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Chapter 1

Seattle

Damn, he hated his life.

His hands were cramping like a son of a bitch. He’d been reaching and digging in this dumpster, trying to pull out as many aluminum cans as he could before some sawed-off loudmouth in greasy pajamas yammering something nobody could understand came out and screamed him away. He balanced himself on a row of wooden crates overflowing with fish heads, rotten cabbage leaves, moldy pork skins, and whatever else those funny-talking tiny people decided to throw out after cooking whatever slop they were selling as food in their jive-ass restaurant. He’d heard once that if you were around some strange stink and gulped in air real fast, your nose would overdose and just go numb. You wouldn’t smell it anymore. Well, next time some smart-ass tried to sell him that particular piece of dope, he’d have proof positive it was nothing but bullshit. He’d tell him about the time he mined a dumpster on a hot afternoon, surrounded by Chinese, Japanese, who-the-fuck-cares-ese garbage and kept smelling the reek no matter how many deep breaths he gulped.

All to get paid.

Damn, he hated his life. Sometimes he thought no seventeen-year-old should have to work this hard just to put some food in his belly. It should be like in those TV shows. Kids his age talking sassy to their parents. Never getting the back of anybody’s hand for it, either. Wearing the clothes. Eating at a table. Talking about school while a mom fusses and a dad reads the newspaper and looks wise.

But thinking about what the TV had to preach wasn’t going to do him any good. His life was his life. Plain and simple. If he was going to eat, it would be him who got the food. And right now this dumpster was his best bet because eating took money. He couldn’t let stink, cramped hands, or bugs buzzing in his ears get in his way. He kept his mind focused and his eyes open for anything the scrap man would buy. A couple of big sacks of aluminum cans would get him lunch.

He’d made himself a promise when he walked away from his last foster home that it wouldn’t always be like this. Life just had to be more than getting from one meal to the next. Someday he would make it to a place where he could sleep at night, like normal folks. Not have to stay awake like some kind of vampire, waiting to sleep in the library or a gas station bathroom in the middle of the day. He would cook on a stove and make recipes like the ones he saw in those magazines at the checkout counter. Two-Hour Beef Stew! Feed Your Family with Ease. Yeah. He’d get there.

Once he did, he’d go see about talking to LaTonya. She wasn’t like the other girls hanging around these parts. LaTonya kept herself clean. Dressed so that her body parts weren’t hanging out for all the world to see. Wore little red clips in her hair. Held herself like a lady. Went to school every day and even read the books the teachers put on those lists. He’d tried to talk to her before, but she’d paid him no return other than a sweet smile as she walked away. Probably figured a juke like him wasn’t for her.

But she was wrong. He’d have a life real soon. She’d know what it meant to be a queen because he’d treat her like one.

All he needed was for the 97s to give him a chance. Those boys knew how to roll. Wasn’t a member of the 97s who didn’t walk proudly down any street on their turf. Wasn’t a person who didn’t step aside when a 97 wanted to pass. He made himself available to them. Giving any 97 who took the time a chance to get to know the kind of skills he had to offer. All he needed was one good turn of luck and they’d give him a shot.

But that was someday. Today he needed to eat.

He raised his head when the stench threatened to overwhelm him. Caught his breath, watching the neighborhood go about its day. The old men shuffling to the park passed right on by without so much as a care for another teenaged black boy scrounging for his meal. He didn’t mind. Let ’em play their checkers or sit around laughing about whatever good old days they lied about living. Same with the moms. Let the old ladies get on the buses and head on out to clean white people’s houses on the fancy side of town. He even let the bad kitties pass on by. Another day he might have spent some time stealing a look at their tight clothes and their sashaying walks. But not this day. Yesterday all he’d gotten to eat was a nuked-out bean burrito. Today was all about getting enough for a chicken sandwich. Side of fries if he was lucky.

Something caught his eye. Crossing the street in front of him. What the hell was that doing on this block? Didn’t that thing know any better? Dumb-ass Pico didn’t have the sense God gave a goose, walking in broad daylight this close to 97 turf. He stopped digging and watched the thing strut his way, like it didn’t have a care for anything.

Then came the sound everybody in this part of town knew meant it was best to duck or run. He decided to dive, pulling the lid closed over him. The stink didn’t bother him at all this time. He was happy to have the rolled steel of the dumpster standing between him and what was going down out on the street. He peered out the crack just under the lid.

The first shot brought the Pico down. He watched, ignoring the screams of two Beckys across the street. A second shot stopped the Pico’s arms and legs from twitching. He heard the squeal of tires but couldn’t see any car speeding away. He stayed in the dumpster until he was sure the shooting was over.

A voice deep inside him screamed that it was time to act. His big chance had been delivered to him. Less than fifteen feet away. He threw the dumpster lid open, jumped out, and ran to what could be his ticket to the show.

He knelt beside the dead thing on the sidewalk. No tag. He looked around the concrete where the thing lay all bloody and dead. No tag there, either. It might be a long shot, but what the hell. At least it was a shot. He pulled a switchblade from his pocket. Three slices later he had what he needed.

Then he stood.

Then he ran.

He was six blocks away, sitting on a bench in front of a tattoo parlor, when he heard the sirens headed south toward that stinking restaurant.

He wasn’t hungry anymore. He’d never be hungry again.


Chapter 2

Virgin Gorda, British Virgin Islands

“Are we going to have that cake for dessert tonight?” The seven-year-old bent over, shook her head, and rained saltwater over the tiled entryway.

Her aunt closed the door behind them and laughed. “That would make how many pieces for you? Let’s see. We got here two days ago. I seem to recall you had your first piece within the hour. Then it was another before bedtime….”

“And yesterday at lunch,” Hadley reminded her.

“That’s right. And another at dinner. You do know Cook can make many different kinds of desserts. Why not try something else?”

“Because that’s what I want.” The little girl wrapped her beach towel around her waist and started an improvised choreography of raucous hip and hand movement. “Why should I try something different when I already know what I like?”

Allie Grant looked out at the turquoise sea shimmering beyond the white limestone terrace of her rented villa. Allie had visited any number of beautiful destinations around the world. The streets of London charmed her. Paris never disappointed. The ancient mysteries of Istanbul always stoked the romantic in her. But it was the endless perfection of the Caribbean she loved the best. Her niece was right.

Why should I try anywhere else? she wondered. I already know what I like.

Allie tossed her own beach towel over her dancing niece. “You’re right, little one. And your wish is my command. Cake after dinner it is.” She pulled the towel away and wrapped the girl in her arms. “But for now, what do you say we get you into a shower and wash that sand off you. Did you have fun today?”

“Oh, yes! I loved those grobbos. I could have played in there all day.”

“Grottos,” her aunt corrected. “We were at Devil’s Bay and we explored the grottos.”

Hadley wiggled free of her aunt’s embrace. The two had spent only a few days together, but Allie had already learned her niece did not care for being corrected. Still, Allie intended to show Hadley the world and she wanted the girl to properly recall each and every marvel.

“Shall we have dinner here or go into town?”

“Here, please.” Hadley pointed to the terrace. “Out there. With candles. The people down below will look up at us and wonder who lives in this castle.”

“And they’ll wish they were us.”

“They sure will! And I can stay up late, right?”

Allie reached again for the girl, reveling in the health of her sturdy little body. “Of course, my lovely. Rules are not for you. Not for me, either. We two make our own rules. Can you remember that?”

Hadley’s sun-kissed cheeks grew even rosier as she grinned. Allie wanted to linger in that moment, suspended in the warm, familial glow of aunt and niece, but a glance at the clock told her she needed to scoot Hadley out of sight. It would cost millions to give this phenomenal child the life Allie intended, and that meant taking care of business.

“Constance! Come take Hadley.”

A local girl in her late teens, dressed in a soft white sundress, appeared seemingly out of nowhere. Allie appreciated the kind of inconspicuous presence the nanny represented. When she’d arranged the villa, she’d asked the management company to provide childcare, insisting on the same quality they provided visiting royalty.

“This imp has brought half the beach home with her.” Allie touched noses with Hadley. “She’ll need to be polished and scrubbed stem to stern. You’ll find new dresses in her closet.”

“New!” Hadley squealed. “Can I see them?”

“You may see them. And you may choose your favorite for dinner tonight.” Allie looked up at Constance. “And keep her in the west wing for ninety minutes, will you? I’m not to be disturbed.”

“Very good, Miss.” Constance held out a hand to Hadley. “Let’s go, little princess.”

Hadley gave her aunt a tight squeeze.

“We’re having a wonderful dish for dinner tonight,” Allie said. “Something I bet you’re going to say is the whiz-bang best-tasting thing you’ve ever had.”

“And my cake! Don’t forget my cake.”

Allie stood, promising she’d never forget, and waited until Constance and Hadley were out of the villa’s main living area to prepare for her soon-to-arrive guest. She pulled a long silk caftan from the front closet, slipped it over her bathing suit, and tied a matching scarf into a turban over her damp hair. She checked the small bar cart, pleased to see Cook had outfitted it with all the supplies she had requested before she and Hadley left for the beach. She had just enough time to slip her bare feet into gold-strapped sandals. The knock at her door came at the exact moment she pulled a garish diamond ring from the lacquered box on the entry table and slid it onto the third finger of her left hand.

These Russians aren’t much, she thought. But they’re always punctual.

She did a fast check in the mirror. The image staring back at her was exactly what she wanted them to see. Allie opened the door to her visitors.

“Fyodor Ratchikov! Welcome. How kind of you to come all this way.” She stepped aside to let her second-in-command enter. He was trailed by two broad-shouldered men. Each of the three was overdressed for the late-afternoon heat of early October in the Caribbean. She waited until Ratchikov mopped his brow with a cotton handkerchief.

“My queen.” The middle-aged man brought Allie’s fingertips toward his heavy lips and kissed the monstrous ring. “I present my new men.” He pointed to the one nearest him. “This is Alexi. Alexi comes St. Petersburg. He is with us more five years.”

Allie held out her hand to the man. Blond, tall, midtwenties. “Alexi. How lovely to meet you.”

“My queen.” Alexi mimicked Ratchikov’s kiss to the ring.

“And this is Misha.” Ratchikov pointed to the other man. Also tall and in his midtwenties, but with a head shaved and polished to a menacing shine.

“Welcome, Misha.” Allie offered her hand and the man repeated the ritual. It wasn’t lost on Allie that he didn’t address her as his queen. The daring look in his eyes suggested the omission wasn’t an oversight.

“Come, sit with me, Fyodor.” Allie led him into the villa’s main room. “We have much to discuss.”

You’ve brought two men with you, Ratchikov. Did it take two to replace your Vassily? Or is this a show of strength? Do you truly believe I would hesitate to deal with these two in any way other than how I dealt with your other one?

“I thought you were in Seattle long time.” Fyodor Ratchikov settled his stocky frame on the white linen sofa. “Your home. Your family.”

Allie blinked away the rage conjured by the memory of her family’s rejection. “One thing you’ll learn about me is that I move. In my country we have a saying. Itchy feet. I find my habit of not staying too long in one place serves me quite well.”

Ratchikov shook his head. “Connection to home is important. Is no good to live like—what is you Americans call it?—like hoho.”

Allie registered the sneer in his voice when Ratchikov said “American.” She also suspected her lieutenant was fluent enough in English to know the slang for “whore.” She smiled.

“I believe the term you’re looking for is ‘hobo.’ Perhaps that’s what I am.”

“I like Moscow. Is real. Family. Friends. I use same barber thirty years. Connection.”

“Vozmozhno.” Allie used the Russian word for “perhaps.” She continued to speak in Russian. Partly to establish her credibility with her guests. Mostly to operate in a language that would allow Ratchikov to speak without filter.

“Let us drink before we begin our business.” Allie knew Ratchikov would be impressed with her ever-increasing fluency in his mother tongue. “The bar is there. Vodka for us both.”

Ratchikov raised his hand. “Alexi, you pour. Two drinks.”

“Nyet.” Allie looked past Alexi and stared at the man who dared to disrespect her in her own home. “Misha can pour. Three fingers for me. The same for my guest.”

Misha didn’t move. He held her gaze. Allie could feel his disgust radiating across to her. She understood. She was a woman. An American woman. Who was she to give commands?

I am heir to Vadim Tokarev. This is my syndicate. And I’ll hold on to it with the same bloody hands I used to take it.

“Misha.” Ratchikov’s tone was that of an indulgent father. “Pour the drinks. Bring them to me.”

Misha heaved a disgusted sigh. He took a step.

“Nyet.” Allie continued to hold Misha’s gaze. “Not on your orders, my dear Fyodor. Misha will get the drinks on my command.”

Ratchikov shoved his hands onto the sofa’s cushions, levering himself to rise.

“Sit!” Allie barked. “Relax. You are in my home. Allow my man to bring your drink to you.” She kept her steady gaze locked on the man standing in the entryway. “Misha. Bring two vodkas. Three fingers for my friend. Three fingers for me.”

Misha hesitated. He looked toward Ratchikov, who sat in silence.

“We have much to discuss.” Allie’s voice was calm. “Bring us our drinks. Then the two of you will wait on the front porch. My Fyodor will not be long.”

Misha stepped to the bar cart. The room was silent as he poured the clear liquid into heavy crystal tumblers. He crossed over to hand one to Ratchikov.

“I am served first,” Allie reminded him.

Again Misha looked to Ratchikov for direction but got none. The bald giant’s jaw churned as he handed a glass to Allie.

“Spasibo,” Allie said. Thank you.

Misha handed the other glass to the man he thought was his boss and turned to leave.

“Misha.” Allie held out her left hand. “Allow me to teach you another phrase we Americans use. ‘Mulligan.’ It means a second chance.”

He took a hesitant step toward her. Allie held his angry gaze until it softened into compliance. Then she nodded.

And Misha kissed her ring.

“Wait for Fyodor on the porch.”

The two men left without another word.

“Your men are loyal, Fyodor.” Allie sat on the opposite side of the sofa from her second-in-command. “As you were to my Vadim.”

“As I am loyal to you, my queen.”

“We must not keep your men waiting. I’m certain you are eager to return to Moscow. What is so important you needed to meet? It’s been little more than a week since we talked in Seattle. I was quite explicit with my expectations. Have you been unable to follow my instructions?”

“I am fully capable of running this enterprise.” He immediately softened his tone. “As you command me to, of course. My reason to see you has nothing to do with your directives.”

“Then what?”

“The Arab.”

Allie’s pulse quickened. “Abu Al Fared.”

“Yes. You have disappointed him. That makes it difficult for me to meet the goals you have set for expansion into his area.” Ratchikov paused. “He says you offered him a personal assassin. Easy enough to come by, I suppose. But Al Fared speaks of your vow to provide him one who is also a beautiful woman. One who will kill for him and heat his bed.”

Never promise what you can’t deliver, Allie. Her late mother’s words floated into her memory. One word from Lydia would have convinced her father to let her be a part of the family again. But Lydia had become the surrogate daughter to Mort Grant. Allie’s replacement. Her father had lovingly accepted an international assassin into his life, yet turned his back on his own flesh and blood. What had she done that was any worse than his sainted Lydia? And who was Lydia to deny her anything?

Allie needed her gone.

She also needed access to Al Fared’s corner of the world. He was a member of a powerful clan operating with the tacit approval of several royal families in the Middle East. Al Fared’s network provided a vast assortment of vices to the wealthy, titled, and privileged upper crust forbidden to ordinary citizens of the area’s rigid fundamentalist society. Allie needed to demonstrate her ability to grow the syndicate she had wrested from Vadim Tokarev in order to assure the loyalty of her men. She had to deliver the increased wealth she had promised. Becoming the exclusive supplier of drugs and Western prostitutes to Al Fared’s enormous customer base would accomplish that.

But Abu Al Fared balked at the idea of working with a woman. He respected Tokarev but saw Allie as nothing more than the late Russian’s concubine. She needed to make an impression on him.

Never promise what you can’t deliver, Allie. Allie had seen a way to rid herself of Lydia and show Al Fared she could provide whatever he needed. He’d heard of the Fixer but was convinced the female sword of justice was a myth. Allie had assured him that not only was the Fixer real, but she was even more beautiful than the whispers described.

She had promised that the Fixer would be his.

Allie had sent her most trusted man. Staz had been her champion. Her protector. Her shield and her weapon. She had sent him to bring the Fixer to Al Fared.

Days had gone by without a word from Staz. The only way that would ever happen was if he was dead, while Lydia Corriger still smugly went about her life, filling the role of daughter to Mort Grant.

“You’ve cost this organization a valuable customer,” Ratchikov continued. “He’s hurting our reputation. Spreading the word we aren’t reliable. That we’re vulnerable with a soft-headed woman as our leader.”

“The only people who are vulnerable are those who dare to cross me.”

“I tell you only what Al Fared is saying. His words are weakening us.”

“Within our own organization?”

Ratchikov looked down at his hands.

“You brought two men today. There was a time one was enough. Do you, Ratchikov, feel weakened by me?”

“I respect you, my queen.”

“Then let me deal with the Arab. I thank you, loyal Fyodor, for bringing this to me. Give me a day or two.”

“The Arab is not to be dismissed. He has connections. Power.”

“Not as great as mine!” Allie checked her tone. “Not as great as ours. I’ll contact you in a few days with my Arabian strategy.”

Allie stood. Ratchikov did as well. He understood he was being dismissed.

“And where is your man?” he asked. “Where is Staz the Giant?”

“A whisper away. Do I need him?” Allie hardened her stare.

Ratchikov’s answer was interrupted by the squealing joy of a seven-year-old running into the room.

“Aunt Allie! I love it! It sparkles! Watch me twirl!” Hadley spun around and around, giggling as her new silver dress ballooned about her. “I’m a beautiful princess here in my beautiful castle. I’ll eat a beautiful dinner and have beautiful cake. Whoa!” Hadley stopped and swayed. “I’m dizzy.”

“Where’s Constance?” Allie regretted the shrillness of her voice.

“Who are you?” Hadley asked Ratchikov.

The Russian switched to English for the little girl. “I am friend of your aunt’s. Your dress is very nice.”

“I know. It’s new and—”

“Hadley!” Constance ran into the room. “I’m so sorry, ma’am. She got away from me.”

“So I see.” Allie reached for Hadley’s arm. “Go with Constance.”

“Ow! That hurts!”

“I said go with Constance. We’ll have dinner in a few minutes. You can show me your dress then.” Allie glared at the nanny.

Hadley looked up at the Russian visitor as Constance led her away. “Nice to meetcha!”

Ratchikov kept his smile in place until the child disappeared. Then he turned back to Allie.

“A very pretty little girl.” He spoke his mother tongue. “What a pity this world can be a dangerous place for one so young.”


Chapter 3

Seattle

“I thought this neighborhood was cleaning itself up.” Jim DeVilla stepped out of his car. An oversized German shepherd bounded behind him. He walked over to the woman who had beaten him to the crime scene by two minutes. “It’s three thirty in the afternoon. Time was, gunplay was like cocktails. Nothing before five o’clock. Nobody cares about tradition anymore.”

Micki Petty hefted her evidence kit onto her shoulder. She nodded toward the knot of people up ahead. “Only two cops?”

“What are you insinuating, Officer Petty?” Jim’s voice held a tease. “I’m sure if a person was shot in broad daylight in any number of Seattle’s high-rent districts, dispatch would see fit to send the same economical pair of officers in response.” He called out as they approached. “Hey! Officer Numb Nuts…Officer Dipstick. Get these good people back. They’re contaminating my scene.”

Two flustered patrolmen stood over a figure lying facedown on the sidewalk, doing their best to hold at least twenty onlookers at bay.

“Everybody back.” Micki’s voice sounded more authoritative than her compact size and pixie face would suggest possible. “Farther. Back. Back.” She walked in an ever-widening spiral around the body, holding her arm out like the blade of a plow, directing the citizens away. Bruiser followed behind her, employing the herding skills passed down through hundreds of generations of working dogs, using his powerful body to guide the people toward a more acceptable location. When Micki had the crowd stabilized at an acceptable distance, she joined Jim and the pair of patrol officers.

“What do we know?” Jim asked.

“Called in about twenty minutes ago.” The uniformed officer’s red hair curled up the sides of his cap. “Two women saw it go down. Said the vic was walking down the sidewalk. A car races past and starts shooting. Next thing they know some guy pops up. Bends over the body. Does who knows what. Few other folks said they heard the shots but didn’t see it happen.”

“We have the two witnesses?” Micki asked.

The second officer, a tall man with a mustache so thin it looked penciled on, nodded toward his patrol car. “I got ’em both in there. They’re none too happy about sitting in the back of a squad car, but I figured you’d want to talk to them.”

Micki shook her head in frustration. “Ever occur to you to separate them? You got two cruisers. Plenty of room.”

Officer Red Hair grimaced and jogged off toward the car holding the women. But it was too late. The witnesses had already had twenty minutes together to get their story straight.

“What did they tell you about the shooter?” Jim asked Officer Mustache.

“Like Roscoe told you. Victim was walking. By himself, they say. Shots fired. Guy appears from nowhere. Screaming ensues. The guy takes off running.”

“Ah!” Jim DeVilla tapped the side of his head. “Guy took off running. That’s news. What direction?”

Officer Mustache pointed east. “I called it in.”

“Along with a description?” Micki asked.

“Black guy. The ladies couldn’t agree on the height. One said he looked to be about her size. I put her around five six. The other one swore he was over six feet tall. One lady said he was a skinny guy who looked like he might have a limp. The other one said he was built like Marshawn Lynch and ran like a track star.”

“So we know the guy was black,” Jim said.

Officer Mustache shrugged. “One of the ladies said he could have been Puerto Rican.”

“The witnesses get a make on the vehicle?” Micki asked. “Any hope for a digit or two from the license plate?”

“These are girls,” Mustache reminded them. “They don’t know from cars. One swore it was a black SUV. The other swore it was a burgundy sedan. All the screaming and all. They didn’t get nothing from the plate.”

“Dare I dream they saw who was driving? Maybe who was shooting? One person? Two? More?” Jim asked.

“They both said it happened too fast. One said maybe she saw a gloved hand.”

“So,” Micki said, “we have no idea if it was a lone gunman or a group. No idea if the shooter was male, female, white, black, brown?”

“Like I said, the ladies said it happened real fast.”

Micki and Jim shared a tired glance. Jim looked down at the corpse.

“What d’ya say, Mick? Six feet tall? Maybe an inch more?”

Micki nodded. “Thin. All arms and legs.” She turned toward the patrolman. “No one’s moved the body?” She pulled a camera from her bag and began photographing the area.

“No, ma’am. He was like this when we rolled on scene.”

Jim looked toward the growing group of citizens. “How many of them were here when you pulled up?”

Officer Mustache answered with confidence. “I got here first. Roscoe was right behind me. There were the two witnesses and maybe one or two other folks. Nobody got near the body that I could tell.”

“And nobody knows who this is?”

“Kind of hard to ID the guy, what with him being facedown and all.”

“What about his clothes? Guy’s got a jacket with one sleeve missing. Anybody have anything to say about that particular fashion statement? Maybe can put a name to it? Oh, that’s One-Sleeve Joe. Lives two blocks over. Anything like that?”

A crimson flush washed over Mustache’s face. “There’s just the two of us,” he insisted. “Roscoe and me figured better to contain the scene. Leave the interrogation of witnesses to you hotshot detectives.”

Jim turned to Micki. “You get the shots you need? Okay to turn him now?”

Micki nodded. The two of them knelt and rolled the body over.

“He’s a kid!” Micki exclaimed. “Look at his face. He’s just a boy. A tall one, that’s for sure. But a kid.”

Jim’s stomach tightened in that way it did whenever he saw a dead child. After nearly three decades investigating homicides, he’d grown accustomed to seeing the cruelty one adult was capable of inflicting on another. But he never got used to seeing the tortures someone was able to wreak on a child. He studied the dead boy’s face. Hot chocolate skin as smooth as satin. Long, soft eyelashes curled at the edges of closed lids. The kid wore an old Seattle SuperSonics T-shirt under his one-sleeved denim jacket.

Jim’s eyes scanned the boy’s body. Two entrance wounds were visible. Streaks of blood staining the front of his shirt and jacket suggested the first bullet had entered the boy’s neck, nearly tearing out his throat. The second shot, the one in the middle of the kid’s chest, would have finished him off. Jim reached for the boy’s right hand. He saw no signs of powder burns. There had been no armed confrontation. This boy had been gunned down.

“Too young to drive,” Micki said. “He was walking. I’m betting he’s from this neighborhood.”

Jim heard the sorrow in her voice. He looked up to where Officer Mustache and Officer Red Hair, just returned from separating the witnesses, stood.

“I want you two over by the crowd. One stays and keeps them back. Take Bruiser. He’s an ace with mob control. The other brings groups over here. Five at a time. Go!”

Jim watched Micki lay a hand on the boy’s leg. She stroked his shin like she was comforting him…letting him know everything was going to be just fine. Jim noted the boy wore nylon warm-up pants and bright orange Nikes the size of canoes.

You’re a hoopster, aren’t you, kid?

Officer Red Hair brought the first group of onlookers to them.

“Any of you recognize this boy?” Jim asked.

Three women and two men shook their heads. One woman patted her hand against her chest, clucking her tongue and muttering something about how terrible it all was. Jim asked Red Hair to bring over the next group. He waited until four women and a very old man approached. He didn’t have time to ask them anything. Three of the women shrieked in unison as soon as they saw the dead boy’s face.

“Lord Jesus!” a woman in hospital scrubs yelled out. “It’s Banjo!”

“That’s Banjo!” another woman, middle-aged, at least a hundred pounds overweight, and wearing bright pink shorts despite the late October chill, cried out at the same time. “Little Banjo Jackson! Our baby Banjo is dead!”

A third woman said nothing at all. She dropped to her knees, wailing.

—

Ninety minutes later Jim, Micki, and Bruiser headed back to their cars. Banjo’s body was on its way to the coroner’s office. Micki’s team had collected shell casings, assorted gum wrappers, cigarette butts, and a broken beer bottle littered about the scene. Two news vans had descended, demanding interviews, which Micki and Jim declined. They were each aware of television cameras following every step they took back to their vehicles. Jim opened the door to let Bruiser hop in and kept his back to the media as he spoke.

“You okay?”

Micki held a hand to the side of her mouth, thwarting any lip reader who might use a zoom lens to capture police comment. “It’s tough, you know? Kids.”

Jim nodded. “Let’s get back to the station. Get this party started.”

“Who’s calling Mort?”

Jim hesitated. “Let’s you and I take this one, Mick. Mort’s got his hands full at home.”


Chapter 4

Seattle

Three men escorted him through the main floor of the house. He knew each of them. At first just by reputation. But for the past two months they’d been letting him hang around their meetings. Sometimes they shared a beer or two with him after they finished a job. He listened to their stories. He kept his eyes averted when the girls came in to do what the girls came in to do. One night he even walked into an alley, knowing full damn well they’d be waiting to beat him until he was bloody and unable to speak; all to prove his worthiness to be one of them. The three men walking with him now, and the dozens more like them, had been gods to him.

Tonight they’d be brothers.

All he needed was for them to believe his story.

The four of them climbed the stairs. This would be the first time he was allowed on the second floor of the house, as well as his first face-to-face with the man who gave the orders.

The small group paused in front of a closed double door.

“You ready?” J-Fox asked him.

He nodded.

“This your last chance, boy.” Big Cheeks’s rumbling voice came from behind him. “You do this, it’s till death.”

He nodded again. For a fast second he thought he saw a tiny tremble in J-Fox’s lip. Did they know? Was he walking into a setup?

“Let’s do this,” he said.

Mouse reached from behind him and opened the door. He reminded himself to ask how someone as big as an elephant ever got the name Mouse. He wouldn’t have dared ask that before. But tonight they’d be equals. Family. No secrets.

Except, of course, for the one about who had really killed that Pico. That secret went with him to the grave.

