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Praise for Diana Deverell’s thrillers and mysteries

Bitch Out of Hell, a political thriller featuring Bella Hinton

“Helluva read! I really enjoyed this. I hope there are more books coming. The characters are intriguing, Bella is intelligent and sassy, and the plot is entertaining.” (Amazon reader review)

 

“Diana Deverell’s newest book could be a story on the six o’clock news - the outsourcing of America’s military functions, shady corporate dealings, the suspicious death of a whistleblowing board member, and a special prosecutor’s investigation.” (iBooks reader review)

 

“. . . a delightfully humorous and suspenseful read with realistic characters . . . and the plot twists and weaves itself into a satisfying conclusion. For a fun thriller read, check this out.” (Kings River Life review)

 

 

Casey Collins international thrillers

12 Drummers Drumming

“Chilling suspense and heated passion—A brilliant debut.” (Barbara Parker, Edgar-finalist author of Suspicion of Innocence)

 

Night on Fire

"Deverell's solid second Casey Collins novel [has] engaging narrative, gripping mystery, and wily plot twists.” (Publishers Weekly)

 

East Past Warsaw

“Diana Deverell has once again crafted a tale that makes you pray it’s fiction.” (S.E. Warwick, mystery reviewer)

 

China Box

A Macavity Award finalist acclaimed for her “sharp story telling” (Publishers Weekly), Diana Deverell brings her all-too-human heroine Casey Collins back to the US and into action as “an intricate chess match of espionage, international wheeling-dealing, and love plays out in Washington and Silicon Valley.” (iBooks reader review)

 

Nora Dockson legal thrillers

“A great character, a great series—I highly recommend it to people.” (Stephen Campbell, CrimeFiction.FM)

 

Help Me Nora is “a compelling gritty novel. I could not put it down and found the legal background fascinating.” (Goodreads review)

 

“Deverell has a gift that grabs the reader so one cares about what happens to every character in the story. Once one starts Nora's clear sighted and brilliant pursuit of justice it's hard to put the book down!” (iBooks reader review)

 

“The series is great; it's got the theme of the hard scrabble up-from-poverty Nora doing her battle of wits against a scheming, social-climbing assistant attorney general, laced with tons of good detective work.” (iBooks reader review)

 

Lay Bare the Lie, the sixth and newest Nora Dockson legal thriller, “tops all the others in so many ways. There’s a gripping I-didn’t-see-that-coming plot, the relationships among the continuing characters are evolving, and the descriptions of Oregon and Washington are wonderful.” (Amazon reader review)


An excerpt from “Latin Groove”

Back in Budapest training foreign cops at the International Law Enforcement Academy, FBI Special Agent Dawna Shepherd had staged a dozen mock bank robberies. On this quiet Monday morning in her hometown of Amity, Texas—at a branch inside Walmart, no less—she was witnessing her first real one. And she couldn’t do one thing to stop it.

A minute earlier, her withdrawal slip dangling from her hand, she’d been idling at the WAIT HERE sign behind a strawberry blonde whose silky hair fell straight to the center of her back. From six feet away, she read the petite dark-haired teller’s name tag. HI! I’M CARMEN.

The blonde stepped forward and Carmen’s face blossomed into a cheery smile. The customer used her left hand to slide a money bag and her slip of paper across the counter.

A quickly smothered gasp sharpened Dawna’s attention. She watched the young teller’s expression change to wide eyed alarm. A second later, Carmen’s face had gone blank. Pecos River National Bank was big on customer service. Carmen wouldn’t provoke the robber.

Dawna sized up the blonde. Five feet tall, fifteen inches shorter than she was. Probably weighed fifty pounds less. She’d have no problem manhandling the woman into submission.

Except that this bad girl had not locked her personal weapon in the glove compartment of a motor vehicle parked outside. No, the robber’s right hand was resting in the pocket of her purple windbreaker.

Dawna saw the outline of a fist curved around what was likely a pistol grip. The bulge at the pocket bottom was where she’d expect the barrel to end. Pressure on the fabric signaled a piece weightier than a squirt gun.

Carmen filled and zipped the cash bag. She nudged it across the counter.

Dawna pretended to study her withdrawal slip and edged right to get a better view of the robber. 

She turned and Dawna registered the tiny mole below the woman’s lower lip. She strode out into the Walmart lobby and made a sharp left.

Dawna shoved up to the window, flashed her shield at Carmen, and slapped her name imprinted withdrawal slip on the counter.

