Dear Reader,

What'sin your beach bag this season? August is heating up, and here at Bombshell we' ve got four
must-read stories to make your summer specid.

Risng-star Rachel Caine bringsyou thefirst book in her RED LETTER DAY Sminiseries, Devil’s
Bargain. An ex-cop makes adea with an anonymous benefactor to start her own detective agency, but
there' sa catch—any casethat arrives viared envelope must take priority. If it doesn't, bad things

happen....

Summer heats up in Africawhen apark ranger intent on stopping poachers runsinto a suspicious Texan
with an attitude to match her own, in Rare Breed by Connie Hall. Wynne Sperling wants to protect the
animasunder her watch—will teaming up with this secretive stranger help her, or play into the hands of
her enemies?

A hunt for missing oil assets puts crime-fighting CPA Whitney “Pink” Pearl in theline of firewhen the
money trail leadsto atop secret CIA case, in She'' s on the Money by Stephanie Feagan. With an
assassin on her tail and two men vying for her attention, Pink had better get her accountsin order....

It takestrue grit to makeit in the diteworld of FBI crimind profilers, and Angie David haswhat it takes.
But with her mentor looking over her shoulder and aserid killer intent on luring her to the dark side,
ghe'll need alittle something extrato make her case. Don't miss The Profiler by Lori A. May!

Please send your comments to me c/o Silhouette Books, 233 Broadway, Suite 1001, New Y ork, NY
10279.

Best wishes,

NatashyaWilson
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was born at the ultrasecure White Sands Missle Range—site of the first atomic bomb tests—and has
kept that nontraditiond attitude ever since. She' s been a professiona musician, accountant, accident
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public relations and maintains afull schedule of writing, with her successful Wesather Warden seriesfrom
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www.rachel caine.com.

For al my kick-assgirls.

Y ou know who you are.
Everything you do matters.
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Chapter One

COMING NEXT MONTH

Chapter 1
Sol’s Tavern was aplace for serious drinkers.

It had no elegant decor, no pretty people sipping layered liqueurs. Sol’ s had a bar, some battered stools,
acouple of dovenly waitresses, and asurly guy to pour drinks. There was a dartboard with Osamabin
Laden’ sface pasted on it behind the bar, and for adollar athrow, you could try your luck; the proceeds
went into afaded red-white-and-blue jar that promised—however doubtfully—to go to charity.

But the best thing about Sol’s, to Jazz Callender, wasthat it wasn't a cop bar, and shewasn't likely to
run into anyone she’ d ever known.

Jazz pulled up abar stool and set about her business, which wasto get so drunk she couldn’t remember
where she' d been. She caught the bartender’ s eye and nodded at the empty spot in front of her. Their
conversation consisted of aone-word order from her, agrunt from him, and the exchange of cash. Sol’s
wasn't the kind of place where you ran atab, either. Cash on the barrelhead, one drink at atime.
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| could get to like this place, she thought. And knew it was alittle sad.

As she leaned her elbows on the bar and picked up her Irish whiskey, Jazz scanned the bar’ s patronsin
themirror. She didn’t actually care who was there, but old habits were hard to break, this one harder
than most. The faces clicked into her memory, filed for later. A couple of unpleasant-looking truckers
with bodybuilding hobbies; afat guy with amean face who looked asif he might be trouble after afew
dozen drinks. He was drinking aone. There were two faded night-blooming women in low-cut blouses
and dyed hair, years etched asif by acid at the corners of their eyes and mouths.

Jazz was il young—thirty-four was young, wasn't it?—but she il felt infinitely older than the rest of
them. Seen too much, done too much. ..shewasn't going to attract alot of atention, even from the
bottom-feedersin here. Especiadly not dressed in blue jeans, a shapeless gray sweatshirt withan NYU
logo, and clunky cop shoes | eft over from better days. Her hair needed cutting, and it kept faling in her
eyes. When she looked across at hersdlf in the mirror she saw awreck: pale, raccoon-eyed,
whest-blond hair straggling like amop.

Her eyes till looked green and sharp and haunted.
Sharp...that needed to change. Quickly.

She tossed back her first whiskey, clutched the edge of the bar tight against the burn, and made a silent
again gesture a her glass. The bartender made asilent pay mefirst reply. She did over acrumpled five,
got afull shot glass of forgetfulness and dammed it back, too.

The door opened.

It was gray outside, turning into night, but even the glimmer of streetlights was blocked by the man
comingin. Tall, not broad. Her first thought was, trouble, but then it turned ridiculous, because this guy
wasn't trouble, he was about to bein trouble. Over six feet and alittle on thethin side, al sharp angles,
which would have been okay if he hadn’t come dressed in some self-conscioudy tough leather getup that
would have looked ridiculous on aHell’s Angel. He didn't have the face for it—lean and angular, yeah,
but with large, gentle brown eyes that scanned the bar skittishly and looked alarmed by what they saw.

His badass-biker |eathers were so new they creaked.

Jazz resisted the urge to snort alaugh and repeated her pantomime with the bartender. Behind her, she
heard the squeak, squeak, squesk of the new guy’ s leather as he walked up, and then he was climbing
onto abar stool next to her.

“Lovethat new-car smell,” shetold the bartender as he poured her athird shot. He gave her acynical
half smile and took her five bucks. Thefool did smell like anew car—aso somekind of expensve
aftershave that reminded her of cinnamon and butter—very nice. So maybe he did have some sense after
al, biker leathers notwithstanding. Idiot. Sheimagined what kind of welcome he' d have gotten if he'd
walked into abar like, say, O’ Shaugnessey’s, over on Fourteenth, where the cops congregated. They’d
have probably directed him—with vel ocity—to the gay leather bar down the block.

Her comment hadn’t been any kind of invitation to talk, but the guy swiveled on hisbar stool, held out a
big, long-fingered hand, and said, “Hi.”

Shelooked at the hand, which waswell manicured, then glanced up into hisface. His soulful brown eyes
widened just alittle at the direct contact. Now that he was closer, she could see that he looked tired, and
older than she d thought, probably closeto her own age, with finelived-in lines at the corners of his
eyelids. He had anice, mobile mouth that looked asif it wanted to smile and didn’t actualy dareto try



under theforce of her Sare.
Normally, she might have thrown him abreak. Not today. And not in that getup.

She turned back to her drink. The whiskey was setting up anice nuclear firein her guts; pretty soon,

she' d sart to fed relaxed, and after throwing afew more pest logs on, she’ d sart fedling positively good.
That was why she was here, after dl. It was aprivate kind of ritua. One that didn’t involve making new
friends,

“I'm James Borden,” he said. “Y ou’ re Jasmine Cdlender, right?’

The hand was till out, holding steady. It occurred to her ahalf second later that he shouldn’t know her
name. Especidly not Jasmine. Nobody caled her Jasmine. Shefdt tenson start to form in asted-hard
cable along her back and shoulders.

“Sayswho?’ she asked the mirror. No eye contact. He was staring at the side of her face, willing her to
turn around.

For asecond, she thought he was going to answer the question, and then he reverted to alame-ass
pickup line. “Can | buy you adrink?’

He shoots, he misses by amile. “ Got one.” She nudged her full glasswith onelong, blunt-nailed finger.
“Blow, James Borden.”

Heleaned closer, into her persona space, and she smelled that aftershave again. The urgeto moveinto
that warm, inviting scent wasadmogt irresigtible.

Almost.
“Jasmine—" he began.

Sheturned, stared him in the eyes, and said, “If you don’'t want to get blood al over that nice new ouitfit,
you' d better back your biker-boy wannabe ass off, and don’'t cal me Jasmine, jerk.”

He leaned back, fast. His expression was one of shock for a second, then it shut down completely. His
eyelids dropped to hdf-gaff, giving him abelligerent look. Good. He matched the leathers better that

way.
She hdld hisgaze and said, “If you haveto cdl me anything, call me Jazz.”
“Jazz.” He nodded. “Got it. Right. Like the—okay. | was sent to deliver something to you.”

And the cable along her spine ratcheted tighter, tight enough to crack bone. God. Shewasn't carrying a
gun, not even a pocketknife. Even her collapsible truncheon—agirl’ s best friend—had been left on the
hall table at home. Great. Of dl the nightsto tempt fate. ..

He must haveread it in her face, because he smiled. Smiled. And the smile matched the eyes, dark and
gentle and completely not right for aguy pretending to beaHell’s Angel rgject.

“Don't worry, it'snothing bad,” he assured her. “Infact, | think you'll find it pretty good. Not a
subpoenaor anything.”

He started to unzip a pocket on hisleather jacket. The zipper was stiff. As hetugged at it, she asked,
“How’d you find me?’



Hedidn't look up. His head stayed down, but she saw tension accumulating in his shouldersfor a
change. “Sorry...?’

“How'd...you...find...me” She kept her voice cold and flat. “Y ou follow me from home?Y ou watching
my house?’

“Nothing likethat,” Borden said. “I wastold whereto find you.”

She rejected that one out of hand. “I’ ve never been here before, asshole. How could anybody tell you to
come hereto find me?’

He conquered the pocket’ s zipper and wrestled out ared envelope. “Here” hesaid. “I’ll wait until you
read it.”

“Because?’ Shedidn't take the envelope.
“Because you' re going to have questions once you do.”

He gestured with the envel ope again. Big, red, square, like athousand Vaentine cards she' d never gotten
over theyears, but it waslong past Vaentine's Day and she wasin afar-from-romantic mood.

Shelet him hang there for agood thirty seconds, watching his outsiretched hand dowly sag with
rgjection, and thought, Well, what the hdll, a least | can throw it back in hisfaceif | actudly takeit.

She was reaching for it when Borden lowered the envelope and sat back, staring over her shoulder.
Shefdt darms going off in the back of her head and risked alook. A shadow |loomed behind her.
Two shadows, actudly. Big ones.

Theweight-lifting trucker twins had taken an interest.

“Ain't that sweet?” one of them said in ahigh, girly voice. He was wearing Doc Martens boots, battered
blue jeans and afaded T-shirt that read Kinnison’s Feed & Supply. A three-day growth of straggly
beard. Watery eyes. “Faggot' s giving thelady acard.” He made wet kissy noises.

Hisbuddy was agrimy Xerox copy, except his T-shirt read Highway to Hell and was ripped at the
deevesto show off massive biceps. Tattoos, of course. Y ou could never have too many of those. His
mostly involved thorns, blood drops and naked women. The AC/DC fan ambled around Jazz and
followed up his buddy’ s comment with a shove to Borden' s shoulder. Borden rode the motion and did
off the bar stool. Hewasn't asmal guy, and he had good bones, but he wasn't afighter, Jazz could see
that at aglance.

“Hey!” Jazz said sharply, standing up, aswell. “Back off, guys. | don’t want any trouble.”
“You don't,” Borden said under his bresth. “Right. What was| thinking?”

“Y o, leather boy, shove your cute little Vaentine card up your ass, you' re bothering the lady,” said the
one whose T-shirt advertised Kinnison's. He was the power of the two; Jazz knew that from a
half-second glance. He had intelligence in those narrow light eyes, and akind of lazy satisfaction. This
was what he' d come herefor, to find somebody to pound over afew drinks. Shewas just a convenient
excuse. Lady. Yeah, right. She looked the part.

Borden’ s voice had gone dangeroudy soft, his eyes closed and dark again. “Isthat right? Am | bothering
you, Jazz?’



“Womean like this don’t want no candy-ass butt boy,” Kinnison's said over her shoulder to him. “Fine
piece of asslikethis, she needs somerea companionship.” Hewas ddliberately staying behind her,
pressed close. Hisideaof courtship would be asking what kind of condom she'd like, flavored or ribbed.
If hewas even that considerate.

“Funny,” Jazz said, and downed the last glass of whiskey she'd ever drink in Sol’s. | started out alady
and now I’ m just afine piece of ass, and you haven't even bought me adrink yet.”

“Shut up, bitch, nobody’ stalking to you,” AC/DC snarled, and put one hand the size of a canned ham on
Borden’'s chest and shoved. Borden, who must have been seduced by all that over-the-counter
toughness he was wearing, shoved back.

Mistake.

“Stay out of it,” Jazz said, brisk and succinct, to Borden. She needn’t have bothered; Kinnison’s stepped
around her and landed afat punch to Borden's jaw.

Ouch. She heard the crack of bone on bone, and Borden staggered back, off baance.
“Hey!” she sngpped. “ Give the bitch some attention, why don’t you?’

Kinnison's, pulling back for another punch, hesitated and turned back around to face her. Grinning with
unholy glee, he said, “Y eah, okay, baby, let'splay.”

He shot asideways look at AC/DC, who went after Borden. No doubt in Jazz's mind that he was
thinking he' d backhand her and put her in her place, then get on with the serious beat-down of hisonly
real opponent—the man.

Sheamiled. “Yeah,” shesaid softly. “Let’ splay.”

She spun on the bar stool, clocked him with an elbow hard to his nose and felt the sharp crack of bone
and cartilage. Shedidn’t stop to let the pain register; she straightened her arm and muscled into aspin as
her feet hit the floor. Kinnison’ stwisted away from her in a corkscrewing spird, off balance, and ashe
came around roaring, she sdestepped his rush, grabbed a handful of greasy hair and dammed his
forehead into the tough oak bar. Twice.

When shelet go, he dithered limply down to the floor. It had taken all of about two seconds, and he was
bloody and utterly unconscious.

Borden wasjust now gaining his balance, shaking off the punch and staring at her asif he' d never seen
her before. Tactical error, because it gave AC/DC the opportunity to pound afist straight into hisgut,
double him over and send him flying &t thefar wall, hard. AC/DC followed him, wading in with lethaly
steel-toed Doc Martensto theribs.

Jazz, blood aready pounding red-hot, didn’t hesitate. She left Kinnison'slimp body and legped over a
falen chair, landed flat-footed as acat in front of AC/DC. He yelled something obscenein her face; she
didn’t even note the words, just the reek of bad breath, bad teeth and alcohol.

Watch him. Watch...

He rushed her like acharging bear. She swept out of hisway and eft him to trip over thefadlen chair, but
he was fast, faster than she’ d thought and not nearly as drunk as she' d hoped. He swerved. Before she
could turn she was engulfed by hisbrutaly strong arms, rippling with thorn tats and overendowed girls.



Borden, down on the floor, coughed out a mouthful of blood and tried to get up.

“Stay down,” she said. Weird, how cam her voice could sound at times like these. She might have been
asking him to passthe dit. “I’ll be donein asecond.”

AC/DC sbreath pistoned her ear, and she fdt the suggestive grind of hishipsagaingt her.

“Inyour dreams, asshole,” she said, and smply let her knees go, dragging him over. When his center of
gravity was higher than hers she flowed forward, then quickly reversed, whipping his own momentum
againgt him into ashoulder roll. He grabbed a handful of her hair on the way over, and she ended up on
his back. He flailed and bucked, trying to throw her off, but she had her arm around his neck and she
applied pressure, cutting off blood flow until his body went dack.

And then she kept on holding the pressure, fury mounting. Stop it, you' Il kill him, something told her, but
it wasasmall voice, and shewasn't redly in the mood to listen anyway.

She kept choking him until abaseball bat dammed splinters out of the wood floor right next to her.

She looked up to see the bartender/owner—Sol himself2—his face purple with fury, pull back for a
sraight-for-the-bleachers swing at her head. She let go and held up her hands. He didn’t lower the bat as
shegot to her feet.

“Copsareontheway,” he said, which was the longest speech she' d heard from him yet. “ Take your
boyfriend and get the hell out. Don’t come back.”

Jazz fought off an adrenaline-hot wave of dizziness and went to where Borden sat crumpled againgt the
wall. He was probing his bleeding mouth and looking dazed. She grabbed aleather-clad elbow and
dragged him to hisfet.

“Let’'sgo,” shesaid, and guided him toward the door. He yanked free after a couple of stepsand
staggered back for something.

The red envelope, lying on the floor.

Hetucked it into hisjacket and followed her out, stumbling over the two prone bodies.

Outside, the night was cool and quiet, stars shining in acloudless sky. A blurry bass beat thumped from a
dance club down the street, and the sdewak was thick with teenagerstrying to look sullen while they
waited their turn at the red velvet rope. Jazz turned left, heading uptown. Borden caught up with her ina
couple of long-legged, stumbling steps. He was wiping blood from his face with a clean white
handkerchief.

“Areyou okay?' he asked her.
“Why wouldn't | be?”
“Yourlip...”

“It'snothing,” Jazz said, and tasted blood. She dabbed at the cut on her lip and couldn’t remember when
she'd picked it up. “How about you? No broken bones?’

“Bruised ego. Among other things.”



“Y ou know, the tough-guy act? Redlly not al that convincing.” She stepped out to wave down acab, but
it sped up and passed her by. Maybe the problem was the ad for Armor All lurking next to her. Heredly
did look like he' d been whomped pretty good. She muttered a curse and took the handkerchief away
from hisface to ingpect him with mercilessauthority. “You'll live. You' Il have anice shiner, though. And
you should see a dentist, he popped you in the mouth pretty good. What about the ribs?’

He winced when she probed them, but they didn’t fedl broken. Just bruised, probably. She pulled up his
shirt to see bruises forming across smooth, trembling lines of muscle. His skin fdlt flushed and velvet soft.

“Hey!” He smacked her handsaway. “I’'m dl right.”

“You werelucky,” she said, unapologetic. “If you ve got a perforated lung, fine, go aspirate blood in
peace. And don't bother me anymore. Thanksfor ruining my night. | was starting to like that bar.”

She hailed another cab, but it passed her by. Probably a bad block. She decided to keep walking, put
some more distance between hersdlf and Sol’s. Any cop with haf abrain would be able to pick Borden
out of acrowd from adescription, wearing that stupid Harley ensemble.

Spesking of which, Borden was't going away. As she started walking again, hefell in behind her, her
own personal black-leather shadow.

“Stop following me”
“I can't.”
“Trust me, you can. Just quit putting one foot in front of the other.”

He kept following. She walked faster. That wasn't anissue for him, considering the length of hislegs. She
rounded on him after another half ablock, fists clenched, knuckleswincing at the pressure. “Areyou
deaf? Get log, idiot! | know you speak English!”

His nosewas il bleeding, but only atrickle. He wiped it absently and held out the envelope. “ Takeit.”
“Oh, Jesud” sheyeled, out of patience, then grabbed it and waved him off. “Fine, whatever.”
Hedidn't move.

“Oh, for God' s sske—look, you’ ve done your duty, I ve got it, whatever the hdl it is, now would you
pleasejust—"

“Openit,” hesaid again, and thistime he sounded like he meant it. “I’m not going anywhere until you
do.”

She eyed him for afew seconds. His gdl-spiked hair really was stupid, but the leather might have looked
halfway decent on somebody it suited; he' d probably bought it because he’ d been spooked at the

prospect of coming to the bad side of town and trolling tough streets. Leather had probably seemed like
asmart choice. And hell, it had probably kept his ribs from bresking, so maybe he' d been right after all.

“Losethejacket,” she said, and turned and walked away. She heard the sound of meta zippers and
jingling chains, and glanced over her shoulder to see that he’ d taken off the jacket and had it draped over
one shoulder. A black stretch shirt, black leather pants...yeah, that was dl right. Maybe the legther pants
were little more than just dl right, not that she’ d ever admit it.

“I meanit,” shesad. “Losethe jacket. Dump it, unless you want us both to get picked up for assault.”



She pointed at an aley, where ahomeess guy lay rolled up in newspaper.

Borden stared at her. “Y ou’ re not serious.”

“Y ou want to talk to me, get rid of the thing. The copswill bedl over usif you drag it around.”
“Do you know how much thisthing cos?’

“Don’'t care” Sheresorted to flattery. “Y ou look better without it.”

He hesitated, then walked over and handed it to the homeless guy, who clutched it in utter shock and
hurried off into the shadows, probably intent on sdlling it, because he knew he d never be able to hang on
to it on the Streets. Jazz wished him the best deal, awarm bed and the rest of the Irish whiskey she knew
shewouldn’t get to drink, at least tonight.

She wished Borden would move closer so that she could lose hersdlf in that smell again, warm and
cinnamon-soft. Thetide of adrenaline was dropping, and it left her feding weak and shaky.

The paper fet siff and warm in her hand.

Borden slently trailed her as she took aright turn at the corner, up Commerce, and headed for a
Starbucks haf ablock up. He d look al right in a Starbucks, she wouldn’t look wrong, and nobody
looked for fugitives among the latte-and-mocha st.

The place was packed, full of chatting couples and groups of friends and afew dedicated, lonely laptop
userslooking pale and focused in the glow of their screens. She pointed Borden to aside table, near the
corner, and ordered two plain coffees from the barista. He d probably prefer a soy half-caff
mocha-something, but that wasn't her problem, and she wasn't that committed to the conversation. Even
the regular coffee cost an arm and aleg, and she hardly had alot of money to burn, considering her state
of unemployment didn’t ook likely to end soon.

Besides, since she couldn’'t go back to Sol’s, she’ d have to save her booze dlowance for amore
expensive bar.

Settled at the table, drinking hot strong coffee and fedling the whiskey start to retreat from thefield, she
turned the envelope over and over in her hands. Plain block printing on the outside read “ Jasmine
Cdlender.” Shedidn’t recognize the hand, and held it up to Borden. *Y ou write this?’

He shook hishead.
“Y ou know what’ sin here?”’

“Nothing that will blow up or infect you,” he said. He sounded tired. Adrenaline fading. She knew the
feding. “Hey, by the way, thank you. But | could' ve—"

“Taken care of them? Yeah, | know.” Mae ego stroking. She was an expert on the subject, after years
with McCarthy...no, shewasn't going to think about McCarthy. She didn’t take her eyes off the
envelope. If she'd till been on the Job, she' d have bagged it and dusted it for prints, but there was no
point. She no longer had access to those kinds of toys. “Who gave thisto you?’

“My boss”
“Whois...?

Borden sighed and sipped his coffee. He made a face—she’ d been dead right about his



preferences—and watched her without replying.

Just get it over with. She did afingernal under the envelope flap. Tugged experimentdly. It was only
lightly sedled, and came open with acrisp pop. Despite his assurances, shelifted the flap carefully.

No booby traps. There was athick parchment sheet of paper ingde, folded to fit the envelope. She
extracted it, using her fingernails, and put the envelope aside. Wish | had chopsticks, she thought as she
made do with a couple of coffee stirrersto hold down the edges and smooth it out.

“What are you doing?’ Borden asked. He sounded annoyed but interested. The table creaked as he
leaned hisweight on hiselbows, craning for alook.

“Not getting my fingerprintsdl over it,” shesaid. “Just in case”

The letterhead was Gabrid, Pike & Laskins, LLP, with an addressin New Y ork City, on Centra Park
West. Nice, old-fashioned raised printing, none of that inkjet stuff. The cream-colored paper had
thickness and texture.

It read:
Dear Ms. Cdlender:

Our firm has been engaged by a nonprofit foundation to offer you abusiness opportunity. Our research
has shown that you have made inquiries with lending ingtitutions toward opening a private investigation
agency, which inquiries have been denied. The nonprofit agency wishes to make funding availableto you,
under the condition that you accept a partnership agreement with another qudified individual.

The terms of this agreement will be discussed in a separate communication should you indicate adesireto
proceed. Asagood-faith gesture, the firm has provided the name and vitae of the individual our client
requires you to accept as a partner in this tart-up business, aswell as acheck made out in both of your
names in the amount of one hundred thousand dollars (U.S.), which should be used to defray expenses
rel ated to establishment of the partnership, including but not limited to rent, office equipage, and hiring of
gaff, aswell as an advance againgt sdary.

Please communicate your reply viathe individua who has been entrusted to ddliver this communication.
Wethank you for your attention.

Sncerdly,
Milo Laskins, Partner
Gabrid, Pke& Laskins, LLP

Jazz read it again. Then again.

And dowly tented the envelopeto look in it again.
“It' sthere,” Borden said. “The check, | mean.”
“How do you know?’

“I putitinmysdf.”

Shereached in and pulled out. ..abusiness check. Thick, officia stock, emblazoned with the Gabridl,
Pike & Laskins, LLP, name and address. Private bankers. Printed with a neat, computerized “one
hundred thousand and no/100.”



Made out to Jasmine Callender and Lucia Garza

“Here,” Borden said, and did over another envelope—dightly bent from the beating he’ d taken, but
bloodstai n-free—that when opened proved to have some kind of résumé with the name LuciaGarzain
bold at thetop. Shedidn’t read it.

Her eyes went back to read the check again.
One hundred thousand and no/100.

Borden was till coming up with things, like amagician without atop hat...abusiness card, thistime, in
creamcolored stock that matched the letterhead and the check. Gabrid, Pike & Laskins, LLP. Under
that, in smaller letters, James D. Borden, Attorney-at-law.

Jazz couldn’t help it. The whole thing was so absurd, so downright idiotic, that she started laughing, and
once she had, she couldn’t stop. She clutched Borden’ s card and laughed until her sides hurt and her
eyeswatered, with hisfrown grooving deeper every second.

“You're—" Shefinaly managed to gaspit out. “You' realavyer?’

Hefolded hisarms and sat back. He looked tougher in the black knit shirt than in al that load of leather
and zippers, he actudly had some bicepsto flex, though nothing like the trucker twins back at Sol’s. She
remembered the washboard-tight abs, and thought he was probably more of aboxer or arunner than a
welightlifter. Some strength in him, though. Not that the trucker twinswouldn’t have kicked hisass until it
fdl off, but...

He derailed her train of thought by saying, in an aggrieved tone, “ Yes, I'm alawyer. What' s so funny
about it?’

Which set her off again, gulping down giggles, wiping tears from her eyes. Hisvanity hadn’t just been
wounded, it was on life support, but she couldn’t help it. Theideathat alawyer had come dl the way
from New Y ork City, dressed in Harley make-believe, to deliver someridiculous, asinine jokewas...

“Wasit Brown?’ shefindly asked, once she was sober enough to get through the question. “Welton
Brown? Big guy, snappy dresser, terrible sense of humor?”

“I’'m asking who put you up to it. Wasit Brown? | knew he’ d go to extremesfor a prank, but...”

James Borden, attorney-at-law, wasn't just |ooking wounded now, he was starting to look pissed off.
She preferred that, actualy. Vulnerability was something she dways found disturbing. Aggression, that
wasright up her dley.

“Lady, wereyou in the room back there when | was getting my ribs kicked in? Would | do that for a
practica joke?” Borden skidded his chair back from the table and stood up, leaning over with both
handsflat on thewood. “All right. Look, I’ ve just about had it. | caught the crying-baby expressflight
from New Y ork. I've been insulted, hit, kicked, lost ajacket | spent athousand dollarson...”

She swallowed another giggle. “ Serioudy? A thousand? Damn. Why' d you go and listen to me, then?’

“...and dl to hand you the chance of alifetime. If you don’t want it, fine. I’ll just go home and tell my
boss you're not interested.” Borden grabbed for the check. She dapped her hand down hard onit.



“Don't get cranky, Counselor,” she said, and nodded at the chair. “ Sit.”

He stared at her, leaning close, for long enough that she thought she might have pushed him too far, but
then his elbows unlocked and he lowered himsdlf down to the seat again. All was not forgiven, but he
waswilling to give her another chance.

Which she promptly screwed up by saying, “ So who's Lucia Garza? Some scumbag client of yours that
you suddenly need to move out of town, set up with anew identity, and find a place to launder her drug

money'?
He actudly blinked. “Are you aways this unplessant with people trying to do you afavor?’
“Only when they're lavyers”

Borden stared at her for along, long moment, then stood up again. “ Thanksfor the coffee,” hesaid. “I'm
going to the hospita to get my ribstaped now. If you don’'t want the check, fine, tear it up. If you don’t
cashit, we' Il assume you' re not interested. If you do, Miss Callender, please be advised that we consider
cashing the check a binding good-faith contract, and believe me, we have the resourcesto enforceit. Cdl
the number on the card and talk to Mr. Laskins before you do anything stupid, since you obvioudy don't
think | can adviseyou.” He pushed the chair in, neat and courteous. “And hey. Have anice day.”

He was walking avay when she said, “Hey. James Borden. Get back here.”
And for once, somebody didn’t follow her orders.

She stared, bemused, as he walked up to the door. He actualy opened it.
Hewasgoingtojust...leave.

She fidgeted with his card, drummed her fingers on the down-turned check—one hundred thousand and
no/100—and made a split-second decision.

“Borden,” she caled again. “Hey, Counsdor. Come back. Please.”
Hewas dready going. Heredly wasleaving. She couldn’t believeit.

She got up and went after him, caught hisarm and dragged him to a stop just outside the door.
“Serioudy,” she said, and let go of him when she caught Sight of hisface. “I’'m sorry, okay? Can we
tak?’

“You going to insult me agan?’

“Maybe,” she said. When he gave her adisbelieving look, she shrugged. “What, you want meto lieto
you?”

“You'reunbdievable”

“Y eeh, wel, so' sthiswhole situation, if you don’t mind me pointing it out. Look, come on back, we'll
talk it over. Okay? Besides, you barely touched your coffee.”

“| hate black coffeg.”
“Fine. Get whatever you want.”

Shewatched in bemusement as he ordered a haf-caff caramd macchiato, but restrained hersdlf from



making any jokes abouit it. Barely. He walked back over to the table with her, carrying his cup, but he
didn't sit. He said, “Thisisn't going to work if you don’t take me serioudy, Jazz. | need you to do that.
Canyou?’

He sounded deadly earnest. She looked up into his eyes and saw somebody |ooking back with a
surprising amount of will and dignity.

“Canyou?’ herepeated. “Because|’m onetaxi ride away from being out of here for good.”
“Yes” shesad softly. “Sorry. I'm alittle fresked out.”

“Me, too,” he admitted. “It' s been along day. Even without getting rescued by—" he stepped on what
he' d been about to say, which proved he had some brains, and substituted “—by aclient.”

She wasjust about certain he' d been going to say by agirl, and he wouldn't be the first. McCarthy had
been furious, thefirgt, oh, ten timesit had happened. It had taken him awhile to get over the hurt macho
fedlings, but then he' d realized what kind of aweapon his partner could be, when pointed in theright
direction, and they’ d worked together like afindly tuned machine.

Until everything had broken beyond repair.
Stop thinking about M cCarthy. Just stop.

Borden sat down in the chair on the other side of the table. His body language was till tense and
guarded, but they’ d reached détente again. She read the letter again, then did the sheet of paper out that
had the name of Lucia Garza at the top of the page.

Experience

Former Specia Agent, Office of Specid Investigations, USAF. Accomplished over 800 crimind
investigations with a primary focus on drug enforcement.

Former USAF Security Police Officer, Law Enforcement Supervisor. Dutiesinvolved military law
enforcement, traffic investigation, crime-scene processing, and amember of severa Specia Wesgpons &
TacticsUnits.

Former Security Manager, Helios Aircraft—Specia Projects Divison. Security oversight of 300
scientists and engineersworking on “Black” Top Secret Projects.

USAF OSl Academy, Washington, D.C.
FBI Speciad Weapons and Tactics (SWAT), Ft. Riley, KS

Federal Polygraph Schoal, Ft. McCldlan, AL

Texas State Police Certification, Ft. Worth, TX

Federal Undercover Agents Course, Washington, D.C.
Antiterrorism and Defengve-Driving Course, Summit Point, WV

“Damn,” Jazz murmured. “If you made this up, you' ve got some balls, James Borden. These are serious
credentids. | think they stick you in prison for even thinking about making this stuff up.”



“She' sgood,” Borden agreed, blowing on his pseudo-coffee. “Y ou should talk to her.”
“ Assuming she' s not made of—" Jazz waved the résumé “—paper.”

Thistime, he refused to take the bait, and just smiled. Slightly. “From everything I’ ve read about you,
you' re supposed to be one hell of adetective. Call her up. Judge for yourself.”

“I'd rather talk to her face-to-face.” Always abetter read off of people, looking in their eyes, seeing their
body language. She redlized that by saying it, she' d admitted she was interested, felt abolt of anger at
herself, and watched Borden take anoncommittal sip. “Unlessthat’saproblem.” Her voice had taken on
that mutinous edge again. She didn't like being manipul ated.

Hedidn't seemto care. “ Y ou' d need to work that out with Lucia. Look, my flight back’ sin about three
hours, and you know what security’ s like these days. | need to clean up, get my ribs checked, change out
of this—" he gestured at the ouitfit, which really, now that she’ d gotten used to it, wasn't half-bad “—and
get to the airport. So, Jazz, in or out, please. Laskinsis going to want an answer when | hit the ground at
JFK.”

“I'll cdl you.”

“Serioudy. The minute | touch down, my bosswill be bugging mefor an answer.”
Sheflicked the card with her fingernail. “Y our cell phone son here?’

“Yesh. But...”

“I haveto check it out and think about it.”

“Canl a lesst tell him—"

“You cantel Mr. Laskinsthat | think he' s probably full of crap, but I'll check the information out,” she
sad. “And if anything—anything—doesn’'t smdll right about this, I'll shred this check, send you the
remains, and come to do the same to the both of you. How’ sthat?’

She saw agenuine spark of humor flarein hiseyesand liked him alat, in that second.

“It sounds like athreat,” Borden said. “And | takeit serioudy. | saw you put those guys down. That
took, what, ten seconds? Maybe fifteen?’

Shetook abig gulp of coffeeto sober up from the wattage in his smile. “ The whiskey dowed me down.”

Chapter 2

B orden left, heading for the airport or the hospital or maybe going to shake down the homeless guy for
his thousand-dollar |eather jacket; she was actualy sorry to see him go. Maybe. A little.

She caught hersdlf taking deep breeths, soaking up the remaining few hints of his aftershave, and mentally
kicked hersdlf. Y ou don't need this, shetold hersdf. Redlly. Your lifeisway too complicated asit is.

And it wasn't like she didn’t have other thingsto think about, for God's sake. A sister she hadn’t talked
toin six months after their last fight. A father puttering around on the family farm, il vital but growing
old. A brother in the Navy who deserved afew more |etters at the very least. She had alife.

Come on, Jazz. Having afamily doesn’'t mean you have alife. Only relatives,



She eyed the letter again, fingered the check, reread the résumé. Folded everything together and stuck it
back into the red envel ope, then tucked it in her waistband, under the sweatshirt. She worked her
knuckles experimentally and found that the bruising was pretty minima—funny, shedidn’'t even
remember throwing a punch, but that was how fights worked—and the abraded skin would be okay
after aday or two. All indl, not the worst bar fight she’ d ever had.

Kindafun, actualy. Shewondered if that made her dangerous, or just masochigtic.

She fished her cell phone out of its cradle on her belt, hesitated, and then dialed the number on the
résume.

Two rings on the other end. Three. And then abrisk, contrato voice said, “Diga-me.”
“LuciaGarza?
“Yes. Who'sthis?’ The tone was courteous but not welcoming.

If I hang up now...hdl, she'll ftill have my number. Jazz took in abreath and said, as professondly as
possible, “My nameis Jazz Cdlender. | got aletter from—"

“Gabriel, Pike & Laskins?’ Luciafinished. “Y eah, me, too. It said you' d be calling. Something about a
partnership agreement.”

Jazz went till and felt her eyeshdf close as she thought it through. “Y ou must have gotten my résumé,
then. I got yours.”

“I did.” Nothing inthe voiceat dl, and certainly no gpprova or offersof friendship. Lucialiked to keep
her fedingsto hersdf. “I gpologize, but thisis very strange for me. I’ m uncomfortable with talking to a
stranger on the phone about—"

“Y ou' re uncomfortable? Join the club. | just had my evening interrupted by some lawyer with a
cock-and-bull story and anice-looking—" she edited her usually street-worthy vocabulary with a
conscious switch “—presentation. How do you know these people? Y ou owe them money, or what?’

Shedidn’t mean to lash out, exactly, but Lucia s careful, measured voice had pissed her off.

“I don't,” Luciareplied. Thevoicewas still level and calm, but there was afloor of steel underneath.
“And | don't know them any more than | know you, Detective.”

“Former detective,” Jazz shot back. “Which you' d know, if you' d read the damn résumé.”

Therewas abrief, dark silence, and then Lucia s cool voice. “ A word of advice, Former Detective,
there’ s no need to take your anger out on me.”

“What?’

“Y ou're obvioudy angry at being manipulated, and—"
“Great. A fucking psychologigt, you are.”

“Don't interrupt me.”

“Apparently no one' sever explained that it'srude,” Luciasaid. “Like your generd attitude.”



“Areyou done?Because | don’t want to interrupt your gpology, which I'm sureis coming any second

“Thisisn’'t going to work for me.”

“Why not?’

“Because| don't likeyou.”

“Wadll, | don't find you abowl of cherries, either, Lucy!”
Shewastaking to dead air. Lucia Garza had hung up on her.
Shit.

Jazz angrily dapped the cell phone back on her belt, tossed the coffee cups and headed home. It wasa
sx-block walk, and night had well and truly falen; overhead, stars struggled to outshine the blank glare of
dreetlights. Kansas City wasn't much of awalking town in this part of the city; it wasamosily indudtria
area, and while there were plenty of cars, she wasthe only one on the sdewalk.

That was dl right, she was probably better off on her own just now. She waked faster, burning off
adrendine and anger, fedling the red envel ope hot against her ssomach.

Just aswell, shetold hersdlf. Thiswas atotal waste of time, anyway. Why the hell would alawyer from
New York fly al the way out to the sticks to hand-ddliver something like this? And get the hell beat out
of himin the process? What had he redlly been after? She hadn’t given him anything, except apromiseto
think it over and cdl him,

A nonprofit organization? What the hell was she, somekind of charity case? What did they want?

He d been told where to find her. How was that even remotely possible? He had to have followed
her...but if she'd failed to notice aguy in that outfit following her on adeserted sireet, she was worse off
than she’ d thought. Thejingle of chains done should have given him away. He sounded like Santa
Claus sdegh.

But if he hadn’t followed her, then how had they known whereto find her? She' d never beento Sol’'s.
They—whoever they were—couldn't have just sent him there, it wasimpossible. No, he must have
followed her, she decided. Either he was alot better than she thought, or she' d been preoccupied with
her own distress and had just plain dropped the ball.

Mystery solved.

W, not quite. What had al that drama achieved, exactly? Why would they have put on thewhole
dog-and-pony show in the first place?

Toget meto call LuciaGarza

She stopped walking, frozen in her tracks as her mind raced. Maybe that was dl they’ d wanted. If Garza
was dirty, she'd just had a minutes-long conversation that was on her cell phone records, and dammit,
this could have been a setup, couldn’t it? The cops who' d put away McCarthy were ill on her ass,
looking for any reason to pull her infor questioning. She d had the fight in the bar. Borden—if hisname
was redly Borden—would be tough to find, if al thiswasjust an elaborate scheme. Maybe the paper
and the check weren't genuine. Shit, for al she knew, they’ d had them printed up under her own name.



Paranoia, shetold hersdlf, and forced hersdlf to start breathing again. Y ou just saw McCarthy today.
That makesyou paranoid, and you know it.

Ben McCarthy had told her to watch her back. She should' ve listened to him. Yeah, ligen to the
convicted murderer. Good plan.

She wished the sarcastic monitor in her head would shut the hell up. McCarthy was no murderer. The
case had been acrock of shit, and intime, they’ d figure it out, have him exonerated and released from
that hellhole. M cCarthy had been agood partner and ahdll of acop, and hewas't guilty. Couldn’t be
guilty, because if hewas, that meant she was apoor enough judge of character not to have redlized that
her own partner, her friend, had camly pulled the trigger on three people and then walked away, covered
it up, and lied for nearly ayear. And used her to do it.

Stop thinking about Ben. That waswhy she’ d goneto Sol’s. It was akind of punishment she meted out
to hersdlf for making thetrip to Ellsworth. She dwaysfet safer and stronger there, talking to him; he
could always make her believe that the world was wrong and the two of them wereright.

It was only after she got out into that wrong world again that she began to doubt, and the darkness
started to creep in, and she felt the guilt and shame and horror again.

And went in search of something to drownitin.

Evenif McCarthy wasright, that didn’t improve things for her, becauseif they could get to him, they
could get to anyone. She wished she could call him. If hisenemies had st this up, then she needed
McCarthy’ sclarity of mindto tel her what it meant.

Right now, it was just a heap of fragmented factslooking for context. McCarthy had always been the
logical one, the one to meticuloudly pick through the pile and fit pieces together until the picture started
forming....

Her cell phonerang. She grabbed for it, startled, and checked the number before thumbing it on.
LuciaGarzawas caling her back.

“Yeah?’ she asked cautioudy.

“Look, I'm sorry. It' s Jazz, right?’

“Yeah,” Jazz said, and started walking again.

“I got out of line, and | gpologize. It is strange, though, don’t you agree?’

“I do.” She struggled with it for afew seconds, and admitted, “I was out of line, too.”

Another brief slence. *Y ou think you' re being played?’

“Probably.”

“Y eah, me, t0o.” The sound of papersrustling. “I don’t like this phone thing. It' s a paper trail. They can
interpret it however they want.”

“They, who?" Jazz asked.
“They anybody.”



“Y ou're not paranoid—"

“If they'reredly out to get you,” Luciafinished. “ Sorry for interrupting.”

“Hey, that’ syour freak, not mine. Me, | hate being lied to.”

Thistime, shedid hear an emotion in the voice. “We have something in common after al.”

“S0.” Sol’swas ahead. Jazz quickened her paceto get past it faster. “Y ou want to do thisthing? Talk
face-to-face?’

There wasalong, silent pause, and then, “I don’t know. Yes. | think so. Otherwise—"

“There sacheck,” Jazz said. “1 haveit, it's made out to us both. For ahundred grand.”

“For awhat?’

“One...hundred...thousand...dollars.”

“I didn’t think you meant cents,” Luciasaid. “Isit good?’

“I'll check it tomorrow, but yeah, I’'m kind of leaning toward theideaiit is”

“Why?"

She couldn’t redlly say, until shetried to put it into words. “The guy they sent. Hewas....credible.”

“Redlly,” Luciasaid doubtfully. “If we re thinking about any of this, | will indst on seeing the law firm. In
New Y ork. And talking to this lawyer you met, face-to-face.”

Something lightened in Jazz' s guts, because those were the exact same steps she would have taken, in
Lucia spostion. “Yeah,” she agreed. “ Sounds good.”

“But firgt, we need to meet. In person.”
((WI,.B,]?!

Therewas apause, and then Luciasaid, with ahint of alaugh in that smooth, professiona voice,
“What' re you doing tomorrow?’

“Wait...you' rein Washington, right?’

“I travel,” shesaid. “Happensthat I'min trangt right now after acasein Ddlas. | can reroute through
K.C. Can you meet me at the airport?’

“Sure” Thiswas moving alittle fast, but hell, Jazz' s schedule for tomorrow had mostly been devoted to
sobering up from tonight. “ Call mewith the flight number.”

“Jazz,” Luciasad. *Y ou hate Jasmine, right?’
“Wouldn't you? Fucking Disney movies”
Lucialaughed and hung up without saying goodbye.

Jazz clipped the cell phone back on her belt and walked the rest of the way to her apartment in silence,
thinking.



Then shewrote her brother aletter.

Jugtin case.

The cdl came at seven-thirty the next morning. Jazz was aready up, showered and dressed, making her
shaggy hair look alittle lesslike amop and more like an actud style. In honor of Lawyer Borden, she'd
used hair gd. She' d chosen aplain brown shirt, blue jeans, and her ubiquitous cop shoes, deliberately
unimpressive but clean and nesat. ID and the red envelope in her purse, along with paperwork that
showed she' d been a decorated Kansas City police detective, until sx months ago.

She' d included the paperwork about the retirement, too, but she figured that if Garzawas anything like
she sounded, she' d already have the full story from three credible sources.

At thefirst chirp of the cell phone, Jazz picked it up and said, “ Garza?’

“Hol4” the other woman responded. She didn’t sound awake. “It' searly.”

“And here| figured you for amorning person.”

“Not even close. Look, my plane slanding at ten-thirty. Meet you at baggage claim, right?’

“Hight number?’ Jazz wrote it down, clicked the on-off switch on the pen nervoudy, and then said,
“How will | recognize you?’

“I'll be the one standing on oneleg, Singing ‘ The Star Spangled Banner,
cops, right? We ve got to haveasign?’

Luciasad grumpily. “We're

True enough.

Jazz put out food for Mooch the Cat, petted her on the way out the door, and went to bail the car out of
the parking prison where she stored it.

The drive out to Kansas City International was abouit fifteen miles, but it took longer, of course; traffic on
Broadway, then on [-29. Jazz hated driving. Other drivers made her crazy. McCarthy had always gotten
behind the whedl when they’ d gone on cdlls, picked her up a her apartment, navigated the Streets with

casual easeand no sign at dl of irritation. When she' d been forced to do it, she' d been asnarling bundle
of nerves, arrived at crime scenes angry and wired. It had been ajob for McCarthy to cam her down....

Sheflicked the thought of Ben out of her head, hit the turn signal, and exited for MCI. Parking was a
nightmare, of course. She hated that, too. And parking garages. She ended up taking a distant spot,
because she damn surewasn't cruising the lot for anything closer. The walk would help her cam down,
anyway; she didn’t want to meet L ucia Garzalooking sweaty and wild-eyed.

She checked her watch. Ten-thirty onthe dot. A couple of jetswere coming in for landings; unlessthere
had been amiracle and the plane was early, she should be right on time.

Jazz followed the Sgnsto baggage clam. She arrived & ten-forty, just asthe flight number flashed on the
screen and one of the carousel's began to clunk out luggage to agrowing crowd of travelers.

She scanned the group without focusing on anyone in particular. Nobody stood out.

No. Someone did. Jazz fixed on awoman who was standing very ill, watching luggage bump itsway
around the segmented track. Her arms were crossed, and she was leaning againgt apillar. Therewasa



single black laptop bag over her shoulder and a black ripstop nylon backpack between her feet.

JazzZ' s cop brain relentlessdy photographed her, chronicling long dark hair, glossy and straight; amodd’s
golden, flawless skin. Shewastdl, long-legged, and dressed in what looked like a designer black
pantsuit with a close-fitting white shirt under the coat.

As Jazz watched her, the woman’ s head turned, and her dark eyes fastened on Jazz. The same merciless
evaluation, fast and accurate. Jazz wondered what the find catal og entry had been, but then Lucia pushed
off and walked confidently through the crowd.

They both stopped, regarded each other for afew seconds, and then Lucia extended her hand. No rings
on her fingers. Short, well-maintained French-manicured fingernails with plain gloss polish. Jazz fdlt likea
clumsy lump of dough next to her, but she held eye contact as she shook, feding strength in the grip but
no chalenge.

“Hey,” Luciasad smply.

“Hey,” shereplied. They both stepped back and considered each other for amoment, and then Lucia
amiled. It wasacop’'s smile—cynicd, secretly amused, asfamiliar to Jazz as breathing.

“Nicetomeet you,” Luciasaid. “Let’ sfind aplaceto talk.”

They settled in some bright orange battered preformed chairs at the rear of baggage claim, out of the way
of the loitering travelers. Lucia crossed her legs, rested an arm on the back of an empty seat and kept
scanning the crowd. She looked casual and elegant, and very dert.

“Good flight?" Jazz asked. Luciamade a so-s0 gesture. “Nice weather?’
“Fair skies”

“Good. Now that we ve got the small talk out of theway...” Jazz pulled the envelope from her pocket,
handed over the letter and the check, and watched Luciaread them. Lucia, immediately absorbed, dug a
amilar red envelope from her bag and handed it absently on, aswell. Jazz scanned it. Apart from the fact
that this one had been mailed from New Y ork, had a different home address, and didn’t include a check,
it was pretty much the same song and dance.

Lucid s carefully manicured fingernail flicked the check.

“It' sgenuine,” Jazz said. “| called the bank thismorning.”

“Shit”

“No kidding.”

Luciashuffled the pagesto her résumé. Her dark eyes widened, and she shot Jazz alook.
“What?" Jazz asked.

She held up the paper. “ Thisisn't the public résumé. Thisone swhat | give to enforcement agencies. It's
got confidentid information on it.”

“So how did these guys get hold of it?’



Luciashook her head. “Last place | sent this résumé to was the FBI.”
Jazz raised her eyebrows. “ They turned you down?’

“Not yet.” She shrugged. “But I’'m not so sure | want to go back into government serviceright now. I'd
like to do something with afew lessrules. So, you said this guy seemed credible to you? How s0?’

Jazz thought about Borden, his geeky leathers, his soft, sharply intelligent eyes. Maybe the getup hadn’t
been cludess, after al. Maybe he' d been ddliberately concealing just how smart he was.

“Just afeding,” shesaid. “But then, I’'m not dways the best judge of character.”

Sheflung it out there to seeif Luciawould react, and she did, looking up and locking eyeswith her for a
few deep seconds before turning her attention back to the paper.

“| assume you're referring to your partner,” Luciasaid quietly. “Yes. | know he was convicted.”

Sitting in that airless courtroom, watching the jury shuffle and fidget in their chairs, watching them avoiding
McCarthy’s eyes, Jazz had known before the forewoman read out the verdict. She' d known, and Ben
had known, too. Twenty-five yearsin prison. He' d be an old man when he got out. If he ever did. Cops
were hunted in there, and Ben had always needed somebody to guard his back.

“He snot guilty,” Jazz said, mostly just to hear herself say it, to hear how it sounded out loud after al
these months.

Luciadidn’t look up. “You're sure of that?’
13 YS.”
“The evidence looked pretty damning on paper.”

“Lotsof guyson death row with paper evidence,” Jazz shot back, feding something tighten in her guts.
“McCarthy didn’t kill anybody. I'd have—"

Known. That was the mantrathat rocked her to deep at night. I’d have known. All those nights, sitting
together, talking, pouring out our livesto each other, I’ d have known if he was capable of cold-blooded
murder.

Luciadidn’'t comment again. Shefindly looked up and said, “What do you think about dl this?’
Jazz shrugged. “1 think it’ sworth a conversation.”
“Because?’ Those degantly shaped dark eyebrowsrose just alittle.

“Because even though you shop a Ann Taylor for your suits, | can't afford to. | need the money. And |
need to set up shop with decent resources so | can find out what happened to McCarthy, and maybe
keep it from happening to me.” Jazz glared at her, daring her to find fault. “I need the money. That'sit.”

Luciaslipscurved into asmile. “That’sit? Y ou're not curious?’
“About?’

“How someone came to learn so much about us. About how they had my home address, which isnot
something just anyone can learn, believe me. | guard my privacy closdaly. About how they knew you
needed the money, and | needed the challenge.”



Unwillingly, Jazz thought about thetinkle of the bell at Sol’s, and James Borden arriving in his un-agpropos
leather with a message addressed to her. “ And how they knew whereI’d be,” she said. “They know a
hdll of alot.”

“Morethan | think ether of usiscomfortablewith,” Luciafinished. “At least until we know just how they
got their information, and why.”