He walked in and his three escorts peeled away to join the dozen other men already in the dimly lit room. The air was heavy with a marijuana haze. The pounding beat of a bass guitar hit him in the chest as it boomed from speakers lining the opposite wall. He’d been told what to expect and knew his part. He licked the sweat off his upper lip, hoped no one saw his shaking hands, and stepped over to stand in front of the man holding court from a black leather chair. It was time to meet D’Loco. He looked the boss man square in the eye, holding his stare without blinking until D’Loco nodded once.

Then he got down on his knees and bowed his head. The blaring music went silent.

“You want this?” the man in the chair asked.

“I do.”

“You ready for this?”

“I am.”

“You’d kill for this?”

He felt his bowels rumble. This was the moment. It wasn’t a gamble because he had nothing to lose. He figured the worst thing that could happen if they knew he hadn’t done the kill was to toss him out to walk the streets till dawn, when he could find some tree to sleep under. Maybe rough him up a bit, but he’d survived worse. But there was a chance, maybe just a small one, that by the end of the night he’d have all he ever wanted.

“I have.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out his trophy. With his head still bowed, he handed it to the man he prayed would become his father from this moment forward.

D’Loco inspected the offering, turning it first this way, then that. The boy who bowed in front of him had no doubt the article was genuine. He had cut it off himself.

Finally the man in the chair stood. He held the jacket sleeve offered as evidence of the kill high above his head, showing the stitched-on patch declaring membership in the Pico Underground to the rest of the men in the room.

“Looks real deal to me,” D’Loco announced. “California done lost another dreamer.”

Approving grunts, mingled with “hell yeahs” and “damn straights,” filled the room.

“Get on up here, boy,” D’Loco commanded. “Who the hell are you, anyway?”

“I’m Kashawn Meadows.” D’Loco knew damn straight who he was. Kashawn had taken the Pico badge straight to Mouse, informing him of his kill. Mouse would have gotten it to D’Loco, letting the boss know who it was who brought down the Pico. But this was all part of the initiation script and Kashawn played along. “Sixth Street was my home. I’m looking for another.”

“Well, boy, you found it. Right here at 97.” D’Loco reached out his hand to Kashawn and pulled him into a hearty embrace. He held him tight as he called out to the others. “New brother, men! Right here. Birthed on the streets. Raised on the streets. Born to die on those same damned streets.”

D’Loco released Kashawn and pushed him into the crowd. There were no beatings this time. More than a dozen men took their time with him. Slapping him on the shoulder, playfully grabbing his face, rubbing the top of his head like he was some kind of good-luck mojo. Each brother offered a welcome. Each swore to have his back. He would have been happy to have it go on forever, but the brothers stepped aside when D’Loco took command once again.

“C’mere, boy.”

Kashawn stood again in front of his leader.

D’Loco took a braided gold chain from the table beside his chair. He held it out to Kashawn.

“You wear this, boy. Any man try to take it from you dies where he stand. You hear me?”

Kashawn swallowed the pride choking his words. “I do.”

“Any man do take it, take it from your dead body. You hear that?”

“I do.”

“Gimme your hand,” D’Loco commanded.

Kashawn opened his right hand and held it out in front of him. D’Loco placed a heavy gray bead the size of a pencil eraser in it.

“That there’s lead,” D’Loco said. “Like the bullet you put in that Pico. You put that on your chain and wear it proud. Anytime you take out a threat to this family I’ma give you another bead. You wear those with pride, too.”

Kashawn closed his fist around the chain and bead. He brought them to his mouth and kissed them, fighting back tears.

“Go on, boy,” D’Loco laughed. “That’s for wearin’, not fuckin’.”

Kashawn threaded the bead onto the chain, fastened the clasp, and pulled it over his head. He smiled, nodding his respect to the chain D’Loco wore around his own neck. The one strung with at least twenty beads.

D’Loco raised an eyebrow, pursed his lips, and looked down at Kashawn. “Why you here, boy? And don’t give me no boog about family. You got us now. There gotta be more. Why you here?”

No way Kashawn could tell him what was true. He really was there for the family. All he wanted was these brothers, this home, this protection and loyalty. After seventeen years of bouncing from one house to the next, some charity, most state run, he had himself a place. He didn’t want another thing in all the world.

But that truth he couldn’t say. It would weaken him in the eyes of his brothers. So he put on his half smile. The one that always got the social worker to blame his latest visit on his underprivileged circumstance. Whether he was in that white lady’s office to explain shoplifting, skipping school, or cussing out the teacher, Kashawn could pull out that little grin and she’d be reaching for a cookie, telling him to try to do better. Make better decisions, she’d tell him.

“It’s all about the Benjamins, man.” Kashawn let the smile go wider. “It’s all about gettin’ paid.”

D’Loco stared at him long enough for Kashawn to fear he offended his god. But then D’Loco laughed. Loud and long.

“Brother got it right. He already got the family. Now he want the cheese.”

The other men joined in the laughter, adding their agreement that beyond their bond, it was all about the money.

“Listen here.” D’Loco quieted the room in an instant. “Our brother need a new name to mark his joinin’. He done been baptized in blood. Time for a…a…what those church folks call it? A christening! Tha’s it. Let’s christen this sumbitch.” He put his hand to his chin and thought. “I got it. All about the Bens, is it? Okay, Mr. Money. Boys, meet your newest blood. We gonna call him Green K.”

Kashawn heard the others bouncing his name among them, murmuring their approval. He looked up at D’Loco, feeling a warm heaviness wrap around him. D’Loco held his gaze with approving eyes.

Green K he was.

And should the time ever come, he would die for the man who had named him.


Chapter 5

Olympia

Lydia sat behind the console of her communications center and cursed. She’d spent several hundred thousand dollars on this equipment. Nearly that much again on specialized upgrades, task-specific software, and a genius tech—more interested in the challenge than the reason—who knew how to build what she wanted without asking questions. Over the years it had proved to be her finest investment. This gear, this secured room in her basement, allowed her to monitor police activities around the world and track her targets no matter where they tried to hide. For years these monitors, keyboards, relays, and servers had kept her effective, safe, and invisible.

But now, with the stakes never higher, her investment was yielding nothing.

Mort’s daughter, Allie, a sociopath who could charm as easily as she could kill, had kidnapped his seven-year-old granddaughter. Mort was counting on Lydia to find them.

And she had nothing.

It had been only a few days ago. Four? Maybe five? Lydia and Mort were having a glass of wine on his houseboat. Mort had just wrapped up a difficult case. Lydia saw no need to spoil his well-deserved moment of relaxation by updating him on Allie’s recent murderous rampage. She wanted to believe Allie was gone.

And then the phone rang.

Mort’s son, Robbie, was calling. Lydia watched the color drain from Mort’s face. She saw fear in his eyes as he calmly gave directions to his son. When Mort hung up, he turned to her. These subsequent days of no sleep and constant vigilance had done nothing to wipe away the memory of Mort’s words.

“Allie’s taken Hadley.” Mort relayed Robbie’s account. After an uneventful family dinner on a day Lydia had been so certain she’d contained any threat Allie posed to Mort’s family, his granddaughters took their baths. Hayden went first while Hadley read in their bedroom. When Hayden got out of the tub, Hadley wasn’t there. Hayden didn’t think anything of it, grabbed a robe and a brush, and went downstairs to have her mother brush her hair. Then Robbie sent Hayden back upstairs.

That’s when Hayden found the note from her twin.

Hadley had scrawled, in red crayon, that she was off on an adventure.

Robbie and Claire searched the house. When they couldn’t find her, they pressed Hayden.

“Allie must have made arrangements with Hadley. Convinced her to sneak out of the house.” Mort’s face was cloaked in frustration. “Robbie and Claire teach the girls about stranger danger. But Allie’s their aunt. Allie probably suggested a secret run for pizza or ice cream. Hadley would have thought it was a game. Allie has over an hour’s lead on them.”

That had been nearly a week ago, but the dread she felt that night still lived in Lydia. She raised a hand to the side of her face, touching the swollen bruises marking her survival of a brutal assault by one of Allie’s henchmen. She knew what Mort’s daughter was capable of.

She keyed in a search request. Her query would require bypassing law enforcement firewalls, but two heartbeats later a listing of police dispatches in King County appeared on her screen. She scanned them all. Robberies, car thefts, accidents, domestic conflict…nothing out of the ordinary for a large metropolitan area.

No murders reported since I checked this morning, she thought. They haven’t found Staz’s body yet.

But Allie surely knew by now the man she’d sent was dead. By Lydia’s hand.

I expected to hear from you again, Allie. But I thought you’d come for me. I wasn’t ready for you to attack your own family.

Lydia had been able to track Allie’s path out of the country. According to filed FAA flight plans, Allie had chartered a jet the night Hadley disappeared, leaving Seattle at 6:42 for Toronto. Two passengers: one adult, one child. But Allie’s plane had touched down in Calgary. Lydia was able to access the pilot’s digital log. His notes stated the adult passenger had requested an emergency landing due to illness but refused medical treatment after touchdown.

Passenger left airport accompanied by minor in private vehicle. This pilot returning to base.

She remembered Mort’s despair when she had relayed the news.

“They could be anywhere,” he had said. “Allie has international connections. She could have had another plane waiting. They could be on a train or in a car. We’ve got nothing.”

Mort was right. Allie’s criminal empire provided an endless stream of money. Her network of connections spanned the globe, fueled by the one motivator no one could resist: fear. Allie’s pathology left her free of any moral restraint. She would stop at nothing to achieve her goals. She’d do anything, say anything, sacrifice anything to get what she wanted.

Even her niece.

Lydia slammed her hand against the console. She threw herself back in her chair and raked her fingers through her auburn hair.

The overhead lights in her office dimmed ever so subtly.

Lydia snapped to attention. Someone was on her property. The nearly imperceptible fade of her lights had been a silent signal she’d asked her electrician to install. It tripped whenever someone approached her home and was part of an overall security system that would make the Secret Service yearn for a consult.

She wasn’t expecting anyone. She never did on the two-acre estate she had transformed into her fortress. She entered another command. A six-view display appeared on her monitor, each camera recording a different view of her property. The tension clenching her spine relaxed as she identified the car coming up her long driveway. Lydia shut down her computer, locked her communications room, and bounded up the stairs in time to open her front door to her visitor.

“Mort.” He looked like hell. Stubble shaded his cheeks and chin. His skin had the ashen pallor of someone surviving on caffeine and desperation. His bloodshot eyes stared at something over her shoulder. “Come in.”

He walked past her, more robot than human. “Anything?”

She closed the door and followed him down the hall. This time he didn’t stop to drink in her view of Dana Passage, the islands, and the snow-capped mountains in the distance. This time he didn’t ask about her practice or why she wasn’t dating that nice fellow from the coffee shop or the Olympia detective he knew to be a stand-up guy. He seemed to be using his last bit of energy to find his way to her sofa and collapse.

Lydia sat on a chair across from him, steeling her heart against the sight of his depleted body and crushed spirit.

“I’m tracking the credit cards she’s used in the past. There’s been no activity since she left the Larchmont. I captured recent photos of Hadley that Robbie and Claire posted on Facebook. I’ve got those synced to surveillance cameras at airports and train stations, both U.S. and international. My computer’s programmed to alert me to any facial recognition beyond 60 percent.”

“Anything?” He didn’t bother to ask how she had come to have the type of equipment most governments couldn’t afford.

“Nothing yet. What’s on your end?”

“The FBI’s still camped out at Robbie’s. There’s still the tap on the phone. And of course there’s the APB on Allie.” He scraped his hand across his face and sighed. “But it’s all useless. Allie’s not going to call. She doesn’t want ransom. She wants Hadley.”

She wants revenge, Lydia corrected. She wants to destroy us all. She’ll wage her war on your family by taking Hadley. And she’ll punish me by leaving me helpless to stop her.

“Has the FBI brought in any international agencies?”

Mort shook his head. “They’re operating as if she’s still local.”

“They’re what? She was in Calgary. The charter pilot dropped them off when Allie feigned illness. My God, Mort. She’s in the wind. Her connections are more European and Russian than American. Why aren’t they on it?”

“They don’t know about Calgary.” His voice was weak, drained. “They don’t know about the jet Allie chartered.”

“Why not?”

“I can’t tell them what you’ve learned. Not without implicating you. They’d have all kinds of questions about how you were able to learn what you did. And once they got a load of your system…that would kick off questions we don’t want asked.”

“Tell them! Tell them who I am. How I come to have the hacking power I do. Tell them why I needed it. Tell them I’m the Fixer and bring Hadley home!”

“But it won’t bring Hadley home.” Mort spoke in a defeated whisper. “The whole damn agency will get so wrapped up in the drama of bringing you in that any search for Hadley will be shoved to the back burner.”

He was right. She could see the headlines now. INTERNATIONAL ASSASSIN CAPTURED…LEGEND IS REAL: THE FIXER IS CAUGHT. News stations would fixate on Lydia’s exploits. Mort would face prosecution for his role in allowing the Fixer to go free. And Allie would have all the time she needed to take Hadley to a place no one would ever find her.

Until she tires of her. Until she chooses to deliver her final, vengeful blow that will destroy everyone who loves that little girl.

Lydia stood and stalked down the hall. She grabbed blankets and pillows from a closet and came back to the living room.

“Sleep, Mort. You’re no good to anyone in this condition.”

She didn’t have to tell him twice. His exhaustion was complete. Mort kicked off his shoes, stuffed a pillow at the end of the sofa, and stretched out. By the time Lydia opened the blanket and covered him, his breath had already fallen into the deep, steady cadence of slumber.

She stood over him.

“I’ll bring Hadley home,” she whispered. “Whatever it takes. Whatever it costs.”

Whoever has to die.


Chapter 6

Seattle

Kashawn Meadows watched the neighborhood roll by. Here he was. Sitting in the back of D’Loco’s cruise. J-Fox driving. Big Cheeks riding shotgun. Feeling like, Man, it doesn’t get any better than this. His only wish was that the windows weren’t so dark. Heads turned when this ride rolled by. Everybody knew it was D’Loco in back. Even the old church ladies shaking their heads as if anyone in that car gave a care for what they thought. Kashawn wanted everybody to know who was sitting next to the man. He was the newest member of the 97s. Freshest horse in the posse. Maybe he’d roll the window down a bit. Let folks catch an eyeful of who’s knocking elbows with D’Loco.

For sure he’d do it if LaTonya happened to be strolling down the street. Wouldn’t that give her something to think about while she was on her way to her school chores. She’d have to think twice about feeling sorry for somebody just because he couldn’t afford that slop in the cafeteria, now wouldn’t she?

“Green K. I’m talking at you, boy.” D’Loco shoved his shoulder against Kashawn’s. “I ask if you’re up for this.”

Kashawn pulled his gaze away from the street.

“I’m okay. Just drinkin’ it in’s all. And hell, yeah. I’m up for this. I tole you, D’Loco. I’m up for anything. You name it. S’done. No doubt.”

D’Loco laughed and slapped the back of the driver’s seat. “You hear the man, J-Fox? Say he ready for whatever. Was Green K up for some shit when them ladies come by the house last night?”

J-Fox and Mouse joined in on D’Loco’s laughter. It had been a long night. After D’Loco had given him his gold chain—after he was made a full and forever member of the 97s—his new brothers had started the party. Liquor, pot, coke. It was all brought out to celebrate the family’s expansion. Kashawn knew he was being judged by how much he could handle, and most everything they were throwing at him was new territory. But he couldn’t let them know. He was a player now. Had to act like one, and he had a plan. Everything seemed to be working fine. He paced himself. Whenever the booze or the bong got him feeling too mellow to continue with the festivities, he’d snort a line. Revive himself. Thump his chest and reach for the next glass of whatever was handed to him.

But somewhere past midnight his calculations let him down. What happened next would be a part of 97 legend for years to come. When Kashawn stood up to walk toward some girlie giving him the eye, he didn’t make it five steps before he dropped straight to the floor like his skeleton had suddenly gotten the notion to vacate the premises, leaving him nothing but a sorry-ass sack of skin kissing the rug.

His brothers had taken care of him. Kashawn had woken up this morning in a quiet room. Sheets smelling like piss where he’d wet himself in the night. Big Cheeks came in a few minutes later, telling him never mind the mess. D’Loco got ladies who come in to clean stuff up. Told him to hit the shower. Get himself ready to work. A new set of gear was waiting in the bathroom for him. Price tags still on the clothes. Kashawn probably spent too long running his hands over the jeans and sweatshirt, but this was the first time he’d ever had the chance to put on straight-from-the-store, never-been-worn clothes. He wished he had a camera so he could take pictures. He liked the shoes the best. Kashawn knew those kicks cost two hundred, easy. But there they were, right size and everything. Like they were made for him. Like this whole life was cut and sized especially for Kashawn Meadows. He came downstairs a half hour later to the smell of bacon and biscuits. There was an open place at the table for him, next to where his brothers were drinking coffee and telling tales.

Nobody looked twice when Kashawn reached for seconds.

Yes, sir. His crew had his back. Kashawn’s head might be screaming in pain, and his eyes might be burning for sleep, but hot damn, yes. He was up for whatever D’Loco needed.

“Pull over here,” D’Loco said.

Kashawn knew the procedure for exiting any vehicle carrying D’Loco. The first time he’d seen it was ten years ago. Kashawn had been a scared and scrawny seven-year-old walking back from his third school in six months. In no particular hurry to get back to his current foster mother and her nasty older son. It had been a Cadillac Seville, he remembered. Black. Shiny. And to his young eyes the kind of car only a king could drive. Kashawn had watched it pull to the curb, where it sat for a long minute. Long enough for anyone walking by to stop and wonder what might happen next.

Today it was another Cadillac. Still black and shiny, but this time an Escalade. They let folks get their eyeful. Then the front doors opened simultaneously, just like Kashawn remembered from a decade ago. Big Cheeks got out first. He surveyed the area, jacket open, hand resting on his hip, ready to draw his piece if things didn’t look right. J-Fox stayed behind the wheel, set to bust out of there if Big Cheeks caught so much as a whiff of trouble. Every 97 knew their number one job was to protect D’Loco. When Big Cheeks nodded the all clear, J-Fox was the next man out. He made one circle of the car, lending his own eyes to Big Cheeks’ continued monitoring.

Once J-Fox and Big Cheeks were in position—one man on the driver’s side, the other opposite, both keeping their eyes away from the car, scanning the street, the buildings, the people, always assessing the threat—Kashawn knew it was his turn to get out. He arced around the rear of the Escalade, opened D’Loco’s door, and stepped aside. When his leader stretched out first one long leg, then the other and stood his full six-feet-five, 240-pound mountain of chiseled muscle, Kashawn fought the tears welling in his eyes.

This was D’Loco. Owner of the streets. And Kashawn was his man now. He was Green K.

D’Loco raised his chin and a man standing thirty feet away trotted over. Kashawn knew him as Turk, D’Loco’s rep for this six-block area. Turk hadn’t been part of Kashawn’s initiation last night, but he had been there afterward, at the party.

The men shared fist bumps, shoulder hugs, and greetings. Kashawn pulled himself a little taller. He was the youngest crew member there by at least five years, as far as he could tell.

“How goes?” D’Loco asked Turk.

“ ’S all good.”

Kashawn made Turk to be about his own height. Five eight. Kashawn worked hard to keep his own 160 pounds tight and strong, but Turk looked to be carrying twenty pounds more. All muscle. With shoulders wide enough to strain the leather jacket he wore. And Turk’s thighs suggested anyone planning to outrun him best think again.

D’Loco laid a hand on Kashawn’s shoulder and squeezed. “Turk been working this zone two years now. Good man. Keep his customers happy.”

Kashawn nodded his appreciation.

“Time comes a man gotta move on,” D’Loco continued. “Move up. Turk’s time to do that now.”

J-Fox and Big Cheeks murmured their approval. Kashawn figured he ought to do the same.

“I’ma need a body fill Turk’s shoes.” D’Loco slapped Kashawn on the back. “You just tole me you up for anything. How ’bout this?”

The air in Kashawn’s chest left him. His right leg wobbled. He forced himself to inhale.

“Easy work,” D’Loco said. “This here be your zone. From Water Street to Clive east to west. Railroad tracks to the high school north and south. Small zone, I know. But they good customers. Loyal. Give ’em what they need. Don’t take no shit from nobody. Nice place to cut your teeth.”

“And don’t take no credit,” Turk added. “Some these folks see new meat, they try to talk you into payin’ later. Ain’t how this shit works. Cash. No food stamps. No checks.”

“ ’Cept the welfare checks,” D’Loco corrected. “Third of every month. I’ma give you extra bankroll those days. Some folks want you to cash they U.S. issues. You do them that service and pick up a 20 percent fee for the trouble.”

Kashawn nodded like he understood. Doubt rolled in his belly, but he coughed it away.

“Where I get the goods?” he asked.

Turk pointed east, where a kid, no older than nine or ten, sat on the stoop of a boarded-up warehouse at the end of the block. He was all alone, spinning the wheels on a beat-up skateboard. “That’s Jerome. I call him Jay-Jay.”

Turk then pointed west. Two boys, each looking to be the same age as Jay-Jay, dribbled a shared basketball on the cracked asphalt of an empty parking lot. “Them two be brothers. Twins. Shante and Duarte. Can’t nobody tell them apart. They answer to about anything you call ’em. Jay-Jay hold the weed. Twin One hold the pills. Twin Two hold the crack. Customer come up, tell you what they buyin’, you take their cash. No credit, you hear me?”

Kashawn nodded.

“Somebody need weed, you look to Jay-Jay and he come runnin’. Meet the customer halfway and hand off. Same with the twins. Pills you hold up one finger. Crack you hold up two. Customer walks away, twin meet ’em for the handoff, everybody happy.”

“And you hold the money,” Kashawn said.

“You got it. I hold the cheddar.” Turk looked Kashawn up and down. “This ain’t tough. End of the day you back at the house. Make your deposit, eat yourself some dinner, get yourself some jelly if the mood strikes. Next day you open shop all over again. Kids’ll meet you here ’round four. Folks know I like to close the store ’round midnight.”

“Who supplies the kids?” Kashawn asked.

“You let me worry ’bout that,” D’Loco said. “You do your part and we’ll be fine.”

“What about the police?”

“You let me worry ’bout that too.”

Kashawn nodded.

“Folks know you,” Kashawn said to Turk. “They gonna take to me?”

“You and Turk run this zone together rest of this week. Few more days if need be,” D’Loco said. “Training camp. Turk teach you everything you need. Folks see you standing next to my man, they know you stand for me. Time will come you on your own. Turk’s making his payday someplace else.”

“Sounds good,” Kashawn said. “You gonna show me what to do, some junkie knows I’m holding cash and decides to make a run? Or maybe they go after one of the kids? Grab hold of them and take their stash?”

The four men—D’Loco, Turk, Big Cheeks, and J-Fox—stepped closer, forming a ring of muscle around Kashawn. They each scanned the area. The two heaping piles of bacon Kashawn had had for breakfast threatened to climb his throat.

D’Loco pulled a Glock semiautomatic from his jacket. Kashawn stifled a whimper.

“Here.” D’Loco put the Glock in Kashawn’s hands. “Don’t worry about them kids. They fast. Somebody make a jump, they know how to move.”

“And where to go,” Turk added.

“You protect you. Somebody reach for your cash, you don’t need nobody schoolin’ you what to do.”

Kashawn tucked the gun in the side pocket of his new Seattle Seahawks jacket. He might not actually be ready, but he needed to act like he was.

The men stepped back. D’Loco walked toward the Escalade, his posse following.

“Green K will meet you here tomorrow,” he called out to Turk. “Teach him everything.”

Turk walked back down the block to where two customers were waiting. Kashawn watched him slip the money the women gave him into his pocket. Turk put his hand behind his back and held up two fingers. The women walked toward the parking lot. Twin Two ran toward them. Anyone watching would have sworn the kid trotted right on past, chasing his basketball. But Kashawn saw the quick handoff of a small plastic bag.

I can do this. I can.

He climbed into the backseat, taking his place beside D’Loco. J-Fox turned the key in the ignition and pulled away from the curb.

“You like that room back at the house?” D’Loco asked Kashawn.

“You mean the one I woke up in?”

“Yeah.” D’Loco’s voice rumbled with power.

“It’s a piece. Own bathroom and all. That wasn’t your room, was it?”

D’Loco laughed. “No. I live someplace else. That house for meetings. And brothers not yet ready to fly solo. How ’bout that be your crib for a time?”

Kashawn wished he’d been alert enough to remember details about the room. There was a bed, he knew that. He wouldn’t have to share it with anybody. The only way into that bathroom was through his room. He’d never seen anything like that before. He thought there was a dresser. Maybe even a chair. He wondered what he would do with all that space, just for him.

Then he thought of LaTonya. Maybe he could fix it up nice and ask her to come visit. Show her how he was moving on up in the world.

“Thank you, D’Loco. Thank you.” Kashawn made a silent vow never to piss in the bed again.

“You come home every night,” D’Loco warned him. “You deposit every dollar you collect. Nothing gets stuck in your pockets. You don’t lose one penny in the seats of your car. Every dollar comes home. I’ma pay you 15 percent what you deposit end of each week. You make me smile, could be a bonus now and then.”

Kashawn thought about his room. First thing he’d buy was a sick sound system. Maybe a flat-screen to mount on the wall. He’d get himself a desk where LaTonya could put her books and do her studying.

“How I make you smile?”

D’Loco stared at him in that way Kashawn could never figure out.

“Like you say, Green K. It’s all about the Bens. Bring me the money. Make sure there no trouble in your zone. You have me smiling so much you be seeing my grill in your sleep.”

They drove back to the house without speaking. Kashawn ignored the pounding bass of hip-hop blasting from the Escalade’s speakers. For the first time in a long time he let himself think about his mother. A social worker had let slip a couple of years ago that his mother’s name was Ettie and that she was fourteen when he was born. Said she probably had a chance to hold him a time or two in the hospital before they took her back to juvenile hall.

Did you kiss me, Ettie? Maybe put a blessing on me that I’d find my way?

J-Fox parked the Escalade in front of the clubhouse. D’Loco told him and Big Cheeks to head on in.

“I need a time with Green K,” he said.

Is this it? Kashawn wondered. Does he know I didn’t have nothing to do with killing that Pico?

D’Loco waited until the men were in the house. Then he reached into his jacket, pulled out a white grocery bag, and handed it to Kashawn.

“That’s twenty large.”

Kashawn’s eyes strained in their sockets when he peeled the plastic open and saw the two-inch stack of hundred-dollar bills.

“Get yourself a car,” D’Loco said. “Nothin’ flashy. Good engine. That what you need now. Spend around nine on it. You drop ten thousand cash, car man’s got to report it. You drive that car a couple of months. Then you take that car, trade it in, and add another nine. Get yourself somethin’ better. You keep doing that. Always stayin’ under that ten-G limit. This time next year you driving a ride any piece of jelly love to climb up in.”

I’ma ask J-Fox to teach me to drive as soon as I get into the house.

“What’s the other ten for?”

“For you.” D’Loco opened the car door and stepped out. “You made me smile today.”

Kashawn sat alone in the cavernous backseat of the Cadillac and watched his god enter the house.

Watch me, Ettie. Your baby boy on his way.


Chapter 7

Virgin Gorda, British Virgin Islands

“Let’s go to the beach and see those starfish again.” Hadley Grant stirred blueberries into her yogurt. “I never saw a pink one before. But I bet you have, right, Aunt Allie? I bet you saw everything there is to see in this whole big wide world.”

The love radiating from those seven-year-old blue eyes was strong enough to melt gold.

No man has ever looked at me with such adoration. So pure. So essential. Allie reached across the small glass table and let a lock of Hadley’s pale blond hair curl around her finger.

“I have seen many things. And I want to show them all to you. How does that sound?”

Hadley licked a spoonful of berries and grinned. “Do you mean maybe I could see a castle? Maybe the exact one Rapunzel lived in?”

“I know one that could be the place. It’s in Austria. The castle sits high on a hill, overlooking a beautiful river.”

