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      Alexei Conrad wasn’t a violent man. His boss and friend, Rockwell Pietre, knew this, which is why, when Alexei was sent on this cross-country road trip, Viktor Chekov rode shotgun. Alexei shook his head at his choice of words as Viktor stood over Perry Jones, holding a shotgun. Or maybe it was a really big pistol? Alexei didn’t know, or care, he just didn’t want to lose his breakfast over the literal blood Viktor seemed determined to squeeze from the proverbial turnip that was Perry.

      Glancing around the rundown motel room, with the faded shag carpet and water stains on the ceiling, Alexei sighed. “Mr. Jones,” he began, his voice still carrying the accent of Mother Russia. “Mr. Pietre is not a credit card that you can charge up a debt and spend the next ten years paying off the interest. You had a streak of good luck, and like all good luck, it came to an end. But instead of walking away, you believed you could win back your losses, and more.” Alexei shook his head. “But your luck didn’t turn. You should have walked away. And now, here we are. Mr. Pietre wants his money back, plus interest. You the know amount, yes?”

      Perry nodded, even though the end of the gun pressed against his chin.

      “Good. So, where is the $78,000?”

      Sweat dripped from Perry’s forehead. “I… I don’t have it on me. It’s… uh… in the bank.” Perry’s eyes wheeled from the bookie to the man with no neck who seemed eager to make a mess of the hotel room with his blood.

      “The bank.” Alexei repeated and studied Perry. Numbers were a skill he had, but so was knowing when someone lied to him. “Well, we should go get it. It’s hot here in Las Vegas, and we have other people to visit. Come. Let’s go.”

      Alexei waved for Viktor to back away. The big man released Perry. And just as Alexei knew when someone wasn’t telling the truth, he also understood the desperate attempts they would make to avoid the consequences of borrowing money and not repaying it. So, as Perry pushed Alexei onto the bed and tried to rush out the door, Alexei wasn’t surprised when Viktor wacked the back of Perry’s head with his shotgun, sending him sprawling onto the motel room floor.

      Alexei sat up and tsked as he used his handkerchief to dab at the sweat on his upper lip. Nudging Perry’s body with the toe of his shoe, Alexei tucked his handkerchief back into his pocket and looked at Viktor.

      “You always use too much force. If you kill him, how will Rockwell get his money? Every debtor we have to review the rules.” He tossed up his hands. Leaning down, he checked for a pulse. “Not dead. Good.”

      Finding Perry’s wallet in his back pocket, Alexei opened it and flipped through the credit cards, the driver’s license, and a picture of a woman and a young boy. The sixty dollars in cash wouldn’t help Perry’s debt. Alexei took a twenty and handed it to Viktor.

      “Go to the market down the street. Get him some aspirin. Maybe something to eat, like a sandwich and a bottle of water.” Alexei held out his other hand. “Leave the gun with me.”

      When Viktor eyed him skeptically, Alexei wiggled his fingers. The swap was made, and Viktor left the hotel room. Moving the single chair in the room closer to the wall air conditioner, Alexei sat and waited for Perry to wake up.
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        * * *

      

      The only thing that saved Florida in the summer was the breeze that blew off the water. Unfortunately, the Gulf was too far away for Tori St. James to feel anything besides the humidity that hung thick in the air. She slid on her mirrored aviator sunglasses and looked out the front door of the police department.

      The press had shown up with their vans and cameras and microphones. As soon as she stepped outside, their questions would delay her sitting in her air-conditioned car as she drove to the air-conditioned hotel where she planned to take a shower and order room service. With a sigh, she pushed open the door and braced herself for the demanded answers regarding the role bounty hunters played in the criminal justice system.

      A blonde in a red dress turned toward Tori. Her cameraman jogged up the steps to keep his journalist within the video frame.

      “Ms. St. James, I’m Deborah Stahl from Channel 2 News. Is it true you apprehended and delivered Hal Meddle, a member of the Black Devils Motorcycle Club?”

      Tori glanced at the cameraman, then focused on Deborah. “Yes, that’s true. Meddle is wanted for questioning in several felony cases. Now he gets his day in court.”

      “How did you track him down when law enforcement couldn’t?”

      “By using the same skills taught to law officers across the country.”

      Deborah wanted the grisly details. She licked her lips and asked, “You’re one woman. Even with the training of certified police officers, it couldn’t have been easy to handcuff a man twice your size and weight. Did you have to use force? A weapon? Or your wiles as a female—”

      Tori knew the question was coming, so she kept her response appropriate for the viewing audience. “Just because I’m a female doesn’t negate my intelligence or my abilities. And those abilities don’t necessitate me flaunting my body or promising sexual favors in order to bring in a bounty. I was cleverer than Meddle. And if the cities and states had more money to pay officers, I would be out of a job. It’s because the boys in blue do their best every day, trading family and leisure time to keep the rest of society safe and help those in trouble, that you can sleep well at night. I do this job because I’m good at it, and it’s important to me to support the criminal justice system.” She turned to walk away, but Deborah asked one more question.

      “Can you tell our viewers how avenging the death of your family brought you into the life of a bounty hunter?”

      Tori swallowed. Grateful she wore dark shades so no one could see the grief in her eyes, she pulled her keys from her pocket to keep her hand from shaking. The journalist for Channel 2 News had done a lot of digging. Juvenile records were supposed to be sealed. If she gave Ms. Stahl any reaction to confirm that truth, the journalist would prod for more. Tori’s tragedy was her own. The local sheriff had kept the incident from the news hounds when it happened. Except for one article in the state newspaper printed on the back page, no one knew of the incident. And Tori would keep it that way.

      She spoke over her shoulder. “There are several ways to support our justice department and many reasons why people get into law enforcement. Any viewer interested in working within the justice system can start with a class at a local college or ask to do a ride along to see the work cops do on patrol. Becoming a bounty hunter is my way of contributing.” Tori turned away and jogged down the few steps to the sidewalk where she slipped into pedestrian traffic and disappeared.