It was like talking to amirror, Jazz thought. A mirror in which she was better-looking, taler, had better
clothes, and knew how to apply lipstick.

Luciawas amiling & her, eyes shining with something that might have been smilar feding, but then her
eyes wandered past Jazz, focused on something behind her. Jazz resisted the urge to turn asthe woman's
amile shut down and left her face blank and watchful.

“Did you bring backup?’
“What?Hell, no. Who would | bring?’ Shewasn't exactly rolling in dlies at the moment.
“Two men have been watching ussncewe met,” Luciasaid. “Were you followed?’

“What isthis, | Spy? 1 don’t know. | don’t usualy look for tailswhen | go on perfectly innocent
metings”

“If it was perfectly innocent,” Luciasaid patiently, “your lawyer friend wouldn't have gone through this
cloak-and-dagger routine to put us together, now, would he? Disgraced former detective and anationa
security risk?’

“Excuse me?’ Her hackles came up at the disgraced part. She thought about the second part of Lucia's
question asecond later, with ablink of surprise. “National security what?’

“Let’sjust say that there are things | know that the government would rather | didn’t. Being watched is
nothing new for me.”

“Then maybe these guys are your problem, not mine.”

“Except they followed you into baggage clam.” Lucia s body language hadn't dtered at dl—till languid
and relaxed. “Let’ stry something. Y ou get up and walk away. Go to the bathroom. Don't look back.
I’m going to head outside to the taxi stand. Let’s see who they tag.”

Jazz frowned. “1 thought we were going to talk about thisded.”

“Andwewill. Later.” Luciauncoiled hersdf from the chair and held out her hand. Jazz, rising,
automaticaly took it. “Watch your back.”

“ Bl,[t—”

Too late. The woman was waking away, parting the crowd with the sheer force of her personality. Jazz
shoved her hands in her pockets, rocked back and forth on her heels for a second, and then took off at
right angles, heading for the bathroom. Her periphera vison found the two men—identical buzz cuts, one
blond, one brown. Both had thefit ook of guyswho could run down a suspect without any trouble.

She waked right past them, but they didn’t follow. In fact, they didn't follow Lucia, either. They stayed
where they were.

She risked aglance back as she pushed open the restroom door. One of them wastalking into his deeve.



Hidden microphone, very government-issue.

She fished her cell phone out of the cradle, hit Recdl and found the number, then dialed.
“Yes?’ Lucid scool voice,

“They’ve got radios. There are probably spotters on you out there. Watch yoursdlf.”
“Did they follow you?’

“Not into the ladies room. Hang on.” Jazz uncoiled the earpiece and plugged it in, hooked the cell back
initscradle. “I want my handsfree.”

“Good idea.” Luciasounded amused. “I’'m staying in plain sight. At least it’ sdifficult to start troublein an
airport these days.”

“Yeah, let’ shope. So. What' sthe plan?’
“I don't know that | have one, actuadly.”

“We can’'t hang out here dl day. When you think it' s safe, hail acab and take it to my gpartment.” She
gave her the address. As she wastdling her cross streets, the door to the restroom banged open; Jazz
stopped talking and began washing her hands, staring into the mirror.

“Jazz?" Lucia svoice buzzed in her ear. “ Someone with you?’

The woman who walked around the corner looked deek and businesdike, wearing atailored black
jacket and black jeans, but there was something in her eyes, something...

“Issomething wrong?’ Lucia asked.
Jazz reached for atowd. As she bent over, the woman angled toward her, moving fas.
“Might be,” Jazz said, and ducked.

The punch—intended for the back of her neck—sailed past to crash into glass. Jazz spun, il crouching,
and drovethe hed of her hand into the woman' s solar plexus, sending her flying and gasping for ar. She
moved for the door—

And it opened to admit the two crew cuts from baggage claim.
“Hey!” Jazz said loudly. “Thisistheladies room, guys—"

One of them grabbed for her arm. She danced backward, amost tripped over the woman, who was
coming to her feet with abrutal 1ook on her face, and retreated to the empty narrow area between the
galsand thewall. Not alot to work with, but at least it was defensble, they could only come at her one
at atime, and, Jesus, how had she gotten into this mess, anyway? She d been minding her own business,
dammit, drinking her whiskey and drowning her sorrows, and now she was about to get the crap beaten
out of her in abathroom for awoman she' d barely met and a check she hadn’t even cashed.

LuciaGarzasaid in her ear, “I’'m coming. Don't do anything brave.”
“Don’'t worry,” Jazz said out loud, and ducked a punch. “Braveis definitdly not my style”

The bathroom was just too narrow for adecent fight, but at least it meant they couldn’t use their numbers



effectively, ether. She backed up into the narrow aidein front of the stalls until her back was against cold
tile and snap-kicked toward the face of the man coming at her. It was afeint. When he flinched, she
hooked her foot behind the bend of hisleft knee and pulled. Hishead hit the wall with athick sound, and
he went to one knee.

She put him down with afigt to the temple.

She looked up to see ablur coming at her and ingtinctively put up aparrying arm. The kick caught her on
the forearm, and damn, it hurt; she gritted her teeth against the urge to yelp, wrapped her arm around the
foot that had just come at her and yanked. Hard.

Girlfriend in the pantsuit dipped and nearly went down, caught hersalf and shifted her weight forward,
damming Jazz back againgt thewall, then breaking free with atwist of her hip.

Nobody had agun, knife, or even ataser. That was good, Jazz thought. Any kind of weapon would have
ended thisquick and ugly. At least thisway, she' d have amuch dower defeet. Timefor lots of thingsto
happen, including miracles.

The second man shoved the woman out of the way and lunged to fasten his hands around Jazz' s throat.
Heran into her fist with his Adam'’ s apple instead and fell back, gagging.

Asif they’ d gotten some secret Signdl, al three of her attackers suddenly stopped, backed off—even the
one still shaking off her whack to histemple—and just looked &t her.

It wasweird.
No, it was creepy.

“Later,” thewoman said, and moved to the door. The two men followed her. Singlefile, straight out into
the airport.

Thirty seconds later, the door banged open, and L ucia Garza entered, looking ready for anything—hands
up, weight balanced on the balls of her feet, which in those shoes was something of an accomplishment.
She looked around in alightning-fast andlysis, then focused on Jazz and raised her eyebrowsinan
eloquent what the hell’? motion.

“Party’ sover,” Jazz said breathlesdy. She was shaking, buzzing al over. Strangely ecstatic. She swiped
the back of her hand across her mouth, looking for blood, and remembered that they hadn't actudly laid
ahand on her. Wdll, girlfriend in the pantsuit had kicked like amule. .. Jazz skinned up her shirtdeeve and
looked at the impact mark. Y ep, that was going to bruise like a son of abitch.

“What the hell happened?’ Lucia asked.

“Youtdl me, you're the superspy. When people attack me, it susualy during the commission of a
felony, not just because | took thewrong sink in the ladies' room.” Jazz pushed away from the support of
thetilewal and waked to the mirror.

Her face was vivid and flushed, her eyesfever-bright. Even her hair looked better.
Damn, she enjoyed this stuff. That was probably sick.

“You,” Luciasad, asif she'd read her mind, “need a hobby. Something nonviolent. Maybe macrame.”
She sounded amused, though. “Let’ sget out of here.”



“Yeah,” Jazz agreed. “ Probably agood idea.”

Walking with Luciawasn't like walking done. For one thing, Jazz was used to blending in, dumping,
avoiding peopl€e seyes. McCarthy had aways laughed about it, caled her achameleon; he'd had the
traditional cop presence and radiated an implicit threat even when sitting and reading the newspaper. But
then, McCarthy hadn’t worked undercover. She had.

LuciaGarza saurawas more like arunway modd’s. She drew stares as she stalked through the
baggage-claim area, lean and eegant in her designer clothes. Jazz il felt invisible, but not in agood way.
Next to Lucia Garza, most women would fade into wallpaper.

“Whichway?’ Luciaasked, diding on sunglasses asthey exited the building. Jazz nodded toward the
distant parking lot. She wished she' d thought to pack some shades, but then, herswould have been
clunky blue-blockersfrom afleamarket. Lucia s had the deek, finished look of sculpture and probably
cost more than acar. Not that she was comparing or anything.

Lucia s bag went into the trunk, and Jazz scanned the areafor signs of her restroom visitors. Nobody in
sght. She had a prickling on the back of her neck, though, and wasn't surprised when Lucia, opening the
passenger sde, sad, “ They' re watching us.”

“Where?’ Jazz ducked insde. They dammed doors at the same moment. Luciajerked her chin abare
quarter inch in the direction of awhite panel van stting on the garage roof about five hundred yards
away. As Jazz looked &t it, it silently backed out of sight. “ Son of abitch. Okay, | give up. What the hell

isgoingon?’
“I don't know.”
“Wadll, you know morethan | do!”

Luciabrushed long, dark hair back with adistiracted air, and frowned. “I picked up atail at the hotdl in
Ddlas” shesaid. “Nothing obvious, but it wasthere. Professionals, like the guysin the airport just now. |
don’t know who they’ re working for. Although I have no ideawhy professionals would try to take you
out in such arisky public setting.”

“Maybeit isn’'t about me at al. Maybe it was related to your case. Whatever it isyou’ reworking.” She
didn’t ask, but sheleft the door open in case Luciawanted to share.

She should have known better. “No. It'snot germane,” Luciasaid. “ That was al done when these
people showed up. And they arrived within an hour of the letter arriving at my hotel. Those things haveto
be connected, especidly if they’ re here, following you, aswell.”

Jazz started the car and backed out of the parking space.
“Where arewe going?’ Luciaasked.

“I don’t know about you,” Jazz replied, “but I'm aready tired of being the one who doesn’'t know
anything. | intend to change that.”

She drove downtown, to the business digtrict, then off into aless Fortune 500, more industria
neighborhood. Office buildings went from sky-piercing stedl and glassto squat, square, converted
warehouses. She pulled in at the grimy curb next to one and picked up her cdll phone. As Luciawatched
slently, she paged through numbers until she found the one she wanted and connected.



“Yeah?" A cautious voice on the other end.

“Manny, open up,” shesaid. “It's Jazz. | need an opinion.”
“Drive-through’sclosed.”

“Givemeabresk.”

“Youdidn't pay mefor thelast opinion.”

“I thought that was afreebie!”

“Jazz, Jazz...| don't give freebiesand you know it.”

“Fine, I'll pay you thistime. Double.”

Silence. He hung up. Jazz waited for afew seconds, and smiled asthe grimy garage door afew yards
down the street began rattling dowly up.

As soon as her car passed under it, the door reversed course and began jerking and clattering back
down again. Manny didn’t like open doors. “Who'sManny?’ Lucia asked. She didn’t sound bothered,
for which Jazz had to give her points. If the Situation had been reversed, Jazz was pretty sure she'd have
been firing off questions every ten seconds and jumping at every noise.

“Oldfriend,” Jazz said, which didn’t redlly answer anything, and killed the engine. She kept the headlights
running, bathing the big concrete room in white light. The few spotlights were feeble and far between.
Manny aso wasn't big on paying eectric bills.

She got out of the car, leaned againgt the cool metd and waited with her amsfolded. The car shifted as
Luciagot out on the other side.

“What now?’
“Wewait,” Jazz said. “Oh, and keep your hands where he can see them. He salittle twitchy.”
“Twitchy?’ Luciaechoed grimly. “Wonderful. | dready like your friend.”

“Trust me. When someone' s out to get you, the best friend you can have is a paranoid nutcase with
sills”

“Amento that,” said adry, raspy voice out of the shadows. “Y ou know the rules, Jazz. Weapons on the
ground.”

She spread her jacket. “No weapons.”
“Y ou've gotta be kidding me.”
“Not.”

“Then who are you and what have you done with Jazz Callender?’ He sounded amused for asecond,
and then hisraspy voice turned serious. “1 mean it. Knives, batons, tasers—everything on the ground, or
| turn around and walk.”

“Manny, | got nothing. We came from the airport, for God's sake. Y ou don't run around armed there, in
case you missed the events of the last few years.”



Manny edged out of the shadows. He was abig man, not very clean, with agreasy tangle of black hair
that he kept cut above too-large ears. Muddy green eyesthat with alittle polish would have knocked a
girl dead, but when combined with his unattractive persona grooming habits, a perpetud dump to his
broad shoulders, and a habit of flinching from loud noises...no, Manny wasn't exactly prime date
meaterid.

Not that Jazz wasin the market.

Manny was watching Lucia “What about her?” he asked, and pointed. Jazz wasn't exactly a makeover
fan, but even she winced from the state of his cuticles. “ She armed?”

“She,” Luciasaid with absolute precision as she took off her sunglasses, “is aways armed. So you can
just assume that and move on.”

Manny was aready shaking his head, violently. “No, no, no, Jazz, you know | don’t do—I don't
let—no, no, no—"

“Hold on.” She shot Luciaalook. Luciatilted her head and gave her oneright back, and this one clearly
said I’'m not giving it up for your paranoid weirdo friend. Jazz lowered her voice and waked around to
talk to her. “Manny’salittle freaky, but he’ sagood guy. Plus, this building has the best security inthe
city. Hebuilt it himself. HE sredly good at it. But he' sgot quirks, okay?Y ou need to cut him alittle
dack.”

“Why do we need him?’

“Because | say wedo,” Jazz said. Simple. “Y ou can either trust me about this, or we can get in the car,
drive out, and go our separate ways. Y our choice.”

Lucid sdark eyes studied her for severd long seconds, and then those eegantly outlined lips curved into
agmile. “All right,” she said, and reached to her back with one hand.

Gun. Damn, Luciahad agun. It wasasmal one, a.22 automatic, combat black. “How the hell did you
et that through airport security?”

“I didn't,” shereplied, and put theweight of it into Jazz's hand. “I sent it ahead to a courier and had him
bring it. | pamed it on the way out of baggage claim from the man with the briefcase.”

Jazz hadn't even noticed aman with a briefcase, except as part of the general wallpaper. There must
have been a hundred fitting that description. She blinked, the weight of the gun heavy and warm in her
palm, and then nodded asif she'd known that al along. Not that Lucia appeared fooled, considering her
amile. “Uh-huh. Anything else?’

“Searchme,” Luciainvited, and spread her arms.

“Oh, thisisn't going to be that kind of relationship, believe me.” Jazz bent over and put the gun on the
ground, then held up both handsin the air and raised her voice for Manny. “Y o! Gun on the ground!
We re cool now, right?’

Manny was dithering, half in shadow, haf in the whitewash of the car headlights. Clearly spooked. “I
don’t know, Jazz...you know | don't likeit when you bring strangers...”

“She' snot astranger,” shelied. “Look, Manny, you do thisfor me and you get afree lunch. Plusthe
usud fee”



He stared at her for along, long moment. “I don’t do crimind. Y ou know that.”
“It'snot acrimind case, Manny.”
“No murders. No rapes. No violent crimes.”

“It'smaybefraud, and that’samaybe.” She was serioudy stretching the truth, and saw Luciawatching
her with dightly raised eyebrows. “Y ou won't need to do anything but give me results. No depositions.
Noftrias”

He swallowed, wiped his sweaty face with his grimy deeve and nodded. “ Y eah, okay,” he agreed. “But
only becauseit' syou, dl right? Follow me, ladies”

Luciagtarted to pick up the gun. Jazz kicked it under the car with askitter of metal on concrete, then
reached through the window to shut off the headlights. Darkness closed in around them.

“Y ou don't want to do that,” she said. “Really. Y ou don’t. Manny may look like some squirrelly little
pushover. Heisn't.”

They followed Manny to the Sairs.

Upgtairswas adifferent world. Thisdidn’'t come as a shock to Jazz, but she saw it register on Luciaas
Manny keyed a code into alock and opened the door at the top of the stairs.

Because beyond was a Sate-of -the-art science lab, segmented by movable clear glass partitions. Beyond
that was athick lesther couch and widescreen HDTV that doubled as Manny’ sliving area. Green
hospita curtains hung on suspended rods hid the open-forum bathroom—uwhich, Jazz had cause to
know, was an interior designer’ swet dream of gleaming marble, Jacuzzi tub and spa shower—and the
bedroom, which she’ d only glimpsed but looked good enough that if she lived here, she’ d never get out
of bed. Manny shooed them away from the lab part of the room and toward the living room. He combed
fingersthrough his disordered hair and avoided their eyes.

“Um, yeah, sorry, | don’'t get alot of—visitors—st. Sit down.” He moved newspapers and piled them
on aglass sdetable, then picked up the remote control and clicked the TV to some high-definition
channdl doing atravel ogue of China. No sound. “ So. Um, tell me what you want. Oh, and hi, by the way.
I’'m Manny.”

That last went to Lucia, who was standing, staring in bemusement. Jazz patted the couch. Lucia sank
down gracefully, handsin her lap. Studying Manny like anew and dien life-form.

“ThisisLucia” Jazz sad. “I’ ve got two documents for you, plus envelopes. | want the full ride.
Everything you can giveme.”

Manny couldn’t seem to tear his attention away from Lucia. Apparently, his hormonesweren’t dead.
“Takestime,” Manny said.

“l know it does.”

“Also, the full ride doesn’t come cheap. And hey, I'm only saying that because, you know, I’ ve got to
pay for upkeep around here, supplies, Suff...”

Jazz winced insde, but smiled and nodded. “How much?”’



“Two documents? Three grand. That includes my time and materias, by the way. Plus, you get to, um,
gay hereif you want. Wait on the results.”

Hote Manny. He did have a nice place—scrupul oudy clean—Dbut she could see Luciawas starting to
wish she' d crawled under the car to retrieve the gun. “ That’ s anice gesture, but how about if we come
back later? Y ou call me when you' re ready with the results?’

“Um...sure” Manny gstared at her with hisdightly off-kilter eyes. “ Jazz?’
“Yeah?

“Isthisabout Mac?’

“No. It's not about Mac.”

“’Causeyou know I'd do it for free if—"

“It'snot about Mac. But I'll tell him.” Ben McCarthy, she knew, would shake hishead and roll his eyes,
but he' d appreciate it somewhere degp down. Manny was atwitch, but he was an honest one. In some
ways, he was aso the bravest guy she' d ever met.

Shetook the plastic bag out of her jacket and handed over her letter; Luciadid the same. Manny raised
the evidence bags, thick eyebrows going up, and stared at Jazz through the plastic. “You' re sureit isn’'t
murder or something?’ Cause I’ m getting aweird vibe.”

“I’'m not a cop anymore, you know that.”
“Yeah, well...dill. It looks hinky, Jazz. There' sblood.”

“Theat falls under the heading of bar mayhem, not murder. Two guystried to start something with me.
They'll live”

“But you want DNA profile on the blood, right?’

“I want every scrap of information you can pull off of either one of those, right? Everything.”
Manny nodded. “Okay. Everything.”

“Got any ideahow long...?”

“Twenty-four hours.”

“Y ou're not outsourcing, right?’

“Everything getsdone here,” he said, and gave her an dmaost charming grin. “ Jeez, grow up. Who would
| trust?’

It was aredlly good point. “Cdl me.”
Chapter 3

L uciakept slent adl the way back down the steps. Without being asked, Jazz got on her hands and
knees and fished the gun out from under the car.

“Thanks,” Luciasaid, and returned it to the pancake holster behind her back.



“Y eah, well, you' rewearing anice suit.” Jazz shrugged. 1 don’t figure my jeanswill suffer from alittle
contact with the concrete.”

Oncethey were in the sedan again, the meta door cranked up like a castle gate, dlowing them to exit
into the bright morning air.

“Sowhat,” Luciaasked with absolutely precision, “the hell wasthat?’

“That isManny Glickman.” Jazz pretended to concentrate on the flow of commuter traffic, which wasn't
too much of agtretch—K.C., like most semilarge cities, was hell in the morning rush hour. She wastrying
to decide what to share. “ Used to be the go-to guy at Quantico for the big cases after the shakeup of the
lab, you remember the scanda over the evidence problems—"

Lucianodded, eyesfixed on the cars around them. Sweeping the street for surveillance.

“Anyway, he went through a bad patch. Started private practice a couple of years ago, after he got out
of the hospital. Most of the P.I.sand lawyers use him, or try to, but he won't do any cases with violent
crime dements”

“Soundslike he slimiting his business pretty severdly.”

“Yeah. But he' sgot money, and he doesn’t want to go back into that world.” Jazz shrugged. “Doesn’'t
matter. He' Il get uswhat we need. Manny’ s hell on wheelswhen it comesto evidence.”

Luciathought about that for afew seconds, and then turned her head to look straight at her. Sunlight
flashed between the buildings and painted her skin in strobing flashes of gold. “What happened to him?
Redly?’

“Redly?’ Jazz made up her mind in asplit second. There were few people she told about Manny—the
real story—out of respect for his privacy, but she couldn’'t start out with lying, not to Lucia. She' d know.
“Hewas buried for amost forty-two hoursin ablack box eight feet under the ground, with nothing but
some oxygen tanks to keep him dive, and a continuous loop recording playing the sound of thekiller's
previous victim being tortured. That kind of thing will take al the fizz out of aperson.”

Luciaunderstood immediately, it was dl over her face. A deep, sad appreciation for everything Jazz
didn't say about that orded. “Did you find him?’

“No,” Jazz said softly. “No, | was across town, interrogating the suspect. My partner found the spot. He
and two FBI agents dug Manny up.”

“My God,” Luciamurmured. “Did you know him?’

“Not then. He was a case file shipped down to us. | met him when he woke up in the hospitd.” She'd
never forget that bloodied, dirt-caked figure. Shaking. Weeping. The FBI agents turning away while Ben
McCarthy pulled up achair and took one of thosefilthy hands, nodding for her to hold the other. Holding
Manny in theworld.

“It wasrelated to an investigation.” Luciadidn’t make it aquestion. “ Something Manny was working on.”

“Serid killer,” Jazz agreed. “ Just our blind luck he decided to dump Manny in Kansas City. Hewasa
coadt-to-coast, equal-opportunity son of abitch. Weal got lucky. Me, Manny, Ben...”

Luciadidn’t ask about Ben. No doubt she knew everything there was to know on that subject aready,
had made up her mind asto Ben'sguilt or innocence.



“Anyway...now Manny’safriend,” Jazz finished awkwardly. “And if he' stwitchy, well, hell, you'd be
twitchy too after that. But he does his best. He gets by.”

“And three thousand dollars?'Y ou’ ve got that amount of money lying around to pay him?’ Luciawasn't
being insulting, just matter-of-fact. She' d done her research, Jazz knew that. Luciaknew her finances,
down to the penny that was breathing its last gasp in Jazz' s bank account.

“No,” Jazz said. “But I'll getit.” She sounded confident.

Luciathrew her an interested ook but didn’t ask.

If therewas atail on them, it was good enough that neither Jazz nor Lucia spotted it. Just in case, Jazz
did some acrobatics on the freeway, taking 1-435, then I-70 toward St. Louis through Independence
before looping back home. “Y ou know, they have to know whereyou live,” Luciapointed out. “Don’'t
you think this cloak-and-dagger businessisalittle over the top?’

“No,” Jazz said shortly, and felt ablush high in her cheeks. Dammit. Luciamade her fed like some
unschooled hick, which shewasn’t. She' d been one of the youngest, most highly decorated detectives
ever in KCPD. She'd trained with the FBI a Quantico. Shewasn't an idiot. Okay, maybe shewasn't up
on internationd terrorism and proper spy etiquette, but dammit, she wastrying.

Lucialetit go. “Your gasto burn.” She shrugged and tapped her fingernails on the window glass. “If your
lawyer was sincere, and if these letters mean what they say, what does that tell us? What are we going to
do, inthat case?’ Lucia sdark eyesturned toward her. Jazz didn’t take her attention off the road. “Are
you tempted to accept?’

“Hdl, yes, I'm tempted. That'sahundred grand you' re talking about, not to mention the time and
resources to devote to clearing my partner’ s name. And an actua job would be agood thing, for the
sake of my apartment rent, not to mention the gas-burning you' re so concerned about.” Jazz blew out her
breath in anirritated Sgh. “But you' re probably not into thisthing, are you?’

“What makesyou say that?’

“Oh, comeon. Y ou fly in from some supersecret mission looking like you dressed out of aBond girl’s
closet. You're so hooked up that you can score agun without leaving the airport, for God' s sake. Why
would you tie yoursalf down with a partner? Particularly one that isn’t, you know, al spy-worthy?”

Luciablinked dowly. “When you put it that way,” she murmured, “it’' savery good question.”
“Yeah. Well.” Somehow, thisdidn’t fed likeavictory.

“Y ou don’t know anything about me,” the other woman said. “Yes, | have ajob. | have a decent
wardrobe. | have resources. That doesn’t mean—" She shook her head, frowning. “ That doesn’t mean
I"'m not trapped, Jazz. Or that | don’t want out of the placel’min.”

Shedidn’t say anything else. Unsure how to takeit, Jazz didn't push things.
Sherolled up to her apartment building, cruising at anorma speed, and said, “ See anything interesting?’
“No.”

“Y egh, me neither. Don't you think that’ sinteresting, in itself?”



No sounds or movement, al the way to her gpartment. Jazz motioned Luciaaway and took the
lock-and-handle side of the door. She dotted the key into the dead bolt at arm’ s length, staying well out
of range if anybody decided to put a bullet through the door itself.

Nothing. Luciawatched as the door swung open, then snapped her gun up into an effortlessy graceful
firing position and flowed forward, shouldering the door flat againgt the wall with a soft bump. The speed
with which she checked and dismissed blind corners was incredible. Jazz shut the door and dead-bolted
it again, then went to the gun safe in the corner and keyed it open.

Thefamiliar weight of her H & K nine-millimeter pistol felt cool and heavy, weighing her down, grounding
her againgt that feding of having been blown off course by the day’ s events.

Luciastopped appraising the room from atactica point of view long enough to say, “1 like your tastein
colors”

“You d betheonly one, then,” Jazz smiled. The rug was olive green, the furniture a throwback to the
worst of the seventies—dull oranges and duller golds, atruly obnoxious plaid that somehow captured dl
three colors plusamuddy brown for variety. She'd finished it off with akitschy velvet painting of a
matador and a print of one of Dali’ slesser works from his conquistador period.

“| was being polite,” Luciasaid, and ran her fingers over the gold armchair’ s back. “Possibly even
sarcadtic. Tell methe place came furnished.”

“Nope, it' sal mine. However, in salf-defense, | did have to match the carpet. Thiswas the best | could
manage.”

“Plus,” Luciasaid thoughtfully, “it makes people think you have no sophigtication. Whichisal part of
your persona, isn't it?’

That came as ashock. Not a pleasant one. “What?’

“You, Jazz, arealie. A subtle one. It probably works very well for you. Under al that ragged hair and
frumpy clothes, you' re good-looking. Y ou could make this place look sophisticated—you deliberately
choose not to. | think you like having people underestimate you.”

Jazz blinked, nonplussed. “That’ saload of crap.”

“Yeah?' Lucid s carefully shaped eyebrowsrose and fdll. “My specidty isin controlling perceptions. | do
it conscioudy. | have to take command in a psychological way when | enter asituation. | haveto make
people believe that I'm capable of anything and everything to avoid afight.”

“You don't strike me asthe kind to avoid afight.”

“My point exactly,” Luciasaid, and smiled. “I’m not nearly as strong as you are, Jazz. It' s better for meif
| can avoid the fight instead of taking things head-on. Not that | can’t winif I’m pushed, but | can’'t do it
farly, likeyou can. | fight dirty, and | try not to fight &t al. Like most women, actudly.”

Jazz cocked her head, trying to get dl that through her head; she knew, intellectudly, what Luciawas
saying, but she'd grown up fighting just as hard as her brother, and the ideathat most women weren't
wired that way....it had ways thrown her off. She’ d blamed it on wussy girl attitudes about not mussing
their hair or bresking anail, but she had to admit, there was nothing wussy about Lucia. And shedidn’t
srike Jazz as somebody who admitted to shortcomings just for the hell of it, either.

“Okay.” Jazz shrugged. “So maybe | like to sucker peoplein. You liketo intimidate them into avoiding a



fight. We can agreeto disagree.”

“Actudly,” Luciasaid, and picked up a particularly hideous ceramic bull getting ready to gore agaudily
gilded matador, “looking at this, for thefirst time, | believe we have something we can use to form asolid
partnership.”

“Because of my amazingly bad taste?’

“ Strengths and weaknesses,” Luciasaid, and put the bull back inits place. “We complement each other.
Also, | likeyour sense of humor.”

“How do you know | have one?’
“Thebull.” Luciagmiled. “It' sanatomicaly correct.”

“Y ou should see the matador in the bedroom.”

“It' I be twenty-four hours before Manny gets back to us,” Jazz said about ahalf hour later. “Y ou want to
Stay?’

Lucia, who was sipping coffee from aplain black mug and watching low-playing CNN onthe TV, said,

“Why?

“Why not?I’d say you might have cats to feed back home, but women like you don’t have cats,” Jazz
said, and made kissy noises at Mooch, who was peeking around the corner of the bedroom door. He
froze, ditted green eyeswide in his smushed-in fluffy face, and darted back out of sght. “Women like
you have, oh, fish. Colorful ones.”

“I might be adog person.”
“Theonly anima you d keep on aleash isaboyfriend.”

Lucialaughed. It had anice sound, easy and unsdfconscious, and Jazz found herself smiling in return.
“Mira, have you been through my closet? | thought I’d put al the lesther away where nobody else could
findit”

“Aml| right?

“About the boyfriend?’ Luciatill sounded on the verge of laughter.
“About the pets.”

She nodded. “Too much trouble. | travel.”

“ S0, you can stay another day.”

“Actudly, | wasthinking that the two of us might want to use the waiting time productively,” Luciasaid,
and finished her coffeein three gulps. “How do you fed about taking aflight this afternoon to New
York?

“To see Borden.”

“ YS”



She had to admit, she felt alittle tug in her guts at the thought. Good tug? Bad? Not sure. But then she
felt awave of frugtration roll over her. “Not possible”

“Why not?’

God, she was going to hate admitting this. “I’m tapped. I’ ve got no cash, and I’'m aready on the hook
with Manny for three grand. I’ d better not. Y ou can go on, if you want to, and et me know what you
think of the setup.”

“I' have hdf amillion frequent-flyer milesin my account,” Luciasad.

Jazz, openmouthed, just stared at her for so long that she was sure she was starting to look like the hick
Luciamade her fed. “Oh,” shefindly said. “Right. And you' d buy me aticket with—"

[13 YS”
“You' resure?’

Luciarolled her eyesin exasperation. “I wouldn't have mentioned it if | didn’'t mean it. Of coursel’m
sure. Also, the three thousand for Manny? If thisworks out, you can pay it from the hundred thousand. If
not, I'll cover it. Cdl it an investigative expense. Believe me, | won't missit.”

Mooch abruptly left the shelter of the doorway and stalked over the carpet to stand directly in front of
Lucia, tail high, back arched. Staring.

She stared back.
Mooch let out avelvet-soft purr and rubbed his head against her black pant leg, leaving atrail of gray.

“I think helikesyou,” Jazz said, and grinned at Lucia sexpression. “All right. I'll go with you to New
York.”

Luciadghed. “Firg, find mealint brush.”

Lucialeft her .22 in the gun safe, dong with Jazz' s nine-millimeter, and Jazz took about ten minutes to
pack. She spent three minutes of that in the bathroom, staring at her reflection, frowning. Maybe Lucia
was right. Maybe she’ d been deliberatdly cultivating this unkempt look instead of just failing to spend
time and money on something she d dways considered frivolous. And maybe Luciawasright, thet it
would serve the two of them well to be mismatched.

Maybe.

But she had a sudden impulseto clean hersdf up alittle, for Lawyer Borden. Stupid. He' s not adate,
he'sa...awhat? A witness? A suspect? Suspected of what, exactly?

It was too complicated and cloudy to work through. She shoved essentialsinto a ditty bag, hesitated, and
fumbled in the surplus-stuff drawer for perfume. People were dways giving her perfume, most of it sickly
sweet and horrible, and she' d dways made a point of keeping hersdlf fragrance-free on assgnments. Bad
guys had noses, too. Y ou couldn’t exactly get away with playing a homeesswoman if you reeked of
Obsession.

She compromised with two tiny dabs of some red variant of Poison given to her two Christmases ago by
Ben...it had awarm feding to it. Made her fed, well, feminine. She tossed the bottle into the ditty bag



and zipped it closed, then added that to the small carry-on bag that held exactly two changes of clothes,
both casual. One more than she’ d need, but she liked being prepared.

Luciawas examining her CD collection when she came back, ready to depart. She held up onefor
ingpection and said, “I never would have thought you liked Beethoven.”

“Hey, I'm down with Metallica, too,” Jazz said. “I’ ve got layers. Let’smove. We ve got two hours
before theflight.”

Nobody followed them. Nobody Jazz could spot, anyway. Without discussion, Luciakept scanning
crowds once they’ d reached the airport, even while giving rote answers to the security questions and
submitting to awand scan and bag search. Jazz was passed through without a second glance. She
waited, checking her watch, as L ucia patiently underwent the security process and finally ducked through
the crowd to join her. They took off at ajog for the far end of the terminal.

“What was that about?’ Jazz asked. Lucialooked at her, unsmiling. There was aglitter in her dark eyes.
“Think about it,” shesaid. “You'reblond and pink. I'm not.”
“Racid profiling s—’

“Illegd, yes, but you d be amazed how many random searches| turn up on,” Luciareplied. Her voice
sounded tight. “I'm lucky I’ ve got federd credentials. Asmuch as| trave, this could get to be ared
problem.”

Theflight wasfull. The vast mgjority of travelers were sour-faced bus nesspeople with more bags under
their eyesthan in the overhead compartments. She and L ucia had wing seats, midcabin, next to an
emergency exit. Jazz didn’t think it was luck. Lucia seemed to think about these kinds of things.

They chatted about light stuff during the inevitable delay and the bumpy takeoff. ..family, to sart. Lucia
had none to speak of beyond an aunt in Spain who didn’t approve of her. They moved on to favorite
movies and bad dates. Jazz didn’t have alot to offer on the dating story front, although she was hell on
whed swith the movies. She was content to listen to L ucia spinning stories, after awhile.

“Chefsarethewordt,” Luciawas saying, asthe planeleveled out its climb for therelatively short arc to
New York City. “Never marry achef.”

Thiswasanove sort of idea. “Y ou' rekidding, right? Don't marry aguy who can actually cook?’

“That' stheir day job. Sure, they can cook. And while they’ retrying to impress you and charm you into
bed, it's creme anglaise and shrimp soufflé, but after that, it’sal too much work for them. You'll never
get anything right, and you can’t go out to dinner with them, either. Everything’ sareview. The soup’ stoo
thin, the meat’ s too tough, the dessert’ s not served hot enough.” She shook her head and flipped pagesin
the Cosmo she' d retrieved from the magazine rack. “ And God forbid you shouldn’t ever care for
something they create. There slessdramaon HBO.”

“Did you marry him?’ Jazz asked.

“Hmm?’ Lucialifted her eyesfrom contemplation of the Fall Fashion Lineup. “Miche? Oh, no. Hewould
have been adisaster as ahusband. He never met ahostesshe didn't grest, if you know what | mean.”
Those dark eyes appraised her for acop’s hard second. “How about you?’

“Hey, | can promiseyou | never greeted Michd. Hell, | don’t even know any man French enough to be
named Michd.”



“I mean—"
“I'm clear on your meaning,” Jazz said. “You'retrying to find out if I'm gay.”
Luciablinked. “No...I was actudly wondering if you and Ben McCarthy...?’

Sore subject. Jazz swallowed and fixed her gaze on the beverage cart dowly trundling itsway down the
narrow aidetoward them. Shefdt like adrink, early morning or not. Maybe she could get away with
something disguised as hedthy, like amimosa. “None of your business,” she said. It sounded hard and
cold.

Luciastared at her for along second, then went back to her magazine.
Sex, and Ben McCarthy. Jazz sighed, leaned her head against the backrest and closed her eyes.

Maybe, with the help of the mimosa, she could deep the rest of the way to the city, without dreams.

JFK felt crowded, breathless and allittle grubby. Lucialed Jazz past baggage claim and toward the
outsde, where New Y ork was having afabuloud y—probably unexpectedly—golden day.

She dowed in her stride before they reached the doors.

“What?" Jazz asked. She was dready dert, but Lucia s changein body language elevated it asharp
notch to outright paranoia.

Luciajerked her chin sharply. “Look.”

A uniformed chauffeur, cap under hisarm, was holding up an erasable board on which were written in
block lettersthe namesMS. GARZA/MS. CALLENDER. Hewasatall guy, long in the torso and wide
in the shoulders, probably pumped under the well-tailored coat. A burr haircut, light blond heading
toward gray. Eyesto match. Ex-Marine, Jazz would have said, straight out of Central Casting.

“My ID,” he said, and produced apicture ID card with watermarking and some kind of fancy
holography on it, with the bold logo of Gabriel, Pike & Laskins, LLP under the lamination. “ Can’t betoo
careful these days. May | seeyours, please?’ He held out his hand. Luciawordlessly produced her ID.
Jazz fumbled hers out asecond later, watched him scrutinize the postage-stamp picture and then turn
those laser-beam eyes on her. She revised her estimate of his rank upward to drill sergeant. “Nice flight?’

“Fabulous,” Luciasaid. “1 didn’t arrange for ground transportation.”

The Marine settled the cap back on his head, adjusted it to his exacting specifications and nodded. “No,
ma am. Thefirm arranged for it.” He reached out and took their bags with the proprietary air of aman
who never expected to be refused. Jazz let him do it, though her impulse was to stiff-arm him and snarl
Back off in her most intimidating voice. She restrained it mainly because she knew picking afight with this
man was't just stupid, it was damn near suicidal, and besides, he hadn't done anything.

Yet.

She looked over at Lucia, who had arueful half smile on her face. “| made an gppointment,” she said,
“with Borden. Apparently, he' sathoughtful guy.”

“Apparently,” Jazz agreed. They fell in behind the Marine, who marched them through the doorsand to a
black Town Car idling at the curb with a cop standing guard. The Marine nodded to him as he stowed



the bags in the copious trunk, and the cop nodded back, and then they were on the way.

The Marine drove along a scenic route, but Jazz couldn’t follow it; she' d never been to New Y ork City
before, and the scae of it overwhemed her. Picturesdidn’t doit justice, redlly. Buildings loomed
impossibly tall, not just one or two, but dozens, al jammed together. The patch of sky overhead looked
pale and on the verge of disappearing atogether.

Luciahad out some kind of computerized persond organizer and was making notes, ignoring the scenery.
Jazz doubted it was her firgt trip to the city. She could probably give the Marine helpful tips on shortcuts.

Threetraffic jams and one near-crash later, they pulled in at the curb, and the Marine unpacked their
gear onto the sdewalk. He touched the brim of his cap and refused Lucid s offer of atip. “ The firm pays
mevery well,” he said, and handed them each a bag. “ Forty-fifth floor. Mr. Borden is expecting you.”

Jazz craned her head back as the car whispered away from the curb, back into traffic. The building
soared in stacked tiers, each one smaller than the last, like some very angular wedding cake. The
polished brass number over the revolving doors read 6716, but she had no ideawhat street they were
on.

Luciawas dready on the move, shouldering through the rotating glass. Jazz followed.

Beyond, the lobby was smal and chilly, with some leather armchairs and throw rugs near one corner and
areception desk dl in marble at the other, near amassive elevator bank. Three people were behind the
desk. The woman gave them awarm smile. The two security men gave them blank, appraising stares.

“Hereto see James Borden at Gabrid, Pike & Lasking,” Luciasaid. “We have an appointment.”

They had to produce ID again, but it wasfairly painless, and one of the security guys detailed himsdlf to
escort them up. Foor forty-five required akey card. He used hisand stood in silence, hands at his sides,
watching as the floor count moved in red dots on the readout. Around the thirtieth floor Jazz had to pop
her ears. That was the only excitement.

The devator doors opened onto what surely must have been alawyerly version of Shangri-la. They
stepped out onto amassive marble deck facing a huge bank of floor-to-ceiling windows with a
gpectacular view of the Manhattan skyline,

“May | hdpyou?’

The voice was, somewhat to Jazz' s surprise, ahoneyed Southern drawl. Once her eyes got past the
shock of the view outside, she focused on the reception desk |ocated over to the Side, next to ablack
wall of stonewith anear-slent curtain of water wavering over it. Another perfectly made-up woman, this
one deserving the cover of Elle a the very least. Brunette, brown eyes, asmile that looked collagen
enhanced even if it was't.

If Luciawasintimidated by the competition for the I’ m-the-Most-Beautiful-Girl-in-the-Room award, she
didn’t show it; she gave Reception Goddess awarm smile and produced ID for the third timein an hour.
Jazz followed suit. “ James Borden' s expecting us,” Jazz added, before Luciacould blurt it out. It felt
good to take charge, even in this petty little area.

“Ah,” the woman said, and touched buttons on some hidden console behind the marble counter. “He's
on hisway. Please have a seat.”

Jazz eyed the chairs, which looked modern, uncomfortable to Sit in and impossible to get out of, and
decided to disobey. She paced restlessly, examining bromeliads and exotic flowers. Thiswasthe kind of



place that had fresh arrangements delivered every day, just for the effect. Lucia settled on a hard-looking
couch, looking poised and deadly.

1] \Hzf?1

Sheturned at the familiar sound of James Borden’ s voice, and paused, blinking. If it hadn’t been for the
voice, and the warmth he put into the sound of her name, she wouldn’t have even known him. He was
wearing aflawlesdy tailored double-breasted blue suit, something with just enough of asheentothe
fabric to makeit look rich instead of cheap. A turquoise-bluetie with subtle dark gold flecks. A crisp,
blindly white shirt. A single gold stud in his ear, which these days she supposed qudified as corporately
daring.

His dark hair was combed down, no longer gelled into spikes, and looked. ..conservative. A little too
long, maybe, but good.

She focused on his dark brown eyes and got aflash of degp-seated warmth, then remembered her
manners and stepped forward to take his hand in afirm shake. “Counsdor,” she said. “Nice suit.”

He grimaced. “Y egh, the judges seem to likeit. You dl right?” He waslooking at her too closdly, holding
her hand alittle too long. She didn’t know whether it wasflattering or insulting.

“Fine” shesad, and pulled away. “ Thisis—"

“LuciaGarza,” hefinished, and did the handshake thing again. Luciawastdl enoughto look himinthe
eye, and her smilewas a |east twice aswinsome as it needed to be. But maybe she wasjust
overpowered by the suit, which Jazz had to admit was pretty damn fine. “I’'m glad to meet you.”

“We have questions,” Luciasaid, till with that winsome smile, and no softnessat dl in her eyes.
“Yes” Borden said, and glanced from her to Jazz. “| figured you might. Please, follow me.”

Heled them down ashalow flight of airsthrough what looked like ameditation garden, with stone
benches and mannered vegetation and aZen sand pool in the center.

They waked aong adark wood corridor, with spotlit portraits of old men and afew old women who
must have been former partners of the firm. At about the halfway point, Borden opened up adoor with
one of those diding namepl ates that read James Borden, Esg. Insde, a perky young woman in ashort
red suit was bustling around a hissing espresso machine. She had pixie-cut dark hair and agap in her two
front teeth, which made her look like a cheerful urchinfor al her polish and gloss.

“Coffee, boss, yeah, I'm dl over it,” she said, and waved ahand at the machine. He gave her a
thumbs-up and opened the inner office door.

Standard lawyer office, sraight off of amovie set. A massive dark desk, a green-shaded banker’ slamp,
executive pen-and-pencil set, framed diplomas on thewall. Law books, ranked according to color and
sze. Two vidtor chairs, big and leather in amanly dark green. Jazz sat at Borden' s gesture and noted
that Lucia settled comfortably, legs crossed, chin down as she watched Borden move around the room.
Jazz, as usua, was antsy. She wanted to pace, but she controlled the impulse to alight tap of her fingers
againg her leg.

Borden perched on the corner of the desk, not behind it. “ Sorry you came all thisway,” hesaid. “There's
nothing | couldn’t tell you over the phone just aseesily.”



“I liketo do my dedlsface-to-face. Less chance of ... misunderstandings,” Luciasaid pleasantly, asif she
hadn’t just implied, oh, aworld of things. “Nice offices. Crimind practice?’

“Not redly. We have two crimina attorneys on staff, and one’ safull partner, but we specidizein tax and
corporate law,” Borden said. “I"ve never taken on acriminal casein my life” Hemadeit sound likea
failing. “Not redly cut out for it.”

“No?’ Lucialet her head fdl to one side, watching him. “Why not?’

“If you want to practice crimind law, you end up spending alot of timewith criminals,” Borden said, and
shrugged. “Not redlly my thing.”

“I’m sure associating with corporate polluters and tax dodgersis much better,” Luciaagreed. “How did
you get my résumé, Mr. Borden?’

“James,” he said, and flicked his eyestoward the door asit opened. “ Coffee?’

The assstant—Pansy? Did anybody really name girls Pansy anymore?—entered burdened by ablack
lacquer tray, and passed out ddlicate little cups of espresso. Jazz sipped and thought her veinswould
explode. The stuff waslike black oil. She knew she was making bitter-coffee face and set the saucer and
cup aside on asmall octagonal table. Borden didn’'t even try to drink his.

“I repeat the question,” Lucia said once Pansy had withdrawn. “My résumé. How did you get it?’

“It was provided to me,” Borden said, and held up a hand to stop her from going on. “1 can’t tell you,
Ms. Garza. I'm sorry. If | had to guess, I'd say that it was passed aong from within the FBI, but that’s
just aguess.”

“Y ou use information without knowing its source?’

Borden sent Jazz alook. Not quite a plea, more of an assessment, trying to see where she stood in dl
this. “| trust the source. HE svery reliable.”

Lucia seyebrows indicated sarcastic doubt. Jazz drummed her fingers on leather, and said, “Y eah, okay,
fine. Y ou got the résumé from afile clerk at Quantico. Let’ stalk about this ded you' re offering.”

Borden straightened up and met her eyesagain. 1t ssmple enough. Theinitid funding, pluswe pay five
thousand per case you take for us. Do you want to review the partnership agreement?’

“No, I want you to explain to me whose money isfunding this,” she said. “ Or there€ sno dedl.”

Borden let severd dry ticks of hismantd clock go by, then did off the edge of his desk and went behind
it to open adrawer. “Y ou know the check isvalid,” he said. “Y ou verified that with the bank.”

“Yeah, | did. | know it'sdrawn on your corporate account. | aso know that no law firm in the world
fronts money for its clients without a damn good reason. Y ou specidizein tax cases, right? Trying to hide
some money the feds want to confiscate? Thisisal some bullshit designed to get the two of usto take
the heat as accessories. Somebody wants us brought down.”

Luciaflicked her an unreadable look. Borden let out adow, aggrieved breath. “Look, I’m not saying
nobody’ s out to get you. I’ m sure that between the two of you, you might have charmed your way into a
few...trouble spots. But thisisalegitimate ded, offered legitimately. I’ m an attorney. Believeit or not, |
take my fiduciary respongbilities serioudy.”



Lucia smock surprisewasredly too funny. “An honest lawyer? Now you redlly are making me
suspicious, Mr. Borden.”

He looked from one of them to the other, brown eyes bright. “Y ou two really were separated at birth,
did you know that?’ Borden reached into the drawer, pulled out athick manilafolder and did it across
the highly polished surface. He had lovely long fingers, Jazz noticed againgt her will. Well manicured. No
wedding ring, and no Sgn there' d ever been one.

“I'll leave you to look it over,” hesaid. “I’ ve got ameeting down the hall. Back in about thirty minutes.
Oh, don't try to walk out with any loose change or files or anything, Pansy’ stougher than she looks.”

He left them without a backward glance. Jazz knew her eyebrows were soaring, and her lips compressed
againg alaugh. She caught the same glitter in Lucid seyes.

“Wadl,” Luciasaid in the sllence after the door had clicked shut, “he'snot what | expected.”
“Tdler?’

“Smarter.” She edged her chair closer to the desk and reached for the folder. “ Oddly, that does not
make me fed better about this.”

Thefolder contained loads of lega paperwork about the partnership. Jazz blurred out after a couple of
pages, but she was pretty expert in shaking wheet from chaff, when it cameto legd papers, and flipped
through the thick sheaf until she found what she waslooking for.

“Looks like the money’ s coming from a nonprofit organization called the Cross Society,” she said, and
scooted over to give Luciaalean-inonit.

“A rdigiousthing?’ Luciahooked slky black hair back over her ear.
“Um...noidea, actudly. Why. Areyou azedlot?

“I'mrdigious, I'm not actudly militant.” Luciashrugged. “Y ou?’
“Definerdigious”

Luciagave her awarm, quick smile. “And that answers my question. So, what do we know about
them?’

“Not adamn thing.” Jazz flipped through the rest of the paperwork. “ Addressis care of thelaw firm. |
don’t see anything elseto go on.”

“Ah.” Lucianodded, and went around Borden’ s desk to test the drawers. Locked. She reached into her
neet little designer purse, came out with lock picksin azippered leather case, and set to work. It took
her about ten seconds flat to open up the file drawer and start flipping through. “Hmm, he worksfor
some interesting people—do you want to know about Donad Trump?—never mind, hereitis. The
Cross Society.”

She pulled out afairly massive-looking folder and spread it open on the blotter, on top of the partnership
paperwork. Jazz came around to take alook as Lucia s elegant fingers fluttered pages.

“Here. Not reigious, apparently. The Cross Society isanonprofit organi zation established seven years
ago with amandate to research time, physicsand causdlity.”

“What the hell is causdlity?” Jazz asked.



“I was hoping you' d tell me. They seem to have given out quite aload of grants and loans over the past
couple of years. Take alook at thelist. Anything look familiar to you?’

“Nope, but I'll bet if we did an Internet search, we' d turn up with science stuff.”

“Not dl of them,” Luciamurmured, and ran her finger down thelist to stop on one name. Gregory
Vdentin Ivanovich. “1 know thisone. Definitely not ascientist.”

“Whoishe?’

“Spy,” shesaid absently. “Once upon atime. HE sin security these days. Or that’ s the euphemism for it.
Actudly, I think he more or lessworksfor the highest bidder.... What would you say, there must be a
few thousand names listed here, right?’

Jazz felt her eyebrows quirk again. “Seemsto bealot. ThisIvanovich guy...you know him from business
or pleasure?’

“Both,” Luciasaid, and ran her fingertip over the name again, asif it was abar code she could scan.
“ Although you mix those together often enough you get something that doesn't fit the definition of ether.
Anyway, Gregory isn't ascientist by any gretch of theimagination.”

“Nether arewe,” Jazz pointed out, and pointed at the footnote on the page.

Offers extended to Jasmine Evelyn Cadlender and Lucialmelda Losano Garzaon March 23...
“Interesting.”

“Yeah, nokidding. I'd call it more like shocking. Imelda?