“Like we’re high here. This is our castle.” Hadley pointed past the wall of their penthouse terrace. “But that’s the ocean, right? Teacher says a river is like a road. You can travel on it, she says. Maybe the castle is on a beautiful river because a beautiful prince has to travel on it to come and rescue beautiful Rapunzel. Then they can eat beautiful cake together. Every day until forever. Now that’s what I call beautiful.”

Allie wondered if there ever had been a time when the promise of pastry could make her as happy as it did Hadley.

“Shall we go tomorrow? Shall we go find that castle?”

Hadley’s nose wrinkled in contemplation. “How far away is Austra?”

“Aus-tri-a,” Allie corrected. “Austria is a country on the continent of Europe.”

“I know. It’s where the kangaroos live.”

“You’re thinking of Aus-tra-lia. The kangaroos are in Australia and Australia is a continent all its own. The castle is in Austria. Which shall we visit first? The castle or the kangaroos?”

“I want to go to the beach. I want to see the starfish.” Hadley focused her attention on her breakfast. The little beauty didn’t like being corrected. Allie knew if she didn’t change the subject, her niece would dig herself into a pit of stubborn insistence.

“Starfish can grow a new arm if one is cut off. Did you know that?”

Hadley dipped another berry into her yogurt.

“Sometimes they escape whatever was going to eat them, leaving an arm behind. Or maybe one gets cut off when a motorboat goes by. Doesn’t matter. A whole new arm grows in the place where the old one was.”

Hadley chewed and stared off toward the azure sea.

“Wouldn’t it be nice if we could do that? If whatever part of us we lost could simply grow back again?” Allie let out an exaggerated sigh.

A few moments of silence passed.

“What about hair?” Hadley asked.

“What about it?”

“If your hair gets cut, it grows back.” Hadley tugged on her blond curls with both hands. “You could cut it right down to nothing and it would grow right back. There’s a girl in my school. Her mom got a sickness last year and all her hair fell out. You could look at her any time of the day or night and see her wearing a pink hat. But when school started this year I saw her. Without her hat. She had hair again. Short and spiky.”

Allie let her eyes grow wide. “Why, you’re right. You’re such a clever girl.”

Hadley turned toward her with a smile. “Or what about fingernails? You cut them and they grow right back. I know a boy who chews his nails down to the stubs.” Her nose wrinkled again, this time in disgust. “And then he eats them. Boys are so gross.”

“They certainly can be. Why not finish your breakfast? Then you can hop in the bathtub. I’ll pick out an outfit for you. Then we’ll go to the beach in search of the elusive pink starfish.”

“Can Constance come?”

Allie’s spine stiffened at the reminder of the necessary disposal of a servant. She’d given the girl one instruction. Keep Hadley out of sight while she met with Fyodor Ratchikov. But the girl had failed. Ratchikov now knew she had a ward. And in Allie’s world, a person was only as vulnerable as what they loved.

“Constance doesn’t work for us anymore.” Allie widened her smile. “We don’t need her, do we? We have each other and that’s going to be enough.”

Hadley’s nod was less than enthusiastic.

“Surely you don’t miss Constance. You knew her only a few days.”

Hadley pushed herself off the chair. “I’m done. I’ll go take my bath now.”

Allie swallowed a flash of irritation. “We can get you another nanny, Hadley. Would that make you happy?”

The little girl looked down at her feet.

“We talk to each other, Hadley. Remember? You and I discuss what’s bothering us.”

Hadley raised her head, revealing sorrowful eyes. Allie reached out and pulled her close.

“What is it, my sweet?”

Hadley’s words were barely discernible as she whispered them into the soft folds of Allie’s cashmere robe.

“I miss my mom and dad. My grandpa. Even Hayden.”

Allie’s arms tightened around the little girl. They’d discussed this. Hadley had agreed. On their adventure it would be the two of them. Only the two of them. Allie had spared the young child the details. There was no reason Hadley needed to know she would never see her beloved parents and adored grandfather again. Those blood-related traitors who had turned their back on Allie, their own flesh and blood. She had saved Hadley from a lifetime of dull routine and obedience, just as she’d saved herself.

“We’ll do things that will make you happy today.” She loosened her embrace. “Go take your bath.”

Allie watched her niece shuffle off the terrace and through the vast suite. This may hurt now, little one. But you’ll understand. Those people can’t give you what I can. I’ll show you how to be your own person. You won’t ever need anyone.

Only me.


Chapter 8

Olympia

Lydia propped a note next to the coffeemaker. She could have waited, perhaps even cooked some breakfast. Lydia wagered Mort hadn’t eaten a full meal since Hadley had disappeared. She probably could have coaxed him into a plate of ham and eggs. Maybe even urged him to linger over a third cup of coffee before he headed back to Seattle and the frustration of trying to look hopeful for Robbie and his family.

But I’m your only hope, aren’t I? She stood next to her sofa, watching Mort. His breathing was heavy and slow. Like a man who had finally given in to the exhaustion laying claim to every cell in his body. You sleep, Mort. I’ll fix this.

Lydia was watching every account she knew belonged to Allie. She’d hacked into the security systems of hotels Allie had used in the past, but there was no sign of her or Hadley. Paris, London, and Barbados were places Allie had said were her favorites, and Lydia was monitoring the digital storage of front-desk cameras at every luxury hotel, whether Allie had a history of staying there or not. She had airports and train terminals around the world covered.

There was no trace of Allie. No hint of a little girl with bouncing blond curls.

—

Oliver Bane glanced toward Lydia as he foamed a batch of milk for his customer’s latte. He did a double take when he recognized her.

“My, my.” His voice rose against the whir of the machine. “Dr. Lydia Corriger. It’s been a while.” Oliver made quick work of finishing the drink. He handed it to the tall teenager wearing an oversized sweatshirt and navy knit cap waiting by the register.

“On the house.” He called out to two women working behind the counter to take care of the remaining customers in line. His step slowed as he neared Lydia, like a man reconsidering the wisdom of his approach.

“Hello, Oliver.” Lydia scanned his face for a hint as to what he might be thinking. She found none.

Oliver lifted his right hand as though to offer it to her but dropped it midrise. He stuttered a step forward, but apparently reconsidered the notion of an embrace and stepped back. Finally he shook his head and folded his arms over his chest.

“You here for coffee?” he asked. “Latte with honey?”

His hair was still shaggy. The wire-rim eyeglasses she remembered were now tortoiseshell. They suited him as perfectly as the worn gray cardigan, soft cotton T-shirt, and denim jeans he wore. Oliver had never been one to follow fashion. He was, after all, the man who had stepped away from the state’s attorney’s office. A man the inside players had known was on track to be governor one day. But when he had become weary of the meaningless paperwork and special-interest pandering masquerading as justice, he had turned in his pinstripe suits, dropped out of the elbow-rubbing political circus, and opened what had become the most popular coffee shop in Olympia. Oliver Bane was his own man. He didn’t need to follow trends.

And he shouldn’t have made the mistake of falling in love with Lydia Corriger.

“Latte with honey is right. Thanks for remembering.”

“I remember everything about you, Lydia.” His gray eyes held hers. “What brings you in? Last time you were looking for legal advice.” Oliver’s tone was guarded. He was forcing a distance Lydia knew he didn’t feel.

She shook her head. “Can we sit? I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t important.”

Oliver looked away, running a hand through his mop of hair.

“I know this is probably the worst time for me to stop by.”

“I’ve got a good staff. We can handle it.”

“Again, this is quite important. I believe only you can help me.”

That caught his attention. Oliver pointed to a spot in the front of the store. Only three tables in the large shop were occupied. This time of day brought to-go customers. She was pleased he chose a place offering as much privacy as his busy shop could muster.

“How have you been?” he asked.

“Fine. And you?”

Oliver huffed a sigh. “So we’re doing this? Small talk?” He gave her the look she was certain had made him so effective in the courtroom. “That seems a bit inadequate, given our history.” His eyes shifted focus, concentrating on her face. His mask of anger disappeared, replaced with a genuine compassion. “What happened to you? It looks like you butted heads with a mountain goat.”

Lydia lifted her hand to her forehead. The bruising and black eye had had time to heal. All that lingered from Staz’s assault was minor swelling and pale green traces of what had once been a deep purple bruise. But seen through the eyes of someone who cared for her as Oliver did, Lydia knew it would look bad.

“I slipped. In my kitchen.”

Oliver’s eyes narrowed. “I’ve never known you to be clumsy.”

She bit her tongue, omitting that the fall had been at the hands of a giant Russian assassin who had slammed her head against her marble counter. If Oliver knew someone had purposefully hurt her, he’d immediately do whatever he could to keep her safe. But Lydia’s world was marked with chaos and danger. She wouldn’t risk Oliver losing the predictable life he’d built.

“There’s much you’ve never known about me, Oliver. Clumsy is the least.”

She cared for him. But she held no illusions she could ever have a full and honest relationship with Oliver. Or anyone. Her hands were bloody. She didn’t deserve a man like Oliver Bane.

And he certainly didn’t deserve the likes of her.

“Perhaps it’s best if I get to the point.”

“I think so. What is it you think I can give you?”

“You recently had a liaison…of a romantic nature…with an extremely beautiful woman.”

“You expect me to discuss my sex life with you, Lydia? What gives you the right? After…Given…When all you…Hell, how do you even know what I have or haven’t been doing?”

“A woman about my height. Blond hair. Expensively dressed. She told you she was new in town. Feeling a bit lonely. You sat with her as she drank a coffee here in your shop. She flirted with you. You offered to give her a tour of Olympia.” Lydia pressed on despite the look of shock on Oliver’s face. “And ended up at your place.”

“I’m not discussing this.” Oliver made a move to rise from his chair. Lydia reached into her pocket and laid a small, heavy object on the table.

“Where did you get this?” Oliver picked up the medal. He turned it over and read the back. “This is mine.”

“I know. You showed it to me once. The Washington Association of Sheriffs gave it to you back when you were state’s attorney. They honored your work busting up a statewide meth network, as I recall.”

“What are you doing with it?”

“You told me it was one of the few reminders of your days in politics that you cherished.”

“A lot of hard work went into that case. It was probably our greatest accomplishment while I was in public office.” The wistfulness in his voice disappeared. “How did you come to have this?”

“You were proud enough to show this medal to me. You showed it to her too.”

“Are you stalking me, Lydia?” He shook his head at the absurdity of the idea. Then awareness dawned on his face. “Oh my god. She’s not from out of town at all, is she? She’s a patient of yours. She told you about what happened between us. But why? Are you telling me she’s working out some crazy shrink thing with you? What’s it called? Transference? Did she find out about our history and try to one-up you in some way?”

Lydia exhaled. She was concerned about how much to tell him in order to gain his cooperation. She had brought the medal Allie had stolen from Oliver to assure him she had, indeed, been in touch with the beautiful stranger who had seduced him. She needn’t have worried about concocting a plausible reason why. Sweet Oliver had handed her an explanation all on his own.

“You know I can’t discuss professional matters.” Lydia used the cloak of confidentiality to keep her lies to a minimum.

“She told me her name was Cassie.” Oliver leaned back against his chair. “But of course you’re going to tell me that’s not even her real name. She used me to get to you, didn’t she?”

Lydia said nothing.

“Are you in danger? Am I?”

“This woman is missing, Oliver. I can tell you that much. I need to find her.”

“Look in your files. Phone number, address, emergency contact. Don’t you collect that stuff?” Oliver shoved his chair away from the table. “I don’t want to be tangled in any kind of psychodrama. I like my life simple.”

Which is why we could never be together. “I’ve exhausted every avenue available to me. I need to find her.”

“Is she going to kill herself? Is she going to kill somebody else? Have you been to the police?”

“This isn’t a matter for the police.” Lydia chose her words carefully. She’d told so many lies in her life. This man deserved as much truth as she could offer. “I was wondering if she might have given you any hints…any clues…as to where she might have headed. You said she told you she was from out of town. Do you remember where?”

Oliver thought. “Not that I recall. Cassie is a beautiful woman. Smart, too. Holds herself in a way we don’t see in women from Olympia.”

Women in Olympia aren’t typically sociopaths. “Did she mention where she likes to travel?”

“She told me she was here on business. Said she worked for an investment firm looking to develop properties in small cities. We joked about building a housing development here made out of prerusted metal. A material suited to our wonderful rain.”

Lydia felt a surge of heat at Oliver’s description of the playful conversation the two of them had shared.

Am I jealous?

“Did she say where the investment firm was located? Even a state would be helpful.”

Oliver shook his head.

“How about vacations? Did you two talk about anything like that?”

He looked down at his medal as he thought. Then his eyes widened. “She had a beautiful tan. We joked about how rare it is to see that in Washington. She told me she goes to the islands whenever she gets a chance. Said the color of the water inspired her.”

I’ve already checked Barbados.

“I told her about the time I sailed in the American Virgin Islands,” Oliver continued. “Cassie—or whatever the hell her name was—knew the area. We talked about favorite beaches and sailing stretches. She told me the AVI were for tourists. Said if I really wanted to see something magical I should try the British Virgin Islands. Something about Spanish Town, as I recall. Does that help?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe. It’s something.”

One of the two women behind the counter called his name. Oliver and Lydia turned to see nearly ten people standing in line.

“I’ve got to go.” He stood and watched Lydia rise. “It’s always a mystery with you, isn’t it?”

Lydia allowed herself a moment’s indulgence by looking at Oliver’s face. She lingered a bit on his soft lips. She pushed away the memory of his soft kisses.

“I’m sorry this happened, Oliver.”

He rested a hand on her shoulder. “I’m a big boy. I can handle myself. Maybe next time you come in we’ll share a cup and catch up.”

Lydia simply smiled. She didn’t want to lie.


Chapter 9

Seattle

“I’m so sorry for your loss, Mr. Jackson.” Micki Petty pointed toward a green plastic chair on one side of a long Formica table. “This is a tragic time for you and your family, and we thank you for making the effort to come down. It can’t be easy to talk about this.”

Jim DeVilla stood against the wall and nodded toward Vester Jackson. Micki was better with the kind words. He’d stand back and read the room.

“And you’re Benji’s brother,” Micki said to the man entering the third-floor conference room at Seattle police headquarters. She pulled out a chair next to his father, but he walked wordlessly to the end of the table.

“Please excuse my son,” Vester said. “His mother didn’t raise him to be rude. I’ll introduce him myself since he doesn’t seem to have found his voice this morning. My son’s name is Bayonne.”

“Nice to meet you, Bayonne. Again, we’re sorry for your family’s loss.” He didn’t answer and Micki took a seat across from Vester Jackson.

Jim kept his eyes on Bayonne.

“Mr. Jackson,” Micki began.

“Folks call me Vester.”

“Vester,” Micki continued in a sympathetic tone. “I was there.” She looked toward Jim. “So was Detective DeVilla. We were both on the scene…just after Benji was killed. People there knew your son. They called him Banjo. That’s a darling nickname.”

Vester nodded. “Come from when he was just a little thing. Always need to be on somebody’s knee, that one. Didn’t matter if he knew you or not. You sittin’ down, that boy climbin’ up on you.”

Micki’s smile was sad. Jim remembered how she had caressed the dead boy, trying to comfort the preteen lying in a pool of blood.

“They were devastated when they saw it was Benji who had been shot,” she said.

Jim saw a wave of misery crash over the bereaved father. He knew Vester Jackson to be forty-three years old, but on this sad day he looked twenty years older. Vester was a big man, carrying at least 275 pounds on a six-foot-two frame. He looked burdened with a weight so permanent it might as well be skin. Jim had run a make on him in preparation for the morning meeting. Vester Jackson had no arrests, outstanding warrants, or civil fines pending. The only records on file were four instances of police summoned to the family’s south-side home. The first had been six years earlier. The 911 call had been in response to a woman asking for assistance in calming her angry teenaged son. According to records, no arrest had been made. Three similar calls had been phoned in, the most recent two years ago, resulting in the arrest of Bayonne Jackson. He’d taken a swing at his father. Busted up some furniture and shoved his fist through an interior door. Bayonne Jackson had been twenty years old at the time. His public defender had cut a deal that landed him in jail for ten days. He had served his time and since then had been well known to the Seattle PD, who called him by his street name, Three Pop. Three Pop had a long arrest history for drugs, car thefts, and various assaults. Informants had made Three Pop to be the second-in-command of a powerful gang known as the Pico Underground. As such, he had access to the best lawyering in town. Despite the department’s best efforts, Bayonne Jackson, aka Three Pop, hadn’t spent more than a night in any city jail for the past two years.

“Banjo was a good boy,” Vester Jackson whispered. “I wasn’t there for him the way I wanted to be. I drive a truck for Smydon Fish. Gotta be down at the docks at sunup to load my route. Banjo was home alone most mornings. But he got hisself to school. He’s a good student. Never more than a C or two on his card. Mos’ly B’s.” A sad smile tugged at his lips. “ ’Cept for gym class. That boy’s a natural athlete. ’Specially basketball. Those classes he got straight A’s.”

“He was a tall one, all right.” Micki looked toward the young man at the end of the table. “Both your boys got some vertical. You ever play ball, Bayonne?”

She got no response.

“Bayonne was a fine ballplayer,” Vester told them. “He was in middle school and those high school coaches already comin’ by the games watchin’ what he got to show. But he lost interest, I guess.” Vester paused. “I suspect the coaches would come lookin’ for Banjo too. He was startin’ middle school next year. Already an inch over six feet. Good ball-handlin’ technique.” He paused again. “Guess we never gonna see what become of that now.”

“You said he was alone most mornings,” Micki said. “May I ask where Banjo’s mother is?”

Jim watched the grief on Vester’s face deepen. “Simone died. Been two years now.”

“I’m sorry,” Micki said.

“God’s will, I s’pose.” Vester wiped a large hand over his face. “Took sick, got sicker. Next thing I know my Simi was gone.”

Bayonne squirmed in his chair. Jim saw the anger on his face as he forced his hands to lie flat on the table.

“Tough on a ten-year-old to lose his mama like that,” Vester continued. “But he seem to be doin’ all right. Got hisself hooked up with a community center couple blocks from the house. After-school programs, hang with the kids, that kind of thing. He liked it there.” Vester looked toward his surviving son. “Yes, sir, never had one lick of trouble from Banjo. Everybody loved that boy. He never give me or Simi one day of disappointment.”

Bayonne shoved his chair back. Jim shifted his weight, ready to respond if Bayonne felt jumpy. The man caught his eye. Jim gave his best “not here, not now” glare. Bayonne stared back a challenge, but Jim held his gaze. Finally Bayonne looked away.

“Vester, I’ve got some rough questions to ask,” Micki said. “You up to this?”

“Now’s as good as ever.”

“Did Benji talk about any trouble recently? Maybe at school? Or at the community center? Did he give you any reason to believe someone might be angry with him?”

“Like I said. Everybody loved Banjo. Teachers, coaches. He would sit with the little ones down at Our Joint. That’s the name of the center…Our Joint. He’d go and sit with the kids from preschool and such. Show ’em their letters and colors. Play puzzles with them. You can ask anybody. They all love that boy.” His voiced cracked.

Micki shifted her attention to Bayonne, allowing Vester a moment to compose himself.

“How about you? There’s ten years’ difference between you and Benji. Sometimes a kid will tell his big brother stuff he wouldn’t tell his parents.”

Bayonne looked away. He said nothing, but Jim could see his anger still simmered.

“Were the two of you close?” Micki asked.

Bayonne’s jaw churned. His breathing was quick and shallow. It took a while for him to respond.

“He’s my blood.” Bayonne looked at Jim. “We talk. We joke. Be there for one another.”

“Two of them had a standing basketball game,” Vester added. “Every Tuesday and Saturday. Down at the park.”

“You don’t talk for me, old man.” Bayonne glared at his father. “They ask me a question, I’ma answer.” He turned back toward Jim. “No talk about any trouble. Like the old man say, everybody love Banjo.”

“How about those games?” Micki asked. “Two of you knew how to play. Anybody resent it? Can you think of someone who might have not taken kindly to losing a game of hoops to the Jackson brothers?”

“Nothin’ like that. Sometimes we play with Banjo’s group. I dumb my play, let the little ones win. Other time we play with my crew. Nobody show that boy favorites. Banjo wanna play with the big boys, they gonna school him. Banjo loved it. Made him better. Most times, though, it just Banjo and me on the court.”

Micki gave Jim a long look. He shrugged. There was nothing to be gained here.

Micki pushed herself up from her seat. “We’re going to find out who’s responsible for Benji’s death, Mr. Jackson.” She looked down the table as Vester struggled to stand. “If you or your son have any ideas, no matter how odd they might seem, about who or why, I want you to call me. Day or night. Either of you.”

Vester Jackson shook her hand and headed out the door. Micki walked out behind him. Jim waited by the wall until Bayonne Jackson stood.

“I’d like a word, Bayonne.”

Bayonne sauntered toward him. “It matter if I mind?”

“Not really. You got a lot of anger, Three Pop. Daddy issues are dripping off you like sweat. Your father’s going through a tough time. Can you cut him some slack?”

“You my buddy now?” Bayonne was six foot two, two hundred pounds of muscle. He threw his shoulders back and pulled himself tall. “Some kinda social worker?”

“You loved Banjo. Times like these, families can help one another.”

“You let me take care of mine.”

Jim pointed to a tattoo on Bayonne’s face. Two teardrops outlined in dark ink.

“That second one there looks fresh.”

Bayonne said nothing.

“I’m guessing the first one’s for your mom. Outlined. Mom died of natural causes. No reason for revenge. That one’s always going to remain an outline, isn’t it?”

“What you do, Mr. Detective? Watch some gangster movie? Maybe read yourself a handout?”

“But that second one. That’s new as dawn. You got ideas of filling it in? Maybe finding who killed your brother and taking revenge?”

Bayonne stared at a spot somewhere behind Jim.

“You get any ideas who did this, you bring them to me. Understand? Shove any gangland notion you might have of hitting this bad guy first right out of your head. Because revenge…justice…payback…whatever the hell you want to call it—I’ll haul your ass to jail without blinking, Three Pop. And no judge is going to care about some filled-in teardrop.”

Bayonne “Three Pop” Jackson brought his stare back to Jim. Then he stepped away. His shoulder bumped Jim’s as he made his way to the door.


Chapter 10

Olympia

Lydia sat behind her communications console, eager to follow up on what Oliver had told her. She canceled her patients for the rest of the week, feigning a case of the flu. Most were sympathetic, offering home remedies sure to cure her symptoms. A few sounded irritated but were soothed when Lydia appealed to their own self-interest, assuring them the last thing she wanted was to infect them. She had to hold firm with only one. Audrey Sullivan was a thirty-four-year-old law student who was working with Lydia to break her habit of sexually acting out when she was under stress. When Lydia called to cancel their appointment, Audrey shrieked so loudly Lydia needed to hold the phone away from her ear.

“I have mock court coming up next week!”

“I have all the confidence in the world in you, Audrey.” Lydia faked a raspy voice for her panicked patient. “You know the topic. You’ve built your arguments. Use the tools we’ve discussed to stay calm and you’ll be stunned how well you do.”

“But it’s my first time in front of the whole class! I need to see you!”

“You’ll be fine. We’ll meet in two weeks. I can’t wait to hear how it all turned out. In the meantime, if you feel any urge at all to troll campus bars, I want you to imagine my voice whispering in your ear.”

“I don’t know.” Audrey’s voice was shaky. “What’s your voice telling me?”

“Knock it off! My voice is telling you to knock it off. Slow yourself down enough to use the skills you’ve learned. Do you understand me, Audrey? First sign of trouble, what are you going to do?”

“Hear your voice.”

“That’s right.” Lydia coughed for effect. “And what am I saying?”

“Knock it off.”

“Goodbye, Audrey. I’ll see you in two weeks.”

Oliver had assumed the beautiful woman he had slept with recently was one of Lydia’s patients, out to create some drama. Lydia let him hold on to that. It seemed an easier explanation than the truth. How could she explain that the woman he knew as Cassie was actually Allie Grant, the sociopath daughter of Seattle’s chief of detectives? A woman who had targeted him specifically to hurt Lydia? A woman who saw any obstacle standing in the way of what she wanted as an exercise in domination? Seduction, kidnapping, murder…they were tools Allie used to reach her goal.

Allie and Oliver had spoken about places to vacation. It was a long shot, but Lydia was fresh out of ideas. She entered a search for “BVI and Spanish Town.” Less than a second later she had an island name: Virgin Gorda, British Virgin Islands.

Next she searched area hotels and retreats. An internal radar hummed into readiness as she scanned the luxury sites. Virgin Gorda was not a place for the masses. It was dotted with exclusive—and wickedly expensive—accommodations. Hotels, spas, and retreats promising unparalleled service with complete discretion.

Just the type of place Allison Edith Grant would favor.

Lydia began with the most expensive hotel on the list. The Prince of Wales Hotel promised indulgent pampering from the moment the guest arrived on the island. Lydia was interested in two particular services offered in the hotel’s extensive list of options: private heliport and on-site, prescreened nannies.

She targeted the hotel’s central computer and her own system did its thing. Within ninety seconds she had full access to the hotel’s electronic records. Lydia learned seven helicopters had landed on its property in the past ten days. Some names were recognizable. Movie stars, government figures, even one member of the Swedish royal family. Two landings were names she didn’t know. Richard Flankinhauff had arrived in his private helicopter from a yacht anchored six miles offshore. Records indicated Flankinhauff had rented four poolside villas for him, his wife, their adult son, three bullmastiffs, and various support staff.

The other potential alias Allie could have used was Meredith Sinnow. The hotel’s files showed Meredith had requested a month’s stay in the Eaton Square Suite, along with an adjoining room for her nurse. The hotel manager had added an electronic note urging everyone to treat Meredith with special care. Apparently she was a frail seventy-three-year-old widow who’d been coming to the same suite every other year since her honeymoon fifty years earlier. This would be her first visit without her husband.

Lydia shifted tactics. Allie had a large criminal enterprise to run. She also was the type of woman who relished pampering herself. She might be looking to build a relationship with her niece, but Lydia didn’t think Allie was up to the challenge of spending every waking moment with a seven-year-old. She scrolled through the hotel’s database until she found the nanny schedule.

Nine requests for nannies had come in over the past two weeks. Lydia ignored requests for sitters for families with multiple children. That eliminated seven. Of the two remaining, one sought daily care for a three-year-old named Jeremy. The records showed Jeremy had an allergy to peanuts and was lactose intolerant. Jeremy’s parents sought a nanny with experience in dealing with “spirited and willful youngsters.”

The other request had come in nine days earlier. It was identified by a reference number and sought an energetic and intelligent female nanny to care for what was described as “a bright and creative seven-year-old.” Care was required for eight hours daily. The guest demanded a signed confidentiality agreement and stressed the need for “utter and complete discretion.” The hotel had complied and assigned only an identification number. A young woman named Constance had been dispatched. Lydia blinked when she saw the hourly amount Constance was paid.

But that would be no obstacle for Allie.

The hotel required daily notes from its nannies. Lydia read Constance’s daily electronic entries. They were unremarkable. Trips to the gift shop, one to a local museum. Bedtime routines. Preferences for games and stories. Constance was following the mandate to be discreet, using only pronouns and ID numbers when referring to her work.

Until her last entry.

Constance had gotten fired.

Guest asked me to take charge to rear of suite for bathing and bedtime routine. Requested charge be kept away from guest until summoned. Hadley got away from me and rushed in to greet her mother. Guest demanded I be replaced.

Hadley. In her disappointment, anger, or frustration, Constance had made one simple slip. She had let her guard down long enough that her fingers inadvertently typed the name of her charge. Since the record was still in the system, Lydia assumed the error was so small the manager overseeing the assignment hadn’t thought to erase the direct, named reference to the child in Constance’s care.

It was enough.

Lydia knew where Allie and Hadley were. At least where they had been yesterday. She looped back. Using the ID number the hotel had assigned Allie, she accessed the hotel’s room service orders and learned that a chef was assigned to Allie’s five-room terraced suite. A list of specific menus for Allie’s entire stay was available.

Including this morning’s.

