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      Apprehension raised the fine hair on Miranda Whitley’s forearms. A shadow moved near the stairwell.

      Stepping inside the elevator car, she hit the button for the lobby with her fist. Only the weird evening lights playing tricks in the empty building.

      The car bumped to a stop on the ground level of Seattle’s Justice Building. Taking a deep breath, she stepped from the elevator onto the slate floor. The energy that normally pulsed from harried workers and pre-jailed patrons had dissipated into an eerie void.

      Hesitation inched over her skin. She’d sworn she’d never ignore that warning again. Must be the late hour, and she refused to allow the reminder of her heartbreaking mistake to take hold in her head.

      Her gaze passed over the unattended metal detector and scanner tables, then flitted to the dark interior of the tiny Coffee Klatch snack shop. Stuffing her pruning shears in her apron pocket, she shook her head and chided herself. Serene Interiors Plant Care is yours. Be thankful and quit moping about working late.

      She pressed her palm into the embroidered purple stalk of lavender on her apron bib and looked out front.

      Hazy bulletproof windows allowed a view of the dwindling stream of pedestrians in their typical Friday night exodus to their families.

      No open arms would greet her tonight. Her stomach tightened while a bleak, wintry pall settled into her heart. She tugged on her ball cap. It restrained her braided auburn hair while she worked, but more importantly, it provided a lifeline.

      Time to start pruning. Her hand brushed against a branch of her oldest bonsai, a Douglas fir. The bark had cracked and split for the tree to grow in diameter. If only a shattered heart did the same.

      She studied her collection of potted, six-foot-tall green sentries jutting out in a perpendicular row from the elevator doors. They neatly concealed the ugly wall behind them and farther down, the corner stairwell holding her storage closet.

      “Live shrubs produce a calming effect on visitors” was the pitch she’d given to GSA’s building manager to get the contract. She’d repeated the phrase today at noon to the Regal Hotel’s upper management. And they’d bought it, ensuring a few more dollars each month toward owning a wooded lot of her own, where she could build a fire pit and pitch a tent on weekends.

      A hollow chant of regrets beat in her chest at the thought of watching a campfire fade to dull gray, all alone. Her hand touched her brother’s Mariners cap. The smoky scents had faded, but images of smudged faces and starry nights stayed woven into its threads.

      She plodded across sunbeams of September’s golden light, walking beside knee-high pots containing her ten-foot indoor hedge. Her gaze swept heavenwards, up to the atrium ceiling. She blinked. Streaks across the glass distorted the brilliance of the setting sun.

      Geeze. Wasn’t anyone proud of their work? The creepy window washer on the scaffold last week should’ve been working harder instead of staring at her.

      Her breaths of still air quickened. He’d watched her working.

      Big deal. Maybe he had a sicko mommy-thing for women in aprons.

      A trowel and her spritzer rattled in her tote while she rounded the end flowerpot and moved to the backside of her overgrown fourth plant. Dim light flickered through the leaves, casting shadows onto the brick wall, barely illuminating the narrow aisle leading to the stairwell door.

      She took a swig of coffee, sat with her back to the stairwell, and set her drink on a cold slate tile. Facing the front windows did little to help. The lighting in the corner sucked. After stuffing a clean cloth for polishing leaves into a side pocket of her cargo pants, she tugged on gardening gloves.

      Squeaks from her mom’s old pruning shears echoed in the large, vacant room. She pulled another uneven limb of the Chinese elm closer to her face and squinted. While she clipped, a peppery fragrance released from the wood.

      A twig grazed her cheek, making her flinch. She brushed the neckline of her purple T-shirt with the back of her hand.

      The place threw off the vibes of an abandoned morgue. Chill. She released the limb, let out a long breath, and grabbed a lopsided branch from overhead. Tonight, even a rude prosecutor’s voice rupturing the tranquility would be welcome.

      Not happening this late, but Ike would be descending in the elevator any minute. Hopefully in a better mood than when she’d watered the jade plant in his judge’s chambers earlier. He’d been tense, with no sign of the fatherly banter he doled out when she visited him and his wife, Shirley.

      Soft taps came from a few feet behind her. She tilted her head.

      Footsteps? From the stairwell? Miranda released her grip, and the tree limb sprang free. She swung her head and watched the branch skim the fly of the trousers on the man now towering over her right shoulder.

      Not Ike. She froze.

      “What in the hell? Oh, didn’t see you there—” he sidestepped, and her cup scrunched in protest under his big boot. The lid popped off and the double shot of Kona glugged into a mocha-scented pool.

      He jumped to avoid the puddle. “Damn energy conservation put you in the shadows. Sorry, I nailed your coffee.” His swinging backpack missed her nose by inches.

      She twisted her body and scooted her butt until her shoulder jammed against a carved pot.

      “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

      “It’s okay,” she mumbled, keeping her head lowered to avoid further contact with the bag-wielding klutz wearing black trousers. Must’ve been him she’d glimpsed a few minutes ago, while the elevator doors had closed on the floor below Ike’s.

      “I’ve never been attacked by a branch. Must say, you deployed it well,” the deep voice announced. He stopped directly in front of her.

      His hiking boots made her size-nine high tops appear dainty.

      Not the shoes of a snobby lawyer or a lost, post-trial pimp trying to find his way out of the building. Still, the flailing branch served him right for sneaking up on her. “I didn’t hear you.”

      “And I shouldn’t text and walk,” he said in a lighter, almost sexy tone. “I’m Grant.” He dropped his pack and stuck out his hand.

      An FBI tag printed ‘GRANT MORLEY’ hung from the bag.

