
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Praise for LAMBDA Literary Award
Finalist Carsen Taite

“Real Life defense attorney Carsen
Taite polishes her fifth work of lesbian fiction, The Best Defense, with the realism she daily encounters
in the office and in the courts. And that polish is something that
makes The Best Defense shine as an
excellent read.”—Out & About
Newspaper

“Taite is a real-life attorney so
the prose jumps off the page with authority and authenticity.
[It Should be a Crime] is just Taite’s
second novel…but it’s as if she has bookshelves full of bestsellers
under her belt. In fact, she manages to make the courtroom more
exciting than Judge Judy bursting into flames while delivering a
verdict. Like this book, that’s something we’d pay to
see.”—Gay List Daily

“Taite, a criminal defense attorney
herself, has given her readers a behind the scenes look at what
goes on during the days before a trial. Her descriptions of
lawyer/client talks, investigations, police procedures, etc. are
fascinating. Taite keeps the action moving, her characters clear,
and never allows her story to get bogged down in paperwork.
It Should be a Crime has a
fast-moving plot and some extraordinarily hot sex.”—Just About Write

In Do Not Disturb…“Taite’s
tale of sexual tension is entertaining in itself, but a number of
secondary characters…add substantial color to romantic
inevitability.”—Richard Labonté, Bookmarks

In Nothing but the
Truth…“Author Taite is really a Dallas defense attorney
herself, and it’s obvious her viewpoint adds considerable realism
to her story, making it especially riveting as a mystery. …I give
it four stars out of five.”—Bob Lind, Echo
Magazine

“Taite has written an excellent
courtroom drama with two interesting women leading the cast of
characters. Taite herself is a practicing defense attorney, and her
courtroom scenes are clearly based on real knowledge. [Nothing But the Truth] should be another winner for
Taite.”—Lambda Literary

“[Battle
Axe] is satisfying, substantial, and slick. Plus, it has
heart and love coupled with Luca’s array of weapons and a bad-ass
verbal repertoire…I cannot imagine anyone not having a great time
riding shotgun through all of Luca’s escapades. I recommend hopping
on Luca’s band wagon and having a blast.”—Rainbow
Book Reviews
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Synopsis

Who says crime doesn't pay?

Luca Bennett makes her living looking for people, but
her sights aren't set on lost children separated from their parents
at a busy mall or elderly Alzheimer's patients who wandered from
the nursing home. She's a bounty hunter paid to apprehend fugitives
on the lam.

Luca caught her latest job from new-in-town, criminal
defense attorney, Veronica Ronnie Moreno. Ronnie's client, seedy
local businessman Jed Quitman, failed to show up for court, and
Ronnie wants him found right away. With Jed's mug smiling from
dozens of billboards and low-budget, late-night television
commercials, Luca figures finding him will be a breeze.

It doesn't take long for Luca to realize there's
nothing simple about this job, from a stranger threatening her to
stay away, to the fiery hot woman who has Luca looking for more
than the usual one-night stand. The hunt for Jed quickly turns
complicated, and the pursuit is fraught with danger, as is her
attraction to the elusive Ronnie Moreno. In a case loaded with
twists and turns, can Luca find everything she's looking for?
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Chapter One

Doritos, two pounds of thick-sliced bacon, baby
kosher dills, skim milk, the latest issue of People magazine, and three packs of sugar-free gum. And
that was just the top layer. Not my first choice of food
selections, but once I apprehended Sara Johnson, I was going to be
living large on the haul in her grocery cart.

Yes, I could’ve taken her in before she made it
through the checkout line, but part of my finesse, if I have any,
is apprehension without a fuss. Besides, some poor store clerk
would have spent an hour reshelving Sara’s bounty.

I trailed her to her beat-up ride before I made my
move.

“Sara Johnson?”

She whirled and planted her small self in my shadow.
“Who wants to know?”

I almost laughed at her show of strength. I could
swing her over my shoulder with one hand. At least she was smart
enough not to reveal too much information to strangers. Too bad she
hadn’t practiced such discretion in her prior employment. Sara
Johnson was charged with felony prostitution, meaning she was a
repeat offender who wasn’t very good at keeping her profession a
secret. She’d missed her last court date and that’s where I came
in.