“Call 911,” she ordered the scared girl in a harsh whisper. “Tell ’em she’s armed and I’m in pursuit.”
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HUNGARIAN DANCE NO. 5

Dawna Shepherd didn’t bother sampling the inch of Bull’s Blood gleaming crimson in her glass. In DC, fast-tracking in a Hoover Building cubicle, she drank wine maybe once a year, but what the hell, the brass had sent her back to Europe and the native red had good effects. Still she hadn’t ordered it for the taste. She signaled the waiter to fill the goblets. He grinned, silver-and-gold-studded teeth a nice complement to the jeweled buttons marching down his starched shirtfront to his black cummerbund. In tune with Hungary’s new market economy, he smoothly topped all three glasses and set the linen-draped bottle down with a smiling flourish.

Erzsebet Takacs, one of Dawna’s National Police contacts, had recommended the restaurant for its authentic cuisine, live folk-dancing show and “ludicrous displays of public drunkenness.” So it was a bonus Budapest’s Café Cristal also had a waiter as sharp as he dressed. Ordering from this fellow would not be like starting her first lecture at the FBI’s overseas training academy. All the Central European cops said they understood English but as soon as they got Word One in Dawna’s west Texas accent, their foreheads scrunched up, their eyes glazed over. She’d been talking at half-speed ever since. “Three goulash,” she said to the waiter slowly, but without holding up three fingers, just a test.

The waiter’s grin grew wider and he nodded vigorously.

Very sharp. Dawna flashed her own smile and jerked her head in a way that meant vamoose. Before her blonde frizz stopped vibrating, the waiter’s black jacket had blended into a group of men busily taking command of the table for ten in the restaurant’s center. Dawna had chosen a smaller table at the edge of the room and a chair which put her back against the pine-paneled wall.

Reflex, of course. She lifted her wineglass by the stem and looked over the candle flame to Graham Roberts and Ladyshimarray Harms, her guests at what they thought was a Welcome to Hungary dinner. And what Dawna knew was Step One in getting the two outsiders to follow her lead. Which was critical, she’d learned the hard way when she ran her first training session at the FBI’s International Law Enforcement Academy. She turned a high-wattage smile on her companions. “I appreciate your helping me out tomorrow.”

“My pleasure.” Ladyshimarray raised her glass. Candlelight heightened the wine’s ruby glow, gave a sheen like polish to her chestnut skin, highlighting the sculptured cheekbones below her startling eyes, their irises tinged with an amazing shade of purple. She added, “Always wanted to hold up a bank.”

Tomorrow Dawna, Ladyshimarray, and Graham would pull on black balaclavas, pick up shotguns, and rob Citibank. The mock heist was the kickoff forensic exercise in the academy’s eight-week training course. Routine stuff for Dawna, the lead instructor. She’d played the same game at Quantico, knew what evidence she needed to lay down at the crime scene for her pupils to investigate. And she’d already been through it once here in Budapest.

Which was when she discovered how badly instructors from other US agencies could blow it. The agent from DEA had gotten into the bad guy thing, taken a hostage, finally had to be smacked back. No, we don’t even pretend to cut off and send out body parts.

Looking over her new crew, Dawna figured Ladyshimarray would do passably. She was Secret Service, sent by Treasury to teach the critical course on counterfeiting. Seven inches shorter than Dawna’s six three, she was wiry and quick. She’d started in personal protection, was still in shape, still had the moves. Maybe a little too take-charge for Dawna’s taste. Tonight Ladyshimarray had preempted the best chair, the one now to Dawna’s left, her back also to the wall. Nearly a decade away from playing college basketball, Dawna kept automatically scouting for positions on her dream team. Ladyshimarray, a perfect point guard if she didn’t screw up, keep the ball in her own hands at crunch time.

“Afraid I may not be much of an asset,” Graham Roberts said in his diffident way. “The only field training I’ve been through in the last ten years was at our facility in Front Royal.”

Won’t be much use here, Dawna thought. An academy whose star students are explosive-sniffing canines. And maybe Graham was too self-effacing. Fine, he didn’t hot dog, but she feared he’d disappear behind the furniture when she needed him to kick ass. Look at him now, parked in the chair she and Ladyshimarray had rejected, his back to the room, of course. Same height as Ladyshimarray and outweighing her by fifty pounds, Graham wouldn’t even get a job as equipment handler for the dream team. He was from the other bureau—Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms. And Dawna knew his heart wasn’t in her exercise. He’d come to Budapest to teach a short course on post-blast investigation. His specialty—his passion, to hear him talk. Which she was going to, again; she could tell from the eager movement of his head, the candlelight turning his pale face into a full moon beaming straight at her.