“Shut up, Evdyn.”

“If they’ re researching egghead stuff, why do they need spies, cops and whatever the hell you are,
anyway?’ Jazz asked, and tapped the paper nervoudy.

Luciasad, “Let’sfind out,” and flipped through the files again.
“Wheat are you looking for?’

“I don't know. Anything out of the ordinary, | suppose.” Sheflicked the tabs, reading names. “ Active
cases. Mr. Borden’ sabusy young man. He' s defending an insurance company againgt a class-action suit
on denid of clams...atobacco company...somerich billionaire with tax problems—not The Dondd...”

She paused, backed up, and eased afile out of the middle of the drawer.

“What?" Jazz asked.

“Eidolon Corporation.”

“Never heard of it.”

“I have” Luciakept staring at thefilefolder. She pulled it out and opened it on the desk, flipping pages.
“Wel?" Jazz prodded.

“I know the name. | just can’t remember—" Luciashook her head and looped silky dark hair behind her
ear as she bent over the folder. “Thisis nothing. Tax accounting on assets, standard corporate stuff. But |



know thisname, | know | do.”

They were interrupted by the sound of the door opening. In retrospect, Jazz supposed it would have
been agood ideato keep an eye out, even though Borden had said he wouldn’t be back for thirty
minutes. Rookie mistake. She controlled the impulse to sweep the folders off the desk and looked at
Lucia, who waslooking utterly cool and composed and not at al tempted to try to hide what she was
doing.

Must have been aspy thing.

“Ah. Eidolon Corporation.” The voice had a hoarse edge that came from alifetime of close acquaintance
with cigarettes or, Jazz amended, maybe Havana cigars. The old man standing framed in the
doorway—short, neat, white-haired, with eectric blue eyes—looked asif he'd never stoop to anything
S0 pededtrian as cigarettes. Old money. Polish and style and sophigtication. Hisimmeaculate tailoring
made Lucialook dowdy. “I thought you might recognizeit. Y ou have an excdlent memory, Agent Garza.
That’s one of the reasons you came so highly recommended to us.”

Luciasaid nothing. She met the newcomer’ s stare squarely, chin firm, eyes bright. He came forward and
put his hand on the back of Jazz' s chair, and turned his attention to her for afew seconds. “Miss
Calender,” he said, and nodded down at her. His eyeswere Paul Newman blue, and they looked asif
they might require a separate power source. Maybe he recharged them at night, along with his cell phone.
“My nameisMilo Laskins. | am asenior partner with the firm, and Mr. Borden’ simmediate superior.

Y ou may address any questions you have about the agreement to me, as Mr. Borden has been
temporarily detained.” He nodded toward the file fill Sitting on the desk under Lucia s hand. “ Although |
see your research isgoing quite well without me.”

“Are you expecting meto gpologize?’ she asked.

“Hardly. But | do expect you to abandon the attempt to rifle through the firm’ s confidentia records; if for
nothing else than smple courtesy.” Laskinstook the desk chair and looked at L uciaexpectantly. She
shrugged, dotted the files back in place and closed the drawer. “And if you wouldn’t mind locking it... 7"

Shetook out the lock picks again and turned tumblers, then came over and sat in the vigitor chair again,
legs crossed. Jazz met her eyesfor abrief second, and was surprised at the strength of communication
between them. Careful, Luciawas warning her, which was the same that she was broadcasting.

“Tell me about Eidolon and how it connectsto this Cross Society,” Luciasaid. “Y ou know that if | have
five minutes and an Internet connection, I’ [l find out everything | need to know anyway.”

“True,” Laskins said, and shot his cuffs and inspected his cuff links, which were gold and looked
expensve. Likethe uit. “Eidolon Corporation,” he said. “I’m sure what you' re remembering isthe
scanda some years ago in which the company’ s chief executive officer was convicted of murder.”

Jazz felt an unexpected jolt, and connectionsfired in her brain. “Wait, | remember. Max Smms;” she
sad. “ Serid killer.”

“Alleged,” Laskins said, and those Paul Newman eyes laser-beamed her.
“Convicted,” Jazz shot back.
“Not everyone believes he was guilty.”

“Sure, conspiracy theorists who aso believe that OJ was framed and Elvisisrunning a
bed-and-breakfast in the Blue Ridge Mountains. And those bodiesin Max Simms' s basement...? Wait,



let me guess—people broke into his mansion, tumbled down the stairs and buried themsalves in the mud.
Oh, and then mixed concrete and covered themselves. I’ ve heard of guests not wanting to leave, but
that’ s pretty ridiculous.” Jazz remembered the case vividly. She remembered the forensic investigators
and detectives climbing out of the crawl space wearing gas masks, looking sick and exhausted. It had
made quite an impression.

Laskins was sllent amoment, then turned back to Lucia. *Y ou asked about Eidolon. That’ sthe only
event worthy of note. Apart from that event, Eidolon has been a solid corporate citizen, employing
thousands of people in dozens of locations around the country.”

“Y ou haven't answered the question,” Luciasaid coally. “How does Eidolon relate to the Cross
Society?’

Laskins swhite eyebrows notched upward a bare degree. “It contains some board members who are,
shall we say, dumni of that firm. However, you needn’t worry. Max Simms no longer hasthe lega
gtanding to associate himsalf with any organization, nonprofit or otherwise.” He had a self-satisfied amile.
Jazz wasn't sure she gpproved of it. “ Apart from seeing acomplete roster of our clients, what can | do to
set your mind at ease about the offer we' ve extended? | understand it’ s unusua—"

“Unusud?’ Jazz interrupted. “ Try crazy. Y ou want to give us money for no good reason? Y ou don't
even know us. And how exactly do wefit in with abunch of scientists and spies, anyway? What makes
usagood investment for their money?’

The door opened again. She expected Pansy, but instead, it was Lawyer Borden, strolling in with a
chunky-looking coffee mug in his hand. He passed it over to Laskins, who accepted it with anod.
Caaudl. It dmogt hid the tension in his shoulders and back.

“Everything okay?’ Borden asked without looking at Laskins. He was watching Jazz. She fdt atouch of
heat in her cheeks. “Enjoying the guided tour of my drawers?’

They’ d been monitored. No getting around it. She couldn’t believe Lucia hadn’t picked it up...and then
shewondered if Luciahad, and smply hadn’t cared. She wasn't sure which one was more unsettling.

“It'snot been very enlightening,” she said. “ Okay, give. What' sthe catch? Y ou give us money, we open
adetective firm. Presuming we rewilling to do that, I'm supposing that the Cross Society isn't inthisto
perform a public service or they’ d give it to the homeless shelter down the block, right? So what’ stheir

ange?
Laskins and Borden exchanged alook. Laskins sipped coffee.
“I cannot answer for the society,” Laskinssaid. “1t would be aconflict of interest.”

“Right. Whatever.” Jazz rolled her eyes. “I'm thinking you have about ten seconds to start making sense,
or the two of uswalk out of here, tear up your check and go about our lives. Poorer and sadder, maybe,
m.t_”

“We d send you cases,” Borden said. “Not many, maybe one amonth, if that. Nothing big, for the most
part. Escort duty, stakeouts, surveillance.”

“I knew it,” Luciasaid, and stood up. “Y ou'retrying to set us up for something illega.”

“No, | promisg, it’'s nothing like that. W€ re not in that business, and neither isthe Cross Society.”
Borden spread his hands. Jazz' s eyes followed the sweep of those long, elegant fingers, then snapped
back to hisface. “Y ou' d be paid for each case. Regular billing rates. The only thing isthat we' d expect



our designated casesto take priority.”

It sounded reasonable. Surprisingly reasonable. Jazz glanced at L uciaand experienced that surge of
communication agan.

“Inwriting,” Luciasaid. “No offense, but your word of honor is meaninglessif we don’'t know you. Also,
we' d need to talk to these people at the Society.”

“That won't be possible,” Borden said. “ Before you get upset about it, there' s nothing mysterious going
on, it' sjust that most of the memberstravel extensively. Our word is binding to them. We have their
power of attorney.”

“How do we know they even exist?’ Jazz asked. “Maybe you guys are the Cross Society. Maybethisis
just away for you to funnel drug money through the system.”

“If 50, it'san extraordinarily stupid way to go about it,” Laskins said waspishly, and frowned a Borden.
“Can you handle thison your own? | redlly should be attending the meeting with Richmond and Fieles.
God only knowswhet they’ |l bargain away if they’ re not supervised.”

“Yes, dr.” Borden nodded. “| can handleit.”

Laskinsgave him acynicd twist of hislipsthat was not exactly asmile. “I’ll hold you to that, my boy.”
He put the mug of coffee aside and left without another word.

Borden opened up the fol der—the one containing the partnership paperwork—and handed Jazz and
Luciaeach abound copy of what must have been a hundred pages of legaese.

“Let’sgo through it step-by-step,” he said.
Jazz |ooked at the pound of paperwork and sighed.
“Maybe I'll have that espresso after all,” she said.

Chapter 4

T wo hours later, they had a catered lunch in aquiet, cavelike boardroom, with indirect lighting and a
slently playing plasma-screen TV showing the latest disaster footage on one of the news channds. Just
her, Luciaand Borden; Counsdlor Laskins hadn't returned from his other meeting, thank God, so they
were able to order sandwiches instead of some impress-the-boss spread. Jazz stuck to tunafish and
low-fat chips. Luciadid her one better with asdad, dry, which Jazz guessed was what it took to maintain
that statuesgue perfect shape.

She had acookiein retaiation.

Borden sat next to her, still thumbing through the paperwork as he gobbled down aroast beef on whest,
dripping with mayo. “Not that | want to rush you,” he said, “but my bossis bound to bring up the fact
that I’'m burning billable hours waiting for you to make up your minds. Any decison yet?’

Luciahad her copy of the partnership agreement in front of her, and she flipped pages and scratched
notes on alega pad as she speared |ettuce. “No.”

“Afraid not,” Jazz said. She had another mouthful of tuna salad, which was excellent, packed with
walnuts and celery and some kind of lemon spice. “We re going to need time.”



“How much?’

“WEe re not signing anything today,” Luciasaid. “We haveto get back later this afternoon, we Il bein
touch. Y ou understand, we have to be sure about this.”

“I’d never advise you to Sign anything you weren’t sure about. Still, we do have some cases coming up,
and we' d liketo have you on them.”

“Very flatering,” Jazz said, “but I’m not sure you' re going to get us. Y et.”

She got afull-on stare from his brown eyes, and remembered how he' d been in the bar—off base, off
balance, awkward. Out of his element but determined enough to tough it out. She' d liked that Borden.
This one—dlick, sophisticated and in control—was less easy to trust.

“Your choice,” hesaid neutrally. “But just remember, | picked out the cookies persondly.”
Luciasnorted.

Jazz took asecond one and ate it contemplatively, watching him.

He suddenly rolled hisleather chair back and said, “ Jazz, can | have aminute? Just one minute.”

Shelooked at Lucia, who raised her eyebrows in an e oquent whatever. Jazz stood up and fisted her
handsin her jacket pockets. “ Sure, Counsdlor.”

Heled her out into the hallway. Instead of turning toward his office, which was two doors down, he took
her to theright, to the big indoor garden with its quietly tinkling fountain and el aborately raked Zen sand.
He walked her down the path to ablind corner shielded by a broad-leafed pam. There was astone
bench, but he made no moveto sit down. He was staring at the tops of his shoes.

“Wdl?" she asked findly. “Nice plants. What dse?’

“I know you don’t trust us,” he said. He didn’t seem to know what to do with his hands, and the
awkwardness made her remember how he' d been back in K.C., at the bar. Standing up to two men
when it was a foregone conclusion he wasin for an ass-kicking. For alawyer, he sure didn’t lack spine.
“But...please believe mewhen | say that you need to try to believe me. Things are coming. Bad things.
And | don’t want you to get hurt.”

She felt asudden chill and stepped closer, trying to get his eyes. He avoided her. “Borden?’

“Look, | can't tdl you anything. But things are going to happen, and I’ d rather you were insde than out.
Right? For your sske aswell asours.”

“Areyou trying to thresten me?’

That got her astare, abig wide one, shocked. “No! Of course not. Besides...hell, I’ ve seen you kick
ass, Jazz. Threatening you isthe last thing on my mind, believe me. I'm judt...worried.”

“What have you heard?’

“That there were men after you intheairport,” he said. “ Jazz, you were in danger from the minute |
walked into that bar and handed you that envelope, just like Luciawas in danger the moment herswas
delivered. | wish | could makethiseasy for you. | can't. Itisn’t just...money and opportunity. Thisis
about something dse”



The Cross Society. And Eidolon Corporation?

“About what?" she asked, indtinctively. Keeping her voice down. He was amost whispering. “ Borden?
About what?’

“Time” hesad. “We redmos out of it.”

He was wearing the same aftershave as he had at the bar, she redlized suddenly. It radiated off himin
warm waves, and she had to fight an impulse to breathe in deeply. She' d stepped closer again without
redizing it. Inches from him. He was stooped, looking down into her eyes. She' d dways consdered
hersdlf pretty stocky, but he made her fedl delicate, somehow.

Shefdt hisfingers brush hers, then dowly enfold her hand in warmth.

“Watch yoursdlf,” he said softly. “Even if you don't do thisthing, you need to be careful. Y ou're on their
radar now.”

“They, who?"

He shook his head but never looked away from her face. The gaze was getting deeper. More intense.
She felt her breath coming faster and struggled to dow it down. Warmth was creeping up her arm, and
her hand felt unnaturdly sensitized, asif she could fed every whorl in hisfingerprints on her skin.

“Counsdor,” shesad dowly, “are you trying to come on to me?’
That got asudden, brilliant grin. “Why, would it work?’

“I don't do lawyers.”

“We'reeven. | don’'t do cops.”

“Ex-cop.”

“Too bad I'm acurrent lawyer.”

“So where does that leave us?’

Hedidn't answer. Sllence fdl, deep asthe Zen pool. Mist drifted through the garden and brushed the
back of her neck with damp fingers, and she shivered.

“Nowhere,” shefinally murmured, and pulled away. He let her do it without afight. “ Also? One more
thing. If 1 find out you' re behind those assholes at the airport, your assismine.”

She was executing a perfect Hollywood exit when he murmured plaintively, “But that was my plan! The
assthing, not the other part.”

Shedidn’t give him the satisfaction of turning around. She walked away down the stone path, back to the
conference room. Luciawas finishing her sdlad.

Jazz picked up her purse and the partnership agreement, and said, “1 need some air.”

Lucianestly speared the last cherry tomato, forked it into her mouth, and nodded. “Time to go, anyway.
| expect we' ve worn out our welcome.”

Borden, gtill stlanding in the garden, nodded to them asthey left, but never said another word. Jazz wasn't



sure whether to be angry or hurt by that, but redly, when it came down to it, there was only one logical
choice.

Anger at least kept you sharp.

“Wdl?

They were somewhere over Illinois, heading toward Missouri, when Luciaasked the sngle-word
question. Jazz, who' d been drifting steadily toward nap land, came awake with a hard jolt. The drone of
thearplanefilled her ears, and she glanced out the window to make sure they were till flying, not falling.
So far, so good.

Luciawas nuraing adrink. It fizzed, so it was probably sparkling water, something suave and European.
Jazz flagged down the flight attendant and got a Sprite, which she figured was the Americanized version.

“Aml infavor?’ Jazz asked. Luciainclined her head. “Honestly? 1 don’t know. But, presuming it checks

“And if your friend Manny doesn't turn up anything unusud....”

“Then I’d say maybe we should serioudy consider it.” The money. The thought of that crigp, cashable
check in her walet made Jazz' s mouth go dry.

Luciaclosed the partnership agreement and stared down at the cover, which was embossed with the
logo of Gabridl, Pike & Laskins, LLP. Sherubbed afinger over it, sllently, and then nodded. Just abare
inch of agreement. “Maybe,” she said. “Where would we have the office?’

“What?’

“Theoffice” Luciarepeated. “Garza& Calender Investigations. Where do we hang the shingle?’
Againg dl reason, Jazz found hersdlf grinning. “K.C.’sanicetown,” shesaid.

“Yeah, it'snot bad.”

“But it'd be Cdlender & Garza. Alphabetical order.”

“Age before beauty.”

“Pearls before—"

“Oh,  wouldn't if | wereyou.” Luciatook asip of her water. Theflight attendant arrived with asmdll
plastic cup of fizzing Sprite on therocks, and passed it acrossto Jazz.

They looked at each other mutely for afew seconds, and then Jazz held up the Sprite. Luciaheld up the
sparkling water.

They clinked pladtic.

“Ded,” Luciasaid.

“If there snothing hinky that turnsup.”
“Obvioudy. Goeswithout saying.”



The Sprite tasted cool and refreshing, like champagne. That' sit, Jazz thought with a sudden surge of
mingled dread and euphoria, asthe plane started its descent for Kansas City. Something just changed.

She hoped it was for the better.

Two independent attorneys had reviewed and signed off on the partnership agreement—and one of them
cdledit a“work of art”—hby the time Manny got back to them with the forensic results. “I was
thorough,” he explained to Jazz on the cell phone. “1 got nothing off the letter.”

“Nothing?’ she repeated, startled. She was standing in the lobby of the second law firm, one selected at
random from the phone book, and Luciawas in the restroom. The partnership agreement, well thumbed,
waslying in front of her on the coffee table, decorated with grubby yellow sticky notes. “What do you
mean, nothing?’

“Wdll, | mean that the paper’ s consstent with the officid letterhead of Gabrid, Pike & Laskins—I had
their nice receptionist courier me some pieces—and the fingerprints on the paper are yours, one James
R. Borden, and awoman named Pansy Taylor, whoishis—"

“Assgant, yeah, I've met her.”
“She sredlly named Pansy?’
“Apparently. What el se?’

Manny shuffled papers noisily on the other end of the phone. She checked the number he was calling
from, and saw a cdler-1D-blocked message. He was probably phoning from the lab, but with Manny,
you could never tell. Even with dl of the ddlicate equipment and lush lifestyle, he' d been known to pull up
stakes and movein lessthan aday. All it takesis money, he' d told her once, with ashrug. She supposed
that wastrue.

“The blood on the note? A positive. Not your type.”

| don’t know about that, she thought, and suppressed it. “Borden’s,” she said. “Did you do aDNA
tex?’

“You said thefull ride, Jazz. Y es. DNA profile. | don’t know what good it will do you, but it's here.
You'll be pleasad to know he' s not your long-lost brother or anything.”

Shewas, actudly. “ So there’ s nothing you can tell me about this|etter? Nothing hinky?’
“Hinky?’” Manny was silent for afew seconds. “No. Not about the letter.”

“But...?

“It’' sthe envelope.”

The big red Vaentine s Day envelope. “What about it?’

“Two sets of fingerprints on the envelope, besides yours and Borden’s. Not Pansy Taylor's.”

Jazz tried to remember if either of the truckers had touched it. No, she was pretty surethey hadn’t. “ Get
any hits?’



“Actudly, yeah,” he said. “One of the sets belongs to aguy named Bernard Lozano, he was sent up for
assault ten years ago, but he’ s been out acouple of years now. | didn’t get anything off of the other set.”

Maybe the trucker twins had touched the envel ope, after dl. The name Lozano wasn't ringing any bells
with her. “Okay. Anything es=?’

“Ink, paper, blood. That’sal you gave me, Jazz. Not alot to work with here.”

“I getit, Manny. Thanks.”

He grunted. “You'll get the bill. Oh, and don’t come by for awhile. | don’t like the company.”
“Manny!”

“Not you, Jazz. The other guys.”

Shefet asudden chill and clutched the phonetighter. “What other guys?’

“The oneswho pulled up in avan and sat survelllance outside my building for two hours after you left,”
Manny said. “I had to move. New addressisin the usud place.”

He dead-dropped his address and phone numbersinto a post office box when he got paranoid. Jazz had
been through it before. “I’ll pick them up once I’m sure I’ m not being tailed.”

“I thought you were surethelast time.”
| was. Shedidn't tdl him that. “ Sorry, Manny.”

“Yeah, well, there'sabump in your bill for it.” He hesitated. Static crackled the phone. “ The other
woman? The one you brought here?’

“Lucia?” Who was, asit happened, coming out of the bathroom and heading her way.
“I'liked her,” Manny said. “ She can come around if she wants.”

He hung up before she could say another word. She blurted, “Y ou're kidding me!” but it waslogt to the
ether.

“What?’" Luciaasked, sinking down to the couch beside her.
“Manny likesyou,” Jazz said. “Y ou have no idea how deeply weird that is.”
Luciasmiled and shrugged. “Peoplelike me. It' sagift.”

“Manny’ sgot nothing hinky, except two sets of prints, one belonging to one Bernard Lozano, ex-con, on
the outside of the envelope.”

“Andthe letter?”’
“Clean. I've dso asked him to look into the Cross Society, but it’ll taketime.”

Luciahitched her shoulderswordlesdy. She tapped the partnership agreement with one high-gloss
fingernail. For someonewho'd been living out of avery smal suitcase for two days, she looked fresh
from the showroom. Jazz, who' d had access to everything in her own gpartment, hadn’t managed to
achieve much more than comfortable and awake. | need a haircut, she thought, swiping the shag out of
her eyesagain. Lucia s hair aways stayed where it wastold. But then it wasthat glossy, silky black, and



Jazz' swas coarse and blond and not very damn cooperétive, in generd.
She was thinking of these thingsto avoid the next step, she redlized. Luciawas watching her.

“Look,” Jazz said, “I’m not going to lie to you. | need the money. | need it to pay for Ben’s apped. |
want to ggn thisthing.”

“Jazz, I’'m not judging you. But these people know you need the money. It salever.”
“And you don't need it, do you?’

Luciashook her head. “ That’ s not what they’ re offering me.”

“Thenwhat?’

“Independence.”

Jazz had had a bl lyful of that. “It'snot al it's cracked up to be.”

“Itiswhen you' ve spent haf your life trusting your life to pinheads who have no idea how to plan ther
way out of their offices” Luciareplied, grim lines around her eyes and mouth. “I don’t mind fighting for
the right things. | mind being wasted. | want to set my own prioritiesfor achange.”

There was a passion behind the words that surprised Jazz. A frudtration carefully hidden behind Lucia's
glossy, composed surface. She met the other woman’ s dark eyes and saw an absolute fury there, quickly
damped down.

“Lucia, we either do thisthing or wedon't. | don’t have alot of timeto burn.” She was thinking about
Ben, gtting in acdl, waiting. When she’ d seen him last, he' d been quiet and guarded, but she’ d seen the
bruises. A cop in generd population. He was atarget, and there was no question that his enemieswould
get him. Ben was tough, but he wasn't a superman, and even the tough had to deep. “1 need this.”

Luciatook abreath degp enough to stretch the pin-striped tailored jacket she waswearing. “1’m sorry.”
Therewasacold, hard light in her eyes. “1 know you do. But I” ve been thinking about it, and it just
doesn't fed right. | did some checking on the Cross Society. Y ou know who first established it? Max
Smms”

“Smms? The seid killer?’

“When he was the head of Eidolon Corporation, he formed the Cross Society as anonprofit. He was
head of it for ayear before they sarted digging up bodiesin his basement. The only thing that saved the
society from going down the toilet was that he kept hisinvolvement with them strictly low-profile, and
somebody el se stepped in to run it when he was shipped off to prison. Although my informant says theat
Simmswas mostly afigurehead, anyway. The Cross Society was just away to funnel money out of
Eidolon. Apparently, Smmswasn't getting along with his board of directors.”

Jazz |ooked her right in the eyes. “Then thisisn't going to happen,” she said.

“No,” Luciaagreed. “Itisn't going to happen. I'm sorry. | know you wanted it. | wanted it, too. But not
if it tangles us up with people like Max Smms.”

Jazz feltit dl turn to ash, dl the hope she hadn’t even redized she' d been nuraing. She' d schooled herself
not to fed, not to care, and she' d been suckered in thistime, and it damn well hurt. She stared mutely at
Lucia, who stood up, retrieved her designer purse, and said, “ Can you take meto the airport?’



Jazz nodded slently. She gathered up the partnership agreement, rolled it up and stuffed it into her coat
pocket.

That wasit. Game over.
Borden was going to be very disappointed.

Jazz kept her head down, thinking, al the way down in the eevator to the parking level. Luciadidn’t
speak, either. There was an awkward silence between them, and they couldn’t meet each other’ s eyes.

It was ardief when the bell dinged to announce Parking Leve 2, and they could escape from being too
close. Jazz put severd feet between them as they headed for her car, two rows down.

“I'm sorry, Jazz. | likeyou. I’ d like to work with you someday,” Luciasaid. It was quiet, dmost lost in

the squed of tires of acar pulling out of its space down the row. Headlights washed over them, turning

Lucid srich golden skin pae, pulling diamond glintsfrom her earrings, and snce Jazz was watching her,
she saw the other woman’ s eyes suddenly shift to focus behind her.

She knew that look. Shefdt it in aswift, hot prickle down her spine, and she was diving forward even
before Luciaydled “ Gun!” and lunged for the cover of apillar. Jazz hit the ground hard and rolled, feding
the bite of rough concrete on exposed skin; she banged up hard against the massivetire of an oversize
SUV and rolled on her sde, fumbling for her gun.

A spray of noise, and sparks off the concrete next to her. She yelped, twisted and aimed for muzzle
flashes. They were coming from the window of asow-moving car, ablack Lincoln with tinted windows.
Everything was moving in snapshots, freeze-frames divided by the rapid gasps of her breath. More
muzzle flashes, and bullets peppered the ground and the cars and the pillar behind which Lucia had taken
shelter. Four rapid sharp pops, and she saw gray-rimmed holes appear in the passenger-side door. Lucia
wasfiring. Jazz steadied her hand and squeezed off six shots. Every one of them went through the open
window. She couldn’t tell if she hit anyone.

The gun—aMac 10—disappeared back inside the window, and the car became ablur asit accelerated
away. She focused on the license plate, but it was smeared, too, oddly indistinct. Tape? Some kind of
disguise. They’d probably stop and ped it off |ater.

And then it rounded the corner with a screech, struck sparks asit hit the ramp going up, and was gone.

Smoke hung heavy intheair, acrid, burning Jazz' s eyes as she blinked and coughed. Well, it' s certainly
one of the fastest firefights |’ ve ever beenin.

She focused on the glittering cascade of castoff on the ground. There must have been fifty shells, maybe
more. Some were il rolling. The whole garage reverberated with the sounds of war.

“Shit!” Luciawas suddenly beside her, pde and furious, black eyeswide. She was staring at the ramp,
and thegunwas il in her hand. Tiny littlething. Ladylike.

“Y ou need abigger gun,” Jazz said, and laughed. It didn’t sound right. Lucialooked down &t her, and
stopped breathing. “What?’

Luciawent down on one knee, never mind the expengive pantsuit, and put the gun on the ground to flip
Jazz over on her back. “Hey!” Jazz protested, but everything felt odd, didn’t it? Strange and liquid and...

Lucia pressed both hands to her side, pushing so hard Jazz couldn’t breathe.



“You'regoingto bedl right,” Luciasad. “Jazz. You'regoingto bedl right.”
Oh, shit, Jazz thought numbly, and saw the blood flooding over Lucia s hands.

She fumbled in her coat pocket, got her cell phone, and dialed 911 to report her own shooting.

Luciawasright, dthough Jazz didn’t think it had been an actua diagnosis. Sometimes optimism worked
out. The bullet had passed through her side and caught afew minor blood vessels, missed her liver and
kidneys, and come out the other side. The doctor—way too young to be asurgeon, in Jazz's
painkiller-altered opinion—was cheerful about it. “ Seen lotsworse,” hetold her, patting her hand. “I
have three guys downstairs who had an argument in a bar who wish they wereyou, | promise.”

“How long am | going to be stuck here?’ she asked. She hated hospitals. Hated the tiff, starchy sheets,
the smell of disinfectant, the clean doctors. Hated the ideathat she waslying in abed that had probably
seen more dead people than that kid in The Sixth Sense. Emergency rooms aways smelled like blood
and vomit, no matter how carefully they were scrubbed. “If I'm al stitched up...” She eased aleg over
the side of the bed. And almost passed out. Ow. He grabbed it and moved it back.

“You're here overnight,” he said. “ And there are some police who want to talk to you. They're aready
talking to your friend.”

Jazz had figured that. She could safely guessthat what L uciawas saying wasthe truth, just not thewhole
truth. The two of them had been to the lawyers' officesto consult about a partnership agreement. They’d
been jumped by persons unknown. Case closed. Jazz figured she could leverage being shot to keep her
statement short and swest. If she had any luck at al, maybe she wouldn’t know the cops, and thiswould
be...

Behind the doctor, the big wood door eased open, and adightly built guy in achesp suit looked in. He
had rough-cut spiked hair and cold dark blue eyes and arubbery mouth that looked asif it might smile or
smirk or scream a amoment’ s notice.

Helooked at her asif she might be a corpse ready for autopsy, nothing but clinical interest.
Apparently, luck was not on her sde. God, sheredly didn’t fed well enough for this.

“Stewart,” she said with anoticeable lack of warmth. He blinked &t her. *'Y ou going to skulk or come
in?

“Skulk,” hesaid. “How you doin’, Jazz?" He had a Bronx accent, usudly stressed for effect, and shefelt
afamiliar weary surge of didike. Poser. She' d known him for nearly five years, and she' d never liked him
one minute of that time.

“Shot,” shereplied shortly.

“Yeah, 01 hear. Doc, canl...?” He gestured from himself to Jazz. The doctor shrugged, stuck his hands
in hislab-coat pockets and sauntered out. Stewart—Kenneth Stewart, not that she' d ever called him by
hisfirst name or ever intended to—pulled up a chrome-and-plastic chair next to her bed and sat down.
He poked the 1V bag with afingertip and didn’t ook at her ashe said, “ So. Long time no see.”

“Yeah.” Shedidn’'t want smdl talk. Her head hurt, and her side was starting to redlly ache. She
suspected the painkillers were more Motrin than morphine. “Y ou dready talked to my friend?’ She
didn’t give him the name. If Luciawanted to go undercover, she wasn't about to blow it for her.



“Friend?” he repested blankly. Poked the IV bag again, then rang afingernail off the screen of the heart
monitor. “Oh, yeah. Luz something. Hermann’ staking to her. Pretty girl. | think | got the short straw.”

“Me, too.” Not that Stewart’ s partner Hermann was any greet prize, either. “1 want another detective.
I’m not talking to you.”

“Fuck you, Callender.” It wasn't acasud, off-the-cuff insult between friends. Thiswas a gut-deep
venting of fedings, and shefdt the menace behind it.

“Sameto you, Stewart.” A hot pulse of fury dong her spine. Her hand curled into atight fist, and relaxed.
Much as she wanted to kick his punk ass, there was no way she could do it dressed in a backless gown
with athrough-and-through bullet holein her Sde.

“So, did anything happen to you | need to know about?’ Stewart asked in a bored tone.
“Thisishow you conduct an investigation?’

“Itiswhen | know the witnessisalying bitch who wouldn’t know thetruth if it bit her in the—where
were you shot exactly?’

“Seemy previous fuck you comment. Fine, if we're done, get the hell out. | don’t want to look at your
ugly faceanymore.”

Without looking at her, he reached over and put his hand on her side. Over the bandages. “Doesit hurt?’

Shedidn’'t move. Those twilight-blue eyes—on anybody € se they might have been pretty—focused on
her face, and his mouth stretched into a vindictive grin. He patted her bullet wound. Not gently. She bit
theingde of her mouth to keegp from wincing.

“Want to hear my theory?’ Stewart wasn't moving hishand. “1 think some of McCarthy’ s drug-dedling
asshole buddies decided to send him amessage by putting afew capsin his ex-partner. It wasaclassic
drive-by hit, you know. Big dark pimp car, full auto spray. Y ou'rejust lucky, isal. But then, you get
lucky alot, don't you? I’ ve never seen anybody as lucky asyou.”

He pressed harder. Jazz knew she was going pale, but she didn’t look away from his stare.

“Maybeif you dtell thetruth,” Stewart said, “you’ d quit being atarget. Thisisn’t thefirst trouble you' ve
gotten into, since you turned in your shidd. Isit?’

One attempted firebombing of her gpartment, which had failed when the glass bottle full of gasoline
hadn’t shattered on impact, and she' d been able to scramble over and drag the burning rag out of the
mouth of it. She could gill smell the bitter tang of the gas, the smoky, oily cloth. No prints on the bottle,
according to police forensics. She gtill wished she' d taken it to Manny. She was pretty sure he' d have
come up with something to trace it back to Stewart.

She' d dso been jumped coming out of abar downtown. Two guyswith knives. If she hadn’t been
drunk, she' d have had them, but even so, she’ d managed to put them on the run. No good description,
though. She'd dwayswondered if the small one had been Stewart himself.

“I hear that you were just minding your own business and this car rolled up on you. Y ou fired Six shots
back, your friend fired four, and the car took off. That correct?’

“Don't know. Count the shdlls.”



“Oh, wewill.” He nodded. “And Jazz?1f | catchyouin alie, you' re mine.”
He sgueezed thistime. Hard. Fingers digging into her stitched-up side.

She couldn’t keep from gasping, but shedidn’t just lie there for it, which was what he must have
expected. She came straight up in bed and stiff-armed the hedl of her hand into his nose.

Pop.

Stewart’ s head snapped back, and he fell off his chair, rolled to hisknees and staggered back to hisfeet.
He caught himsdlf with ahand on an 1V stand, which rolled, and for ahappy second she thought he might
go down again. No such luck. Hefdt his nose with his other hand, sniffed, and glared &t her.

No blood. Too bad. She' d been hoping for a broken nose, at least.
“Sorry,” shesad. “Reflex.”

Hedidn’t say anything, just stared at her for aburning second, then turned and walked out of the room.
The door dammed hard behind him.

Jazz |et out along breath and closed her eyes. Her forehead felt damp, and now that the crisiswas over,
shewas shaking. And sick to her ssomach. She pushed the button for on-demand morphine.

Just what shedidn’t need. A bullet in her Side, no partnership agreement, and a closer acquaintance with
Kenneth Stewart.

Luciacame back twenty minutes later, looking not exactly grim but definitely tense. Shetook the chair
that Stewart had dragged close, gave Jazz along look, and said, “I don't like this.”

“Hospitals? Hey, I'm not afan of them, either. And | think | have more reason to bitch about it.”

“No, | don’t like that they knew whereto find us.” She wasn't talking about the hospitals, or even
Stewart. “I’ ve been watching for tails. So have you.”

“So we missed one. Or they’ ve got some high-tech tracking bug on us.” She remembered Borden,
walking into Sol’s Bar without any reason to be there. That still bothered her.

“No, I've swept us and the car for bugs,” Luciasaid, and combed deek silky hair back from her facein
adigtracted motion. “Nothing. There sno way they’ ve retasked a satellite just to follow us around, so if
they’ re not doing line-of-sight surveillance, then they shouldn’t know where we are. And if they were
doing line-of-sight, we should have spotted them.”

“Unlessthey’re good.”

“Morethan just good. I'm good.” Luciadefinitely looked stressed, asif shefelt responsible for Jazz lying
here, leaking fluids. “Those cops—I takeit not friends of yours?—aren’t investigating, they’ refilling out
paperwork.”

“It' sStewart,” Jazz said, and stared up at the celling. It was blank, white, and noninspirationd. “He
helped put McCarthy away. He's been gunning for me ever since. No, actudly, | take that back. HE's
never liked me. HE sjudt actively sarted hating me since the whole thing with Ben.”

Luciapaused in the act of tying her hair back with abusinesdike black elastic band. No scrunchies or



decorationsfor her. She looked different with her hair back. Harder. Jazz approved. “ About
McCarthy...” Luciabegan.

13 NO_”
“Y ou don't think we should discuss that?’

“No, we' re not talking about Ben, or his case, or whether or not he’ sguilty, or what he hasto do with
thisbecause | guarantee you, he' s got nothing to do with it. HE sin prison, Lucia. Let’ sleave him out of
this”

Luciadidn't answer that, just finished wrapping her hair in the elastic with asnap. “I called your sgter,
told her you' d been in an accident.”

“Oh, no.” Jazz sighed. “What did Mally say?’

Luciaavoided her eyes. “ She was concerned. She said she' d tell your dad.”

“I bet. I'll expect achegp floral arrangement delivered to the wrong address next week.”
“She’snot that bad.”

“Bullshit.”

“Manny wanted to visit, but—"

“He sgot athing about hospitals. Manny has athing about everything.”

“He did some good work for us, looking into the Cross Society.”

“And?

Luciashrugged. “On paper, it’slegit. He came up with afew flags—not so much red lights as yellow.
Max Smms, for one. He may bein prison, but it' slikely he' still got someinfluence” Shefdl slent. The
moment stretched, long and awkward.

Jazz though longingly of on-demand morphine.

“You should go,” Jazz said. “I’m sorry to have kept you hanging around. Y ou’ ve got alife to get back
to.”

“Manesleavedl thetime.” Luciashrugged. “I’'m not going if it meansyou end up lying unprotectedin a
hospita bed and the cops aren’t going to put out any effort to find out who shot you. And shot a me, by
theway. | takethat kind of thing persondly.”

Thelook in her eyeswas usually accompanied by shooting back, Jazz figured. Or, at the very least,
grievous bodily harm.

“So you're sticking around,” Jazz said. A tight knot in the area of her chest eased alittle.

“For awhile. Until you get back on your feet, anyway. Also, I’ m going to wake up some sources and see
what they can find out for me. | don't like the way any of thisis playing out.”

She started to get up. Jazz stopped her with an outstretched hand. “Wait. Listen, you need to be careful,
al right? Y ou re not from around here. If you disappesar...”



Luciagave her an uncomplicated smile. “If | disappear, chica, your cop friends are going to have alot
more trouble than they ever bargained for, because the kind of people who'll come looking for mewon’t
take ashrug for an answer. And they don’t ask nicely.” She stood up, gazing down &t her. “Also...I'm
not that easy to make vanish.”

“| get that.” Jazz found hersdlf smiling back. “Hey. Thank you.”

“That’' swhat partnersare for,” Luciasaid, and reached down to retrieve her deek black oversize purse.
She pulled out alarge flat envel ope and placed it gently on Jazz' s ssomach. There was apen clipped toit.
“I dgned,” shesaid. “It’sup to you whether or not you want to.”

Jozz stared at the envelope, frowning. “Why’ d you change your mind?’

“Because | don't think it matters anymore whether | sign it or not. We' rein thistogether. Whoever these
guys are, they’re not going to back off because we go our separate ways, and | don’t know about you,
but I'd like to have somebody | trust at my back.” Lucia' sdark eyeswere level and clear. “And if
somebody’ s going to shoot a me, I'd rather get paid for it.”

Jazz laughed. It hurt. She caught her breath, did the paperwork out and thumbed through it to the last
page.

Lucia s signature was flowing and bold over her typed name. Jazz set pen to paper, hesitated a second,
and then scratched out her own messy, jerky autograph.

The check was attached to the partnership agreement with aclip. Jazz took it off, turned it over and
endorsed it, then handed it al back to Lucia. “Maybe you' d better handle the bank stuff,” she said.

“Yeah,” Luciaagreed quietly. “1 will.”

In the silence after she was gone, Jazz went over dl the waysthat she'd just totaly screwed up her life.
There were dozens. Hundreds. Disaster stretched out in the distance, as certain as the Titanic and the
iceberg.

What if it works? That was the scariest thought of dl, strangely. What if it works out, and | don’t need to
be a cop anymore? Because that was secretly what she' d dways thought would happen. McCarthy
would be vindicated. They’ re return in triumph, conquering heroes. Life would pick up whereit |ft off.

What if nothing’ sthe same?

That filled her with akind of fear that had nothing to do with bullet wounds and drive-by shooters and
people attacking her in bathrooms. Those things she could ded with. Externd threats.

But this...thiswas different. She'd just done something that would change her future.

Shefdl adeep till thinking about that, and reaching no conclusions as to whether or not it was agood
thing.

Chapter 5

W hen she woke up, it was morning, and she had avisitor. For a cold second she thought it was Stewart
gitting in the shadows watching her, and how creepy would that have been, to have that vulture staring at
her in her deep, but no, thiswas atall shadow, kind of lanky.

“Hey, you' re awake,” said alow, warm voice, and the shadow scooted forward into the soft dawn light.



Lawyer Borden. Helooked tired, and a damn sight more informal than at the office; she got aquick
impression of blue jeans and ablack V-necked knit shirt before she focused on his smile. Luminous, that
gmile. Like morning.

“You'renot alowed to get shot,” he continued. “It’ s againgt the rules, you know.”

“Rules?’ she asked, and blinked. She wasfedling dow and had aridiculously strong desireto run into the
bathroom, take a shower and brush her teeth before continuing this conversation. Not that she was going
to be running anywhereright now. Her sidefelt asif she' d been sucker-punched by agiant. Bullet holes
were no laughing matter, even if no organs got perforated.

“Yeah, rules,” he said. He stood up and loomed over her, and for some reason, that felt good. Safe. She
let her gaze dide down him, and had an instant appreciation for the way the black knit shirt hugged him.
She had a sense-memory of soft skin, hard abdominal muscles fluttering under her touch asshe'd
checked him for broken ribs. Okay, that’s enough. Back off, Calender. Must be the drugs.

She dragged her focus back up to hisface. “Why didn’t you tell us about Max Smms?’
Borden blinked. “Smms?’
“Founder of your little society. Serid killer.”

“Laskinstold meto.” He paused. “| just—I knew you'd walk away. And | didn’t want you to walk
avay.”

Her breath caught, but it wasn't pain thistime. “Who says| don’'t walk awvay now?’

“I don’t think you can. Wak.” He held up ahand to stop her response. “Y ou might, but at least you've
had time to look into things, think abouit it. If you go now—there’ snothing | can do.”

“We signed the agreement,” she said, apropos of exactly zero. But Borden just nodded, unsurprised.
“Luciagave you the papers?’

“Y egh, they should be filed tomorrow.”

“Shouldn’t you be doing that, instead of flying off into the buckle of the Bible Belt to loom over me?’ Not
that she minded thelooming. But shewas’'t about to let him know it.

Asif she'd reprimanded him, he sank back into the chair, but he reached out and captured her
IV-punctured hand in his. “I did everything | needed to do and sent it on to Pansy. Specid courier. It'll
bein her handsin about—" he checked hiswatch “—two hours, give or take. By the way, |I've been
asked to say that Mr. Laskins sends hisregards, and your hospital bills are being taken care of.”

1] WI,H?’
“Thefirm’spicking up the tab.”
“Bullshit, they arel”

“Hefedsresponsible,” Borden said, and hiswarm thumb rubbed gently up and down her pam. “Not a
big dedl. It's part of the partnership agreement, you know. The firm pays up any medica billsyou incur in
theline of duty for us. Technicaly, we aren't liable because this happened before you sgned, but...”

She yanked her hand back. “1 pay my own hills.”



“Withwhat?’ he asked camly. “ The Sgning fee wasn't that generous. Apply that toward leasing the
office, getting the utilities set up, furniture, maybe hiring someone to run the place for you, and what do
you have |eft? Enough to live on. Not enough for extravagances like painkillers and surgery.”

Not to mention she aready owed Manny three grand. She opened her mouth to tell Borden to goto hell,
then closed it again.

Thiswas dready garting to fed like a spiderweb, wrapping tightly around her. Holding her in place for a
good sucking-dry. | should have talked to Ben first. Ben would have known what to do.

Oh, yes, that sarcastic part of her brain replied. Go running to the murderer for advice. Don’t you ever
learn?

She swallowed and tasted dust. Her tongue fdlt asif it had grown fur. “Water?’ she asked. Borden,
eager to please, nearly fumbled pouring from thelittle pitcher on the nightstand, but got a cool glass of
K.C. sbedt, straight out of the tap. She gulped it down in long, breathless spasms until the cup ran dry,
then held it out for arefill. The second dose shetook dow, in sps. She could dready fed the heavy
weight of the water in her ssomach, and the last thing she needed was nauseawith aholein her side.

“Okay,” shesad at lagt, “let’ssay | let you guys pay for the medicd stuff. Thistime.”
“There sgoing to be anext time?’ Borden said, as he replaced the pitcher.
“Could be.” She smiled walfishly. “I tend to get into trouble, in case you haven't noticed.”

“Hasn't escaped me,” he agreed. “ Jazz...” Heleaned forward, and clearly didn’'t know what to do with
his hands. He ended up dangling them between hisknees, looking lost. “Y ou baffleme. You're dl edges
and angles and whup-ass, but...”

113 Bljtl?l
“I don't know,” he said. “I hate seeing you likethis. | fed likel got youintoit, and | don't likeit.”

“Counsdor, don't strain amuscle shoul dering the blame. Besides, wasn't this the point? Didn’t you want
usinthisthing, meand Lucia? Well, you got your wish. We' rein.”

He looked briefly grim, tired, and older than his age in the soft morning light. Thistime, he knew what to
do with hishands. He ran them through his hair. “ That’ s not what | wanted,” he said. “It’ swhat thefirm
wanted. I'm not thefirm.”

“Areyoutdlingme—’

“No. I'mtdling you that objectively, it's good you took the dedl. But persondly, I’ d rather not see you
laid up with tubesin you. That'sal.” He sucked in adeep breath. “Not that | know you. | just—think
you'rekind of cool.”

“Redlly.” Shekept any hint of encouragement out of her voice, although her pulse jumped and the
monitor beeped out abetrayd. “ Cool.” Her dismissive tone painted adight flush dong his sharp
cheekbones. “Thanks. Don't let me keep you.”

He stood up, and looking down at her, there was no sense of protectivenessthistime. Just height and
distance.

“I just wanted to make sure that my client stayed dive long enough for theink to dry on thelegd



agreements. I'll catch the noon flight back.”
“Hope you have ausefor dl these frequent-flyer miles”
“Vacation,” he said shortly. “With my girlfriend.”

Heleft. Jazz waited long enough to make sure he was gone for good, then buzzed the nurse and told her
to get the tubes out, because she was leaving.

Luciawas, predictably, not happy with her, what with the checking out against medical advice, the
bleeding into the bandages, and the shortness of breath, but Jazz wasn't one to worry about thingslike
that. She dry-swallowed some of the painkillers the doctor had pressed on her, fed Mooch the Cat and
listened to Lucia s cool, unemotional account of the day.

“| supposeit won't do any good to tell you to go to bed, so | won't bother,” Lucia said, and that was the
end of thelecture, to Jazz' s satisfaction. Luciadug in her purse and came up with afolder crammed with
papers. She began laying them methodically on the kitchen table. Bank stuff. Jazz signed until it was done
and then sat back, watching Luciastuff it al into her bag.

Thiswas moving too fast. Jazz felt massively tired. She swigged orangejuice and focused on the cat
happily chowing down in the corner of the kitchen. “1t'sred, isn'tit?”

“Real enough,” Luciaagreed. “By next week, we' re going to have an office, a phone, Internet
access...and hopefully, we' ll both il be diveto enjoy it.”

“We Il dso haveour first case” Jazz said. She picked up her orange juice, limped out of the kitcheninto
the living room and, with her toe, nudged the four file cartons stacked in the corner. “'Y ou may want to
dart reading up.”

Every box was labeled M cCarthy, Benjamin, with the case number and box ID. Wasn't legd for her to
have them, either, but since they were al duplicates she didn’t figure anybody but Stewart and his crowd
would care much. An ex-boyfriend in Records had done her the favor—and it had been abig one, but
then she’ d been redl grateful—and she' d been poring over them obsessvely for months now. The answer
wasin there. Shejust knew it wasin there.

Lucia, who was carrying some kind of odd-looking sports drink, took asip and raised her eyebrows.
“Who' s paying usto work on your partner’s case?’ she asked bluntly. Jazz just looked at her. “Ah.
That’swhat | thought. | don’t suppose we can count on friendly local cops sending business our way,
ether, can we?’

Jazz shrugged. “I’ ve got afew buddies | ft.”

It didn’t sound convincing, even to her own ears. She wondered if Borden had gotten on his noon flight.
Shewondered if heredly had agirlfriend, and if he did, if hewasredly going to fly her off to Jamaica
soon and spend aweek making love on white beaches with surf foaming over their feet. Probably. She'd
been anidiot to think—

The doorbdll rang.

Lucia, in the act of flipping open thefirst McCarthy carton, paused and looked at Jazz, then set down her
drink. “No, I'll getit,” she said when Jazz turned toward the door. “ Sit.”



Jazz sank down in the straight-backed desk chair with atiny sigh of relief, and watched Luciamove
toward the door. Not, she noticed, coming at it in astraight line; Lucia hugged the hinge side of the door
and did agun out of the holster at her back. She held it down at her side, leaned over and covered the
peephole with onefinger for afew seconds.

Nothing happened. No bullets came flying through the door.
“Whoisit?’ Luciaasked.

“Borden.” Definitely hisvoice. Jazz nodded. L ucia holstered the gun and undid the two dead bolts with
sharp clicks.

Borden till looked casual and rumpled and tired, but he' d thrown on aleather jacket over the black knit
shirt. Not the aggressively biker-wannabe thing he' d worn thefirgt time Jazz had seen him; this one was
cut straight, hung down to mid-thigh, and had lapels. Nice. It looked soft enough to cuddle, well-worn
and conforming to hisangles.

“Hey,” hesaid, and camein. Lucia shut the door behind him, locksand dl. “1 went by the hospitd.”
“She'sout,” Luciasaid smply.

“So | heard. Thewords against medica advice came up—" He spotted Jazz Sitting at the table, and
stopped dead in his conversationa tracks.

“Counsdor,” shesaid. “Nice of you to drop by. What, no flowers?’

“No, | brought acard,” he said. He reached into his jacket and came out with ared envelope, exactly the
sze and shape of aholiday card. Maybe not Vaentine s Day after dl. Maybe something left over from
Chrigmasinstead.

Hehanded it to Lucia
“What'sthis?’ she asked. She knew, though. She’ d gotten ared envelope before.

“Your firg case,” he said. “Nothing too demanding, considering Jazz has a thirty-two-caliber disability.
But something to start you off. Listen, I’ d stay to chat, but my flight’ sleaving soon. Try not to get
yourselves killed before we can get your paperwork finished, okay?’

He moved to the door, threw back the dead bolts, and didn’t look at Jazz directly at al.
“Borden,” Jazz said. Hefroze but didn’t turn to look at her. “ Sorry. Listen, you' re being careful, right?”
“Always” hesad neutraly. “Y ou should try it sometime. Might cut down on the scarring.”

He opened the door and |eft. Luciarelocked the bolts before saying, eyebrows raised, “ Forgive me for
noticing, but we ve barely started and you' re dready having a problem with our benefactors.”

“No,” Jazz Sghed. “I’'m having a problem with lawyers. Specificdly, that one.”
Luciasounded amused. “ Are you really? Because that’ s not how it looks from over here.”
“Shut up, will you? And open that thing, if you'regoingto doiit.”