      She peered from under her cap’s brim and gulped.

      Him again.

      Agent of Interest. Her heart took off at a gallop.

      His brawny physique had inspired nasty daydreams while she’d snipped plants and snuck peeks while he pumped the coffee dispenser in the lobby cafe. “Nice to, ah . . . meet you.” The last words squeaked out while she raised her hand. His warm grip sent an unfamiliar humming deep, deep down.

      He released her hand and smiled, transforming his no-nonsense face to attentive. “You’re—?”

      “Aware you didn’t plan the assault on my coffee,” she blurted out like an idiot. She fumbled the clippers, her palms sweating worse than windows in a greenhouse.

      “Size fourteen assault,” he quipped. “I’ll wipe the floor and get you another cup. Glad to hear I’m absolved.”

      Absolved? Her thoughts dipped well below religious. A snicker escaped. “I’ve got paper towels. The cleanup’s no biggy.”

      Agent of Interest now stood close enough to get his precisely creased pant legs pruned. She thumbed the handle on her trimmers while he glanced at the Coffee Klatch Cafe. “Then my mission’s to get your caffeine replaced.” He sheepishly grinned at her, and a single dimple appeared in his cheek.

      She closed her gaping mouth and inhaled his faint scent of woodsy cologne.

      Hazel eyes . . . she’d guessed the color correctly. “There’s an espresso shop in the next block.”

      Outside, a car horn honked in bumper-to-bumper traffic.

      He checked his phone, and the dimple disappeared into a frown. “You’ll have coffee pronto. Give me three minutes at the Coffee Klatch.”

      Grant Morley’s smooth, measured steps echoed across the vacant rotunda. FBI, CIA, they all strode with poised determination, and this man personified the confidence of an alphabet agency’s elite.

      There ended Grant Morley’s similarity in stature to the other bureau boys. Linebacker shoulders to long legs, every inch of this agent was perfectly proportioned male.

      Anticipation thrummed in her veins. She’d imagined those well-muscled arms wrapped around her during a dance, or more.

      She tossed a wad of towels onto the puddle, and sprang up, doing a fist pump. Her dream hunk had smiled. At her.

      She bent to corral the spill and then pitched the wet mess into a trash can.

      Her poor departed mocha had been five bucks well spent. Tracing his path, she trotted through the back of the unlit body scanner.

      Grant stood at the glass door of the Coffee Klatch. He tapped his key, and then raked a hand through thick hair the color of polished walnut.

      Her fingers tucked strands of her own wayward hair behind her ear while she slowed and then crossed the foyer to him.

      It might’ve been the set of his jaw, or his chiseled face—one scrape short of fierce—which signaled his determination. It wouldn’t matter if he had to trek to Colombia, track down Juan and his donkey, roast the beans, and grind them himself in the back of this shop. He’d make coffee happen.

      “Hey, they’re closed.” She blushed. An ordinary citizen could make that conclusion, much less a G-man.

      He rapped again. “The owner does book keeping Friday nights.” He yanked a wallet from his backpack and let the pack drop to the floor. An Alaska Airlines itinerary stuck halfway out. At the top, “Seattle to Three Falls” stood out in bold print.

      “I think he’s gone,” she said. “The espresso shop stays open late. What time does your plane leave?”

      His head snapped around as if he’d deflected a punch. “How’d you know I’m flying?” His cop’s stare penetrated, colder and darker than burnt tree bark.

      “Observation.” She smiled and pointed to the exposed paperwork. “Going on a tropical vacation?”

      “Not really a vacation. Sorry. The agent in me is always questioning people’s motives,” he said, then pulled out the itinerary and tucked it in his pocket. “Bad timing workwise, but I’m headed to Montana to ride up a mountain.” His relaxed eyes shifted to her worn green apron where bits of tree trimmings clung.

      She brushed off a twig. “Oh, near Yellowstone?”

      “No. Emma Springs, bet you haven’t heard of it.” He glanced at her worn ball cap and at the slight crook in her nose, then turned and tapped the glass again. “The owner’s gotta be in the back. He’ll have coffee.”

      “Fashionable attire isn’t a prerequisite for going to the espresso shop.” She stepped back and tugged her cap low to hide her flaming red cheeks.

      “You got it wrong. You rock those tactical pants.” He flashed a sexy grin. “I’m just short on time.”

      Before she blushed more, two honks came from an SUV navigating to the curb.

      “There’s my ride.” He straightened his tie, lost on such an expansive chest. “Duty to help my dad calls.”

      “Family isn’t a duty.” Her hand flew to her heart. “Cherish every moment,” she warned, “as if it’s your last together.”

      “Pardon?” His eyebrows pinched together.

      “Nothing. You’ve got a flight, and I can work without coffee.”

      “Okay then, I owe you.” His final assessment consisted of one long pass from her tennis shoes up. Her skin tingled while he checked out every curve on her body. “I’ll make it special,” he promised.

      “Sure.” She gulped.

      “Hey, if you need help trimming an unruly limb, I’m your man.” His dimple reappeared. “Scout’s honor.”

      He issued a two-fingered salute, lifted his pack, and jogged toward the exit. “Quit punishing those shrubs and go home.”

      “Bye,” she whispered, and brushed her lips.

      From deep inside came a longing for strong arms to hold her while she sat in front of her next campfire. A former explorer scout might suffice, if he owned an exquisitely molded butt like the one bounding off to Montana.

      He’d crossed the lobby and reached the revolving doors leading outside. Stepping into the glass chamber, he shouldered his backpack, exposing a holstered gun.