Juice, yogurt, and fruit had been served on the terrace at eight thirty local time. A lunch of swordfish, rice, and cake was scheduled for two o’clock this afternoon. And this evening the chef was preparing an eight-thirty barbecue. For four people.

A flush of heat surged through Lydia’s body.

She maneuvered out of the hotel’s data system. Thirteen minutes later, she had successfully chartered a flight that would take her directly to Virgin Gorda, BVI. She’d used the company and pilot before, and they guaranteed excellent service and complete confidentiality. The agent assured her the plane would be ready for takeoff when she arrived, and estimated a landing in Virgin Gorda just before midnight local time.

Your dinner party may be over by then, Allie. But you’ll have one more guest to consider.

She left her communications console, went into her office, pulled a copy of To Kill a Mockingbird from the bottom shelf, and pressed the button hidden behind it. The back wall of her office slid open.

Lydia entered her arsenal and made her selections.


Chapter 11

Seattle

“Hayden?” Mort knocked on the door to his granddaughter’s bedroom. “It’s Papa, honey. Can I come in?”

Mort heard the shuffle of slippered feet behind the pine door.

“I’m feeling lonely out here, sweetie. I sure could use some company.”

“I don’t feel good, Papa. Maybe you could go downstairs and come see me some other time.”

Mort’s heart broke at the sound of the girl’s voice. Hayden had isolated herself since her twin disappeared. Robbie and Claire tried their best to comfort her, but they were overwhelmed themselves. A team of FBI agents in their home, demanding access to every intimate family detail, fueled the family’s despair.

“That’s a 10-0, Hayden.” Mort hoped the police scanner code for “poor reception” would be enough to get his granddaughter to let him in. “Repeat.”

The door opened wide enough for Mort to see Hayden’s blue eyes, swollen from crying. “Papa, I’m so scared.”

Mort bumped the door open with his hip and scooped Hayden into his arms. He paced the hallway with her, rubbing her back as she sobbed into his shoulder. “Me too. We’re doing everything we can to bring your sister back. It’s okay to be scared. It’s okay.”

He carried his granddaughter back and forth across the patterned carpet runner in the upstairs hall. Robbie and Claire had chosen a roomy Dutch Colonial when they moved to Seattle from Denver. Their master bedroom was at the east end. At the center of the hall was the entry to their daughters’ room. Hayden and Hadley shared a large space with wide windows—Robbie and Claire insisted that what little sunlight Seattle offered shine in on their girls. Mort walked and cooed, whispering assurances until Hayden’s sobs drifted first into sniffles and then into one heavy sigh. Then he carried her back into her bedroom and laid her head on her pillow. Hayden’s bed was separated from Hadley’s by the old wooden desk Robbie had once used for his own homework. Hayden’s bedspread was tufted gingham as green as a meadow in spring. Hadley’s was the same fabric in pink.

Mort settled himself on the floor between his granddaughters’ beds and waited for Hayden to say something.

“I shoulda told Mommy and Daddy about the phone Aunt Allie gave Hadley.” Hayden’s voice was barely a whisper. “They woulda stopped her for sure. Hadley mighta been mad at me, but that’s better than her being disappeared.”

“This isn’t your fault.”

“I made a promise, Papa. Hadley made me promise not to tell, so I didn’t.” Hayden’s eyes were wide. The plea in them stabbed into Mort’s chest like a red-hot dagger. “I didn’t think it would be bad. I didn’t think that for one stinkin’ minute.”

Mort remembered the first time he saw Hayden’s eyes. She was less than two hours old. Mort had been sitting with Edie for nearly six hours at the same Seattle hospital where Robbie and Allie had been born. Playing cards, reading the papers, drinking bad coffee, and waiting for news. When Robbie finally came to get them, so exhausted he could barely walk, he was grinning like a jack-o’-lantern on Halloween night.

“I’ve got girls,” Mort remembered his son saying. “Two of them. Claire was magnificent. Twins. Doc says they’re perfect.”

Edie cried. Mort wrapped Robbie in a bear hug and danced him around the polished linoleum of the obstetrics waiting room. Then the three of them floated to the nursery, leaning on one another as ecstatic words of hopes and dreams tumbled from their lips.

“There they are.” Edie pointed to a double-sized clear bassinet. “There are my grandbabies.”

Mort looked down at the two small bundles inside. One twin, who he soon learned was Hadley, wore a pink cap and slept sweetly, wrapped up in her matching blanket. Next to her was her sister, wearing a white cap and squirming against the constraints of her swaddling. Mort watched her little legs push as tiny hands reached upward. Hayden.

Then it happened.

The miniature human opened her ice blue eyes and looked right at him. Separated by glass and under lights Mort wanted to scream were too bright, Hayden Edith Grant, newly born and instantly loved, fixed on him…claimed him…and he was hers.

Edie used to tell him not to get used to the color. “Lots of babies are born with blue eyes. They’ll change. It may take a while, but that color will settle down.”

It didn’t. His granddaughters were seven years old now. Their eyes were still the color of an Alaskan glacier in full sunlight.

And now those mesmerizing eyes begged him for forgiveness.

“Honey, this has nothing to do with anything you’ve done.”

Hayden looked away.

“Have I ever lied to you?”

She pulled a stuffed panda closer to her and held it against her chest.

“Ever? Maybe even once?” Mort asked.

Hayden shook her head. Blond curls danced across her pillow.

“I’m not going to start now. Look at me, sweetie. Can you?”

Hayden turned toward her grandfather, giving Mort a full view of her torture. He laid his hand on the panda she clutched as armor.

“Aunt Allie took Hadley. We think Hadley wanted to go.”

“She left a note.”

“I know she did. She said she was going on an adventure, remember?”

Hayden’s breath caught. Mort stroked her hair, hoping to avert another round of pain-filled tears.

“Aunt Allie didn’t have permission to take Hadley, sweetheart. And Hadley didn’t have Mom and Dad’s permission to go.”

“Is she going to be in trouble?”

“Hadley? No, sweetie. We’re going to be happy when Hadley comes home. She belongs here. With us.”

Hayden scooted closer to Mort. He touched the end of her turned-up nose and smiled.

“What about Aunt Allie? Will she be in trouble? She belongs here with us too, right?”

Mort heaved a sigh. He had just promised never to lie to his granddaughter. But he was forced to deal with the difficult truth that his daughter, the golden child who had once brought such magic into his and Edie’s lives, had grown into a calculating criminal. A manipulative murderer who held nothing and no one above her own desires.

But to Hayden and Hadley, Allie was a fairy princess. A beautiful vision promising the moon and the stars.

“Let’s go downstairs, sweetie. We’ll see what Mom and Dad are up to, okay?”

She rolled off the bed and into his arms. Mort held her and rocked, promising her everything would be fine. When she pulled away and headed down the hall, Mort was relieved. He hadn’t had to lie. And he hadn’t had to tell the truth.

No, Hayden. Your aunt Allie doesn’t belong here with us.



Chapter 12


Seattle


“What the fuck?” D’Loco called out from the porch of the old three-story Victorian that served as the 97s’ clubhouse. “I know I only gave you twenty, but damn, son. Brother could fix hisself up with something better than…what the hell is that?”


Kashawn Meadows rolled up to the front of the house. He beamed a toothy grin at D’Loco and six other brothers relaxing in the day’s last rays of sunlight.


“It’s a Schwinn.” Kashawn got off his new bike and walked it up the stairs. “Just picked it up.” He pulled a large bag off the back.


“Where you get that at?” The brother Kashawn knew as Six Pack ran his beefy hand across the chrome handlebar. “Toys ‘R’ Us?”


“What kind of jelly you gonna grab with that?” Slow Time asked. “Boy, you ain’t seein’ no action ridin’ round on that thing.”


“I tole you I take you drivin’ first thing.” J-Fox shook his head. “You be ready for your license test in a week. Why you go get yourself a pedal pusher?”


Kashawn’s pride dropped away, replaced by shame. He painted over it with anger.


“I got a job.” He nodded toward D’Loco. “Been assigned my own work. I’ma take my ass to the DMV soon’s I can. Get my license and I’ma get my car. Till then I ain’t gonna be countin’ on any of you gooks get my ass to work.” He took a deep breath and puffed out his chest. “Anybody got a problem with that, come see me.”


The group answered with a chorus of catcalls and chuckles. Kashawn threw his shoulders back. He glared at his brothers, hoping more than anything no one would detect his humiliation.


D’Loco stepped toward him, pulling the bicycle away from Kashawn. “I ’member jonesin’ for one of these back in the ago. Wanted a red one, too. Like this one here.” Kashawn wanted to grab it back. He’d paid six hundred dollars for it. That was more than Kashawn had ever dreamed of paying for anything in his life. But it was D’Loco’s money he’d handed over to that bike shop owner. D’Loco owned everything the 97s had.


He stepped aside and watched his leader walk the bike back down the stairs and climb onto the seat. D’Loco wobbled with his first pump, but by the time he completed his first wide circle around the weed-choked front lawn, D’Loco was pedaling smooth as caramel candy.


“How’s this?” he called out to his men. “Hot damn. This shit is some fun right here.”


The 97s watched D’Loco ride away from the house. A few of them jogged out and stood in the middle of the street, calling out encouragement as their boss disappeared down the block. Kashawn stayed on the porch, wondering if D’Loco would let him keep the bike after he kicked him out of the club. That was one dumb move, he thought. I shoulda knowed better than bring a kiddie toy back to the crib.


D’Loco was back a few minutes later, laughing as he jumped the curb and braked to a stop at the bottom of the clubhouse stairs. He hopped off the bike and waved Kashawn to him.


“She ride good.” D’Loco handed the bike back to Kashawn, then turned his attention to the men gathered around him. “Green K here says any you motherfuckers got a problem with his bike you can take it to him. He wrong about that.”


Kashawn’s heart pounded in his chest. Here it comes. I’m gone.


“Anybody got a problem with Green K’s ride,” D’Loco continued, “you come see me. Brother got a job. He find a way get his ass to work each day. Green K don’t come to me wonderin’ ’bout how he gonna get to his corner. Don’t bother none of y’all with his transportation needs neither. Brother get hisself what he need to get the job done.” D’Loco turned back to Kashawn. “That was more fun I had in days, boy. I thank you for it.” Then D’Loco leaned in and whispered, “Now get with J-Fox and get yourself that license. And a car. You a 97 now. You gonna need four wheels what I have in mind for you.” D’Loco slapped the seat of the bicycle and called out to the rest of the men. “I’ma get me one of these. Damn, that stuff’s fun.”


—


Kashawn’s eyes shot open when he felt the slap to his feet.


“You didn’t hear me knockin’?” Big Cheeks grabbed both sides of Kashawn’s headphones and popped them against his ears. “Wha’choo got that volume set at, anyway? I coulda come in here, take anything I had a mind to. Gotta learn to take care yourself.”


Kashawn swung his legs off his bed and stood. He used the remote to click off the new sound system he’d carried home on his bike. He’d been so wrapped up in his newfound luck he hadn’t realized he’d been in his room for two hours, listening to his tunes and dreaming of LaTonya. What would she say if she knew he’d spent over a thousand dollars today? New bike, new sound, new headset. Spent that money without so much as a blink. Stopped for a turkey and Swiss at the Subway, too. What did he care about how much things cost? He was a 97 now. Had a bankroll handed to him by D’Loco himself. Had a job, too. When this money was gone, there’d be more to replace it.


He was set. Kashawn Meadows had taken his last dumpster dive. He was Green K now. 97 forever.


“D’Loco’s rollin’. Wants you there.” Big Cheeks walked to the window and looked down. “He standin’ at the car. I was you, I wouldn’t keep him waitin’.”


Kashawn reached for his shoes. He nodded toward the gun D’Loco had given him that morning. “I’ma need that?”


“You got a lot to learn, boy,” Big Cheeks said. “You keep your piece with you all times. ’Cept in the shower or you getting laid. Even then you keep it arm’s reach.”


Kashawn grabbed his gun and tucked it into his belt. “Where we goin’?”


Big Cheeks’s eyes narrowed. “I tole you. D’Loco’s rollin’. You don’t need more than that.”


Kashawn scrambled down the stairs and out to the Escalade.


“You ride shotgun tonight, Green K.” D’Loco opened the backseat door. “We off to pick someone up. I’ma need him backseat with me. You cool?”


Kashawn hoped he sounded tough and steady. “I’m cool with whatever.”


J-Fox pulled away from the clubhouse. Kashawn reached for his seatbelt. But he noticed neither J-Fox nor D’Loco wore theirs and stopped. He wondered what they did to get rid of that dinging sound the car made when belts aren’t fastened.


Man, there’s no rules when you’re a 97, he thought. D’Loco gonna find a way round every little thing.


Kashawn kept his mouth shut while J-Fox drove through the now-dark city streets. In the backseat, D’Loco was on his cell, directing product and assigning duties. Kashawn looked over to J-Fox. Brother looked like he was paying no mind to their leader’s conversation, so Kashawn didn’t either. He looked out the window and read the strip mall signs as they rolled past. But when D’Loco’s tone softened on one call, Kashawn couldn’t help but listen. He could tell D’Loco was talking to a woman, lining up something for later. Kashawn focused on the low, teasing rumble in his leader’s voice. Like a growl wrapped in soft fur. He’d learn to talk that way. He’d practice with the ladies who came by the house late at night looking to hang with any 97 who’d give them the time. He’d get good at it.


Then he’d try it on LaTonya.


J-Fox pulled to the curb in front of a twenty-four-hour convenience store. Kashawn put a hand on his gun, then reached for the door.


“No need, son.” D’Loco tucked his phone back in his pocket. “We not gettin’ out. We pickin’ up.”


Kashawn settled back, feeling ashamed at how relieved he was that he wouldn’t be expected to run point before D’Loco exited the car. It was dark and he didn’t know this part of town. A man came out of the store and walked toward the car.


“There he is,” D’Loco said. “The Ax Man hisself.”


Kashawn was used to most men being bigger than he was. But the man who rapped on the Escalade’s window was in a category all by himself. Kashawn put him at least six six. Two hundred eighty pounds at least. Thighs like tree trunks wrapped in denim. Despite the chill of the October night, Ax Man wore a wifebeater T-shirt. Probably to show off them guns, Kashawn thought. And them tattoos.


D’Loco opened the back door.


“Ax Man! Get on in here.”


The man peered inside. He mumbled greetings to J-Fox before staring at Kashawn.


“Who’s this, now?”


D’Loco waved his guest inside. “That’s Green K. Newest member of the brotherhood. Brought us a Pico. You gonna like him. Green K here know how to make me smile.”


Ax grunted. Kashawn nodded in return. Once Ax was settled in the back with D’Loco, J-Fox steered the Escalade back into the street.


“Been too long you come by the clubhouse,” D’Loco said. “Boys miss you, Ax.”


“Growin’ business. Takin’ care.” Ax kept his eyes straight ahead. “You tell me different, I’ma listen. But I figure you rather me out earnin’ the green. Let them other brothers stay back at the crib spendin’ it.”


D’Loco slapped his hand on his knee and laughed. “Green K, you hearin’ this? That’s why I want you ridin’ tonight. I want you meet Ax Man early on. Get to know his style.” D’Loco turned toward Ax. “Green K like you, Ax. Chasin’ the Benjamins. That’s why I put you two together.”


“Got no time for babysittin’,” Ax said.


“Not what I had in mind.” D’Loco’s tone was warm and relaxed. “Just wanted the two of you to meet. Maybe give the kid someone to model hisself after. ’Cept for the ladies, that is. You still pushin’ Loretta?”


“I am.”


“Man, you don’t get tired of that?” D’Loco asked. “Been what? Three years now?”


“Come Christmas Eve. Hear me, D’Loco. Someday you gonna meet a woman make you stop dead in your shoes. Woman make you want to work harder and be better than you ever thought you could do. That’s Loretta.”


“Ooohweee!” D’Loco leaned forward. “You hear that, J-Fox? You listenin’, Green K? There’s some jelly out there waitin’ to turn your asses into princes.”


Ax Man shifted his weight in the backseat. Kashawn felt the tension rise. He lowered the passenger seat’s visor and used the mirror to give him a view. If Ax took offense and made a move, Kashawn would be ready for him.


“Chill, man.” D’Loco laid a hand on Ax’s shoulder. “I know Loretta. She a good woman. A queen. Fact is, that’s why I wanted to catch you tonight. Got somethin’ special workin’.”


“What’s that?” Ax Man asked.


“You know them women talk. Beauty shops. Dress shops. Shoe shops. They always yakkin’. Drifts back to me Loretta’s looking at weddin’ dresses. That true?”


Ax lowered his head. When he raised it again, Kashawn saw a small smile on the tough guy’s lips.


“I’m thinkin’ ’bout proposin’ by some Christmas lights. Some grab like that.”


“No shit, man?” D’Loco reached for Ax and drew him into a hug. “Ax Man takin’ the knee! Man, that’s one bet I woulda lost.” He released him and leaned back. “Guess there’s no question who’s your best man.”


Ax shook his head. “None at all, D’Loco. You know that.”


D’Loco smiled. “I know lotta things. Don’t mean I don’t like to hear ’em straight from the horse.”


“Ain’t nobody else I want standin’ next to me when that marryin’ business goes down.” Ax looked out the window. “Where we headed?”


“Like I said, I heard there was wedding bells in the wind.” D’Loco tapped the back of J-Fox’s headrest. “You know the way, right?”


“I do,” J-Fox said. “Be there less than five.”


“Be where?” Ax Man asked.


“It’s all good, man,” D’Loco said. “I don’t know if you got your eyes set on a ring for the lovely Loretta, but even if you do, I promise you gonna forget all about it once you see what I have set up tonight.”


“What do you mean?”


“You been with me nine years now, that right?”


“Sound true,” Ax said. “Right after you took over from Willy Shimms. I knew you’d be boss a long time. Seemed like the time to make my move.”


“You were tryin’ to hold it together on them four little blocks south of Woolbridge Avenue. Remember that?”


Ax Man laughed. “I had me three of the skankiest hos this side of Tukwila. Cuttin’ my pot with grass. Real grass. Like from the front yard.”


“You makin’ money, though. I took one look at your shit-and-shoe-shine operation and figure any man who could get a payday runnin’ that sure could do great things, give him a quality product.”


“We been good together, D’Loco. Been a good ride.”


“Didn’t I tell you, on that first day you come to me, didn’t I tell you if you do right by me I’ma do right by you?”


“I remember that.”


“Nine years.” D’Loco shook his head and whistled. “Where’s time go? Now you gettin’ married. I can still count on you run your shop?”


“No doubt.”


“Maybe you even do a bit more, what with a wife to hold up. Maybe some little Axes comin’ soon.”


“Loretta got plans, that’s for sure.”


“So let me keep up my end. You do me, I pay you back ten times. Just like I said.”


J-Fox turned the Escalade down an alley running behind an abandoned office building on the south side of the airport. He parked where one lone bulb illuminated a steel back door.


“What’s this?” Ax Man asked.


“Jeweler man owes me a favor.” D’Loco opened his door and got out. “Details not important. Told him to bring his best. C’mon. Go pick a rock for Loretta. Somethin’ make her lady friends jealous. On me.”


“D’Loco, no. This is too much.” Ax Man popped his door open but stayed inside.


“I take care of mine. That still the deal. Now get your black ass out of my car and get your lady some bling.”


Kashawn was the last to get out of the car. He kept his eyes on J-Fox, ready to mirror his actions. He’d never been on a shopping spree with D’Loco before, but if the boss could lay twenty thousand on him just for making him smile, Kashawn couldn’t imagine what he’d do for someone who’d worked for him nine long years. D’Loco led the way into the darkened store with his arm around Ax Man’s shoulders. Then J-Fox. Kashawn brought up the rear. He was surprised when the steel door slid shut behind him. Kashawn heard the lock slam into place at the exact moment the overhead lights came on.


Seven of his new brothers stood in a circle in the empty, stripped-down lobby. Kashawn recognized most of them. Big Cheeks was there. So were Mouse, Slow Time, and Six Pack. Even Turk was there. Kashawn wondered who was running his turf while he was gone. He didn’t recognize the other two.


And he didn’t have a clue why there was a large blue tarp lying on the floor in the middle of their circle.


“What the fuck?” Ax Man growled. “What’s this—”


D’Loco kicked him so hard Ax Man was knocked off his feet. Big Cheeks and Six Pack picked him up and threw him in the middle of the circle.


“Smarter than me?” D’Loco roared. “You think I don’t know what’s going on in my world? Sixteen shipments a day into your zone. Each with twenty-five bags of rock. Each packet ten ounces. Only by the time they reach the streets them packets weigh nine ounces. Not so much you notice at first. But pretty soon buyers catch on. Know they got shorted. Word gets to me.”


“Listen, D’Loco.” Ax Man didn’t seem scary anymore. “I don’t know what you thinkin’, but—”


D’Loco nodded and Turk kicked Ax in the mouth before he could finish his sentence. Ax went down, blood dripping as he spit out two teeth.


“But what, Ax?” D’Loco asked. “You gonna explain? Gimme a lie you cooked up for an occasion such as this? Maybe point fingers at your other brothers?”


D’Loco nodded again, this time to Six Pack, who leaped from where he stood in the circle and landed his full weight on Ax Man’s midsection. Six Pack fell to the ground beside his target. He grabbed a handful of Ax’s hair and slammed his head so hard Kashawn realized there was nothing but cold concrete underneath that tarp.


“So I watch,” D’Loco continued. “I don’t want to believe. Not Ax. We family. But I gotta know. I follow the trail. I see my product you been skimmin’ bein’ sold outside my area. Small operation, outskirts of Renton. Best I can tell it’s just three kids. Not a one of them older than fourteen.”


Ax struggled to bring himself to his hands and knees. Slow Time waited for D’Loco’s signal. When it was given, Slow Time kicked Ax in the throat. The big man crashed down again.


Kashawn stepped behind J-Fox, observing from his shadow.


“Thing about kids is they all pose and no steel.” D’Loco’s eyes showed no emotion. “Might be they think they cool running goods for the man. But kids don’t hold up, Ax. Get ’em away from their posse and they just scared little boys. Willin’ to say what you need to hear if you just promise they can run off home.”


D’Loco raised his right hand over his head. The two brothers Kashawn had never seen before wheeled a heavy rack out of the shadows and into the light where the 97s circled around Ax Man. Hanging from the rack were three long bags with zippers running down the fronts. The kind Kashawn had seen white guys carrying through airports in those car commercials.


D’Loco walked to the rack. He unzipped the first one.


Kashawn’s knees buckled. No one noticed his stumble. They were all looking at what D’Loco revealed.


“This guy here?” D’Loco pointed to a dead kid, bloody and bruised, hanging from a hook inside the zippered bag. “He tells me you told him he was working for me.” D’Loco opened the second bag. The kid inside was just as dead, just as bloody as the first. Kashawn’s legs held this time.


“This one here give me the time line. Said you been settin’ him up for least six months. Says you keep him in product and he keep 10 percent of what he sells. Poor kid had no idea it was my product you givin’ him.” D’Loco opened the final bag. The kid hanging there wasn’t bloody or bruised.


One clean bullet hole darkened the space between his eyes.


“You done good with this one, Ax. This one didn’t tell me a thing. In fact, he told me to go fuck myself. He’s gonna protect your sorry ass no matter what. Gotta respect that, I guess.” D’Loco pulled a gun from behind his back and walked toward the man in the middle of the tarp.


“I got my answers. Ain’t the ones I wanted, but word is word. I made a promise.” D’Loco looked around the room at his men. “You do me, I pay you back ten times.” Then he pointed the gun and fired three shots into Ax’s face.


Kashawn held his breath as D’Loco tossed the gun on top of the dead man’s body. The men in the circle bent over and began rolling the tarp in on itself, wrapping what had just gone down into a tight Ax Man burrito. The two men Kashawn didn’t know wheeled the rack with the three dead boys back into the shadows. D’Loco walked toward the rear door, stopping when he got to J-Fox.


“We done here,” he said.


J-Fox went to the car, leaving Kashawn without the protection of the driver’s shadow. D’Loco turned cold eyes on him.


“You catch all that?”


Chapter 13

Virgin Gorda, British Virgin Islands

Lydia sat in the lobby of the Prince of Wales Hotel, taking in the grandeur of the enormous space. The hotel Allie had selected was the most exclusive on Virgin Gorda, an exquisite example of colonial opulence perched high on a cliff overlooking the yacht harbor. Allie was renting the penthouse. The records Lydia had accessed before she left for the island described it as 4,300 square feet of marble and teak luxury. Promotional photographs highlighted the sweeping, ocean-view terrace. Allie had arranged a special evening meal. Her chef was to set up a traditional American barbecue to be served at eight thirty. The reservation included enough food for four guests.

Who did you invite? Lydia wondered during her flight to the British Virgin Islands. Who would you trust enough to introduce Hadley to? Lydia was confident Allie would keep the girl away from her Russian confederates. She could fill several pages with diagnostic impressions of Allison Edith Grant. “Stupid” wouldn’t make the list. Still, Lydia wanted to know who the two people were she’d have to get past in order to reach Hadley.

Lydia arrived on the island just after midnight local time. She went straight to the hotel, where a doorman dressed in red overcoat and black silk top hat greeted her. Despite its not yet being one a.m., the cavernous lobby was empty of all but uniformed staff. This was a hotel catering to the überwealthy. There were no business travelers or Hawaiian shirt–wearing tourists looking to extend their vacation day by lingering over one more rum drink before returning to their double-queen-bed room. The patrons of this establishment dined in their suites and drank on secluded terraces in the presence of like-minded gentry.

She had formulated her approach during the long flight from Seattle. There was no time for designing disguises. No value in orchestrating deceptive ruses to gain admittance to Allie’s penthouse. Allie could disappear tomorrow, taking Hadley with her and leaving Lydia to mount a round-the-world game of cat and mouse. She was counting on Allie believing she had some time—perhaps as long as a few weeks—before anyone would find her.

Lydia needed to pounce. Quickly, powerfully, and with only one outcome. She wasn’t leaving this island without Hadley.

The hand-carved mahogany clock standing against the wall by the potted palm played a subtle Westminster tune before chiming the time.

One o’clock.

Lydia stood up from her teak and cane chair, crossed the lobby, and entered the wood-paneled elevator. The brass doors slid closed. She pressed PH.

“Access to this floor is limited.” A recorded female voice, with a British accent straight off Sloane Street, spoke from speakers Lydia could not see. “If you are a guest on this floor, please insert your key card in the slot provided. If you are visiting a guest, please press the floor number again.”

Lydia pressed PH again. She stepped back and shifted her body. She first crossed one ankle over the other, assuring herself the snub-nosed .38 strapped to her calf, hidden by her black crepe trousers, was in place. Then she straightened her spine and felt the Smith & Wesson semiautomatic holstered behind her waist. Finally she reached inside her handbag and felt the comforting heft of her FN Herstal pistol.

“Who’s this?” A male voice came over the speaker.

“I’m here to visit your boss.” Lydia spoke into the elevator’s open space with enough volume for any microphone to pick up.

“Who now?” the voice asked. Lydia detected a muffled grumbling before another male voice came over the speaker. This one had a Cockney accent.

“The lady’s gone to sleep for the night now, ’asn’t she? Recommend you do the same now, luv. Come back round at a more respectable hour, and if somebody feels like accepting visitors, we’ll see what we can do. ’Ow’s ’at?”

Two male voices. You were at the barbecue. You’re the ones I need to get past.

“My name is Lydia. Your boss is expecting me. I’m earlier than she may have planned. Make sure to tell her I’m not alone.”

“What’s ’at supposed to mean?” Cockney asked. “Wouldn’t be some sort of threat, now, would it?”

“Just a description, mate. Let her know I’m leaving my friends in the lobby. She and I can have a chat.”

“Don’t think the lady’s much up for that, luv. But if you like, me and me mate ’ere could come down. ’Ave a drink with you and your friends. ’Ow’s ’at sound?”

Lydia paused before answering. She wanted them to think their threat was having an effect.