“You FBI folks have been in love with this bank robbery crap since Bonnie and Clyde.” Graham’s voice earnest, not trying to goad her despite his lousy choice of words. “Won’t cut it here. The biggest problem in Central Europe is criminal organizations and their power struggles. Gang war. In Hungary they’ve had over a hundred fifty gang-related bombings in the past two years. These cops tell me that’s the crime they want to work on.”

Another believer. Last session it was the DEA guy—“call me Skynarc”—who insisted airport narcotics interdiction should be the academy’s focus. Kept getting in Dawna’s face when he wasn’t trying to get in her pants. Man had a nice ass, but not nice enough to compensate. She shut him down, hard and fast. Sulking for six weeks, he’d been a drag, never got with the program.

Now in this case, Graham was right. Dawna’s background was transnational crime; she’d made her name in the Bureau showing how outlaw biker gangs tied into the big picture worldwide. She knew criminal warfare. “Cops tell me the same thing,” she said to Graham. “But my boss won’t budge on this one.” Letting her voice drop into a monotone, reciting the party line: “‘The bank exercise is an effective and contained way to teach management of the investigative process. Chain of evidence, witness interviews, the whole nine yards.’”

Graham shook his head. “No offense, Dawna, but whoever planned this training is years behind the times.”

“And the names they gave these courses,” Ladyshimarray interjected, her head moving in concert with Graham’s. “I mean, what’s wrong with ‘How to Treat a Suspect’? Who came up with this ‘Human Dignity’ bullshit?”

Another way of asking: where does the FBI get off, thinking it can teach anybody anything? “Not guilty,” Dawna said promptly. “And you notice I’m not the Human Dignity instructor, either.”

“Damn.” Ladyshimarray’s eyebrows lifted in mock surprise. “What, you’re right here, a real live Fee Bee and they didn’t even ask you to demonstrate how not to ask questions?”

“I offered.” Dawna shrugged. “Even said I’d let old Graham here play the suspect.”

Ladyshimarray snickered, leaned across the table, forefinger aimed at the spare tire overlapping Graham’s belt. “Boy does bear a strong physical resemblance to Rambo.”

“Sorry. Love to take the part but I just can’t do it.” Graham held up his hands, palm out, a what-can-I-do gesture. “I’m already booked as a bad example in the Wellness lecture.”

“Wellness.” Ladyshimarray rolled her violet eyes. “Now there’s a title. I’d be offended if I was a student here. It’s not as if these guys haven’t heard it’s unhealthy to smoke, get drunk, and eat like a pig.”

Graham frowned. “And I sure hope it’s one of those fat pigs recommended the goulash you promised us,” he said to Dawna. “Make my dreams come true: tell me pure lard is the main ingredient.”

“You can count on it. I got the name of this place from a seriously hefty local detective.” Hungry, Dawna tried to locate her waiter but he was no longer in the crowd beside the center table. As she watched, a second group of men joined the first with a flurry of male hugging, back slapping, social kisses. It was seven o’clock, early by European dining standards, and only two other tables in the room were occupied, a couple at one, a family with three party-dressed kids at the other. The folding chairs edging the dance floor were still empty of musicians, only a lonely accordion hinting at what was to come. Dawna imagined raucous music rising to the exposed rafters, bouncing off the hunting-lodge decor.

Graham claimed her attention again. “With the new technology available,” he was saying, “there has to be stronger focus on crime scene management. Blast analysis requires a completely new approach. You may have to extend the crime scene an extra thousand yards, the evidence gets moved so far by the explosion. Crime scene searching is completely different. Take me three days to teach how to collect evidence. That’s even before we start the analysis. PLM of course, and now we can use FTIR, GC/MS . . .”

Dawna let the alphabet slide over her, still watching the center table. Now she spotted her waiter in the trio hovering nearby. Ten men had filled the chairs. Dawna saw designer suits, barbered hair, flashes of gold on wrists and cuffs. Rich guys, meeting over dinner. Two parties of five, she decided. A head man sitting at each end. And the top guys had brought their bodyguards, she realized, picking out three—no, four—jokers in the kind of double-breasted blazers that come with sheets of lightweight Spectra inside the lining. Seated in pairs at adjacent tables, bulletproof jackets roomy enough to conceal some serious heat. Five hundred dollars per blazer, easy.

So who makes that fashion statement in Budapest?

Her right hand slid under the table, and she hitched up her pants leg an inch, giving her quicker access to her ankle holster and the compact little Beretta she was absolutely not authorized to carry overseas.

“I’ve seen this movie.” Ladyshimarray inclined her head a fraction, toward the table. “Just can’t tell if that guy with his back to me is Brando or Pacino.”