      Frostbites of reality withered her girlish fantasies. Grant Morley carried a weapon.

      All agents did. However, seeing it . . . foolish of her to think her past wouldn’t haunt her. Squeezing her lids shut, her chest tightened.

      Nothing would bring her family back. Damn guns! Damn them to hell! Her fingernails dug into her clenched palm.

      Damn daydreams. One late night at work and life reverted to an emotional roller coaster. This afternoon she’d endured Ike’s impatience and now the gun-wielding player.

      Muffled honks drew her attention to the street where Agent Grant Morley opened the passenger door of an SUV.

      Better to write his type off. Probably a size-two girlfriend at the wheel. Their weekend plans included moonlight kisses and sipping champagne after hiking his stupid mountain.

      And target practice.

      The car pulled into an empty lane and disappeared.

      Shirley’s right. Find a new man of your dreams, and not one wearing tasseled Italian loafers, gangster Jordan’s, or new hiking boots.

      “Modest and mild, modest and mild,” she whispered. Her perfect dating mantra.

      An old-fashioned wall clock chimed in agreement, alerting her the Number 10 bus home to Capitol Hill had pulled away from the stop.

      Too late. She’d have to catch the next one. She trudged toward her plants while staring at her faded purple tennies.

      Dull and comfy.

      She stopped by the bag scanner and bent to tie her shoelace.

      The toe of a tiny pink sock caught her eye.

      She plucked it from behind the table leg and fingered the hand knit stitches.

      A baby. The world needed the innocence of babies. A soft smile came to her lips while she imagined rocking an infant in her arms.

      She passed through the body scanner, headed back to her Chinese elm, and tucked the sock in her tote. Monday, she’d hand it off to the security guard in charge of the lost and found box.

      Guards. Her pulse quickened. She searched the empty lobby.

      The TSA officers had been on normal duty scanning every visitor when she arrived at four. There had to be a night watchman. A shift change?

      Why hadn’t she noticed their absence?

      Because you’ve been too busy admiring Agent of Interest’s butt, that’s why.

      She pinched off a brown leaf. Maybe the one stationed at this post got delayed.

      By what? Hardly any traffic. Everyone else except Ike had clocked out to go home to their families. The brittle elm leaf crushed to bits in her grip.

      A muffled pop disturbed the silence.

      She tilted her head, straining to hear better.

      Elevator cables groaned a nerve-wracking whine while a descending car eased to a halt.

      This better be Ike. Shirley complained he often stayed too late.

      If not, she’d go check. When she’d seen him earlier, she’d sworn his fingers trembled enough to cause the travel brochures to flutter.

      Why’d Ike and Shirley want to send her on a trip to Mexico now, anyway? Oh well. She leaned around the ficus at the end of the row, faced the elevator, and prepared to give Ike a bright smile to lighten his spirits.

      The doors opened.

      A gray-haired man wearing a hoodie, a leather jacket, and black jeans backed out a step.

      Holding a gun.

      She choked down a scream and slid behind the next plant over, her bushy bamboo palm.

      Fan-shaped leaves skimmed her cheek while she squinted. Oh no! A body slumped against the rear wall of the elevator car. Was it—?

      The gun’s barrel stayed aimed at Ike’s bloody shirt.

      This can’t be happening again!

      Not to Ike and Shirley, people she loved.

      Gripping a slender trunk of bamboo, she hunched behind the thickest section. A sickening wave of panic welled in her stomach.

      The killer shoved his revolver inside his jacket, stepped over Ike’s legs, and took out a knife. He pried a bullet from the back wall with gloved hands, and then pinned Ike’s right arm to the hand rail. He raised the knife.

      No! She plucked out her trowel.

      He turned and stood motionless. Scowling, he surveyed the lobby and then looked out the front windows.

      She held her breath. A few leafy branches and four feet of open space separated her from Ike’s assassin.

      Blaring sirens sounded close. He slid the knife into his boot and stepped out. He moved the hoodie to scratch his ear.

      A bright green snake tattoo wound around his neck—its jaws open and fangs poised to strike the gunman’s earlobe.

      It felt like troops of aphids crawled up her spine. A shudder moved the leaf at her elbow as he strode by her, surely close enough to hear her heart thumping in her chest.

      A can of spray paint stuck out of his back pocket. He headed toward the front entrance, pulled the hoodie over the tattoo, and pressed a phone to his ear. “Tell Maneski the judge bled out, per his request . . . No time to chop off proof, the street’s still busy. Painted the cameras.”

      She looked at Ike’s hand and gagged.

      Air whooshed through the revolving doors.

      Snake Neck ran out, jumped into a black sedan parked at the curb, and drove off.

      Leaves rustled when she expelled the breath she’d been holding. Get down and get busy, you can worry later. Mom’s old saying flew through her mind.

      She yanked off her gardening gloves, dialed 911 on her cell, and dashed to the elevator.

      Ike lay sprawled on the floor, his shoe holding open the bobbing doors. Elbowing the elevator’s emergency stop button, she withdrew the cloth from her pocket and pressed it into his bloody chest.

      She searched Ike’s neck for a pulse. Faint beating reached her trembling fingers.

      “911, what’s your emergency?”

      “I need an ambulance.”

      “For yourself?”

      “No.” She stuck her phone between her shoulder and ear. “There’s been a shooting. A bad chest wound.” She squeezed Ike’s cool hand. “Ike, it’s Miranda.” He didn’t squeeze back.

      “Ike.” She clasped his shoulder. His eyelids remained closed in a face the color of dull clay.

      “What’s your location?” the voice demanded.