“Tell you what,” she said. “I’m so certain she’ll want me to come up that if she doesn’t, you two boys can call this car up and I’ll come alone. We can have a party. Just the three of us. Remember. Tell her Lydia is here.”

The sound of two men whispering came over the speakers. Lydia imagined them weighing what their boss might do if her sleep was disturbed. Then again, what might she do if they turned away an expected guest? She leaned back against the polished wood wall and waited. Then she heard an electronic buzz.

“I just locked the elevator doors there, luv. Me mate’s going to let the boss know you’re ’ere. She don’t want to see you, there’s no way out for you. You got that?”

“I do, indeed. What’s your name?”

“My name’s no concern of yours, now, is it? I know yours, don’t I? You don’t ’ave any doubt I’m going to forget you, do you, Lydia?”

“None at all. We’re about to be formally introduced in a few minutes. I thought I could speed things up.”

“We’ll take charge of ’ow things are paced, luv. Don’t you doubt that.”

In less than three minutes Lydia heard the two men whispering again. While she couldn’t make out the words, she could detect the anger in one voice and the insistence in the other.

“You’re in luck there, dearie.” Cockney’s voice filled the car. “Boss says you’re welcome.”

The elevator car began to rise.

“More than one of you steps out and things are going to get ugly, luv.”

“I understand.” Lydia unzipped her purse before steadying its strap on her shoulder. She stepped forward and waited for the elevator to stop. The brass doors slid open, revealing two men standing shoulder to shoulder. Each pointed a weapon at her. The man on the left, with pockmarked skin and close-cropped dark hair, held a Del-Ton assault rifle. Standing next to him was a handsome man with hair the color of autumn wheat curling down to his collar.

He held a Smith & Wesson semiautomatic.

“Look at you there, luv.” Smith & Wesson eyed her slowly head to toe. “You’re a beauty, now, ain’t ya? Wasn’t expecting anything like you to step into my life.”

Lydia held her hands up. “I’m here to see your boss.” She stepped forward into a marble-floored entryway.

“Let’s have you stand aside there, dearie.” Cockney set his weapon aside. “This pat-down may take longer than I might have thought.”

Lydia stepped deeper into the hall, gaining room to maneuver. She needed Cockney two steps farther away from his gun. She shifted her attention to the Del-Ton as Cockney leered and slithered toward her.

The penthouse door opened.

“I wouldn’t touch her if I were you.” A woman stepped into the hall, dressed in a pale silk robe and pink satin slippers. “Lydia is a guest of mine. Treat her as such.”

Cockney stepped back, leering. “Some other time there, luv.”

Lydia walked past the two men. “Hello, Allie.”

“Lydia.” Allie stepped aside and waved her in. “Always a pleasure.”

Lydia surveyed the penthouse as Allie gave orders to her men before closing the door. To the left was an opulent sitting area with two white silk sofas, three similarly upholstered chairs, and occasional tables carved from dark mahogany. Beyond that was an archway leading to another wing of the vast suite. To the right a more casual arrangement of three chairs clustered in front of a wall-mounted television. Beyond that was a dining table with twelve chairs. Serving as a backdrop to it all was an open-air terrace. The stars in the moonless sky blended with the lights of the city and the twinkling yachts in the harbor, giving the illusion of countless jewels tossed across a black velvet sea.

“Hadley’s in bed.” Allie crossed over to the dining area. “Would you like something to drink?”

“No.”

“How did you find me?”

“I’ll always find you, Allie.”

Allie looked down at her slippered feet. She crossed her arms across her chest and glared. “You came alone. If Daddy was with you, there’s no way he’d wait in the lobby. What’s to stop me from calling Rick and Johnny in here? You’d be dead in one shot.”

“Your father’s back in Seattle. He doesn’t know I’m here. That doesn’t mean I’ve come alone. And if that’s not enough for you to not kill me, well, there’s always Hadley. She believes you’re a fairy princess come to grant her every wish. Having to explain a bloody mess right here in your magical castle might dim her adoration.”

Lydia held Allie’s gaze.

“You killed Staz.”

“I did. And I will kill every person you send to kill me. I will do the same for every person you send to hurt your family.”

“Staz was mine.” Allie’s voice was cold. “You had no right.”

“You believe that, don’t you? No one has the right to interfere with what you want. Even if interference means stopping their own murder or the kidnapping of an innocent child.”

“Hadley came with me of her own will.”

“She’s seven years old.”

“You could have prevented all of this.” Allie’s facade cracked, exposing her rage. “If you’d only done as I told you. Convinced my father to welcome me back into the family. It’s my family, Lydia. Not yours. Robbie’s my brother. Those girls are my nieces. And as much as the two of you may wish things to be different, Mort Grant is my father. Not yours.”

“I can’t let you hurt them.”

“Don’t make this bigger than it is, Lydia. I’d never hurt my family. They’re mine.”

“I’ve come for Hadley. I’m not leaving here without her.”

Allie’s laugh lacked any humor. “Is that so? The great Lydia Corriger…or should I say the Fixer…has come to take what is mine. And you expect me to…what? Hand her over? Give you the one piece of family my holier-than-thou father allows me?”

“Mort didn’t allow you Hadley. You took her.”

Allie slammed her fists against her thighs. “She came of her own free will! She’s with her aunt! I have a right to her!”

Lydia walked across the room onto the terrace. She inhaled the salty sea air and felt the warm Caribbean breeze brush across her face.

The night is so dark, she thought. I could kill Allie now. There are no eyes watching. I could invite the guards in and finish them here on this terrace. Gather up Hadley and walk out. We could be in Seattle in time for breakfast. Mort could be happy again.

She looked out into the night, appreciating the Fixer’s simple morality. Allie was a sociopath. A murderer with no remorse. A criminal czarina beyond the reach of any established justice system.

I could kill her now. Make things right. Be done.

But Allie was Mort’s daughter. Despite all Allie had become, Mort loved her still.

Lydia turned her back to the night and took a seat on Allie’s white silk sofa.

“Come sit, Allie.”

“You do not command me.”

“It was a suggestion. Come sit with me.”

Allie glared. She stared out into the night. Finally she tightened her arms across her chest and walked over to sit across from Lydia.

“We’re alike, you and I,” Lydia told her. “Maybe that’s what your dad sees. Perhaps he sees you in me.”

“We are nothing alike, Lydia. I rule my world. I fear nothing. You? Despite all the kills you’ve claimed…all the good you imagine yourself doing with that psychology practice of yours…you’re nothing but a useless victim desperate for someone to love her. You’re so afraid Mort Grant will turn away from you that you gave up the one thing that gave you power. You stopped being the Fixer simply because he asked you to. I may be many things, but I’m not what you are. I’m not pathetic.” She spat the word.

Lydia inhaled. She focused on her breath and tuned out Allie’s taunts.

“We’re both killers, Allie. We know we could each take out the other.”

“I’m not afraid of you.”

“Really? Then why was your first question how I found you?”

Allie squirmed against her chair. “Call it curiosity.”

“You like to talk about yourself. You talk enough, you give clues. Doesn’t take long before someone puts them together and ends up knocking on your door.”

“Like you did?”

“I will always find you.”

“But you didn’t tell my father where I am?”

Lydia hesitated. “I don’t know if I’m going to have to kill you to bring back Hadley. If I do, I’d prefer your father not know you died at my hands.”

Allie was quiet.

“You’ve seen my skills, Allie. Remember that night you sent those men to my house? Those men are dead. You watched me. If you’re thinking about calling for those guards in the hall, remember that night. Then remember Staz.”

Allie looked away. When she spoke, her voice was soft.

“Did he suffer?”

“Not as much as he could have.”

Allie hung her head.

“You work with dangerous men, Allie. Men who kill simply because they don’t like the way you look at them. What do you think those men would do if they thought they could gain control of your empire?”

“No one takes what is mine! Those who have tried died. Those who dare to try will meet the same end.”

“I believe you. You said you’re not afraid of anything. Maybe. But you are vulnerable. You care for Hadley. You want a family. You want someone to love you.”

“Is there anything wrong with that?”

“No. Maybe we’re alike in that way too. But Hadley can’t love you if she’s dead. And the men you work with will take her. They’ll use her to control you. You’ll give up everything you have and they’ll still kill her.” Lydia waited for the words to sink in. “Then there’ll be no way back to your family. None. Your family loves you. I know this to be true. You can’t be part of their lives living the way you do, but Robbie and Mort miss you and love you nonetheless. And you’ve seen how Hayden and Hadley worship you. If you keep Hadley, she will die. You will lose your empire. Your family will hate you. In an instant. They will hate every memory, every thought. They will hate the sound of your name.”

“I can control any threat.”

“You know that’s not true. But let’s say you can beat back every single threat to your empire. Let’s pretend you can keep Hadley safe. You’ll still lose her. Not to death but to the pain she’ll feel being separated from her family. Robbie and Claire, Mort and Hayden…These are important people in Hadley’s life. They’re her constants. You’re the bright and shining new thing. She’s fascinated by you now, but she’ll miss her family. If you keep her from them, you’ll experience the pain of watching the love she has for you now disappear.”

Allie looked away.

“Allow Hadley to keep the adoration she has for Aunt Allie. Let her love you always. Brag to her friends about the adventures you’ve taken her on. She’ll tell her parents and her papa what kindness you showed her. That keeps your options open. Keep your empire. Keep your family loving and missing you.”

Allie said nothing. Lydia sat with her in silence, watching the lights beyond the terrace. Ready to react. Knowing if her words didn’t reach Allie, her bullets would.

“So what’s next?” Allie finally asked. “You walk out of here with Hadley?”

“That’s how I see it. She’ll have tears, I’m sure. But it’s better she cry to be leaving you than she cry being forced to stay.”

Allie was quiet for a time.

“Will you tell my father where I am?”

“What good would that do, Allie? You’ll be somewhere new before Hadley and I land in Seattle.”

Allie nodded.

“How did you find me?”

Lydia held her gaze.

“I’ll not forget about Staz,” Allie warned.

“Nor will I.”

“You could have prevented all of this, Lydia.”

“Save that for another time.” Lydia checked her watch. “I have a charter waiting. After we land in Miami, we’ll be ready to board a commercial flight to Seattle.”

“Which means you’ll de-arm yourself.”

“Which means I’ll be ready for the flight. The sooner Hadley gets used to normal things again, the better. And flying chartered jets is far from normal.”

“I love my niece.”

“I believe you do.”

Another blanket of silence fell upon them. Ten minutes passed before Allie got up and crossed to a credenza in the dining room. She pulled an envelope out of the drawer, stepped back to where Lydia sat, and handed it to her.

“You’ll need these travel documents. Hadley’s flying under the name Heidi Speavy. She thinks it’s a game.”

Lydia thanked her.

“Does she know you?”

Lydia shook her head.

“Well then, let’s call down for some cookies and milk. I’ll wake her up. We’ll have a bit of a party while she gets to know you and I pack up her things. I’ll tell her you’re a friend of Papa’s.”

Lydia nodded.

“And you’ll tell my family I returned Hadley willingly? That they can trust me?”

“I’ll tell your family the truth. There were cookies and milk and, most likely, a tearful goodbye.”

Allie ambled toward the bedroom wing. She stopped just as she got to the archway and turned.

“You understand this changes nothing between us.”


Chapter 14

Seattle

Mort checked his watch for the fifth time. Lydia had called before dawn. At first he couldn’t absorb what she was saying. She told him she and Hadley had just arrived in Miami and would catch the first flight home. He needed her to repeat the flight information. She didn’t provide any details other than to assure him Hadley was safe.

“So is Allie,” she told him. “We’ll talk more later.”

He walked over to recheck the video display. Flight 1614 was due to land in Seattle four minutes ago. He stood, hands on his hips, inhaling shallow, anxious breaths.

Lydia was right, he thought. It’s best I didn’t tell Robbie or Claire I was headed to the airport. There’s no telling what kind of shape Hadley will be in. They don’t need the agony of waiting with their emotions on sky-high alert in such a public space.

He also knew Lydia wouldn’t want to be around when Hadley was returned to her family. She’d let Mort explain how Hadley had come to be home. Lydia had repelled every effort he had made over the past three years to introduce her to his family. She wasn’t rejecting the warmth and camaraderie they offered. Lydia stayed away to protect him. As far as his son knew, Lydia was a casual acquaintance. A psychologist who had helped him on a case a while back. A woman whose path occasionally crossed Mort’s, but nothing more.

Robbie was a top-flight investigative reporter. Someone who had become so interested in the enigmatic figure known as the Fixer that he had researched the lore and proved she wasn’t a myth. Discovered she was an integral part of the case Mort was working. Robbie had become so fascinated by the international assassin that he had written a best-selling book about her. And while Mort let his son’s published assumption that the Fixer had died by her own hand remain unchallenged, Lydia understood Robbie was too bright not to put the pieces of any puzzle together. If Robbie ever questioned her relationship to Mort, it wouldn’t be long before he uncovered the truth: the Fixer was very much alive…and his father, the cop, had broken the law to keep her safe.

She’d always stay away.

Mort stared at the airport status board, willing it to change. His inhale was sharp and deep when he saw the designation change to “arrived.” He trotted to the nearest men’s bathroom, splashed cold water on his face, and sent a silent message into the universe as he bent over the sink.

She’s home, Edie. Our granddaughter is home. Whatever comes next, we’ll deal with it.

He stared at his face as he dried his hands, hoping Hadley wouldn’t be frightened by the bags under his bloodshot eyes or his three-day chin stubble. She’d been through enough. He headed to the gate, grateful his Seattle PD badge was sufficient to prevent any questions when he asked for a security pass to meet the plane.

—

C’mon. Mort concentrated on his breathing as he waited for the passengers to disembark. The first person out was an overweight middle-aged man in a white velour jogging suit. His sunglasses perched on his head as he chattered into his cellphone in rapid-fire Spanish loud enough for the entire concourse to hear. C’mon. C’mon. Mort scanned the next bolus of people exiting the ramp. Men and women, tired and tanned, waddling past him on their way to baggage claim. Mort fought the primal urge to swim upstream through the steady flow of tourists, businesspeople, and uniformed service personnel who followed. C’mon, Lydia. Get out here.

Then he saw her. Tall and thin. Auburn hair pulled into a clip behind her neck. Blue eyes scanning left, then right, then finding his. She nodded, then glanced down. Mort’s eyes followed hers, landing on a fluffed-up cloud of blond curls. Blood rushed away from his brain. He widened his stance to keep from falling.

“Papa!” Hadley pulled her hand free from Lydia’s and darted toward her grandfather. Mort scooped her into an embrace, buried his face in her neck, and held her tight.

“Is Mommy here?” Hadley squirmed in his arms. “I’m in big trouble, right? Is Daddy mad? Am I grounded?” Her questions tumbled out in one long, high-pitched stream of worry.

“We’re going straight home to Mom and Dad. It’s going to be a big surprise.” Mort set her down, kneeling to her level and holding her shoulders with each hand. “You gave us a scare, little one. I’m sure your folks will have a few things to say. But I wouldn’t worry about that now. We’re all glad you’re home.”

Hadley fell into him, a bundle of tears and hugs. “I’m glad too, Papa. I’m sorry. I missed everybody. Even Hayden.”

Mort rocked her and looked up, searching the mingling crowds for Lydia. He caught sight of her standing ten feet away, watching the reunion. He held out one arm, motioning her to come over.

She shook her head.

He waved her over again. He had to find a thousand ways to express his gratitude to the woman who had risked so much to bring Hadley home.

Lydia raised her right arm and gave a brief wave. Then she turned and walked away. His eyes followed her until she disappeared into the bustling throng making their way to the main terminal.

Mort pulled Hadley back from his chest. “Are you all right?”

The little girl’s nose crinkled. “I’m scared about what’s going to happen when we get home.” Her voice was contrite and soft. “I’m in it big, huh, Papa?”

“Are you hurt in any way? Are you sick?”

Hadley shook her shoulders free of her grandfather’s grip. “Did Aunt Allie tell you about the cake? Okay. Maybe I ate too much. But I didn’t get sick! I was on the adventure! I should be allowed to eat as much cake as I want on an adventure, right, Papa? Besides, Aunt Allie’s the grown-up. I’m just a kid. She coulda stopped me. Maybe you should be yellin’ at her.”

Mort shoved his relief and concern aside long enough to give Hadley an objective look. He saw tanned and smooth skin. A head full of ringlets a shade or two blonder than when she had disappeared. She wore a blue cotton sundress and white jacket he’d never seen before. He ran his hand over the material, certain the quality fabric was much more expensive than level-headed Claire would ever spend on a still-growing girl. Mort tugged on the small leather purse attached to a strap Hadley wore across her little body.

“Looks like you and Aunt Allie went shopping.”

Hadley grinned for the first time since landing. “Every single day. And presents would show up without me even thinking about it. Aunt Allie says when I’m with her I’m the princess. Anything I want.” She opened the clasp of her purse and pulled out two neatly folded hundred-dollar bills. “You ever see anything like this? Aunt Allie says one’s for me and one’s for Hayden. I bet even Mommy and Daddy never saw so much money in all their old lives.”

Mort coughed the choke in his throat free. “Sounds like you had a good time.”

Hadley nodded. “But I missed you. I missed everybody. When Sheila came, I was ready to come home.”

“Sheila?”

“That nice lady.” Hadley turned to look. “Where’d she go? Aunt Allie said she was your friend. That you sent her to be with me on the plane. I coulda come home on my own, you know. I’m not a baby, Papa. Alls you hafta do when you fly on a plane is sit there and not get bored. Where’s Sheila?”

Mort stood, making sure his hand never lost contact with Hadley. “She had work to do, I guess. Did you two enjoy the flight?”

Hadley nodded. “She’s nice. We played hangman. I beat her once. My word was ‘homework.’ She only got the E and Os. I got her good.”

A wave of blessed normalcy swept over Mort, dousing him with relief and hope. “C’mon. We’ll call Mom and Dad from the car. This will be the best surprise ever. And there’s a little girl who looks just like you who’s going to be so happy to see you.”

“Aunt Allie said Hayden and I could come visit anytime we wanted. I bet Hayden would eat just as much cake as I did. She’ll tell you she wouldn’t, but when she took a bite she’d eat just as much as me. Don’t you believe anything else.” Hadley paused. “I wish Aunt Allie could come back too. I miss her already. She told me to tell you hello.”

His wave of bliss receded.

“Did Aunt Allie say anything else?”

“Oh, yeah. I’m supposed to say you’re gonna hear from her real soon.” Hadley fished in her purse again, this time pulling out two luggage claim checks. She waved them up at Mort. “Wait till you see what’s in these things! You can’t believe the things Aunt Allie does!”


Chapter 15

Seattle

“What the hell are you doing here?” Jim DeVilla walked into Mort’s office. Bruiser trotted past him to offer a furry paw before burrowing his enormous head into Mort’s lap, begging for a neck scratch. “Get your ass home. Word on the street is you’ve got celebrating to do.”

“It was quite the day yesterday, no doubt. But probably not the celebration you’d think.” Mort stopped scratching the German shepherd’s neck and leaned back in his chair. “When I got Hadley back home it was all hugs, giggles, and tears. Robbie, Claire, Hayden, and Hadley…You couldn’t tell where one stopped and the other started. Just one multilimbed pile of Grants.”

“My money says you were in that scrum too.” Jim sat on the sofa on the far side of the office. Bruiser settled in at his master’s feet. “Thanks for calling with the good news. This whole precinct was holding its breath.”

“I appreciate that. More than I can say.”

“I still don’t know why you’re here. Shouldn’t it be pancakes and ice cream for you guys? Air the place out, maybe burn some sage once the FBI vacated the premises?”

Mort shook his head. Yesterday two agents had met him in Robbie’s driveway the moment he pulled in with Hadley. He had spoken with them on the drive down from the airport, assuring them Hadley was safe and in no need of medical attention. He knew better than to hope they might be gone by the time he delivered his granddaughter home. But they were respectful enough to leave quickly. Mort had heard the warning in Tim Garrison’s voice when he promised to meet with Mort after the family had its time together. Garrison was a seasoned agent. He’d dig until he found out everything about Hadley’s abrupt return. Hadley would tell him about “Sheila,” Papa’s friend who had escorted her home from Aunt Allie’s. Mort needed a story.

One that kept the FBI far away from Lydia Corriger.

“I don’t know what Robbie and Claire have planned for today. About an hour after I got to Robbie’s we all crashed. I guess day after day of little sleep, not to mention all the stress of not knowing if or when we’d see Hadley again, got to us. Claire took the girls up to their bedroom. All three of ’em in the king-sized bed. They were asleep in minutes. Robbie and I chatted a bit.”

“About how to track down his sister and strangle her with his bare hands?”

Jim wasn’t far off. His son’s rage had oozed from his every pore. Mort had felt the heat of Robbie’s anger…almost smelled it as he swore Allie would never get anywhere near his family again. But Robbie’s fatigue had made him vulnerable to Mort’s attempt at reason. Hadley was home. She was safe. Allie had done a terrible thing. No one was discounting that. But any impulsive reaction would only stoke her fury. He had convinced Robbie the best thing to do was rest. Let things return to normal. Then he, Robbie, and Claire, together as a family, would design a plan to keep everyone safe.

Safe from my own daughter. Mort rubbed a hand over his eyes, wishing he could erase the agony of knowing it was his and Edie’s own child who posed the threat.

“Something like that,” Mort said. “After he settled down, I left and went back to the houseboat. Slept like I was dead. Checked in with them this morning. They’re keeping the girls home from school for the rest of the week. Robbie suggested Claire and the girls get out of town for a few days, but Claire won out. She wants everyone under one roof.”

“Makes sense. So, what, you got nothing better to do than come back to work?”

Mort surveyed his office. He’d been chief of detectives for more than ten years. How many conversations about ballistics, blood splatters, alibis, and motives had these four gray walls heard? How many cartons of take-out had they seen during long nights trying to catch a break in a case? This office was the place he had come to two days after Edie dropped dead while making him a spaghetti dinner. This was where he had stood and watched Charlotte Conklin, the woman who had come closest to filling the space Edie had left, walk down the hall and out of his life. As on so many other dark days in his life, he had been able to turn his attention back to the job and pull himself through.

“Bring me up to speed on the kid’s murder. Name’s Jackson, as I recall. Twelve years old, was it?”

“That’s right. Benji Jackson. Folks called him Banjo.” Jim gave Mort a long stare, as if appraising his state of mind. Mort held it until he was sure his friend could see work was exactly what he needed.

Jim stood. “Tell you what. Let me go get Micki. Grab yourself a cup of coffee. We’ll meet back here in twenty minutes. How’s that?”

—

Forty-five minutes later Mort stood looking at the whiteboard mounted on his office wall. “So Banjo Jackson is walking down the street. Shots are fired. A car speeds away. Make or model?”

“We’ve got witnesses.” Micki Petty didn’t need to check her notes. “Two women standing across the street from where Banjo was shot. One said the shots came from a burgundy sedan; the other swore it was a black SUV. Nothing more specific. Neither got anything from the license plate. Neither saw enough of the shooter to be sure about gender or race. One of them did say maybe she saw a gloved hand reaching out the window.”

“And the guy these two saw bending over Banjo’s body?”

“Both describe a male,” Micki said. “One says it was a black guy. Other says she thinks he might have been Puerto Rican.”

Mort shuffled through photographs taken at the scene. He pulled one, a close-up of Benji Jackson, aka Banjo, lying in a pool of blood. Mort stared at it. Even death couldn’t hide the soft smoothness of young skin. He could have been sleeping. Maybe dreaming. Waiting for the smell of breakfast to wake him up.

An image from yesterday came to him. His twin granddaughters, curled in exhausted slumber alongside their sleeping mother. They had looked so safe. So protected. The boy they called Banjo looked just like that in the photographs.

But this boy would never wake up.

Mort taped the photo on the wall next to the whiteboard. “What do we know about Banjo?”

“Good kid from what we can tell.” Micki flipped through her notepad. “Between me and my team, we spoke to at least thirty people who knew him. Teachers, friends, neighbors. Nobody’s got anything bad to say. Grades were above average; teachers say he was capable of doing better.”

“Just once I’d like to hear some teacher somewhere tell some kid he’s peaked,” Jim commented.

Micki ignored him. “Banjo was the star of the basketball team. Coach says he spent hours in the gym, practicing his shots.”

“In elementary school?” Mort asked. “Isn’t that a little intense for sixth grade?”

“Not where Banjo comes from,” Jim answered. “Sports are the way out of the hood. One, anyway. Banjo’s mother died a couple of years back. Dad’s a straight arrow, loves his sons but has his hands full keeping food on the table. Micki and I met with the family. Dad was more than happy to have his kid in any after-school program he could find to keep him off the streets. Basketball fit Banjo. According to people who knew him, he was the real deal. Natural athlete.”

“You said sons. Banjo had a brother?”

“Bayonne Jackson,” Micki answered. “Twenty-two years old. Goes by the street name Three Pop.”

“And that isn’t because he’s money from behind the arc,” Jimmy added. “Bayonne chose the other way out from the grime of the hood. Guy’s a thug from the go. Been lucky enough—or protected enough—not to have spent any major time in prison. We grab him, but it’s been strictly catch and release in the past two years. After Micki and I met with Banjo’s family, I met up with Lincoln Lane.”

“The department’s gang specialist?” Mort asked.

“That’s the guy,” Jimmy said. “Three Pop’s a major player in the Pico Underground. Lane tells me the gang started in California back in the sixties. Been operating here in Seattle since the mideighties. Drugs mostly. Some prostitution. Got a couple of nightclubs set up for laundering their money. Not the biggest threat in gangland, but no chump, either. Three Pop’s been on Lane’s radar for a few years. Here in Seattle the Picos are led by Antwan Nevers, aka Spice. Three Pop’s his number two.”

Mort frowned. “Does Lane think Banjo’s death is linked to gang activity?”

Jim shook his head. “Not directly. Kid was squeaky clean. No involvement with his brother’s posse at all. Says it was probably some wannabe gangster making his name. Lincoln says it could have been anybody catching those bullets.” Jim paused. “But that doesn’t mean the Picos aren’t going to make it their business.”

“Meaning?” Mort asked.

“When Three Pop and his father came by to meet, I noticed a couple of tats on Three Pop’s cheek. Teardrops. I figure one’s for his mother. She died of cancer. That tat’s gonna remain an outline forever. The second teardrop was fresh. For his little brother.”

“A gangster has a loss, he outlines a teardrop,” Micki explained. “One for every loved one lost.”

“Once a death is avenged, the teardrop gets filled in,” Jim added. “I’m betting all I got Three Pop and his gang are going out looking for whoever took out Banjo.”

Mort looked again at the photo of his young murder victim. “These Picos…They have any natural predators in the area?”

“They do indeed,” Jim said. “Like I told you, Pico Underground’s been operating here since the mideighties. Small operation, but things are working out for them. According to Lane, some disagreements inside the gang reared up a while back. You know how it is; there’s always gonna be some people who never have enough. People who think more money, more drugs, more crime, that’s the way to go. One thing leads to another and a civil war breaks out. Picos split down the middle. One side wants to keep the status quo, the other wants to expand the criminal enterprise. Things got pretty bloody. Hatred runs deep to this day. To minimize the body count, the group agreed to split in two. Each with its own area.”

“This second gang have a name?” Mort asked.

“They’re called the 97s,” Micki answered. “Named for the year of the breakup.” She pulled a city map out of her bag, walked to the whiteboard, and taped it to the wall. “Lane gave Jim the boundaries of each gang’s turf. I marked the Pico Underground’s area in red. That’s their colors. The 97s use blue to identify themselves.” She pointed to an area on the map highlighted in that color. “This is their territory.”

Mort saw a whole lot of his city delineated by one color or the other. “And the areas not covered?”

“Depends,” Micki replied. “There’s any number of start-up gangs claiming turf. Usually they spring up along ethnic lines. Lane says they’re kept under control by either the Picos or the 97s. Long as they stay small and don’t cut into anybody’s profits, they’re tolerated. But if any of the smaller gangs got the idea to grow, Picos or 97s would shut them down. It’s likely one of those gunned down Benji.”