I’m a bounty hunter. Some of the suit-wearing types
and the state licensing board prefer the term fugitive recovery
agent. It is what it is, and since most of what I do involves
following lowlifes like Sara Johnson around, lurking in the shadows
and waiting for the perfect opportunity to snag ’em and drag ’em to
the nearest jail, hunter is a better moniker. But I was smart
enough to realize that title was likely to send Sara running out of
the parking lot.

I offered a tentative smile and kept my tone easy
and even. “My name’s Luca Bennett. I’m here to help you with your
court appearance. I understand you missed your last one and we need
to get that straightened out as soon as possible to keep you out of
trouble.”

Sara stared me down for a full minute before her
wary look softened into relief. “I couldn’t find a ride.” She
pointed at the jalopy next to her grocery cart. “This isn’t mine
and it barely works most of the time.”

I pretended to ignore the inconsistent response, and
shook a ring of keys in her direction. “The faster we get this
sorted out, the better off you’ll be. Come with me now?”

I saw the hesitation in her eyes even as she leaned
forward. The struggle played out on her face, and I figured she’d
made me. I reached around my waist for the pair of cuffs always
attached to my belt, careful not to signal my intent. I needn’t
have worried; her concerns were focused in a different
direction.

“I don’t know.” She pointed to the
cart. “What about my ice cream?”

I’ll eat it before it melts. I swear.

A few hours later, once Sara was tucked away for the
night in a Dallas County jail cell, I swung by Hardin Jones Bail
Bond agency to finish my business. I tapped my foot while Hardin
counted out five Benjamins from his gaudy money clip encrusted with
diamonds and shaped like the state of Texas. The clip was an
anomaly. Everything else about Hardin—ragged western-style shirt,
John Deere cap, and well-worn, pointed-toe boots—screamed redneck.
Folks on the street would never know him as one of the most
successful businessmen in Dallas. Together we were quite a pair,
both tall and rugged, with the same square jaw and piercing blue
eyes. His hair, like mine, flipped and waved in all the wrong
places, and I wondered if he too cut his own dark brown hair to
save money. I shared his rough looks, but not his business sense.
My worn jeans, plain T-shirt, and scuffed boots accurately signaled
my status. Hungry.

“What’s the deal, Luca? It’s not
like you hit the jackpot here.”

I held out my hand. “Girl’s gotta eat.”

“I thought you’d still be riding
high after your Diamond heist.” His weathered face cracked into a
grin.

I shrugged. My favorite bondsman wasn’t referring to
jewels. Nope, he was talking about the last big jumper I’d brought
in. About six months ago. Her name was Diamond Collier, and I was
paid handsomely for bringing her in, even though she was actually a
federal agent posing as the main squeeze of a Russian mobster and a
murderous viper to boot. Long story, the upshot was I didn’t get to
collect a bounty since she wasn’t really a fugitive, but Diamond
made sure I got a chunk of the reward money from the Feds. Biggest
lesson I learned was ten thousand doesn’t go as far as you’d think.
New computer, new tires, old debts. Didn’t take long before I was
back to living by the seat of my pants. The five hundred in
Hardin’s hand was the key to meeting my personal hierarchy of
needs: dinner, beer, and enough of the rent to keep my landlord at
bay for a couple of weeks.

In an attempt to appear responsible I asked, “Got
any other jobs for me?”

Hardin shook his head. “Mostly crumbs. Most
everyone’s behaving for once.” He studied my face and I put on my
best pathetic “feed me” expression. He reached into a drawer and
pulled out a card. “Call this guy. Tell him I sent you. He’s
started writing some bonds, nothing big. He refers the high-dollar
stuff to me. Maybe he can toss you some work.”

I glanced at the card before shoving it in my
pocket. Miguel Moreno, Attorney at Law. “A lawyer?” I picked up
most of my work from bondsmen. Lawyers writing bonds wasn’t
unusual, but I’d always thought it was strange. If I skipped out on
my bond, I’d like to think my lawyer would cover for me, not hunt
me down.