Luciatook an eegant-looking pocketknife out and zipped it through paper with ahissto open the
envelope. She shook out two things: a Polaroid photograph and a folded sheet of paper. She looked at



the picture for afew seconds, then passed it over to Jazz.

It was a photo of ayoung woman, maybe twenty-five. Blond, tall, walking with aload of booksin her
arms. Mod-looking glasses and a blunt haircut. Rounded shoulders. That, and the fluffy pink cardigan,
screamed librarian. The camera had caught her frowning, looking three-quarterstoward the lens, asif a
sound had startled her. It had been taken on the street, in full sunlight. Going to work, maybe? The outfit
didn’'t look like casua wear, although it wasn't abusiness uit, ether.

No ring on her finger. Not alot of jewdry, period, athough there was adiamond glint in her ear.
Luciawas studying the piece of paper.
“What?' Jazz asked.

“WEe re supposed to go to this address, Sit in acar and watch her load up her van,” Luciasaid. “Take
some pictures. That'sit.”

“That'sit?" Jazz examined the picture again. “Does shelook likeacrimind to you?’

“How do criminaslook? |’ ve busted seventy-year-old grandmothers running counterfeit operations out
of their garages,” Luciasaid. “ Sure, shelookslike agrade-school teacher. Doesn’t mean anything.
Maybe she' shiding an Uzi under the cardigan.”

Which was an odd enough image to make Jazz laugh. She reached for the paper. Lucia passed it over.
She hadn’t misstated; that was dl it said. It gave an address, atime, no names or other information. Just
directions on what to do and how long to do it.

Watch her load the van. Document with still and video photography. Forward all records and reportsto
James D. Borden at Gabridl, Pike & Laskins.

Okay. No problem. At least it would be easy work. The notation at the bottom—in Borden's
handwriting, Jazz felt sure—said that the fee would be two thousand dollars, but that both of them were
required to be there, since Jazz was, quote, “impaired.” Get your leather-jacket ass back here, I'll show
you impaired, she thought, smoldering, and handed it back. Luciafolded it and stuck it back in the
envelope, dong with the photograph, which they’ d both handled carefully, without getting their printson
it. Jazz felt warm and fuzzy over the fact that they hadn’t even had to talk about it.

“Manny?’ Luciaasked.

“Jugt the photo,” Jazz said. “Have him run the prints and do an image recognition search through his
databases. See what turnsup.”

It was alittle amazing, redly, that they were thinking along the same lines. Lucia seemed to think o, too.
They exchanged adow smile, broken by Jazz clapping ahand to her forehead and then wincing at the
hot pull dong her side a the movement.

“Shit, | forgot,” she said. “Manny was being watched, too. | haveto get his new address from adead
drop.”

“Wal, you're not driving,” Luciasaid, and picked up the keys as Jazz reached for them.

“They won't let you open up the mailbox. I"’m the only one with access, and even then, they card mefor
it”



“Iwon'tgoin. Taxi serviceonly.”

Not much choice, redly. Jazz nodded and levered herself out of her chair with only asmall wince. She
limped to her gun safe and got out her backup piece—a snubnosed .38—and attached the clip-on
holster to her belt. The cops had confiscated her main gun, of course, dong with Lucia's. She hadn't
asked where L ucia s backup piece had come from. Probably wouldn’t be wise to ask too many
questions.

The cloak-and-dagger show proceeded dowly; Jazz retrieved the new phone number from the dead
drop and spent thirty minutes convincing Manny to let her leave the photo in the same spot. He wanted to
switch locations, too, al the way across town. She was more than alittle out of the mood to coddle his
paranoia. She was the one who' d been shot, after all.

Which did nothing to cam him down, of course. But she got him to agree to send a courier for the photo.
He could dead-drop it al over town if he wanted. She had ajob to do.

That was anice change, she decided. And if she hadn’t been, well, shot, she' d have probably proposed
adrink in celebration.

Just aswell, dl things considered, that the bars weren't open, and painkillers didn’t go down well with
acohol.

And that having Luciaaong lessened the desire to screw up her life any further.

An hour later, they were parked on a suburban street, eating food from a paper bag marked with alogo,
and spping diet drinks. Jazz hurt al over but didn’t complain about it. Luciakept theradio on, tunedto a
classic rock gtation, and they sat in comfortable silence watching the nondescript tract homewith itspae
brick and black shutters and closed garage door.

“What if sheloadsit in the garage?’ Jazz asked. Luciashrugged. “ Do we still get paid?’

“I think we' d better take pictures anyway,” Luciasaid, and proceeded to click the shutter. The camera
was deek, digital, and right out of the box. The battery was charging off acar adapter. Lucia checked the
time code on the photo and said, “We reright on time, according to the letter.”

Jazz nodded and took a bite of her hamburger. “Hey, if | fal adeep from the adrendine, screamif there's
anything interegting.”

The day was il bright, although sunset would be coming on within the next hour; Jazz chewed mostly
tasteless food and wondered if the silver plane threading the clear blue sky was carrying Borden back to
New Y ork. Luciasnapped pictures at some military interval known only to her own interna stopwatch.
Carsdrove by, some dow, some faster. None of them seemed interested in the house they were focusing
on.

“Welook suspicious,” Jazz said.

“Stakeouts do,” Luciaagreed. “And I'd suggest we get out and jog around, but neither of usis dressed
foritand | don’t think that was what the doctor had in mind for you when he said light exercise. If you
think Stting in acar looks suspicious, kedling over and bleeding profusely attracts even more atention.”

Jazz grunted around amouthful of French fries. “ Probably,” she agreed.



“I know it’ s not necessary to say this, but if something goeswrong, you' re going to let me handleit, right?
Y ou' re not going to decide to kickbox a dozen ninjas and die on me?’

“Ninjas? Let me seethefile”

“Funny.” Thelight toneleft Lucia svoice. “I meanit. Don't do anything to jeopardize yoursdlf. Y ou
shouldn’t even be here, much less be exerting yoursdlf.”

“Ligten, at thisrate, I'm morelikely to die of cholesterol overload than abullet.”
“Let’'skeep it that way...heads up.”

A black varn—cargo, not mini—turned the corner behind them and proceeded dowly up the block. Jazz
felt asudden flicker of something. Instinct, maybe. She dropped therest of the friesinto the bag, tossed it
into the backseat, and made sure she could get to her gun.

L ucia snapped some pictures and watched the van glide up the street. Most of the houses were vacant of
cars or people—it was aworking-class neighborhood, largely deserted during the day—but there were
kids out playing three yards down.

No sign of life from the house they’ d been assigned to watch.
The van dowed, turned and bumped up into the driveway.
“I think we' re officidly on duty,” Luciasaid unnecessarily. “Think she'sgoing to load it up?’

Thefront door of the house swung open, and Pink Cardigan came out. It probably wasn't fair to cal her
that, asthe pink cardigan wasn’t in evidence today—there was a brown pullover sweater and khaki
dacks, instead. L ucia snapped off a photo as the woman walked toward the driver’ s side of the van.
From their perspective, the driver was hidden.

“We should have parked up there for adecent shot of the driver,” Jazz noted, nodding about twenty feet
ahead. Luciadidn’t respond. She was focused on the van, the woman. Snapping multiple photos of the
license plate. Jazz |eft her to it and checked the Side mirrors again. The kidswere till galumping around
inthe yard afew doors down, spraying each other with water hoses. Nothing seemed to have changed.

Pink Cardigan went back into the house, and after afew minutes, the garage door rattled up.
“Uh-oh,” Jazz said. “That'sit. They’regoing to pull it insgde.”

But there wasn't any room. The garage was packed full of boxes, and asmall slver Nissan was
squeezed into the remaining space.

Luciatook apicture.

Pink Cardigan grabbed a box—it appeared to be fairly heavy—and went around to the back of the
black van. She opened the rear doors and did the box inside.

Click.
Box number two. Samedrill.

“Why isn't the driver helping?’ Jazz wondered. “ They’ d be donein hdf thetime. He salittle obvious
gtting thereidling theengine.”



“Maybe he doesn’t want to be seen,” Luciasaid. Which waslogica, and Jazz wished she hadn’t opened
her mouth. She sucked on diet colaand glanced at the side mirrors again. Nothing sinister going on
anywhere that she could see.

Pink Cardigan went back for the third box. Click. “Watch out for lensflash,” Jazz said.
Luciathrew her anirritated look. “I’'m not anovice” shesaid. “Reax.”

That really wasn't possible, because thiswas feding redly wrong. Not that there was anything obvioudy
strange going on...another bright shiny day in suburbia. ... but Jazz felt tension creeping up her spineand
into her shoulders.

Pink Cardigan was getting red in the face, hauling boxes. She was working on the fifth one now, looking
harassed. If what she was doing wasillegal, she was pretty unconcerned about it. Of course, that wasthe
Secret to getting away withit, not being furtive. Still, thiswas alittle too blatant, wasn't it? Out in the
open, a her own house, persondly loading up the shiny black obviousvan?

Didn’'t make sense.
Click. Luciaran off another photo. Jazz was willing to bet they dl looked pretty much the same.
“What arewelooking at?’ Jazz asked.

“Good question,” Luciaanswered. “1 have no idea. She' saneat person, conservative dresser—I’d put
the outfit she’ sgot on at high-end department store—and there aren’t any markings on the boxes. Plain
brown cardboard and tape. Everything sealed up, likefor shipping. | don’'t know.”

“Drugs?

“Not like any drug shipment I’ ve ever seen. Way too obvious. And look at the number of boxes stacked
in there. She' d be a Colombian drug lord, with that inventory. And the lack of security...”

JazZ' s cell phone rang, caler unknown. When she answered, it was Manny.

“Jazz,” he blurted before she could say aword. “ That picture? Her name' s Sdly Collins. She'sasingle
mother, one daughter, Julia, fourteen. No crimina record, not even a speeding ticket in the last ten years.
Normal debts. She co-owns a ceramics shop.”

“Thanks, Manny....” He' d dready hung up.
Sherdayed theinformation to L ucia.

“Ceramics,” Luciasaid. “Could be what' sin the boxes.”
“Ceramicswith drugs?’

“It' sastretch,” Luciaadmitted.

“Yeah.” Jazz chewed her lip. “ So what do we do?’
“Takepictures” Luciaanswered. “Until it' sdone.”

Pragmatic, but not satisfying. Jazz sipped colaand scanned the mirrors again. Still, dl quiet on the
neighborhood front. It was positively Mayberry out there.



Pink Cardigan carried atota of ten boxes out. When she had the tenth one stacked in the van to her
satisfaction, she closed the rear doors and walked around to the driver’ sside again. A short conversation
ensued.

“Parabolic mike,” Luciasaid softly.
“Onthe shopping list,” Jazz agreed. “We definitely need more toys.”

The black van reversed out onto the Street. Lucialeaned over, angling for adriver’ s side shot, but the
windows weretinted and rolled up tight.

It pulled away and made aleft turn out of sght.

Jazz turned back to the house. Pink Cardigan was standing there, arms folded, staring down at her shoes.
Frowning.

Luciatook another picture.
In between one breath and another, everything changed.

An engine growled behind them, and Jazz' s eyes flew to the Sde mirror. An eectric blue car wasturning
the corner—abig thing, probably dating back to the seventies, square and solid and shining with chrome.

Pink Cardigan looked up, darmed, saw the car and backed up.

Luciaswore, and dropped the camerato reach for her gun. Jazz was aready going for hers, aswell. The
car glided nearly silently down the street, casud as ashark heading for a plump baby sedl.

The car dowed even more. The kidsin the yard played on, oblivious...and then, suddenly, it lurched into
motion with asgued of tires. Accdlerating fadt.

“Down!” Luciayelled a Jazz and aimed across her. Jazz grabbed the handle that controlled the car seat
and yanked it up, gasping as her seat dammed into full recline and she dropped hard with it. Gut-shot
abdomina muscles complained with ahot, dizzying flash. She was Staring up at Lucia, who wasleaning
over her, gun extended in firing position and braced with her left hand. Steady as arock.

Shedidn’t fire. The muzzle of the gun tracked smoothly in an arc.

Jazz heard aworld-shaking rumble, saw ashadow flash over Lucid sface, and then the blue car was
past them and still accelerating. No gunfire,

Jazz grabbed the dashboard and pulled hersdlf back upright, ratcheting the seet to a straight position.
Luciadowly relaxed, both hands ill on the gun, staring at Pink Cardigan.

The blue car swerved left at the corner, taking the same route as the black van.

“What the hell wasthat?’ Jazz blurted, and turned to look at Pink Cardigan, who was staring at the car
intently, but not asif she recognized it. She turned and went back into her house, damming the door shut
behind her with such violence that it echoed like the gunshots that hadn’t been fired. After afew minutes,
the garage door cranked down, as well, and rattled shut with a hollow boom.

“I don’'t know,” Luciaadmitted. She still looked pale, breathing fast. Jazz related. She was abouit to pass
out from the rush of adrendine. “I thought they were going to kill her.”

“What stopped them?”’



“Us” Luciasaid. “ They saw usand kept driving. | think we just saved her life”

“Without firing ashot? Excdllent. | realy don’'t want to talk to Stewart twicein one day.” Jazz sounded
steady and cheerful; shedidn’t feel that way. Sweat dripped down the back of her neck, soaked her
shirt. She needed to pee. Badly. Straight-up fighting she could take. This battle-of-nervesthing, not so
much. “Man. That weas...”

“Weird?’ Luciasupplied. “Yeah.” Shefindly reaized she was dill holding the gun and put it away.
“Sorry. | should have gotten the plate number.”

“One-gx-four HCX,” Jazz said autométicaly. “ That’ s not the weird thing.”
Shehad Lucid sfull attention.

“Theweird thing is that the license plate was black with yellow letters,” she continued. “Missouri plates,
al right, but Missouri has't issued that style Snce 1978.”

Luciawas outright staring at her. Big eyed. “Y ou know the sate license-plate colors by year?’
“Yeah.” Jazz shrugged. “ Useful knowledge.”

“Judt for Missouri, right?’

“If I say no, will you think I'm weird?’

That got an outright blink. Lucia, the cam and unsurprised, was findly thrown for aloop.

Jazz smiled, reached into the glove compartment, and pulled out a steno pad. She wrote down the plate
number and details about the plate itsdlf.

“So what does that mean? About the plate?’ Lucia asked findly.

“Meansthey probably pulled it off ajunker at an auto graveyard,” she said. “ Although it fitsthe age of
that car.”

She flipped open her cell phone and hit the fourth speed dia on thelist. She got an answer on the second
ring, asaways.

“Hey, Gaz,” shesad. “Run aplate for an old friend?’

“Don't think so,” hereplied. Gary Gailbraith was an old friend, and he' d never answered that way
before. He sounded guarded. “ Things are kind of busy right now. Can’t redly talk.”

Oh, crap. “Has Stewart been on your ass?’

“Pogtively upit,” Gaz said. He was an older cop, white haired, with abroad face and a
whiskey-drinker’ s blush across his nose and cheeks. He always seemed vacant to most of the other
detectives, but that was a deliberate cultivation on his part. He was sharp as atack, was Gaz, just not in
any obviousways. He never competed. And he didn’t play politics, more than he had to in order to get
thejob done. “I think | need a proctologist.”

She grinned. “ Okay. Cal me when the heat’ s off, right?’
“Right,” hereplied. “Take care.”



“You, too.” She hung up. Luciaraised eyebrowsat her. “Y ou got any local contactsto do aplate
check?’

“Local? No. The sources | have work at, ah, higher levels. And using them might raise ared flag.”
“Kind of what | figured,” Jazz nodded. “ Okay, we do it the hard way.”
“Meaning?’

Luciadarted the car. She reached down, retrieved the fallen digital camera and handed it to Jazz, who
thumbed quickly through the pictures. Too bad they hadn’t gotten a shot of the blue car, but Jazz had a
pretty vivid menta image, and shewas sure Luciadid, too.

“Meaning,” Jazz said, staring at Pink Cardigan’ s picture, “we go see Manny again.”

Luciagroaned softly, and put the car in gear.

Convincing Manny to track a plate for her was just about the toughest thing Jazz had ever done,
congdering she was doing it with aleaking bullet wound in her Sde, amassive throbbing headache, and
an adrendine-rush aftermath that made her fed like roadkill. Manny eventudly figured out that she wasn't
operating at her usua levels and decided to take it easy on her, having exacted only afew dozen
promisesthat he wouldn't be put on any hit lists or have shape-changing aiens showing up a hisdoor.

“I swear,” Jazz groaned as she flipped the cell phone closed, “1'm personally going over thereto set up
parental controlsto keep him from ever watching The X-Filesagain.”

“Probably wouldn’t do any good,” Luciasaid, pokerfaced. “1 think | spotted DVD collections.”
1] Crm.”

Luciapulled the car into a space near the apartment stairs, killed the low beams, and reached up to flip
the overhead dome light off. When Jazz reached for the door handle, Luciastopped her. “Wait,” she
sad.

1] For?7

“My eyesto adjust,” Luciasaid camly. “I want to be able to see the shadows before you decide to
present another target.”

“Y ou know, | think you and Manny might be amatch madein heaven.”
“Another crack likethat, and | catch the next puddle jumper out of here.”

Stll, Luciawas right; Jazz would have thought of it hersdlf, been more cautiousif she hadn’'t been sotired
and hurting. She sat in slence, watching the shadows as her eyes adjusted; nothing she could seewaiting
out there. Parked cars were aways aworry, but there wasn’t much she could do about them.

“Okay.” Luciafinaly nodded. “No deviations. Straight up the stairs, fast asyou can. I'll be behind you.”

Jazz didn’'t waste breath on agreeing, just ducked out, kept her head down and took the steps as quickly
as possble. Which was agonizingly dowly, actudly, given the crappy state of her body. She was gasping
and feding alittle Sck by the time she achieved the top landing. Behind her, Lucia, lingering down & the
bottom, watching the parking lot, turned and soundlesdy came up, three steps at a bound.



Jazz felt tired just watching her.
She dipped her key into thefirst dead bolt, then the second, and reached for the doorknob.
It didn’t turnin her hands.

Jazz backed up, fast, breath short again. She planted her back squarely against thewall, eyes wide, and
nodded Luciasilently back to the far sde, out of theline of fire.

What? Luciamouthed. Her gun was out, fast asamagic trick. Jazz fumbled her own out, but didn’t like
the way her hand was shaking. I'll probably shoot mysdlf. Again.

Jazz pointed at the doorknob. Locked, she mouthed. Shouldn't be.

Lucianodded in understanding. Jazz habitualy shot dead bolts, but never bothered with the rdlatively
nuisance-value lock on the knob. They could be overcome by a bright ten-year-old with ahairpin, much
less anybody serious about breaking and entering. Luciaheld out her free hand. Jazz tossed the keys
underhand to her, watched as she neatly—and nearly silently—fielded them, and then stepped up to dot
the key nestly into the last lock.

No hail of gunfire. Jazz held her breath as the door swung wider onto darkness. Something moved inside,
and her heart lurched, but it was only abushy gray ghost of a cat stepping cautioudy over the threshold.
Mooch. She resisted the urge to dive over and grab him, and let him prance his dow way past her and
down the stairs. He gave her a curious ook and arumble of apurr as he passed, but he was embarked
on serious business,

Luciamoved fast and low, and entered the apartment. Jazz waited. She' d be crap as backup right now,
and she knew it. Plus, crouching was pretty much out of the question.

Silent moments passed, and then lights blazed on in the halway and spilled out in agolden syrupy glow
over the concrete and Jazz' s shoes. Lucia appeared at the door as she rehol stered her gun at her back.

“Comeon,” she said, and checked the outside again one more time before she locked the door. “Y ou’'ve
had company, dl right, but they’ re gone now.”

“Crap,” Jazz Sghed. She stared mournfully at the mess|eft behind. Mounds of crumpled papers.
Drawers pulled open and contents strewn al over the place. Pictures askew on thewadl, dthough
truthfully none of that would matter even if they’ d dashed every one of them to bits.

The boxes of files, the ones she’d wanted Luciato look through...they were gone.

She froze, saring at the empty corner. There was an impression in the cheap, ugly carpet wherethe
weight of the stack had rested, but unless the damn boxes had turned invisible, they were gone.

She kicked disconsolately at the papers on the floor, trying to seeif they’ d left anything behind, but what
was abandoned looked like her regular household stuff, correspondence, bills, nothing important.

“What?" Luciaasked, and followed her stare to the empty corner. “Oh, God. They took your case files,
right?’

“Right,” Jazz murmured. “ All thework | did Snce Ben'sarrest. All the notes, dl the leads. Everything.”
“Anyonein particular cometo mind?’

“Besides that asshole Stewart?’ She shook her head. Too sick, too tired, too numbed. She sank into a



chair and heard papers crackle under her ass, but shedidn’t care. “1 don’'t know. Ask mein the
morning.”

Luciagtared at her for afew seconds, then turned and walked into the kitchen. Whatever disaster was
there, she returned with a glass of water and ahandful of pills. “Takethem,” shesad. “I meanit.”

And for once, Jasmine Callender did as she wastold. She meekly swallowed the pills and sat watching
Luciagtraighten up papers, making stacks, clearing the floor. Then straightening up fallen chairs, putting
drawers back in place, closing open cabinet doors.

Rehanging those god-awful pictures.

JazZ' s eyelids got heavy without warning. She woke up with astart when shefelt ahand on her shoulder,
and somehow made it on numbed feet back to the bedroom.

Lightsout.

Shedidn’t even have time to worry about why somebody who' d broken in and trashed her house had
taken the trouble to lock al of her dead balts.

Or how.

She' d had better mornings after four-day benders.

Jazz woke up sick, aching, dightly feverish, and wishing she were dead for thefirgt full minute before
remembering that it was good to be alive. Mostly. Part of the reason that kicked in was the smell of
fresh-brewed coffee wafting through the apartment. Unless Mooch had |earned how to program the
coffeemaker, she still had company.

Jazz groaned, tried to it up and stayed flat for afew more minutes, gathering strength. Yep, it hurt. A lot.
It hurt like the morning after indulging in someinsane exercise orgy and doing athousand sit-ups. Only
worse. She wasn't sure she could force her abdomina musclesto do even the smplework of getting her
out of bed.

Suck it up, Cdlender, she ordered hersalf, and somehow managed to get up. After she’'d swung her legs
over the bed, she discovered that L ucia had taken off her shoes but left her wearing the loose sweatpants
and T-shirt. Benesth, the bandages felt tiff. Shetried not to think of what that might mean.

Getting to her feet was an adventure, but she managed. She ran fingersthrough her hair, felt unruly
tangles and shuffled, on athletic-sock feet, into the living room.

Which looked like someone else' s gpartment.

She blinked, cocked her head and tried to remember if she' d suffered ahead injury, in and around the
generd insanity of yesterday. No, she was pretty sure not.

Maybe it was the same room, it just looked. .. better. Cleaner, at least. And nester. Weirdly not her
home.

Everything was neat, squared up, polished. The carpet had been vacuumed to the point that it looked as
if it might have been new, if anyone was unwise enough to make carpet that color in thisday and age.

No sign of the chaos of the night before,



Luciacame out of the kitchen, looking glossily perfect, asusua. Seek and shining. Her hair was still back
in the action ponytail, and she had on some tight spandex-type workout pants and ajogging bra.

“Morning,” she said, and looked Jazz comprehensively up and down. “Y ou look like hell.”

“Thanks. Very comforting.” Jazz found the coffeemaker and amug and poured. She tasted bitter oily
heaven, swallowed, and kept going until the cup was empty. Then refilled. Luciawatched her, leaning
againg the door frame and frowning.

“Wow,” shefindly said. “That’s...frightening. Do you dways drink that much caffeine?’
“Any messages?’ Jazz asked. Her brain fog was starting to clear, at least alittle.

“Borden called. He wanted to check on you. | don't think he was very happy to hear you weren'tin

“I wasin bed.”
“I mean, were planning on Saying there. Asin, recovering.”

“Borden’ s not the boss of me,” Jazz said, and then wondered. Maybe he was. Not a pretty thought. “Did
you tell him about yesterday? The assgnment?’

“Yes, | told him. | typed up reports and faxed them in. | included the plate number and description of the
car, too. I’d have waited for you, but...”

“No, that'sokay.” Jazz sank down at the kitchen table. Her abdomina muscles gave asob of rdief.
“What' d he ssy?”’

“Good job?’ Lucialifted ashoulder in afatdistic shrug. “I tried to get some kind of ideafrom him about
what it was we were supposed to have accomplished, but he' sabrick wall. | think he responds better to
you. Maybeyou can givehimacdl.”

Jazz shot her alook. “1 don't think so. Last thing | need isalawyer going al sweet on me. No sign of the
files, | guess?’

“No, nosign. | did alittle canvassing up and down the hall. Nobody saw anything, apparently.”

Jazz reflected that if her neighbors were going to talk to anyone, they’ d talk to gorgeous L ucia; no leads,
then. She felt unreasonably depressed.

“I swept the apartment for bugs, by theway. Nothing. It still looks clean.”

“Cleaner than it did when | went to bed,” Jazz observed. Lucialooked away and studied the polish on
her fingernal. “Never mind. Thanks”

“I'mgoing out for arun,” Luciasaid. “Y ou going to be okay here?’

“Yep. Fineand dandy.” Jazz filled her coffee cup again and shuffled over to the gun safe. Shedimly
recdled having stowed her .38 in there, and sure enough, there it was, fully loaded and ready. She got it
out and clipped the holster to her waistband. “Y ou' re strapped, right?’

“Inthisoutfit?’ Luciashook her head. “I'll bedl right.”

“No, youwon't.” Jazz limped to her bedroom, found areasonably clean floppy sweatshirt and tossed it



to Lucia, who pulled it on. It made her look adorably lumpy. Lucia added the pancake holster to the
smdll of her back and nodded.

“Lock it benind me” shesaid. “And if you have time and energy, you might want to read somethings|
found on the Internet.”

Sheindicated asmall, nest pile of papers on the kitchen table and went out the front door. Jazz followed
ingtructions with the dead bolts, then carried coffee and gun back to the table.

Max Simms had been arrested in the winter of 2000, claiming innocence. Nothing unusud in that, and of
course he retained high-powered counsdl. What was interesting was whom he' d retained.

Jazz cocked her head and studied the grainy black-and-white AP photo of white-haired,
digtinguished-looking Max Simmsin handcuffs, with the lawyer striding next to him, head bent to confer.

James Borden. What had he said, in the office? I’ ve never tried acrimina casein my life. Next to him
was Milo Laskins, stone-faced, extending ahand to block photographers and reporters.

She siroked the printed side of Borden' s face with one blunt finger and whispered, “Liar.” It fdt asif the
whole world had shifted to the lft, creating adope, and she couldn’t get her balance. From the
beginning, from thefirst time she’d seen him, she' d believed Borden. She'd fdlt that on some very deep
level hewasjust plain honest.

And if shewaswrong about that, what €l se was she wrong about? L ucia Garza? The partnership? Ben
McCarthy’ sinnocence?

She swallowed hard and forced hersalf to keep reading. Lots of background on Smms, who had dl the
usual quiet snsthat could be dug up on any adult. Gossip from his peers, mostly. Nasty comments about
hiswork habits, ogling hisfemae subordinates, having harsh wordsfor people. . .the kind of Stuff that
cameto the forefront when someone was down and probably not getting up again.

Simms had taken a plea agreement. Twenty-fiveto life. Or just life, for someone of hisage. He'd been
lucky to escape the needle.

Thekitschy gold sunburst clock on thewall said that morning was rolling on. She washed up the mug and
coffeepot, shuffled off to the bathroom and attempted a sponge bath, with limited results. Her hair wasa
disagter, and she wasn't up to washing it. Bending over wasn't redlly in the cards. She settled for giving it
apunky spiked look with gel—thank you, Liar Borden—and climbed into fresh underwear and
swestpants and T-shirt.

Then she collapsed back on the bed, spots dancing in front of her eyes. Painkillers beckoned seductively
from her bedside table, but no way was she doing that, not today. Too much to do. Too much at stake.

She got out her cdll phone and dided.
“Gabrid, Plke & Lasking” said acrigp femaevoice, dl busness. “How may | direct your cal?’

“James Borden,” she said, and eased hersdlf to a sitting position against the headboard. She didn’t want
to belying down for this.

“Onemoment, I’'ll seeif he savailable”

Thirty seconds, afluttering click, and Pansy’ s cheerful voice said, “ James Borden'’ s office, how may 1—”



“Let me gpesk tothelying rat,” Jazz interrupted. “ Tell him it’ s Jasmine Callender.”

There was a second' s puzzled pause, and then Pansy said, “Ms. Callender, I'm sorry, but the lying rat
isn't here. He flew out yesterday. | understood he was coming to see you. Incidentally, how are you

feding?

“Good enough to kick hislegd briefs,” Jazz snapped, and heard Pansy choke on what might have been a
laugh. “Heflew back last night. He' s not there?’

“Not at the office. He called to say that he' d be out of town a couple of daysat least. Do you want meto
try hiscdl phone?

“No, I'll doit.” Jazz was suddenly struck by an evil ingpiration. “Do you like your job, Pansy?’
“ure”
“Like New York?’

“It'sokay,” Pansy said. Jazz could amost see the shrug. “I’m from Kansas, originally. New Y ork takes
some getting used to.”

“If you' re homesick, do you want to cometo work in K.C. for me?’

“I couldn’t do that,” Pansy said cheerfully. “But thanks for the offer.”

“Suit yourself. But | can promiseyou that I’ [l never, ever make you get coffee.”
There was along, long pause, and then Pansy said, “Kansas City, huh?’

Jazz grinned. Take that, Lawyer Borden.

Chapter 6

U pon returning from her run, Luciainformed Jazz of two things. One, she' d be camping out on Jazz's
couch until her leasing agent found her aloca apartment. Two, they had an gppointment to shop for

office space.
“WEe re shopping?’

“Shopping isanecessary part of life, Jazz, you should reconcile yoursdlf to it. Unless you want meto
make all thedecisons” Luciadidn’t sound averseto it. Jazz eyed her distrustfully.

“Fing” shesad. “I'll takealook.”

Luciadrove. All the way, Jazz kept an eye on the Street, but traffic patterns |ooked random and safe, and
she saw nobody following—either from in front or behind—for more than a couple of blocks. It was
possible the faceless bad guys had enough manpower to do fast-rotating teams, but if so, they were
screwed anyway, and al the eagle-eye vigilance in the world wouldn’t help.

No white vans, no black cars with tinted windows, no electric blue sedans with out-of-date plates.

But when they pulled up in the parking lot of afive-story office building, she spotted someone she knew
waiting, leaning againgt the granite-faced entrance with hislong armsfolded. Borden was back in casud
mode, long leather jacket and blue jeans and an oatmeal-colored long-d eeved Henley undernegth.
Gelled hair again. Helooked up as Jazz' s car rattled to a stop, and straightened.



Jazz took her time getting out, partly so as not to run over and bash his head against the wall, partly
because she didn’t want to show any awkwardness or hesitation from the pain. Smooth and controlled.
Shewas going to out-Lucia L ucia

“Hey,” Borden said, and took a couple of steps toward her. She shut the car door, put her handsin her
jacket pockets and looked at him with what was probably not apolite smile.

He stopped.

“Let meguess, Counsdlor,” shesaid, “you'rein the red etate business, too.”

“Moreor less. How are you—"

“Feding?’ Sheforced hersdlf not to limp as she walked toward, then past him. “Gresgt. Y ou?’

In the shiny tinted glass of the building’ s double doors, she saw Borden toss Luciaalook. Lucia shook
her head.

“Y ou should have stayed in the hospital,” he said, coming up next to her with athick set of keysin his
hand. He unlocked the door and pulled the right one open with asigh of cool air. “And for the record?
I’m not the landlord. | just helped Luciafind the place. Third floor. Take the elevator. Y ou don't haveto
prove how tough you are by tackling the sairs.”

Sheglared at him but walked ingde the building. It was dark, except for some indirect spotsilluminating
empty alcoves and an equally empty reception desk. Still had that new-building smell, equd parts paint,
drywall and fresh carpeting.

“Ready to movein?’ Luciaasked.
Borden nodded. “If you sign the lease, you could be operational in afew days.”

Lucianodded and tucked her hair back behind her ear, sneaking alook at Jazz as she did so0. Jazz
watched the numbers flash on the floor counter overhead. When the right one arrived, she pushed
through the still-opening doors...

Into adream.

Dgavu, she thought, and fought the disorientation. She knew this place. Knew it. She knew what she'd
see before she looked I€ft, or right. She knew that there would be a big-ass boardroom behind the
reception-desk half wall directly in front of her, and that the table in there would be along black lacquer
thing, and she could see someone sitting there, looking up at her.

Ben. Ben McCarthy. | remember Ben McCarthy being here, in these offices.

Shetold hersdf it wasjust adream, but she couldn’t make herself move. Her heart was hammering, her
skin suddenly coated in swest.

| know this place.

Borden went to the reception desk and did something behind the counter. Lights flipped on and marched
left and right in fluorescent banks. The place took on light and color. It was champagne-and-blond
woods and dull slver, very chic.

“It' sfully furnished,” he said. “The management fitted it out for an Internet firm that went belly-up before
move-in. They’ ve been trying to leaseit out for months.”



“Other tenantsin the building?’ Lucia asked.

“They've got alaw firm moving in on five, and an investment firm coming in on the ground floor,” Borden
said. “It' s pretty safe. Very corporate.”

Jazz walked over to the reception desk and |ooked at the half wall behind the empty chair. It was
begging for aname. She blinked and imagined the Slvery lettering on it: Callender & Garza. Shewaan't
sureif that made her fedl better or even more disoriented.

She went around thewall. Behind it sat ablack lacquer table that seated at least adozen, with black
leather chairs pulled around it. A Zen-appropriate arrangement of dried flowersin the center of the table.
Beyond it, tinted glass had aview of the K.C. skyline.

The sense of d§avu wasfading. Maybe it had just been one of those things, aweird-ass chemical
imbalance of abrain that had suffered too many shocks recently.

She heard Lucia say something about taking alook at the offices. She turned and followed.

There weretwo large officesto the right, sharing an administrative station. Jazz entered the one on the
left, moving by ingtinct, and noticed L uciamoved to the right. She stood in the doorway and looked a
the expanse of carpet, the empty bookshelves, the desk and chair.

Borden had moved behind her. She could fed him there, even though he was staying a prudent few steps
avay.

“Youdid agood job,” he said, “with the assgnment. The client was pleased.”

“Wedidn't do anything.” Jazz turned to face him. Theindirect lighting did things to hisface, made him
look like a stranger. But then, he was a stranger, wasn't he? And she didn’t redlly know athing about
him, except that he wasn't telling the truth.

“Y ou did exactly what you were supposed to do,” he said, and suddenly put out a hand to grab her by
the forearm. “ Jazz?’

She' d fdltered, lost her balance, and only redlized it after the fact. She leaned against awall and sucked
down deep breeths, clearing her head. “Paint fumes,” she mumbled. She felt light-headed and more than
alittlesck. “You lied to me, Borden.”

He could have moved his hand. He didn’'t. Shefelt his strong hold dacken alittle, but he kept touching
her.

“I didn’'t,” he said, and moved closer. Too close. She felt smothered. “1 wouldn't.”
“Youtold usyou don't do crimind cases.” Like Manny, she thought. Manny won't do them, either.

Borden' s sharp face went blank for afew seconds, then settled into an expression of resignation. “Y eah.
| don't.”

“I saw the pictures. Y ou and Max Smms.”

The name rocked him back, and she saw atartled flash in those big brown eyes, quickly concealed.
“That’swhat | get for generdlizing to acop,” hesaid. “1 didn’t try that case, | was second chair. Laskins
wasprincipd. It was my fird, last and only crimind trid with the firm.”

“Because of Smms?’ she asked.



He smiled sadly. “My firm doesn't likelosing.”

The office swaiting sllence closed around them. He il hadn't taken his hand off her, and she hadn't
ingsted, by word or motion, that he do it. Her eyes met his, and she felt ajolt deep insde, something
warm and frighteningly redl.

“I wish you'd stayed in the hospital,” he said, hisvoice low and hoarse. “Y ou have aholein your side,
you know. Not ahangnail.”

“Bdieve me, Counsdor, | know.”

He studied her for along moment, and then suddenly let go of her arm and stepped back. Two feet
back. Handsin his pockets, asif he didn’t trust himsdlf not to touch her again.

Luciawas coming out of the right-hand office, armsfolded, looking a her shoesasif deciding whether or
not the new fdl line would be out soon. She glanced from Borden to Jazz and back, dark eyes glittering,
and said, “Reached any conclusons?’

“Looks good to me,” Borden said. He didn't take his eyes off Jazz.

“It seemslikeit will work,” Luciareplied. “1 want wireless broadband installed, and we' re going to need
lots of Storage space. But yes, | likeit. Jazz?’

Cdlender & Garza
Ben McCarthy, Stting at that black table, looking up at her with atiny little smile.
Jazz sucked in adeep bresth and surprised hersdlf by saying, “ Yeah. | can livewith this”

That, apparently, was dl it took to change the course of alife.

The cases came dowly at first. Welton Brown, who' d ways been afriend, directed a couple of
noncriminal cases Jazz' sway, and as the weeks passed, as office supplies got ddivered and put away
and lights turned on and Internet connections tested—as the | ettering turned from dream to permanence
on the reception-areawall and the building officially opened—things dowly began to change.

Jazz hedled.

It was more than the bullet wound, although that closed up nicely without complications. It was more
about something inside that had been broken and bleeding for much longer than that. Since she' d seen
Stewart throw McCarthy up against awall and snap handcuffs around hiswrist and sneer out words she
gill heard in her nightmares. Under arrest for murder.....

She' d been lost for awhile, since then, and as she began to learn the routine of driving to the office,
checking her perimeters before leaving the car, walking into the offices and being greeted by Chrigtine
Sparrow, Lucia schoicefor receptionidt. ..it began to fed redl.

Lucia had moved without fanfare. She' d just stopped commuting from D.C. about aweek into things and
handed Jazz adip of paper with an address on it. Her new home was in one of the nicer, secured
gpartment buildings.

Every day, they met in the devator, or in the coffee room, or in the adminigtrative area—till
empty—between their two offices. And every day, there was something more to talk about. Something



important.

Luciabrought cases with her from Washington. One of them required travel, which Jazz wasn't up for,
given her physicd limitations, and she found she missed L ucia slight conversation while she was gone,
the quiet competence she brought into the office, like the scent of her perfume. Jazz took ajob doing
background checks on a prospective executive for Hudson Industrials out of Boston—another Welton
Brown referral, however oblique—and turned up drug-possession charges and proof of current cocaine
purchases, provided via a subcontractor in Boston proper. The company liked their thoroughness so
much that they sent over their corporate business.

Jazz discovered sheredly did need an assstant. Badly. She made another phone call.
Turned out that Pansy wastired of getting coffee after all.

Three weeks |ater, their office staff had doubled its Sze, the businesswas running at asteady, if
unexceptiond, clip, and Jazz was starting to fed that little bull’ s eye on her back flicker and fade. Neither
shenor Luciahad seen anything like atail or asuspicious vehicle in weeks.

Shewasjust starting to fed redly good and pretty well healed when Chris Sparrow rang theintercomin
the middle of her transcription of the notes for the latest executive background review to announce a
vigtor.

James Borden.

Jazz hesitated for a second, staring at her lit computer screen, fingers poised on the keys, and then
whesled her chair back. Luciawas gone, till, on one of her nonlocal cases. Thereredlly wasn't much of
an dternative, except to tell Christo send him on back.

Through the open door, she witnessed the priceless moment when Pansy, coming out of the coffee room,
encountered her ex-boss on hisway in. They blinked a each other, and then Pansy, without atremor,
offered Borden the cup of coffeein her hand.

And he, without atremor, accepted it, toasted her with it, and continued into JazZ' s office, where he took
aseat on the couch, spped coffee and sprawled asif he was sitting in his own living room.

“Make yourself at home,” she said, and got up to close the door on Pansy’ s curious smile. “I’d ask what
brings you here, but I'm thinking | already know.”

Without comment, Borden—who had just had a haircut, and it suited him—reached ingde histrenchcoat
and took out ared envelope. She walked over, took it from his hand and sat down next to himtorip it

open.
“Why red?’ she asked absently.

He finished spping his coffee before saying, “What?’

“Red envelopes. Seemslike a pretty obviousway of ddlivering amessage. Why red?’
“Youwouldn’'t believe meif | told you.”

“Okay, that goes without saying, but humor me.” She unfolded the paper insde. More Gabrid, Pike &
Laskins|etterhead, the same businesdike printing.

Proceed at 11:00 p.m. local time tonight to the 1400 block of Legacy Drive. Park on the left side of the



street and wait for ablack Toyota Celicato arrive and park on the opposite side of the street. Follow the
woman in the Celicafrom her car until she entersthe building at 1428 Legacy Drive.

“That'sit?" Jazz checked the back of the letter. Apparently, it was. “No pictures, no video, no nothing?
Just park, follow, leave?’

“Yes” Bordensad. “I told you, they wouldn't al be exciting stuff.”
She flapped the envelope. “Why red?’

“Arewe back to that again?’ He d not only cut his hair, he was freshly shaved. And if she wasn't
mistaken, that was a fresh gpplication of cologne, too. She scooted alittle closer, just to confirm her
suspicions. “1t’'s so we won't get them mixed up with other correspondence. There salot of it inour
offices, in case you haven’t noticed. Lawyers. We do paperwork.”

“Bullsnit”

“Excuse me?’ He put the coffee cup aside on the side table and turned toward her, resting an elbow on
the back of the tufted lesther couch. “By theway, | like your hair.”

She blushed. She didn’'t mean to, and she was furious at hersdlf for doing it, but sheingtantly felt the burn
climb from her neck into her cheeks, and saw the immediate lazy amusement in hiseyes. She'd let Lucia
talk her into anew hairdresser, and as aresult, she barely recognized hersdf in the mirror. Her hair was
gill in ashag, but no longer reminded her of sheepdogs or thatched roofs; it looked cute, perky and
fluffable. It even felt soft, thanks to some expens ve conditioners she wasn't sure she could afford, or had
enough training to use. But it seemed to work. Luciahad pronounced her fit for boardroom meetings,

ayway.

“Thanks,” she mumbled. “Y ours, too.”

He shrugged. No blush, damn him. “How’ sthe 9de?”’
“Fixed.”

“But you'retaking it easy.”

“No, I’'m going to sgn up for the Ultimate Fighting Championship cage match later today. Y es, of course
I’'m taking it easy. Thetoughest thing I’ ve had to do so far iswalk fast.” She smiled, just abit, asthe
blush started to fade to adistant prickle. “Bet | can still kick your ass, though, Counsdlor.”

“No bets,” he said. Shewondered if he was humoring her.

“Regular rates on this?” She waved the envel ope between them, which should have formed some kind of
barrier and instead just wafted more of hiswarm cologne toward her.

“Regular rates,” he agreed. Was he leaning closer? She thought he was.
“Areyou going to keep doing this? Being the GPL Postd Service?’
“GPL?

“Gabrid, Pike...?

“Oh.” Heraised one shoulder in avery tiny shrug. “Lead time susudly not long enough to trust this stuff
to themail. Even overnight. Though sometimes| might not be available, and you might have to check



FedEx, but I'll give you a heads-up firs.”

“Why?

“Why would | give you a heads-up?’ He sounded mystified by that. She had to admit, it would have
been astupid question.

“No, why isthere not enough lead time? Don’t you know this stuff a couple of days ahead of time?
Surely you don’t do thisal a thelast minute.”

Helooked at her for such along, unblinking moment that she actualy felt she' d said something wrong,
but then he smiled and said, “1 never said we were the most organized bunch of lawyersin theworld.”

She remembered getting off the planein New Y ork and finding a crisply pressed ex-Marine holding up a
sgnwith nameson it. His ability to organize was, so far as she’ d been ableto tell, pretty damn closeto
perfect. Like the explanation about the envelopes themsdves, it didn’t sound right, but she could tell that
she wasn't going to get anything more from him. Not yet.

Not now.
“Soyou'rejust hereto deliver aletter and get back on aplane,” she said.

“No. I’'m hereto deliver aletter, take you out to dinner, and get back on aplane,” he said. “You edt,
right?’

“Dinner,” sherepeated, frowning. “Y ou want to go to dinner.”

“Early dinner, yeah. Say, six o' clock? That way we' Il befinished up before you have to get to work.” He
nodded dightly at the envelope in her hand, and then looked alittle disconcerted. “ Unlessyou have
plans”

“Asif | have an actud life, you mean?’ She snorted. “No. If Luciawas here, we might have aworking
dinner here, but no. No plans.”

“Ah. Right. Lucia sworking?’ Helooked guilty, asif he had forgotten about Lucia. Which Jazz had a
hard timeimagining, because, wdl, Lucia If there was going to be a Swimsuit Edition for Private
Investigator Monthly, Luciawould be the centerfold.

“She'sin Washington,” Jazz said. “Back tomorrow. But not to worry, Counsdlor, | can handlesttingina
car and following somebody dl by mysdlf. And dinner. | can handle dinner without backup.”

He yawned hugely, traded looking guilty for looking shocked and embarrassed, and mumbled something
about early-morning flights. She cocked an eyebrow at him, got off the couch and went back to her
desk. He watched her go, mouth dightly open on aquestion that wasn't able to quite fight itsway free.

“Stretch out,” she said. “Y ou won't bother me.”

She went back to typing. She didn’t watch him, but after awhile her peripherd vison reported that he'd
followed her advice. By the time she thought it was safe to focus on him again, his eyeswere shut, his
limbs loose and relaxed, and he was breathing evenly and quietly.

She stared at theriseand fall of his chest, then let her eyes wander over therest of him. Long, deek lines,
especidly in the blue jeans and boots. Did he wear cowboy boots because he was coming to Kansas
City? Were they some kind of special costume, like the leathers? She hoped not. She liked the idea that



he wore them because he enjoyed them, not because he needed them to fit in.

Without any transition at all, she wondered how he' d look without the clothes and had to shock hersdlf
out of the vison to focus on the dry, quiet text of her report again. In her experience, the better she was
ableto visudizethat kind of thing, the degper shewasin trouble, and that had been, well, vivid.

Redly, redly vivid.

She grimly tapped keys and forced hersdlf to keep working as the hours did past toward evening.

For an out-of-towner, dinner in Kansas City required barbecue. Barbecue, in Jazz' s opinion, required
Arthur Bryant's, and by the time they were tucked into abooth around a Formicatable, she wasfedling
pretty good about the choice. Not too romantic, barbecue. Not an inducement to imagine the other
person naked. She didn’t even order beer, which was quite a sacrifice, and stuck to soft drinks with her
ribs. After aninitia reluctance, Borden dove into his dinner with abandon, smearing himsdlf with sauce
and grease and mumbling praises about the taste.

She only imagined licking him clean afew times. | redlly need to get out more, she thought sternly, but she
wasonly alittle bit embarrassed. He had that kind of mouth. It just...begged to be licked, especidly
when there were beads of Arthur Bryant sauce clinging to it.

She wasfedling relaxed and confident and happy—happy!—when her cell phone rang.

“Sorry,” she said, and wiped her sticky fingers clean enough to scramble for the cal. Shedidn’t
immediately recognize the number. “Hello, Jazz Callender.” She had to stop her other ear to hear over
the dull roar of the restaurant.

“Y eah, Cdlender?” An unfamiliar male voice, brisk and businesdike. “Y ou' re listed on the notify sheet.
There sbeen an incident at Ellsworth. Inmate Benjamin McCarthy’ s been the victim of abegting, and
he' sgoing to bein the hospital wing for acouple of days. No immediate life-threatening injuries.”

Shefdt dl of the happinessdrain out of her, asif aplug had been pulled from the bottom of her soul.
“What happened?’ Her tone had changed, and her body language; she saw Borden straighten up and
watch her, leaning forward.

“Unclear at the present time, ma am.” In other words, they didn’'t want to say. “We' relooking into it.”

She shut her eyestight enough to see white stars. “Injuries?” She sounded just as businesdike as he did.
“Bedraight with me, gr. I'm hisex-partner. Y ou know he used to be a cop.”

“Yes, ma am, | know.” No emotion in hisvoice. “He has some busted ribs, a broken arm and a cracked
collarbone”

“Anything es?’
A long hesitation. “Not to my knowledge, ma am.”

She shivered dl over. Shefdt sick, hot, disoriented, and the smell of good food and the sound of casua
conversation was too much. “Vigtation?’ she asked.

“I"ve been ingtructed to tell you that he can have visitorsfor one hour tomorrow, from noon until one
o'clock.”



“Fne. I'll bethere”

She hung up and dropped the phone back in her coat pocket. When she opened her eyes again, she saw
that Borden was leaning back in his chair, motioning for the waitress.

“What are you doing?’ she asked.
“Getting the check,” he said. “Does't look like you' rein the mood for thisright now.”

Shefdt ahot, hard surge of gratitude that made her eyes sting with tears. He was careful not to look at
her, and she was grateful for that, too.

“Y our partner? McCarthy?’ he asked. She nodded. “He okay?’

“No.” She pulled in adamp, shaking breath. “It was just a matter of time. Could have been worsg, |
guess. They'll let me see him tomorrow.”

Borden findly focused on her face, then turned to smile at the waitress and do the mechanical duty of
paying the check and boxing up the rest of the food to go. “Y ou're crazy if you think I'm leaving any of
thisonthetable,” hesaid. “Besdes, I'll need something for breskfast in the morning.”

“Breskfast?’ she blinked.

“I’'minterested,” Borden said. “1’d like to meet the guy you' re so sureisinnocent. If you don’t mind
having alawyer escort you to the prison.”

Her throat closed up. Shewasn't sure what it was she was feding—adizzying, hot, disorienting mix of
fear, anger, pain, quilt, relief....just that it nearly undid her.

Borden reached over and took her hand. Sticky fingers. She gripped them with desperate intensity.
“Thanks,” shewhispered. “But | thought you had to fly back.”
“Vacation day,” hesaid.

She offered her couch for the night, but Borden, with impeccable ingtincts, took acab to afour-gtar hotel
instead. No kiss, nothing like aromantic goodbye unless you counted a skimming touch of his
fresh-washed fingers over the back of her neck and areminder to be careful.

She put her hands in her pockets, watching the cab pull away, and felt the crackle of paper. She checked
her watch and found she still had an hour to get to the address on the envel ope.

She' d never wanted to do anything lessin her life, but driving to Ellsworth right now wouldn't do her any
good. They wouldn't let her see him, and Ben wouldn’t thank her for any female hysteriaanyway. No,
she needed to focus on something else. Get cam. Get cold.

She went to work.