Mort walked over to the map. He pointed to the spot where Benji had died. “This street doesn’t have a color.”

“Think of it as a DMZ,” Jim said. “A buffer between the two turfs. There’s a whole lot of restaurants and shops in that four-block area. That brings in tourists, and gangs don’t like tourists. Lane says there are pockets like that all over the city. Places neither gang has been able to establish control.”

“Why was Benji there that day?” Mort asked.

“Field trip with his church.” Micki flipped through her notebook. “According to his father, his pastor, and a few others, Benji was part of a youth group where members earned volunteer hours doing odd jobs at houses of elderly or disabled people who couldn’t afford to have the work done any other way. Benji spent a couple of hours doing fall cleanup in the garden of Mrs. June Rillets. A few others from his church were working at other people’s homes. Everybody was due to meet back at the church van by four o’clock. Benji was headed there when he was killed.”

You never know, do you? Mort wondered. You wake up and head off on your day. You got it all planned. Do a good deed in the name of the church, then head back for a game of basketball with your buddies. Except a bullet comes crashing into you and the next thing is, you’re dead.

“And Lane’s sure this isn’t 97 or Pico related?” Mort asked. “What if this Three Pop goon did something to piss off a 97? Or maybe somebody wanted to send a message.”

“Lane says he can’t figure someone going after the kid. If anybody had a beef with Three Pop, they’d take it straight to him.”

“Lane says that minimizes police involvement,” Micki added. “Nobody cares much if one gangbanger takes out another. But once a civilian gets popped? My guess is Benji was a wrong-place-wrong-time kind of thing. Random.”

“Either that,” Jim said, “or there’s more to this Banjo kid than we’re being told.”

“C’mon,” Mort said, “the kid was twelve.”

Jim stood. Bruiser scrambled to his feet and waited for his master to give him direction. “Do yourself a favor, Mort. Talk to Lane. You’d be surprised what some twelve-year-olds are up to. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a consult with the Tukwila PD. You get any ideas of what you want me to do next on Benji’s case, let me know. Till something new turns up, I’m afraid Benji’s case is in limbo.”

Mort looked again at the photograph of the young dead boy.

I’ll find who killed you, son. I promise.

“You need me for anything more?” Micki asked.

Mort turned to face his two colleagues and the giant dog. “No. Let me go through Benji’s case files. I’ll let you know what I need.” He called Bruiser over for a goodbye ear scratch. “What’s doing in Tukwila?” he asked Jim.

Jim DeVilla rocked on his heels and smiled. “That’s the thing about this job, Mort. Every day it’s something fun and new from the land of murderous mayhem.”

“Fill me in. I could use a laugh.”

When Jim finished explaining what the boys in Tukwila had in their laps, laughing was the last activity on Mort’s mind.



Chapter 16


Seattle


“So this guy here decides he’s not done.” J-Fox had everyone in D’Loco’s Escalade laughing. Everyone except Kashawn. He liked making D’Loco smile, but Kashawn didn’t like being the reason J-Fox, D’Loco, and Big Cheeks were laughing so loud. “Even though he be driving around that parking lot for two hours. Two hours! Brother here tells me he needin’ to do more. I explain to the boy I got better things to do than watch his sorry ass do forward and reverse all damn day, but he say no.”


“I bet he get that look on his face, too.” Big Cheeks was riding shotgun, but from Kashawn’s seat behind the driver, he could see him scrunching his fat face, imitating Kashawn. “That boy has a look of determination when his mind sets to. You ever seen it?”


J-Fox leaned back against the driver seat, arms straight out on the steering wheel. “Ever? Brother, I see it in my sleep! Green K get so focused. Like this.” Now it was J-Fox making a face. “Like little brother here got a six-pound turd wantin’ to come out but it all stuck crosswise in his ass.”


D’Loco let out a yelp at that one, slapping his hand against J-Fox’s headrest and doubling over in laughter.


“Y’all stop your laughin’ when I walk outta that DMV with my license.” Kashawn tried to sound tougher than he felt. “Then I’ma see who’s the best driver. We all gonna see that.”


The three of them whooped at the challenge.


“You gonna outdrive me, Green K?” J-Fox asked. “Me driving D’Loco around all these times and you wantin’ to take me on?”


D’Loco reached out and laid a hand on Kashawn’s shoulder. He hadn’t been a 97 long, yet already the seating arrangement was set when D’Loco needed to roll. J-Fox drove. Shotgun changed depending on D’Loco’s mission. But in the backseat it had become standard for Kashawn to sit with D’Loco. Kashawn loved being there behind J-Fox. Rolling with D’Loco was an honor.


“I’ma set it up,” D’Loco said. “Maybe get a film crew, some shit like that. We have our own 97 road rally, how’s that?” D’Loco patted Kashawn on the back and smiled. “And I’ma tell you what. I’ma lay ten large on my man Green K here. This brother say he gonna do something, shee-it, it get done. Ain’t that right, Green K?”


Kashawn grinned and nodded. Any irritation or embarrassment at the group’s teasing disappeared. D’Loco believed in him. “Ask J-Fox about my parking.”


“I give it to the boy,” J-Fox said. “Brother’s a natural. Zip, zap, zooey. He park that car like nobody’s business.” J-Fox caught Kashawn’s eye in the rearview mirror. “We just funnin’ with you, boy. You all right. But damn, when a brother says leave it be, leave it be.” He paused for dramatic effect. “Two hours!”


The laughter started again. This time Kashawn joined in. They drove down Orchard Avenue. D’Loco was on what he called a “roll-by.” Every couple of days he loaded a posse in his Escalade, cranked up the hip-hop loud enough folks could hear him coming two blocks away, and patrolled his turf. D’Loco had explained it was important people never forget he was there.


“Peasants need to see their king,” D’Loco had told him. “Remind ’em I’m always watchin’. Keep their toes to the line.”


Kashawn’s days were full now. He woke up early every morning. Sometimes he lay in his bed for five, maybe ten minutes, looking around his room. His room. Nobody came in without knocking. Nobody messed with his stuff. Kashawn liked to notice each new thing he’d brought in to make his space better. There was his sound system, sitting on top of a chest of drawers he’d gotten three days before. Paid cash at a store that sold nothing but furniture. Brand-new. Woman who helped him called it a bureau. He had to force himself to put away the new clothes he purchased. He couldn’t see them when they were in the drawers.


Kashawn would look at each new addition, marveling at his new home, planning his next purchase. When his bladder was screaming for release, he’d throw the covers back and sprint into a bathroom he shared with no one. Despite the fact D’Loco had ladies who came in to clean, Kashawn always wiped the toothpaste out of the sink. Always put his towel in the hamper. And he took the Comet and the brush to the toilet every time he used it.


Then he’d head down to breakfast. There was no telling how many of his brothers would be there. Sometimes it was just the six 97s D’Loco let live in the clubhouse. Other times there were as many as twenty people gathered in the main rooms. Kashawn ate his eggs and bacon, or his cereal and juice, or his pancakes and sausages. Whatever the brother assigned cooking duties that morning had to offer. Coffee by the gallon if he wanted it. Toast with real butter. One time he even had something he didn’t know what the hell it was. His brothers jeered and explained it was an omelet.


Tasted like scrambled eggs to him.


Kashawn always listened as he ate. Brothers would talk about news from the street. How business was doing. What plans were coming up. What they thought those damn Picos were up to. He would get uneasy whenever one of his brothers slapped him on the shoulder.


“Green K here,” they’d say, “he know what to do, he see a Pico. Ain’t that right, K?”


Kashawn would force a smile, nod, and shove another piece of buttery toast down his throat, hoping to calm the sour feeling in his stomach.


He rode his bike to shadow Turk as he learned all that was involved with running his own corner. Whenever he could, he practiced driving with J-Fox. He knew he would be more valuable to D’Loco once he had his license. A couple of times one of the brothers sent him on an errand. He was always happy to oblige, so long as D’Loco didn’t need him for anything.


Then D’Loco would show up. Kashawn still got a flutter deep inside him when his leader walked into the clubhouse, greeting each of the brothers by name, stopping every step or two to bend down and whisper in someone’s ear or to grab someone by the neck and tease him about the woman D’Loco had seen him with.


Kashawn was happiest when D’Loco pointed toward him and said, “Let’s roll.” There hadn’t been anything again like that night with Ax Man, and Kashawn had convinced himself that kind of business was over. Now it was just riding alongside the leader of the 97s. Feeling the people’s respect. Whenever D’Loco wanted him in the car, it was Kashawn’s ticket to heaven.


He kept an eye open for LaTonya during the roll-bys. Especially when they traveled past the high school. He saw her once. LaTonya had a certain style about her. Wearing dresses that covered her up good and the kind of shoes she could walk steady in, never wobbling like the girls who wore those stacked heels. Hugging her books against her like they were precious jewels. He lowered the window, but she never looked his way.


Maybe he’d see her again today.


Kashawn didn’t like today’s ride. He wished they’d turn. Orchard Avenue was in the no-man’s zone. Any right could take them three blocks up and put them back in 97 territory. Orchard was filled with traffic. People used this corridor to get from one end of the city to the other. If anybody on Orchard stopped to look at the Escalade, he figured it would be to pass judgment on whatever punk ass was blasting the music so loud. Nobody on Orchard had a clue who was riding in the back. Nobody gave the respect D’Loco deserved.


“Where we off to, anyway?” Kashawn asked.


J-Fox caught his eye again in the rearview. This time his look was stern. “We want you to know, we tell you.”


Kashawn glanced toward D’Loco, hoping he hadn’t offended his leader. But D’Loco seemed unconcerned. His eyes were glued to the passing scenery, as if he was looking for something.


“Lotsa folks come and go down Orchard,” D’Loco said. “It’s eleven in the morning and we still catching traffic.”


“Like I told you,” Big Cheeks said, “since construction fuckin’ up the north-south, lots of people traveling this way. Most of ’em white, too. I got a gal works down city hall. Filing building permits and such. She tell me two restaurants and three bars getting built right along here.”


“Mm-hmm.” D’Loco kept his eyes on the area. “I see that sign there. Vacant lot.”


“That’s the one I’m talkin’ about.” Big Cheeks turned toward the backseat. “Really two lots. Right on the corner. Folks could come in either street.”


“Why no one else bought it yet?” D’Loco asked.


“My lady tells me she hear the city was plannin’ on buyin’ it. Makin’ it some kind of park or some such.”


Kashawn thought about the territory he was about to take over from Turk. It was in an abandoned warehouse area, with plenty of run-down rentals housing customers within walking distance. Was D’Loco thinking about using the park as a new place to sell drugs? Right here on Orchard, with all this traffic?


“What’s goin’ on now?” D’Loco asked.


“She say the city lettin’ it go. No money in the budget or some shit like that. She say a couple of big guys looking to post some plans, but her boss say the mayor want minority folk come in and buy it. That’s good press for her.”


“Uh-huh.” D’Loco kept staring. “And you want to what now?”


Big Cheeks waved a hand. “Look at these cars. Think about all them white folk going to those new restaurants and bars. You know how it goes. Once they get hold of a place, the whole thing turns. In two years, maybe three, this place gonna be ass deep in sidewalk tables and dessert joints. And all them cars gonna need a place to park. You think some Becky’s gonna hoof it six blocks just to go to dinner? We build us a parking garage. Cost a pretty penny, to be sure. But once it up, there’s nothing to keepin’ it goin’. Pure concrete, baby. No wear, no tear. Zero upkeep. I did some checkin’.”


“Looky here,” J-Fox said. “We got ourselves a black Donald Trump.”


“Let him talk,” D’Loco said.


Big Cheeks tossed a glance toward J-Fox before continuing. “Parking downtown get fifteen an hour for every stall. You figure with what’s goin’ on round here, restaurants and them fancy boutiques the ladies love, figure each car’s gonna be here three hours minimum. The stores keep the stalls filled during daylight. Nighttime come and the bars and restaurants fill ’em up. If we build a five-hundred-stall garage, keep it full fifteen hours a day, seven days a week, that’s over a hundred and ten thousand dollars a day. A day!”


Kashawn leaned back against his seat. D’Loco offered him 15 percent of every dollar he brought in from his new territory. Did Big Cheeks make that same cut? His mind couldn’t calculate it exactly, but he knew any piece of a hundred large a day would be something to stop and make a man think.


“Uh-huh,” D’Loco said. “And you supposin’…what? We just walk our black asses up and the city’s gonna sell it to the 97s?”


“I got that covered.” Big Cheeks always seemed to have everything all thought out. “I got me a guy. Owns a couple of dry cleaner shops in town. Doin’ okay. He’s a head guy with that outfit always trying to make things right for the kids. Men Helping Brothers or something like that.”


“I know that outfit. Go on.”


Big Cheeks grinned. “Turns out my guy interested in kids for more reasons than keepin’ ’em from droppin’ outta school. He like his ladies on the young side. I hook him up. He satisfied. But I take my insurance. Figure a respectable dude like that might come in handy someday. I take some pictures. He don’t know it, of course. Get the girls in on it. Capture a moment or two he won’t want the wife or city council to see.”


D’Loco nodded. “And this respectable black guy gonna be our front? He put together some sort of crew?”


“That’s it,” Big Cheeks said. “He and his are the face. We’re the wallet. Get us a legit source of money comin’ day in, day out.”


“And what if all them white folk don’t take to parking their cars in our garage?” J-Fox asked.


D’Loco smiled at Big Cheeks. “Don’t matter if one stall get filled, J-Fox. We build that garage, we got a big concrete washing machine, make our street money nice and clean. You done good, my man. What you need?”


“Gonna have to bring in the suits. Once I show my guy the pictures, he on board. He gonna need to get close to some lawyers. And some of them people who draw those things up.”


“Architects,” Kashawn said. “Architects and engineers. The architects draw. Engineers tell you if it’s gonna work.”


D’Loco leaned against the window. “Ooh-wee. Boy, there’s no stoppin’ what good you do for the brotherhood, is there? Where you learn about all that?”


Kashawn couldn’t tell him it came from hours spent in the library, reading whatever book or magazine caught his eye. Anything to keep from going back to those foster homes.


“I pick things up. Never know when a man might need to know somethin’.”


D’Loco smiled. “You make me proud, son.”


Kashawn figured he was supposed to say something, but in that moment it was all he could do to breathe. J-Fox spared him from humiliating himself.


“All eyes, all eyes.” J-Fox turned off the sound system. “Three cars up. My side.”


Kashawn glanced ahead. Another SUV. Black like D’Loco’s Escalade. Tinted windows dark as the law allowed. Hip-hop music blasting a sonic roar over the Orchard Avenue traffic.


“Right-hand bumper,” J-Fox said. “Check it.”


Kashawn zeroed in. A decal. About the size of a man’s hand. An outline of the state of California. Solid red.


Pico Underground.


J-Fox, Big Cheeks, and D’Loco freed their guns and laid them in their laps. Kashawn overrode his pounding heart and pulled his own piece from his jacket pocket.


“I’ma pull up.” J-Fox powered down all the windows in the Escalade. “Green K, it’s on you. You got the angle.”


Kashawn turned his nervous eyes to D’Loco.


“J-Fox will pull up slow,” D’Loco instructed. “When they make us—”


“Already have,” J-Fox interrupted. “They got windows down.”


“We ready, then,” D’Loco continued. “Green K, keep your eyes on the man riding shotgun. We don’t want no daylight trouble in this kind of traffic, but if they feelin’ froggy we’re gonna jump. You watch him. If he reaches down or leans forward, you take your shot.”


“But…” But what if he’s reaching for a soda? Kashawn thought.


“No buts, boy. He make a move, you pop him. J-Fox will take off. Then you aim for their front window. Just keep firing until you’re out of lead. Like I said, we don’t want no trouble. But if those Picos are crazy enough to ask us to dance, we got ’em.” D’Loco offered him a reassuring smile. “ ’Sides. This is old shit for you, right? You took down that Pico in the light of day. This here ain’t nothin’ you ain’t done before.”


Kashawn hoped D’Loco didn’t see his shaking hand. He swallowed hard and nodded. Then he riveted his gaze on the Pico SUV. It was held in place by cars making left-hand turns. D’Loco’s Escalade rolled forward. Kashawn’s breath was short and shallow by the time the two cars were side by side.


There was no one in the backseat. Kashawn kept his focus on the Pico riding shotgun. The Pico stared back at him. He knew Kashawn would be the shooter. The Pico looked to be just a couple of years older than Kashawn.


Did you get a room like I did? He pushed that thought out of his mind and focused on the Pico’s shoulders.


Don’t move. Please. Stay frozen where you are.


Kashawn was no stranger to negative emotions. He’d seen frustration in the eyes of his teachers. Anger in the faces of social workers. Punishing rage pouring out of more than one foster parent. But none of those experiences prepared him for the slow-motion gaze of the Pico. Kashawn stared into pure animal hatred. It was the face of a creature bent on a single mission: to destroy the thing it was looking at.


Please don’t move. Kashawn’s finger shivered against the trigger.


No one spoke. Kashawn could no longer hear the booming music. It was drowned out by the deafening roar of his own heartbeat pounding a rhythm of panic deep inside his skull. He kept his eyes locked on the Pico’s shoulders.


Please don’t move.


Their Escalade glided forward. Kashawn swiveled in his seat, his eyes still on his target as J-Fox cleared the intersection.


“Hot damn!” J-Fox raised the car windows. “Fuckin’ Picos knew better! They knew we had ’em! Whew! That was some shit right there.”


Kashawn allowed himself to breathe. He settled back into his seat, looking forward. It took a few moments before he stole a glance toward D’Loco. His leader’s face was a warrior’s stony mask.


D’Loco gave him one brief nod.


“Count me good for a hundred large, Big Cheeks,” D’Loco said. “Go hire yourself some suits.”


Chapter 17

Seattle

“How is it our paths don’t cross more often?” Mort asked the African American man sitting behind a gray metal desk held over from the Eisenhower administration. “From what you’re telling me there’s enough homicide generated by these gangs that at the very least we should be drinking buddies.”

Lincoln Lane chuckled. “Could be a couple of reasons, I guess. Maybe the department likes to save the grand and noble Mort Grant for high-profile murders.” He ran a hand across his close-cropped black hair. “Short brothers like me don’t look too regal standing next to the mayor or the chief. If they’re smart, they’ll get a good-lookin’ dandy such as yourself to address the press when the city’s been saved from yet another killer.”

Mort liked the flattened consonants he heard when Lincoln Lane spoke. While he had never shared a case with the department’s gang specialist, they had attended several meetings together over the years. Mort knew a bit of his background. Lincoln Lyndon Lane was born on Chicago’s south side. His father moved the family to Seattle before Lincoln started kindergarten. Lincoln’s dad found work at the Boeing plant and his mother added to the family’s income by working as a nursing assistant. Lincoln and his younger brother, Franklin, also a Seattle cop, were products of local public schools, but neither had been able to escape the heartland accent they heard at home.

“My own money’s on my second explanation.” Lane’s teasing grin wore a twinkle.

“Which is?” Mort asked.

“That my shop is so damned good at what we do, once a banger commits the ultimate sin, me and mine are in no need of assistance from Mr. Fancy Chief of Homicide.”

Mort made a show of looking down at the khakis, blue cotton shirt, and navy sport coat he wore. He was just as obvious in giving Lincoln’s blue jeans, sneakers, and University of Washington sweatshirt the once-over. “You may be on to something there, buddy. Never thought of myself as fancy, but as I see the…What is that stain there? Coffee? Mud?”

Lincoln pulled the front of his sweatshirt away from his chest and inspected. “I believe, Detective Grant, you’re staring at the sainted mixture of barbecue sauce and five-dollar whiskey. Anointed upon me the moment the Huskies kicked a last-minute field goal from fifty-six yards to beat the bastards of USC last Saturday afternoon. The boys play Oregon State next, and I have no intention of taking off this garment until those bastards are crying all the way back to the land where beavers roam.”

“And after that win, you’ll wear your lucky shirt for another week? It’s early in the season. Things could get pretty ripe by Thanksgiving.”

Lincoln smoothed a hand down his flat belly. “A fan does as he must.”

Mort smiled. Not only at Lincoln’s commitment to the Huskies but at the memory of Edie’s own superstitions. Whenever her beloved team played, Edie made him hoist the purple flag exactly sixty minutes before kickoff while she sang the school’s fight song from the porch. She was convinced her ritual was the reason for every win.

“Jimmy and Micki have already paid me a visit.” Lincoln’s tone lost its playfulness. “The kid killed a few days back.”

“Benji Jackson. Folks called him Banjo. Twelve years old.”

Lincoln lowered his gaze and shook his head. “These streets are getting meaner every year.”

“Jim and Mick tell me you don’t think it’s related to the Picos or the 97s. Help me understand that, given what you told them about Banjo’s brother.”

Lincoln Lane locked eyes as brown as buckeyes on Mort. “There’s a lot of folks might tell you they don’t understand how I’ve climbed so high in the department. What with me lacking the college credentials of most squad leaders. But you can survey every officer from the Canadian border to the Columbia River and they’ll tell you there’s no one who knows the goings-on with this street filth better than Lincoln Lane. When I say the best place to hunt for Banjo’s killer is away from the posses riding this town, you can count that as gospel. This killing has nothing to do with the 97s and the Pico Underground. Doesn’t matter who the boy’s brother is.”

“You mind telling me what you base that on?”

“These bangers are animals. Guarded. Predatory. Ready to kill without giving a second thought to what comes next. They might wrap it up in some romantic bullshit about territory or honor, but they keep their bad blood between themselves. Killing’s a tool with these buggers. The only way Banjo’s death is tied to the Picos or the 97s is if he’s involved with their shit himself. And like I said, I know who’s who and what’s what. Bayonne Jackson, aka Three Pop, kept his little brother far away from Pico activity. Kid was pure as snow, far as anyone can tell. This is the doing of some freelance punk looking to make a name. That’s why my team didn’t raise its hand when the killing went down. You can have it. Not that it’s going to do much for your numbers.”

“Meaning?”

“Look, I’m so sick of what goes on in these gangs it’s about to make me rethink my brother-in-law’s offer to join his Amway pyramid. We can’t stop it. These kids have no hope. No way out of the stench and the ugliness and the death walking the streets of their hood. Kids are raising themselves, doing the best they can to get food in their bellies before Mom or Dad give the welfare check to the dealer on the corner. Schools are war zones. Nobody’s learning a blessed thing. Churches are boarded up. All most of these kids know is hooking up with the gang. They want protection. And if the 97s or the Picos don’t want ’em, they’re so desperate and scared they’ll try to stand alone. Grab themselves a gun or a knife and go on the prowl. Growling and slicing and shooting just so somebody will think twice before messing with them. That’s what you got going on here. Listen to me. Banjo got hit by some kid, maybe a couple of them, who couldn’t make the jump into an established gang. Maybe they got drunk, maybe they got mad. I don’t know. Whatever the reason, they decided to get in the car and prove to the world they’re not afraid. Banjo paid the price. You get a make on the car?”

“Nothing reliable. Two witnesses. One saw a sedan, the other an SUV.”

Lincoln nodded. “And you can forget about any security cameras picking something up. Not in that area. The shooters just sped off, right? Probably scared shitless about what they just did. Maybe they’ll do it again, maybe they won’t. But I’m telling you, this is random. And my gut says whoever it is has slunk back into their hidey-hole. This case is going to go cold.”

“Not on my watch.”

“Bull fucking shit.” Lane’s cynicism sounded loud and clear. “Some white kid ODs in a dorm room or a society name gets himself offed? You and your team will get called off Banjo’s case faster than you can say, Sorry, kid. It’ll be just another inner-city youth fell victim to the streets. Isn’t it a shame? people will say. They’ll cluck and sigh how somebody ought to do something. Then it’ll be time for Dancing with the Stars and everyone will forget about little black Banjo.”

Mort took his time responding. He weighed the pessimism of Lincoln Lane against the man’s wealth of experience. Then he considered his own weariness at the state of the human condition. He knew how cruel one human being could be to another if they were scared enough. He also knew how indifferent otherwise good and caring people could be when trouble befell someone who didn’t look like them. Still, he didn’t want to believe Lane’s assessment of the case.

“Maybe it’s best my team take it, after all.” Mort stood and stepped to the door. “Mind if we check in with you from time to time to tap your expertise?”

Lane gave a salute. “Always eager to serve. But I’m telling you, you’re wasting time barking up any tree planted on Pico or 97 turf.”

Mort thanked him. “And I’ll be thinking about you on Saturday. Good luck against Oregon State.”

Lane’s broad smile returned in a heartbeat. “Now there’s something worth spending your time on, detective.”

—

It was midafternoon when Mort walked into the interview room to greet the person seated at the metal table in the center of the space. He had spent the time after leaving Lane rereading every report associated with the murder of Benji Jackson.

Then he had sent a car to pick up his guest.

“Thanks for coming in,” Mort said after introducing himself. “I know you and your dad have been here before, but I wanted to talk to you myself.”

Bayonne “Three Pop” Jackson was tall, built for speed and strength. Six foot two, two hundred pounds of sculpted muscle. He wore his hair in rows of tiny braids, tight against his skull, then falling free down to his shoulders. A rolled red bandanna was tied around his neck. His grim mask of disgust did little to hide his handsome features. Mort imagined the women swooned when Three Pop smiled. Two tattoos, outlined teardrops high on his right cheek, called attention to brown eyes, large and rimmed in the same long lashes Mort had noticed in Benji’s photos.

“I’m sure Detectives Petty and DeVilla offered you their condolences on your loss. I’ll add mine.”

Three Pop stared at him in silence.

“I understand you and Benji…What do you prefer I call your brother? Benji or Banjo?”

Three Pop gave no answer.

“I understand you and Benji were close. Weekly basketball games. Seen around town together, that sort of thing. Far as we can tell, Benji wasn’t in any trouble at school or with his friends. What do you know that’s not in the reports?”

Three Pop moved his gaze to the only window in the interrogation room. Mort shifted his focus.

“I’m told Benji was quite the hoopster. High school coaches already sizing him up. You must have been very proud.”

Three Pop sat as serene as a Zen monk.

Mort reached for a box on the floor. “These weren’t processed when you and your dad were here.” He slid the box across the table. “Benji’s belongings. Maybe you could deliver them to your father.”

Three Pop turned his attention to the box. He looked at it. Then he looked to Mort. “This everything?”

Mort nodded.

Three Pop laid a large hand on the top of the box. His countenance softened. Mort noticed the pulse in the vein running up his neck quicken.

“Would you like some time alone?”

Three Pop raised his eyes to the one-way mirror mounted in the wall of the interrogation room. He turned toward Mort with a questioning look.

“No one’s back there, Bayonne.” Mort kept his tone soft. “Look. I know who you are, and we’ve each got reason not to trust the other. But we’re on the same page here. I want to find who killed your brother. Point me in a direction, a place to start. You and your father deserve to know what happened. Benji deserves justice.”

Three Pop looked again at the box. He removed the lid and pulled out items, laying them on the table. First out was a pair of running shoes with socks tucked inside, larger than Mort would have thought possible for a twelve-year-old boy. A softness came to Three Pop’s face. Next out was a pair of jeans, faded and worn, and a white T-shirt, each stained with streaks of blood. Three Pop put a flat hand over the T-shirt, covering the dried lines of red.

Then a denim jacket. Three Pop took a sudden, sharp breath and blinked rapidly. He unfolded the bloodied garment. His fingers lingered over the ragged edge of the sliced-off sleeve. He lifted his eyes to Mort.

“It was like that,” Mort said. “When the police got there. Benji was wearing the jacket. One sleeve intact. The other cut. That mean anything to you?”

Three Pop draped the jacket over his lap and tilted the box toward him. The only thing left was a large plastic bag, departmental issue, zip-locked to hold Benji’s student ID card, two one-dollar bills, seventy-seven cents in change, and a folded and worn Kobe Bryant player’s card.