      Damn it, she thought. Gripping her keys in her fist, she hurried to her older model Tahoe in the covered public parking a block from the police station. She didn’t mind answering questions from the press. The public slept better at night knowing one more criminal was off the streets. Truth is, she liked discussing her work, sharing how bounty hunters did their research, talked to store and hotel clerks, friends and distant family members, how they spent hours on surveillance, and used their experience to apprehend the fugitives. What Ms. Stahl asked was off the books. No one should know about Tori’s past. It was buried, along with her family, in a cemetery in southern Georgia.

      Reaching her vehicle, Tori disarmed it and climbed in. She started the engine, then cranked the air conditioning. The cold blasting her face chilled the tears on her cheeks. Flipping down the visor, she removed her sunglasses and swiped away the evidence of her sadness. Most days passed without her grief reaching out to remind her of the loss.

      Bringing in Hal Meddle had drudged up some of those memories. She didn’t think a member of the Black Devils was responsible for her personal tragedy, but sometimes the mind sorted people with similar traits into one group. Hal hadn’t been connected to any murders, that she knew of, but he still had an impressive number of felony charges the courts would dole out punishments for.

      Tori flipped up the visor and slid on her sunglasses. Though she hadn’t grown up in Tampa, she visited here often enough that she knew the way to her favorite hotel. As she pulled out of the parking structure, she decided a couple of days of R&R would do her mind and body good. She might have caught Hal off guard, but he was surprisingly quick for one whose preferred exercise included hours on a bike and the occasional bar brawl. She tenderly touched her chin, where his fist grazed her because she didn’t dodge quick enough, then changed lanes.

      With fatigue beating at her, Tori pulled under the portico of the hotel, tossed her keys to the valet, and checked into her room. Dropping her duffle at the foot of the king-sized bed, she turned on the tub facet and stripped. She opened the bottle of bath oil and poured some under the running water. When the tub was half-full, she climbed in, folded a hand towel behind her head, and eased back. With bubbles covering her collarbones, she used her foot to turn off the water, then closed her eyes.

      She focused on the scent of the bath oil, the warmth of the water, and relaxing her body. From a detached view, she watched memories flash across her mind like an old-time slide show.

      Her mother and father laughing at a barbeque in the backyard. Elizabeth, her youngest sister, with long dark hair tied high with yellow ribbons in two pigtails, chasing Daisy, their adopted mixed Terrier puppy. Francesca, the second oldest, sat on the grass combing the hair of her favorite doll who wore the same dress she did. Their mother had been a talented seamstress. When Anthony, the baby and the first—and only—boy in the family fussed, their mother picked him up from his makeshift bed on the grass and cuddled him close. Family trips to the ocean. Visiting the fairs that came through town. Summer passes to museums and state parks. Sundays at church and then home where her parents observed a day of rest.

      Then, as always happened, the darkness came. Leaving the restaurant and hearing yelling across the parking lot. Then the world spun. Lights and Anthony’s blanket and her mother’s purse and Francesca’s doll tossed around the inside of the car like the white flecks in a snow globe. She heard the crunch of metal, glass shattering, and screaming. So much screaming.

      With a gasp, Tori sat up in the tub. The bathwater was cold. She pulled the chain on the plug and pushed herself to her feet. Grabbing a towel from the shelf, she wrapped it around herself and climbed from the tub. In the mirror above the sink, she saw what she always did when those memories ambushed her. The haunted eyes of a survivor. She unwrapped the bar of soap, lathered it between her palms, and scrubbed the make-up from her face.

      Padding into the bedroom, she glanced at the bedside clock. 8:05 PM. She picked up the phone and ordered room service. While she waited, she unpacked her laptop and plugged in her phone. Dressed in sweats and a Georgia peach T-shirt, she answered the knock on her door and signed for her dinner. As she ate her salad and enjoyed the blueberry pie, she streamed a movie until the ten o’clock news. Turning to Channel 2, she waited to see if Ms. Stahl would air her entire interview.
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        * * *

      

      Detective George “Mac” McGowan leaned back in his office chair and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. He’d been at the computer filling out end-of-the-month reports for the last two days. Sighing, he lowered his hands to the desk and narrowed his gaze at the stack of file folders on the corner. Cold cases. Every cop, if they were on the job long enough, had at least one. When that cop made detective and received a couple of accommodations and another promotion, they often had success in solving most of them. But ongoing investigations always took precedence.

      Compared to the monthly reports, Mac would rather dig into a pile of cold cases. He understood the need for reports, evaluations and the like, but he would prefer to talk to witnesses and family members, revisit old crime scenes, and chat with cops who retired before they could solve all their cases. He glanced at his cell phone to check the time. Past a reasonable dinner hour, which meant stopping for takeout or getting delivery once he got home.

      Mac closed down his computer, straightened the loose papers on his desk, then stood and stretched. He pulled on his jacket and slid his phone and notepad into his pocket. Glancing around the bullpen, he wasn’t surprised that most desks were empty. Those who had families left at the end of their shift, if they weren’t in the middle of something. The skeleton crew who worked nights looked up as he made his way to the door, giving Mac a nod or a wave. Outside, the cool, humid night carried sounds of cars and the distant horns of ships from the Bay.

      Sliding behind the wheel of his white Camaro, Mac turned the key and backed out of his space. At the exit of the lot, he waited for three motorcycles to pass before he pulled out and followed. He thought of Geoff Klein, his friend and local parole officer, feeling uncomfortable when they met at Geoff’s favorite greasy spoon, The Bay Breeze Diner, and a couple of Black Devils MC members entered and grabbed spots at the counter. That was a few months ago, when his best friend, Ross Waldman, a private detective, worked a case to bring in a stalker. Mac braked at a red light and glanced at the three bikers in the next lane.

      The stalker case dovetailed with another of Ross’s cases, which backed up to an investigation Tampa Police had done on Rockwell Pietre. Accelerating through the intersection, Mac watched as the three bikers turned right on the next street. Geoff wasn’t the only one uncomfortable around the Black Devils. Corey, the busboy at the diner, commented that not all customers treated the waitstaff well. He should go back to the restaurant and talk with Corey. Maybe Mac could help the kid out if there had been trouble.