Legacy Drivewas near alot of clubs, and the late hour made parking tough. She circled the block for
severd minutes before she caught abreak with a Cadillac pulling away from the curb on the left-hand
sde of the street of the correct block. Quickly she paralldl parked between an SUV and adusty pickup.
A muffled rhythmic bass thump from the country bar down the block shivered through metal and skin as
shekilled the engine, dightly out of tempo with the heedache throbbing in her temples. Focus. She



checked the car’ s clock and found that she had fifteen minutes to spare before el even. Sheturned off the
dome light and made sure everything she needed was ready, including the digital camera, though Borden
had told her shewouldn’t need it.

Then, because she had nothing el se to occupy her head, she thought about what might have happened to
land Ben McCarthy in the prison hospita, and what that significant pause on the other end of the phone
had meant when she' d asked about any other injuries.

Thiswas her fault. Her fault for letting him down, for not pushing his case to the top of thelist. For not
turning down these crazy assignments. Watch awoman park and walk to her building? What the hell was
that about? They could’ ve gotten anyone for that. They didn’t need her. And she' d let other thingsget in
the way, too. What right did she have to be out talking and laughing and eating Arthur Bryant’ s barbecue
when her best friend, her partner, was getting the hell beat out of him and...

She shut her eyes, sucked in ahard, hurting breath, and ddliberately let it go.

At just before e even—minutes before—she saw a couple walk out of the cowboy bar down the block
and stagger to atruck parked acrossfrom her on the right side of the street. They managed to get doors
unlocked with aminimum of giggling and groping, and wove off down the road, hopefully to adegtiny that
involved flashing lightsand DUI citations. She was congdering phoning in atip when headlights turned the
corner behind her, and she saw acar coming, moving dowly.

It dowed even further as the driver spotted the empty space and executed a smooth parallel-parking
maneuver.

Black Toyota Celica, furred with alight coating of road dust. As Jazz watched, the driver opened up a
vanity mirror, and asthe light bathed her face, Jazz saw an attractive middle-aged woman with dark,
shoulder-length hair checking her lipstick. That didn’t take long. The driver opened her door and stepped
out of the car.

Jazz |et her get afew steps away before noiselesdy opening her own car door and crossing the Strest,
keeping out of the harsh pools of light near the corner. The woman was wearing adress, and her high
heel s tapped concrete as she walked up the street. She had a notebook in her hand, and a penlight,
evidently consulting an address. As Jazz hung back in the shadow of alarge truck, the woman scanned
building numbers, spotted the one she waslooking for, and headed decisively in that direction.

Jazz checked for anyone watching or following, but the night was quiet and the street was clear. Shewas
theonly tall ingght.

She moved carefully as the woman jogged up the stepsto 1428 Legacy Drive and pressed buttons. Jazz
got close enough to see which one was pressed—bottom | ft.

The access gate buzzed. The woman entered.

Wi, that’ sit, Jazz thought, and watched the door snap shut again behind her. Whatever they thought
would happen, didn’t. Obvioudly.

She watched for awhile longer, waiting to seeif anything interesting would come aong, but apart from a
few more amorous coupl es exiting the dance club, nothing popped.

She went back to her car and checked thetime.

Elevenfifteen.



“Fivethousand dollars,” she said aloud as she backed out of the parking space and headed home. “Y ou
people aretotdly insane.”

She stopped off at abar on the way back, and after afew shots, she no longer felt the raw ripping edges
of fear over what she was going to see a Ellsworth in the morning.

It was worse than she' d thought, and better than she' d hoped. Ben looked different, lying in a hospital
bed with tubesin hisarms and splints and bandages al over him, but not that much different. Hissmile
was the same, even through puffy, bruised lips. Cool blue eyes, brush-cut medium-brown hair that
looked longer than she remembered. Some gray in it, maybe a bit more than the last time she' d been by.

“Jazz,” he said. His voice sounded muffled and indistinct. She could hear him breathing. “ Sorry about the
mess. Sipped in the shower.”

She sat down in the chair next to his bed, suddenly unable to find anything to say. McCarthy didn’'t give
her much of achance. He skipped his attention away from her to lock on to Borden, who was standing
behind her.

“You'renew,” hesad. “Let meguess Lavyer?’

Shelooked back at him. Borden's smile remained cool and tightly controlled. “I’'m afriend,” he said.
“Why? Do you need alawyer?’

“Lawyers got mewhere| am today,” McCarthy said. “Pull up achair. | hate people looking down at me.
Then again, you're so tall you'll probably look down on me anyway...s0. Jazz. What' s up?’

She was speechless, again. He looked at her, clearly waiting, and shefelt an insane urgeto laugh. This
was pure McCarthy. Lying here hooked up to tubes, bubbling blood in a punctured lung, with broken
bones and a morphine drip, demanding to know how her life was going.

“Who wasit?" she heard herself ask him. McCarthy’ s blue eyes suddenly went shadowed, twilight cold,
haf-hidden by lowered lids.

“Not your problem,” he said. “It’ slike Vegasinsde Ellsworth, sweetheart. What happens here stays
here”

She had things to ask him, but there was no way she could put it into words, no way that she could
imagine him letting down his guard in any way. Especidly not with Borden here. She'd seen the shidlds
go dl theway to full strength the second he' d seen Borden at her back.

“I want to know,” she said. “I want to know what happened.”

Hissmileflashed again, but it didn’t reach therest of hisface. “No, you don't,” he said. “No reason for
that. Look, it happened, it wasn’t fun, it'sover. I'll take care of what needs to be taken care of, yeah?
But | need you to do something for me.”

She nodded wordlesdy, watching him. His hand suddenly shot out and wrapped around hers, tight and
warm. McCarthy had aways been the kind to touch, to put ahand on her shoulder, an arm around her
shoulders. A celebratory kiss on her temple when things went well. Nothing sexua about it, just. ..family.
Asclose as could ever matter.

His blue eyes were intense and dark with emotion.



“I need you to stop coming here,” he said. “I need to forget what it’ slike out there if you want meto
survivein here”

“No!” She hed on to hishand when hetried to pull it away. “No, dammit, Ben, I’m not giving up. I'll find
away to get you out.”

“Dropit, Jazz. | mean it. Stewart’ strying to bury you, too, and if you give him an excusehe'll doit.
Forget me. Move on.” His eyesflicked suddenly from her to Borden, then back. “1 hear you' re working
fredlance these days.”

“Who told you that?’

“You don’t think Stewart comes to see me? Keeps me up-to-date on al the gossip? | hear you've got a
P.l. license. He can get it pulled, he hears you doing anything you shouldn’t beinto. Be careful.” He
studied her through those bruised, wary eyes. “What are you handling? Routine stuff?’

“Yeah,” shesad. It was partidly true, anyway. “| have—" She was about to tell him, | have a partner,
but the words stuck in her throat. Shewasn't sureif saying it would be areassurance, or abetrayal.
“Lighten up, Ben, it'snot like| can’t take care of mysdlf.”

“Yeah,” he agreed. His thumb skimmed gently over her bruised, abraded knuckles. He had big, square
hands, disfigured now with bruises and cuts where he d defended himself. They looked like they’ d been
inthe samefight. “Wild woman.”

She found hersdf grinning, suddenly. “ Saved your assafew times.”

“More than afew, yeah. But you need to pick your battles. Can't make war against theworld.” He
looked somber, asif what he was saying applied to himsalf asmuch asher. “ Y ou dowhat | said last
time?’

She didn’'t answer, because she didn’t want to out-and-out lie to him. The last time she'd been to
Ellsworth—the day she’ d met James Borden, she redlized with ashock, had it redly been that long
ago?—Ben had told her in no uncertain terms to box up the files she was keeping on his case and send
them to his attorney. Not that his attorney had ever done him adamn bit of good that she remembered.
Skinny little kid, looked more like an actor than ared lawyer ...

She found hersdf glancing over her shoulder at Borden. He was chatting with anurse, head bent, smiling.
Hedidn't look like ared lawyer, either.

“I’m going to get you out of here,” she said doud, not quite looking at Ben because it was easier than
facing those eyes, that silent whisper of things done and endured she didn’t want to know. “ Swesar to
God, I will.”

“God put me here,” McCarthy said, and shrugged. He put on afase Irish comic-operalilt. “It’|l take the
devil himsdf to get me out.”

She jerked her attention back to hisface. “Then I’ll dedl with the devil.”

McCarthy sent that unreadable look again, to Borden, who was till talking to the nurse and well out of
earshot. “Believeit or not, sweetheart, | think you aready did.”



By the time she l€ft the prison, Jazz felt exhausted, shaky and desperately in need of anap. Shelet
Borden have the whed heading back, and fell adeep to the rhythmic hiss of tires on asphat and the soft
wall of theradio. If she dreamed, it was probably unpleasant, but she didn’t remember.

They rolled back into Kansas City in time for rush hour, which Borden negotiated with ease—he would,
she supposed, being from the Big Apple—and she redlized by the time they’ d pulled into her apartment
parking lot that she had barely said aword to him since entering the prison.

As he pulled the brake, she looked over a him and said, “ Thanks.”
“For what?’
“For...not trying to make me believe he' squilty.”

Borden shrugged. “1 don't know if he' sguilty. And what | think doesn’t matter, it’ swhat you think. You
took on the job to have the resourcesto find out, right?'Y ou should use them.”

“l intend to.”
“Even though hetold you not to try?’
She smiled dightly, and tasted bitterness. “Especidly snce he said that.”

Borden finished the business of unbuckling himsdlf from the seet, turning off the engine, and handing her
the keys before he asked, “ Are you going to see him again? Even though he told you not to go back?’

“I don’t do everything I’'mtold,” she shot back, and got out of the car.

She could have sworn he muttered, “1 think you mean anything,” but when she checked, hisface was
polite and bland, and he had the good sense not to smirk about having the last word.

Out of habit, she grabbed a paper from the dispenser near the mailboxes, then collected the daily mail
carrier’ sallotment of billsand circulars. Took the tairs. She had started taking the stairs again as soon as
shewas sure the sutures wouldn'’t tear loose, and now she was nearly back up to strength, ableto trot up
the six flights a agood clip without eevating her heart rate more than afew beats a minute. Borden
loped next to her without breathing hard, too. Like Lucia, he was arunner. She wondered if hewasa
svimmer, too.

She put the vision of Borden in a Speedo out of her head with aheroic effort.

Inside the apartment she dumped the mail on the kitchen table as she poured hersdf atdl glass of orange
juice, then another for Borden when she remembered her manners. She sorted through things
one-handed, absentmindedly, thinking over how McCarthy had looked, how he'd acted...

She stopped in the act of shoving the newspaper aside and pulled it dowly toward her, then unfolded the
front page.

“What?’ Borden asked.

She held up afinger for sllence, reading, and then turned the front page toward him and pointed to the
black-and-white photo of awoman on the front. “Her,” shesaid. “I recognize her.”

“What?’
“| followed her last night.”



Shewent back to the article.

Wendy Blankenship, 42, was found dead in an dley near the bar where she worked. She was last seen
yesterday evening at Six 0’ clock by co-workers, who described it asa“normd day.” “Shedidn’'t seem
different or anything,” said Jandlle Vincent, who covers dternate night shiftsa Jaye' s Tavern. “Shejust
clocked out and went home like usudl. It' sterrible, you know? She was just getting her life back
together. She was like aden mother around here, we' re going to miss her so much.”

Police have not released the details, but have confirmed that they believe Blankenship'sdeathisa
homicide, and are searching for witnesses to put together atimeline of eventsleading up to her degth.

There was no mention of time of death, but Jazz had a sick fedling that she would have been one of the
last people to see Wendy Blankenship dive. She remembered Wendy checking her lipstick and walking
down the street to the building. Buzzing the intercom.

Last one on the bottom | eft.

“You knew,” she said, and looked up a Borden. He paused in the act of raising his orange juiceto his
lips. “You knew.”

“Knew what?’
“Don’'t give methat crap! Why esewould you send me?’

He put the glass down carefully and extended his hand for the paper. She watched him read the entire
article, face composed and emotions hidden, and when he was done he folded the paper again and st it
on the table between them without meeting her eyes.

“I don’'t know,” he said hoarsdly. “I don’t know why we sent you there.”
“Bullshit. Why didn’t you have me stop her? Save her? | wasright therel”
Helooked up, then, and she saw the suffering in hiseyes. “I don’t know, Jazz.”

She stared at him for afew long seconds, then reached over and picked up the cordless phone and
dialed anumber from memory. “Yeah,” she said to the woman who answered. “| need to speak to
Detective Stewart. | have some information about amurder.”

“Don’'t,” Borden said.

“It sworseif | wait,” she said to him. “They’ Il have surveillance footage, security-cameravideo,
something. If Stewart thinks I’ m hiding something...”

“Youcan't dothis”
“Why didn’t you save her?’ she screamed at him.

He looked back at her, stark and pale, and shook his head. “Because we can’t save everybody,” he
said, and he sounded just as sick as shefélt. “Becauseit isn’t possible. Y ou know that, Jazz.”

“Wherethe hdl doesthis suff comefrom?’ she demanded. “ All this...this...bullshit! Go here, watch this,
videotape this—? Who tells you where to send me? Who tells you why?’

She was s0 intent on his answer that the appearance of Luciain the kitchen doorway made her flinch.
Lucia, looking deek and dark and dangerous, put down her black nylon bag and backpack, crossed her



arms, and said, “I knocked. | guess you were too busy screaming at the top of your lungsto hear.” She
transferred that fierce black ook to Borden. “ She asked you a question, Counsdlor.”

“You, too?' he murmured.

“Yes. Mg, too. I'm just astired as sheis of the cloak-and-dagger, and I’ d be willing to bet I'm just
al-around moretired, period. Tell us, or get out and take your red envelopeswith you.” Luciacouldn’t
possibly have aclue what they were arguing about, but you' d never have known it from the
self-possession she displayed—then again, hdll, for al Jazz knew, Lucia had the apartment wired for
sound and vision. Maybe she knew everything.

Maybe she awaysdid.

Borden looked from one of them to the other, wordlesdy, and Jazz didn't blink. Neither, so far as she
couldtdl, did Lucia

“I need to make aphone cdl,” he said.

“Thendia,” Luciasaid softly. “ Before we pick up the phone and tell Detective Stewart everything we
know about Gabrid, Pike & Laskins. Y ou put my partner in acompromising position, Mr. Borden. |
don't think | like that very much. Make amends.”

Hevisbly swalowed. Jazz might have felt sorry for him, except the fierce gratitude and pride she was
feding for Luciacrowded dl of that out.

Hereached in his pocket and retrieved his cell phone, and dided. “Yeah,” he said dowly. “It'sBorden. |
need to take Callender and Garzato the next level.”

Silence. His eyesfixed on the newspaper lying folded on the table. The picture of Wendy Blankenship,
who hadn’t survived the night that Jazz Callender barely remembered after the blur of drinks.

“Yes” hesaid. “I understand.” He hung up and looked at each of them inturn, Jazz last. His eyes were
asking her for something, but she couldn’t understand what it was, and she wasn't in the mood to grant
him any favors anyway. “We need to go downdtairs,” he said. “Right now.”

“I just got off aplane,” Luciasaid. “Mind if | change clothes first?’
“Actudly, | do,” hesaid. “ Ther€ sacar waiting.”

“What?" For thefirst time, Jazz actudly saw Luciathrown off her gtride. “Whét the hell are you talking
about?’

Borden didn't answer. Jazz, after afew unmoving seconds, answered for him.

“They knew,” she said. “They had to know al of thisbeforeit happened. Why e se would they have a
car here, now?’

“That'sinsane” Luciasadflatly.

“Yes,” sheagreed. “Like hiring two people who don’t know each other. Like paying themto set up a
detective agency and carry out assgnmentsthat don’t have any purpose. That’ sinsane, too.
Remember?’

Luciastared at her, afrown grooved over her eyebrows, alight in her eyesthat Jazz hadn’t seen before.
Wary. Migrustful.



“It'scrazy,” sherepeated dowly.
“Yeah,” Jazz agreed. “My point exactly.” Sheturned to Borden. “Let’ sgo seethewizard, Tin Man.”

It wasn't just acar downdtairs, it wasalimousine. A big, black stretch limo, with tinted windows and a
uniformed chauffeur who looked vaguely familiar. Jazz blinked at the Sght of him—it was odd, seeing a
gretch limo and aliveried driver on the streets of Kansas City—but it was Luciawho said, “We ve met
you before.”

Thedriver doffed his cap and nodded with military precison. “Yes, ma am,” he said, and Jazz
remembered. Same driver from New Y ork City, from the visit to the Gabridl, Pike & Laskins offices,
only more formally dressed and captaining a bigger land yacht. He opened the back door and handed
Luciaingde, then reached for Jazz, who avoided him and climbed in on her own.

Milo Laskins, Borden' s boss, was the sole occupant of the car. He was dressed in another natty suit, this
one charcod-gray, with anavy tie and adiamond stickpin.

“Ms. Garza. Ms. Cdlender.” Laskins offered them agentlemanly nod. “| understand you have questions.
That' s perfectly reasonable. I'm authorized to answer them.”

Jazz had been prepared to argue, but his easy, courteous manner threw her off stride. Not so Lucia, who
stepped in to say, “Fine. Who are you?’

“That'ssmpler than you might think,” Laskins said, and raised thick eyebrows. “I’'m just likeyou. I’'m an
Actor.”

Jazz heard the capital A. Didn’t understand what it meant, but she heard the emphasis.

He tapped the thick, tinted divider behind him. Thelimo pulled into traffic, smooth as silk. Jazz fisted her
hands. She felt helpless, moving out of control.

“Which meanswhat, exactly?’ Luciaasked. “ Congpiracy theory dinner theater on the weekends?’

“I will giveyou avery smple overview of what we—or, more properly, the Cross Society—now know
about the world, Ms. Garza. There are two kinds of peopleinit.”

“Only two?" Luciamurmured, sounding amused.

“For our purposes, yes. There are Actors and Chorus. At any given time on this planet, out of the billions
of human livesbeing lived, only ahandful—about ten thousand, al together—are doing anything that
really matters on alarger scale. These are people weterm Actors. Everyoneese...” Laskinsmade a
languid, eegant motion with one hand. “ Chorus. Extras, if you will. It isn’t the same ten thousand from
moment to moment, understand. Almost every life on Earth will experience at least one decision, one
event inther life that has large ripples of consequence—amost everyone moves from Chorusto Actor
onceinthdr lives. But it turns out, rather unexpectedly, that once you begin to andyzetheworld in this
manner you find that it doesn’'t ook as random as you would expect.”

“I don’'t understand,” Lucia said. She did sound interested, though Jazz had ceased to have any
investment somewhere around the Actor/Chorus explanation, which was aload of horseshit; she was
waiting for Laskinsto stop spinning fairy tales and get to the point.

Unexpectedly, Laskinsfocused his gaze on her.



“Doyou?’
“Afraid not,” she said, and shrugged. He sighed.

“Have you ever heard the old adage, nothing succeeds like success? Or, it takes money to make money?
They share acommon theme. The more you have of one thing, the natural tendency isthat Smilar things
atract.”

“I have no ideawhat the hell you're saying,” Jazz said. “ Can we move on to the part where you tell me
why you had me let awoman die last night? Because that’ s the part I'm redly fascinated about.”

Laskins ssmile vanished. Helooked tired and old and, suddenly, unhappy. “1 wish | could explainit to
you in away that made sense. | can't, not redly, but Il try.

“Certain people are never Chorusin thislife, Jasmine. They are, quite smply, dways Actors. Everything
they do ripples and has consegquences, even the smalest thing. They arerare, these...Leads. We have
identified perhaps a hundred of them. The woman that you were asked to follow was a Lead, and you
were there to counter amove by the oppostion. It was the right move, but it smply failed.”

“What the hell are you talking about?’
“We put you in place to save her life.”

The limo made aright turn. Jazz glanced out the windows, half-claustrophobic, and saw that they were
on the back sde of the office building.

Circling the block.
She took a deep breath. “Hate to break it to you, but it didn’t work.”

“Yes” Laskinssaid quietly. “I'd like to tell you that it was afoolproof system. It doesn’t dwayswork

“Doesn’'t dwayswork out?’ Jazz repeated hotly. “ She' sdead! If she's so damn important and you knew
shewasin danger, why didn’t you use one of those—those Actors or Leads or whatever to protect
her?’

Laskins leaned forward, fixed her with alook, and said, very softly, “Wedid.”
Borden sucked in abreath. Jazz |ooked sharply at him, but he didn’t say anything. He avoided her eyes.
“Areyou tdling methat I'm a—whatever?’

“Yes. A Lead. Both of you are. That's why we chose you. That’ swhy we ve financed you, and we' ve
put you in aposition to do things on our behalf. Because you can. Because you must.”

“Then | guessthefact that Wendy’ s dead in the morgue is proof that you'redl insane,” Jazz said grimly.
Lucia, next to her, was oddly quiet, watching Laskins. “If we re so important, why the hell haven’'t we
made any difference? Y ou know what? Thisisusdess. You'redl crazy, and I’m out of here.”

She shoved on Borden, trying to get him to move, but he was more solid than he looked, and she was
hampered by the close confines of the car. He didn’t look at her.

“Y ou have made adifference,” Borden said. “ Jazz, listen to me. | know what we' re saying sounds
d&y—”



“Let meout!” Jazz was haf-standing now, furious, reaching over Borden for the door handle. He
grabbed her hand and held it, trying to get her to look at him; sheflatly refused. Shewas shaking all over.
“Dammit, I’m done, do you hear me? Let me the hell out now!”

But it wasn't Borden who stopped her from getting out, it was Lucia. Lucid s quiet voice, unnaturaly
cam. “The woman loading boxesin thevan,” she said. “Thefirg job we did for you. Shewas going to
bekilled?’

“If you hadn’t been there, yes. At least, we think s0.”

“So we put the chaosin chaostheory,” Luciasaid, leaning forward, hands clasped between her knees.
“It'slike chess, isn't it. Y ou move uslike pieces on aboard. WE re pawns, protecting your bishops and
knightsand castles”

“Don’'t sl yoursdlf short,” Laskins grunted in reply. “Pawns don't rate this explanation. And athough
Wendy Blankenship had the potential to become important, shewasn't acagtle.”

“If you're any good at chess,” Luciacontinued, “then you know there are alimited number of outcomes
when you have three pieces interacting—especidly if the point isto take one of the pieces off the board.
Why didn’t you warn Jazz and |et her save Wendy?’

“None of thisisan exact science, Ms. Garza. Every action, by any of the Actors at the moment, can turn
events. We can’'t warn against specifics, because we only are sure of generdities. We knew Ms.
Blankenship was marked for desth, and indeed, we couldn’t find an outcomein which shedidn’t die. But
we chose the moment most likely to make adifference. If events had gone abit differently, if their Actor
had made an error, Jazz would have saved her. But sometimesit isn’'t possible.” To hiscredit, Laskins
sounded amost asif he gave adamn. “ Chessis my speciaty. And thefocusisnot upon pieces that will
inevitably belogt, but on making that sacrifice meaningful.”

“Y ou used Jazz to take out the killer, after thefact.”

“We put her in a position where she could provide the police with avital lead, yes, without placing her in
danger. She' sdready taken far too many risks.”

Jazz parted her lipsto fire off aresponse, but nothing came to mind.

“Asl said,” Laskins continued, “chessis my speciadty. And while thisisn't the outcome we' d hoped for,
it' sfar from alost cause. Jazz can safely come forward with her information, and we achieve our god ina
different way. We stopped a serid killer, who will shortly leave the chess-board himsdlf, and we did it
with only inevitable losses. It isn't dways about bullets and bombs, you know, Ms. Garza. Or lying.”

There must have been ahidden message in that. Jazz saw aflicker in Lucid seyes, adownright flinchin
her body language. “If you' re playing chess,” Luciaasked, “who do you play against? And don't tell me
God. | don't believe you' re quite that good.”

The privacy screen between them and the driver suddenly eased down with awhir, and their ex-Marine
chauffeur turned to look back at them. “Excuse me,” he said, “but you wanted to know when the other
car |eft. It sleaving now.”

“Thank you, Charles,” Laskins said, and checked his expensive watch. “Right on time. I’'m sorry, Ms.
Garza, but we' Il have to cut this meeting short. Some things Smply won't be postponed, as |’ m sure you
can appreciate.”

“Answer my question firgt,” shesaid.



“No.” Laskins nodded toward the door. “Charles, if you please—"

Lucia, without seeming to bein abig hurry or doing anything important, reached around and pulled out
her gun. She pointed it directly at Laskins. “Nothing persond,” she said, with ahint of asmile, “but I'd
redlly like an answer to my question first. And Charles, don't do anything foolish, please, because two of
us shooting in hereredly won't help the Stuation.”

Laskinsthrew out awarning hand to the Marine. “ Interesting. There was only avery smal chance that
you would do that, you know.”

“Unlessyou' re wearing bulletproof armor under that Hugo Boss suit, | don't think that means much,”
Luciareplied. They exchanged codl little smiles. “How isit done?’

“How iswhat done?’

Jazz jumped in. “The fortune-telling. What do you have? Tarot cards? A crystd bal? Twelve thousand
monkeys with caculators?” She knew she sounded sarcastic, and didn't give adamn. Thiswas scary.
Thefact that Luciawas buying it downright terrified her.

Laskins gave her anarrow, sour smile. “No. We have afew people who do these things—freaks of
nature, if you will. But the rest of us gpply science, not superdtition. It might surprise you to know there
are solid, scientific methods that can be gpplied to the problem of aternative redities. String theory, for
indance”

“You haveapsychic,” Luciacutin. “Right?’

“Yes. You could say that.”

“Then why al the chess?”

“Thisiswhat happens,” Laskins said irritably, “when you have two psychics who both want to win.”

Luciaglanced aside at Jazz, who hadn't quite figured out amove, either. At least, nothing that wouldn't
compromise Lucia's. “You believing anything he' stold us?’ she asked.

“I believethat I’m going to report seeing Wendy Blankenship buzz herself into that gpartment,” Jazz said.
“I would have done that, anyway.”

“You'll need a cover story. Some reason you were on the street and saw her,” Luciareplied. “1 can
handle that part, back-engineer an assgnment you were on. It'll check out.” Shetransferred attention
back to the two facing them—not, Jazz suspected, that it had ever really wandered. “Mr. Laskins, you
have ten seconds to answer me before my partner and | exit this vehicle and your plans, forever. If you
know anything at al about me, you know that | mean what I'm saying.”

“Yes” Laskinssaid sourly. “1 know you mean it, Garza. But use your common sense. The Cross Society
isgiving you information, and you' re acting upon it. Do you redly think you can just walk awvay?’

“Oh, yes, | think | can. And should.”
“From the moment our psychic—"
“Max Smms?’ Jazz asked. Laskins cut his stedly Paul Newman stare her way.

“Yes, fine, Max Smms. From the moment you appeared in his visons, you became important. We got to
you firgt. That made you targets—low-priority, at present—for the opposition. Y ou will be targetsfor as



long as you continue to be Actors.”
“How do we quit?’

It was aperfectly good question, but Laskins s smile got wider. “ Y ou can’'t, Ms. Calender. Not of your
own accord. For aslong as the greater forces of the universe—God, the devil, or chance—deem you an
Actor, youwill remain one. But don't worry. Eventudly, it will be over.”

“Yeah,” Jazz snapped. “Eventualy wedl die”
Laskinsdidn't bother to deny it.

Laskins said, “We ve reached ahard stop, Ms. Garza. Y ou can either shoot me, which would have a
less than pleasant outcome for both you and your partner, or you can exit the limousine and refuse to
take any further support or information from us. But if you do that, you cut yoursalves off. Y ou' ve been
marked as Leads, both of you. What you do matters. Everything you do matters, one way or another.
You'retargets, as surely as Wendy Blankenship, and you'll end up just the sameif we don't help you.”

“I don't likethreats.” Luciaamost purred it.

“That isn't athreat,” he said. “It doesn’t need to be. Y ou’ ve become part of what we are. Our enemies
know that.”

Luciasmiled and looked at Jazz. It was crazy, weird, exhilarating, the way the two of them
communicated. Theway things hummed & momentslikethis.

“Wel,” Jazz said, “I suck at chess, but | love contact sports.”

On some unseen signd, Charles pulled the limo in at the curb again. Luciareached over and opened her
door. “Thething about hiring what you call Leads? We aren’t going to dways do what you tdll us.”

“If you don't, peoplewill die,” Laskinssaid.

“I did what you asked. Blankenship’'s till dead,” Jazz said. Luciadid smoothly out of the limousine. She
scooted over to follow. “Don’'t call us. Oh, and those red | etters? Stuff them.”

She looked back, one last time, at James Borden. He was staring at her asif he wastrying to memorize
everything about her in the last second.

“Seeyou, Counsdor,” she said, and shut the door.
Thelimo pulled avay, accderding fadt.

She and Luciastood on the empty street in front of the gpartment building, staring after it. Luciaabsently
holstered her gun.

“Wdl,” shesad. “That was...unusud.”

“Whichisso unusud for us, these days,” Jazz agreed blandly. She didn’t fed bland. Shefelt wired,
juiced, jittery, more dive than she had in months. Asif she'd findly found...

What?
Something.



Luciaturned toward her. “ Do you want to scop?’
“Stop?”’

“Quit. Dissolve the partnership. Go separate ways.” Lucianodded after thelimo’ staillights. “ Clearly,
these people areinsane. It s probably far better that we get out now, before the damage is permanent.”

“Yeah,” Jazz agreed softly. “They're crazy.”
“Then you want to quit?’

Silence. There were cars coming. Jazz glanced at the distant oncoming headlights, then met Lucia seyes
and held them. “No,” she said. “| don’t want to quit. Not the partnership, anyway.”

Lucid ssmilewaswarm, wicked and utterly crazy. “Neither do . Thisisjust about to get. . .interesting.”

Chapter 7

Four months later

“Pansy, wherethe hdl isthe DeMontisfile?’
“Under D.”

“It' snot under—oh. Thereitis.” Jazz grabbed it and dammed the laterd filing cabinet shut, then used a
corner of her assistant’ s desk to support the folder as she flipped the massive thing open. “Dammit. Has
Lucianot filed her latest surveillance report yet?”

Pansy, for answer, clicked keys on her computer and a sheet of paper was spit out of her printer. She
chunked a couple of holesin the top and handed it to Jazz. “ E-mailed ten minutes ago.”

Jazz read the text, frowning, pacing, and reached across Pansy for the desk phone. Pansy glided her
chair out of the way and sorted mail. No suitsfor Pansy these days, she had on a flower-patterned top,
black pants, cat-eye glasses, and red streaks through her dark hair. The real Pansy, Jazz was sure. She'd
told her to wear whatever she liked, but it had taken a good two weeks, in the beginning, for Pansy to
dowly give up the forma wear.

Jazz continued to set a bad example by modding the latest in fleece pullovers, blue jeans, and—on
gpecia occasions— oosefitting shirts over colored T-shirts. And by failing to practice political
correctness in the workplace.

The past few months had been tense at first. They’ d kept waiting for the other shoe to drop, for the
attack, for...something. But the Cross Society had been mysterioudy quiet. And despite Laskins s scare
tactics, the world hadn’t come to an end. Evil psychic ninjas hadn’t shown up to kill them, and the Cross
Society hadn't even demanded their hundred thousand dollars back. And so, they’ d settled into business
asusud.

Jazz read as Pansy sorted mall, flipping junk into the trash, catalogsinto ato-be-reviewed pile, persona
mail for Jazz and Luciainto athird. Pansy hesitated over one envelope and ripped it open with asharp
little stee opener and pulled out acheck. The printing wasfamiliar. Their favorite client, DeMontis, had
come through with another payment. Pansy waved it at Jazz, who nodded as she diaed the phone.

Luciapicked it up on the second ring. “Hol&,” she said.



“Canyoutak?’

“For now. I’m busy cleaning toilets”

“I hope you' re using hands-free on the cell, because, you know, ugh.”
“Very funny. Wha?’

“Thereport,” Jazz said. “ Y ou still haven't seen them make the drop?’

“I think that’swhat it saysin my last report, why, yes. And let me ask again why I’ m the one wearing a
doppy green apron and emptying trash cans and scrubbing toilets? Is this a commentary on my nationa

heritage?’

“It' sacommentary on the fact that you agreed to take this crappy industrial espionage case, not me,”
Jazz replied. “1 like the background checks.”

“You likethe divorce cases” Luciasaid gloomily.
“I like easy work where | don’t get shot. So, are these guys just smarter than you, or what?’

“Y ou know, if you' retrying to piss me off, that’ s not very difficult when my eyesare burning from
cleaning products, and I’ m contemplating how men dways missthe urinds.”

“I like you better pissed off.”

“Loveyou, too,” Luciasaid. “Two more daysand I’'m out of here, and then you can come and show
them how to scrub abathroom while | cal you and make taunting remarks about your detective skills.”

Jazz hung up without a response.

“WEe relosng money on that one, boss,” Pansy said. “ Two weeks of her time? Unless she bringsin the
whole pig, not just the bacon—"

“I know.” Jazz nodded at the check in Pansy’ s hand. “ Covers expenses, right?’
“Yeah, but I’ ve got abonus coming. Oh, and boss?’ Pansy hesitated, then blurted out, “He called again.”
“He?’ Like Jazz didn’t know.

Ex-boss meant James Borden, of course. “Did you hang up on him? Insult him using lots of short
Anglo-Saxon words?’

“I' likehim,” Pansy said mournfully. “ Do you, you know, have to—"

“Make him suffer? Y es, Pansy, | do. It smy job. And it gives me such anice, warm glow of satisfaction,
too.” Jazz piled mail on top of the heavy DeMontisfolder and headed toward her office. “If hecals
agan, tdl him—"

“He scoming.”

She stopped dead in her tracks and turned to look at Pansy, who had the grace to seem embarrassed.
“Repest that.”



“He'sonaplane,” Pansy explained. “He sgoing to be here in acouple of hours, tops.”
“Youtold him | wouldn't talk to him?’

“Boss, I’ vetold him athousand times. Whichis, you know, how many times he’ s actually caled, and
you' d think somebody at GPL would start tracking those phone charges, wouldn't you?’

“If he shows up, call Security,” Jazz said grimly, and walked into her office.
Pansy cdled, “Want me to make reservations? Someplace nice?’

Jazz dammed the door with akick, and heard amuffled “ Okay, guess not,” through the wood. She
snorted back alaugh.

Borden, coming here. Jazz dropped folder and mail onto her desk, and sank down in her chair. She
picked up acatalog and flipped through it. She stared blankly at the latest in tasers and rubber bullets for
crowd control.

Pansy opened the door without knocking, sailed in and dammed a cup of coffee down on Jazz's
desktop. Jazz looked up, surprised.

“I know, you told me I’ d never haveto get coffee,” Pansy said, “but honestly, don’t you think you should
at least talk to him?”’

“| don’'t want coffee, and why the hell would | do that?’ Jazz asked. Shetried to go back to her
law-enforcement catal og.

“Because he' satota hottie who's obvioudy crazy inlove with you?” Pansy took the catalog out of her
hands and handed her acopy of Elle. “Here. Try to find something that lookslike it didn’t come out of
the gang-banger collection.”

“I"'m not dressing up for Borden.”
“Hedresses up for you.”
“Doesnot.”

“Does—" Pansy was interrupted by the phone, switched in midstream and snatched the receiver out of
the cradle. “ Jasmine Calender’ s office, thisis Pansy, how can I—oh, hey, Manny. Y eah, she' sright
here. Tell her to buy some new clothes, would you?’

She extended the phone without looking at Jazz, who tossed Elle unopened back on the desk and took
the receiver. Pansy, like Lucia, had a nice manicure. Jazz studied the short, stubby nails on her right hand
as she held the phoneto her left ear and said, “Manny?’

“Isthisline—"
“Secure? Y eah, Manny, it' s secure.” Sherolled her eyes at Pansy, who shook her head. “What's up?’
“I have something you might be interested in. A private client brought it in.”

Hewas being careful. With Manny, private client usually meant a cop who was working off the books,
for various reasons—maybe because the department had shut down the investigation, maybe because the
budget was too tight to run the tests he or she wanted done. Manny usualy threw them a discount, and
sometimes an outright freebie.



Something strange might mean something he wanted out of hislab, which meant violent crime. Jazz was
not averse to that.

“Okay,” shesad. “I'll drop by. You ill in the same place?”’

“I'll bring it toyou,” he said.

Sheblinked. “Excuseme...?”

“I'll bring it to you. To the office”

“You'releaving your lab.”

“yYes”

“By yoursdf.”

“Yes” Manny—Manny!—was starting to sound irritated. “| do get out, you know. Sometimes.”
“If you say s0,” she said, and gave Pansy a pantomime of awide-eyed what the hell?“ Today?’
“Anhour.”

“Areyou going to be wearing adisguise, or—"

“Shut up, Jazz.” He hung up on her. Shetook the phone away from her ear and stared at it, then
replaced it inthe cradle.

“Y ou know,” she said to Pansy, “there are some days when the world isjust too strange for words, and
thisisone of them.”

Pansy patted her on the hand and handed her Elle.

She put it back and picked up Guns & Ammo and, without even thinking, reached for the coffee and
Spped it. Pansy grinned in triumph and left, shutting the door after hersdlf.

Borden was coming, after afour-month absence. That made her fed warm and odd, and impatient with
hersdf for it. She'd cut the cord with him. With Gabriel, Pike & Laskinsin generd. Sheand Lucia—she
presumed—hadn’t had contact with them since the last red envel ope had arrived, via FedEx, and that
had consisted of taking the envelope, unopened, sticking it in another FedEx envelope and sending it right
back with a sticky note reading Not playing the game.

Maybe Borden was coming to deliver alast-ditch persond appea. Maybe GPL—or the Cross
Society—was desperate enough to try to whore him out.

Likewe rethat important. Shedidn’'t believeit. Shedidn’t think Luciabelieved it, either.

Maybe Borden was just....coming to see her. Someplace nice for dinner. She hadn’t even thought about
dinner with him, not since Arthur Bryant’s, when everything had goneto hell with one phone call.

No. No dinner. No conversation. | want nothing to do with James Borden.

And some part of her brain added, Well, deeping with the enemy might be kind of fun. Not to mention
informetive.

Shetold it gernly to shut up, Spped coffee and eyed Elle while determinedly reviewing the latest in zip-tie



cuffsin Law Enforcement Supply.

Manny arrived an hour later, on the dot, looking freshly scrubbed and far neater than Jazz could
remember—practically presentable, in fact. He d forgotten to take off the lab coat, but other than that,
the button-down shirt and blue jeans were clean, if alittle frayed, and the tennis shoes were amost
brand-new. He' d gotten ahaircut—or, more likely, done it himsaf—and it made him look ten years
younger. He' d even shaved, but as usud, the constant five-0’ clock shadow made him look a bit shifty.

His eyeswere nervous, trying to look everywhere, bright with terror, but he was here. Standing beside
Pansy’ s desk, handsin his lab-coat pockets.

Shaking but upright.

Jazz stood in the doorway for a second, taking it in; there was atight bloom of happinessinside her,
seeing him. Sheloved Manny, she dways had. He was a gentle soul, and he’ d never deserved anything
that he' d endured. It was nice to see him finding his strength again.

And then she saw him smile, and something clicked into focus with blinding clarity.

Ahh. Hewas smiling a Pansy. And she was smiling back, warmly. They’ d been spending time on the
phone, and Pansy had started taking al the drop-offsto Manny. But thiswas abig step forward.

No wonder Manny was out of the house and looking human again. Sometimes, the best therapy was just
plain old hormones.

“Manny,” shesad, since clearly Manny was a alossfor words when it cameto chatting up
women—that part probably had nothing to do with his posttraumatic stress and everything to do with
being alab geek from way, way back. Manny looked relieved and put out at the sametime. “Hey, bro,
it' sgood to see you.”

He nodded jerkily, shifted hisfeet and abruptly held out a package. It was wrapped in brown paper,
taped securdly and tied with string. The tape was evidence tape, and he' d practically hermeticaly sealed
thething.

She reached out and took it off his hands.

“Anything you want to tell me about this?" she asked, and got a violent shake of his head. “Who dropped
it off toyou?’

“A friend,” he said. Which could mean anything, or nothing. “Y ou don’t need to know. Just...take alook
ait. Tdl mewnhat you think.”

“Anything in particular | should be looking for?’

“You'll know,” hesaid. “If I'mright. Um, I—authenticated—anyway. There' s nothing hinky about them.
| checked.”

He shoved his hands back into the [ab coat. The package fdlt light in her hand. Paper, maybe. Clothing.
Nothing very substantial. The packing he' d wrapped it in probably weighed more than the item.

“Want to stick around, or...?’

“No,” hesaid, and whirled around to look at Pansy, who looked back, startled. “No, I—bye.”



He hurried away, jerky movements, head down. He took the stairs, not the elevator. Pansy and Jazz
watched him go.

“Huh,” Pansy said contemplatively. Which Jazz supposed kind of covered it.
She shook her head, went into her office and closed the door.

Using apair of sharp scissors and a pocketknife, it till took her about ten minutesto strip away the
tape-reinforced paper to reved...atape-reinforced box. She dit the tape, put the box down on the table
and reached into her desk drawer for apair of latex gloves, which she donned before lifting off the top of
the cardboard box. It had been designed for |etterhead, she saw—plain white, no markings unless they
were hidden by the evidence tape. She didn’t know if it was Manny’ s box, or the one provided by his
“friend”—but then, she redized, Manny would never damage it by dapping tape dl over potentid
evidence.

Inside lay a sheet of paper and what looked like three eight-by-ten photographs underneath it. She
focused first on the paper, which was computer printing on plain copy stock.

Jazz: Note time and date stamp on photos

Nothing else, but for Manny, that was the equivaent of a page-long memo. She set the paper asde and
looked at what was underneath.

Thefirg picture undernesth was grainy black-and-white, clearly taken in low light. The note wasright,
there was atime/date stamp on the lower right-hand corner in block white letters. The photo was of an
dley, apart of asgn flush againgt abuilding that said vet Palace. Since veterinarians rardly had that kind
of neon, that had to be the Velvet Palace, a not-so-gentlemanly club over on the raw side of town. There
were three men pictured. Two were standing under afloodlight, and the camera caught a good shot of
one of their faces. Shedidn’t recognize him.

She stared at the picture for amoment, frowning, waiting for a penny to drop, but nothing cameto her.
She picked up the photo and moved it over atop the | etter.

The second photo showed the second man’ s face. He was wearing a cheap rumpled business suit, but
again, nobody she recognized. He was handing over awrapped package to the third man, who was
hidden in shadow.

The last photo was clearly taken as the meeting was breaking up, and one of the men was aready hidden
by the open back door of the club, the other preparing to enter. But it had the face of the third man, who
up to that point had been hidden in shadow.

Shefdt ashort-circuit shock of recognition and adrendine like afist to the temple. She put both hands on
the desk and stood up, staring down at the picture, which showed her ex-partner, Ben McCarthy, staring
amogt full-face at the camera. She even knew the clothes—along black trench coat, dress shirt, black
dacks. No tie. Ben had never worn atie, except a trias.

He was diding the package into the pocket of histrench coat.

She stared at him for along few seconds, trying to dow down the beating of her heart, and then focused
on the date and time.

“Son of abitch,” shewhispered, and sank back in her chair.

That’ swhat had been nagging at her about the previous photos. Date and time.



The same date and time that Ben M cCarthy had supposedly been on the other side of Kansas City
cold-bloodedly putting bulletsin the heads of two unarmed men and awoman.

The pictures clearly showed that he’ d been behind the Velvet Palace, taking a payoff.

“You son of abitch,” sheamended, in alost whisper, and dug the hedls of her handsinto her eyes. “You
lied. Youlied.”

He hadn’t lied about being innocent—he hadn’t been guilty of the killings—but he hadn’t produced this
dibi, either. Probably because it was nearly as bad, and would have unearthed more than just thisone
incident. Maybe he was protecting himself. Maybe he' d just plain believed that he could best thisthing,
and then it had been too late to change his story.

Besides, two criminas and apayoff in an aley behind a strip club was probably not the world' s most
bdievabledibi.

He hadn’t known about the pictures.
She stared down at them. The date and time. The faces of the men with him.

She' d been looking for evidence of Ben'sinnocence al thistime, but she hadn’t expected this. Sheaso
had no ideawho had given it to Manny, or why. Why now?

Authenticate, she warned hersdlf. Thisis crap without provenance. Without testimony from the guy who
took them.

Firgt step would be to find subjects number one and two in the photos.

She put the photos back in the box and carried them out to Pansy’ s desk. Pansy, on the phone, looked
up, saw her expression, and gpologized to whoever was on the other end of the line before she hung up.

“Boss,” shesad. That wasdl, but it was enough. Jazz set the box down on the corner of her desk.
“I need these scanned,” she said. “Evidence rules. I’ m going to need some copies to take with me, too.”
Pansy nodded and reached in her desk drawer for latex gloves. “Did Manny aready do the printing?”

“Believe me, Manny would have done everything it was possible to do to these photos, short of burning
them and sorting through the ashes.” She cleared her throat. Something felt tight in there. * Pansy.”

“Boss?"
“It’ simportant.”

Pansy nodded solemnly. “I cantdll that.”

“Soon as you have them done—"

“Ill et you know,” shesaid. *Y ou want meto talk to Lucia?’

“No, I'll doit.” Because Luciahad contacts at the federd databases, who might or might not, depending
onthepolitical climate, be willing to run the faces againgt their records. But for now, Jazz was burning to
do it the old-fashioned way: pounding pavement. “ Soon asyou can, al right?’

“Doing it right now,” Pansy said, and fired up the scanner. Jazz didn’t wait. She was dready on her way



back to the office to gear up.

When the knock came on the door, shefigured it was Pansy, returning the pictures, but instead it was
James Borden bearing gifts.

To beexact, afruit basket in hisright hand that would have |ooked perfectly at home on Carmen
Miranda s head, and in hisright hand, ared envelope.

She blinked at the fruit basket, holstered the gun that she had just loaded and transferred her stareto his
fece.

Damn, he' s pretty, sometraitor part of her brain told her. Sheignored it. Shewasn't interested in pretty.
She wasinterested in those photos telling her that Ben McCarthy had been on the other side of town
when people were being murdered with his gun.

Borden raised the fruit basket and his eyebrows a the sametime. “| come bearing...um, lookslike
bananas, papayas, some pears...”

“Y ou come bearing trouble,” she said, and crossed to take the basket from his hand. It was heavy. She
deposited it on the Sdetable with afrown. “What if | don’t like fruit?’

“It'sgood for you,” he said. “ Chocolate seemed alittle clichéd. But hey, there’ s some pear honey in
there, too. And pear butter. Are you going to shoot me?’

“Thinking about it,” shesaid shortly. “I’m on my way out.”
The humor drained out of hisface. “ Jazz, wait. Look, I'm sorry, but | want—need—to talk to you.”

“Badtiming,” she said grimly, and adjusted the shoulder rig under her loose jacket. “ Some other day,
maybe, but this one’ sjust turned alittle more interesting than normal, so if you don’t mind—thanks for
the fruit, now get the hdl out.”

“l can't. | need to—"

She rounded on him and took a step into his space, spearing him with aglare. “Look, | don’t care what
you heed, okay? Y ou come here with your—your fruit basket and your stupid red envelope and just
expect meto be available? Well, it snot that easy. I’'m an Actor, after dl. Free will. Whatever.”

“You're not the only one,” he said, and it occurred to her that she' d never heard anybody say, one way
or another, what exactly James Borden’ srole wasin thislittle opera. Spear-carrier? Chorus? Actor?
Lead?

Assuming she bought any of their bullshit, which she so very definitely didn’t. She' d goneto the copsand
put in her statement about Blankenship’s murder. Luciahad put together an absolutely amazing cover
story for why she' d been there on that Street at that particular moment, and while detectiveslike Ken
Stewart hadn’t cared for it, they hadn’t been able to poke holesin it, ether.

And Wendy Blankenship'skiller wasinjail, awaiting trid. That was something.

Sometimes, at weak moments, she wondered how the red envel ope had managed to put her there on
that street at the right time, if Laskins hadn’t been on the up-and-up with her. But she didn’t wonder too
long or worry too much.

Too busy. If everything she did mattered, then she was damn well going to make every moment count.



“Right. I’'m going...and, you're not leaving,” she said, as Borden walked over to her couch and sat
down, dl aamsand legsand angles. “Why aren’t you leaving?’

“I told you, I’m not going without talking to you.” He d done something new to his hair, she decided. She
wasn't sure she liked it, but then, she hadn’t liked hislast hairstyle, either. At least helooked comfortable
today, not tied up in the suit and strangled in atie. Blue jeans and that long-cut |eather jacket she
remembered from before. She' d never noticed before, but he had on some academic ring or other,
something large, round and gold. Harvard or Princeton or something equally Ivy League, probably. He
didn’t seem the type to have taken his J.D. a Podunk University.

“Okay, it's possible that I'm using words that are too short for a smart guy like you to understand,
M_ﬂ

“We have something we need you to do.”
“We?1 just see one of you standing—"
“The Cross Society.”

“Stop interrupting me!”

“Stop acting like an asshole”

“Hey!”

He uncoiled from the couch. It was probably unconscious, the way hetried to use his superior height and
reach to intimidate her, but she didn’t likeit. She stepped right into his space, aring into those dark

eyes.
“Cdl mean assholeagain,” sheinvited softly. “Go on.”
“| said you were acting like one, not—"

“I know what you said.”

Silence. She watched him breathe. Some part of her was acutely aware of him, of the warmth radiating
off him, of the smell of his cologne and the matte-velvet dide of his skin. The quick throb of the pulsein
his neck.

“I have work to do,” she said, and reached around him for her jacket.
He grabbed her wridt.

She pivoted, camein behind him and used her leverage to bend hisarm up behind hisback. Sammed
him againgt the wall with such force that the picturesrattied. That wasdl right, they were Lucia s choice
anyway. Not like Jazz Cdlender had alot of Kodak momentsin her life.

Shefet his shoulder musclesjumping, trying to resst, but she had the pressure point and he was off
balance, and she grabbed the back of hisneck and held him till.

“Serioudy,” shesad, “don’t think that just becauise you' re abig guy you can take me. Maybe you can, if
you get lucky and | get stupid, but any norma day, Counselor, I’ m going to whip your ass, dl right? So
don’t get tough with me. And don’t even try to tell mewhat to do.”

He moved his head fractionaly, trying to get alook at her. She pressed harder. Her fingers curled into



the soft hair at the nape of hisneck, and God, it felt good.

“Y ou can beet the crap out of me, and it doesn’t change anything,” he said. His voice was stressed but
even. “And if you break it, you buy it. Assault on alawyer—that’ s pretty dumb.”

“Not like |’ ve got aton of assets you could want,” she replied, and pressed alittle harder before letting
go and stepping back. Borden caught himsdlf with both hands against the wall, pushed off and spun to
face her.

“Foreplay with you must be murder,” he said. “Fine. Do what you want, Jazz, but just read it. Please.
Persona favor tome.”

“Y ou should have given it to Lucia She might not have shoved you into awall.”