Three Pop’s face reverted back to a cold, stony mask. His jaw churned. He tossed the bag back into the box. Put back the shoes, T-shirt, jeans, and zip-locked bag too. Then he secured the lid, keeping only the denim jacket in his lap.

“Work with me, Three Pop. Tell me what you’re thinking.”

Three Pop wrapped himself in his silent stare. Mort waited several minutes, hoping something would loosen in the young man. Finally he pulled out his card and laid it on the table. “Don’t do anything stupid. Your father’s already lost one son.”

Three Pop stood. “We done here?”

When Mort nodded, Three Pop laid the denim jacket over the box containing his brother’s possessions and tucked the whole thing under his arm. He walked out the door without another word.

Leaving Mort’s card on the table.

Mort waited until Three Pop was on the elevator to leave the interrogation room. He crossed to the large bank of windows offering a view of the police station’s main entrance three stories below. Bayonne Jackson emerged a few minutes later, still resting Benji’s box between his hip and arm. Mort tracked him as he walked to a bench across from the parking area. Three Pop laid the box down, grabbed the denim jacket, and slid it on before walking toward his car.

It was a perfect fit.

—

Mort walked into the restaurant and glanced at the clock. Two minutes past seven. He was late. Lydia would have been there ten minutes earlier. She’d sounded relaxed when he called that morning, asking if they could meet. Mort was pleased she had offered to meet him at a Tacoma restaurant halfway between her office in Olympia and his place in Seattle. She waved him over from a corner booth.

“You catch any traffic?” He slid in across from her. The light was dim.

“Not too bad. My last patient left at five o’clock. I had plenty of time to finish my paperwork before driving up.” She wore a cashmere sweater a shade or two lighter than her blue eyes. Her auburn hair was pulled back, with a few strands drifting across her cheeks. “I was surprised to get your call. I assumed you’d want to spend at least a few days with Robbie and the girls before we got together. Everybody okay?” She handed him a menu. “I recommend the halibut.”

Mort brought her up to speed on what happened since she’d handed Hadley off to him at the airport. He paused only when the server came by to take their drink order. Scotch for him, merlot for her. When the waiter was well out of earshot, he continued.

“The FBI will have questions,” he said. “Nothing I can’t handle.”

“I appreciate that.”

“Hadley has nothing but glowing things to say about Sheila, the nice lady who brought her home from Aunt Allie’s.”

Lydia shrugged. “Seemed as good a name as any. Hadley’s a delight, by the way. Smart.”

“She bragged about beating you in hangman. I believe the word was ‘homework.’ ”

The server was back, depositing their drinks before describing the night’s special: a pork tenderloin glazed with maple syrup and served with whipped butternut squash and sautéed asparagus. Lydia told him it sounded delicious. Mort asked for a rib eye, medium rare, with garlic mashed potatoes. The waiter thanked them and left.

“I suppose you have questions,” Lydia said.

Mort took a sip of his scotch, puzzled. “You have no idea what you’ve done for me and my family, do you? Did you think that’s what tonight was about? A debriefing?”

Lydia looked suddenly uncomfortable.

“We have lots to talk about, sure. But first will you let me thank you? As insufficient as words are, will you let me try to tell you how grateful I am—we all are—for what you did?”

“Robbie and Claire don’t know?” A tinge of anxiety colored her tone.

“Of course not. I told them Sheila was someone I used to work with. They were both so thrilled to have Hadley home I could have told them Santa Claus flew her in on his sleigh and they would have thought it made perfect sense.”

“Again I have you lying for me.”

He wished he could reach across the table and put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. But Lydia didn’t welcome touch. Given what he knew of the pain she had suffered at the hands of others, he understood. Still, the urge to comfort her pulled at him.

“Look at me, Lydia.” He waited until her eyes were on his. “Thank you. From the depths of the love I have for my family. Thank you. Hadley is safe at home. You did what no one else could have done. You found my granddaughter and brought her home.”

Lydia glanced down, focusing her attention on her drink. Mort waited several moments, allowing her to regain her bearings after enduring the discomfort of his gratitude.

“How did it go with Allie?” he asked.

“I expected more resistance. She put up a bit of an argument, but I think she knew it wasn’t in her best interests to keep Hadley. A child made her vulnerable. I think she understood their time together couldn’t last, no matter what fantasy she may have had when she first took her.”

Mort flashed on the memory of another little girl. One he had seen in a videotape. Murdered at the instruction of his daughter. He shivered to think how Hadley’s inconvenience might have ended, had Lydia not found his granddaughter in time.

“How did she treat you?”

Lydia savored a long sip of her wine before answering. “My relationship with your daughter is complex.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

Again Lydia paused before responding. Mort wondered how terrible the interaction had been that she was being so careful with her words.

“I went to her prepared,” she finally said. “My goal was to bring Hadley back and I wasn’t going to let anyone stop me.”

“How did you find her? You said she wasn’t using any of her cards. How’d you track her?”

Lydia played with her wineglass. Mort felt no impatience. He knew she was protecting him from what his daughter had become.

“Do you remember Oliver Bane?”

Mort was confused by the change of topic. “The coffeehouse guy? Sure.”

“Yes. Former state’s attorney. Gentle heart.”

“You dating him again?”

Lydia shook her head. “No. Somehow Allie found out about my past relationship with Oliver. She was so…what? Angry? Enraged? Whatever she was when I refused to intercede with you on her behalf—”

“You mean when she wanted me to open my arms and welcome her back into the family. I hung the condition that she needed to turn herself in to the authorities before I’d do that.”

“Yes. Allie thinks I have influence with you. That I’ve replaced her in your life. When I told her I wouldn’t interfere with Grant family decisions, she became upset with me. Threatened that if I stood in her way, she would take from me what I wanted.”

“Are you saying Allie went after Oliver?”

Lydia nodded. “A few days before she took Hadley. She went to his coffee shop. Posed as someone new to town. Allie is a very beautiful woman.”

Mort felt his throat closing. “And well versed in using her charm to get what she wants.”

“She was able to seduce him and wasted no time letting me know it. Told me she could take anything I held dear. It was another threat to get me to do her bidding, I suppose.”

“But you held firm.” Mort’s eyes rested on Lydia’s cheek, focused on the faint outline of a bruise.

“My leads for tracking Allie had dried up. I visited Oliver, hoping Allie might have let something slip during her seduction. Oliver gave me a lead that panned out.”

“What kind of welcome did you receive?”

Again Lydia considered before answering. “She’s living well, if that’s your question. She’s well protected. She intervened when her bodyguards tried to stop me. She put up a willful argument but in the end handed Hadley over. Hadley appeared well cared for. Pampered. Those two suitcases were crammed with new clothes and toys, and we left much more behind. Hadley didn’t suffer while she was with her aunt.”

But what could have happened? Mort wondered. Allie’s a warlord. There’s a target on her back twenty-four/seven. Hadley could easily have been caught in the crossfire.

“How’d she leave it with you?” Mort asked. “She’s got to be angrier than ever that it was you who came for Hadley.”

Lydia raised confident eyes to meet his. “I can handle Allie. We’ve not seen the last of her. She wants her family.”

“And she sees you standing in the way of that.”

Lydia nodded.

What he wanted to say next was postponed when the server came back to the table, this time balancing a large tray on his shoulder. Lydia’s pork looked tasty, and Mort didn’t realize how hungry he was until the aroma of his sizzling steak drifted up from his plate. Lydia must have been just as famished. When the server left, they each spent time enjoying their meal. He felt his tension ease as their conversation focused only on how satisfying the food was. But when the plates were cleared and the waiter brought them each a cup of coffee, Mort returned to the other reason he had asked to meet with her.

“You remember Jim DeVilla?”

“Of course,” she said. “How’s Bruiser?”

“That pooch was born terrific and shows no sign of changing. Jim got a call from Tukwila PD this morning. They found a dead man in the trunk of a Mercedes. From the looks of things, the guy’s been dead close to ten days.”

Lydia set her coffee cup down and looked him in the eye.

“The Mercedes was registered to the Larchmont.” He held her gaze. “The place Allie stayed while she was here. She was registered under the name Edith Roberts. That’s the same guest the Larchmont’s manager rented the Mercedes to.”

Lydia had no response.

“Is he the guy who gave you those bruises?”

Lydia’s hand went to her chin reflexively.

“Did Allie send him to kill you?”

Lydia stayed silent.

“Tell me what my daughter did to you.” He waited, hoping his stare would convince her the subject wouldn’t be dropped until he had his answer.

Lydia glanced around the restaurant. They were in a corner booth in a near-empty room. Still, she leaned forward and lowered her voice.

“His name was Staz. I don’t have a last name. Allie sent him, yes. But not to kill me. To take me.”

“Take you? Where?”

Lydia shook her head. “I don’t know specifically. But I was to become her gift to some Middle Eastern associate. Allie promised I’d become his personal assassin.”

Mort’s stomach tightened at the thought of what else the associate might have wanted from Lydia. “And he hurt you.”

“I wasn’t about to go easily, if that’s what you mean. Actually, he did more damage to my house than he did to me.”

“I thought I smelled new construction when I was there.”

“I did what I needed to, Mort.” There was no remorse in her eyes. “And I removed the evidence so no one would connect Staz to you, me, or Allie.”

“But the Larchmont…”

“The Larchmont knows Edith Roberts. They know nothing about Allison Grant. Allie’s good, Mort. Trust me. She left no trace of herself. The authorities will never link Staz to her. No matter how good Jimmy is at directing the Tukwila PD.”

Mort hated the conflict he felt in his gut. Allie needed to be held to account for the death and destruction she left in her wake. But she was his daughter. He hated the part of him that was relieved the police wouldn’t be able to find her.

“This Staz, he was important to Allie?”

Lydia nodded. “She reminded me, just before we woke up Hadley to get her packed for the trip home, that we still had unfinished business. I don’t want you to worry. I’m ready for Allie. Can you say the same? Can Robbie?”

Mort didn’t want to believe his daughter would hurt him. Or her brother and his family. But Allie had grown into something beyond his ability to understand.

“I’ll work with Robbie,” Mort said. “We’ll come up with a way to keep them all safe.”

“Let me know if you need anything. Allie’s elusive. But I’m surveilling her whenever I can. If I learn anything, you’ll know.”

“No matter how innocent or small the move is? If she charges a hankie at a London shop, you’ll let me know?”

“I will.”

“She’ll be back, Liddy.”

“I understand.”

The silence hanging between them crackled. The server brought the check. Mort signed for it, adding a generous tip in gratitude for the man’s lack of intrusion. As the two of them stood to say goodbye, Mort had one other thought.

“And get with that Oliver,” he said. “If Allie thinks he was the one who led you to her, he might be getting a visit as well.”


Chapter 18

Moscow

“How lovely you look this day.” Fyodor Ratchikov opened his arms wide as he walked into the main salon of the dacha thirty miles outside the city. Vadim Tokarev, the former mastermind of a Russian crime syndicate with international operations, had spent millions building this sanctuary in the woods. He had adored his remote palace and hoped to bring his beautiful American fiancée here so she could make it their haven. Instead, Tokarev was dead. Killed by the same American lover he had planned to imprison. Now she ran the empire. The dacha was hers.

“My dear Ratchikov.” Allie spoke in fluent Russian as she held out her hand so her lieutenant could kiss the ring signifying her power. “Welcome to my cottage.” She looked beyond him to the two men who were never more than four steps from his side. “Alexi, Misha. This is your first visit to my home. I trust you will let me know whatever it is you need to make this time comfortable for you.”

Alexi, Ratchikov’s new man from St. Petersburg, bowed as he kissed her ring before backing away. Allie then turned her attention to Misha, the rebellious, bald muscleman who had given her such difficulty at their last meeting. Misha held her gaze, signaling a feral strength mixed with pure erotic threat. Allie felt a pull in her loins. In another setting she might have taken him up on his telegraphed offer. But she was his czarina. If she took him to her bed, it would be only after he understood he would walk into hell if she ordered him to. She pulled her shoulders back, brought an icy stare to his gaze, and said nothing until he kissed her ring.

Misha stepped back to stand beside Alexi. Ratchikov came forward, looking around the room. “Where is our little princess? Is she in the garden? I have some cookies for her.”

“My niece is gone,” Allie replied. “We have business. This is no place for a child.”

Ratchikov tilted his head, as if considering whether or not to believe her. Then he clapped his hands together. “Yes! Business! It is time to discuss important matters.”

Allie pressed a button on the lacquered mahogany table next to her. Seconds later the housekeeper she had inherited along with the dacha appeared, wiping her hands on the apron tied around her thick waist.

“Nika, take Alexi and Misha to join my men for lunch.” Allie turned toward Ratchikov’s bodyguards. “Nika will take away every longing you have for your mother’s cooking. Enjoy your time. Make friends with my men. I will tell you when it is time to leave.”

Alexi walked toward Nika. Misha turned his attention to Fyodor Ratchikov, as though asking his permission to do what his czarina had just ordered.

“Go now, Misha,” Allie commanded. “Dear Fyodor is safe with me.”

Misha hesitated. Then he turned and joined his colleague to follow the waddling Nika down the hall. Allie knew the reception awaiting Ratchikov’s men in the dacha’s enormous kitchen. In addition to Rick and Johnny, the two Cockney recruits she had picked up in London, they’d meet six additional members of her personal security force. Large, dedicated men from around the world. Allie wanted Ratchikov’s men to be impressed with the size of her personal guard. Their boss would know that if anyone decided to mount a coup against her, she’d be ready.

“It is a welcome treat to see you back in the motherland,” Ratchikov said after his men were gone. “You are a woman who likes the glamour of Paris and Rome. The tranquillity of a southern island. But our enterprise is Russian. We are thrilled to have our queen back in her capital.”

“Our operation is global now, Fyodor. That was the dream of my dear Vadim. He wanted the entire world held in our hand. My hand. The hand that once held Vadim Tokarev’s.” She motioned to a small sofa upholstered in heavy red and gold velvet, urging him to sit. Allie despised the dacha and every overly ornate piece of furniture in it. But she understood she could not change a single item in the onion-domed house. The Russians loved ostentatious shows of wealth. They equated them with power. If she was to be their czarina, she needed to appear to share the same values. Her people could never know she’d prefer to burn every stick in this house. Replace it with the elegance of clean lines and simple, exquisite fabrics. There would be time enough for that. For now, let them believe.

“The Middle East is a big part of the globe, my czarina. Forgive me when I say this, but you have disappointed in this region.” Ratchikov’s tone held no hint of desire for the forgiveness he requested.

“Abu Al Fared.”

“Yes. Word travels quickly. Weaknesses are relayed as quickly as washerwomen’s gossip. An operation as large as ours has many wolves lurking just beyond our sight. Your failure to deliver your promise to Al Fared has put us at a disadvantage in the region. In turn, our own men see our vulnerability. There are whispers.”

“Tell me of these whispers.”

Ratchikov lowered his gaze. He shook his head slowly. Allie watched his performance. Here was a man trying to look like the last thing he wanted was to be the purveyor of bad news. But Allie knew better. If there was anyone in her organization poised to strike, it was her highest-ranking lieutenant.

“Tell me, Fyodor. What do our men think? I have feathered their bank vaults considerably since I’ve taken over, have I not?”

“But it is the rich man who craves. The poor man is grateful for any scrap; the rich man wants the banquet. You have made our men rich. You cannot blame them for wanting more.”

“And they are concerned I cannot provide more?”

“Their concerns, not mine. Perhaps, they say, we were wrong to follow a woman. They remember your promises. You were to be our Catherine. Our warrior queen who would lead us to greatness. Greatness lies in the Middle East. These men do not appreciate failure.”

“And you, Fyodor? Do you think I’ve failed?”

Ratchikov was silent for several long moments. Allie watched him from across the room, enjoying his performance, knowing he was about to reveal his true position.

“A Russian promise is always kept. You promised the Fixer to Abu Al Fared. You have not delivered. It brings shame to our organization.”

“My promise to Abu Al Fared was a steady supply of drugs and prostitutes. We can give him that. The Fixer was a gift. A token of my esteem and appreciation for his business. The Fixer will be a toy for him. She will not bring him money. I can make him richer than he dreams. In turn, my men will know the banquet the rich man craves.”

“These are words, czarina. Russians are men of action.”

“Do not doubt me, Ratchikov!” Allie’s furious voice echoed off the towering gold-leafed ceilings. “I will not tolerate it!”

The Russian was unbowed. “Al Fared wants the Fixer. He stresses his patience is not endless.”

“And his supply expectations?” she countered. “What does he say?”

Ratchikov shrugged. “He assumes our products will meet his standards. But he is an Arab. Again, the idea of a woman in charge is proving difficult. His words, not mine, czarina.”

But your sentiments, Ratchikov. If you hadn’t seen me kill your beloved Vadim Tokarev with my own hands, would you be kissing my ring?

“Is he open to a one-time transaction? A demonstration of what I am able to provide?”

“I might be able to convince him. But it would have to be considerable. This is the Middle East. There are religious zealots at every turn. While there are those in power who protect Al Fared and his business, no one desires to lose their head. Your sample would have to be attractive enough for him to warrant the risk.”

“What would you suggest?”

“I think I could persuade him to consider an offer of five kilos of cocaine and, shall we say, two women? White women. Fine-boned Eastern European women.”

Allie stepped over to stand in front of him. “Contact Abu Al Fared. If he’s interested, have him moor his yacht off the coast near Al Ghaydah.”

“Yemen, czarina?” Ratchikov displayed his first nonrehearsed reaction of the day. “We have no operations there. That area is overrun with religious zealots and local tribes.”

“Tell him I will keep him safe. He has my word. He’s to take a launch from his yacht to the port of Al Ghaydah. I will meet him there myself. He can bring men of his own if he’d like. If he’s interested, I will provide him with ten kilos of cocaine and five of the most beautiful women his eyes have ever seen. There will be no cost to him. This will be proof of the quality of goods and safety of delivery my organization can provide.”

“Czarina, this is absurd. There’s no way we can—”

“Speak to him, Ratchikov,” Allie interrupted. “Or tell me if I need to find another man who will.”

Fyodor Ratchikov stared at her. She saw confusion in his eyes, slowly replaced by a look of satisfaction. Ratchikov nodded. “I will do this, czarina. Abu Al Fared will be there.”

You bastard, she thought. You’ll make sure he’s there. You want him to have a front-row seat to my failure.

“Seven days from now. One week. Tell Al Fared I will meet him on the dock at ten p.m. local time.”

Ratchikov stood. He reached for her hand, bowed, and kissed her ring. “Your confidence is well placed, my queen. Abu Al Fared will be there.”


Chapter 19

Seattle

Kashawn tapped in the final nail and stepped back to admire his wall hanging. He’d seen it in the window of a store over on Wescott Avenue. The one selling everything for grabbing a gonzo high, having something fun to look at once you got your buzz on, or deodorizing the room after your weed ran its course. Kashawn didn’t use that store often, even now that he had a few bucks in his pocket. He wasn’t above taking a hit every now and again from somebody else’s stash, and when it came time for celebrating he didn’t mind getting fried, but he figured there was always something better to spend money on than marijuana. But he sure admired that tiger. Lady inside the store called it a tapestry. Kashawn thought it looked like a blanket. All fuzzy and thick. He liked the way the tiger’s fur felt real and the way the big cat’s eyes peered out from behind tall green grass. All of it against a black background that made him think of the jungle. He thought about buying it for his bed. The idea of sleeping with a tiger lying on top of him sounded good. But the lady at the store said a person was supposed to hang it on a wall. Stand and admire it, she said. Seventy-five dollars for something to hang on the wall sounded pretty steep to Kashawn, and he told the lady as much. She must have taken a shine to him because she waved Kashawn closer. Told him he looked like a good man. Batted her eyes and told him he was handsome, too. Said something about what she’d like to do if she were twenty years younger. Then she giggled, offered to take fifteen dollars off the price so long as Kashawn promised not to tell anybody, and had the thing wrapped up before he could give it another thought. Now that he had it hung up in his bedroom, Kashawn was glad she had.

Look at that, Ettie, he thought wonderingly. Your boy’s got a genuine piece of art. You got anything like this hanging on your wall, Mama? You got a tiger looking out for you?

A knock interrupted his thoughts about the mother he’d never met.

“Green K?” A familiar voice called from outside his closed bedroom door. “You in there, boy? Get your ass out here. Slow Time and Turk just drop by.”

Kashawn opened the door to D’Loco.

“They holding pizza, man. You want a slice, you best get downstairs before your brothers get it gone.” D’Loco looked over Kashawn’s shoulder. “You gonna invite me in or what? I ain’t seen the place since you took over.”

Kashawn had never expected his leader to come to his room. It was rare enough for D’Loco to come to the clubhouse. Every 97 knew he had three apartments where he kept his ladies. Big Cheeks had told Kashawn once that D’Loco even had a house over in West Seattle. Said it had a lawn and everything. White folks for neighbors, even. The woman who lived in that house had a couple of D’Loco’s kids. Kashawn remembered Big Cheeks saying no 97 was ever going to know any of D’Loco’s children. The boss kept his family as far away from his business as he could.

Kashawn stepped aside and let his leader enter.

D’Loco stood in the center of the room, hands on hips, taking it all in. “You neat as a woman, boy. I like that. Tells me you have respect for yourself. Respect for 97 property, too.”

D’Loco walked past Kashawn’s neatly made bed and peered into the bathroom. He inhaled sharply. “Damn, son. Smells like perfume in there.” He turned around and winked at Kashawn. “You got some jelly up in here right now? Cuz say the word and I’m gone. D’Loco don’t want to cramp nobody’s style.”

A heat wave rose in him at D’Loco’s suggestion he had a girl in his room. He would never bring any of the chippies who hung out downstairs up into his space. If any girl ever came into his room, it would be LaTonya. And she wasn’t the kind of girl to ever step foot in a 97 clubhouse.

“Nobody’s here,” he said. “Just me.” He pointed to the tiger on the wall. “I got this today. Just finished hanging it.”

D’Loco walked over to the tapestry. He rubbed his hand over the silky fur and nodded. “This here some fancy shit. You got taste, Green K. Classy.” He walked to the bed. D’Loco smoothed his hand over the blanket before sitting on the corner of the mattress. “You get that tiger for tomorrow?”

Kashawn didn’t understand.

“The driver test, man. Don’t go tellin’ me you forgettin’ about what’s about to go down at the DMV. That tiger there. He the early celebration of you gettin’ your license? Or maybe he your inspiration. You gonna stare into those eyes and imagine you like him? King of the jungle or some such?”

Kashawn’s mind flashed on a time he’d once stood close enough to LaTonya’s locker to hear her talking to her girlfriends. Telling them about some movie her parents had shown her. All about how some lion was king of the jungle. Maybe he’d never had a parent to show him a movie, but someday he’d be able to tell her she was wrong. D’Loco had just told him the tiger was king. That would be nice, him teaching LaTonya something.

“Maybe I shoulda waited,” Kashawn said. “This would be a mighty reward, wouldn’t it?”

“Don’t need to worry about that, son. That test tomorrow ain’t no thing. You go on in there and pass. Then you bring your license to me and I’ma make sure you get paid.”

Kashawn nodded. He forced his face to stay calm. It wouldn’t be cool to let D’Loco see his pride at knowing his leader believed he would pass his driver’s test.

“That was some shit today, wa’n it?” D’Loco asked. “Rollin’ up on that Pico like that. I’ma come up here myself and tell you I like the way you handle yourself. Shit gets real, I’m always gonna know you a man I can count on.”

Kashawn bit the inside of his cheek. It was the only way he could think to keep a grin from busting out.

“I got you, D’Loco. Don’t ever doubt that.”

“I don’t, son. I know I can count on Green K, come what will.” D’Loco looked at him long enough for Kashawn to wonder if he was supposed to say something. He counted it a great blessing when D’Loco spoke again.

“I shoulda knowed you’d be just fine. What’s the matter with me? I’m forgettin’ the way you come to us. Takin’ out that Pico the way you did. Bringin’ in that piece of shit’s badge all on your own.” D’Loco kept his eyes locked on Kashawn. “You and me never had a sit-down about that. I ain’t never learned details about how that whole thing came to be.”

A bead of sweat formed on Kashawn’s neck. It tickled as it rolled down his spine. He knew better than to reach back to brush it away.

“Ain’t much to tell. I’m out that day. Saw that no-good Pico walking like he didn’t have a care. Too close to 97 territory for my way of things. I did what I had to do.”

D’Loco’s stare held him in place. Kashawn struggled to stay standing on legs that seemed to want the night off.

“You were carryin’?” D’Loco asked. “Just happen to have your piece with you?”

Kashawn’s breathing was fast. Still he wasn’t getting enough air into his lungs.

He nodded.

“Where that piece now? You got the one me and the boys give you. But what ever came of the piece you used on that stinkin’ Pico?”

Kashawn felt no control over his mouth. Yet somehow it opened and a lie tumbled out. “Got rid of it. Took it down to the water. Threw it in.”

D’Loco nodded. “Smart. Where?”

“What?”

“Where you ditch the piece? What water?”

Kashawn could barely hear over the clamor of his own pulse pounding like a hammer on steel in his ears.

“What was it?” D’Loco pressed. “River? Lake? Where you throw that gun?”

“I threw it into one of them blue shacks.” Kashawn had two minds now. One spinning the lie on the spot, the other wondering how the hell this was happening. “Them temporary toilets for the construction workers down by Prescott. I threw the piece in there.”

“By the freeway build? That what you talkin’ about?”

Kashawn nodded once. Then twice. Again his mouth opened all on its own while he clenched his fists and listened to the story his own voice told. “At least a hundred guys work that site. They use them shitters day in, day out. Truck come twice a week. Take the old ones out, bring in replacements. I figure anybody stupid enough to get hisself a job pumping out a holding tank full of shit and piss ain’t gonna notice if something goes clunk. Even if he notice, he gonna put his hand shoulder deep into the pit to see what made the noise?”

D’Loco held his stare. Kashawn took a look around his room. He wanted to remember every detail so he could call it to his mind while he shivered under some bridge. Maybe D’Loco would let him keep the tiger. He could use it for a blanket after all.

D’Loco’s smile was slow. He pointed at Kashawn. “You know what you are, Green K? You a genius, that what you are. Dumpin’ your piece in the porta-shitter. That’s a piece of smart-ass thinkin’ if ever I heard one.” He stood up from the bed, crossed over to Kashawn, and laid a heavy hand on the shoulder of the 97s’ newest member.

“So you didn’t do nothin’ to pick this Pico out? Didn’t do no scoutin’? No…what they call it on them TV shows? Profilin’. You didn’t do none of that on this Pico?”

Kashawn shook his head. “Like I said. Pico walkin’ too close to 97 turf. I ain’t gonna lie. I was lookin’ for a way to get your notice. I saw my opportunity and I took it.”

D’Loco squeezed Kashawn’s shoulder and nodded.

“You know this Pico’s name?”

Kashawn shook his head again.

“You know his rank in the Pico Underground? Any shit like that?”

“No, sir, I don’t.”

“So if you was to learn this shot you took found its way into somebody other than an honest-to-God Pico, that would be news to you?”

Kashawn looked his leader in the eye. He wanted this to be over. The rumble in his bowels was so loud he was certain D’Loco could hear it. Again he listened to words he didn’t consciously form come out of his mouth.

“I killed me a Pico. I give you badge, didn’t I?”

D’Loco squeezed Kashawn’s shoulder again. This time hard enough to force Kashawn’s concentration against a wince. Then D’Loco released his grip and gave him a playful slap upside the head.

“You one tough sumbitch, you know that, Green K?” D’Loco pointed again to the tiger on the wall. “That’s you up there. In the grass. Ready to jump out. That’s you, all right.” D’Loco took a step to the door. “You comin’ down or what? Pizza like to gone cold by now, but if they any left you can heat it up.”

Kashawn forced a deep breath.

“I be down in a few. You don’t mind, maybe you could tell them brothers hold me a piece or two. I’ma go over that driver test one more time before I come down.”

