. We’re Texas and Arizona Rangers or veteran lawmen from the southwest. We’ve got the reputation and philosophy Hoover admires, but can’t publicize or admit to. When we show up, Hoover looks the other way, so we can break the rules of Bureau etiquette without him owning up to it. We take care of the problems in ways the Bureau can’t.”
“Which are you? Ranger or lawman?”
“Texas Ranger. Hoover needed a new face. Someone who’d never taken a Bureau case and who wasn’t likely to be recognized east of the Mississippi. My orders are to get you and Rocchelli’s accounting ledgers to the nearest Bureau office. From there, you’ll have Bureau protection all the way to Washington, D. C.”
“But not by you.”
He hoped his off-handed shrug masked his regret. “I’m the cavalry, not the escort brigade. My authority ends when I get you to Hoover’s men.”
“I see.”
Was there disappointment in those two words, or was he just hearing what he wanted in her tone? “But I need the location of the ledgers.”
“No.”
“If you’re dead, and no one knows where the ledgers are, then all you’ve been through has been for nothing.”
“They’re in a safe place. They won’t be forgotten.”
“Where?”
“Just…a safe place.”
“Listen!” Hagen raised a silencing hand. The outer office door opened, closed, and voices rose in animated conversation. With an eye on the door, he spoke out of the side of his mouth. “Other than staying alive, our goal is to get loose from the chain and out of these handcuffs.”
Ceara bobbed her head that she understood, her gaze glued to the door.
Hagen advised, “Whatever happens, play along until we get our break. There’s always a way out, unless we’re dead, and I’m not ready to die. Not by a long shot. And especially not at the hands of a mobster known as The Roach.”






  
  Chapter Three


Ceara dreaded as much as wished whatever was going to happen would get going. From the sound of the voices, there could have been five or fifteen men in the office. She thought she recognized one of the voices as the optician-turned-gambler who had come to dinner just two weeks ago, but she couldn’t recall his name. A dog barked and received a sharp  Shut up! The telephone rang.
Then, just like that, the waiting was over. Hagen gave her a hand up as Leo entered from the front. Leo remained at the side of the door where he had a good view of the warehouse, his Browning automatic rifle balanced in the crook of his arm like it was an extension of his body. Seconds later, the bar across the panel-doors at the back lifted from the outside. The doors parted in the center overlap, and Paul came in, his scowl as unpleasant as the Thompson submachine gun he carried.
“So, how’d you two lovebirds make out last night?” Paul chuckled at his joke.
“Finer’n frog hair,” Hagen drawled. “But it was a long night. I need to use the john.”
“Ooh, I need to go, too. I thought you guys would never get here.” What hadn’t been a problem suddenly became an urgent necessity.
“You can wait.”
Certain she’d get nowhere with him, Ceara gave Leo her best pitiful-face plea as she wiggled foot to foot. “Please.” No surprise. Leo gave in.
“It won’t hurt to show them some decency. There’s plenty of time to lock them back up before Eddie gets here.”
“Are you jingle-brained? Eddie’ll skin us alive if we lose them.”
“He won’t know from nothing if we don’t tell him.” Leo passed his B-A-R to Paul then dug into his trousers pocket for the handcuff key. “You’re a good egg, Hagen. Don’t make me regret this.” He inserted the key into the hole, gave it a turn to release the teeth, and the ring opened. The chain slipped free and clanged on the concrete.
Hagen rubbed his wrist. “I won’t promise anything, but I’ll remember the compliment.”
Leo almost smiled. “Do that. It’s the only one you’ll get from me.” He worked the key into the slot on Ceara’s handcuff, turning the key this way and that. “It’s jammed, Sis, but it won’t get any tighter. Think of it as an ugly bracelet.”
“Thank you. You’ve always been kind to me.” Nice words couldn’t hurt.
Despite his position as Eddie’s second-in-command, she liked Leo. She couldn’t help it.
Embarrassed, Leo hrmpfted a dismissive grunt, retrieved his rifle from Paul, and motioned toward the back of the warehouse. “The john’s in that little room. Make it quick.” He kept them both under casual rifle cover to keep them honest.
Paul blocked Hagen’s way. “I told Eddie you were trouble when he hired you. I haven’t changed my mind. Don’t try anything funny. Eddie didn’t say we had to keep you alive. Just her.” He pushed past Hagen and went into the office.
Ceara pulled the lightbulb chain hanging over the sink, cupped water into her hands, and drank her fill despite the tinny flavor. The john was as cold as it was filthy, but Ceara ignored both. She dawdled until Leo rapped on the door.
“You’ve got to come out sometime, Sis.”