      Parking in his driveway, Mac climbed wearily to his feet. With thoughts of bikers and seeing Corey, he didn’t stop somewhere for takeout. Delivery it was. Once inside his house, he reset his alarm, then ordered the usual from a neighborhood place. He plugged in his phone, turned on his TV, then muted the volume. Peeling off his dress shirt and slacks, he grabbed a pair of sweats and a Buccaneers T-shirt, then cranked on the hot faucet in the shower.

      With his hair still damp and his feet bare, he checked the peephole when the bell rang. He opened it to find a familiar aroma coming from a white delivery bag.

      “Hey, Mr. McGowan,” Carlos said. “Another late night?”

      “Hi, Carlos. Yeah. Cops always have work to do.”

      “Well, this will help get you through.” Carlos handed over the bag.

      “Thanks.”

      “Stay safe out there,” Carlos said as he jogged down the steps.

      “You, too,” Mac said as he watched Carlos hop back into his lowrider Toyota truck.

      Mac grabbed a fork and a beer from his kitchen, then settled on the couch. He turned up the volume on Channel 2 News. As he dug into his spaghetti and meatballs, he watched an interview by Deborah Stahl with the bounty hunter who brought in Hal Meddle. Interesting, Mac thought. Those in law enforcement had differing opinions about bounty hunters. Mac knew a few in the business. It paid well if the hunter was smart and good at the job. Tori St. James looked like she could handle herself. And she would need to in order to bring in criminals like Meddle. When the camera switched to the studio and the meteorologist talked about the chance of rain, Mac turned off the TV. He lived in Florida, which meant there was a chance of rain on most days.
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        * * *

      

      Mac grabbed the coffee carrier containing two cups and the pastry bag from his passenger seat, then climbed out of his Camaro. Standing for a moment in front of the picture window and front door with gold and black letters stating, “Waldman Investigations,” he smiled. He stepped inside, and his grin widened. A loveseat and three chairs lined the walls, with a coffee table and rug in the center. A desk and chair were placed between the front door and a back office. Currently, the desk was empty. Mac leaned around the doorframe to peek into the private office.

      Ross looked up. “Hey, Mac. I didn’t know you were headed this way.”

      “Nice digs.” Mac stepped into the office and glanced at the space. “I wanted to see the official space of a private investigator. Looks like you’re all moved in. How do you like it?”

      Ross stood and stepped around the large wooden desk that held a computer, phone, and a vertical file rack that actually had file folders in it. Two four-door file cabinets held sentry behind the desk. A certificate proving that Ross Waldman, Private Investigator, completed the courses necessary to hold a license in the State of Florida hung in a frame that matched the desk. A map of Florida and another of Tampa took up space on the wall opposite the desk, a whiteboard hung behind the door, and a watercolor beach scene greeted visitors as they entered the office.

      Mac’s gaze settled on Ross. They had been best friends since grade school. And though they both liked helping people and solving puzzles, that’s where most of their similarities ended. Mac was blonde with green eyes and wide shoulders and preferred buttoned-down shirts, slacks, and dress shoes, where Ross was a lean athlete with sun-streaked brown hair and hazel eyes who felt most comfortable in jeans, T-shirts, and hiking boots.

      Mac held up the coffee and bag. “A congratulations breakfast for deciding to move your business out of your house to a respectable office.”

      “Thanks.” Ross took a coffee and opened the bag. Taking a donut, he passed the bag back to Mac. “And for the record, Audrey isn’t the reason why I moved my ‘office.’”

      “I know. How is she?” Mac took the remaining donut, then tossed the bag into the trashcan by the desk.

      Ross gestured to the chairs. He leaned back against his desk while Mac sat. “She’s great. Loves her new position as Assistant Director at the South Tampa Bay Community Center. And she and Stacey are becoming friends. The new job completely changed her life.”

      Mac nodded. When they met Audrey two months ago, she had hired Ross to catch her stalker, who ended up being a former patient of hers. She had attracted the attention of Jason Byrd when she worked as a staff psychiatrist at Shade Tree, a treatment facility for criminals to stabilize their mental health before being transferred to prison. Now, with Byrd back behind bars and Audrey employed at a safer place, even Mac noticed how much happier and healthier Audrey was.

      “Any contracts on her condo?”

      Ross shook his head. “Not yet. She spends her nights and weekends with me at the house, so that’s working out okay.” He couldn’t hide his smile as he sipped from his to-go cup.

      Mac finished his donut and chased it with a swallow of coffee. Ross, who would have made a damn fine police detective, had built a successful private investigation business. And now his friend had found love with Dr. Audrey Ellis. Mac was happy for Ross, and for Audrey, whom he honestly liked, so to keep from dragging his lacking social life into the spotlight, he asked, “Are you hiring a receptionist?”

      “Eventually. For now, I’ve asked Shelly if she’s interested in helping with some of my cases. We’ve worked out a part-time schedule. She’ll be around the office on Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and half the day on Thursdays.”

      Mac knew Shelly McIntire, another P.I. “Are you thinking about a partnership?”

      “We haven’t talked that far. More like sub-contracting for now.” Ross leaned over his desk and picked up the day’s newspaper. “Have you seen this? Your sister got her story on the front page.”

      Mac stood and took the paper from Ross and read the headline: “Expanded Gambling Bill, Business or Addiction?”

      “Eve has her hooks into Florida’s gambling, both the legal kind on the Reservations and the illegal,” Ross said.

      “Yeah. I just hope she doesn’t poke the mafia bear.”

      Ross’s desk phone rang.

      “And that’s my cue to get to work,” Mac said and waved. “Catch you later.”

      Ross watched his friend leave the office, then picked up the receiver. “Waldman Investigations.”
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      Dressed in her usual jeans and tank top, and her hair pulled into a high ponytail exposing her silver hoop earrings, Tori closed the door of her hotel room behind her. Research for the next bounty always started at the local police station.