“Pacino?” Graham repeated, puzzled. His face cleared. “You’re thinking Serpico, right? Cops on the take? Because that’s a huge problem over here, what with all the drug money—”

“Not Serpico,” Dawna said. “Think the Corleones meeting those guys from the rival family, Tattaglia or whatever their name was.”

Graham’s spine was suddenly rigid. But he was sharper than he’d acted earlier, he didn’t turn his head to look. “You’re saying this is going on right behind me.”

“Exactly behind you,” Ladyshimarray said softly. “Major summit meeting.” She moved her shoulders, leaning forward to free her jacket hem, which would make it easier to reach a small-of-the-back holster if she were wearing one. Dawna approved. She and Ladyshimarray, both of them outside the paint, ready to shoot some threes, if that’s what the situation required.

But this was no shootout, Dawna reminded herself. They were in the cradle of Western civilization. “Relax,” she said to Ladyshimarray. “My cop buddy said we might run into local celebrities here. But they wouldn’t pick this spot for a showdown. Probably celebrating, like we should be.” She lifted her wineglass. Empty. Her glance went back to the center table, but the staff had vanished. “Where the hell’s that waiter?”

“Allow me.” Graham reached for the wine, big right hand curving around the cloth-covered bottle, lifting it toward him to get a better angle on her glass.

Dawna saw his nostrils dilate, eyes narrow, forehead furrow. He hadn’t poured; he was reacting to something on the outside of the bottle. The back of her neck tingled, small hairs rising there, one by one. Something wrong, very wrong. Dawna inhaled, made her body go completely still.

Setting the bottle carefully back on the table, Graham peeled off the napkin, held the linen against his nose. “I really hate to tell you what I’m smelling here.”

“You can’t be serious—” Ladyshimarray began.

Dawna took the napkin, got a faint whiff that made her hear the whirr of a sewing machine at full tilt, throwing off the odor of Three-in-One oil running hot. A serious clue for Graham, she could tell. She smelled machine oil, he smelled a bomb. “The man knows,” she said to Ladyshimarray. “He trained with dogs.” Her eyes found Graham’s, saw his pupils grown large as peas, adrenaline surging into his system as it was into hers. Still not turning to look, so she gave him the picture. “There are only customers in this room now.”

Ladyshimarray’s voice thinner, panic crowding the edges. “Damn, damn, damn. I knew I’d seen this movie.”

“We don’t sit here, wait to see if Graham’s nose passes the test.” Dawna putting her team to work early, not a step she’d planned, one she damn sure couldn’t skip. “Let’s say a bomb’s been set to wipe out the cream of Budapest’s criminal organizations. Graham, how do you figure it’ll go down?”

“No waiters,” he replied promptly. “They set it, they’re gone. Most likely it’ll be triggered remote. But we can’t rule out a timer or a pressure-sensitive switch.”

Dawna raised an eyebrow: which means?

“Explodes when you take weight off,” Graham explained. “Like built into a chair.”

“Seen that movie, too,” Ladyshimarray muttered. “We’ve got to get these civilians out of here.”

And keep the bad guys in their seats. Which meant neither she nor Ladyshimarray could approach the center table. Old World manners, all ten men would leap to their feet. She ripped a page from her Day-Timer, block printing a note. “Graham, you’ll have to do the target table. Get close enough to pass this message to that first pair of guards without alarming them.”

Graham scanned the note, met her eyes. “You want me to check a guard’s chair?”

“And then clear out. If his chair is clean, he can check the rest of them. Lady and I will do the other diners.”

Ladyshimarray already in motion to the left, heading for the family seated on the far side of the room beyond the dance floor.

Dawna shook out her pants leg to cover her weapon, no use in this situation, the aftershock enough to set off a high-tech detonator. She sauntered to her right, zeroing in on the pair of thirtysomethings. The woman’s sable hair fell in Gypsy curls to shoulders bared by a peasant blouse of red and green silk. Her date had the same abundant hair, plus bushy eyebrows, and a curling mustache. His shirt glittered with ruby threads.

Before he could rise, Dawna slid into the empty chair beside the woman, inhaled heady scents, Hugo Boss commingling with Elizabeth Taylor, lavish as the hair. “Excuse me—”

Her words lost in a blast of accordion music. Graham moving past their table, headed for the center group, his right hand on the keyboard, his left on the chord buttons. Funículi, funícula, Dawna mentally congratulating Graham. Nobody stands to greet the strolling musician.

The curly-headed woman started to rise, pulling her date up with her. Planning to dance to Graham’s music, maybe.