She got an adrendine-pumped smile in response to that. He was breathing fast, watching her, and she
wondered—not for the first time—if buttoned-up, nicely dressed Counsdlor Borden might not have some
kink under there.

“No,” he agreed, “she’ d have thanked me and taken it and shown me the door, but that wouldn't have
gotten me anywhere. Lucia s bulletproof glass. You' re—"

“I'mwhat?’

“You ligen. | might haveto let you thump me afew times, but you listen while you' redoing it.” He took
in another deep bregath, let it out with deliberate downess, and said, “I wouldn't come hereif it wasn't
important, you know that. There salife at stake.”

“From what your buddiestried to tell me, there are dwayslives at stake. Hell, there arelives at stake
when | pick up milk at the store. Is't that what it meansto be alLead?’ She couldn’t say the word
without the coating of sarcasm, it just wasn't possible.

Borden shrugged. “ Y eah, that’ strue. But thisisn't about you. Not thistime. Thisguy’sgot awifeand
kids, and I’ d rather not see this—happen.”

“Sothisisyou. Begging mefor afavor.”

She saw atensed jaw muscle flutter. “ Not exactly.”
“Wdl, thisisme, waking avay.”

“Fine. I'm gill not begging. I'm asking, Jazz.”

She stared at him for along few seconds, and then reached out and grabbed the envel ope from his hand.
She weighed it for a second, then yanked it open with unnecessary force. Wasn't like it wasresisting
arest, after dl.

Inside were the details on the daily routine of amiddle-aged man named Lowe | Santoro, film producer.
Pictures of atired-looking guy with mae-pattern baldness chatting on acell phone. The lette—on officia
Gabrid, Pike & Laskins stationery, signed by Milo himsel f—contained ingtructions to shadow Santoro
for three days, starting tomorrow. Audio and video surveillance.

She focused on the address provided as her sarting point.

“You'rekidding me,” she said, and looked over the top of the letter at Borden. “Los Angeles? Y ou want
metofly to L.A. to shadow thisguy? No way.”



“It’' simportant.”

“Yeah, S0 you've said, and no, I’m not going. I’ ve got thingsto do. I’ ve seen the TV shows. They have
private detectivesin L.A.”

“Wewant you,” Borden said, which was nice but stupid. Not cost-effective.

“Sorry,” Jazz said, and did everything back into the envelope. “ The answer’ sstill no.” Shetried to giveit
back. Borden showed absolutely zero willingnessto take it from her. Sherattled it impatiently.

Hejust looked at her.
“I’'mserious,” shesaid. “I've got thingsto do. I’'m not going to L.A. Not now. Next week, maybe.”
“It hasto be now. Today.”

“It'snot going to happen.” She thought about the photos, Sitting on the desk. The tantaizing thought of a
lead, an actud honest-to-God lead after all thistime. A chance to throw proof on McCarthy’ slawyer’s
desk and demand action. A chanceto sit in the courtroom and see Stewart’ s face as Ben McCarthy
became afree man.

A chanceto see Ben smileagain.
Borden must have seen it in her eyes. “Y ou'renot going to do it.”

“No,” shesaid, and instead of coming out cold, the way she d intended, it sounded regretful. “No, I'm
rm.ll

“You'regoingtolet amandie”

She didn’'t have an answer to that, except to say, “If what you guys said in that car wasright, there are
other people out there. Other people who can stop it. It doesn’t have to be me.”

“Y ou know what, Jazz? Sometimes, it does.” He didn’t sound angry, just sad. Sad, and alittle lost.
“Sometimesthere just isn’t anybody el se to step up and do what hasto be done. Y ou should know that.”

Shedidn’t say anything at al to that. Borden shook his head.
“Fine)” hesaid. “I'll get you copies of the autopsy photos. Maybe you can put them in your scrapbook.”
“That’snot fair.”

“Yeah? Y ou know what? None of thisisfair!” He shouted it a her, and for a second she saw something
flare, something hot and wild and desperate, and it jumped acrossto her likeignition through awire.
“Thisismy friend! Do you understand me? My friend! So yeah, you want meto beg? 1’ m begging!
Please, Jazz. Please help me save hislifel”

She swadlowed and came a step closer to him. His pulse was beating fast dong the matte-velvet skin of
histhroat, and hislips were parted. He looked on the edge of doing something...dangerous.

“If youdon't go,” hesad softly, “1 will.”
“What does your boss say about that?’

“That | won't come back.”



“But | will.”

He nodded dightly.

“Soit'snot redly just your friend I'd be saving,” she said. “Right?’
No answer. He didn't move, didn’t speak.

“That’sahdl of ablackmail, Counsdor. And it only worksif | believe even afraction of the bullshit the
Cross Society ispeddling.”

“Thendon't believeit,” he said. “Go on with your important case. | can’t stop you.”
He dtarted for the door, then came back and grabbed his fruit basket.

She watched in disbelief as he stalked out the door, handed the basket to Pansy, whose lips parted in a
slent O of amazement, and kept going, heading for the evators.

Jazz caught up to him at the reception desk. “Hey! Counsdor!”

He stiff-armed through the glass doors and into the elevator lobby, where he hit the button twice before
stopping. Hedidn't ook at her.

“Borden,” she said, and then, half-desperately, “ James.”
That got his attention. He glanced over at her, then away.

“I'msorry,” shesaid. “1 don't like being—manhandled. Y ou might have noticed that the first timewe
met. And | really don't like being manipulated.”

“Yeah,” he admitted. “ Sorry. I’'m not trying to manipulate you. | just—I just don’t know where elseto
g).”

Now that the adrendine was wearing off, she knew that. “I’'m keyed up,” she said. “I’ ve got some new
information about...” For some reason, she didn’t want to explain it to him. “ About a case. Asking meto
take three days away from it’ s a pretty high priceto pay.”

He nodded, eyes on the closed devator doors and the lit call button. “Maybe so,” hereplied, “and |
can't ask you what’ s more important. | can only tell you that my friend isimportant to me, and I'm willing
to go if you don’'t. So tell me now, because buying alast-minute plane ticket is murder.”

Maybe | could send Lucia...No, she couldn’t pull Luciaout, not now; Lucia had taken weeks settling
her cover, and she was getting close to breaking the case. Despite the jokes earlier, Luciawasn’t going
to disengage, and she damn sure wasn't going to pull out of undercover work to go work for the Cross
Society.

Jazz took a deep breath and held it. The pictures would keep. They’ d kept adl thistime, three days
wouldn't kill her. It would give her timeto pull the details out of Manny and verify the provenance.

“Fine” shesad. “Fine, I'll go. Tel Laskins|’m cooperating.”
“That would be a pretty free interpretation of events,” he said, and looked at her with atrace of agmile.

“You'realawyer. Prevaricate.”



“Sorry | gave away your fruit basket.”
“Pleasetdl methat was Laskins s choice of agift.”

His smile was purely giddy. “Fruit baskets don’t turn you on? Come on, Jazz. Bananas, pear honey—it's
practical and seductive.”

“Areyou hungry?’

“What?’

Shesadit dower. “Are...you...hungry?’
“Why?

“Because | want to talk to you about your friend. If I'm going to fly off to L.A. to protect his ass, at the
very least | should know alittle something about him.”

Borden looked more stunned by that than by her agreement to take the case. “Um...okay. Where do
you want to—"

“Wait downgtairs,” shesaid. “I’ll betherein aminute.”

The devator arrived with amusica ding. She watched him get in and press the button for thefirst floor.
Just before the doors closed, she said, “By theway? If you want to send awoman a present, chocolate’' s
seductive. Bananas are just crude.”

The closing doors cut him off before he could come up with any kind of aresponse.

Jazz stopped by Pansy’ s desk on the way back to her office. Pansy was turning the fruit basket thisway
and that, trying to catal og contents without unwrapping the shiny paper.

Jazz picked it up and carried it into her office.

“Pear honey,” Pansy caled after her. “He must redlly like you. That' skindakinky. Think of al the
goplicetions...”

She dammed the door, gathered up the photos into a briefcase, added her collapsible truncheon, PDA, a
few morefiles she needed to catch up on, and grabbed the travel bag she always kept ready in the
closet, with changes of clothing and toiletries. She shouldered it, opened the door again and saw Pansy
jump.

“I’'mgoingto L.A.,” shesad, and Pansy’ s eyes went narrow with surprise.
“It'snot on your schedule—"

“Addit. ThreedaysinL.A.”

“With...anyone?’

“Please. It'safruit basket.”

“Isit acase? Because | should open up afileif—"

Thered envelopewasin Jazz' s briefcase. Shetook it out, tossed it to Pansy, and said, “Make two
copies, and give oneto Lucia. In case.”



“In casewhat?” Pansy asked, frowning.
“In case | don't come back.”

Pansy gave her along, measuring stare. “Y ou have to come back. Y ou know that, right? don’t give you
permission not to come back.”

Jazz smiled. “1 haveto Sgn bonus checks,” she said.

“Damn draight.”

It wasn't romantic, redly, as dinners went. Maybe midway between the Formica bustle of Arthur
Bryant’s and some French restaurant with low lights and unpronounceabl e food—the restaurant was
brightly lit, Itdian, and full of the smells of garlic and parmesan and red sauce. Instead of soothing violins
discreetly whispering through concealed speakers, this place featured waiters who sang opera. Loudly.
Jazz supposed they were lucky the waiters actually could sing.

She politely clapped after the second ariafrom the guy topping off her tea and gave him a not-too-subtle
bug-off sign, which he took with good grace. Across from her, James Borden was digging into a plate of
chicken parmesan, with bread sticks. She stuck to spaghetti.

“Here,” he sad, as she was questing for amesatball with her fork. He did an envelope across the table
toward her. Not red, thistime. White, but till the Sze and shape of acard. She raised her eyebrows and
opened it up.

It really was a card. Flowers on the front, and insgde, a handwritten note that said, smply, Thank you.
With aplaneticket for oneto Los Angeles, leaving in—she checked her watch—four hours.

“Should give you enough timeto est, get there, check in and relax alittle,” he said, watching her.

“Y ou bought the ticket thismorning. Before you actually talked to me.”

He substituted a mouthful of chicken parmesan for an answer.

“Am | actudly that easy?’

“No,” hemumbled. “I waswilling to teketherisk.”

She studied him, twirling spaghetti on her fork, and said, “ Tell me about your friend.”

Hedid, after swalowing. Lowe |l Santoro. College roommate. One of those running buddies that Jazz had
aways wanted and somehow never redly had, apart from McCarthy—someone to laugh with, raise hell
with, experience lifewith. “Hewas older than | was,” Borden said. “It didn’t matter, we both acted like
twelve-year-olds. He never met agirl hedidn't try to talk into bed, but he never had one hate him
afterward, either. Lowell’ saways been—honest. | know that sounds strange, but it’ strue. He' sjust got
nothing but truthin him.”

“Uh-huh,” she said doubtfully, and took asip of crisp whitewine. It had anice cool undertonetoit, the
perfect counterpoint to the salt of the spaghetti sauce. “ So hel' s Don Juan and Saint Francis, adl rolled up
into one. And hewas, what? A law student?’

“He changed after the firgt year, took film courses. That’s how he got into producing. It was a good



thing. Hewasn't going to be agreat lawyer. Too honest.”
“Unlikeyou.”

“Unlikeme,” he agreed. “He met Susan—hiswife—hislast year in college. They got married, moved out
to L.A. He sagood guy, Jazz. What’ s going to happen to him—he doesn’'t deserveit.”

“What is going to happen to him?’ Because that was't in the letter. Just instructions on how to conduct
surveillance. No warnings. She supposed the Craoss Society thought it would predispose her toward what
to watch out for.

“It'snot clear,” Borden said. Or prevaricated. “ Something fatdl. And something painful.”
“Car accident? Building collapse? Bullet”

“It' sahuman agency, that’sall that | know.”

“I hateit when you talk like—"

“Like amember of the Society? Jazz. | am one.”

She knew that. She just didn’t like to think about it. Conversation collapsed into silence asthey ate, and
the waiter came around to deliver asdection from The Marriage of Figaro, and it was dessert by thetime
Jazz said, “ About the fruit basket?’

Helooked up from histiramisu, took asip of wine and raised his eyebrows.
“Wasit Laskins sidea?

“Mine” hesad.

“You're hopdess”

Borden had the good sense to look embarrassed as he shrugged. It might have been the wine, or the
marinara sauice, but shefdt asurge of warmth toward him, entirely unconnected to the undeniable surge
of—what the hell had that been? Lust?—she d fdt in her office, when she’d had him up againgt thewall.
That was unsettling. She preferred lust. Lust was smple—it had abeginning, middieand end toiit. You
could shut lust up by giving it what it wanted.

Thisfeding...it had more of afeding of sticking around.

Hewas watching her. Sheredized she d been staring back, felt arush of blood heat up her face and
turned back to the cheesecake she was not really esting.

“How'sLucia?’ he asked. Which was completely the wrong thing to ask at that moment.
“Don’'t you know? | mean, don’t you guys know everything?’ She heard the edgein her voice.
“Yeah, sorry, | don’'t actudly sit around and monitor your liveson adaily basis”

“Who does?’

He changed the subject. “| takeit that she' s okay.”

“She' sfine. Better than fine, actudly. Shel shappy asaclam. That girl redly likes undercover work. It' sa
little scary, how good sheis at it, for somebody who wears alot of—you know—designer clothes.”



“What' s she doing now?’ he asked around amouthful of brandy-soaked ladyfingers.

“Right now? Probably emptying trash from the sixth-floor restrooms.” Jazz glanced at her watch.
“Actually, | takeit back. She' son her break, sitting in the lunchroom, watching Spanish-language soap

operas.
“You'rekidding.”

“| told you. She likes undercover work. Y ou' re not going to do anything stupid like follow meto L.A.,
areyou?’ she asked, without any trangition, and watched him scramble to keep up with the
conversationd left turn.

“Do you need meto?’ he asked. Not, she noticed, Do you want meto.

“No,” shesaid. “1 don’t need you there. And it would probably be easier if you stayed out of my hair.
Having somebody around with apersond stake in thingsisdistracting.”

“It'sjust that he' s—like family.” Borden shrugged, but it didn’'t look casud. “1 don’'t have alot of that.”
“Family?Hell, sometimes | have too much. Want asster?”’

She d said something wrong. She saw the flinch. Unless he dready knew Moally.

“I had one,” hefindly said, and met her eyes.

She knew that look, had seen it on the faces of too many families. Lost. Baffled. Wounded. She hadn’t
just made amistake, she' d opened avein. “What happened?’

“The usud. Shewasin thewrong place at thewrong time.” Hissmile cut like glass. “Not everybody’sa
Lead. She never even got to be an Actor.”

Not agood time to express her skepticism on the whole theory. “ Any other family?’

“My mother livesin Canada. Father—" He shrugged again. “| don’t redly know. So, Lowell meansalot
to me. He was there when | needed him.”

Shedudied him. “Then I’ll do everything | can.”

He nodded, sipped wine and fiddled with hisfork. “Want meto drive you to the airport?’
“Sure.” She shrugged and then frowned. “ Y ou don't have acar.”

“Rental. | need to take it back to the airport and catch the red-eye back to New Y ork.”
“So you weren't planning to stay.”

“No, | was planning to go, but which way | was flying depended on you.”

There was something underneeth that, something like acliff she could easily fal from, and she backed up
fast. “ Okay, then. If you could give me aride, that would be great.”

Borden called for the check. They argued over who was going to pay it, but in the end, she let him put it
on the GPL tab. They exited into arush of late commuters and a cool whisper of wind, and waked
together like a couple aong the sdewalk back toward the office. Borden silently took her shoulder bag;
shejudt asdlently let him. Her gunwasn'tiniit, anyway.



“Is somebody going to start taking potshots at me again?’ she asked him. He missed astep, sscumbled
and lengthened his stride asiif trying to leave that awkwardness behind him.

“I doubt it,” hesaid. “ Generdly, once Leads are indde the Society, it’ snot in the best interest of the
opposition to try to get rid of them unlessthey redlly present aproblem. Their best chance of successis
before you' re fully informed, before there are others watching your back. Or to get to you first and put
you onthelr sde”

“Huh,” shesaid. “ So that’ swhy they tried to kill usin the parking garage. Because we hadn't actudly
joined up yet, but we knew enough not to join them.”

“Yes. It wastheir last opportunity to stop you without directly coming after the Cross Society.”

“Thisthing—thisL.A. thing—thisis't just to get me out of the way, right? Because something’ sgoing
down here?”’

He jammed his handsinto his pockets and hunched his shoulders, looking lost in thought. “Interesting
thought,” he said, “but | don't think so. I’'m not saying it wouldn't be possible, but...”

“Y ou don’t know?’

“Do | seem like the secret master of the world to you? No, I’m not sure. But | don’t think they’d do
that.” Still, he was frowning, concentrating on hisfeet. She wished she hadn’t brought it up. “1 suppose
we d better get you to the airport.”

“Yeah,” she agreed softly.

They waked in silence for another few hundred feet, and then Borden unlocked adark red rentd car and
handed her insde—literdly, offered ahand, asif shewasalady in big skirts getting into acarriage. She
was taken aback by that, but she had to admit, the warm touch of hisfingers on herswasnice. And he
hadn't doneit to be showy; it was, she sensed, just something he did. She remembered him doing it for
Lucia, a thelimo door...but not her. She supposed her body posture at the time had been inthe
language of touch me and die.

The car fdt smal and intimate with the two of them insde of it. Borden drove competently, without any
hesitation, athough she knew he couldn’t possibly know hisway around that well. Could he? She
concentrated on traffic and taillights, on road noise and the periphera glow of hisface in the wash of
headlights. When she looked over, she was struck by how...good he looked. A little rough around the
edges, alittletired, alittle worried. Human.

“Hey,” she said. Helooked over at her, then back at theroad. “I’ m going to make sure nothing happens
to him. Y ou know that, right?’

“Right,” he agreed. “Make sure nothing happensto you, ether, would you? Asafavor to me?’

She hadn't really noticed, but clouds had convened overhead while they werein the restaurant, and now
big, fat raindrops began to pdt the windshiddd—afew at first, and then asilver shower. Borden activated
thewipers. They were dready on the freeway. Ten minutes, she thought to hersdf. Ten minutesand I'm
at the airport, ready to get on aplane. Thisisnot how | wanted today to end.

She drummed her fingers on the armrest nervoudy, watching the rain-smeared road, and was surprised
when hisright hand suddenly came down on her agitated |eft one, stopping her from tapping out a
rhythm. He didn’t say anything. Hislong, tapering fingers wrapped dowly around hers, exploring. More
sensud than anything she' d fdt in along time. Thiswasn't reassurance, wasn't aquick impersond touch



of thehand...thiswas something else.

She looked down, watching as he turned her hand over, palm up, and began to lightly trace fingernails
down the center of it. Shefet light-headed. Tense. Oddly out of breath.

“Come back safe,” he said softly. “That’ snot arequest, al right?”

“All right,” she agreed. Her pulse was hammering, and that was stupid, stupid. It wasjust skin, just a
touch, not even atouch anywhere she could cdll intimate. But she could barely keep her voicelevd.

Borden reclaimed hisright hand for the exit to the airport. She clenched hersinto afist, willing hersdf to
sop feding s0...50...

She had no words for how she felt at the moment, except frustrated.

Borden pulled up at the curb, set his hazard lights and got out to grab her bag from the backseat. She
was aready out of the car by the time he’ d managed it.

As she shouldered the strap, he stepped in closer and looked down at her. She looked up.
“Seeyou,” shesad.
“Yegh”

She thought, for ablinding instant, that he was going to kiss her—the thought wasright there, in hiseyes,
naked—and then something happened, something out of the corner of her eye, and she snapped around
towatch...but it was just acar squeding up, afrantic father yelling at kids, people running late.

Normd life.
She turned back to Borden, but the thought was gone. He was behind a polite screen again.

“I should go,” she said, and nodded toward the door. He inclined his head, too. “Right. See you.
Um...thanksfor theride.”

Hedidn't say aword. When shelooked back, he was still standing there, hands in his pockets, looking
after her.

After negotiating security again, Jazz got on the phoneto Luciain the waiting area, exchanging
information in short, vivid burds.

“You're sure you want to do this?’ Lucia asked as Jazz watched afamily of five meander itsway into the
gate area. Mom, dad, three kids who should have been poster children for their various age groups.
Toddler inagtraller, burbling happily. Six-year-old with aneon-pink Barbie backpack, from which
Barbie hersdlf peered, battered and well loved. A disaffected preteen who sat with hisface buried in his
Game Boy screen, kicking thelegs of hischair. * Jazz?’

“Remind me never to get married,” she said.
“What brought that on?’
1] Kidsﬂ



“Ah. | think you' d surprise yoursdlf.”
“Me?Hardly. Not the motherly type, me.”

“Depends on your definition of motherly.” Lucia sounded amused. “1 think of you as amother wolf,
defending her cubsto the death.”

“Yeah, wdl, | think of mys=lf more asthe single wolf, defending mysdlf. Sorry. What were you saying?’
“I was saying thisisanice chat we' re having, but I’ ve got work to do. So, you needed something...?’

Jazz hesitated, kicking afoot out rhythmicaly, watching the shadow move on the floor. “Lucia. Would
you do me abig favor?’

13 Big?i
“Mgor.”
“Of course”

She sucked in adeep bresath, let it out, and said, “Pansy scanned some photos for me. Would you put
them out on the wires, seeif anybody can match theimagesfor me? Not the last one. | know who that
is”

“Oh, yeah? Who?’ Luciasounded interested, not invested.

“Ben McCarthy.”

Silence. Jazz lisened to the distant, constant hiss of dead air, and findly said, “ Y ou still there?”

“Yeah. What kind of pictures?’

“Potentidly exculpatory pictures.”

“Ah.” Nothing in her partner’ s voice now, which was something initsdf. “ After | put them on the wire—"
“No, you don’t need to do anything else,” Jazz hastened to say. “I’ll take care of it.”

“I could ask around.”

Jazz stared hard at her shoe. “1 couldn’t—that’ s alot of favor.”

“If I can wrap up this case today, | have free time tomorrow,” Lucia pointed out. “ And you' re not
coming back for what, three days?’

1] Ya,].”
“You'll go nuts”

“Probably,” Jazz said, smiling. “But serioudy, only if you havetime, right? Thisisn't work. This
is—persond.”

“l know,” Luciasaid.

“Becareful.”



“Y ou'rethe oneflying off to L.A. without backup.”

Good point. Jazz looked around. Nobody seemed to be watching. They’ d been free of surveillancefor
months now, after that initiad bout of scariness. “I’m good,” she said. “No bulletswhizzing as of yet.”

“Speaking of whizzing, I’ d better get back to cleaning toilets.”
“Yeeh, right. Listen, I’ll call you from L.A., dl right? To check in.”

Luciaagreed. Jazz folded the phone just as the flight attendant made the first boarding call.

Chapter 8

S he'd seen the picture of Lowel | Santoro, and it was a good thing she had, because otherwise she'd
have completely missed him. By the term “film producer,” she’ d have been expecting aflashily dressed,
heavily bling-blinged guy, probably driving some overmuscled, over-priced convertible.

Lowell Santoro had on walking shorts, a staid-looking Hawaiian shirt and drove a Toyota. His sole
concession to Hollywood seemed to be the sunglasses he wore, which were pretty fine, and made Jazz
wish she' d thought to pack some, becauise the morning light was pretty fierce.

From the coffee shop across the street, she watched as Santoro parked in the ot of his office building.
She sipped a pretty damn excellent coffee as he locked up his car and plodded up the walk to the front
door of thelobby. She noted the time on her PDA, finished her coffee and got another to go. She went
back to her rental car—an economy-class Ford, nice and clean, tons more comfortable than most
copmobiles she' d ever used for stakeouts. Her smal video cameraand digita till cameralay on the seat
beside her, dong with her cell phone and her collgpsible baton. Add some CDs, and we' ve got a party,
she thought, and drummed her fingers on the steering wheed! to the radio, which wasn't haf-bad, redly.

She' d parked to be in the shade, with akitty-corner view of Santoro’s car and aclear shot to pull out in
ahurry if necessary. Not that she figured it would be necessary. Thiswas her second day of survelllance,
and she' d already gotten the clear sensethat Lowell Santoro was aman of rigid habits.

She plugged in the last piece of equipment, using what waslabeled asa” utility power outlet” instead of
the time-honored cigarette lighter, and flicked on thetiny LCD screen on the palmtop.

It had taken sometrial and error in the dead of night, and some redl skills, to enter Santoro’ s offices and
set up the video feed, but she was patient and thorough, not to mention careful. Luciahad given her a
solid two-month course in eectronic bugging and bresking and entering. .. gpparently, dl useful skills
taught by government agencies with three letters. Jazz had been agood student.

Shewatched as Santoro’ stiny little video figure crossed to his desk with afull coffee cup in his hand,
exchanged some words with his assstant—indistinct in Jazz' s earpiece—and began to open up hismail.
All very normd. Thiswas going to be another of Borden's*your presence preventsit” things, she aready
knew it. They'd had two before the debacle with Wendy Blankenship, besides the near-drive-by back in
K.C. while she' d been recovering. One of them had been an al-night stakeout in aDenny’s, watching a
waitress who hadn’t done anything but yawn, give bad service and drop a plate of food. The other hadn’t

been that exciting.

| shouldn’t be doing this. Then again, thiswould bring in cash, and Jazz wasin favor of that. She'd never
been a smdl-business owner before. Having people like Pansy depending on her for rent money made
her nervous and greedy.



Santoro’ s phone rang. He had a conversation about an upcoming film he was producing, and against her
will, Jazz thought that was kind of cool, because they were talking about casting actors she actualy
recognized. The assstant came and went, bringing him stacks of correspondence once the incoming mail
had been disposed of. Santoro had a pair of lungs on him, and from the language he used talking to an
MGM executive, he had apair of brassbals, too. Jazz found hersdlf liking the guy. He cdled hiswife
and talked with her, and it sounded nice, too. Comfortable. The kind of conversation adults had who
could bicker alittle about what color the new refrigerator was going to be, and whether or not the kids
needed summer camp or not, but still end with alove you that sounded heartfelt.

She never had conversationslike that. Her arguments always felt so damn important. . .even when they
weren't.

Santoro seemed like agood guy. Someone you' d want for afriend. Which told her something about
Borden, too—because, not only was he friends with somebody warm and generous like this, he cared.
Borden had a decent heart.

Around an hour and ahalf later, the assistant broke into his routine to remind him he had some kind of set
vidt, which marked the end of the adminigtrative portion of the day, and Jazz gulped down the last of her
coffee as Santoro tidied up and prepared to depart.

Apart from having heard haf of a conversation—the wrong haf, unfortunately—uwith Johnny Depp, she
hadn’t accomplished adamn thing, redly. She hadn’t spotted a single person tailing him, watching the
office or home, or any suspicious activity whatsoever.

She picked up the till cameraand shot acouple of angles of his car while shewaswaiting for him to
emerge from the building.

Her cel phone rang. She flipped it open without taking her eyes from the entrance.

“Anything happening?’ Borden. She actudly fdt alittle eectric tingle at the sound of hisvoice, caught
gght of hersdlf in the rearview mirror and realized that she was smiling. That kind of smile. Shewiped it
off her face and glared at her reflection, asif it wasto blame.

“Not adamn thing,” shesaid. “ Y our friend’ sdoing fine.”
“That’sgood.” He sounded relieved. “How about you?’

“Not adamn thing happening to me, either,” she said, “except that I'm about to OD on caffeine. You
know the biggest problem about stakeouts without a partner?’

“No conversation?’

“No bathroom breaks,” she said. “ Gets pretty difficult.”

“I canimagine”

“You at the office?’ Because he' d have to be, it was almost noon in New Y ork.
“No. | wasin court earlier. | havetherest of the day off.”

“Do you ever work, Counsdor? All | ever seeyou do is stroll around your office looking sharp, taking
mesetings, and fly around bugging the hdll out of me.”

“It'safilthy job, but the compensation’s pretty good,” he said blandly. “So | look sharp, eh?’



“Don’t get cocky.”
“Wouldn't think of it.”

She checked the monitor. Santoro’s office was empty, except for his assistant cleaning up the coffee cup
and restraightening piles of paper. He hadn’t come out of the front door yet.

“I’m going to haveto go,” she said to Borden.
“Anythingwrong?’

“No,” shesad. “Go help acorporation hideitsill-gotten gainsin an offshore account or something. I’ll
cdl later.”

Maybe Santoro had stopped off at the bathroom. Hell, she was starting to regret the second cup....
Another full minute passed. No Santoro. No activity in his office.

Jazz drummed her fingers on the steering whedl again, thistime more from nerves than any enjoyment of
the pop jingle on the radio. She watched the digits crawl on her clock.

He was taking way too long.

“Dammit,” she whispered, and got out of the car. She grabbed her still camera—nothing odd about a
tourist with acamerain L.A.—stuck her collapsible baton in her back pocket, covered by the
windbreaker she threw on, and moved quickly toward Santoro’ s office building.

She kept expecting him to pop out at any moment, as she got closer, but al remained quiet. Something
tingled at the base of her spine, like agun pressed close. She walked faster, took the three short steps up
to the glass doors and walked in.

No security in the lobby. There was adesk, but it was empty. She checked the elevators. Nothing was
moving. Santoro’ s office was on the fourth floor, and both elevators were on the ground. If he'd come
out here, he' d have walked out the front. There weren't any other places for him to have gone.

Except for the Sairs.
Jazz cracked the door to the stairwel | and listened, and heard adull scuffling noise. Grunts of effort.

She shoved the camerain a pocket, grabbed the baton and snapped it out to its full length as she ran up.
Shetook the stepsthree at atime, fedling the burn in her thighs and a sharp twingein her side, but if she
wasright, there wasn't timeto takeit any eesier.

She burst around the third-floor landing and saw, on the flat halfway point to the fourth floor, Lowell
Santoro being strangled.

Hewas ill dive, bardy—face congested dull purple, eyes bulging, mouth open and tongue protruding.
Fingers till scrabbling weakly for the cord around histhroat that had dug in so deep she couldn’'t even
seeit. The cord was dl that was holding him upright.

Jazz yelled—she didn’'t even know what—and the sound bounced and echoed sharply from the concrete
al around her.

The man standing behind Santoro, both gloved hands twisting a black rope, met her eyes. Shedidn’t
know him, but she knew the type—something missing in the eyes, akind of animal vacancy that marked



abad lifeand aworse end coming. Hewastdl, blond, Cdifornia-pretty, with an off-kilter nose that had
seen somebody’ sfist close up in the not-too-distant past.

Helet go of Santoro and let him pitch forward, right into Jazz as she bounded up toward him. Santoro’s
weight—she didn’t dare think, dead weight—bowled her over, and the world became a confusing,
hurting blur asthey fell. Jazz landed flat on her back, Santoro haf-crushing her, and saw CdiforniaGuy
heading back up the stairs, fast.

Sherolled Santoro over. His eyeswere blinking, and he was whooping for breath. His mouth was
bloody. He d bitten histongue.

“Stay herel” she shouted at him, and lunged to her feet, digging her cell phone out of her pocket as she
started up the stepsin pursuit. She yelled out the office’ s street address to the 911 operator, craning her
neck to try to see where California Guy was on the stairs. She paused to listen.

No sound. Either hewaswaiting, or...

She hung up on the operator, who was trying to get her to give her name, and took the next few steps
dowly, quietly, feeling cold sweet dide down her back. She wished for agun, or at least agood coating
of Kevlar. Cdifornia Guy might like to use his hands, but that didn’t mean he was a conscientious gun
objector, ether.

She had an unpleasant flashback of her blood glittering on asphdt, of the strange liquid feding of being
shot, and shook it off to ease up one more rising step. She was scared, she redized. Scared of being
hurt.

Cdifornia Guy was waiting for her around the blind corner. Or rather, Caifornia Guy’ s powerful kick
waswaiting for her, and it caught her squardly in the ssomach and dammed her back againgt the concrete
wall, seeing stars and out of breath. She hung on to her baton, somehow, and saw ablack flash coming
at her; she ducked, and heard hisfist make hard contact with the wal, followed by aloud, yelping grunt
of pain. Since she was safely braced, she yanked up aknee, missed his crotch, kept going and planted
her foot flat againgt his chest and uncoiled with a shout. He went stumbling backward.

She blinked the last disorientation out of her eyes and took a surgical swing with the baton. Whap. Right
in hisundefended ribs, which shefdt crack. As he hunched over in reaction, she gave him ahard smack
to the side of the head, too.

His knees buckled, but instead of falling down unconscious, he lunged from aknedling position, got hold
of her and dammed her back against the wall again. Her head impacted with adull thud. She tasted
blood and damn, that hurt. She could barely get her breath, but his hands were yanking at her waistband,
fumbling for agun she didn’t have, and then he pulled her off balance and down, hisweight on top.

Heliked to use hishands. Jazz didn't particularly mind that. She grinned at him, spit blood in hisface and
dammed the hedl of her palm up into his crooked nose just before he managed to get agrip on her neck.
It didn’t drive bone up into hisbrain, but it certainly rearranged cartilage with a satisfying crunch and
made him yowl in pain. Blood spattered her, warm astears, and she used her leverageto flip him off.

Thistime his head hit thewadll.

It waslights out, sweetheart, and he dumped sideways, bresthing heavily through hismouth ashis
rebroken nose leaked a steady stream of red.

Jazz crawled to him, yanked him forward and zip-tied his hands behind him before letting herself collapse



to aweak gtting position on the steps. The place looked like awar zone. She dabbed cautioudly at her
face and sniffed. Y ep, she had anosebleed, too, not to mention asplit lip and aringing bell of a
headache. Her side felt tight, protesting the action. One of her knees registered as hot and uncomfortable.

Not bad, considering. Not bad at al. She' d had worse after an interesting night of barhopping.

She patted down California Guy and came up with no ID at all—not even abus pass—but afat wad of
cash and aletter.

She paused as she did it out of his pocket, staring, becauseit looked. ..familiar.
Big red envelope. Like aHallmark card.

She didn’'t have aproper evidence kit—hadn’t thought she’ d need it—but this was no coincidence.
Killersdidn’t stroll around with birthday cards for their girlfriendsin their jackets. She tucked it into her
windbresker just as she heard srens echoing up the stairwell. Heavy treads on the steps, coming up.

“Victim'son the third-floor landing,” she called down. “The perp isup here. He' s secured.”

They came carefully, not taking her word for it. She sat against the wall, hands up, as two uniformed
officers rounded the blind corner with gunsleveled. When they were sure the Situation was under control,
she got searched. The baton got confiscated, dong with the cameraand cell phone.

Cdlifornia Guy was gtill out cold, bleeding al over the concrete. “ Jeez,” the bigger, older cop said,
bending over him. “1 thought you looked like you' d had arough time, but this guy needs aplastic
surgeon. Good thing he'sin L.A. We ve got more of them than gas Sations.”

The atmosphere got more congenia, when her bona fides were vetted. Ex-cops got alittle more respect
than bloody-faced regular citizens armed with batons, athough the out-of-town private investigator status
didn’'t necessarily win points. She went through statements to the uniforms, then another round with a
blank-faced detective who didn’t seem to be listening but probably was, and athird time to another
detective who focused on her like he planned to marry her later. By that time, the acheswerekicking in.
She' d washed the blood off, but desperately needed a nap and coffee, in that order. Her cell phone kept
ringing. That was probably Borden, checking in and getting worried because there was no answer.

“Look,” Jazz pointed out the fourth timeit rang, “if you don’t want to have the FBI down here poking
around looking for me, you might want to let me answer it. I’m not operating in avacuum. | havea
partner, and | have alawyer.”

Whatever they thought of thet, they let her have the cell phone, and when she answered, sure enough, it
was James Borden on the other end of the phone.

But what he said wasn’t what she’ d expected.
“Hehasan envelope,” he said. No preamble. “Get it. Don't let it out of your sight.”

“Oh, hey,” she said with grim cheer. “ Y eah, I'm fine, by theway, thanksfor asking. Y our friend' sinthe
hospita. | don't know much about him, but he was still bresthing when they carted him away.”

“I know,” he shot back. “But you have to keep hold of that envelope, do you understand? Don't let it out
of your sight.”

The cops had taken it but hadn’t evidenced much interest in it. She’d said it was a card for her niece;
they’ d returned it without comment. It was currently athick square reminder poking acorner into her ribs



under the jacket.

“Yeah,” shereplied. “ Thanksfor the advice. Any ideas about who my dance partner was today?’
“He doesn't matter.”

“Y ou know what? He did to me. And I'll bet he did to Santoro, too.”

One of the cops got called from the room for awhispered conversation at the door, nodded, and came
back. JazZ' s eyestracked him, watching body language. She didn’t much care for the change. He was
boring ahole in her with his stare. She hunched her shoulders a bit as she paced the small, dingy room. It
was a standard interrogation room—a battered industria table, some sturdy chairs, acamerain the
corner and an observation window.

“I’m coming to get you,” he said. “I should be there in a couple of hours.”

She swallowed a sudden surge of rdlief, and said, “I’m sorry. Sorry for al of this.”
Another hesitation from him. “You tried.”

“I said | wouldn't let anything happen to him.”

“You saved hislife.”

That wasit. No hearts and flowers, not even afruit basket, just aquick disconnection. She stared at the
cell phonefor asecond, then shrugged and handed it back to the hard-eyed detective, who—from the
way he was watching her—must have talked to somebody back in K.C. with aless-than-glowing opinion
of her. Probably Stewart. Somebody who'd filled his head full of crap about corruption and murder and
drug running, probably. And cited Ben’stria to back it up.

“Who wasthat?’ the cop asked, weighing the phonein his hand.

“Wrong number,” she said, and smiled as brilliantly as she could, under the circumstances.

It didn’t get more pleasant as the day went on. She got another phone call, this one from Lucia, who was
coldly furious and torn between kicking LAPD ass or Cross Society hiney. That felt oddly bracing. Jazz
had quite atime convincing Lucianot to come flying to the coast, and in the end had only succeeded
because Borden was dready on hisway and Luciawas convinced she was about to bresk theindustria
espionage case within the day.

Toward the end of the day the cops finally informed her that Lowell Santoro was resting comfortably. He
wouldn’t be giving any speeches soon, but he' d narrowly avoided afractured hyoid bone and a nasty
death. Histracheawas serioudy bruised but intact.

She' d saved someone. She d actually, findly, saved someone.

Not that you’ d know it from the continuing barrage of questions from two increasingly unfriendly LAPD
detectives named Weston and Cammarata. Weston was thin and dressed in old, unfashionable suits;
Cammarata was more the dress-dacks, snappy-tie, crisp-white-shirt type. He could have walked the
halls of corporate zombiedom and looked utterly in place, if he' d taken off that clip-on badge from his
belt and stuck abusiness|D inits place.

Of the two, she found she preferred Weston, who was at least honest in his didike. Cammarata kept



trying to make her think he liked her. She kept reiterating facts to them, stubbornly refused to reves
who'd hired her, and findly reverted to the old standard, “1’ [l wait until my lawyer getshere.”

Borden arrived looking, well, like alawyer. A damn fine one, too. Navy bluetailored suit, crisp off-white
shirt, power tie, shiny shoes, a briefcase that |ooked expensive and was probably worth twice whatever
shewould guess. Helooked L.A. spiffy, inaNew Y ork kind of way.

And he had her out of the police gation in forty-five minutes, which she figured had to be anew world
record for intimidation in atown that had more or lessinvented the fast-talking lawyer.

“S0,” she said as he walked her down the stepsto awaiting black chauffeured car, “you don't do
criminal cases. Because you seemed to do that dl right, Counselor.”

“Shut up,” he said darkly. She could aready tell he wasin atowering bad mood, which wasweird,
because after dl, she' d saved hisfriend. Weird, starting on annoying.

“Isthat legd advice?”’

Hefirmly directed her into the car—backsest—and walked around to climb in the other side. He' d
gotten another limo for areason, she saw—better leg room. Not so critical for her, but his kneeswere an
absurdly long distance from hiships.

Heflicked the locks, engaged the privacy screen between them and the driver—evidently not a Cross
Society indder—and without looking at her said, “Y ou could have called the police instead of going in.”

“Oh, please, what’ s the nine-one-one responsetimein L.A. when you cdl and say, hey, I’'m on stakeout
and my subject hasn't come out of the building yet? 1’ m guessing it’ s twenty-four to forty-eight hours, if
they don’t laugh you off the phone.”

“Y ou could have cdled them when you knew something was happening.”

“By that time, your friend was about ten seconds away from choking to death on a broken throat. L ook,
what do you think you sent me here to do? Knit doilies? Run and hide when the going getstough?’ She
shrugged. “Borden, you know me better than that. If there safight, I’'minit. Tha’swho | am.”

“I didn’t send you here to stage the first annua Stairwell Smack-down and nearly get yourself killed.
Again.” Hisvoice sounded tight and grim, and as she stared at him, she saw thetension in his shoulders.
Inthe hard line of hisjaw. “You likethis, don’'t you? The adrendine rush. Kicking ass a every possible

opportunity.”
“Youthink | did thisfor fun?’ she asked, and felt her handstrying to make fists.
“Tell mewhat was going through your heed, then.”

“The subject went out of the range of eectronic surveillance,” she said. “ The subject didn’t regppear on
schedule. | went in to check it out, which was exactly what you knew | was going to do. And if you think
maybe | should have checked on him, discovered him being choked to death and gone back to the car,
well, maybe you don’t know me very well.”

Borden raised hishead, findly, and looked straight at her. “I know you better than you think,” he said.
There was something odd in hiseyes. “1’m not the only one. Take out the envelope.”

Shedidn’t. Shelooked at him, frowning, and then reached into her windbreaker and pulled it free.



“Openit,” hesad.
Sheditit with afingernail and pulled out the letter folded neetly inside.
“Read it.”

Shedidn’t want to, suddenly. It fdt asif something was wrong, something was very wrong, indeed, and if
shejust did thisletter back in the envelope. ... put the genie back in hisbattle. . .then maybe thingswould
be different.

Instead, she unfolded the crisp paper, and saw the letterhead of Eidolon Corporation. It was abold red
logo, aworld in an hourglass. It read in negt typewritten lines:

To Jasmine Cdlender,

Should you read this, you will have taken mattersinto your hands that would have been better left to
others. We have no choice but to take steps. In acting today, you have forfeited what little protection the
Cross Society could offer you. Inform them.

Sheread it through twice, numbly. There was no signature. Shefinaly looked up mutely to stare at
Borden.

“It sys—’

“I know what it says,” he interrupted her. “Laskins got afax two hours ago and read it to me on the
plane. Jazz, you were just another Actor before, but they know what you are now, and you' ve proved a
redl threat. They’ ve moved you up to thetop of their hit list. Y ou’ re not safe now.”

“But they addressed it directly to me,” she said. Thewords fdt strangein her mouth. “How the hell could
it beto me, when | took it from the other guy? Why—7?’

“They must have known there was a chance you'd do this. | think—" He paused, licked hislipsand
looked very, very sick. | think the Society knew, too. They...”

“Let meguess,” shesaid. “You heard Santoro was on the hit list. They decided to let him get taken out
for strategic reasons, and you decided to act on your own. Y ou didn’t fly out to ddliver an assgnment
from Laskins. That’syou. Y ou decided to produce the paperwork and bring it to mein ared envelope,
just likethe rest of them. And they told you not to do it.”

Hedidn't answer. He was paeto thelips.
“Didthey fireyou?’

“Not yet,” he said, and she saw some of the stiffness|eave his shoulders. He dumped against the window
and closed hiseyes. “ Santoro—he' sagood guy. He does good things. Hiswife and kids—"

“Sowe saved him,” she said. “I’m not upset about thet, believe me. | don't believe dl thisfortune-telling
horse-shit anyway.”

He reached out and touched the unfolded Eidolon Corporation letter till in her hand. “No? Then why
doesthat have your name on it, when you took it off aguy you d never met who wastrying to kill you?’

“Peopletry to kill medl thetime,” shesaid. “Not likeit'snew.”

He hit an intercom switch and said, “Let’ sgo,” and the limo glided into motion. “ There' s somebody |



need you to meet.”

She groaned. “Not more of this crap. Look, Borden, just let me go home, okay? | have thingsto do.”
The photos. McCarthy, waiting for freedom. Every day he sat behind bars now was another day that she
couldn’t take back, and could only regret. If anything happened to him...

“If I et you go home, you' re dead,” Borden said. “| redlize that might not mean much to you, because
you think you can win any fight, but I’'m not as brave. Not with your life.”

Helooked tired. Aswell he should, sheredlized; he' d come dl theway from New Y ork, and for al she
knew he’ d doneit on little or no deep.

“Borden,” she said. He opened his eyes, which had drifted nearly shut. Shewasn't sureif he was even
awareof it. “I’'m sorry.”

“Don’'t gpologize,” he said, and there was a gray leaden weight to hiswords. “I did this. | madethe
decisions. | changed the rules, and now you' re atarget. | need—I need to find out how tofix it.”

“So we are going to see somebody from the Cross Society.”
“Not exactly.” He turned away and looked out of the smoked-glass window. “Not exactly.”

Sheredlized, bdatedly, that he hadn’t even asked if she was okay. That pissed her off to an unreasonable
extent. She glared at him and read the letter again, silently. It was dated for today. She' d pulled the
envelope out of Surfer Killer' sjacket hersdlf, and had hardly let it out of her Sght since. It wasdimly
possible—dimly—that one of the cops might have switched it while they’ d been holding it, but shedidn’t
think so.

She rubbed her aching forehead, folded up the letter and jammed it back into the envelope. Too late to
worry about fingerprints or any other useful forensics.

It hasmy nameonit.

That was awhole new leve of creepy. The Cross Society was way creepy enough for her tagtes; she felt
out of her depth in dealing with them. Thiswas...

Thiswas crazy.
“Where are we going?’ she asked.

Borden didn’'t answer. After afew seconds, she looked over and saw that his eyes were shut, his
breathing light and even. He couldn’t be adeep, could he? No, he wasjust trying to piss her off.

He was succeeding brilliantly.

It wasalong, long drive, and L.A. traffic was everything everyone had always said it would be. Being in
alimo made it palatable but boring. Jazz stared out at the unmoving traffic. Peoplein other carswere
checking out the limousine stinted windows, trying to imagine what celebrity was hiding within. She'd
have been right there with them, imagining George Clooney or Meryl Streep.

Borden actualy was adeep. Ridiculous as that seemed. She' d been on the verge of shaking him awake
to shout questions at him, but the truth was, she didn’t think it would do any good, and she had an odd
little soft spot for watching him thisway. He had alock of hair faling over hisforehead, and her fingers



itched to do something with it. Yank it by the roots, maybe. Or moveit gently aside, light asafeather.
The jury was till out and deadl ocked.

She was off balance, leaning forward to see what was available in the minibar—because, what the hell,
how often was she actualy going to be in alimousine and have unrestricted access>—when the limo
moved forward, then jerked to a sudden stop. She ended up being pitched forward across Borden's
knees.

Well, that was embarrassing.

She dowly straightened up without looking at him, although she could fed the sudden tensoninthe legs
under her hands, which meant he was wide-awake.

“ Something you wanted?’ he asked neutraly. His voice sounded rough and tight.
“Yeah,” shesad. “ Soft drink.” She straightened up without actudly looking at hisface.

They negotiated over brand names. He clinked ice into a crystd glass better suited to holding Scotch or
bourbon and poured her a short little can of cola. He handed it over without comment. She drank,
grateful for the syrupy rush, the liquid on her dry throat, and for something to do with her mouth other
than get hersdlf in even moretrouble.

Borden, awake, was much less readable than Borden, adeep. Helooked at her from time to time as she
drank, and stared out the windows. They hit smooth sailing after about fifteen more minutes, and Jazz
made her drink last aslong as possible before passing him the empty glass and last few melting cubes. He
stowed it away without comment.

“It'snot your fault,” shesaid to him.
“No?" He sounded so damn neutra. “How do you figure that?’

“If somebody above me had said, no, you need to lay back and let your friend get horribly murdered?
Guesswhat. | would' ve been forging documents and persuading you to help me, too. And | don’t think
you werewrong to do it. It'snever wrong to save alife”

“No?" herepeated. “You'd pull, say, John Wayne Gacy out of ariver and start chest compressions.”

“It'd beeasier if | didn’'t know he was acrazy murdering bastard, but yeah, that’ s pretty much the size of
it”

“You' ddoit evenif you knew. Evenif you knew hewaskilling people.”

“If I knew that, I’ d revive him and dap handcuffs on him before he could figure out what | was doing,”
shesaid. “I'm—I was acop, Borden. | never tried to make mysdlf judge, jury and executioner. That'sa
responsibility | don’t want, and nobody should have unlessthey have checks and balances. That' swhat
scares me about your dear friendsin the Society. How do you know what they’ re doing isright? How
can you redly tell’? Save that guy, let that guy die—" She shook her head. “1 don’t care what they think
they know, | can't redlly believe they’ re ready to play God.”

He shook hishead. “I’m not feding guilty about saving Lowell,” he said finaly. “I’'m angry at mysdlf that
you had to put yourself in danger to do it, and I’'m scared that this saving onelifeis going to cost me
another, and I—I"m not ready to play God, either, Jazz. And if you die because of what I’ ve done—"

“Hey,” she murmured, and reached over to rest her hand on top of his. Hisfingers twitched, but didn’t



moveto caress herslike they had in the car on theway to the airport in Kansas City. Shemissed it. “I'm
abig girl. Evenif I'd known it would paint atarget on my buitt, I’d have doneit. Y ou understand that,
right?”

He shook hishead and didn’t answer at dl. But he didn’t move his hand from under hersfor along
moment, either. When hefinaly did, when hefolded hisarmsinto atouch-me-not kind of defensiveness,
she settled back in the opposite comfy corner and watched scenery flash by in silence. Desert. Lots of
desert.

She wanted to deep, but something wouldn't let her. Borden didn’t doze, either. She shot him looksfrom
timeto time, but his eyes were on the horizon, hisface utterly blank and composed. Nothing to see here,
moveaong.

She saw aroad sign flash by asthe limo exited the freeway, and turned back in afutile attempt to be sure
she' d gotten that glimpse correct. “ Borden? WE re going to a prison?’

13 Ya”
“Federd or gate?”’
“Federd.”

“Do | haveto do theanima, mineral, or vegetable part of this quiz, too, or can we jump to the part
where you tel me where the hell we re going and who we' re going to see?’

Borden looked at the blank screen dividing them from the driver, evidently decided it was okay to tak,
and sad, “We' regoing to see Max Simms.”

“Simms?’ sheechoed. “Max Smms, the serid killer?”’

“No, Max Smms, theinterior decorator. Why the hell do you think he’ sin prison? Y es, hewas
convicted of being aserid killer.” Borden looked angry and ever so dightly sick. “I helped defend him,
remember? He snot guilty. | know he' snot.”