      Blue sky and bright sunshine followed her to a drive-thru for her morning coffee and something not completely loaded with sugar. Settling her coffee in the cup holder, she pulled the bagel from the bag and took a bite. She turned right onto the road, then glanced down an alleyway. Empty, except for dumpsters. Construction cones narrowed three lanes down to one, so she slowed and allowed a car to merge in front of her. Stopping, she took another bite of her bagel and looked to her right.

      Three men stood twenty feet down the alley. One held out a baggy between two fingers. The other two elbowed each other as if surprised by their easy score. Tori glanced around, wondering where a cop was when she needed one. From her Tahoe, she couldn’t even see a construction worker. Traffic had stopped. Looking again at the threesome, she watched as one of the two, who hoped to buy something to get him through the day, grabbed the baggy and backed away. His buddy dug around under his sweatshirt at his back and pulled out a gun instead of the expected cash.

      The dealer put his hands out in a pleading gesture. She could hear their raised voices, but not what was said. Throwing her Tahoe into park, she grabbed her keys, hit the hazard lights, and tossed her sunglasses and bagel on the dash. She scrambled from behind the wheel and rounded the front of her car.

      She was too far away to prevent the pistol from slamming across the face of the seller. “Hey!” Tori yelled as she ran into the alley.

      The two buyers glanced at her, then bolted in the opposite direction. The one left behind crumpled onto the cracked concrete like his knees just dissolved. He was in his mid-twenties, thin, his clothes worn but not filthy, his dark hair hung past his ears, and the bit of scruff on his chin gave his face definition. She crouched beside him and checked his pulse. Exhaling in relief when she felt the thump-thump beneath her fingers, she glanced around the alley. Still no cops, construction workers, or passers-by who would rather video the incident than offer to help.

      When the victim groaned and rolled his head, she said, “What’s your name?”

      He blinked up at her with light brown eyes, and she watched his thoughts shift from scrambled to “oh, shit.” Sitting up, he winced at the pain and touched his cheek. Blood stained his fingers. He glanced around.

      “You’re okay. The buyers got your product, but I think you need to go to the hospital and get checked out.”

      “No. No hospital.” He wiped at the blood on his cheek. When he clumsily got to his feet, he didn’t immediately shake off Tori’s steadying hand. His gaze traveled from her black boots up her snug jeans to a black tank top, hoop earrings, and attractive face, before he smiled.

      Tori frowned. “Look, I saw the buy going down. When they pulled a weapon, I did what I could to keep someone from getting shot. Let me call an ambulance—”

      “No hospital.”

      “Do you have a name?”

      “Chester Daniels.”

      “Okay, Chester, I’m Tori St. James. You don’t have to go to the hospital but let me call 911. They can check you out here.”

      Again, he shook his head. “They,” he glanced at both ends of the alley, “stole from me. Oh, man…” he said, rubbing his forehead, smearing the blood that had been on his fingers. “J.P., he’s gonna be pissed. Gonna want me to give him bones I ain’t got…” Chester paced two steps one direction, then back.

      Tori had her phone out, ready to call the cops. “J.P.? Is he your supplier?” If she could get a name and probable location, maybe he had an outstanding warrant, and she could pick up the bounty.

      “Can’t talk about it. Not supposed to talk about business.”

      “Where do you meet J.P.?”

      Chester shook his head. “Can’t say.”

      “Right. Business.” Tori huffed out a breath. “How about I call someone who can help you?”

      Now he peered at her as if he considered her offer. She preferred that look over his earlier smile, as if his expensive threads and successful business would promise her a good time.

      “Yeah… yeah… Mac. I could talk to Mac. He’d make sure J.P. don’t get mad.”

      “Okay. Who’s Mac? Do you know his number?”

      “Mac’s a friend. Buys me food. Gave me this jacket,” Chester said as he flipped open the zipper of the U of F waterproof jacket.

      “How do you get in touch with Mac?”

      “We have regular meets. Not today. Today’s not Wednesday. And his office is far away.”

      “Do you know where his office is?”

      Chester nodded.

      Tori slid her phone back into her pocket. If she called the cops, Chester might bolt. He needed to get his cheek looked at because she thought it needed stitches. And if she could get to J.P. before Chester had to come clean about getting robbed and save him a beating, or worse, then she would. Even if J.P. wasn’t on the police radar as a dealer or supplier, she would do what she could to keep Chester healthy for another day.

      “Alright. Let’s go. You can give me directions on the way.”

      Chester smiled.

      Tori shook her head as Chester directed her to the Tampa Police Department. She followed him into the lobby where they had to sign in. When Chester whispered if Mac was around, the officer behind the counter nodded and pointed toward the bullpen.

      “I’ll take him,” Tori said when the cop gestured to another who reached to answer the phone. She gripped Chester’s arm and pulled him away from a perp who fought two uniforms, claiming he was innocent.

      Tori walked Chester up a few stairs and scanned the desks and detectives and witnesses and victims who filled the bullpen. A tall man with dark blonde hair stood next to his desk, a phone to his ear.

      Chester leaned close to her and whispered, “That’s Mac.”

      They approached the man, who turned and zeroed in on the two of them. Tori noticed the recognition in his green eyes when his gaze landed on Chester. The two of them stopped in front of Mac’s desk. Mac gestured for them to take a seat. Chester did, but Tori wandered to the wall where wanted posters were lined up like caricatures at a sidewalk vendor. She figured Chester would stay put since he was with his friend. How fortunate that Chester brought her where she was already headed.

      Mac disconnected his call and tossed his cell on his desk. He glanced at the woman who perused their most wanted wall, then looked at Chester. Scowling, he reached into his desk drawer and pulled out a handful of napkins left over from meals he ate at his desk.

      He handed them to Chester. “You’re bleeding. You should go to the hospital and get checked out.”

      Chester accepted the pile of napkins and pressed them to his cheek. “No doctors. You know how I feel about the pokes and the questions and the smell.”