She waited outside the door under Leo’s watchful eye until Hagen emerged, then Leo herded them toward the front. Paul returned carrying a cup of coffee. The pungent aroma combined with the rising steam reminded Ceara’s stomach how empty it was, which gave her an idea.
Paul explained, “The guys out front think Eddie’s taking care of a couple of double-crossing snitches for Bugs, so don’t think that yelling for help will do you any good. Get my drift?” He gestured with his Thompson. “Leo, chain them up.”
“Hagen, you saw how they came off. Hook yourself to her.”
Ceara collapsed at Leo’s feet.
Hagen dropped to his knees beside her. “What’s wrong? Talk to me.” Ceara winked on the sly. Hagen caught her meaning. “She’s fainted. Bring me that blanket.”
“Ah, crap,” Paul groused. “Get her up.”
Hagen tapped her cheeks. Ceara blinked and made an overblown attempt to sit up while passing her hand over her forehead as she fell back into Hagen’s arms in a dramatic swoon.
“It’s so cold… I haven’t eaten…”
“You dizzy dame. What the hell are you doing? Leo, cuff them. Now!”
“Please,” Ceara pleaded. “Let me rest here for a few minutes.”
“You can rest while you’re chained—”
The sound of car tires crunching on gravel in the alley cut Paul off. Striding to the panel-doors, he cracked them to peer out.
“Eddie’s here.”
Not unkindly, Leo coaxed, “Nice try, Sis, but no more games. Better get up.”
Cecil Murra, Eddie’s favorite among his stable of personal bodyguards, stepped partway inside the warehouse and gave it a quick once-over. Satisfied all was kosher, he made a curt all-clear wave. Taking his position beside the doors, Cecil crossed his arms over his chest and stood like a stone gargoyle guarding palace gates. A car door in the alley opened and closed. Her hatred had a name, and he was coming through those doors.
Edoardo Giovanni Vincenzo Rocchelli entered the warehouse with the bearing of a king receiving supplicants. In spite of herself, Ceara’s breath hitched. He cut a fine figure of a man who reeked of seedy sophistication all wrapped up in an aura of lethal confidence.
Aside to Cecil, Eddie said, “Keep an eye on the alley. Phil stays with the car.”
“Sure, Boss.” Cecil went outside.
Although dark glasses masked his eyes, Eddie swept his gaze around the warehouse in a manner that appeared bored and uninterested. He idly brushed the dusting of snow from his shoulders and opened his double-breasted overcoat. Ceara wasn’t fooled at his apparent disinterest. Eddie missed nothing.
As he strolled toward her, she took in his appearance from his tailored suit and one of his many custom-make eight-hundred-dollar silk vests that served as body armor, to his gleaming, patent leather wingtip oxfords. The silver tips were only slightly less brilliant than his diamond-studded platinum watch chain. His black felt fedora, perched at a jaunty angle, added another layer of arrogance, power, and affluence to his formidable presence. It was no wonder men and women looked twice at him. It was impossible not to.
His promenade of power ended in front of her. He took his time tucking away his dark glasses in a vest pocket while giving her the up and down. Removing his white leather gloves one slow finger pull at a time was another intimidation strategy she’d witnessed with a back-talking snitch.
“I see you sweet-talked your way out of the handcuffs.”
She flinched, expecting to feel the gloves on her face. “Only half of them.”
“Boss, we were—”
Eddie silenced Paul with a brusque wave. “Paul tells me you gave my boys the slip at the hospital and made it to Union Station before someone spotted you. How’d you get by them?”
“They’re stupid.”
“What’s the grift, babe?”
Feigning innocence, Ceara said, “I’m not trying to pull anything.”
“Don’t give me that line. You think I’m some sort of patsy? A weak sister? You stole something of mine, something private, and I want it back.” He rhythmically tapped the gloves against the palm of one hand.
So much for hoping he wouldn’t miss his ledgers until Sunday. Begging forgiveness was as demeaning as it was futile to deny his accusation. Reaching into the depths of her well of survival, she grasped hold of her courage, and looked her husband squarely in the eyes.
“I assume you’re referring to the accounting ledgers of your clandestine dealings, and your personal journal that shows the transactions and shipments of booze you’ve been skimming from Moran and Capone and some lesser crooks. The books that list names of every person you have on the take or on your payroll right on up the political and law enforcement line?” Gaining steam, she propped her hands on her hips. “You mean those books?”
A corner of his mouth twitched. “What did you do with them?”
She flashed him a saucy smirk to fuel her sassy-mouthed fire. “I made a deal with the Lakeshore Daily News for twenty grand. It’s enough so I can live in style, get a new name, and a new life. You’ll read all about it in tomorrow’s edition.”
“Don’t crack wise with me. Try again, kitten.” He slapped her with the gloves.
Ceara pressed the back of her hand to
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