“Yeah. He’s got a huge practice.
Mostly small-time misdemeanors, but he’s added an associate and
they’ve started taking more felonies lately. They’re writing the
bonds themselves. Word is they don’t do much in the way of
screening their cases—take everything that walks in the door. If
they like you, you’ll have a steady stream of work.”

I shrugged. The Moreno firm’s relationship with
their clients wasn’t my concern. I only needed them to like me. Now
that might be a challenge.

 


*

 


An hour later, I slid into a seat at my favorite
bar. Within seconds a sharp voice asked, “What’ll it be, girl?”

Maggie Flynn rapped a pen on the table as if she
actually intended to write down whatever I planned to order from
the unwritten menu. Proximity was the reason we knew each other.
Maggie owned the only bar within walking distance of my apartment.
Today she wore a crazier than usual version of her usual ensemble:
spiked red heels, a short black skirt, and a ruffled hot pink
blouse with a plunging neckline. I’d long given up trying to figure
out how she managed to walk through the bar without slipping on her
ass.

“Beer. Blue Moon. T-bone. Rare.
Fries.” Before she could shake her head, I added, “I’ve got cash.”
My tab had reached its limit weeks ago. Maggie would continue to
feed me crappy beer and random sandwiches, but I’d need to flash
some real money if I wanted to call brands and order
steak.

Apparently satisfied I was good for it, Maggie shook
her mane of blazing red hair and sauntered off to the kitchen. She
could act like she was annoyed with me all night, but I knew
better. I’d known Maggie for years and our relationship was deeper
than the four or five meals I ate at her bar every week. Twenty
years my senior, she kept an eye on me, kept me fed. The only thing
she couldn’t do was keep me out of trouble. No one could handle
that task, not even someone as formidable as Maggie.

The steak was perfect and the beer was so cold ice
chunks slid down the sides of the mug, a sure sign I was in
Maggie’s good graces. Either she trusted I was good for the tab or
she wanted something. I should’ve known trust wasn’t the reason for
the special treatment.

“What’s up, Maggie?”

She slid onto the barstool next to me. I sliced into
the steak before she could get started. Maggie’s request would come
with a story, and it wouldn’t be short.

“It’s my worthless
brother.”

I’d heard tales of Maggie’s ne’er-do-well brother
before. Ten years her junior, Billy spent his life in and out of
county jails, living out back time on a number of petty offenses.
Maggie griped about her brother’s troubles every now and then, but
today her usual annoyance was laced with worry. She related the
latest installment about his life of crime, ending with, “He’s got
an outstanding warrant. A felony this time. Aggravated
robbery.”

I swallowed, ignoring memories of my father’s
warning about how many times to chew my food. “That’s serious.”
Obvious, but I was just trying to move the story along to the part
where Maggie asked me for help since it was clear her tale was
heading in that direction.

“I think he’s hiding
out.”

“Probably right about
that.”

She got up from her seat and walked around the bar.
Seconds later, she poured another Blue Moon into an icy, new mug.
Maggie never gave out new mugs, especially not to folks like me who
ran up tabs they might never be able to pay. I drank down half of
the amber freeze while I waited for her to finally get to the
point.

“Think you could find
him?”

There it was. She acted casual, as if she’d asked me
about the weather. I returned the favor by acting casual too while
I considered her request. I’d never even met Billy. Finding him
would take some doing, and I wasn’t sure I was up for a full-scale
investigation.

I’m a licensed private investigator, but only
because I have to be. Bounty hunters in Texas are required to be
licensed P.I.s, but investigating isn’t what I do. I do find
people, but only people who’ve already been found once. Once they
jump bail, I’m on the job. Bondsmen hire me so they don’t have to
file a claim with their insurance carrier. My fee’s cheaper than a
rate increase. On the smaller cases, they usually try to trick the
jumper into showing up for court themselves, but occasionally
they’ll get overloaded and call me in. A recent brush with the law
left me persona non grata with many of the local bond agencies.
They’d come around, but in the meantime, I had to scrape for work.
But no matter how desperate I might be, I wasn’t about to veer off
my chosen path. Find the jumper, bring him in. My investigation’s
limited to the where. All the other w’s, I leave to real P.I.s or
cops.