      “Seattle Justice Building, the main entrance.” She took a breath of air tainted by paint fumes. “His pulse seems weak.”

      “An ambulance has been dispatched. Stay on the line until they arrive. Put pressure on his wound.”

      “I am.”

      “Where’s the shooter?”

      “Gone. He drove away in a black car. Ike’s lost a lot of blood.”

      “You know the victim?”

      Her heart clenched. “Yes. Judge Isaac Gilson. I need to call his wife.”

      His arm nudged her. “Not yet,” he said.

      “Hold on,” she told the operator.

      Pain-filled eyes met hers. “You’re not safe,” he uttered in a ragged whisper.

      Her phone slipped from her hand. “There’s another gunman?”

      “No,” he choked out.

      “The one who shot you left.”

      He nodded, and his eyes closed.

      “Stay with me, Ike.” She slowed her voice to a calm tempo. “They’re sending an ambulance.” Wedging her back into the corner steadied her body.

      The revolving doors swished. A bearded man entered the lobby wearing a Seahawks cap and a black jacket.

      “Help’s arrived.” She leaned forward to attract the man’s attention.

      Ike clasped her wrist. “Don’t.” His eyes flashed hatred. “Detective Karpenito. Dangerous. Get far away. Now. Call Shirley for instructions.”

      “I will.”

      “Promise me, leave the state. Tell no one.” His grip loosened. “You’re . . . child we always wanted.” His eyelids drooped. “Don’t trust cops . . . crooked. Tell Shirley I love her.”

      “I’ll call Shirley right away. Stay awake, Ike. I hear the ambulance.” All the breathable air vanished from the tight space while panic rose in her chest. She craned her head around the bank of buttons to see the street.

      After agonizing moments, the blaring ambulance passed by without stopping.

      The detective stood at a front window and motioned the aid car to the right.

      She snatched her phone and pushed it into her cheek.

      “Operator?” she hissed.

      “Yes?”

      “Tell your ambulance to ignore the guy in the window. We’re near the west entrance they passed a second ago.

      Under the glass atrium.”

      “I’ll direct them back to you.”

      The sirens faded while uneven footsteps from leather soled shoes approached her. “Ike, he’s coming. Stay still,” she whispered.

      The detective’s squinting eyes honed in on her bloody cloth. His fleshy face reddened.

      He stretched his hand toward Ike’s neck. “A call came in about a shooting. I must check for a—”

      “I’ve searched his neck and wrists, no pulse,” she assured him. Her free hand balled into a fist.

      “Horrible tragedy. I’m a Seattle detective.” He shoved an SPD badge toward her.

      The last numbers were thirty-one, but his pudgy fingers covered the rest. “Your name, miss?”

      “Miranda Whitley.” She fished out her building ID and bus pass from under her apron, and gave the empty lobby a fleeting look, willing anyone else to appear.

      “Ms. Whitley, I’ll need your statement after I secure the murder scene.” He flipped open a spiral bound notebook and scribbled a note. “You’re in danger if the killer’s nearby.” He looked around the empty rotunda. “Did you see which way he went? Can you describe him?”

      She swallowed. “No, I’d been . . . in the bathroom.”

      “I see.” His lips pursed. “Your home address?”

      Fury and anguish roiled in her gut. “I live at 1201 Pike.” She’d invented a number, hopefully an apartment building. They’d figure it out soon, but with any luck, she’d be gone.

      He pulled out a wallet, thumbed through a wad of bills, and held out a fifty. “You did your best. The poor man’s passed. Grab a taxi home. I’ll come by shortly for your statement.” His voice had smoothed to reassuring.

      A cop would never send her away. She kept one hand on Ike and took the bill. “Okay.”

      “You’ve done what you can. The building’s not safe.” He checked his watch. “I’ll come by for your statement within an hour. You need to wait for me at home. Do you understand?”

      She looked at his ear to avoid his probing eyes. Clear streaks ran beside his beard. Glue? She dropped her head and focused on her shoes. “Yes. I’ll go to my apartment. Give me a minute.”

      He shuffled his feet, and his body teetered for a brief instant while he balanced on platform soles. “Hard to see a guy die,” he stated.

      “Yeah.” Her nails dug into her palm.

      The sirens became louder again.

      “A man waving a gun!” Karpenito shouted to her. He pulled out his revolver before dashing around her plants toward the emergency exit. “Get out now!” he yelled. The door to the alley banged shut behind him.

      “There’s no gunman, Ike. The lying cop ran from the ambulance.” She stroked his wrinkled brow.

      He responded by raising his eyelids a fraction, then they closed.

      Lights flashed out front and an aid car stopped at the curb.

      No one got out.

      She grabbed her phone. “Operator?”

      “Yes?”

      “The medics are sitting in the ambulance. We’re inside.”

      “Protocol for a shooting,” she stated. “The police need to clear the building.”

      “Screw protocol.” Miranda dropped the phone and put Ike’s hand on the cloth. “Push it against your chest, Ike.” His hand stayed in place.

      She ran to the revolving doors, gave them a shove, and dashed to the front of the ambulance.

      The passenger-side window rolled down.

      “He’s dying,” Miranda pleaded. “You can’t let him die! The shooter drove off.”

      The driver bent forward and stared at her, and then a look passed between the two men.

      She gripped the window frame and leaned in. “Please. Give me the stretcher. I’ll bring him to you. I can’t lose Ike, too. I can’t.” Tears streamed down her cheeks while she stumbled backward.

      “Okay, ma’am,” the passenger said.

      Both men jumped out at the same time. One grabbed a supply box and the other opened the rear door, removing a gurney.