She had aflash of sitting across from Ben McCarthy, separated by scarred Plexiglas, staring at hisweary
face and saying, It's okay, it’sgoing to be okay, and knowing that it wouldn’t be, knowing that every day
he was behind bars was another day he’ d risk hislife, hisbody, his mind. She felt responsible for that,
and it hadn’t been remotely her fault that he wasimprisoned. If Borden felt the same, if heredly believed
Simmswas innocent, that was akind of dow, endlesstorture that she couldn’t quite imagine.

“Doyou think you lost the case? That it wasredlly dl your fault?’

“No. Anyway, | was second chair. Laskinslost the case, if anybody did.” Borden' stiny shrug went for
casud and missed by amile. “Truthis, | don't think anybody could have gotten him acquitted. The
evidence was too good.”

“But you il think he’ sinnocent.”
“1 didn’t then,” he admitted. “1 do now.”
“Because...?’

“I'veseenthings” hesaid. “1 know things. I know how easy it isfor eventsto be manipulated to
someone ese'sgain, and I’ ve seen how ruthless Eidolon Corporation is. Smmswas involved in a power



strugglefor control of the company. And helogt.”

She frowned, watching him, but he didn’t have any morelight to shed. Thelimo glided on until it braked
to a smooth stop, and the door opened on golden sunset.

Theair held atang of bitter sage and dry air, and as Jazz stepped out, dazzled, she had to shade her eyes
from the glare. Everything looked bleached here—the sand, the pale uniforms on the guards, the
buildings. Unlike some of the older prisons, no attempt had been made to make this one look like
anything more than what it was: a big, solid concrete block to hold peopleinsde. The exerciseyard—a
big flat paved expanse radiating waves of heat—was deserted, and a basketball roamed aimlesdy around
the tarmac, pushed here and there by swirling winds. The fences were chain-link topped with at least two
feet of razor wire, with guard towers a regular intervals manned by snipers. Jazz hoped they had
air-conditioning up there. The heat down here on the ground was murderous.

“Thisway,” Borden said, and led the way to a gate manned by two armed deputies. They viewed her
impersonally and checked alist for names, then buzzed her and Borden into a claustrophobic walkway.
More chain-link and razor wire. Even McCarthy’ s prison didn’t seem this daunting, but then, hewasa
dtate inmate, not federd.

Two more checkpoints, and they wereinsde adim, cool room that smelled of industrial cleaner and
sweat. Three more deputies on duty, one a petite black woman who gestured Jazz over to one side. Jazz,
without being asked, emptied out her pockets. The deputy lifted an eyebrow at the baton but said
nothing. The pat-down was fast and professional. Jazz risked a glance over her shoulder to see Borden
receiving the same trestment from aguy big enough to qudify for aRussan weightlifting team; he didn’t
look asif he was enjoying it much. His briefcase didn’'t make it. Neither did the contents of his pockets,
or hiscdl phone.

They joined up on the other side of a gate, where another deputy led them along rows of silent, darkened
cdls

“What' swith al the empty space?’ Jazz asked. “ Or are you telling me crimée sactualy downin
Cdifornia?’

The deputy—his name tag read Manning—gave her an unreadable |ook. “Most prisoners have dready
been moved out to another facility,” he said. “Upgtate. We ve only got two active pods right now. Y our
guy isin the second one.”

They weren't heading to the cdlls, though. The deputy turned them to the right, through an open
iron-reinforced door, into avisting room.

Jazz felt adefinite cregp dong her back. The place was deserted. It even smelled deserted. A soft-drink
machine glowed and hummed at the far wall, but the lights were a half power, and thekids area at the
far sde of theroom with al its grimy, battered plastic toys lay sllent and abandoned. The deputy grunted
softly and flicked on a switch; fluorescents snapped on overhead, blindingly white.

“Where?’ Borden asked. He looked informal. She couldn’t figure it out for a second, then redlized that
histie was missing. Were they expecting him to hang himsalf? Or her to strangle him with it? Granted, the
second part of that wasn't out of the question....

The deputy gestured widedly toward the cubicles. There were six of them, al doors gaping open. All
empty. “Whichever,” he said. “Go on in. Press the button when you want out.”

Mesaning that once they were inside, the door locked behind them. Jazz forced asmile and headed for



cubicle number one. It didn't fedl too bad until Borden crowded in with her, and then it wasingtantly too
small, his heat too vivid againgt her skin. Their knees bumped asthey tried to jostle their cheagp plagtic
chairsfor position. He muttered an apology as he elbowed her. She glared back.

They both froze for a second as the lock snapped shut behind them, and their eyes darted into a shared
gaze. In his, Jazz read the same undertone of panic and frustration shefelt. She ddliberately forced herself
to relax, nodded at him and folded her handsin her 1ap.

They sat in Slence, waiting. The Plexiglas was scratched and warped, muddy with fingerprints. Some
woman had kissed it at some point and left a smudged hooker-red imprint; Jazz itched to clean it. And if
| want to clean it, she thought, this place redly must befilthy.

“Jozz,” Borden said.
“What?’

He was|ooking down at hisright hand, which was curled into aloose fist on hisknee. The top two
buttons of his shirt were open, cotton hanging loose and limp around hislong throat, and the skin there
looked exposed and deek and vulnerable. “1 got angry with you, before. I'm sorry.”

Her lips parted, but nothing came out. She just stared at him.

“Y ou need to quit doing thisto yoursdf,” he said. Therewas astrange tensionin hisvoice. “Hurting
yourself. Jazz, you keep putting yourself in danger, and there’ s no reason for it. Y ou throw yourself in the
way of every speeding truck hoping to get run over, and sooner or later, you' re going to—"

“Youthink I'msuicidal?’ she asked, astonished. Hisloosefigt tightened.

“I think you blame yoursdlf,” hereplied. “ For McCarthy ether being innocent in prison, or being guilty in
prison, and that’ sano-win scenario. | think you don’'t seeaway it isn’t your fault, and that’ s bullshit.
Y ou need to quit assigning yoursdlf the blame.”

Shefelt anger fill her up like boiling water. “L ook, Counselor, you don’t know me, and | don’t need your
Psych One-oh-one crap about what | do or don't fedl. Y ou don’t know Ben McCarthy, you don't know

anything about—"

“What makesyou think | don’t know Ben McCarthy?’ heinterrupted, and met her eyes. Held them.
“What makes you think | don’'t know you?’

She had no defense for that. She resorted to pure fury, to reaching out and grabbing ahandful of his
jacket lapd and pulling him closer, but then the heat from his body washed over her and the smell of that
warm, edible cologne, and the gentlenessin hiseyes...

“Jazz,” he said, and she' d never heard anyone say her name like that, with such infinite tenderness. “If
you hurt me again I’m going to have to hurt you back. So please. Don’t punch me, okay?’

Shefdt hersdf flush. “I’'m not—I wasn’t going to—" Shelet go of hisjacket, but they were till too close
together, darmingly close, and her heart was racing so fast she could bardly fed individua bests. “Back
off, Counsdor.”

“You usethat likeashidd,” hesaid. Still low and cam. “My title. Y ou can use my name, you know.”

“Borden—"



“I’ve got another one.”

“Fine, James. Back the hdll off.” But it didn’t sound right, even to her ears. It sounded weak and fragile
and oddly uncertain. “Don’t do thisto me. Not now.”

He was s0 close his breath was stirring the hair around her face. His eyes were tired and bloodshot, his
freshly shaved face pale with exhaugtion.

His smile, when it came, looked wounded. “ Do what? Worry about you? Care what happensto you?’

“James—" It dipped out before she could stop herself. Counselor and Borden, those were things she
flung at him to keep him at bay. James was a name that felt intimate on her lips, and from the sudden flash
in hiseyes, heknew it. “I don't need your help.”

“I know,” he said, and it was amost awhisper thistime. “Y ou never need anybody’shelp.”

It was utterly insane, but she couldn’t stop herself. She moved forward, a bare three-inch lunge, and
kissed him. Shefelt him tensein surprise, then ddliberately relax, and those lips she' d been staring at for
the past long minutes were warm and baby soft and damp against hers, and the heet she' d been feding
that she thought was anger was turning into something else, awhite-hot flare that burned down her spine
and melted bone along the way. She started to pull back, but then Borden’ slovely manicured hands did
up her arms and ruffled her hair and cupped the back of her head and, oh, my Lord, his mouth opened
and histongue, histongue like hot velvet stroking her lips, then diding indde. ..

Somewhere on the other side of the Plexiglas came the harsh clang of ameta door damming open.

Jazz gasped and jumped back, shaking, tingling al over, staring a Borden, who looked just as stunned
and ruffled as shefet. Hislipswere damp, gtill parted, alittle swollen and red. She wanted to touch
them. No, she wanted to devour them. Again.

She swalowed hard, looked away and moved asfar from him asit was possible to get in the narrow
confines of thetiny cubicle. She heard him pulling in deep breaths, and out of her peripherd vision making
fussy, nervous movements, smoothing hisjacket, his shirt.

| can’t bedievel did that.

It dready seemed like a strange daydream, and she might have convinced hersdlf it hadn’t happened at
al, except that she could il taste him, still smell him on her skin and, oh, that felt so...good.

“Later,” hesad quietly.
“Inyour dreams,” she shot back. Unsteadily.
“Yeah, I’'m amogt certain that will happen, too.”

On the other sde of the barrier, she heard jingling meta. Shuffling shoes. And then saw a shocking
orange blaze of ajumpsuit—Jazz thought irrdlevantly that Ben McCarthy was wearing the same color,
right now—sidle awkwardly into the frame of the window.

Thelegendary Max Simms had arrived.

Where McCarthy filled out his prison garb in flat planes and intimidating angles, Smmswas entirely
different. Sender, lost ingde theill-fitting outfit, with giant blue eyes and wispy white hair and aface that
looked gentle and sengtive and old before itstime. He stood maybe five foot five, a most, and his



shoulders were stooped like an arthritic ninety-year-old. It looked like his restraints weighed more than
hedid.

He fixed those mild blue eyes on Borden, who had risen to hisfeet, and nodded. Borden returned the
gesture and settled back on the very edge of hischair...and then Smmsturned his attention to Jazz.

It was like having dl the air sucked out of the room. Like being in the center of the brightest spotlight in
the universe, abeam so bright that she felt one intant away from combusting, so bright thet there was no
hiding in any corner because there were no shadows | eft, anywhere.

Smmsblinked, mild as milk, and settled into a plagtic chair that a deputy thumped down on concrete for
him on the other side of the glass. He rested his elbows on the table and flicked on the ol d-fashioned
intercom on hisside of the barrier.

Borden reached over to turn on the one on their side of the glass.
“Mr. Simms,” Borden said. “Thank you for seeing us, Sir. How areyou?’

Simms nodded dightly, still staring at Jazz. She no longer fdlt that appaling rush of—of what? Focus?
Intensity>—but she could fed hersdf shaking from the aftermath. “It' s good to see you again, James,” he
said. He had apleasant, quiet voice, nothing remarkable. A little deeper than she' d expected. “1 seeyou
brought Ms. Cdlender with you.”

“Had to,” Borden said. “ Therewas aletter—"
“Yes, | know,” Smmssaid. “May | seeit? Judt flatten it againgt the glass, if you don’t mind.”

Shefumbled it out of the envelopein her pocket, unfolded it and dapped it against the barrier for himto
read. He had fussy little reading glasses that he fished out of his jumpsuit pocket and placed far down on
his nose. His pale blue eyes moved in short jerks down the page.

“Ah,” he murmured, and removed the glasses as he sat back. “ That’ sinteresting, don’t you think?”

“The part about me getting killed? Y eah. | think it's pretty damn fascinating,” she said, and folded the
letter back into the envelope. “ Thanks for agreeing with me.”

He smiled. It looked like anice, kindly sort of expression. “I likeyou,” he said. “Why do you think | had
them hireyou?’

“I don’'t understand how aguy who' s behind barsfor killing five people hasthe right to hire meto do
anything,” she said. “ And furthermore, you don’t pay me, so far as| know.”

“| set up the Cross Society,” Simms said, eyebrows raised. “Where did you imagine that money might
have come from? Investments | made, with my own funds. So in away, you continue to be paid by me,
but you're quiteright in legal terms. | haven't hired you. | have no assets, no rights, no existence beyond
thesewalls, Jasmine. | rely on the friendship and goodwill of others.”

He sounded like the worst kind of con artist, the religious kind, the one bilking Maand Pa K ettle out of
their farm money while diddling little Ellie May out behind the barn. “Y ou don't get to cal me Jasmine,”
she snapped, “and I’ ve got no friendship and no goodwill for you, so let’s cut to the chase. It wasalong
drive out here, I'mtired, and | got myself pretty well beat up today, so if you don’'t mind—"

Smms|looked up sharply, and the image she’ d been forming of him dissolved under the force of that gaze
again. What the hdll wasthat? It was like astorm in her head, awhite-hot merciless laser boring right



through everything she thought, everything shewas....

“Do you understand what an eidolon is?” Simms asked, and didn’'t wait for her answer, asif he already
knew it. “It’ sthe essence of athing put into another form. The Greeks thought it agod made flesh, but it
doesn’'t have to be agod, it can be anything that actsasagod. An avatar of power.”

“Eidolon Corporation,” shesaid. “Y ou named it that.”

“I did,” he admitted. “I hired incredibly smart people to do research. To put some scientific framework
around what | aready knew to betrue. | set the agenda, | directed the research, and | created a
monster. A monster which turned on me, as you might have guessed.”

“Fascinating,” she said. “What doesthat have to do with me?’
Heblinked at her. “Y ou mean nobody’ stold you?’

“Told mewhat?’

Simms s blue eyestook on aliquid shine, something eerie and strange.

“That you are one of the two people that | believe will bring down the beast. Bring down Eidolon, before
it'stoo late”

She cocked her head, shot alook from him to Borden and back. “Too late for what?” Shewas sure she
was going to be sorry she' d asked.

Shewas't wrong.
“Too lateto stop the end of lifeaswe know it,” Smms said, asif that made dl the sensein the world.

Crazy. Thiswas crazy talk, and she felt trapped in thistiny airless room with Borden and this crazy man
across from them. She ached al over and wanted to go home, crawl into bed and forget dl of this. Give
back the damn money, cdl it aday—

“How?’ she asked.

“Doesit matter?” Simms shrugged. “It’ sthe sort of thing you can’t prove, Jasmine. If it happens, then
there are no witnessesto testify. If it doesn’t, well, no one can ever be certain | wasn't crazy.”

Crazy. Even he had the word in his head—or maybe he' d picked it up out of hers. Maybe hereally was
some sideshow fresk mind reader. “Humor me,” she said.

“Very well.” SSimmsleaned his elbows on the table on hisside of the glass, and thelight did over hispae,
thin skin. She could see the cold pulse of blue veins undernegth. “I suppose you expect meto say
something very movie-of-the-week, the new hot disaster terror in al the tabloids. Ebola, or some such.
Infact, it's much more prosaic than that. War.”

“War won't destroy life aswe know it. It might kill alarge number of people, but—"

“Forgive mefor my inexact description,” Simmsinterrupted her, “but | meant the destruction of human
civilization. Theworld, of course, will continue. Damaged, fragile, but certainly not shattered beyond
repair. But humans? It will take thousands of yearsto recover. Or, if thereisanother catastrophe, never.”

“War,” Jazz repeated flatly. “ That' sit? Just war?’



“Y ouforget, Jasmine, welivein atime when killing has become amatter of engineering as much as brute
force. We are only afew years from the implementation of machines capable of daughter on ascale
undreamed of fifty years ago, which was a quantum legp forward from the daughter of fifty years before
that. Welivein an age of rapid acceeration.” He shrugged again. “| told you, it doesn’t matter. Either it
will happen or it won't, but in any case, it won't matter to the course of this conversation.”

Borden, next to her, was still and quiet and steady, asif he'd already heard all this. Maybe he had.

“Okay, then,” Jazz said. “ Tell me something concrete. Tell mewhy Lowell Santoro had to take one for
your team. That’ swhat it was, right? The Cross Society decided he was expendable. That’ swhy Borden
had to get meto help.”

“Mr. Santoro’ sroleisabit complicated to explain, but I'll try. In Sx months, hewill beinstrumentd in the
making of amotion picture that changes the course of political campaignsin certain key states. That
meansthat there will beincreased funding in those key statesto the military suppliers. Those supplierswill
develop the weapons that I'm speaking of. And so on.”

Jazz |eaned back in her chair, staring at him. “'Y ou're willing to kill aguy over amovie? Why not just kill
themovie?’

“| understand the concept of Actors and L eads has been explained to you?’
“For dl that | bdieveinit, yeah.”

“The movieitsalf cannot be stopped. In every permutation of timelinethat | have examined—and | have
examined avast number of them—the movie exists. What changesisthe credibility of the movie. The
people associated with it. And Santoro isthe key to forming that group.” Simms leaned even closer to
the glass. His eyes|looked amost transparent now, at close range. “ Understand me, Jasmine, | would
have doneit differently if |1 could have. We researched thisfor years, growing more and more desperate.
Nothing changed. Santoro couldn’t be separated from this project, nor it from him, with anything but
lethdl force”

Jazz opened her mouth, but Borden beet her to it. “So you got the opposition to do it for you,” he said.
“Y ou manipulated theminto killing him.”

Smmsdidn’'t reply. He didn’t even look at Borden, whose voice waslow and tight with anger. He
seemed fascinated by Jazz' s stare.

“I manipulate everyone, my dear counsdor,” hesaid. “It' sl | have, you know. The power of
suggestion, and responsibility. So yes, | did manipulate them. If you' d left well enough done, we
wouldn't be having this conversation, but...” Smms smiled, and there wasn't anything redly kindly about
itat al. “But | thought you might do something likethis. The oddswerelow, but definitely present. The
othersdidn’t seeit, but | did. And that’ sagreat pity, you know, because now Jasmine will pay the price.
There snothing | can do about it.”

He leaned back, eydids lowering to hood his stare.
“You're saying—" Borden began.

“I’'m saying that you' ve ruined years of work,” Simmssaid, “and I’m not pleased, James, not pleased.
There arewaysit can befixed, but they’ll cost me. I'm not at al looking forward to the work.”

Jazz stared at him for afew seconds of silence, then reached up and pressed the red button. Somewhere,
abuzzer went off. She stood up, banging her chair into Borden' s knees, bringing him upright with her.



“What are you doing?’ he blurted, frowning. Smms merely looked at her, placid and unmoving, on the
other Sde of the glass.

“Getting the hell out of here” she said. “I'm sorry, but thisis bullshit. Thisguy istaking about seeing the
future. Are you getting that, or does he have you so brainwashed you believe everything he says?
Because frankly, Counselor, you seemed like a smarter guy than that to me.”

She dapped the red button again, impatiently. The buzzer continued to rattle somewhere outside.

Smmssad, very quietly, “Don't befoolish. I knew whereto find you, Jasmine. | knew where you would
be when you didn’t know you were going there. | know things about you that even your closest friends
don’t know. | can recite them to you, but | doubt you' d want Counselor Borden to be privy to—"

She dapped the button again, rounded on him and leaned on the table to put her face close enough to the
glasstofog it with her bresth. “ Saveit, asshole, I’ m not buying your sideshow crap. Y ou had somebody
follow meto the bar. Hell, for dl I know, you had somebody switch envelopes on me just now at the
police gation. It'sdl crap, dl right? And you' re not going to convince me otherwise—"

“At precisgly ten-oh-two tonight,” SSmms said, “Hight eight-oh-two, the plane you will beflying back to
Kansas City, will suffer an enginefailure. Therewill be two possible outcomes. One, the plane will
rapidly lose dtitude and crash into arow of suburban tract homesjust short of the runway. There will be
two survivors, ablond woman named Keley Waters and a businessman, Lamar Qualls. Kelley will be
traveling to visit her sster in Kansas City. Lamar will be visting the city on business, to sign acontract for
agrocery-store supply chain.”

Shefroze, staring a him. His eyeslooked pdlucidly clear. Sky blue. If hewaslying, he was the best liar
she'd ever seenin her life. “Bullshit,” she said. But shewondered if it was. It wastoo specific, too
definite. Liarsliked to talk in generalities, not specificsthat could be checked and disproved.

“Two,” Simms continued asif she hadn’t spoken, “the pilot will be able to compensate for the loss of the
engine and land the plane safely, without incident. Thereis an eighty-two percent chance that will bethe
case. | hopeyou find that comforting.”

“ S0 you' re giving me adoom-and-gloom prediction that won’t cometrue,” she said. “How convenient
foryou.”

“I'd say it’ smore convenient for you, actudly,” he said, “considering that if I’m wrong, you won't be one
of the two survivors being carried out of the wreckage.” He shrugged. “1’m not afortune-teller. When |
tell you these things, I'm smply relaying what | know to be true based on my survey of possible futures.
Y ou can act on them, or not act. But dtering the futureisadelicate thing. If | send someone right now to
the airport, for instance, and remove a certain mechanic from duty who is about to forget to tighten a
bolt, then the engine problem doesn’'t occur at all. However, that sends events down another path, and |
can't dways see the consequences clearly from where | stand. Sometimes changing things makes them
worse.”

“What’ sworse than aplane crash?’ she asked.
“| assure you, you don’t want to know,” he answered, and craned his neck. “Weren't you leaving?’

The buzzer shut down abruptly outside, and she felt achangein pressure and cool air on her back asa
deputy yanked open the door behind her. 1t would be the easiest thing in the world to stalk out of here,
leave Borden twigting in thewind.



“Don’'t you know what I'll do?’ she asked him.

Smmssamiled. “There are avery few peoplein thisworld who are blank datesto me,” he said. “ Those
people bring random action to the game. Y ou are one, or rather, you are one now. | predicted your
actions somewhat accurately up until the night Laskins sent Borden to you with the offer, but
unfortunately, you have grown more opaque since then. Y our decisons drive events, Jazz. Y ours, and
Lucids. That'swhy wecdl you Leads.”

“Why?" sheflung a him. “Why us? We re not important, are we? We' rejust—"

“Pawns?’ Smms s mouth stretched in awider smile. A much more unpleasant one, to Jazz' srevulsion.
“Pawnswin games, you know. And I’d cdl you...knights. Perhaps one of you might even proveto bea
queen, beforethisgameisover.”

She balled up her fists on the cold, cracked Formicaof the counter. “If you' re playing agame, who are
you playing? Why can't you stay ahead?’

“It should be obviousto you by now that | have an opponent,” he said. His eyesflicked to focus behind
her. “I believe Officer Sanchez iswaiting on you.”

Behind her, the deputy said, “Yeah, | am. In or out, miss. I’ ve got thingsto do.”
She dlowed hersdlf to relax back into the chair, took a deep bregth, and said, “I’ll stay. For awhile.”

Shefelt the guard’ s shrug. “Not going anywhere,” he said, and the door clicked and locked again behind
her.

Bad decision, she thought ingtantly, and wondered from Simms' s crazy point of view what kind of futures
had just imploded or expanded. What factors had shifted.

Whichwasjust...nuts, wasn't it? To believein athing like that?
“Y ou think you' re playing Eidolon Corporation. Right?’

Simms glanced at Borden, who leaned elbows on the narrow table beside her and said, “When Simms
sarted trying to change the course of futures that he thought were dangerous, some people at Eidolon
disagreed. Some of them for idedlistic reasons, some for practica economic reasons. Eidolonisan
insde-trader’ s dream. When you know the course of events, imagine how much profit thereisto be
made...but Smms didn’'t agree. So when push came to shove, Eidolon needed to lose Simms but
decided that Smms s abilities were too va uable to let go. They found somebody as backup. Somebody
with amilar, ah, abilities”

“Hisnameis Gilbert Kavanaugh,” Smmssaid. “Gil for short. You'd like him, he' sactudly very amusing,
for apsychopath.”

“And let me get thisstraight. Y ou claim to be able to see the future, and you didn’t seeit coming when
he, what, framed you for murder?’

Simms nodded, a negt, economica motion.
“I told you. Certain people—"
“Y eah, blank dates, yadda, yadda. Y ou can't read hisfuture?’

“ NO_”



“Or your own, I'm guessing.”
Simms ssmilewasthin and discomforting. “No.”
“Ormine”

“Not at present. There aretimes yoursisclear, and at others, not. Like Mr. Borden's. Like Lucia
Gazds”

“Explain to me why you want to hire people whose actions you can't predict. Assuming thisisn't agiant
steaming pile of crap, of course.”

“Of course. Because,” Smmssaid very camly, “the ones | can predict cannot change anything. Their
fates are set, for better or worse, unless one of the random pieces acts. | have gone to considerable
troubleto hiredl that | can, but of course Eidolon has deep pockets, aswell.”

“You'reddusond.”
“No.” Smms shrugged. “But | do think it isawonder I’m not insane, don't you?’
“Five bodies buried in your backyard say different.”

Smmsgared a her for along, long moment, and she had that sensation again, asif afloodlight had
swept over her and illuminated every cdl in her body, every dark thought, every secret. It made her
dangeroudy angry.

“Take her home, Counsdor Borden,” Simms said. He sounded suddenly tired, and not at al happy. “I've
had quite enough excitement for one day, and | believe Gil is going to attempt another clever move
before bedtime. | will need al my concentration to undo the mistakes of today.”

Borden reached across Jazz and punched the button. She knocked his arm away, rose to her feet and
leaned both pamsflat on the table, staring at Smms ssmadll, paleface. “I think you'refull of crap,” she
said. “We make our own choices, and you're just a con man and amurderer.”

Simmsdidn’t smilethistime. He looked thoroughly exhausted, asif the life was draining out of him. “Part
of that isawaystrue some of thetime,” hesaid. “And part of it istrueall of thetime. | leaveit toyouto
decide how to divide the statement. It' s been lovely to meset you, Jasmine.”

“It'snot mutud,” she said, and turned toward the door as it opened behind her. Moving into the larger
room with its harsh fluorescent glare and empty ringing slence fdt like escape, asif she' d been under
some threat she hadn't identified.

She looked back. Borden was still standing there, speaking softly to Simms. As she watched, Smms
nodded, stood up and shuffled away with adeputy at his side.

Borden looked grim and angry, and he didn’t say aword as they followed their own deputy back past
empty cellsand through sdly ports. They both spoke in monosyllables as they signed papers and
collected their belongings again, then were escorted back into the harsh desert sunshine. The car was il
waiting, idling inthefaling darkness.

When they were back on the road, Borden clicked open his briefcase, rooted around in it for asecond,
and then handed her aplaneticket. Flight 802. Los Angelesto Kansas City.

“Hedidn't know,” Borden said. “1 didn’t tell him we were flying back tonight, and there sno way he



could have known which flight we were on. Think about that.”

She gave him along, considering look, and said, “And if | were ahaf-decent con man, | might know
how many flightstherewereto K.C. from LAX inaday, if my mark was heading there. | might make a
pretty educated guess as to which one she' d be on, given the time of day. Looks like magic. Smellslike
crap, Counselor. Sorry. No sale”

He shook his head and avoided her eyes. Shelicked her lips and suddenly—shockingly—remembered
the warm pressure of his mouth, and felt something in her plummet again, lost and liking it. It' salong ride
back to L.A., some part of her whispered. She tracked it down and throttled it into silence.

Borden said something under his breath that sounded like, “He said you' d belike this,” and they spent
the entire ride back in silence.

Not touching.

To Jazz' swell-concedl ed disappointment.

Chapter 9

Jazz had done such agood job of putting Simms out of her mind that it wasn’t until she was queuing up
to the ticket line behind a petite blond woman dressed in afuzzy pink scarf and heard the ticket agent say
“Ms. Walters?May | seeyour ID please?’ that the whole thing came rushing back, likeice through her
veins. Smms's cool, precise voice whispered in her head. There will be two survivors, ablond woman
named Kelley Walters and abusinessman, Lamar Qualls. Kdley will betraveling to vigt her sgter in
Kansas City.

The blond woman moved off. Jazz stared after her for afew seconds, then moved up and handed over
ticket and I1D. Borden wasright behind her. No hitches. They breezed through security and took seats at
the gate with twenty minutes before boarding.

If Borden had heard the woman’ s name, he didn’t give any indication. He' d stopped along the way to
buy acopy of the New Y ork Times and was deep into the business section. He' d stopped looking at her
a al. Jazz, for her part, felt ancient and creaky, thanksto the day’ s exertions. Her musclesweretdling
her they badly wanted arest, and she was pretty sure she looked like she'd gone afew roundsasa
punching bag. Shetold her various aches and painsto shut up, and strolled over to the restroom when
she saw the blond woman get up and head that way.

It'scrap, Jazz told hersdlf. She did her businessin the stall and came out to find Ms. Waters—Kelley,
no doubt—washing her hands. She was alovely pink rose of awoman, neat and friendly, flashing an
immediate smile when Jazz took the Sink next to her.

“Lateflight,” Jazz said, and yawned as she yanked paper towels from the dispenser. The other woman
nodded.

“At least we get to deep,” shesaid. “And there' s no traffic at the terminal when you get there. But there's
something redlly eerie about looking for acab in the middle of the night, you know?’

“Nobody meseting you?’

Kelley shook her head, causing blunt-cut blond hair to brush her cheeks. “I'm vigiting my sister and her
family. No sensein getting them out of bed at oh-my-God in the morning. I'll just take acab and get a
hotel. | was supposed to be on the six-0’ clock flight, but | got bumped. What apain flying is these days.”



Jazz was good at reading people, good at sensing setups and deceptions, and she felt nothing. Heard no
fdsenotes.

If Kelley Wdterswas aplant, working as part of the larger con orchestrated by Max Simms, she was the
best damn liar Jazz had ever seen.

Jazz went back to her seat. Borden had finished the business section and moved on to sports. She

picked up the paper and scanned it without redly reading, watching the other passengers who were
getting ready to board. Not a huge crowd, thistime of night—maybe thirty, altogether. A few college-age
kids, with the ubiquitous backpacks. A gaggle of businesspeople who must have al worked for the same
firm—they had the look of people who' d traveled together so often they no longer had to make
conversation. One middle-aged man, overweight and prematurely gray, sat dumped in hischair reading a
mystery novel. His battered, much-traveled carry-on roller case had alarge tag that read Qudlls.

Jazz felt a sense of unredlity close around her. Walters, she could dismiss as a ddiberate setup. Qualls,
being part of agroup, wasn't so easy. Still, Smms and the Cross Society could have gotten hold of the

passenger lidt....
Flight 802. She stared at the number and found it suddenly hard to swallow.

“Borden,” she said, and stopped. He looked up. His brown eyes weretired and bleary.
“What?’

“Maybe we should—"

He folded his newspaper. “What?’

“Nothing.”

The boarding call went out for business class. Qualls and the rest of the flock of suits headed for the
ramp. Jazz checked her ticket. She and Borden were in business, aswell. She shouldered her bag and
followed hislong-limbed stride past the checkpoint, through the hollow booming tunndl, up to the
accordion end pressed againgt the smooth skin of the airplane...

She stopped. Just...stopped.
Thisisstupid, shetold herself. Move. Get on the damn plane.
Borden had heard the same things she had. He wasn't hesitating.

She took a deep breath and edged past the tired smiles of the flight attendants to her seat. Borden eased
in next to her with asigh and buckled in tight.

“Borden,” shesaid again. “Listen, what he said—"

“About the crash?’ He sounded utterly calm. “Y ou weren't listening, Jazz. Ther€' s an eighty-two-percent
chanceit won't happen. Bdlieve me, thelonger you' re around Smms, the more you'll trust his odds.”

“But—" There'sawoman named Kelley Walters back there. And that guy over there, he's named
Qudls

Borden went back to the sports section. “ Just stay buckled in,” he said. “Trust me. You'll either believe
soon, or you won't. And there’ s an elghty-two-percent chanceit’ll actudly sill matter intheend.”



The engine blew out, by Jazz' swatch, at 10:03 p.m., Cdiforniatime. She was next to the window and
had aview of the sudden flare of fire. She hadn’t gone to deep, though the plane was nearly silent and
most of her fellow passengers—including Borden—had nodded off.

They al woke up fast when the loud bang shuddered through the aircraft, and the plane lurched sharply
to starboard. Jazz gasped and punched fingernailsinto the armrests, wishing the damn plane came with
crash harnessesinstead of ridiculoudly inadequate lap belts; next to her, Borden snapped awake and
grabbed for support, too. “Hold on,” he said.

She stared out the window at the whipping fire and smoke pouring from the ruined engine. The plane hit
rough air and tilted again, waking screams from the back cabin. The engines growled, shaking the
arrframe, and Jazz felt her ears pop.

She grabbed for Borden’s hand.
“Eighty-two percent,” he said. It sounded like aprayer, or achant. “Eighty-two percent. We |l be okay.”

It didn't fed likethat. It fet like her somach had dropped somewhere out of the cargo bay and was
faling, weightless, to earth. About to crash into arow of deeping suburban houses. He didn't say how
many of them it would kill, she thought, how many more innocent victims. Maybe, to Smms, nobody was
innocent.

Shefet her fingerstwinetight with Borden's. Hiswere shaking. A whine built up at the back of her
throat, and shefdt the planefdling, fdling, tilting. ..

And then, suddenly, there was a surge of power, and it leveled out. They were saved.

Shelet out a startled gasp and heard the cries behind her fade out. Borden was il holding her hand, but
he wasn't crushing it anymore, and she could hear him breathing again. Deep, ddliberately dow breaths.

“See?’ he said. His voice sounded an octave higher than normd. * Eighty-two percent. We' re going to be
fine”

She turned toward him in the dimness as the Fasten Seat Belts sign flashed on with abelated ding, and
the captain announced in abusinesslike voice that no, they were not going to die.

“He snot bullshit, ishe?” she asked. “Simms. Hereally can do thesethings.”

“Wadl,” Borden answered, “the dternative is that he has enough power sitting in a maximum-security
prison to have arranged for acommercia airliner to be sabotaged just to convince you. Which one would
you rather believe?’

She managed a pae, shaky smile. Hisfingers wrapped around hers, warm and comforting, and she let
them stay there al the way to thetermindl.

It was nearly five in the morning by the time Jazz flipped on the lightsin her office and dropped bondlesdy
onto the couch. She let her head drift back against the cushions and stared at the ceiling, blank and
drained, and saw Borden’ slong, sharp-chinned face bend over her.

“Okay?’ he asked. He hadn’t ever put histie back on, sheredlized. His suit jacket was off and tossed



over thearm of achair, drooping just the way shefelt, and his once finely pressed shirt was amass of
wrinkles. Unbuttoned about one too many fasteningsto qualify asbusinesdike.

“Yeah,” shesaid. “For somebody whose head exploded several hours ago.”

“Believeme, | understand.” He sank down on the couch next to her. “Remember the night | walked into
the bar with your letter?’

Shewasn't likely to forget it. “Y ou looked like anidiot.”
“| felt likeone”
“Did Smmstdl you what to wear?’

Hedidn't answer. He reached out and smoothed a stray lock of hair back from her face. She turned
toward him, cheek resting on soft cushions, and met hiseyes.

They both froze.

His hand was ill brushing her skin, fingerslight and warm, but there was nothing casua about the ook
on hisface. Dangerous, that look. Especidly here, in the dark, after adrenaline and ahard day and the
destruction of the universe as she knew it, with a comfortable couch to lie back on.

Redly, redly dangerous.

Jazz moved away alittle. Just enough to put space between his hand and her skin. He took the hint and
leaned away, elbow on the back of the couch, staring at her but not quite as nakedly hungering. “I should
cdl Lucig” shesad.

“Thisearly?’

He had apoint, and the couch felt far too comfortable. “1 should go home,” she said. “Then again, |
should be herein three hours.”

“Seep,” headvised her, and pulled her legsinto hislap. She couldn’t honestly remember when it was
she'd dlowed him to get that closeto her, alowed hersdlf to be touched with that much freedom. His
hands felt huge and burning hot through her clothes, points of fire on her skin. She closed her eyes,
sucked in adeep breath and concentrated on the sensation of his palms moving lightly across the backs
of her calves, massaging. He stripped off her shoes and let them drop to the floor.

Shedidn’'t mean to fal adeep, but there was something so achingly soothing about the warmth of his
body near hersthat she dropped into afield of black behind her eyelids, and was gone.

Jazz woke up aone, to the blaze of overhead lights. She blinked, coughed and dragged hersalf upright,
wishing for hair-trigger reflexes and managing more like a blunt object.

Luciawas framed in the door, paused in the act of walking into the room, staring at her with an
expression of utter surprise.

“Hey,” Jazz muttered, and ran both hands through her hair. She didn’'t even want to think about how she
looked. There were bag ladies going through Dumpsters who probably looked better.

“Hey,” Luciasaid cautioudy, and closed the door behind her. “ Ah...were you supposed to be back



today?’

“No. Change of plans.” I’'m marked for death, Jazz Sarted to say, and decided to hold that back for
later, after coffee. “Where sBorden?’

“Was he here?’ Luciaset her purse down and swung dark hair back over her shoulder with a practiced
swing of her head, smiling like the MonaLisa “And isthere something | should know about this?’

“Nothing interesting.”

Luciapulled achair up and sat down, elbows on her kneesin a pose Jazz realized was amirror of her
own. Only, of course, Luciawas dressed in an olive-green pantsuit with apeach slk blouse, flawless
makeup, and didn’'t ook asif she'd ever in her life had ablack eye, achipped nail, or ashort night’'s
deep on the office couch.

“What happened?”’

Jazz didn’'t intend to tell her dl of it, but that’ swhat came out. All of it. From the saving of Santoro’s
life—which, if one believed Smms, wasn't the greatest of al possible good deeds—to the creepy prison
conversation, to her own newfound status as Eidolon’s Most Wanted, which by extension endangered dl
of them. She dug out the letter and handed it over. There was alipstick smudge on it that baffled her until
she remembered the lip print on the Plexiglasin the vistor’s cubicle. She' d forgotten about it when she
dapped the paper to the surface. It looked now asif somebody at Eidolon had given her adoppy,
openmouthed kiss as a parting gift.

Luciatook it in without comment or question, until Jazz finished, and then looked up. “Do you believeit?
Anyofitadl?

That was atough question. At fivein the morning, she’ d believed ahell of alot more than shedid sitting
in the office, with morning light streaming in through the blinds and the smell of coffee beginning to
percolate through the air-conditioning system.

“Some,” shefindly said. “Look, onething' sfor sure—he didn’t arrange that demondtration last night with
the plane, and the chances of it being alucky guess? Zero. Wdll, probably so close to zero that you
couldn’t see them without amicroscope.”

“And the thing about trying to prevent the end of life aswe know it?’
“I havenoides,” Jazz admitted. “ Combine delusions with an actud weird ability, what do you get?’

“Something scary. Something very scary.”

“No shit.” Jazz mussed her hair again, and saw Luciagrimace. “What? Don't | just look like the hottie of
the month?

“You look like you could useabath,” Luciasaid, with bruta honesty. “ And another haircut. I’ ve never
seen anyone who can grow out of one as quickly asyou.”

But Jazz could tell that Lucia smind was't on fashion and hair, not anymore. She looked stone-cold
serious behind the frivolous words, and her mind was racing amillion milesan hour. Thiswasthe Lucia
Jazz knew and liked.

The one who could shoot the eye out of an ant at ahundred feet.



“Precautions,” Luciasaid. “Firgt thingsfirst, you don’t go anywhere without Kevlar. They’ ve taken shots
at you before, they will again. Also, we start with standard risk-assessment protocol. Y ou never get into
acar without it being checked for explosives or sabotage—"

“Lucia, comeon. Serioudy.”

“I’'m being perfectly serious. Y ou never get into acar with anyone you don’t know. We upgrade security
on your apartment. ..no, scratch that, we abandon your apartment and move you someplace safe. No
forwarding address.”

“Safe? Like where?’

Lucia ssmileflared impossibly white and gorgeous. Whatever she’ d been about to say was interrupted
by the arrival of Pansy, who poked her head around the door and waved a good-natured hello, then
opened it wider as she said, “ Guesswho' s here?” Shelooked like a canary-fed cat. A well-satisfied
canary-fed cat.

Standing with her, shuffling his feet uncomfortably and looking desperately asif he wanted to be
anywhere else on earth, was Manny Glickman.

“Manny?’ Jazz got up so fast shefdt her throbbing head swim. “Everything okay?’

“Yeah,” hemumbled, raised his muddy green eyesto hersfor abare second, and then looked down. “I,
um, was just—on my way to—"

“Manny,” Luciasaid dowly, and got up, too. Shetook a couple of stepsin hisdirection, and stopped
when he backed up alittlein alarm. He liked her well enough, Jazz knew, but Manny didn’t like anything
coming at him that quickly. “ Sorry. Listen, maybe you can help. Y ou know something about security.”

“Pretty much everything,” he agreed, without any arrogance. “Why?’
“Jazz needs secure accommodations.”
Manny looked up sharply, and fastened alaser stare on Lucia “What' sgoing on?’

Careful, Jazz thought, wishing she was telepathic. If she was going to be so god-awful specid, she ought
to at least have some particular power beyond getting thumped on and kind of enjoyingit.

“Jazz has somebody after her,” Luciasaid. “I don't think she'll be safein her home asit isright now.”
Manny’ s staretransferred to Jazz. “ After you?’

She sighed. “Yeah.” Any second now, there would be acloud of dust and an end to her relationship with
Manny Glickman. Danger was something Manny just didn’t do. Not that he' d ever been Adventure
Man, but his turn under the ground had stripped away whatever bravery he' d once pretended to own.
Not that she blamed him. She knew shewouldn’t have survived it a dl. “Never mind, Manny, don’'t
worry about it. Y ou go on and—"

“You can stay with me,” hesaid. A smple, declarative statement. No shifting, no stuttering, no nervous
flutters. He was rock till, his eyes steady and hisface set. “ Ther€' s no place safer in this city than mine.”

Oh, God, Jazz thought, and awave of hilarity cascaded over her. She saw Luciabite her lip, eyeswide.
Manny Glickman asaroommate....

“I won't let you down,” he said, and suddenly al of the funny stuff fell away, and she waslooking not at



the screwed-up Manny she' d known for years, but at an entirely different person. Somebody who might
have been able to pass the FBI’ s stringent tests and personality profiles and background checks.
Somebody who had strength and dignity and courage.

Somebody who' d dways been there, undernesth al of the panic and worry and tics.
“I won't,” he repeated, and took a step toward her. “ Jazz, let me do this. | want to help you.”

She had no ideawhy he was offering. “Manny, ook, you don’'t understand. People may be trying to hurt
me. Kill me. Thisisn't agame.”

He swalowed hard. She saw his Adam’ s gpple bob up and down convulsively, and he squeezed his eyes
shut. Hewas trembling alittle, but only alittle, and he jammed hands into the pockets of histan raincoat
to hideit. “Fine” hesaid. “ Just, you know, leaveit outside. Don't bring it in.”

Luciastepped smoothly into the silence. “Y ou set the time and method for usto move her,” she said.
“Just let usknow.”

“Hey!” Jazz said. “Don't | ggt—"

“No,” Luciaanswered without looking at her. “It's Manny’scall, not yours. Let’ sfaceit, Jazz, you gave
up the right to make the decisions when you decided to run off to L.A. and get a contract put out on your
life. So from now on, you go nowhere without me. Y ou livein Manny’shouse. And you do not get a
vote”

JazZ' stemper—never far from the surface—flared into bubbling lava. “1’m not living like a prisoner!”

The window behind her exploded in a shower of bright, sharp-edged glass, and she fdlt arush of wind
that blew her hair forward violently. Luciawas heading toward her, but shewas dready diving for the
carpet, squirming to get under the desk, twisting on her sdeto seeif anybody else had been hit.

Manny was dill standing, staring uncomprehendingly at the shattered window and the clanking,
wind-tossed blinds. Pansy screamed something unintelligible at him and tackled him; they tumbled
together, off balance, back out into the reception area between the offices. Lucia hadn’'t gonefor cover.
She' d hit the carpet, rolled gracefully, and fetched up against the far wall under the windows. By thetime
she made the last rotation, she had her gun out and in both hands. She shook hair out of her face,

panting, and stared at Jazz. “ Y ou dl right?’” she shouted. Jazz made an okay gesture with one hand as she
yanked open her desk drawer with the other and felt around in the depths. She found a cold metal box
and pulled it out to thump on the carpet next to her head, then punched in the combination with trembling
fingers. Thelock snapped open.

Shetook the Sig Sauer and scrambled to join Lucia a the window. They sat there together, backs to the
wall, guns ready, and exchanged alook.

“Now,” Luciasaid, and rolled right, over the broken glass, coming up on one knee and aiming out the
open window. Jazz angled to cover her own side. There was a second’ stight silence as they searched for
targets.

“Clear,” Luciaannounced.
“Y eah, here, too.”

“If he'sany good, he' sdready gone,” Luciasaid. “ Snipers don’t hang around waiting for a second
chance. They take the shot and go without seeing how it came out. If it doesn't work, they come back



for another try.”

Jazz nodded jerkily and narrowed her eyes againgt the glare, till looking. The morning looked bland and
bright. Traffic crawled along outside without incident. Nobody seemed to have noticed athing, so far,
though there was a nice glittering Spray of glass on the sdewalk below.

“Get out,” Luciasaid, still maintaining arigid focus outs de the window, gun at the reedy. “ Stay low.”

There wasn't any reason to argue about it. Jazz did a combat-crawl across the floor, keeping closeto the
wall, and when she was far enough, rose to a crouch and moved fast out into the darker area beyond.
Manny and Pansy peered at her from the cover of Pansy’ s desk.

“Over herel” Pansy whispered, and gestured her urgently on. “Get down!”

“There s no reason to keep your voice down, they’ re not stalking the hdlswith Uzis,” Jazz saidina
normal tone, and straightened up. “Also, there sno way they can seein here from any of the windows.
Werefine”

“Thanks, we' ll jus—stay here,” Pansy said. “I caled nine-one-one.”

“Good idea.” Jazz redlized her heart was gill pounding, and she was breathing too fast, and reached up
to run her hand through her hair. Something bit in asharp hot line on her finger, and she bent over and
shook her head. A rain of glass fragments came out and bounced on the carpet. “Y ou both okay? No
holesinyou?’

“Fine” Pansy said. Manny wasn't spesking, evidently. “ Jazz? I’ m thinking | might, you know, take a
persond day.”

Jazz nodded camly, gected the clip from the Sig Sauer and checked it before damming it back in and
ratcheting the dide to put one in the chamber. “Y ou know,” she said, 1 personally think that soundslike
an excellent idea. But walit for the police.”

“Don’'t worry,” Manny said. Like Jazz, he sounded extremely cam. Unnaturaly cam. “1’m not moving
until there' sthree-hundred-sixty degrees of Kevlar.”

She had no doubt that was true. She expected the next time she saw Manny, he' d look like the Michelin
Man, only in black body armor. “Pansy. Y ou didn’t see Borden when you came in thismorning?’

“No, was he here?’
“Yes” No need to go into details. “I’ m going to check the rest of the offices.”
“Um...” Pansy made avague gesture toward Jazz' slegs. “'Y ou might want to put on some shoesfirst.”

She' d forgotten, but it came back to her in aweirdly warm rush of fegling, Borden diding her shoes off
her feet and dropping them to thefloor...they must have landed next to the couch. She turned back to
the office but met Luciaat the door coming out. Lucia had holstered her gun and was holding Jazz's
shoesin her left hand. She thrust them out without aword and dammed the door behind her.

“Off-limits,” she said flatly. “'Y ou said Borden was here somewhere?” As Jazz bent to dide on the shoes,
sheturned her attention to Manny and Pansy. “Wait there. | don't care what you hear, don’t come
running, dl right?’

Two nods. Jazz straightened up, and Lucia performed that magic trick again, the one where she started



empty-handed and ended up with that gleaming little gun in her hand. Only this one, Jazz noticed, wasn't
solittle. It was at least a.38. Still egant ooking, though.

“Do you match your gunsto your outfits?’ she asked. Luciathrew her an exasperated look. “Kidding.”

“Goleft,” Luciasghed. “No heroics”

Borden was nowherein their offices. Nowhere, asit turned out, in the building. Police arrived within five
minutes and turned the entire place ingde out, coming up empty. They aso turned up nothing on the
sniper. Jazz wasn't shocked. As she and Luciafinished giving satements, she felt her cell phone buzz
againg her hip, and stepped away to answer.

“Borden?’ she asked. It was his number lighting up on the pandl. “Where the hell are you?’
It wasn't his voice that answered. “Go to your secretary’ s desk. Right now.”

She froze for a second, mind racing. She didn’t know the voice, had never heard it before, but it had a
ring of authority. She turned away from the copsand Lucia, trying to look casual about it, plugged a
finger in her |eft ear and tried to make it look asif she was seeking aquiet place. Pansy and Manny were
still behind the desk, watching the cops move around. Jazz stopped at the low counter on the other sde
of the barrier from them.

“I'mhere,” shesaid. “Where' sBorden?

“Shut up and listen. Look through the mail. There will be a FedEx envelope.”

There werethree, in fact. Jazz spread them out quickly on the counter, looking at addresses.
Onewasfrom Gabridl, Pike & Laskins.

“Openit,” thevoice sad.

She picked up the GPL envel ope, jammed the phone between her shoulder and ear, and ripped the tab.
When sheturned the stiff cardboard upside down, afamiliar red envelopefell out.

“Y ou have the envelope?’ said thevoice.
“I'mholdingit,” she said. “Want meto open it?’

“If you break the sedl onit, your lawyer friend dies. | want you to turn and walk with it to the dairs.
Proceed down to thelobby, go outside and turn right. Walk exactly two blocks, then turn left and go one
block. No cops.”

She tapped the red envelope on the counter, staring at Pansy’ s frown, Manny’ sworried expression.
“Any particular reason | need to take this stroll? Other than for my hedth?’

A shockingly loud scream burst out of the phone, wild and full of agony, afull-throated bellow. She
flinched, nearly lost the phone and dowly straightened up. She felt the blood drain from her face.

“You know what | call ahalf-dead lawyer?’ the voice asked. “ A good start. Move your ass, bitch, or he
gets something e se cut off. Maybe something that he can't live without.”



The phone went dead in her hand. She closed her eyesfor a second, felt ahot bead of swest trickle
down her back. She turned sowly, keeping the phone to her ear as an excuse to stay where shewas,
and looked at the copsand Lucia

Lucia, who wastalking, glanced over at her, away, back again to stare. She paused for abreath, smiled
at the cop and murmured something that sounded like a graceful apology. Then shewaked over to
where Jazz stood, red envelopein hand.

“What?’ she asked softly.

“Borden,” Jazz replied. “ They have him. They want this.” She moved the envelope dightly, drawing
Lucia satentiontoit. “They sound red serious.”

Lucianodded. Something sparked bright in her eyes, and her expression smoothed into an unmoving
mask. “Y ou want to get red serious?’

“I do.” Shewas dtill vibrating from the force of the scream. Maybe that wasn't him, she thought, but she
knew that was a stupid wishful lie. She' d felt that scream go deep. She' d known it. “1 want to get real
fucking serious, right now.”