Maggie’s tapping foot signaled she thought I’d had
enough good beer to make a decision. She was right, and not for the
first time in my life I made a decision prompted by a slight
buzz.

“Yeah, I’ll find him.”

Later, when the endorphins from the steak and the
beer haze wore off, I realized I promised to do more than just
look.


Chapter Two

I started the next morning at the criminal
courthouse. The halls of the Frank Crowley building were teeming
with dozens of sloppy souls. Low slung jeans, halter tops, T-shirts
covered with profane slogans. Did these people think a court
summons was a clever disguise for an invite to the State Fair?

I scanned the halls for signs of attorney Miguel
Moreno. His office said he had appearances in several different
courts, and lucky for me, they were spread out over four different
floors. I’d looked him up online and figured his slick looking self
would stick out from the hordes of crime doers lining the halls,
but so far no luck.

The courthouse isn’t my favorite place. In my short
stint as a cop I wasted time kicking around in the halls waiting
for a cluster of twelve-year-old prosecutors, fresh out of law
school, to decide if they needed me as a witness at trial.
Nowadays, I live my life one step away from the folks lining the
halls. I keep things in balance by finding crooks on the lam, but I
couldn’t care less what happens after I turn them in. Well, except
for collecting my payment. Speaking of which, I decided to use my
finely-honed searching skills to find my new income source.

Moreno was in the last courtroom I checked. So much
for my hunting ability. I slid into a seat and watched him argue
for a bond reduction for his client. He was as slick as his photo.
Despite his polished demeanor and exaggerated arguments, I could
tell the judge wasn’t buying it. The respectable client with strong
ties to the community was back in the pokey because he’d smoked pot
while out on bond for a possession case. Brilliant. I was actually
surprised that Miguel offered such a strenuous argument to get the
bond lowered considering the higher the bond, the higher his fee.
Must be tough to work both ends.

When he finally finished, I sprang out of my seat to
catch him before he fled the courtroom, no doubt on to the next
minor matter.

“Miguel Moreno?”

“I’m in a hurry.” He didn’t even
glance my way.

“Hardin Jones sent me. Name’s Luca
Bennett. Your office said I’d find you here.”

One of the names I spoke carried weight. He stopped
in his tracks and gave me a once-over. “You’re not what I
expected.”

“Yeah, well, neither are you. Most
of the bondsmen I know wear jeans and boots and hate being in
court.”

His big laugh surprised me. It was out of character,
but made him seem more human. Slightly. Maybe I could work with
this guy. “Hardin says you may have some business for me.”

He motioned for me to follow him into the hall.
“Yeah, I have some work.” I waited through his long, hard look at
my worn Levi’s and heavy black boots. The only concession I’d made
to my usual wardrobe for this “interview” was a long-sleeved white
shirt with a collar that had seen an iron once upon a time. I
wanted the work, but not bad enough to buy a suit to impress this
guy.

“I’m not for sale, just my
services.” I waited until he finally looked into my eyes. “You
interested?”

His leer wasn’t the kind of interest I needed. I
started to walk away. I didn’t need this. Seconds later, I
encountered another thing I didn’t need, his hand on my arm.

“Wait.” He noticed my glare and
raised both hands in the air in a gesture of surrender. “Look, I do
have work, plenty of it. If Hardin sent you, you must be good. If
you can hang around a minute, I’ll send my associate over to talk
to you about a couple of jumpers we need to get a line on
soon.”

He was slimy, but maybe the associate wasn’t. I
needed the work. My tab at Maggie’s would only go so far. I nodded
and he took off like a shot.

Most of the benches in the hall were occupied. I
paced to walk off my impatience. Not big on waiting. On my third
lap, focused more on the rote activity than the stuff around me, I
smacked into a cop. Not just any cop.

“Bennett, what the hell are you
doing here?”

I turned to face the tall blonde calling my name.
“Nice to see you too, Chance.” My tone was sarcastic, but it really
was nice to see her. It had been months since Jessica Chance tried
to save my ass during a takedown, far exceeding her usual role as
my interdepartmental information leaker. And source of occasional
late night sexual release. Lately, those occasions had been few and
far between. For the first time in our relationship, I wondered if
she was seeing someone. What we had was the very definition of
casual, which meant neither of us was allowed to care what the
other did on her own time. I sidestepped any examination into why I
had even traveled this far in my mental journey and kept the
conversation light, safe, business.