      They checked Ike’s vitals quickly, bandaged his wound, and wheeled him out.

      She trailed behind them.

      “We weren’t needed at a nearby fender bender. Lucky break,” the driver said.

      Lucky? The crooked cop wanted Ike dead and her gone. She scrunched a corner of her apron.

      “We got clearance to transport.” The other medic opened the rear door. “Police are en route.”

      “Which hospital are you taking him to?” she asked.

      “Seattle General. Don’t worry. He’ll be there soon.” His authoritative voice convinced her, at least for a moment. “Thanks, guys.” She leaned over and kissed Ike’s cheek.

      “You’re going to be fine. I’ll phone Shirley.” Ike blinked once.

      The metallic smell of blood hit her again. A wave of nausea threatened. Silver flecks danced and flickered in her vision. She leaned against the building and hugged her sides until the light-headedness subsided.

      Sirens blared when the ambulance took off with Ike.

      He was alive, but the detective and killer both thought he’d died. Flashes of kindness from Shirley and Ike wound through her fractured mind. Then her brain skipped back to his killer. The name he’d spoken on his cell. Maneski.

      She’d seen it in print.

      In a headline.

      ‘Maneski—“The Butcher”—Indicted.’ Ike had presided at the trial of the notorious head of a drug cartel known for dismembering his enemies.

      Mobsters. She’d better get a move on if she wanted to outrun them. She dashed inside and reached for her tote. Blood covered her hands. Grabbing her spray bottle, she misted them, then swiped them across her apron.

      The trigger lever caught on her badge lanyard.

      I’m screwed. The dirty cop would run her ID. She grabbed her tote, ran to the cabinet under the stairs, and shoved it inside. Now to get away.

      Pushing open the stairwell’s heavy door, a tiny beam of light travelled from the top of her Douglas fir to the atrium ceiling above the lobby.

      “Please Ike, fight,” she whispered. “You’re going to be fine.” A chill swept over her. She’d said the same fateful words to her dad.

      No. This wasn’t her fault, and she’d be damned if she’d go out without a fight, for her and for Ike.

      She shoved open the exit door to the alley and stood in fading light.

      Finding safety required cash.

      “Crap. My purse,” she muttered. She caught the closing door and stopped.

      “Like I said, 1201 Pine. Whitley.” Karpenito wheezed from somewhere near the elevator. “Get some hearing aids.” Rubber-soled shoes squished closer.

      Every nerve ending went on alert while she crept inside and ducked behind her palm tree again.

      “Caucasian. Five eight. Medium build. Reddish-brown hair,” he said. “Finish it now. No evidence.”

      An image of her body lying in the morgue flashed in her brain. Who’d come to lift the white sheet and identify her? She clutched her keyring in a death grip.

      Her wall of foliage blocked her while she tiptoed to reach the stairwell closet. Using her butt, she propped the door open, extracted her shoulder bag, and stepped into the narrow aisle.

      The latch clicked shut behind her. She crouched behind the fir. Crap. Had he heard?

      The detective bent down at the other end of her plant hedge. His stumpy hand reached between the potted palm and the ficus to snatch her gardening glove from the floor.

      Every muscle screamed to run.

      She was trapped.
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      Karpenito’s steps grew softer, fading down the hallway.

      Miranda dashed into the deserted alley and headed toward the sidewalk.

      The acrid stench of burning plastic filled the narrow lane between the two buildings. A plume of smoke curled skyward from the bent lid on a dumpster.

      She pinched her nose and ducked her head. Ike’s blood stained her apron. Her stomach lurched. She yanked it over her head, threw it atop the smoldering heap, and jogged around the corner.

      After pushing open the familiar door and inhaling the aroma of coffee, her thumping heart eased.

      The rail-thin barista narrowed her eyes. “You work in the Justice Building, don’t you? What caused those sirens a minute ago?”

      A few customers looked up.

      Miranda shrugged. “A dumpster fire, I think.”

      “Vagrants,” the woman sputtered.

      Could they see her shaking? “Uh-huh. Back in a minute. Pit stop.”

      The dead bolt to the restroom slipped into place on the second try. Her badges clattered together while she tugged the lanyard off. She grabbed her phone.

      “Hello?” Shirley answered on the first ring.

      “It’s Miranda. Ike’s been shot, and he’s in an ambulance headed to Seattle General.”

      “Dear God, help us. It’s happened.” Her voice faded.

      “A crooked cop tried to send the ambulance away.”

      “No,” Shirley groaned.

      “The cop left. Ike insisted I leave town right now. Do you have anyone to help you?”

      “Thank God you rescued Ike,” she said. “He wouldn’t believe the threats came from a Seattle police officer. He blamed Maneski’s thugs. Hold on, there’s pounding at my door.”

      “Don’t answer it! Shirley!”

      A man’s voice rumbled in the background.

      Miranda collapsed against the sink, keeping the phone pressed to her ear.

      “A policeman Ike trusted will take me to the hospital,” Shirley said. “Keep us in your prayers.”

      “Of course. Ike said to tell you he loves you.”

      A door clicked shut from Shirley’s end. “Sweet, sweet Ike. He’d want us to stay calm,” she whispered. “Don’t trust anyone until I talk to him. Follow his orders.”

      “Where should—” The phone disconnected, severing her connection to the one person who understood the danger.

      Bulging eyes stared back at her from the mirror a foot away. She touched her nose, broken during a wrestling session with her little brother, Kenny.

      Blood covered her wrist.

      She cranked the water to full blast, dunked her forearm, and watched a pinkish stream swirl down the drain.