Dawna’s fingers circled the woman’s arm at the elbow, rising with her, saying what she’d have said in this situation if she’d been back in the States. FBI. A few minutes of your time. This way please. The woman moving right with her, the man trailing, neither protesting, because it wasn’t what you said that mattered but how you said it, how you moved. Child’s play in the former Communist bloc, nobody asking where’s your ID, let’s see your warrant.

Docility lasted only as far as the lobby, the couple digging four heels into the carpet, their Hungarian plaint loud and insistent. Past the burgundy velvet draperies, out of sight of the guys at the center table, Dawna could whisper the word. “Bomb.”

Which did it, the Gypsies were out of there. She ordered Ladyshimarray to follow. “Get a hundred yards away from here at least, and find a pay phone. You’ll see the emergency number on it, three digits but not 911, of course, they don’t want to be us. Tell’em ‘bomb’ and ‘Café Cristal,’ they’ll figure out we need the Bomb Disposal Unit.”

Ladyshimarray took a step toward the carved wooden entry door and paused, glancing back toward the restaurant.

“I’ll bring Graham out. You leave now.” Dawna spun around, headed back through the drapes, raising dust. Ten men were frozen in place at the center table, three guards immobilized. The fourth gingerly peering beneath the chair at the table’s foot. 

Graham was on his back, body stretched out from the head of the table. His skull disappeared beneath the chair, only his chin showing between the chair legs. Dawna flashed on the man seated there, thick white hair ringing a bald spot, the tanned pate glistening. Below it, his cheeks were the pale smoothness of pita bread. And he had his cellphone in his left hand, tapping in numbers with a manicured right index finger.

“Turn that off.” Dawna’s harsh voice too loud to ignore.

The man raised the phone to his ear. “I will have my explosives consultant here in minutes—”

Dawna snatched the unit from him, cut the power. “Hello, are you crazy? One incoming call is all it takes. Ding-a-ling, you’re dead.” She bent down, her focus on Graham. “Goddam, you get out of there.”

His reply muffled. “I’m not sure what I’m looking at here. Can you bring me a flashlight?”

Dawna gripped Graham’s right ankle. Could she pull him out without setting off the device? “Leave it. BDU is on its way. Not your job.” She tightened her hold, willing Graham to move, counting down the ten seconds until she’d yank him out. She had to risk it. You call a time-out you want your whole team off the court. You don’t leave a player out there alone.

One thousand ten, one thousand nine. She was wet under both arms, her heart thudding in her chest, three beats to the second. She gritted her teeth, counted on down, reaching one thousand two before Graham started inching from under the chair. So slo-mo, she wanted to scream at him to hurry. Instead she forced herself to keep counting silently, now forward, one thousand three, one thousand four. Sweat was trickling between her breasts and she couldn’t get enough air. One thousand six. And then with surprising grace Graham was on his feet. “Don’t move,” he said to the man in the chair. “You’ll need help to get safely out of this.”

“My consultant.” The Hungarian’s voice was thick, guttural with tension. An odorous cloud seemed to cling to him, the fear-sweat rank, garlic gone bad. “Get my consultant here to handle this.”

“You bet,” Dawna said, interrupting her count at one thousand eight, nudging Graham toward the lobby. Just beyond the draperies, she let him have it, talking as she hurried him toward the exit. “What the hell you think you were doing back there?”

“I had to look at it,” he said mildly. “Not often I get a chance to see these things beforehand.”

His voice so reasonable, not even aware how crazy he was. Dawna shook her head. Explosives lovers, all of them maniacs, wanting to play with the stuff. She shoved the front door open. The Café Cristal was in midblock, the street in front empty of cars and shiny from a recent rain shower. The puddles were streaked orange, reflecting the ornate neon script on the restaurant’s facade. More lights glowed at each end of the block, the electric blue of patrol cars flashing between red marker lights on the firetrucks, interspersed with the white glare of spots.

Which meant the emergency team was already in place. Damn quick response time, Dawna thought. Among the uniforms milling on her left, she spotted a pair of trenchcoats and hurried toward them.

Graham trailed after her, short of breath, detailing what he’d seen beneath the chair. “Small but effective bit of Semtex. A pressure switch for sure, guy better hold still. Something else, couldn’t quite see, maybe something works off microwave. Shutting down the cellphone was smart. Still, it won’t be easy, getting him out.”

A trenchcoated woman separated herself from the crowd, stepped out to meet them. Ladyshimarray bobbed behind her, riding the larger woman’s wake. Dawna recognized Erzsebet Takacs, the Hungarian National Police officer who regularly guest-lectured at the academy, explaining the operations of the Anti-Crime Strike Force she headed. Takacs was Dawna’s height and twice her bulk, the buttoned and belted coat like upholstery over a well-padded figure. The spotlight turned her tinted pompadour into a paprika colored cloud, hazed by smoke from the cigarette glued to her lower lip. Takacs was one of Budapest’s heavy hitters. And hefty, Dawna reminded herself. Very hefty indeed.