      “Yes, I know, but I think this is an exception. Want to tell me what happened?” Mac shifted his gaze to the woman, then back to Chester. He noticed the bruise on the woman’s chin, but if she and Chester had the altercation, he would plead with Mac to arrest her. Unless Chester liked her. Mac kept track of the woman’s progress along the wall, when she paused to read more about a suspect, and the ease with which she carried herself in a house full of cops. Not a criminal herself, otherwise she wouldn’t be relaxed. Something familiar about her nagged at the back of his mind.

      “Well, you see,” Chester began, then adjusted the napkins on his face. “I was doing my business, and the customers wanted a sample. For free. And you know how J.P. don’t like nothing given for free.”

      Mac frowned and set his hands on his hips. “We’ve talked before about you working for J.P.”

      “I know, I know. But them others want me to show up regular and that don’t always jibe with my social schedule. So, I go to J.P. ‘cause he knows I can move his product.” Chester waved his hand that held the bloody napkins. “Anyways, this lady, Tori, comes running into the alley right after one of the buyers takes out a gun.” He glanced around, realized he’d raised his voice, then looked up at Mac and continued in a loud whisper. “But before she gets to us, he hits me in the face. With the gun! Then she yells and them two take off. With the goods. Ah, man… J.P. gonna be mad when I show up without the cash or the stash. I think I maybe blacked out for a minute. When I opened my eyes, she was leaning over me. Wanted to call 911, but I told her no.” Chester looked over his shoulder at Tori. “She’s real nice. Gave me a ride here.” He focused on Mac and smiled. “Nice person and nice to look at.” Chester wagged his eyebrows.

      Mac picked up a pad of paper and a pen from his desk. “Where were you? And I’ll need a description of the buyers.”

      As Tori strolled along the wall, she was close enough to Mac and Chester to catch most of their words. Relieved that Chester told the truth, she knew she would be asked to corroborate the incident. And with her photographic memory, she would volunteer to work with a police sketch artist.

      She didn’t locate a J.P. on the wall, but maybe she could get more information from Chester’s friend. What she did find were three possibles. At the end of the rows, at the very top, was a black-and-white photo of a short man with a barrel chest. Nothing about his face distinguished him from thousands of other men. But his name, Alexei Conrad, seemed familiar. He was wanted for questioning in two attempted murders, money laundering, illegal gambling, and a short list of lesser offenses. His bounty was $150,000. That would go a long way to making her dream a reality.

      Feeling eyes on her, she turned to Mac and Chester. Chester sat with a pen in one hand as he scribbled on a pad and pressed something to his cheek to stop the bleeding with the other. She thought only stitches would work for that. Mac stood by his desk, his steady green gaze on her. As she approached, she noted his dark blonde hair covered his collar, a clean-shaven face and square jaw, and his white buttoned-down dress shirt, blue and white striped tie, with matching blue slacks. His shield and gun rode easily on his hips. When she stopped on the opposite side of his desk, she held out her hand.

      “Tori St. James.”

      Now he knew who she was. The bounty hunter who brought in Hal Meddle. “George McGowan. Call me Mac.”

      When he gripped her hand, he wasn’t surprised by the firm handshake. Not masculine, but a woman who could take care of herself. He kept his gaze on her large, dark eyes, but noticed her full lips, smooth skin, and that purple-green bruise on her chin.

      Tori offered a small smile when Mac gave her a full handshake and kept his gaze on hers. She’d met a few cops who checked out everything below her chin and didn’t expect anything of significance between her ears. When Mac nodded and looked her in the eye, she felt an immediate respect for him.

      Mac released her hand and gestured to the second visitor’s chair next to Chester. “Thanks for bringing Chester here. He and I are acquaintances.”

      Tori understood the word to be a kinder version of “snitch.” But Mac must be a kinder version of detective than some she’d met. Many informants kept to themselves unless a situation spun beyond their control. Chester, knowing he would be safe with Detective McGowan, meant the two had a symbiotic relationship. She glanced at Mac’s desk. No framed photos of family and no band on his left ring finger. Tori knew neither proved Mac was single, but he had time to take care of his informants.

      “Would you mind giving me your version of events?” Mac asked Tori.

      She glanced at Chester, then told the story. “I have a photographic memory and would be glad to work with a police artist. The buyers may not be in the system but dealing in an alley and bringing a weapon means it may not be long before their names are on a file.”

      Mac nodded. “Thanks. I’ll leave a message with the desk officer. If one is available, he’ll let you know.”

      Taking the pad and pen back from Chester, he skimmed the words, ignoring the misspellings and the wavy letters, noting the two accounts mostly matched. Handing the pad and pen to Tori, he said, “If you could share your contact information, I’ll write up a report.”

      Tori reached into her back pocket and pulled out a business card. When she held it out to Mac, she noticed a softening at the corners of his eyes. Her gaze dropped to his mouth where a corner lifted in a half-smile. The warmth of his fingers against hers as he took the card had her attention shifting back to those green eyes.

      “Thank you,” Mac said, then read the card. Tori St. James, Fugitive Recovery Agent. Her cell number and email address were printed at the bottom of the card. With a raised brow, he said, “Ms. St. James. You brought in Hal Meddle.”

      “Tori, please. And yes, I did. Bringing Chester to you saved me from going through channels to get a look at the wanted wall.”

      “See someone interesting enough to track?”

      “One or two.” Tori gave a small smile. Some cops were protective of their jurisdiction. Others didn’t believe a woman could be successful in a male-dominated field.

      “Let me know if you need background information or assistance following up a lead.”

      Then there were a few like Mac. Helpful. Equals. Working toward the same goal. She took the business card he held out to her. “Thank you.”

      Mac stood and slid his keys and cell phone into his pocket. “Chester and I are going to visit the urgent care center on the corner.” He watched as Chester rose, his head turning as he followed their conversation, words of refusal on his tongue. “You’re welcome to stay at the station and dig through files.”

      “Thanks. I’ll do that.”