      Her world had spun out of control again. She pulled open the door and checked each chair out front. Executives and tourists chatted in clusters or studied phones while they sipped drinks.

      A laptop for customer use sat on an empty table in the middle of the room.

      Anything would be better than using her phone’s browser on a low battery. She slid into the chair and then tugged off her ball cap and shoved it into her pocket.

      A bell jangled, and the door opened. She whipped her head around.

      Not Karpenito, but he’d be searching for her soon enough, backed by the Seattle Police Department and the money of Maneski’s cartel.

      She removed the stretchy yellow band securing her braid and laid it on the table. Running her fingers through the long strands freed them to hide her face.

      Her gaze dropped to an empty drink container sitting next to the laptop.

      Absently, she picked it up, turning it in her fingers. Her life seemed emptier than the cup she held. She’d lost her family, and now she might lose Ike, too?

      She clenched her fingers, watching the cup crush between them.

      The noise triggered an image of one very determined FBI agent. Grant Morley had headed out of state, and he wasn’t a local cop. He could recommend a safe place to hide. Maybe she’d qualify for witness protection.

      Her fingers rested on the keyboard and then typed in a search for flights to Three Falls.

      No seats on the single flight leaving today. She pressed her fists into her eyes. Why not a bus? She depended on them every day.

      The Greyhound schedule told her one heading through Montana left in an hour. The station wasn’t far—she’d make it.

      Her foot tapped the floor.

      What was the town’s name? Emma something. She typed in Montana, then Emma, and Springs appeared next to it. A side ad showed that a dude ranch provided the closest lodging.

      They had a room, and for an extra fee, they’d shuttle passengers. She’d book it, even though it meant she’d wipe out her savings.

      Their site showed photos of trail rides and a quaint lakeside town, situated in the shadows of a craggy mountain. Grant’s mountain.

      She wrote the ranch’s number on her forearm and typed in Morley. A Google map pinpointed two homes owned by Morleys near the Lazy K Ranch.

      Ike would approve of her getaway, all paid by cash. Would sixteen hours on a freeway make for enough miles to stay alive?

      She rubbed her temple with chilly fingers, then pulled a windbreaker from her purse and zipped it to the collar.

      A whiff of coconut oil hit her nose, Corrin’s answer to skin care. Corrin, her best friend and the most sensible paralegal on earth. She’d loaned her the jacket and could be trusted for anything. Even escape.

      The skinny clerk leaned over the counter. “Did you need another coffee today?”

      Miranda gulped. Act normal. “Oh, sure. Kona mocha special, please, the one with cacao nubs. Extra foam.” She left the table, walked to the bathroom, and hit speed dial. “Where are you?”

      “Happy Friday to you,” chided Corrin. “I’m entering my home-sweet-apartment. Court got out early. I missed my noontime jog. If I change out of my work clothes, I can meet your bus and we can go for a quick speed walk in Volunteer Park before dark.”

      Miranda smoothed a flap on the pocket of her cargo pants and glanced at her shoes. A knot of tension tightened in her gut. “Hold on.” She eased the bathroom door shut.

      “Ike got shot in front of me.”

      “What? Is Ike alive? Are you okay?”

      “Ike’s on his way to Seattle General.” She squeezed her eyes shut. “I’m okay.”

      “Who shot him? Does Shirley know?” Corrin’s voice rose.

      “I called Shirley. I’ll need a ride to the Greyhound station ASAP.”

      “Greyhound? Aren’t you talking to the police?”

      She turned away from the sink. “I’m headed to the mountains.”

      “Okay, slow down. What mountains and why?”

      “Rockies,” she stated. “Grab my old cowboy boots, a pair of beater jeans, and a sweatshirt from our storage unit. Whatever you see first. And don’t ask questions. It’ll put you in danger.”

      “I can do more than pack your travel bag, and I’ve got a key to your apartment.”

      “Stay away from my apartment. It’s got to be this way, trust me.” She drummed her fingers on the sink. “Do it fast. Get in and out. Quick.”

      “Why? Miranda, what’s going on?”

      “Just do as I ask, will you, Corrin?”

      “Okay, okay. I’ll use my gym bag. All right, warm clothes. Mountains.” Corrin’s keys rattled.

      The door to their assigned storage area squeaked.

      An outside entry in the vintage brick building had been converted into a walled-in storeroom separating their apartments. What had been the exterior wall to each unit still contained the twelve-inch pass-through delivery boxes used in the 1950s by milkmen.

      She and Corrin had a knee-high view into each other’s kitchens, if they left the little metal doors open. This morning they’d made plans for pizza tonight, their voices carrying across the open space.

      “There are piles of stuff. Where exactly?” Corrin asked.

      “Try left, in the boxes on the bottom of the stairs.”

      “Got it. Boots, jeans, and a sweatshirt. What else?”

      How much time had passed? Images of Ike’s bloody body slumped against the elevator wall flooded her head.

      Miranda’s throat tightened. “Nothing. Get out now. Ike’s gunman might come.”

      “Gunman? You said it happened at work, didn’t—” Corrin gasped.

      “What’s the matter? Corrin?” Miranda squeezed the phone to her ear.

      A lock clicked.

      “Corrin!”

      “I’m okay. Wait, you’re already done giving a statement to the police?”

      “Ike ordered me to vanish.” She cracked the bathroom door and peeked out.

      A young kid sat at the laptop while his mom ate a scone. The barista caught her eye. “Four ninety-five please.”

      “Leaving a crime scene before giving a statement isn’t normal,” Corrin said. “Who’s talking in the background?”