The burning cigarette hissed against the wet pavement. “So FBI Special Agent Shepherd,” Takacs said to Dawna, “What are you doing at my crime scene?”

“You tell me, National Police Senior Inspector Takacs,” Dawna replied. “After all, it was you who said I shouldn’t miss the drunken dancing at the Café Cristal.”

“But that was days ago.” Takacs blew air through her thick lips, a raspberry of disbelief. “What made you choose to dine here this evening?”

“Lucky coincidence,” Dawna said dryly. “We may be able to avert a major incident. We warned the men in there not to move or use cellphones.”

“Very fortunate,” Takacs agreed, her tone as sere as Dawna’s.

Dawna craned her neck to examine the vehicles clustered beyond the barricades. “Your BDU’s not here yet?”

“I didn’t make that phone call,” Ladyshimarray interjected. “Being as how the inspector was on scene.”

“Our bomb disposal unit is en route,” Takacs said. Not offering an explanation of her presence.

Not that Dawna needed one. The guys inside had to be top priority for the Anti-Crime Strike Force. Clearly, Takacs had known they were meeting here tonight. The barricades must have gone up soon after the party started. As if Takacs was expecting an explosion. Dawna spoke slowly, her gaze trained on the Hungarian. “The fellow in charge wants you to summon his explosives expert to disarm the device.”

Takacs snorted. “Our BDU is well trained.”

Graham broke in, earnestness overcoming his diffidence. “Pretty sophisticated setup. Wise to use the best.”

Takacs narrowed her eyes at Graham, trying to identify him.

Dawna said, “Agent Roberts is a post-blast specialist. He studied the device in place.”

“Then I will certainly take your recommendation into account.” Takacs bared her yellow teeth in a humorless smile. “We do appreciate your assistance. Perhaps tomorrow you can find time to come in and give us a statement.”

“Look,” Graham said, “Maybe I can give you a hand—”

Takacs’s head was in motion, cutting off his offer. “Our experts will deal with this situation.” Turning to Dawna she added, “Now you must absent yourselves from this dangerous situation.”

Get lost was how the officer-in-charge wanted it. Nothing left to talk about, and talk was pointless anyway, Dawna knew. “It’s all yours.” She turned her back on the Hungarian, shepherded Graham and Ladyshimarray through the tangle of emergency vehicles. Her people, she had to feed them and get them safely home. Thinking how best to do that, she said, “Hilton’s two blocks north of us. We can get a cab there.”

The moist air settled on Dawna’s face, chilling her. Words had failed her once again, just as they had her first time in Europe at age nineteen. She’d traveled to Slovakia to play on the USA women’s junior national basketball team. Sweating her way through an exhibition game, she’d asked for the water, and they’d given her a bottle of warm mineral water. She and the other players couldn’t make the idea of ice water comprehensible, or get across their complaints about the officiating, because words like water and foul and roughness got warped in translation. Words didn’t mean the same things over here. You’re in Europe, you talk, you think you’re communicating, but you’re not.

Her shoulders ached, and she saw that Graham and Ladyshimarray were walking as stiffly as she was, muscles tensed against the blast they expected to erupt behind them. 

Ladyshimarray’s voice was still thin, a flutter beneath the words. “You don’t think the cops . . .”

“Planted those bombs?” Dawna’s frizz bounced from the vigor of her headshake. “Unthinkable. After all, Senior Inspector Takacs regularly lectures as part of the course on Democracy and the Rule of Law.”

Graham made a snorting noise in perfect imitation of Takacs. “Silly me for even thinking US-trained cops would stage an assassination. Or arrange to have their American colleagues blown up along with the bad guys.”

Dawna was not going there, no way. Last week, she’d asked Takacs to recommend a restaurant where she could welcome the new instructors before the next session officially began. Okay, maybe Takacs hadn’t put the clues together, hadn’t realized Dawna had meant this Sunday night. Easy to miss something like that; Dawna did have an accent. No question, the language difference was a barrier. And yes, a useful blind. Because Takacs did have something to gain if a few official Americans were taken out in a gang-related bombing. Grant money would pour into Budapest and the training program would change in the direction Takacs wanted it to go. But was the Hungarian woman that cold?

“Don’t even think it,” Dawna said firmly to Graham. “These are our foreign colleagues. Louis Freeh wants us building cop-to-cop relationships with them. Cooperating across borders just like the bad guys.”