      He stepped around his desk and again held out his hand to her. When she shook it, he knew he would see her again. Not that Mac was psychic, but Tori St. James would be hunting in Tampa.
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        * * *

      

      Dr. Rae Stevens snapped off her gloves and tossed them in the trashcan. “That’s some of my best work, Chester. If you take care of the stitches, you’ll hardly see the scar. Come back in about ten days, and I’ll remove them. No charge.” She smiled at her patient, then glanced at the detective who leaned against the wall, arms crossed over his chest. Mac was a fine specimen of the male species. If she wasn’t already happily married to a firefighter, she would have enjoyed a date with the handsome Tampa cop.

      “Thanks, Rae,” Mac said and straightened before opening the door of the exam room. “What do I owe you?”

      Rae tucked her hands into the pockets of her white coat and shook her head, her short dark hair swinging just below her chin. “Nothing. As long as you keep hitting home runs in the cops versus firemen semiannual softball game that raises more money than our billing department, we’re good.”

      Mac followed her out of the room. “We’ve been practicing. I think this next tournament will be a threepeat.”

      “Ah. But Station 16’s ace pitcher finished his physical therapy and will be on the mound serving a mean fastball.”

      Mac laughed. “How is Mr. Stevens?”

      A soft light entered Rae’s eyes at the mention of her husband, and Mac ignored the pinch in his belly that he refused to believe was jealousy.

      “He’s doing well. In fact, we all are,” she said and set her palm on her slightly rounded belly.

      “Congratulations, Rae.” The pinch twisted, and he couldn’t keep his mind from tallying up his friends and colleagues who had gotten married and started a family in the last couple of years.

      “Thanks.” She glanced at Chester, who paced the waiting area in front of a row of black plastic chairs. “Be careful, Mac. Chester relies on you, and he could bring you more than a bloody cheek.”

      Mac glanced at his informant, then looked at the doctor. “I know. Thanks again.”

      While Chester got stitched up by Dr. Stevens, Mac figured a way for his sometimes drug dealer, sometimes Good Samaritan to earn some cash before meeting J.P. He waited for Chester to close the passenger door on the Camaro before saying, “When are you due to meet J.P.?”

      Chester squirmed in his seat. “Tomorrow. J.P. knows it takes me longer to unload the stash ‘cause I’m careful about cops,” he glanced at Mac. “Except you.” He looked out the window as they drove away from the medical clinic.

      “I’ve got an idea how you can get the cash to give to J.P.”

      Chester snapped his head in Mac’s direction. “You gonna give me a loan?” he asked with hope in his voice.

      “No. I’m going to take you somewhere to earn enough money so J.P. doesn’t hurt you worse than the buyers in that alley.” From the corner of his eye, Mac watched Chester deflate like a child who had lost their favorite toy. “Honest work might make the cash mean more.”

      Chester shrugged. “Sure. If you say so.”

      They listened to the police radio on the short drive to the South Tampa Bay Community Center. When Mac parked in front, he would have laughed at Chester’s expression if the reason they were here wasn’t to save his informant’s ass.

      “You want me to take art classes or something? ‘Cause I ain’t very good with clay and drawin’.”

      “How about paint?”

      Chester’s brows rose. “You mean like paintin’ landscapes on canvas?”

      “No. I mean rolling paint onto walls.”

      “Oh. I don’t know, Mac.”

      “Either you earn pay here, or you meet with J.P. No cash and no stash. Your choice.”

      It took only a moment before Chester fumbled with the door handle, then pushed it open and nearly tumbled into the parking lot in his haste to get out of the car and start his job.

      Mac pulled open the door to the Community Center and smiled at the woman behind the counter. “Hi. Is Audrey available?”

      “Hey, Mac. Yes, she is. Her art therapy class doesn’t start for another twenty minutes.”

      “Thanks.”

      Mac turned left and walked down the hall to the first open door. He rapped his knuckles on the doorjamb and waited for the psychiatrist-turned-assistant director to glance up. When she did, and then smiled at him, he thought again how lucky, and deserving, Ross was to have found her.

      “Hey, Mac. Ross didn’t say you would stop by.”

      “He didn’t know. And neither did I until my acquaintance here,” he poked a thumb over his shoulder at Chester who hovered in the hallway, “had a rough morning. Audrey, this is Chester.” Mac shifted to the side, and his nervous informant took a hesitant step inside the office. “Chester, this is Audrey.”

      Chester smiled, enjoying the picture Mac’s friend made with pale blonde hair and a bright yellow blouse.

      “Nice to meet you.” Audrey smiled, noticing everything about Chester, including his freshly stitched cheek, and glanced at Mac, brow raised in a silent question.

      “You mentioned the Center needed some painting done. And Chester needs some well-earned pay. I was hoping he could start today.”

      She set her pen on her desk, exactly parallel to the blotter, and checked the time on the small pendulum clock at the corner of her desk. “I’ve got a session in fifteen minutes, but I can show Chester where the paint is and the walls that need some attention.”

      “Great. I’ll come with you and help him get started.”

      They followed Audrey to the maintenance closet by the indoor basketball court. One glance inside reminded Mac of Audrey’s habit of lining items up in a particular way. Gallon containers of paint were stacked two high and shared a shelf with stir sticks, a roller pan, two rollers, three brushes, a plastic drop cloth, a key to open the lids, and a roll of painter’s tape. Mac grabbed the pan, a roller, a stick, and the drop cloth, then handed them to Chester. He took two gallons of the white paint, then followed Audrey, refusing to turn around when he heard Chester juggle the items he carried.

      Audrey stopped at the end of the hallway. “The walls need two coats of white. The doors will eventually be painted yellow and green.” She gestured back down the long hallway.

      Mac and Chester turned to look at the eighty-foot length of wall broken up by five doors on one side and two sets of double doors on the other.

      A chime sounded from Audrey’s pocket. She pulled out her cell. “I’ve to go.” Turning to walk backward, she said, “Chester, let me know if you need help or have questions. Meet me in my office at 4:45. If this hallway is done, I’ll send you home with your pay.”

      “Thank you, Audrey,” Chester said and waved before he realized he held the roller in his hand.

      Mac set down the gallons of paint. “Have you ever used this stuff to paint a wall before?”