      “Gotta pay for my coffee.” Coming out of the bathroom, Miranda fished out the fifty-dollar bill, flattened it on the wooden surface, then wiped her hands on her pants.

      “Your drink’s next.” The woman handed her a fistful of change. “Are you feeling okay?” She nodded toward the bathroom.

      “Ate a spicy lunch.” Miranda stuffed the top bill into the tip jar and slipped back into the bathroom. “I won’t be alone, Corrin. I met an FBI agent today. He’ll help.”

      “A total stranger? I can do more than wave a pen over a legal pad. I’ll help you.”

      “Ike insisted it be this way. Where are you?” Miranda sank onto the toilet.

      “Leaving the—” A door slammed in the background.

      “What’s happening?” Miranda demanded.

      “I saw a shadow in your apartment, through your open milk box.”

      Miranda jumped off the toilet seat. “Get out of there!”

      “Done. I’m outside.” Corrin’s car engine revved. “Hey, you never close your blinds. Did you close them this morning?”

      Miranda’s pulse hammered in her temple.

      “Miranda, did you close your blinds?”

      “No. I left them open for the plants.”

      “Bloody hell. Someone broke into your apartment. The blinds are lowered to the sill.”

      “Describe the shadow,” Miranda demanded.

      “Maybe a guy wearing dark jeans.”

      “He’s the gunman,” she whispered. “Was a black sedan parked nearby?”

      “Bloody hell! I think near the corner. Can’t verify it, I’m already heading downhill.”

      “Please hurry.”

      “Where are you? Are you certain you’re safe?”

      “I’m at the espresso shop on Third and Vine. No place is safe.”

      “I’ll be there soon. Shouldn’t drive and talk. Bye.”

      Miranda splashed water on her face and dialed the ranch’s number.

      Her future depended on a hasty offer from Agent Morley. She had no other options.

      She made a reservation, pocketed her cell, and took a breath before emerging from the bathroom. Montana might work. The trusting ranch owner hadn’t even demanded a credit card.

      Outside, a Seattle Metro bus rumbled past several police cruisers parked in front of the Justice Building.

      No one else noticed the flashing lights. The boy continued to tap on the laptop she’d used.

      Moving to a corner by the window, she hid behind a rack of tourist brochures featuring glossy photos of the Space Needle and the Ye Olde Curiosity Shop.

      A silver vehicle swung into the bike lane at the curb.

      Corrin.

      Hope fluttered in her belly. She dashed outside and hopped in the front passenger seat.

      Karpenito ran out of the Justice Building.

      She slunk down. “Go, go, go, Corrin!”
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        * * *

      

      A plant girl had duped them. Venom blew out a frustrated breath and rubbed his gloved finger over the tattooed pit viper on his neck. So much for him striking his prey.

      His phone vibrated. “Yeah.”

      “Where are you?” Karpenito’s voice pierced like jagged glass on a jugular vein.

      “I’m in the plant girl’s empty apartment. The real one.” Venom glanced at a three-foot-tall rusty pitchfork hanging on the kitchen wall and then out to an open living room. A framed portrait of a family of four hung on the wall. The boy in it had a side cowlick, like his grandson.

      “The Whitley girl bolted out of a cafe next door and fled in a Firebird,” Karpenito wheezed. A car horn honked in the background.

      “You told me you’d sent her home in a cab. We’re next on The Butcher’s list if we don’t silence her soon.”

      “No lie. Typical idiot female who doesn’t follow orders. Hold on.”

      Venom stood close to the front door, listening. “She gave you a fake address. I didn’t buy into this. She might’ve talked.”

      “Not likely . . . Hey, I think we got a break,” Karpenito said.

      A chair scraped across a floor. “Move it, kid,” the cop ordered. “I need this computer.”

      Venom glanced at the boy in the portrait, and his stomach tightened. “What the hell are you doing to a kid?”

      “Nothing. I spotted Whitley’s hair band. Gotta call you back.” Karpenito hung up.

      Venom left the apartment and strode to his car. After he slid behind the wheel, his phone pulsed to life.

      “Search history on the computer shows your problem’s cruising to Montana,” Karpenito crowed. “Time stamp matches.”

      “Did you say problem? She’s not my problem.”

      “She’s your problem if she fingers you,” Karpenito snarled.

      “You failed to empty the lobby.” Venom twisted the key in the ignition and pumped the gas pedal. “Damn piece of crap,” he muttered, pumping harder.

      “How was I to know she’d be working late? Maneski’s lawyer kept you out of the slammer. A fact you’d better not forget.”

      “For another hit you nearly bungled.” A bitter taste hung in his mouth. “Nope. My fee was for the one final whack. I’m done.”

      “Maneski will double your fee, and I’ll add in generous expenses.”

      Venom’s brakes squeaked while he jockeyed out of the tight parking space. He gritted his teeth. “Okay. Give me what you do know.”

      “Whitley’s riding a Greyhound to Three Falls and booked at the Lazy K Ranch. She searched for someone named Morley near Emma Springs. Bury the body and bring back an eyeball. Maneski wanted Gilson’s hand that signed his warrant, and he’ll want the eyeball that saw the hit.” The phone clicked and went silent.

      Venom rubbed his wedding band. “Stupid, stupid plant girl.” A frown creased his face while he pulled into a parking lot and found the ranch’s number. He rummaged in his pocket and then shoved a handful of antacids into his mouth. What body part would The Butcher demand for a hitman’s failure?

      The ranch phone rang twice. “Lazy K. May I help you?” asked a cheerful voice.