“Too much like the bad guys,” Ladyshimarray muttered.

Dawna let that one go. She’d get all the facts, then she’d deal with Takacs. “Come on, I still owe you dinner.”

“But let’s skip the goulash,” Graham said quickly. “I’m thinking I’ll be seeing too much stuff looks like goulash, sooner than I want.”

So Graham was expecting he’d have a real post-blast investigation to work on.

“I don’t have any sympathy for thugs,” Ladyshimarray said, “but maybe we should make sure they really try to disarm that thing.”

“Not an option,” Dawna replied regretfully. Whole mess was in the hands of Takacs, now. Nothing more Dawna could do. This assignment to Budapest was like a road trip against tough opponents. Winning was always harder when you were up against foreign refs. They had a saying when Dawna was playing ball: to make it to the big dance, you had to win all your games at home and break even on the road. Lose one, you had to win the next. Well, shoot. She could do that.

Tomorrow, she and Graham and Ladyshimarray would show those Central European cops some stuff they could use. Hands on, face to face, you could get over. The students saw. They got it. Forget the talk. You could talk forever, get nowhere. Words—they blew up in your face.

“But I hear you about the goulash.” Dawna grinned at Graham. “Don’t worry, you’ll still get your lard. What do you think the McDonald’s here uses in the French fryer?”

“Oh mama,” Graham said prayerfully, “take me home.”

“Promise us animal fats,” Ladyshimarray added. “We’ll follow you anywhere.”

Shoot, she liked these two. And the three of them were good together. “After we get some decent food,” Dawna said, “we’ll figure out how we’ll rob their damn bank.”


BOOT SCOOT

An FBI Special Agent, even one on leave and celebrating Christmas in her old hometown, is not going to let some lowlife mess with her family. A strange man follows Dawna Shepherd’s little brother two hundred and twelve miles across west Texas, of course she’ll stop the jerk cold at the Shepherd front door. 

But when Dawna yanked open the door to the chill December evening, the light from the electric icicles glinted off a golden seven-pointed star. She realized her visitor was holding up a badge case.

“Team Leader Tommy O’Brien,” the man said. “Official business.”

A man with New York City in his voice has official business in Amity, Texas?

Curious, Dawna kept her mouth shut, studied her visitor. O’Brien was her height, six three. Thick through the torso but not fat. In his forties, more than ten years older than she was, time etching a trio of lines across his forehead. His Irish blue eyes were so deep set they looked as if they’d been smudged in with a sooty finger. Dawna was a sucker for eyes like that. But O’Brien’s appeal was negated by the ready-to-jump alertness in his posture. Ten seconds, he’d be threatening to put cuffs on her. Another rush of adrenaline hit her bloodstream, instinctive reaction to the menace coming off O’Brien as strongly as a bad scent. She squinted to read the print on his badge. FUGITIVE RECOVERY TEAM.

“A bounty hunter,” Dawna said. She kept on her game face, stern and impassive, her body blocking the doorway. Fugitive recovery agents had the legal right to pursue bail jumpers across state lines, but they worked for bail bondsmen, not law enforcement. So O’Brien wasn’t all that official. And he wasn’t all that bright, either. What fugitive did he think he’d find in the home of Police Chief Donald Raymond Shepherd, Dawna’s father? “Who you huntin’?” she asked.

“Astrid Anderson.” O’Brien brushed a thick lock of dark hair off his forehead and held up a mockup of a wanted poster in his left hand. His right fell casually to rest on the extension baton tucked into his belt. He wore leather gloves, the fingerless version preferred by serious shooters. 

Dawna plucked the poster from his hand, hiding her shock. She knew the pallid girl pictured there. Baby-fine ash-blonde hair skinned back in a pony tail that emphasized the high hairline, the pale streaks of her eyebrows blending into the shiny whiteness of the broad forehead. The young woman was Bailey Winters; the same Bailey Winters who’d hurried into the house only minutes before with Dawna’s brother Zane. Both students at Texas Tech, the two now huddled in the kitchen, waiting for Dawna to handle the man who’d followed them from Lubbock to Amity.

But the pictured woman couldn’t be Bailey, Dawna realized. Astrid Anderson was wanted for a murder in connection with the robbery of a Bronx savings bank in 1971, years before Bailey was born. “You got the wrong house,” Dawna said to O’Brien. “There’s no Astrid Anderson here.”

“Jane Winters, then. That’s the name Anderson may be using now.”

Bailey’s mother? Dawna shook her head, vibrating her tumble of blonde curls. “Not possible.”