“I’m looking for work. I do work
you know.”

“Yeah, sure you do.” Chance didn’t
consider bounty hunting real work. She and I met at the academy.
She went on to earn her detective shield. I bailed the first time I
ran into a jam. Post-traumatic stress linked us for
life.

“You still up for Sunday?” Her gaze
morphed into a laser beam as she realized I had no idea what she
was asking about. “Softball? League tournament?”

Oh shit. I’d agreed to fill
in for an injured player in one of my weaker moments. Team sports
weren’t my thing, but Chance had prevailed upon the last ounce of
mercy in my soul. And she’d promised to buy me dinner. I scrambled
for an excuse to bow out, but she was too quick for me.

“I’ll pick you up at
eight.”

“Sure. Bring coffee and not that
fru fru shit you drink.” I knew she’d show up with a hefty mug of
the plain black brew I liked, but I couldn’t resist teasing her
about her coffeehouse habits. She was a good friend. She was more
than a good friend.

I suspect I telegraphed a hint of wistful, because
she asked, “You need something else from me?”

Loaded question. I stared everywhere but her face
before I answered. “Not right now.”

Her hooded eyes met mine with a hint of need, or
want. For a second, the teeming craziness of the courthouse hallway
slipped away, and I considered finding an empty closet, the
stairwell, anyplace where Chance and I could grab a minute of
passion. Grab each other.

“Luca Bennett?”

The voice was like a shout into the unspoken
conversation I was having with Chance. My first instinct was to
ignore it. Slowly, a memory crept its way through me. Miguel.
Associate. Work. I turned to face the interrupter. “I’m
Bennett.”

A tall, leggy brunette stuck her hand my way,
completely ignoring the fact that Chance was very much in my
personal space. I admired what was either focus or just balls. I
shook her hand. “You must be Miguel Moreno’s associate.”

“Associate?” She raised her
eyebrows. “Is that what he said?”

“Yeah, or something like
that.”

She shrugged. “Okay then. Are you still looking for
work?”

I focused on not leering and ignoring Chance’s
exaggerated grunt. I’m sure she thought “work” was a euphemism for
some other form of activity, like the kind we usually shared. I
looked her in the eyes to assess her state of mind. All I could
detect was a strong admiration for the Latin beauty impatiently
waiting on my response.

“I’m available for work if you’ve
got it.”

“Great.” She reached into her purse
and grabbed a card, scribbled a few words on it, and shoved it my
way. “Meet me tomorrow at two, and I’ll give you the info.” And she
was gone.

Chance and I both watched her ass the entire length
of the hallway. I looked at the card in my hand. Veronica Moreno, Attorney at Law. I flipped it over.
Foxy Lady. A strip club. Interesting. While
I wondered why we weren’t meeting at her office, Chance offered her
own theory. “Looks like she has a special kind of work cut out for
you.”

“Shut up, Chance.”

“Be careful.”

Her eyes said she had more to say on the subject. I
didn’t press. She walked away and I compared her backside to the
one that preceded it. Tough choice.

 


*

 


With the rest of the afternoon to kill and no paying
gig to fill it, I considered my options. Lunch sounded good, but if
I showed up at Maggie’s with no report on Billy, heartburn was sure
to result. Since I was at the courthouse anyway, I went by the
records office and picked up a copy of Billy’s Dallas County rap
sheet and a printout of his latest mug shot. Luckily, even with
county cutbacks, there wasn’t any shortage on paper.

Billy hadn’t committed any felonies before now. At
least none for which he’d been caught. His worst prior was burglary
of a motor vehicle—a fancy way of saying he’d busted a window on a
car and made off with a stereo. The act was a misdemeanor, but the
way judges acted you would think it was a capital offense. Bonds
were high and punishments severe, at least compared to other petty
crimes. Judges around here had to run for reelection, and doubtless
they heard from a lot of constituents about their cars being broken
into. I sympathized. My old Bronco may not look like much, but I
got really pissed off the two times some punk kid broke in even
though they’d left the AM-only radio intact. I wasn’t a statistic
since I’d never bothered to report the break-in. Too busy being
relieved they hadn’t taken the time to find the guns I keep hidden
under the floorboard.