      Setting the items on the floor, Chester glanced at the wall, then at Mac, then back at the painting paraphernalia. “Can’t be that hard, right?”

      Resisting the need to sigh, Mac gave his informant an overview of Painting 101. He stood back and watched Chester for a minute, ensuring himself he wasn’t leaving Audrey with someone whom she would have to pay, even if the job wasn’t done correctly. Mac nodded, satisfied his idea would work.

      “Take a break in a couple of hours for lunch. It’s free. Follow the others to the cafeteria, or ask whoever is at the front counter how to get there.” Mac turned to leave but stopped at Chester’s quiet words.

      “Thanks… for helping me. You always take care of me.”

      Mac glanced over his shoulder. “You’re welcome.”

      Chester waited until his friend was too far away to hear him. “And two pretty women in one day. Kind of makes up for the mugging.” He thought about it, touched his cheek with the hand that wasn’t holding the roller dripping with paint, then said, “Well, maybe not.”
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      Mac spent the rest of the day tracking down witnesses for three separate cases. While driving from location to location, he considered plans to arrest Chester’s supplier. Narcotics weren’t his specialty, but every cop received the same training in all criminal offenses. J.P., no last name that Chester could give him, wasn’t specific enough to run in any database. According to his informant, J.P. had no distinguishing marks, piercings, or tattoos. He was of average height, with brown hair and brown eyes. His attire, on the handful of times Chester had actually met with J.P., leaned toward nondescript jeans and a plain T-shirt.

      At a red light, Mac scrolled through his contacts on his cell, then tapped his favorite PO.

      Geoff Klein picked up on the second ring. “Hey, Mac.” He kept his gaze out the windshield of his red truck and on the front door of an apartment complex. His parolee had entered twenty minutes ago. His newest case had a girlfriend who lived in the building, and he’d been in lockup for two years. Geoff figured either she would throw him out or he would still be surveilling the place after sunset.

      “Do you have a minute?” Mac asked.

      “Sure.”

      “One of my informants does a part-time gig with a narc supplier who goes by J.P. I wondered if you knew him. Maybe he’s done time and landed on your caseload.”

      Geoff huffed out a breath and searched his mental databank for the initials or any narcotics parolee. He glanced in his side mirror and watched three teenagers cross the street. When he checked his rearview, he saw two motorcycles parallel park in front of a laundromat. They unstrapped duffels from the back of their bikes. Apparently, even bikers needed clean clothes.

      “Sorry, Mac. Doesn’t sound familiar. I can check with a couple other POs, see if they have information.”

      “That would be great. Thanks.” He remembered the wary, exhausted way Geoff looked the last time they met. “How’s it going?”

      Gaze back on the apartment complex, Geoff said, “Fine. No new complaints.”

      “Is your caseload still heavy, or have you gotten a chance to take a few days away?”

      And go where? Do what? Geoff thought. To Mac, he said, “Who needs a vacation when we live in sunny Florida? Palm trees, beaches, ocean breezes, and enough restaurants and bars to fill a phone book.”

      “I know you understand the burnout rate for those in our profession. Dealing with criminals, even ones being rehabilitated, takes a toll. Sleepless nights. Erratic eating habits. Keeping up with the paperwork…” He pulled into a parking space in the lot reserved for employees at his department.

      “We all knew at least some of what we were getting into when we signed on. Thanks for the concern, Mac, but I’m good.”

      Mac turned off the car, stepped out, and pocketed his keys as he strode toward the door. “You have plans tonight? Besides work.”

      Geoff glanced at his watch. It appeared that the girlfriend missed the parolee a lot. “Just dinner and some couch time with my friend Jack and his sidekick, Coca-Cola.”

      “How about we meet for dinner?”

      “Is this a date, Mac? You should know I put you firmly in the friend category.”

      A smile tugged at Mac’s lips. “And I feel the same way about you. But we both have to eat. And a couple of hours away from the job is good for our mental health. What about Mama Mia’s at seven?”

      Geoff knew Mac wouldn’t relent until he got his time and a shared meal. Part of Geoff was grateful for Mac’s persistence. “Sure. See you there.”

      “Great. Stay safe.”

      Geoff set his phone in the cupholder. The teenagers were gone. The bikers must still be sorting whites and colors. He checked his watch, then slid his gaze to his laptop. If he did his follow-ups now and laid out a schedule for tomorrow, he could enjoy some pasta with his whiskey, and the company of a good friend. And if he checked with his fellow POs about a dealer named J.P., maybe he could help Mac. Geoff powered on his computer, set up his phone as a hotspot, and felt more productive than watching a door.
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        * * *

      

      Alexei held the cell phone to his ear, gazing at the passing scenery out his window as Viktor drove five miles under the speed limit on I-10, heading east. His mind conjured a map of the United States, plotting points along major highways that passed through large cities. At each pin on his mental map, they would make a stop. He would encourage the debtor to come up with the money owed to Pietre while Viktor employed his best skill, which was to look intimidating. Alexei preferred intimidation to the use of Viktor’s weapons.

      “I understand, Rockwell.” Alexei pinched the bridge of his nose.

      The Florida police continued their search for him and any evidence that would shed light on what happened with Tony Sonjin on the Moneyball, a stolen yacht Sonjin tried to use as a way to clear his account with Pietre. Viktor had almost killed Tony. Alexei had almost caught Jason Byrd, his brilliant apprentice accountant, just released from prison. And because of those unfortunate moments, Tony Sonjin was in protective custody, and Jason was back behind bars.

      “How much have you collected?” Rockwell asked. He stood in his living room, the Florida sun reflecting off the rolling waves of the Bay.

      Alexei glanced behind him. The backseat of the SUV folded down so they could store the suitcase full of cash, gems, family heirlooms, and gold and silver coins. Stacked vertically between the suitcase and the side of the vehicle were three paintings, originals, that would cover all or most of a debt.

      Straightening in his seat, Alexei said, “Close to two million.”

      “You’ll see my sister in Georgia before returning home?”