O’Brien folded his arms, the ends of his fingers bluntly pink against the dark leather of his jacket. “Jane Winters was born March 14, 1950 in Eugene, Oregon. Got a driver’s license in Odessa, Texas in 1979. During that twenty-nine year gap, she had no driver’s license, never held a job, never filed an income tax return, never owned a credit card, and never borrowed money. Makes me want to ask Jane Winters what she was doing between 1950 and 1979. And since Bailey Winters came straight to this house, I thought I might find her mother here.”

“You didn’t.” Dawna’s basketball instincts kicked in. The other team comes at you suddenly with a strategy you’ve never seen before, you don’t try to guess how to respond. You get control of the ball, call a time-out, analyze the play. Dawna pushed the door shut and slammed the dead bolt home.

O’Brien spoke loudly from the other side. “Ma’am, there’s a very serious charge against Astrid Anderson. Really, you don’t want to find yourself aiding and abetting a murderer. You think about it. I’ll be in town till I get some answers. You want to talk to me, you got my cellphone number right there.”

Dawna waited, her back against the door, until she heard O’Brien step off the front porch.

Then she was brushing past the darkened Christmas tree, pushing through the swing door into the kitchen, jerking the cellphone out of Bailey’s hand, shutting it down.

Bailey backed herself up against the Formica-topped counter. Her lanky frame seemed to shrink inside her baggy warmups, the ketchup-red pants riding low on her narrow hips. She held her hand out to Dawna, begging for the phone back. “I got to talk to my mom.”

“That’s what he wants you to do,” Dawna said. “He’s outside right now scanning cellphone conversations, waiting to listen in.”

Zane snorted and moved closer to Bailey. “You don’t know that.” The shortest of the Shepherd family, only five feet nine, and the darkest, he flanked Bailey like a stunted shadow.

“He’s a bounty hunter, that’s how they work.” How we all work when we’re hunting, Dawna amended to herself. Right after denying knowledge of a fugitive’s whereabouts, a liar invariably tries to warn the fugitive of what’s going down. Listen in on that call, you can often locate the person you’re looking for.

Shoot, what was Dawna doing, interfering with the lawful apprehension of a fugitive from justice? An FBI agent, she couldn’t obstruct O’Brien just because her unreasonable gut told her he was a dangerous threat.

She moved an egg-stained plate from the table to the sink and sank into a chair. She’d been finishing her supper when Zane and Bailey arrived and the kitchen smelled of bacon.

Bailey dropped into the chair across from Dawna. The younger girl’s skin had grown translucent and a blue vein sliced across her forehead like a scar. “He’s made a mistake, right?”

“He must have,” Zane said, joining them at the table. Even in December, his complexion stayed dark and his teeth gleamed in the center of his tan face. “Jane never killed anyone.”

Dawna’s eyes flicked to the poster. Astrid Anderson hadn’t killed anyone, either. She wasn’t even inside the Bronx bank when one of her partners shot a guard. But she drove the getaway car. And as soon as she was released on bail, she disappeared. Dawna’s glance went from the poster to Bailey and back again. Virtual twins. No wonder O’Brien was already counting the bounty money offered by the bondsman.

“Start at the beginning,” Dawna said to Bailey. “Tell me how this O’Brien got on your tail. When did he contact you?”

“Two weeks ago. In New York.”

Bailey played basketball for Texas Tech. A shooting guard, she was hitting forty-eight percent from beyond the arc, on her way to setting a new school record for three-pointers. Dawna knew that during the first week of December, the Lady Raiders had preseason contests at Manhattan College and Fordham University.

“He caught up with me after we beat the Jaspers,” Bailey continued. “He said he was a sports reporter. And he asked all the right questions about my game. And then he wanted Texas color. You know, I’m a Texan, what about my folks and their folks and all that. So I told him, like there’s no story there. My mom’s folks are dead, I never knew my father. There’s just her and me and neither of us was born in Texas.”

Single mother, drifted into town, ended up buying the Amity Café; that was all Dawna knew about Jane Winters too. Which was odd when she thought about it. The summer Dawna was thirteen, Jane had just opened the cafe and was building up her lunch trade. She hired Dawna to babysit four-year-old Bailey, which meant taking her to the city playground in the morning and the city pool in the afternoon. Dawna was already crazy about hoops, and she gave Bailey her first taste of the game in baby-sized morning workouts. Afternoons, Dawna brought three-year-old Zane along to the pool and he and Bailey had been best friends ever since.

And in seventeen years of casual conversation, Dawna had picked up virtually nothing about Jane’s past. Just a vague sense that some disaster—a house fire?—had wiped out Jane’s parents and all souvenirs of her youth. It was the kind of vagueness that would
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