From the string of property crimes and minor drug
possessions, I concluded Billy had a combination drug problem and
inability to keep a job problem. He stole things to buy food and
stuff to smoke or put up his nose. Up to now, he’d never assaulted
anyone, committed any acts of indecency, or used a weapon. He
wasn’t a complete write-off, but I couldn’t figure out why Maggie
wanted him found. I tried to remember if she’d ever mentioned any
other family. None I could recall. Maybe it was just that simple.
Some family is better than none at all. Not sure I bought the
sentiment, but I couldn’t argue the point since I clutched my own
straggling family ties tighter than I cared to admit. I owed Maggie
big time. For more than a meal and a beer now and then. Sad to say,
she was the most reliable presence in my life. Why she wanted me to
find her law-dodging brother didn’t matter. I’d find him as a sign
of respect.

I scrawled the address listed on his most current
charge on the back of a gas receipt and shoved it in my pocket.
When I walked out the doors of the courthouse, the hot, dry air hit
me with a rush. August was supposed to be the hottest month of
summer, but this year June was in the running. Already three weeks
with temps topping a hundred degrees and not a drop of rain. I
hoped the A/C in the Bronco held out until I got more work.

I drove to East Dallas. Sad to say the address in my
pocket wasn’t far from where I lived. I don’t mind living in a
sketchy neighborhood, but I don’t generally think about it. Old Man
Withers was a pain in the ass, but he kept the place clean and
decent. When I rolled up on Billy’s last known, the contrast
slapped me in the face. This building could barely stand. Pieces of
faded siding hung at odd angles, and only two windows appeared to
be free of broken panes. If he was here, he wasn’t well.

The front door led to a dingy entry complete with an
intercom system circa nineteen seventy. I pushed a few buttons even
though I knew they wouldn’t work. I took the no answers as an
invitation to check things out for myself. The stairs were strewn
with used syringes, old newspapers, and random articles of
clothing. The entire place stank of stale booze and urine. I’m not
averse to getting dirty, but this kind of nasty tests even my
boundaries. I stepped carefully around the debris and made my way
to the apartment listed on the court records.

The open door saved me from breaking in. If there’d
ever been anything of value in the place, it was long gone. All
that was left was a stained mattress and a few empty bottles of
generic booze. I flashed to an image of my dad. Left completely to
his own devices, would he wind up like this? I shook away the
thought. Didn’t want to go there. Didn’t want to be here. I spent a
few seconds making sure no clues to Billy’s whereabouts were lying
around and then I left, eager to shed the images of
desperation.


Chapter Three

Saturday afternoon, I strolled up to the door of the
Foxy Lady. I’ve seen seedier strip joints. I’d never darkened the
doors of this one. I’m not a huge fan of paying money to have women
wag their stuff in my face. Besides, most of the clubs around here
were owned by Yuri Petrov, and I was persona non grata to him after
the last big case I’d worked. This wasn’t one of his, so I felt
reasonably safe. Still, it was an odd place to meet an
attorney.

The place was dimly lit. I supposed the owners were
aiming for ambience, but I bet the low lights hid a lot of wrinkles
and other imperfections. I was surprised to see almost a dozen
patrons, nuzzling their drinks while they imagined other things
they could pay to nuzzle. Veronica Moreno was nowhere in sight. I
slid into a booth and leaned back to wait.

I didn’t have to wait long, but the woman who came
calling wasn’t here to give me work. She was blond, curvaceous, and
barely dressed. I might not spend a lot of time in joints like
this, but I knew when I was being groomed to pay big for a lap
dance.

“I haven’t seen you in here
before.”

“Maybe that’s because I haven’t
been in here before.”

“Damn shame.” She straddled my hips
and gave a little grind. “Most of the middle of the day clientele
are buzzed businessmen trying to work off lunch.”