      Rubbing his forehead at the mention of Rockwell’s half-sister, Alexei wondered if Viktor would take payment to stay by his side while dealing with Maxine. He respected his friend and boss and the business Rockwell had built over the years. Alexei understood Rockwell’s moods. Maxine, however, was a snake that struck arbitrarily. He didn’t know her well enough to predict her reactions to situations, and he would never trust her.

      “Are you sure? I have contacts that can refer me to a reliable source willing to convert some of the collection.”

      “Maxine has always fulfilled this role in my business. I trust her. She’ll handle the coins, the heirlooms, the art. And you, I trust, will devise a source to account for the income and a charity to receive a sizable donation.”

      “I’ll need to be creative about the income source. And the charity happens to have your account number in the Caymans.”

      Rockwell relaxed his grip on his phone. “While you’re in Georgia, you may want to research towns that would suit your retirement.”

      Alexei glanced at Viktor, then turned toward the passenger window, as if that would afford him more privacy. “Are you firing me, Rockwell?”

      “Of course not. You are my most trusted ally and employee. I am… encouraging you to step away from the business. I know you’ve been stressed since the arrest of Jason Byrd. The first time.”

      “Are you closing the business?”

      “No. No, the syndicate will continue.”

      “You’ll replace me, then.” Alexei held his breath. Men in his profession didn’t retire. They either spent their later years behind bars or underground.

      “You are irreplaceable, Alexei. Come, at some point, we all need to slow down. Just because I’m not releasing control of the syndicate doesn’t mean that I’m not taking a step back.” For now, Rockwell added silently.

      Alexei swallowed. “Who…” He considered Rockwell’s family and felt his belly roll. “Ivan. You would put Maxine’s son in charge of the business?”

      Rockwell crossed to the granite-topped wet bar. He eased the stopper from the crystal decanter, then poured a generous amount of vodka into a rocks glass. Replacing the top on the decanter, he lifted his drink, toasted the setting sun, then swallowed the contents.

      Setting the glass carefully back on the bar, he said, “Ivan has proven himself this past year. I can speak with him about keeping you, but he’ll want his own bookie in charge of the accounts and setting odds at the clubs.”

      “So, this road trip has been your way of collecting from those who owe you before stepping down?”

      “Yes. It has also kept you out of the grasp of the Florida police.”

      Alexei closed his eyes and forced himself to breathe. He wasn’t being fired. Perhaps he would survive the business meeting with Maxine. And maybe retirement in a small town wouldn’t be intolerable. When the vehicle slowed, he pivoted to look at Viktor, then the exit they were taking.

      Rockwell said, “Be careful, Alexei. Let me know when you reach Georgia.”

      A blue sign announced food, lodging, and gas up ahead. Alexei relaxed. “I will.”

      Without saying goodbye, Rockwell disconnected. Alexei wondered how much he should tell Viktor. Would their boss call Viktor and give different instructions? Alexei tugged his handkerchief from his back pocket and dabbed at the sweat on his brow. With the air conditioning in the SUV, he wasn’t affected by the heat outside. But thoughts of his future, and whether he lived to see it, churned in his mind.

      When Viktor pulled up to a gas pump and got out, Alexei braced himself. He couldn’t overreact to Rockwell’s plans or Viktor taking care of the car. It would take time and miles to reach Georgia. By then, he would have a plan.
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        * * *

      

      At 6:30 PM, Mac shut down his computer, grabbed his jacket from the back of his chair, and headed to the parking lot. His phone was at his ear as he strode toward his Camaro.

      “Hi, Audrey. How did things go with Chester today?”

      “Hey, Mac. They went well. He finished one coat on the hall and said he could come back tomorrow. I told him that would be fine.” She checked the timer on the oven, then picked up her wineglass. “How was he injured?”

      “He’s a part-time dealer. His customers this morning made off with the product. If Tori hadn’t intervened, it could have been worse.”

      Audrey set down her wine. “Tori?”

      Mac slid behind the wheel. “Tori St. James. Channel 2 did an interview with her when she brought in Meddle. She’s a warrant officer, a fugitive recovery agent.” He filled her in on how Tori and Chester met.

      Audrey’s brows rose. “A bounty hunter? Is she local?”

      He realized he knew nothing about Tori but guessed he would see her again. Mac added Tori’s home address to his first date questions. If she didn’t live in Tampa, or Florida, then he may get to see her only a handful of times. He shoved the key in the ignition and started the car. A couple of dates is usually all he could get. Once women discovered his work hours, and that he couldn’t drop everything to be with them, they left. Yevette Riddle, a stunningly beautiful woman whom Mac had developed deep feelings for, entertained the long hours without him by her side with other bedmates. He didn’t know how many, but the one he walked in on convinced him it didn’t matter. Being a cop fit him. It’s what made his mind settle as he worked out the puzzle pieces of cases and helped victims find justice. If he gave up his career for a woman, he knew he’d feel resentment and boredom and edginess. He wouldn’t live like that, nor would he expect someone who met him as a cop to stay if he completely changed. It took a certain type of woman and the right cop to have a relationship that lasts. He knew some cops that found happiness in their families. Mac understood he wouldn’t have one of his own. His family consisted of his parents, sister, and a few close friends.

      “I don’t know. I met her this morning. But she took an interest in the wanted wall, so I’ll probably see her again.”

      The front door opened, and Ross stepped in, then entered the code on the security system. He didn’t have one installed when he took care of his mom or when he lived here alone, but since Audrey moved in, he insisted.

      Audrey smiled and watched as Ross crossed the dining room and stopped in front of her. Without asking who was on the phone or how she was, he wrapped his arms around her and nuzzled her neck. “She could bring in a bounty to you, right?”

      Ross stilled, then eased back and frowned at Audrey.

      “It’s possible. I just wanted to check on Chester, and I hope he shows up tomorrow. I appreciate you giving him a chance. I owe you.”

      Audrey reached to trace the side of Ross’s face with her finger. “You don’t owe me. If Chester finishes the painting, I may offer him a permanent job. We need a maintenance person.”
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