      “I believe Miranda Whitley’s joining you soon. I need to send my sweet lady roses to apologize for a misunderstanding I created. Do you have a local florist?”

      “Oh, how romantic. Hold a moment and I’ll find the number for Petal Pusher Flowers. They deliver, but maybe you’d rather bring them in person?”

      It would be a personal delivery all right. “What a wonderful idea. Our secret?”

      She laughed and agreed.

      Maneski didn’t tolerate screw ups. The lawyer who’d delayed a purchase agreement for his mansion had landed at the bottom of Puget Sound with a boat anchor attached to his legs. Actually, two anchors—the body had been chopped in half. Nobody cared four hundred feet down.

      He rubbed the sweat from his brow. If a delay moving into a house sent the mobster off the deep end, killing the plant girl ensured his own survival. His family, too. Mankeski ordered hits like his grandson ordered fries with his burger.

      And the little feller devoured burgers. A double fee ensured there’d be plenty of money to raise the boy under fake identities.

      An orange leaf fell onto his faded hood. He leaned back, sinking into the tattered upholstery.

      Ah, the unpredictable outdoors. Perfect for a hunting accident.

      Elk don’t talk.
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      Traffic stopped mid-block.

      Corrin used the pause to contemplate the fastest way to the bus station. “Miranda, what northbound route’s best on a Friday night?”

      “The one speeding us away from the Justice Building.” Panic sharpened Miranda’s voice while she scrunched into the seat and folded her long legs under the Firebird’s dash. “Maybe Fourth Avenue?”

      Corrin signaled a move to the center lane. “Fourth it is,” she offered calmly. “Not exactly fast getaway traffic, but buckle up, kiddo.”

      Miranda brought the belt across and jabbed it into the buckle.

      “Thanks.” Corrin watched while Miranda’s green eyes darted everywhere, front to back, corner to corner. Her best friend, her sister-of-the soul, ducked and bobbed like a wild creature trapped in a cage. No, a hunted creature.

      Goosebumps rose on her arms. “Thank God you’re okay,” Corrin said.

      A horn honked when she inched their bumper into a space between a Smart car and a van. “I’m fine. Who shoots a federal judge?”

      “Please don’t grill me.”

      “Sorry, force of habit from questioning clients. What else can I do to help?”

      Miranda twisted her head to see out the back window. “Leave your apartment for a couple nights.”

      “Easy enough. Should I tell the police someone broke into your place? We know he closed the blinds.”

      “Don’t report anything.” She turned around. “The killer would know you spotted him.” Her color paled. She scratched at a speck of red on her tan pants.

      Ike’s blood? Corrin gripped the steering wheel. “I hadn’t thought of the creep seeing me.”

      “I pray he didn’t. They think Ike’s dead, and I’m next. You will not be added to the list.”

      A bead of perspiration formed on Corrin’s brow. “I’ll go to the mountains, too.”

      “No. Dad always said you never bring trouble to your back porch. Ike insisted I vanish, and I’ll lead them out of town. If anyone hurt you, I wouldn’t forgive myself. No one’s followed us yet.”

      “None of this makes sense to me. Talk to one of my firm’s attorneys if you can’t trust the police.”

      “No time. I skip town now, or I’m dead. And your apartment’s not safe. Do you understand?” Miranda’s hand shook on the purse she clutched to her chest.

      “Vacate. Got it. Aunt Iris loves company, and she’s in a secure building,” Corrin said. “Ike has contacts at city hall, but we need to determine who’ll advise you if—”

      “Ike’s going to be okay. He has to be. No more funerals, no more headstones . . .” Miranda choked back a sob.

      “Sure he is.” Corrin softened her voice. “You shouldn’t go through this without someone you trust.” She turned a corner onto a one-way street.

      Miranda rose enough to watch cars over her shoulder. “You join me, and there’s a bullseye on your back. I’ve got an FBI agent.”

      Corrin checked her rearview mirror. Had the bigger car sped up? “An agent you just met.” She stomped on the gas to make a yellow light. “I can get help in Seattle. Does the agent know someone broke into your apartment?”

      The black sedan ran the light and came alongside them.

      “Watch out!” Miranda shouted.

      Corrin swung into the next lane and jammed on the brakes to avoid a taxi. They both pitched forward.

      The car sped by, occupied by a woman and two kids.

      “False alarm.”

      “Bloody hell!” Corrin clenched the steering wheel. “I can’t jump over the row of cars and onto the sidewalk.”

      “Sorry,” Miranda said. “Traffic should delay Snake Neck.”

      “Snake Neck? You know the killer’s name?”

      “No.” Miranda poked her head between the seats. After righting a blue gym bag, she straightened Corrin’s stack of folders in a satchel on the floor. “It appears your pivotal case needs attention this weekend. You’ve got homework.”

      “Deflection won’t work against me.” Corrin said. “Snake Neck? What else do you know?”

      “Don’t ask.” Miranda’s steely voice didn’t match her trembling hands. “You told me appeasing this client would be a make or break for your legal career. You’ve been the brilliant understudy long enough.”

      Corrin loosened her grip on the wheel. “A delay won’t kill me. I mean, there’s more important things in life than impressing the partners. Like assisting my BFF.”

      “I have a plan.”

      “Against a guy named Snake Neck?” She groaned. “I may be petite, but I’ll face your gun-toting reptile.”

      “I need you here. If Ike’s condition deteriorates, you’ll give Shirley wiser advice.”

      “Typical Miranda, always thinking of others.” She squeezed the shifter knob. “You and me, we’re two phoenix birds rising from the flames of our past. Please, be careful.”

      “I’ll be okay. I
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