Playing along didn’t cost anything so I indulged. “I
ate a light lunch and I’m sober as a judge.”

She shook her pelvis and lifted it my way.
“Thirsty?”

We were halfway into the service I had yet to pay
for. I’ll admit I was turned on. Who wouldn’t be with a half-naked
woman rubbing her body all over them? I concentrated on dousing my
arousal. I was about to admit I wasn’t good for her fee, but a soft
voice over my shoulder blew my focus all to hell.

“You look pretty
comfortable.”

Moreno. Her whisper glided
across my neck. I resisted the urge to turn into her voice, sure
that her full, lush lips were within striking distance. I licked my
lips but didn’t indulge. Don’t get me wrong, I was interested, but
I needed the work more than I needed to get laid. Mostly. Before I
let the balance slide in the other direction, I motioned for her to
sit. Across from me. Half-naked lap dancer ground in closer and
purred her protest. I patted the tiny patch of cloth allegedly
covering her ass and urged her off me. “Sorry, I have some business
to attend to. Maybe later?” I offered this last only to combat her
fast-forming pout.

She glanced at Moreno, shrugged, and crawled out of
my lap, but before she left, she kissed me big and wet. As she
walked away, she tossed back, “Thanks for nothing, Ronnie.”

“No problem, Star.”

Ronnie. Ice woman had a
nickname. Nice.

I didn’t watch Star leave. I was too busy comparing
Moreno, make that Ronnie, to the stripper. She wore way more
clothes than Star, but was exponentially more sexy. Ronnie’s suit
was all business, sharp lines and expensive cloth. Her voice was
polished and smooth, with only a trace of her Latin heritage. I
wondered if she went full-on fiery Latina when she was riled.

She repeated a version of her early comment. “You
seem to be quite at home here.”

“Actually, I’ve never been to this
particular club. And I don’t think the
strippers know me by name.”

She nodded, impassive, signaling I wasn’t going to
get a rise so easily. Fine. I could be all business, even when a
half-naked woman was shaking her business a few feet from my face.
Curiosity beat out my attempt at nonchalance.

“Miguel said you have some work for
me.”

“Yes, but first I have a question.”
She paused. “What exactly is it that you do?”

“I find people.”

“Really? You make it sound so
simple, so innocuous. That isn’t all you do, is it?”

Why the questions? Didn’t she work for Miguel?
Shouldn’t she know what it was they were hiring me to do? Or was
she just playing me, inviting me to a strip club, asking inane
questions? If she was playing me, I didn’t have a clue what the
game was, let alone what rules applied. I took the offensive with a
question of my own.

“Are you Miguel’s wife?”

A person couldn’t fake the shocked expression she
wore. Her calm, cool poise briefly shattered and she sputtered her
response. “Where the hell did you get that idea?”

“Same last name. He sent you to do
the unpleasant part of the job while he does the real legal
work.”

“I’m half his age.” I caught a hint
of the fiery woman I’d imagined. Wonder what she was like fully
riled.

“Maybe he likes younger women. Hot,
younger women.” My sideways compliment settled over her. Her
continued bristling showed she didn’t take it well. Was it because
she didn’t think she was hot or because I was the one delivering
the compliment? She passed for straight, but how many straight
women would select a gentleman’s strip club for a business
meeting?

“Miguel Moreno is my uncle.” She
let the declaration lie for a moment, then added. “I’m an attorney
and I work with him. I have a client who has disappeared and I need
you to find him. Do you want the work or not?”

This wasn’t the way I usually got work. Her
vocabulary, client, didn’t match the lingo
bondsmen like Hardin used—jumper, runner, even the more formal,
fugitive. I didn’t bother correcting her or asking more questions
to root out the logic behind her terminology.

“I want the work.” I’d settle on
terms once I knew more.

“Good. Do you know Jed
Quitman?”

“Not personally, but everyone knows
who he is.” Jed Quitman was king of the late night commercial. His
payday and car title loan shops ran thirty second spots on every
channel at every break long after respectable folks had gone to
bed. He focused his business sights on the low of budget, promising
extra funds to anyone with a paycheck or a car to put up as
collateral. What his commercials didn’t say was that once you got
on the Quitman debt treadmill, you would never be able to get off
since interest on the loans ran two to three hundred
percent.