“We have visitors.” Luciacrossed her arms and tilted her head toward the cops.
“I gofirst. You back meup.” Jazz fixed a hard stare on her. “I need you on this.”
“I know. I’'ll bethere.”

Jazz nodded once, took the envelope and shoved it into her coat pocket, then walked, in no great hurry,
around the corner.

“Where' sshe going?’ one of the cops asked behind her.

“Bathroom,” Luciasaid. “Do you think we should get away from the windows? In case he' snot really
gone?’ She suddenly sounded vulnerable and scared.

“Sure. No problem.”

Jazz heard them moving away, and grinned without humor. She wasjust moving for the stairswhen
someone hurried around the corner and amost collided with her. She jJumped away, ready to punch, and
Pansy staggered back to catch hersdf againgt the wall, hand flat against her chest and an expression of
shock all over her face. She straightened her glasses and fanned herself.

“What?’ Jazz demanded.
“Herel” Pansy pressed something into her hands. “Manny gaveit to me. Give methisone. Go!”

She hurried off, back the way she’ d come. Jazz, mydtified, looked down at what she was holding in her
hands, and felt a sudden surge of wild, strange glee.

She shoved it into her pocket and hit the stairwell door at as much of arun as she dared to keep noiseto
aminimum. Rocketing downgtairs on tiptoe was atrick, but she managed, checking her momentum with
an outstretched hand raking the walls at the turns. At the lobby door she paused and risked alook
outside. More cops down there, but they were al on the street by the patrol cars. She eased open the
stairwell door, hurried across the lobby and made it to the service entrance.

Loading dock. Deserted. Sheleft at aflat-out run, breathing deep, feeling aburn in her knee where



bruises hadn’t begun to hea from her fight the day before. It was easy enough to dodge the cops on the
street, and then she kept running, moving as fast as she dared to cover the two blocks. As she waited for
the light to crossto the left-hand side, she looked behind her. No sign of Lucia. No sign of copslooking
for her, either. She supposed that was awash.

She pelted across the street the instant traffic paused, bounded over the curb and jogged another block,
past the blank side of along windowless building. Cars were parked at meters on the side. She passed a
beat-up Ford, two trucks, apand van...

The diding door on the van dapped open when she was even with it, and she darted backward, hands
up, asthemuzzle of agun did out in her direction.

“Agang thewall,” avoice barked. She couldn’t seeinto the van. Too dark. Sun glinted on window
glass, blinding her. No markings on the van, dammit, she needed to see something, describe
something.... “Doit. Now.”

She backed up until her heels and shoulders pressed againgt brick, hands till high.

“Where sthe envelope?’ The voice sounded different in person than on the phone, but she was till sure
she'd never heard it before. “Y ou have two seconds or | start shooting.”

“Here,” she said, and pointed down at her pocket. “Let me get it out.”
“Go. Sowly.”

She reached in with two fingers, showed him the red envelope. Still sealed.
“Pitchittome.” A gloved hand beckoned from the shadows.

“No,” shesaid. “Let me see Borden firgt.”

Therewasaflurry of movement insde, and the van rocked on its springs. A limp body rolled haf out of
the door, head knocking on the curb; she winced when she saw it was Borden, pale and unconscious,
blood trickling from acut over hiseye. His shirt was ripped along the seam to bare most of his bicep, and
was saturated with fresh red blood. There was awound there, but it was too bloody for her to see what
itwas.

She concentrated on the pulsein histhroat. It was till moving. His chest was till rising and faling,
shdlowly.

“Time sup,” the man insde the van said, and she heard the dry metdlic sound of the gun preparing to
fire

“Okay!” she shouted, and tugged the envelope out of her pocket, waving it between two fingers. “ Okay,
herel Tekeit!”

She pitched it. It fluttered in the wind and fell short, dapping facedown on the pavement next to Borden's
limp, bloody hand. She immediately turned both hands pams out, pleading, and lunged forward to grab it
and offer it to him. “Don’t shoot, okay? Sorry! I'm sorry!”

He reached to take the envelope.

Shethrew it edge-on into hisface, and as he flinched, she grabbed the barrdl of the gun and forced it
asde. It went off, hot and violent in her grasp, and shefelt aburn on her leg from cement fragments as



the bullet dug into the sdewalk, but then she waslunging insde, throwing hersalf on the unseen opponent,
trying to twist the gun out of hishand.

It was amassive miscalculation. She didn’t have achance. She' d lunged into the unknown, blindly
trusting, and now she had two problems.

One, the guy was about twice her size and three times her upper-body strength, and he easily dammed
her to the Side, againgt the sted wall of the van.

Two, there was another man in the van, and he threw an iron-hard forearm across her throat, holding her
in place tight enough to make her gag for bresth. She ingtinctively grabbed for hisarm, and he pressed
harder as she clawed a a smooth nylon windbreaker. She saw spots and starsin the dark.

“Bitch,” the first man said raggedly, and stepped in to plant afist hard in her ssomach. She couldn’t
double over, but her knees jerked upward, trying to protect her midriff; that just increased the choke
hold on her throat. “We re done playing with you.”

He reached down and retrieved the red envel ope from the floor of the van. Inthe dim light of the door, it
had a boot mark on the back. He ripped it open and did the contents out—

It was aHalmark card. FHlowers and hearts. Jazz' s eyes were watering; still she couldn’t help but bare
her teeth in abloody grin and mouth, Gotcha

Heturned, threw the card at her, and began ripping a her coat, trying to find the right envel ope.

There was a popping sound, and arapid flicker of blue-white sparks, and he froze in place, head back,
musclestrembling, then dumped to thefloor.

Luciastood behind him with ataser the size of a particularly nasty sex toy. She kicked the gun out of his
reach and lunged forward to stab the taser hard into the side of the man holding Jazz to the side of the
van.

Snap, crackle, pop...down.

Jazz dumped, coughing, gagging, rubbing her throat, and looked up at Lucia, who tasered them both
again for good measure, looking grim. She stooped and picked up the red envel ope and card from the
floor of the van, studied it and extended the open card to Jazz.

It read, in Manny’ s negt, amost caligraphic handwriting, Thanksfor not hating me.
Jazz barked out a painful laugh and shoved sweaty hair back from her face. *Y ou’ ve got the right one?’

Lucianodded. Jazz moved around her, grabbed Borden under the arms and heaved him out of the van
onto the sdewak. He flopped limply, then groaned and rolled over dowly onto hisside and curled in on
himsalf. Hisbloody arm smeared dark red onto the cement.

“James?’ She dropped to her knees next to him, breathless, and pushed aside historn deeve to see what
the damage was. Shefdt sick when she saw it—along strip of flesh cut out of hisarm, baring muscle.
Still bleeding. She stripped off her coat and jammed it againgt hisarm, saw his eydidsflutter, and brushed
her fingers greedily across hisforeheed, hisface, hislips. “ James!”

Hisdark eyesflickered open, pupilstoo large and too dow to contract. Drugged, maybe. Or concussed.
“Jazz?’ Histongue came out, pae, to wet hislips. “Turn thelight off.”



Shelet her breath out in arush and, for no particular reason, kissed him. Hard. Felt hislips curl up under
hers, vagudly amiling.

“Jazz!” Luciawas beside her, and the red envelope in her hand was open. A sheet of crisp paper wasin
her hand. “ Jazz, we have to go. Now.”

“I can’'t leave him here. HE sbleeding.”
“He sfine. Jazz, the cops are about a block away. He' Il be okay—we ve got to go right now!”

Jazz grabbed the sheet of paper and scanned it. Directions to an address and a time—ten minutes away.
Two Polaroid photographs, one of agirl about ten years old, one of a nondescript-looking young man,
maybe twenty, twenty-five.

Two words:

Stop Him.

“What the hdl?” Shelooked up at Lucia, who handed her one more thing. A newspaper clipping.
“Itwasintheenvelope,” shesad.

Third Victim Found Dead, Killer Still At Large. Black-and-white newsprint photos of three children, two
girlsand aboy, dl smiling eagerly for the camera, their lives ahead of them.

“Oh, God,” Jazz murmured. She looked down at Borden, whose eyes were at least partly
comprehending now. “ James—"

“I know,” he mumbled. “I’m good. Go.”

Luciagrabbed her by the collar and dragged her upright, pushed her into astumbling run, heading farther
down the block. Jazz tried to stop, to turn back, but Lucia shoved her again.

“The car’ sback that way!” Jazz yelled, just as ahuge black SUV roared around the corner, taking it on
two whedl's, and squedled to a stop next to them. Jazz fumbled for her gun, but Lucialunged for the

passenger door.
“In!” she screamed, and clambered up. Jazz, breathless, followed.

As she dammed the door, the SUV took off with asudden jerk, and she nearly did off the bench seat
before she could brace hersalf with the panic strap over the door.

Manny Glickman wasdriving. Manny.
“What thehdl...?”

“Bulletproof glass,” Manny said, and reached out to tap aknuckle against the thick surface of the side
window. “Reinforced sted. Theride' s custom, but | think the President has onelikeiit.”

1] M mw! ”

“What?’ He looked honestly puzzled, staring over at Jazz. Shejust blinked, unableto think of asingle
thing to say.

Lucia, ever practical, unfolded the paper and read off the address. Manny reached over and pushed a



recessed spot on the wood-grained dash; a section of it glided out, revealing akeyboard and asmall
plasmascreen. “Putitin,” he said. “We have GPS navigation.”

Even Lucia paused a that, then nodded and began typing. The SUV fdt smooth and comfortable, after
theinitia jerk; Jazz let hersdlf relax alittle. Enough to gulp in some air-conditioned bresths, and say,
“*Thank you for not hating me? Jesus, Manny, isthat redlly the best you could do?’

The GPS navigator’ s smooth femde voice said, “ Right turn &t the next traffic sgnd.”

“Well,” Manny said, and glanced down at his speed, “1 figure having awoman not actualy hate meisa
pretty big accomplishment. All things considered.”

He whipped thewhed. The SUV raced around the corner, straightened out, and smoothly avoided two
lumbering trucks, ataxi, and two sedans before the navigator read off another turn.

Luciahad her eyes on the clock. “We' re not going to makeit intime,” she said. “ Dammit. Why didn’t we
know about this? Why didn't Smmstell you?’

“I don’'t know,” Jazz admitted. “ Maybe he thought we aready knew.”

Luciacursed under her breath, asteady stream of Spanish. The computer recited another fast set of
directions. Jazz clung to the panic strap, swallowing, glad that they’ d left Borden behind; she couldn’t
imagine thiskind of thrashing around could be good for ahead injury. It wasn't doing much for her sense
of claustrophobic panic, either.

“Where sPansy?’ she asked. Lucia checked the directions on the paper against what was appearing on
screen, then tossed the paper aside and pulled the gun from its holster behind her back.

“Didracting the cops,” Luciasaid. “Did you know she hasacousin in uniform? His nameis Ryan. Kind
of cute. We're amogt there. Y ou good to go? No broken bones?’

Jozz nodded. “I’m fine”

Luciashot her adistrustful look. Jazz supposed, on baance, her croaky, damaged voice wasn't exactly
thetraditiond definition of fine.

Manny made the fina turn onto a suburban street and cut his speed to something less than enough to
break the sound barrier.

“There!” Luciayelled, and pointed. A car wasjust pulling away from the curb ahead, an dectric blue
boat of a car with black-and-yellow plates. It was the same car. Jazz remembered it, remembered seeing
it accelerate down a street just like this one, the day they’ d done the surveillance on the woman loading
boxes.

There had been kids playing, she remembered. Kids playing two yards down.
“Oh, my God,” shewhispered. “They were wrong. They were wrong about who to watch.”
They’ d managed to disrupt an abduction by accident, rather than design.

She threw a desperate look over at L ucia, then at the house where the car had been parked. The front
gate was open, still swinging. A neon-pink backpack lay abandoned on the sdewalk, books spilling out
of it.

“He sgot her,” Jazz shouted. “Manny, go! Follow him!”



He gpplied the gas, and they rocketed after the disappearing taillights of the Pontiac.

Theideathat Manny Glickman, of dl people, was some kind of stunt-car driver was so weird that Jazz
couldn’t get her head around it.

Luckily, her belief—or lack thereof—didn’t seem to matter much. Manny drove like amaniac, keeping
them within sight of the Pontiac asit dodged and danced in and out of traffic. Luciagot on the phoneto
the cops and fed them directions and information. Jazz just kept wishing she’ d paid more attention to
what Simms had been telling her in the prison. If everything we do makes a difference, isthisright? Are
we doing the right thing? Should Manny be here? Should | have left Borden back there?

Y ou could make yoursdlf crazy, thinking these things.

A turn did Luciadown the bench seet to collide with her. Luciamuttered an apology and put one hand
on the dashboard to anchor hersdlf in place. Jazz belted hersdf in, not willing to risk it any further. Sure,
maybe it was a matter of fate that they wouldn’t wreck and die, but there was no sense tempting it.

Manny rounded a corner with a squeal of rubber, and they al scanned the road ahead. “ Not there,”
Manny said, dowing. “I think helost us”

“Dammit, heturned.” Luciascanned side Streets on the left, while Jazz took the right. “ Anything? See
anything?’

“Nothing,” Manny said grimly. “There sno sign of him up there. He must be down one of these side
Sregts”

It seemed to take forever.
“We velog him,” Manny findly said. “He saghogt.”
“No, he'shere, he'sgot to be here,” Luciasaid. “Back up.”

Manny hit the brakes, shifted gears, and glided the giant SUV backward into shade. A narrow aley
sretched on the left. At the end of it was adilapidated tin shed, some forgotten warehouse that had
clearly missed ademoalition notice or two.

Jazz saw it firdt. “Paint.” She pointed to the corner of the alley. There was a fresh-looking scrape on the
brick there, and aglitter of electric blue.

“I can't fit the Hummer down there,” Manny said.

Jazz rel eased her seat belt, popped the door and jumped down, drawing her gun before her feet hit the
ground. “Stay here,” shesaid. Luciadid out after her.

“Wait!” Manny looked scared out of his mind again, the cool, calm stunt driver entirely gone. “Look in
the back. Get whatever you need.”

Luciasent aquestioning look at Jazz, who shrugged and led the way around to the rear of the vehicle.
She swung open the gate, and...

Wow.

“Manny,” she said dowly, “someday, we veredly got to talk about how that therapy thing isgoing.”



She reached over the racked shotgun, the assaullt rifle, and the assorted handgunsto grab two flak vests,
standard black. She handed one to Lucia, who looked it over, eyebrows climbing higher.

“FBI gdandard issue,” shesaid. “Only these don’'t haveindggnia. I’'m guessing Manny’ sfriends with the
supplier.”

They got into the body armor quickly, sedling the Velcro asthey went. Behind them, Jazz heard the snap
of locks engaging on the SUV. Manny probably had some kind of stunning electrica field on the damn
thing, too. She didn’t put much past him, at this point.

Lucia had taken the shotgun. Jazz stuck with her pistol. Together, they moved dowly down the dley,
covering each other, keeping focused on the closed double doors on the tin shack at the end of the dley.

“Careful,” Luciamurmured.

“Screw careful. Thisguy knows he' s been popped, and he'll kill her as soon as he has the chance.” Jazz
moved faster, reached the end of the aley and paused, looking both ways around the corner.

It was deserted. If the cops were on the way, they’ d be late. She remembered what Smms and the
Society had said about Actors and Leads. Most of the cops clearly didn’t qualify. They wouldn't affect
events, whatever transpired.

It was up to the two of them, and the guy in the shed.
And just maybe, thelittlegirl.

She ran across the open space, light-footed, and put her back againgt the tin wall, careful not to make
any noise. Luciafollowed and mimed walking around back. Jazz nodded.

She counted to ten, took a deep breath and used one foot to kick the diding door on her right. It did
open easlly, rattling like atin can full of marbles; if he hadn’t heard that, he had to be deaf or dead. She
waited for any gunfire, heard nothing, and ducked low and around the corner, darted immediatdly into
shadow.

Theinside of the place was dark, cool and apparently deserted. No sign of Lucia, either. Jazz held her
breath, listening, moving silently across the open concrete floor and constantly checking the shadows for
anything that might give her awarning.

She was starting to think that they’ d been wrong when she caught aglint of chromein the far shadows,
and heard the ticking of a cooling engine.

And then, very faintly, the muffled whisper of achild’s sob.

She froze, listening, trying to locate the source, but the place was an echo chamber, aterrifying trap of a
place, and she just knew that she was |ooking the wrong way, that he was behind her, creeping up. ..

She spun, unableto resist the fedling, and brought the gun up. Saw a shape move and nearly fired before
she saw agleam of highlightson long, dark hair and knew she’ d nearly shot Lucia.

Luciaput afinger to her lips, haf in shadow, and motioned Jazz to the right. She disappeared into the
left-hand shadows.

Jazz had only gone three steps when she heard aman’ s curse, achild’ sfull-throated scream and the
patter of feet, all coming from off to the left on the other side of the parked car. Something lunged out of



the dark, small and ferocious; Jazz reached out, got ahandful of sweater and swung the kid around into
her arms. She picked her up and backed up fast. Shefelt the girl’ s breath hot against her face, tears
dripping onto her skin, got amouthful of curly brown hair and jerked her head out of theway to try to
see what was going on.

Just in time to see amuzzle flash. Not a shotgun, a handgun.
She heard abody hit the floor and metal clatter.

Lucia. Luciawas down.

Get thekid out. Get the kid out first.

Jazz ran backward, gasping for breath, kegping her gun trained on the spot where the muzzle flash had
briefly lit up the shadows, nearly tripped over a pipe, and managed to somehow get her bal ance back
without faling full-length. At the door, she set the girl down and crouched next to her.

“What' s your name, honey?’ she asked. She spared one second to glance into her face, into
honey-colored eyes and a heart-shaped face, tanned golden by summer.

“Marlg,” thegirl said. “He—hetried to hurt me.”

“I know, Marla, but he's not going to do it again. Now, you see that big black truck at the end of the
dley? My friend Manny’sinit. When | let go, you run asfast as you can straight for Manny and get into
thetruck, dl right?1’ll be behind you in aminute.”

Marlanodded, tears streaming down her cheeks. Jazz reached up and wiped some away, managed a
fast smile, and pushed her gently out the door.

“Run,” shesad.
Thekid pelted for the SUV.

Jazz was just turning back to the darkness when she heard aman’ s voice whisper, “ Y ou can't do this.
Nobody can stop me. They told me, nobody can stop me.”

And then her chest exploded in pain.

Shefdl back, unable to breathe, waves of red-hot agony diding over her, trying to pull her down into the
dark, and she couldn’t breathe, couldn’t speak, couldn’t do anything.

He came out of the dark, adull shadow, gray, colorless. Too small aman to be making so much of a
differenceintheworld.

She couldn't breathe.

He raised the gun, sighted on her, then shook his head and whipped it up, taking aim at Marla, who was
running down thedley.

| told her to run. | told her to do that. She remembered Simms saying, Everything you do matters.
She couldn’t fucking breathe. Her whole body felt numbed, destroyed by the impact in her chest.

Kevlar. He shot you inthevest. You'refine, you'rejust fine.



Something was very wrong.
Her heart.

Shecouldn’t fed her heartbest.
Everything was going dark.

She saw ablinding flash of blue-whitelight, like a spotlight. An intense glare bright enough to make her
want to close her eyes, but she had no control over that anymore, no control over anything, and there
was so much silenceinside of her.

Simms. Smmswas saring a her, and he was saying, Everything you do matters, Jasmine.
She couldn’t bregthe.

Thelight got brighter. Brighter. Overwheming and burning, like lightning, like lightning racing dong her
nerves.

Ligten.

Everythingyou do...

A single hard jerk in her chest. A thud.
Everything you do, Jasmine...

Her heart beat a second time. A third. She raised the gun. She didn’t even know how she managed it,
because she couldn’t fed her arm, couldn’t fed anything but disorientation and pain and fear, but then her
gun was up and she was looking into the face of akiller as his eyes widened.

Everything you do matters.
| know that, shetold Smms.

And shefired.
Chapter 10

“Ow,” Jazz whispered. “ Don't make melaugh, okay? It hurtsto laugh.”

Borden, hisarm swathed in approximately amummy’ sworth of bandages, smiled at her and shook his
head. “No, I'm completely serious. Y ou and Mooch are dl moved in. Manny said he'd give you the
alarm code the next time he drops by, because he can't trust it to anybody else”

“Not you?’
“I'm guessing especidly not me.”

Jazz, propped up on two pillows, squinted at the morning sunlight and pulled her hospital gown away
from her neck to take alook at the spectacular bruising. It looked better than it had yesterday, the blacks
turning asickly dark blue-green, the redsfading. But ill.

Colorful.

“Manny for aroommate,” she said sadly. “My lifeisredly not turning out theway I’ d hoped, Counsdlor.



| think | might have been better off drinking my future away at Sol’s”

Hedidn't smile at that one. He leaned forward and captured her hand in his, rubbed athumb over the
scraped and bruised knuckles, and said, “1f you’ d done that, at least three more people would be dead
right now. Including me and Marla” Marlahad dropped by earlier with her mother, avery pregnant, very
scared lady who' d still been prone to dissolve into tears over the near tragedy.

The copswho' d been by had been, if not tearfully grateful, at least cautioudy pleased by the whole thing,

and more than willing to accept the explanation she' d come up with asto how she, Manny and Luciahad
cometo intercept the killer. She figured there would be more questions, but nobody seemed too unhappy
with her just now.

Not even Laskins, who'd caled to gruffly inform her that the Society would be picking up the medical
bills. Agan.

“Hey,” Borden said, and leaned forward. “ Rest. Y ou look wiped out.” He pressed awarm kissto her
forehead, moved to her lips and brushed them very lightly with hisown, and she fdt asurge of lightning
hesat that had nothing to do with the painkillers pumping through her system. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Hey. Counsdor.”

He paused in the act of retrieving hisjacket from the chair. Helooked nearly back to normal. The cut on
his forehead had been sutured, and his color was good. There d be plastic surgery coming, for the
skinned part of hisarm, but he seemed to be dedling pretty well with that.

Better than she was, with the memory of his scream on the phone.

“Y ou never told me how they got you.”

“| went outside,” hesaid. “I was going to get us coffee.”

“There' s coffee in the break room. Y ou know that.”

He shrugged dightly. With hisgood arm. “1 wanted to get you Starbucks. Kind of ajoke.”

The smilemelted her like butter. She watched him go, smiling, and shut her eyesto savor the warmth of
the sunlight danting over her face.

Naturally, the room didn’t stay quiet long. She heard the door swing open again, and cracked an eydlid.
Luciawas moving dowly, but she was moving on her own, and dressed in Street clothes instead of
backlessgowns. A distinct improvement, though it was, Jazz thought, the very first time she' d ever seen
Luciawithout full battle-dress makeup.

She looked young and very, very vulnerable. There was alivid purple bruise on her cheek where she'd
hit the concrete in the shed after taking abullet in her flak vest.

“Hey,” shesaid, and leaned against the wall asif she was either too cool or too exhausted to make it
across the room to the visitor’ s chair Borden had last occupied. “How are you feding?’

“Like| took adouble-barreled shotgun blast to the chest,” Jazz said. By the way, remind me to send
thank you notes to the Kevlar people.”

“You'retaking it easy, right? Cardiac bruisng' s nothing to take lightly.”

“I'mfine” Jazz assured her. “No exertion for mefor at least two weeks before they let me out of here.



And then I’mon light duty for amonth, they say.”

Lucianodded and tucked her glossy straight hair back behind an ear, then walked over and seated
hersdlf. “ They said you could have died. Commotio cordis. Sudden noninvasive impact to the chest,
disrupting the heart rhythm.”

“Yeah, well, | didn't die,” Jazz said. Shedidn’t redly want to talk about it, or about that moment when
she'd felt her heart stop, or the light and the visions.

“Y ou heard about the envel ope they found at his house, right? The one postmarked yesterday morning?’

Thekiller—his name had been, prosaicdly, Dave Jennings—had never opened it. The police had, in thelr
forensc anayss. It was ared envelope. It had said, on clean white paper that carried no logo or
watermark of any kind, three words. Use head shots.

“Good thing he doesn't check hismall,” Jazz said somberly.

“I think &l this happened at thelast minute,” Luciasaid. “ There was avoice mail on your cell phone
telling you to check FedEx as soon asyou got in, but it came whileyou wereintheair.”

“Yeeh, and | wasalittle busy panicking over the plane hurtling toward the ground,” Jazz said. “I'm
guessing the people sending us the messages? Not Actors. At least, not Leads.”

“Youthink?’ Luciasmiled dightly. “Presuming we buy any of thiscrap.”
“Presuming.”
Not that either of them would admit to it.

Jazz shook her head and let hersalf sink down on the pillows again. The world seemed soft-edged.
Gentle. Quiet. Treesrustled outside of the hospital window and blended with the sound of turning pages
as Lucia settled in with a book.

“Seep,” she heard Luciawhisper, as her eyes drifted shut. “I'll be here.”

Two weeks later, on the day she was scheduled to leave the hospital, Jazz had anew visitor. Luciawas
goneto get the car; Borden had disappeared for a meeting with some attorney or other to go over
paperwork. Even Manny was MIA, athough he' d dropped by to furtively provide her with the passwvord
to get into the loft. After some persuasion, she' d aso gotten him to give her the new addressrather than
send it to the dead drop.

She supposed that meant he was improving. That, and the love bite on his neck that without a doubt must
have come from the lips of Pansy Taylor. Who didn’t hate him.

She was getting her clothes together, heartily ready to get the hell out of the hospital, when the door
opened behind her.

It was Kenneth Stewart.

The KCPD detective leaned against the closed door for acouple of seconds, staring at her, and crossed
hisarms. “Y ou don’'t look so bad,” he said. “Heard you took onein the chest.”

She tapped her breastbone lightly. “Hak vest.”



“Heard you damn near shot the face off a baby-raper.”

She didn’t answer that one. She wasn't happy with that memory, even knowing who the man had been,
what he' d done. Even knowing that firing that shot had allowed a beautiful little girl to return safeto her
mother.

There was no way to avoid seeing it, over and over again, in her nightmares.

“Bet you think you' rethe golden girl, don’t you?” Stewart asked, raising his eyebrows. He looked pale
and doughy and unpleasantly shiny, asif he' d been jogging. His eyes were open wide, his pupilstoo
gmall. She'd dwayswondered if he took drugs. He never quite looked right in the head to her.

“Isthere apoint you' re going to get to, or are you just hereto kiss my ass?’ she asked. Shewished she
had a gun, because Stewart made her fed the lack, but of course that wasn’t possible in the hospital.
Though she strongly suspected L uciawas away's packing.

Stewart pushed away from the door and came toward her. “What’ sthe crap I’ m hearing about photos
that show McCarthy acrosstown at the time of the murders?’

“It'snot crap,” she said, and folded up ablack hoodie before stuffing it in her canvas bag. “ They’' ve
passed every test. My partner aso found one of the guysin the pictures. He swilling to testify to their
authenticity.”

“It'scrap,” Stewart repeated. He was closer now. She could smell asharp, metallic scent coming off
him, like gun oil and swest. “1 know exactly where he was. Pumping roundsinto the backs of the heads
of three people.”

“Fictures say different.”

Hewasway too close. In her space, trying to get her to react, and boy, she wanted to. She wanted to
dam her figt into hisface, but she knew better, knew he was waiting for it and besides, she’ d promised
the doctor she' d be good.

“Thepicturesarefakes,” he said softly. “I’m going to prove it. McCarthy’ s not getting off on this one.
Not ever.”

She gave him adow, liquid amile. “ Evidence is going before the court next Tuesday,” shesaid. “It's
exculpatory. The conviction’sgoing to be vacated.”

Stewart’ s eyesflared heat, then narrowed. “Maybe he doesn’'t make it to Tuesday.”
Sheamogt hit him. Almost reached for histhroat.
She said nothing.

Behind him, the door opened, and Jazz looked over his shoulder to see L ucia standing there, tense and
ready. “ Jazz?" she asked.

“I'mfine” shesad. “Detective Stewart was just dropping off—what wasit you were dropping off?’

“Congratulations,” he snapped, and turned and walked away, brushing past Luciaasif shewasn't even
there.

Jazz let out adlow bregth, tilted her head and got asimilar wide-eyed ook from her partner.



“Well?" Luciaasked.

“I think we' d better go warn Ben,” Jazz said. “ Just in case.”

Jazz hadn't given it much thought, redlly, about how much time Lucia had spent in and around Ellsworth
during the investigation. How many times she must have dropped in to talk to McCarthy.

But when they sat down at the tablein the visitor’ s area—no claustrophobic booths here, it was just
open plain tableswith preformed benches, much more accessible—and McCarthy waked in from the
prisoner’ s door, the first one of them he smiled at was Lucia, and that 1ook...

That was alook Jazz had never seenin hiseyes before.
She glanced sideways at L ucia, who was staring back, and caught the same glint.

Well, shethought blankly. Huh. That's.. .interesting. She couldn’t decideif it wasinteresting-bad or
interesting-good. M cCarthy had aways been her territory, more or less...not in aromantic sort of way,
but in aproprietary sense, anyway. He' d been her partner. Her friend.

She cut her eyestoward Luciaagain as McCarthy walked over and did onto the bench across from
them. Y es, that was the look. A hungry look. Something open and—odd, for Lucia—vulnerable.

“Hey.” McCarthy nodded at L ucia, and then—uwith reluctance, it seemed to Jazz—transferred his smile
to her. “Jazz. Y ou look good. How you healing up?’

“Not so bad,” she said. “| guessthere can’t be too many people who've taken it like that and lived to tell
about it. Even withaves.”

“Not too many,” he agreed. His hair had grown out more, and was curling on the ends. Silver threads
gleaming dl through it like hidden treasure. Hiseyesflicked over to Luciaagan, asif he couldn’'t keep
them away for long. “But you'retaking it easy, right?’

“Y eah, yeah, everybody interrogates me about thet. I’ m fine, okay? How about you? How’ sthe arm?’
He extended and flexed it. “Hedled,” he said. “Ribs, too. Collarbone s till alittletricky, but it'll do.”
“We want to make sure you keep them that way,” Jazz said. “ Stewart came to see me thismorning.”

McCarthy went still, arm till flexed, fist clenched. She heard tendons crack, but hisface had gone
expressionless, his eyes hidden and dark. “Yeah?’ he asked neutraly. “ Dropped off hearts and flowers?’

“Not exactly. He said you might not make it to the hearing on Tuesday,” shereplied. “ Y ou're going to
watch your back, right? Night and day?’

“Jazz, no way |’ m letting them get to me now. Too much to hopefor.” Helooked a Luciaagain, alittle
longer thistime. “What about the pictures? Any leads on who sent them to Manny?”

“No, but we authenticated them,” Luciasaid. “ The photographer’ s name is Harrison Rohrman, he' sa
private investigator out of Michigan. He got the pictures by accident, actualy. He was photographing
everybody who came out the back door because he was waiting for a husband to duck out with one of
the strippers. Divorce case. He had no idea the pictures were important.”

“But somebody knew,” Jazz said. “ Somebody who recognized you in them and dropped them to Manny,



knowing he'd be able to do something with them.”

“Meaning?’ McCarthy’ s hands stretched out flat on the table. Jazz thought about reaching for them, but
before she could, Lucia s hand moved and stroked lightly over his knuckles, then retreated.

Asif shecouldn’t help hersdif.
McCarthy’ s hands moved after hers, then stopped.

Neither of them willing to commit, not in front of Jazz. Shefdt heat in her face, felt like an outsider, and
hated it.

“Meaning,” sheforced hersdf to say, “it was probably somebody from the force who doesn’'t want to be
identified as helping you out. Somebody Stewart might go after out of sheer revenge.”

McCarthy nodded. “Y eah, there are till afew guyswho' d step up and do that, at least anonymoudly.
Hell, | don't carewho did it. So long asthe judge admits the evidence, I ll just be grateful.”

“Y ou know thiswon’t mean you get reingtated,” Jazz said. “ The payoffs—”

“Yeah, my lawyer taked about it. There’ saded on thetable, if the evidence gets admitted. | get time
served on the extortion. Community service, and | lose my pension, but Jazz, | deserve that. We both
know it.” McCarthy shrugged. “| should’ ve been better than | was. | will be, from now on. If | can’'t bea
cop anymore, that’s okay. I'll find another way. Theimportant thing isthat I'm not stuck in here
anymore. That | can havealifeagain.”

Hiseyesflicked to Lucia, then away. Not quite an admisson of interest, bui. ..
Jazz swallowed, forced asmile, and said, “ Y eah. That’ sgreat.”

On Sunday, Jazz woke to the sound of gunfire, and came bolt upright in bed. Mooch shot off the
comforter with agrowl and stalked away. Sherolled over, grabbed her pistol from the nightstand and
shrugged on arobe over her white T-shirt and sweatpants before easing open the bedroom door.

The door read, Jazz's Room, in shiny black |etters, dong with Authorized Personnd Only. Inside the
room, things|ooked like anorma bedroom—Ilike her old bedroom, in fact, down to the curtains and the
battered furniture—but outside, it was dtill disorienting to see that it was afreestanding cubicle itting in
the middle of a concrete warehouse floor.

Not that the place was empty. Over to the right was the freestanding kitchen, to the left wasthe
curtained-off entertainment room, and beyond that was Manny’ s private space where even she didn’t
dare go.

Thelab, however, was directly in front of her, and as shelooked in that direction, she saw Manny pull off
apair of safety goggles and make safe an automatic pistol. He spotted her standing in the doorway, and
waved, then looked awkward.

“Um—did | wakeyou up?’

“With the gunfire?’ She gestured at the pistol he' d just put down, and the ballistic tank of water he'd
fired into. “ Oh, no. Had to get up anyway.”

“Sorry. It'sjust that—"



“Never mind, Manny. Redlly. I'm awake.” She stretched, redlized she was still armed and dangerous,
and went back to replace the pistal in its drawer next to her bed. When she came back, Manny wasin
the kitchen, pouring acup of coffee. He handed it to her and leaned on the counter, staring a her with
one of his puppy-dog expressions.

“Manny, why are you test-firing agun? Since you don’t do violent-crime work?’

“Yeah, well...” He shrugged. “I’ ve been thinking of getting back intoit. A little. Thisis nothing, though.
The insurance company wantsto prove that the owner of the gun shot up his own house and then claimed
it was adrive-by. Oh, here. Message.” He reached over for apad of paper and did it acrossto her.
Written in Manny’ s neet calligraphy was Call Borden cdl phone. “He didn’t want to wake you up.”

She yawned and nodded. “What timeisit?’

“Six o' clock.”

Shefroze, blinking. “In the evening?’

“Yeah,” he said apologeticaly. “I thought you—the doctor said you should deep as much as—”
“Manny, | was supposed to go to the officel”

“Y eah, wdll, you redly don’'t need to go until—"

“Manny!”

“Sorry.” He held up his hands and turned away, shoulders hunched. She glared at him for a second, then
shook her head and grabbed the cordless phone from the counter as she headed for the bathroom.

It was impossible to stay mad at Manny, especialy in the bathroom, which was very possibly the most
heavenly place she' d ever seen. Marble, massaging jets of water, atub big enough to hold three or
four...it was hard to hold agrudge. She still thought of it as Manny’ s bathroom, but redly, it was hers
now, too. For the time being.

Weird.

Asshetoweled her hair dry with one hand, she dialed Borden’s cell phone one-handed. He answered on
the second ring.

“Areyouintown?’ she asked.

“Wadll, acrossit,” he said. “Meeting with some corporate clients. Just finished.”

“| was planning on going to the office, but Manny’ s blown that by forgetting to tell me to wake up.”
“That' shisjob now?’

“Shut up.”

“Who'sagrumpy laterisr?”’

“I'm gtarving. And | want dinner. | heard you est, sometimes.”

“When the company’ s agreegble,” Borden said. “I’ll be there in—twenty minutes. Tell your boyfriend not
to shoot me ontheway in, okay?’



She smiled and hung up on him, but he had a point about Manny. Not the boyfriend part, the shooting
part. Manny was taking guard duty way too serioudy. Even Luciathought he'd gone alittle loony on the
subject.

She put extratimein a the mirror, experimenting with makeup and blush and eyeliner, and when shewas
finished, she decided it wasn't too humiliating. She gtill looked like Jasmine Cdlender. Just not the one
who got drunk and besat up truckers.

After some thought, she chose ablack pantsuit with a plain white French-cuffed shirt—L ucid s shopping
influence—and some mid-hedled shoes. By the time she was dipping them on, Borden' srental car
appeared on the security monitor, and she had to race to tell Manny not to activate his more extreme

s f-defensive measures,

She met Borden downdtairs, in the garage, and found him leaning againgt his sedan, looking tall and
lavyerly. Very legitimate.

Hiseyeswidened at the sight of her, and he straightened up. She deliberately dowed down, enjoying the
effect.

“Counsdor,” shesaid, and gave him along, measuring look. “ Something wrong?’

“Yes” hesad. “I'm pretty surethere are some laws being broken, I’'m just not clear on which ones.”
He walked around and opened the door for her. Handed her in, fingers warm around hers.
Shedidn’t let go. She tugged hard on his hand, tipping him off balance and down to her seeted leve.
Grabbed histie and kissed him.

Warm, dow dide of lips, just as hot and sweet as she remembered from that Strange, dizzying day at
Simms s prison. Hislips parted, and she plunged her tongue into the opening, tasting coffee and caramel.
Histongue scraped hers, teased, stroked. She moaned, deep in her throat, and grabbed a handful of his
hair to try to get him deeper into her. It was unbdievable, redly, how much shewanted this.

Wanted him.

Shelet him go, but he didn’t go far, one arm draped over the car door, staring a her with those warm
eyes. Helicked hislipsdowly, tasting her, and said, in avoice she hardly recognized, “What was that
for?’

“For—" She couldn’t think of asingle thing to say, and suddenly it cameto her, foolish and charming and
grange. “For not hating me.”

He reached down and fitted his hand along her cheek. Histhumb brushed over her damp, parted lips.
“Who says| don't?’ he asked. “Sometimes.”

“Arewegoing to Sit heredl night?” she asked.
“Maybe”
“Y ou're acomplete bastard.”

Heamiled. It was such asatanically beautiful smilethat shefdt hersdlf light up insde, light up and burn,
and he stood, shut her door and walked around to the other side.



“I"'m taking you someplace specid for dinner,” he said as he backed out of the garage.
“Isit quiet?”

“No, it'svery loud. Mariachi bands. Small children screaming. Peopletalking on cdll phones. And there's
abuffet—"

She grinned. “ Sounds perfect.”

He was staying at the Marriott, the nicest one, and vaeted the car and ushered her into the lobby with a
hand at the small of her back. Like they were about to dance. Guided her to the elevator and pressed the
button for the ninth floor.

Shewatched him in slence asthe floors flashed by.
“The restaurant’ s on the ninth floor?” she asked.
“Bestintown,” heagreed. “Very exclusve”

They didn’t touch. Heled her down the carpeted hall oncethey’ d arrived on theright floor, down to a
door at the end of the hall, and opened it with aflourish.

It wasasuite. A nice one, with aking-size bed and arespectably sized bathroom and aview.
He shut the door, watching her.
“Where sthefood?’ she asked.

He reached over and siwung open the minibar. Tiny little bottles of liquor. Miniature champagne. Candy
bars.

“Screw thefood,” she said, and then he was on her, handsin her hair, pushing her back against thewall,
and she couldn’t believe she' d ever thought he was wesk, because there was no way on earth she had
the strength to push him away, not now.

Not ever.

His hands moved under the jacket, trailing fire, tugged the hem of her shirt free and found a path beneath
it. She gagped into his mouth, arching against him, as his palms stroked over her breasts and circled her
nipplesinto hardness, then did around to the small of her back to pull her tighter against him.

His mouth was hot and hungry and dl over her, al over her neck, traveling down, tongue tasting every
pulse point as she gasped for breath.

He moved her hands back, pinning them up againgt the wall, and she felt something fierce and hot
shudder through her. Something powerful.

Hefdt it, too, and raised his head to meet her eyes. This close, his eyes were enormous, hot, full of
something too dangerous and too violent and too perfect.

She moaned and et her head fall back, surrendering.
Jud...findly...for thefirg timein her life...surrendering.

Everything we do matters.



She logt thread of that in the stroke of his skin on hers, in flashes of heat and light and afast, dmost brutal
rhythm thudding in her head, in her heart, her back againgt the wall, climbing, struggling...

“James,” she whispered, and felt him shudder and spird into her, heat and light and a perfect crime of
passion, committed in hot blood and without regret.

Guilty as charged.

The next morning, she woke sore and exhausted and utterly filled with light, and rolled over to find
Borden dtting on the edge of the bed, already dressed.

“Hey,” she murmured. He smiled. It looked sad, that smile. Not what she' d expected. She sat up,
inginctively pulling the covers close over her skin. “What?’

He reached out and touched her hair, pushing it back from her eyes, caressing the tender skin at her
temples. Long, gentlefingers. Histhumb brushed her lips, asoft echo of the need in the night.

“We missed the hearing,” he said. “McCarthy’ s hearing. They held it off-schedule, because he was
designated at-risk in the prison. The judge admitted the photographs into evidence and the prosecution
moved for the conviction to be vacated.”

She felt an odd stab go through her. “We...we missed the hearing? What happened?’
“Ben’sout,” Borden said. “He walked away afree man an hour ago.”

Shelet out acry. It was half fury, haf joy. He' d been set free, and she hadn’t been there, hadn’t been
there—how could that have happened? How could she have missed that moment, after al thistime? All
thiswork?

Had helooked for her? Been disappointed not to see her?
“We haveto go,” sheblurted. “We haveto go see him—"

“Jazz, he'sokay. Luciawasthere, he swith her,” he said. “There's something else. Luciagot ared
envelope thirty minutes ago. Hand delivered.”

“Am?1

“So didyou,” he said, and turned to pick it up from the foot of the bed. “ Someone did it under the door
while | was getting dressed.”

Shetook it from him and pulled out the sheet of paper. It was on the letterhead, not of Gabridl, Pike &
Laskins, but of Eidolon Corporation.

Andit sad, in printed, plain block letters, ONE OF YOU HAS MADE A MISTAKE.
She looked up at Borden. Thought about the night, about the fury and perfection of it.
Thought about Ben McCarthy, waking free from murders he didn’t commiit.

About the look in Lucia seyes at the prison.

Everything you do matters.



“Why would they send this?’” she asked. “It’ snothing, right? A mind game?’
Borden shook his head and reached out to pull her head close and plant aburning kiss on her forehead.

“I don't know,” he murmured againgt her hair. “I don’t know.”
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Chapter 1
Titfor Tat

Once upon atime, | would tell anyone who asked about what | did for aliving, that | liked to make men
sweat. Men. Asin plurd. And though a double entendre wasimplied, what | really meant wasthat | liked
to scare the shit out of big tough guyswho like to hurt people.

Scaring bulliesis easy to do when you' re a Certified Retribution Speciaist like me, armed with extensive
Chinese whushu fighting skillsand aGlock. Did | mention my G1367? It'sadeek black semiautomatic
handgun that shoots bullets or |aser.

Inthe year 2104, just about any weapon goes. The Wild West of the 1880s ain’t got nothin’ on
twenty-second-century Chicago. With the neo-Russian and Mongolian mobs running rampant on the
Streets, in business and in government, I’ d even say we beat the 1920s hands-down. That, of course,
was the era of the famed Italian mobster Al Capone and friends. The Cosa Nostra has since been
reduced to theme-park motifs and legal redl-estate deals, but that doesn’t mean the world is any safer.

| recently learned afancy word that describes my world: dystopia, which isthe opposite of utopia. But |
digress.

Where once there were many, now thereisonly oneman | like to work into alather. And thereisno
double about my entendre. His name is Detective Riccuccio Marco, and though we ve only made love
once, that' sdl it took to show me that lovemaking redlly can be an art form.

Ah, yes, | know, cops are so boringly upright. (Now there’ saplay on words.) But Marco is different.



Not only is he a detective with the Chicago Police Department, he' saformer psychologist. And to redly
complicate matters, | recently found out he was briefly involved with the Russan Mafiya Organizatsa
when he was younger. Y ou gotta love aman with apast. Exactly what it was, | didn’t want to know. |
just wanted to jump hisbones again.

But that was proving maddeningly difficult.

| rang at his downtown flat and nervoudy pronged my fingers through my spiked blond hair, using the
brass buzzer asamirror. Normally, | didn’t care what anybody thought about my looks, but thiswas
different. | was hereto further pursue my relaionship with Detective Marco. That isif he wanted to. Oh,
Lord, if hedidn't...

“He-he-he,” came awhiskey-rotted voice from aweaving figure to my right. | made the mistake of
inhaing just asthetoxic cloud from his mouth reached my nose.

| turned and found amethop junkie, drooling on hisragged shirt, grinning a my chest. He obvioudy
hadn’t been to a dentist since the last millennium celebration, and he reeked of Eau de Middle Ages.
That’ swhat happened when you cared more about your next hit of methamphetamines and opium than
you cared about taking your next breath.

“What are you looking at?’ | pressed the buzzer more forcefully.
“You, baby. Arethosetitsfor red?”’

| glanced down a my tight, leather V-necked vest. Thiswas as closeto cleavage as | ever got, and it
wasn't much. If this creep thought my breasts were surgically endowed, he needed more than along
bath. “They'rered and they’re off-limits, so get lost.”

“Let me givethose melonsasqueeze,” he said without sparing my face a glance. When he reached out
with both hands, | felt like afruit stand at agreengrocer’s. “Nicean’ ripe, I'll bet. How much do you
charge, baby?’

“Youdon'twanttodothis” | said camly. “Trust me.”

But he was too doped up or dumb to listen. Hunched over, arms extended, he zeroed in on histargets
with surprising precision, but before he could make contact, | snapped my arm out in aquick backhand
punch to hisjaw. He went down just as the door opened.

“Hey!” the bum protested, rubbing hischin. “That hurt like hell.”

Marco looked at me in surprise, then frowned at the junkie sprawled on the sdewalk. “What
happened?’

“Sticker shock,” | replied confidentidly. “Don’t worry. HE |l survive. | went out of my way to avoid his
windpipe.”

“Very thoughtful,” Marco said. Our eyeslocked and sparks flew. He grinned dowly. “He had no clue
what he was up againg, did he?’

| smiled back. “They never do.”

“Comeonin. | wasjust about to take a break.”



“Fromwhat?’ | stepped ingde along, restored loft with shiny blond wood floors and an intriguing maze
of pipeslooming from the ceiling high above. | breethed in the foreign, pungent odor of turpentine and
paint, and quickly surveyed brick wal after wall adorned with large canvases covered in brilliant hues,
some arrayed in geometric impressions and some redigticaly drawn.

My God, | thought. Is Marco also a painter?

| whirled around to gaze a him in frank wonder and redlized he wore no shirt. How | had missed that
was beyond me. Paint-spattered, threadbare jeans douched at hisjutting hip bones. A line of dark, silky
hair intersected his naval and spread up hisflat bely, fanning upward and outward over the mounds of
olive skin and muscle that defined his breastbone. Red paint smeared over an inch of his collarbone. My
attention wandered up to hisruggedly handsome face.

With asquare, shadowed jaw, a seductive mouth and eyes that could undress you in secondsflat, he
made my mouth water. It was amazing. | wasright to come here. Y ou can't fight fate.

Wait a minute! Be cool, Angel, | told mysdf. Be cool. Then | shrugged and said, “ So. Y ou wannamake
love?’

Oh, Lord, what did | say? Could | turn and run? No, not cool. Could | take it back? Impossible.
Nothing left to do but pretend | had planned it. So | crossed my arms, shifted weight, jutting my right hip
inacocky pose. | raised one brow chalengingly and waited for what seemed like the most agonizing and
longest minute of my lifeto pass.

Marco smply stared at me asif he, too, couldn’t believe I’ d been so bold, so blunt. So stupid. Then he
moved toward me, his bare feet padding on the floor amidst the frayed hems of hisjeans, and before |
knew it, he scooped me up off my feet, both of his deceptively strong armswrapped around my waist.

| steadied myself, putting my hands on his bare shoulders. His muscles seemed to melt beneath my
fingers. | found mysdf kneading them. Just touching this man made mefed like | wasrunning afever.

Except for the onetime we' d made love, I'd only seen himin suitsand long deeves. I’ d thought of him as
astudly but aging cop. Now he seemed like a not-so-middle-aged wild thing, more the unpredictable
assassin | imagined him to be after his confession about his mob ties. That' swho | saw, anyway, when |
caught my breath and looked down into his unturned face. Pheromones shot out from him like the grand
finde of aJuly Fourth celebration. He smeled musky, masculine and swesaty-my favorite cologne.

“Did you just ask meif | want to make love?’ Hishusky voice vibrated in his chest. His gaze skewered
me with a*you' d better not be joking” 1ook.

| spread my hands over his day-old beard and up through histhick, natural dark curlsof hair. “Yes”
“Areyou sure?’

A touch of gray distinguished histemples, and his long-lashed bedroom eyes ended with atrace of
crow’ sfedt, the legacy of too many deep smilesin the sun. Hewas al man, and he was mine. And he
was just mature enough to make arelationship dangerous. | craved opening up to him, and dreaded it at
the sametime. If heredlly knew me-and he was smart enough to do that in time-would he ill want me?

“Yes” A amplereply. Thelast nail inthe coffin.

He roughly grabbed my nape and pulled my lipsto his. They were briefly tender, like silk, but soon
parted and we melded in amind-blowing French kiss. | wrapped my legsaround hiswaist, fedling like
I’d falen into the eye of ahurricane. Everything around me was chaos. But something in me knew this



was where | was supposed to be, and | grew calm, intent on consuming him.

| was ready. He was ready. Then | made the mistake of talking. Pulling from hislips, | said, “1 guessyour
answer isyes.”

It was ajoke. He amiled. But theironic gleam in his eyesturned cloudy. He didn’t move, but | could
amost see hisemotiona retredt, like one of those fancy cameramovesin old-time horror flicks, when the
dolly holding the cameraretreats fast while the lens zoomsin.

Hisinterest dackened in the most obvious place. | gripped his shoulders, pulling him closer. No, | wanted
to say. Don't stop now. Don’t think. Just make love to me. But | wouldn't beg.

He stepped away from me and tugged hislipsinto arueful smile. “Now that you mention it, Baker, the
answer isno.”

| wasredly speechless. “1 don't...understand. I’'m not going to hurt you, Marco.”

Helooked me up and down asif he werelogically considering whether that wastrue. Then achill
flickered over hisfeatures. “Y ou’ re abeautiful woman, Angel Baker, fit and energetic, brave and yet
grounded. Y our heart is...very tender. | know you' ve been hurt, and | know you would never
intentionally harm me. But | can’'t watch you die. I” ve done that too many times aready.”
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