“Did you know he owns this
place?”

I didn’t, but I didn’t want to start out this
relationship with her thinking she knew more than me. Not my style,
at least not with strangers. “I may have heard that somewhere.”

Her quick smile told me she knew I was fudging. I
attempted to wrest control of the conversation. “I haven’t seen you
around before. Are you new in town?”

“Do you know everyone in
town?”

“Do you always answer a question
with a question?”

“No.” She didn’t offer anything
else, and I knew this was the make-or-break. I could continue to
play this game, dancing around my attraction to her, or I could be
all business and earn enough to eat on for a while. Either way,
hunger was in control. Reluctantly, I chose business and repeated
my earlier opening statement.

“Miguel said you had work for me. I
assume it has something to do with Jed. Did one of his dancers get
in trouble, skip bail?”

“No. He did.”

My jaw dropped and she watched me take the
surprising declaration in, seemingly pleased my poker face had
vanished. I couldn’t help it; Jed Quitman was the last person in
the world I’d expect to be a jumper. I knew he’d had some light
brushes with the law, most recently something having to do with tax
filings or some other equally boring white collar crime, but his
mug was plastered all over town. Just where did he think he was
going to run to?

“So, Ronnie, you’re telling me you
guys secured a bond on Jed Quitman and he’s skipped
out?”

The question was meant to get a rise, but only a
small flicker of discomfort appeared before she responded calmly.
“You may call me Veronica, and yes, that’s about the size of it.
We’d like him found. Quickly.” She placed a file folder in front of
me, the crisp office supply at odds with the ashtray and glass
rings shadowing the tiny topped cocktail table. Tapping the
outside, she said, “There should be enough information in here to
get you started, but you can call me if you have questions.” She
pulled a slip of paper from an enormous leather bag I imagined cost
more than my monthly rent. She scrawled a number on the back and
hesitated for only a moment before handing it over. “But I don’t
want you to turn him in to the sheriff’s department. I want you to
call me when you find him.”

Where I turned him in shouldn’t matter to me, since
I would collect my fee from Moreno’s office, not the sheriff, but
what she was asking was something I’d never been asked to do
before. Bondsmen were generally an unforgiving folk. Once a
defendant jumped bail, they didn’t give second chances. They almost
immediately filed paperwork with the court to back the hell out of
the deal. Besides, turning a fugitive over to anyone but the
authorities was against the law, not to mention an infraction of my
license. I ducked the legalities; she was the lawyer after all, and
simply said, “That’s not how I usually do things.”

Again she flashed a smile, followed by a grave look.
“I chose you because you have a reputation for being creative. Find
Jed and we’ll have lots of other work for you.”

I met her eyes. They were bright, fierce, and deep,
dark brown. Rich chocolate. I licked my lips, trying not to care my
desire was plain to see. She knew me, or about me anyway. I knew
nothing about her. If I turned down this job, I’d probably never
see those eyes again, at least not this way—urging me to give in.
And despite all the warning signs, I wanted to give in to whatever
she asked. Not because I needed the work or the money. What I
needed was to figure out this spell she cast, a powerful mix of
indifference and intimacy. An intoxicating combination.

I gave her my answer, pretending it was my decision
and that I was in control. “I’ll do it. Veronica.”

She didn’t hesitate. “I knew you would.”

So much for my control.

*

 


Morning always came way earlier than it should. I
glanced at the clock. I had fifteen minutes until Chance showed up
with coffee. Despite the early hour, the heat and humidity were
already cloaking everything in a suffocating haze. It would only
get worse, but I jumped in the shower anyway, mostly to let a cold
stream of water wake me up.

As I stepped out of the shower, I heard movement. I
grabbed a towel and wrapped it around my waist without bothering to
dry off. My holster hung on the hook where most folks keep a robe.
I drew out the Colt and leaned over the threshold. I called out,
“Don’t do anything stupid. I’ve got a clear shot.”

Chance stuck her head around the corner, impervious
to my threats. “Put the beast away, or I’ll pour your coffee down
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