D’Loco nodded. “There be somethin’ for you to eat. I’ma see to it. And like I say, you bring me that license and I’ma take care of the reward.”

Kashawn counted to five after D’Loco closed his bedroom door.

Then he sprinted for the toilet.


Chapter 20

Seattle

“It sounds like things are back to normal there.” Mort smiled at the background noise of two rowdy seven-year-olds getting their morning started. He’d called Robbie wanting to check in after his dinner with Lydia. “What are those two rascals fighting over now?”

“What else?” Robbie sounded more relaxed than Mort had heard him in weeks. “Their mother’s attention. I know it was my idea to keep the girls out of school until Monday. But I’ll tell you what, there are times I regret that decision.”

The humor in Robbie’s voice assured Mort that shipping his kids off for a day at school was the last thing his son wanted. The relief of having his reunited family trumped any chaos born of sibling rivalry.

“Just load ’em up with pancakes and sausage,” Mort said. “Get their bellies full. They’ll settle right down.”

“Claire’s on that project even as we speak.” Robbie’s voice grew serious. “Special Agent Garrison called. He’s coming by around ten this morning. I think he’s going to ask me again about this Sheila who brought Hadley home. I don’t know what to tell him.”

Tim Garrison was a superb agent, and his dogged determination to wrap up every loose end of a case might lead him to ask questions that could result in both Mort and Lydia being locked in a federal penitentiary.

“Tell him the truth. You have no idea who Sheila is. I told you she was a friend of mine. Garrison will come to me. I’ll deal with it.”

“And you don’t want to give me a clue as to whom Claire and I need to thank for bringing our girl back?”

Like Garrison, Robbie could smell a lie a mile away. And the reporter in him wouldn’t allow him to walk away from any mystery until he was satisfied he’d answered every question.

“Can you let Hadley being home be enough?”

Robbie was silent for a moment.

“Of course,” Robbie said. “Of course it’s enough. But we’ve got to meet. You, me, Claire…We’ve got to come up with a plan. Allie’s not done with us, Dad. You know that.”

Mort thought about the killer Allie had sent to Lydia’s door.

“Soon,” he promised. “Allie’s smart. She’s going to bide her time. Let things simmer down.”

“Maybe. Claire and I are meeting with the girls’ school. Nobody gets access to them but the three of us. It’s going to be a while before we let them play at friends’ houses. When we do, we’ll make sure the parents know what’s going on.”

What is going on? Mort wondered. What’s happened to my family that my grandchildren need protection from my own daughter?

“Go eat your pancakes. Hug your womenfolk tight. I’ll talk with you soon. I love you, son.”

Robbie sent his own love and ended the call. As much as Mort hated the thought, there was nothing he could do about Allie until she made her move. He leaned back and studied the whiteboard chronicling Benji Jackson’s murder. He shoved his concerns for his family to the side and got back to work.

—

Mort walked into the two-story brick building with wide street-facing windows a little before ten o’clock. In the old days the structure had been home to a butcher shop. That was back when immigrants from Sweden and Norway had settled in this area to work the logging trade. Back when the streets bustled with the promise of the American dream. A couple of generations later, those Scandinavians had settled elsewhere, selling their homes to Poles and Italians and working-class GIs fresh from saving the world from Hitler and his henchmen, lured by the manufacturing jobs in Seattle’s fledgling aeronautics industry. The building then served as a neighborhood library. Mothers brought their children for story hours and book clubs, assuring them an education was the first rung on the ladder of success. When Boeing crashed, so did the neighborhood. The workers moved on. The library closed. The abandoned houses were bought by the government to be used as subsidized housing and the former library became Our Joint, a nonprofit community center providing support for families living in an area short on hopes or dreams.

The reception room smelled of disinfectant. Mismatched office chairs, upholstery worn thin and legs gouged and scratched, was lined up against pea green walls covered with flyers for the various programs the center offered. The floor was brown linoleum, worn and scuffed but buffed to brilliance. The curtainless windows were just as clean, letting in the light from a rare sunny October morning. Two women sat by the windows, speaking rapid-fire Spanish and cooing over a very fat baby resting in a portable car seat at their feet. They paid no attention when Mort walked up to the reception desk.

“I’m looking for Lincoln Lane.” Mort smiled at the African American girl staffing the phones. She looked to be somewhere south of twenty, carrying at least sixty pounds more weight than was healthy. Giant gold hoops in her ears, and fingernails painted red, white, and blue.

“He in the gym. He ’specting you?”

“No. He’s a colleague. I thought I’d drop by and have a word or two with him.”

“You a cop too?” The young woman’s voice rose an octave. “I swear, we got more cops volunteer in this place than we got workin’ the streets. Why you not out there? Makin’ this place safe? Servin’ and protectin’? Why you ain’t out there doin’ that? Read your car door. It’s right there.”

Mort stifled a smile. “Yeah, I’m a cop. But I’m not here to volunteer, I promise. I thought I’d catch Lincoln here is all.”

She gave him a long, disapproving stare. “I guess it’s okay, then. Like I say, he in the gym. His brother with him too. Two of them settin’ up for wrestlin’ practice. Kids come by after school. My shift’s over by then. I don’t need to be around no screamin’ kids.” She looked over to the two women in the corner. “No offense intended, ladies. Your baby makin’ no noise whatsoever. That’s the way I like children. Quiet. Them kids come in for wrestlin’ be gruntin’ and snortin’ like they some kind of pigs. Always with the sticky fingers from they juice boxes, too.” She turned her attention back to Mort. “I keep this place clean. Every morning I have to get out the rag and the mop. Clean up the mess them kids left from the night before.”

Mort pointed down the hallway running off to the left. “Gym this way?”

“Mm-hmm. Go to the end of the hall. When you can’t go no further, you turn right. Don’t turn left cuz that takes you to the kitchen. You gonna smell them church ladies making mac and cheese for the after-school, but don’t pay no mind to that. Go left to the gym. Gym got added on long time ago. Been here long as I been alive. Don’t ask me who built it because I don’t know.” The phone on her desk rang. She reached for it, still looking at Mort. “Go on, now. I got my work, you got yours. I can’t be sitting here talkin’ to any old body come off the street.” She turned away from him and spoke into the receiver. “This here’s Our Joint. You talkin’ to Vanessa. Why you callin’?”

Mort headed down the hall. Vanessa was right. The warm aroma of melted cheese tempted him. He was sure he smelled fresh cornbread too. But the hallway ended and he turned right, down another, shorter hallway with open double doors exposing the shining gloss of a polished gym floor. Lincoln Lane was over in the corner, talking to his brother, Franklin. Franklin was two years younger than Lincoln, but if not for the fact Franklin wore his dark hair a few inches longer than his brother’s tight cut, it would have been difficult to tell the two apart.

“Well, will you look what the cat dragged in?” Lincoln called out in response to the click of Mort’s shoes across the hardwood. “Franklin, hide the booze. The cops are here.”

Lincoln offered Mort a strong handshake and a warm smile. The three of them spent a few minutes in small talk, mostly about the prospects of Our Joint’s wrestling team this season. Lincoln worried the boys from St. Alphonse would hand his team their heads.

“But if we get past them, we should be looking okay for All City Champs.”

“We’ll make it through Alphonse,” Franklin promised. “That is, if we can keep the kids focused on keeping their moves on the mats.”

Lincoln shot his brother a look Mort couldn’t decipher.

“There a problem?” Mort asked.

Lincoln slapped a heavy hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Franklin’s a worrier. It’s tough for these kids. Too many distractions coming at ’em from the streets.”

“Yeah,” Franklin said. “Try to convince some high schooler it’s better to practice takedowns and escapes three hours a day instead of running crud for the local boss.”

“Gangs have a strong pull on your kids?”

“Depends on the kid,” Lincoln answered. “Depends on the family. On whether or not they believe there might be something else that can get them out of these dead-end streets. Whether they have a full enough belly to practice hard. Depends on a lot of things.”

“How about Benji Jackson? Was he able to keep himself distracted enough? I heard he was a hell of a ballplayer.”

“You back on that case? I told you, it’s going cold. I know these people, Mort. Nobody’s going to talk. Banjo was a good kid. And a round-ball natural. He had the touch. The size. The moves. That kid could wiggle out of a three-man defense, scoot downcourt, and shoot for three anytime he wanted. Isn’t that right, Franklin?”

Lincoln’s brother was busy laying out mats for the afternoon practice, out of earshot of his brother’s question.

“Benji interested in wrestling at all?” Mort asked. “His father told us he spent a lot of time here.”

“He did,” Lincoln said. “But he was a one-sport kid. Much as we tried to convince him, he never wanted to come out for wrestling.”

“I wasn’t aware you had that much contact with Benji.”

“I told you about his brother, didn’t I?” Lane’s eyes narrowed. “And I told you Banjo had nothing to do with any gang. Three Pop made sure Banjo steered clear.”

“What if whoever shot Benji was aiming for his brother?” Mort recapped his conversation with Bayonne Jackson.

“Three Pop told you he thought he was the target?” Franklin Lane asked.

“Bayonne didn’t tell me much of anything. I gave him Benji’s belongings…including the clothes he wore when he was killed.”

“This leading to something?” Lincoln asked. His brother walked over and rejoined the conversation.

Mort told them about the jacket. “It had one sleeve sliced off. Officers on the scene didn’t think much of it at first. But I saw something in Bayonne’s eyes. I think he knew exactly why that sleeve was missing. I watched him leave the station. First thing he did was pull out that jacket.”

“And?” Franklin asked.

“It fit.” Mort looked at Lincoln. “Bayonne Jackson is number two in the Pico Underground. What if someone was hunting Bayonne and got Benji by mistake?”

“Kind of hard to mistake a twelve-year-old for a grown man,” Lincoln said.

“Benji was wearing his brother’s colors. What if the shooter wasn’t looking too close? Or nervous? Eager to do the deed and split. I could see a mistake being made.”

The two Lane brothers exchanged a glance.

“You’re thinking it was a 97?” Franklin asked. “Killed Banjo thinking it was Three Pop and grabbed the Pico insignia to prove his kill? Is that where you’re going with this?”

“It makes sense.” Mort focused again on Lincoln. “You’re the expert. If it was a 97, who would you put your money on?”

“Don’t bark up that tree, Grant.” Lincoln Lane fixed a determined glare on Mort. “We got a nice patch of quiet working between those two gangs. You go to the 97s pointing fingers…things are going to get real ugly real fast.”

“Meaning?”

“I told you, these guys are animals. Wounded, scared, rabid animals. Rage walking around in human skin. Looking for any reason to erupt. You so much as hint you’re looking at them for something they didn’t do—or even if they did do this—you’re going to see bodies start dropping faster than Volkswagen stock. There’s not enough overtime in the world to cover the hours you and your team are going to be putting in trying to figure out who killed who. And you can count on a few civilians getting caught in the crossfire. You up for that?”

“A twelve-year-old kid was killed!” Mort’s voice rose in frustration. “I saw Bayonne put on that jacket. This is gang activity and the department’s specialist is telling me to drop this?”

“What’s going on in here?” a female voice called out from across the gym. “I can hear you out in the hall.” A middle-aged woman stormed toward them. “My kids hear enough yelling in their lives. They don’t need more of it at Our Joint.” She stopped in front of Mort.

“Who are you? And why are you yelling at my wrestling coaches?”

She was a five-foot-four cylinder of a woman, equally round from shoulder to knee. Linebacker arms strained against the magenta jacket she wore. Her black skirt ended just below the knee, exposing thick calves that led straight to a pair of rubber-soled walking shoes. Her hair was piled on top of a jowly, square head, giving Mort the overall impression of a sensibly dressed oatmeal tube.

“I’m sorry, Gigi,” Lincoln Lane said. “This here’s Mort Grant. Chief of detectives, Seattle PD. Mort, this is Gigi Vinings. She runs things here.”

Mort held out his hand. Gigi looked down at it with disgust.

“And why is the chief of detectives yelling at my volunteers?” She turned to Lincoln and Franklin. “You two steal cookies from the church ladies this afternoon?”

The Lane boys shook their heads. “No, ma’am,” they said in unison.

Gigi Vinings turned back toward Mort. “Then you must be here looking for one of our members. If that’s the case, you come to me. Who are you suggesting did what?”

Everything about her, from her appearance to her tone, indicated that if, indeed, Mort was here to investigate one of the people using Our Joint as a respite from the mean streets, Gigi Vinings would handle things herself. And if it turned out one of her members had violated a law, there was no doubt in his mind the perpetrator would suffer far more harshly with Gigi’s consequences than any the local judge might dole out.

“I’m here consulting with Lincoln, ma’am. Things got loud. I apologize.”

Gigi looked skeptical. “Consult about what?”

“Grant’s a homicide detective,” Lincoln explained. “He’s got some theories about Banjo Jackson’s murder.”

Gigi Vinings’s face softened. Mort saw a sadness fill her eyes that immediately erased the fearsome presence she had projected seconds earlier. She rested her right hand on her ample bosom.

“Banjo.” Gigi’s voice was choked with grief. “I loved that boy. He came by here nearly every day. He’d sit with the children. Read to them. Play board games with them. Share a snack.” She pulled a tissue from her pocket and caught the tear rolling down her cheek. “You know who his brother is.”

“I do, ma’am.”

“Banjo was the opposite. Don’t get me wrong. That boy worshipped his brother.” She tucked her tissue back in her pocket and resumed her imperious stance. “But Banjo was different, Detective Grant. Remember that. And while I’m impressed Banjo’s murder is being taken seriously enough that the chief of detectives has been assigned, also remember you’re on my turf.” She fixed her steely gaze on the three men standing in front of her. “And unless you’re cheering for one of our teams, there is no yelling here.”

Gigi Vinings turned and left the gym.

“That is one impressive woman,” Mort said when Gigi had disappeared.

Lincoln Lane nodded in agreement. “I always feel the need to check my shorts whenever she leaves a room. Make sure she left me with my balls.” He took a loud breath. “Listen, Mort. If I thought there was a chance in hell to make some headway on this Banjo thing, I’d be right behind you. Don’t make this whole city sorry. Let this one go cold.”


Chapter 21

Seattle

Bayonne Jackson walked past the eight pool tables that were the secondary attraction of the Sixteenth Street Pool House. The primary draw ran the length of the front half of the century-old brick building: a bar supported by a row of wooden rice barrels. Legend had it the barrels were used during Prohibition to smuggle in whiskey and rye from Canada. Bayonne didn’t consider himself a scholarly man, but he knew enough to wonder why anyone would believe rice was being imported from Canada. People believe what they want to, he figured. Just like all the white folks shooting pool on an afternoon when they ought to be working in their little cubicles…designing video games or apps to track the activities of their stay-at-home dogs or whatever the hell it was white people did to earn money. Bayonne figured those fools could tell themselves they were down with the struggle because they hung out in this type of place on this side of town. They could bump fists with the black folk behind the bar, slip an extra fifty onto the tip line of their credit card slip in exchange for a plastic envelope filled with blow, and feel like they knew the real gritty. He felt the fear behind the hipster poses of the Brads and the Autumns as he strutted past, but he knew they appreciated his presence. While the Garretts and the Amandas were quick to complain if the restroom toilet paper ran low, they damn near collapsed from the thrill they got watching a genuine gangster stroll though.

Someday I’ma stop. Right in the middle of the pool hall. I’ma turn real slow, pick out one of ’em, and stare. Watch ’em run on out of here like ticks off a wet dog. Get this place back to what it was.

But Spice had two rules about the Sixteenth. Only come when it was an emergency, and never, ever break stride. Don’t bother the paying customers. Leave the white folk alone.

Bayonne focused his eyes straight ahead and walked through the door to the back room. The one marked PRIVATE.

Stupid white folk. Put a KEEP OUT sign on the door and that’s all you need for security. Could be all the free candy in the world sitting right on the other side. But them folks gonna stay away because the sign told ’em to.

He entered a twelve-by-twelve room. Sweet Jimmy, Hawk, and the Ref were playing poker. Looked like Hawk was winning, from the stack of bills in front of him. From the sound of his grumbling, Bayonne figured most of those dollars had come from the Ref’s pocket. Both men greeted Bayonne. Sweet Jimmy just nodded, too lost in whatever was playing over his headset to be bothered with talking. Automatic rifles rested against the wall behind them. Bayonne knew each man would also have at least two additional weapons on his person.

“He busy right now?” Bayonne asked Hawk.

“Had somebody in a while ago. He alone now, though. Gotta say we wasn’t expectin’ you, man. Figured you’d be takin’ care of yours for a few days. Your daddy get our flowers?”

“Yeah, man. Meant a lot. So did the envelope. You all didn’t need to do nothin’ like that. I’m takin’ care. Still, I appreciate it.”

The Ref stopped complaining about Hawk’s luck long enough to offer his condolences. “We all loved Banjo, you know that. We gonna find the sumbitch did this. Spice put out the word soon as he heard. I’m figuring it was one of those Puerto Rican motherfuckers. They always doin’ bad.”

Sweet Jimmy pulled his headset down around his neck. “Could be them new guys startin’ their shit over by Renton. White-power pricks, tryin’ to rile something up. Make a name. Spice say we gotta be sure. But once we know, whoever took out Banjo gonna get got, Spice says.”

Bayonne knew the power of Pico payback. And he was eager to get started.

“Get back to the game,” he said. “I’ma go see the man.”

The three of them lifted cans of root beer in salute. Spice didn’t allow alcohol while Picos were on the job.

Bayonne knocked twice before opening the door leading to another room.

“Three Pop!” Antwan Nevers, aka Spice, rose to his feet behind a desk fashioned from two sawhorses and a door. “Why you here? You should be with yours.” The head of the Pico Underground, thirty years old, six foot two, 190 pounds, stepped toward him with open arms. Spice wore his dreadlocks long, always tied with a ribbon. Red. The Picos’ color.

Bayonne welcomed Spice’s embrace. Bayonne was only eight years younger than his leader, but he loved him more than he loved his own father. Spice was the master of his world. Vester Jackson was a servant in his. Unable to keep his own wife and son alive. Trotting off to work every morning. Driving his fish truck. Acting like the five hundred dollars he brought home on Friday was worth the effort.

Bayonne made three times that every day doing nothing more than standing by Spice’s side.

Spice released him. Asked him if he wanted a drink. Bayonne shook his head, walked to his leader’s desk, and dropped the bag he carried on it.

“What’s this, now?” Spice asked.

“Went to the police today. Detective wanted to talk to me about Banjo.”

“We’ll take care of it. Won’t need no cops.”

Bayonne nodded. “He sees I’m not tellin’ him shit and calls it a day. Gives me Banjo’s possessions. What he had with him when he died.”

Spice pointed toward the bag. “That them?”

Bayonne reached inside, letting his hand linger on the first item. “I still expect that boy to come runnin’ after me. Beggin’ for some time on the court.” He shook his head. “I promised some piece I’d take her for seafood that night. She wanted to go somewhere nice.”

“You talkin’ about Rodisha, right? Yeah, I know her. Fine piece of horseflesh.”

Bayonne bristled at the thought of his leader knowing the details of his private life, but somehow Spice knew everything there was to know about each member of his crew.

“I pick her up all dressed in a suit. Ladies like that.”

“They do, indeed. You take ’em to a place they can show off their clothes to the other ladies and you’re gonna get laid the best way you ever got laid. What’s this got to do with Banjo, now?”

“Brother wanted help with his fadeaway. I told him I couldn’t make it. Told him I’d take him to the park the next day, work him long as he like.” Bayonne paused until his grief wouldn’t color his voice. “But we talkin’ Banjo. That brother want somethin’, ain’t nothin’ gonna get in his way. Tells me he’ll work around the date. It’s gotta be right now. So I take my suit to his house. We head down to the court and I work that boy till he got a fade make Stephen Curry come take lessons.”

“That boy was a natural. Everybody said so.”

Bayonne swallowed hard. “When we done, I take a shower at his place. Dad was still at work. Leavin’ Banjo alone like he always do.” He took several long moments before he spoke again. “You shoulda heard Banjo when I come downstairs. Hootin’ and whistlin’ like I was some kind of movie star.”

He was quiet again. And grateful Spice didn’t push him.

“I told him I be back for my stuff next day. We’d practice that fadeaway some more. Brother give me a hug before I leave. Tells me he love me and thanks me for takin’ time. That’s all he ever wanted. Time.”

“And you gave it to him, Three Pop. Ain’t a Pico out there don’t know how much you love your brother.”

Bayonne reached into his bag. “I left my jacket at his house. Banjo wore it. Probably wanted to show off for me when we met up later at the park. Or maybe he wanted to play big. Maybe he wanted to impress some folks wearing the Pico colors. Hell, I don’t know. I just know the police said Banjo had it on when he was shot. Wanted to get it back to me.” He held the jacket by the collar. “Only one thing missing.”

Spice grabbed the jacket. “Your patch. That damn motherfucker cut off your patch! This wasn’t a hit against Banjo. This was somebody looking for you! Son of a bitch!”

“Could be he was thinkin’ any Pico would do.”

“I don’t give a fuck what was goin’ through his mind. Fucker killed Banjo. We’re gonna find him, Three Pop. We gonna find that motherfucker thought he could earn his stripes takin’ out a Pico. Then he’s gonna die. Real slow. And I’ma let you do it.” Spice reached to touch the outlined tear on Bayonne’s cheek. “We’re gonna fill that one in, Three Pop. Fast as we can.”

“We gonna start today.” Bayonne reached into the bag again. “Boys out front think it’s the Ricans or those Aryan Nation fools down by Renton.”

“Could be.” Spice looked skeptical. “You see either those groups with the balls to walk into our zone?”

“I do not. The Puerto Ricans got nothin’ but popguns and them white boys more interested in dressin’ up and makin’ parades than gettin’ involved with any heavy shit. I got me a thought, though.”

“Whazzat?”

“I keep my eye on things. You know that. Long before Banjo got hit.”

“That’s part of being number two. You keep me informed on what’s in the street. You good at it, too.”

Bayonne wasn’t interested in compliments. “Short bit ago I hear tell ’bout the 97s takin’ on new blood. Big doin’s down at the clubhouse. New guy bein’ trained on the corner. I drive by a few times to get a look at him. Not much to see.”

“No 97 is.”

“I put it out of my mind. Got enough to deal with, Banjo bein’ dead. Then Mr. Detective Man give me my jacket. My colors missin’. I start piecin’ things together.”

Spice looked at the item. His jaw locked.

Spice laid a hand on Bayonne’s shoulder. “Easy, now. This is big, what we’re about to do. It gotta be right. I gotta know for sure.”

“What more you got to know after hearin’ Banjo got hit wearin’ my colors? Them colors get cut off and next thing we know there’s a new 97 working the corner. What more you need me to tell you?”

“Take a time, now. Let’s think this thing through. We gotta be right.” Spice rubbed his chin. “This kicks my mind back to the split. That was long ago. A fucked-up group of Picos didn’t think they were getting paid enough. More money. More territory. Didn’t matter what. All they wanted was more.”

“Can’t say there’s no feelin’ like that in the Picos now’days, either.”

Spice glared at him. “Ain’t no similarities between now and then. Now’days competition tough. A body got to eat or be eaten. Wasn’t like that then.”

“Picos are more than money, Spice. That’s all I’m sayin’.”

“I know. You’da fit right in with them old-school Picos. Back in the day, powers that be knew there had to be a peaceable way of doin’ things. Keep it steady. Like we do here at the Sixteenth. Them white folk out there are worth twenty times what they give us. We could pull our guns and have it all. Right now. Today. But that’s playing a short game. Takin’ too much brings the cops. Picos are smart. Know to find that sweet spot. Keep the customers happy so they don’t complain. Keep the money comin’ in steady. But those rebel Picos, back in the day, they didn’t see things that way. It was all about hittin’ the big pay. There was turmoil in the family. A group dancin’ to greed broke off and declared war on their own. Called themselves the 97s.”

Spice was quiet again, looking like a man who was running his options but always coming up with the same conclusion.

“This is 97 shit, Spice. Can’t be nothin’ other.”

Spice fixed Bayonne with a steady gaze. “You ready for this?”

Bayonne thought of his little brother. Walking home in the middle of the day. Showing off his pride in his older brother.

Bleeding in the street. Dying all alone.

“I am.”

Spice pulled a box off the shelf. “Sit.”

Bayonne pulled a chair to the side of his leader’s desk.

Spice rifled through the box and pulled out a bottle of red polish. He sat and slowly painted the nail of his trigger finger, glancing up after every stroke to make sure Bayonne was watching. When he was finished he blew on it, waiting for the enamel to harden.

“Give me yours.”

Bayonne laid his trigger finger on the desk. He felt the power of generations of Picos surge into him each time Spice drew the brush across the nail. When Spice lowered his head to blow it dry, Bayonne felt his leader’s determination transfer to his very soul. Then Spice stood and every muscle in Bayonne’s body ached for vengeance.

Spice walked over and opened the door to his private office. The poker game stopped immediately. The three men scrambled to their feet. Sweet Jimmy pulled off his headset.

“I want the three of you,” Spice told them. “Get Bomber and Low Down, too.”

“What are we doin’, Spice?” Hawk asked.

“We going to war.” Spice pointed to the automatic rifles against the wall. “You tell me what you need and I’ma get it to you. First man to bring me a 97 gets twenty large.”

The three men reached for their weapons.

“Make sure you tag them sumbitches.” Spice reached up and pulled off the long red ribbon tying his hair at the nape of his neck. “Use this. Wrap my colors around every dead fuckin’ 97 you can find. We doin’ this for Banjo.”


Chapter 22

Olympia

Oliver Bane stood and waved Lydia to his table when she walked into the downtown tavern.

“Thanks for meeting me.” The place was nearly full. Nine thirty on a weeknight and every stool at the bar was occupied. “I know you’ve got an early morning tomorrow.”

It wasn’t like Oliver not to smile. She understood. Oliver was a good man. A kind man. A man who had once offered her his heart and been rejected. Lydia had nothing to offer Oliver but pain. And if he ever discovered who she really was, any love he felt for her would instantly dissolve into disgust and loathing.

From the guarded look in his eyes, perhaps that process had already begun.

“You want some wine?” he asked. “I’ve got a beer coming.”

“I don’t want to take too much of your time.”

Oliver leaned forward. Lydia inhaled the aroma she’d come to recognize as distinctly his: coffee and sugar and steamed milk. He smelled like a long and lazy Sunday morning.

“Then let’s not spend a minute on small talk,” he said. “I won’t tell you how pleased I am to see your bruises have disappeared and you won’t ask me how business is going. We’ll not waste one precious second on the ruse that we’re two old friends grabbing a drink to catch up. Let’s get down to it, Lydia. Tell me what you need from me.”

“I am happy to see you, Oliver.”

He shook his head slightly, but even that minor move was enough to set his unruly hair into motion. “Tell me, Lydia. There was a time I thought you enjoyed my company. But in case you haven’t been keeping track, the only times I hear from you these days are when you want something. So spit it out.”

Lydia let him have his anger. There, indeed, had been a time when she’d been eager to see him. To feel his arms around her. To taste his kiss.

“I’ve come to talk about that woman again.”

Oliver’s eyes narrowed. He leaned back against his chair. “You mean Cassie? Did you find her? Is she all right?”

“I did find her. The information you gave me was quite helpful. Thank you.”

“She’s okay?”

Allie Grant will never be okay.

“We had a discussion, I’ll say that much.”

Oliver nodded. “Patient-doctor stuff. I get it. I hope you set her straight on my not having any interest in being her tool to work out whatever drama she’s got going with her shrink.”

“Actually, that’s why I’m here. This Cassie, as you call her, may not be pleased should she discover it was our conversation that led me to her.”

“What did you tell her?”

“Nothing specific. But she’s a smart woman. Brilliant, truth told. With an overdeveloped sense of self.”

“Narcissist? Is that what you’re saying?” Oliver smiled for the first time since she’d sat down. Weak and weary, but a smile nonetheless. “You can use your big-girl words, Lydia. My transitioning from attorney to coffee shop owner didn’t rob me of any IQ points.”

“I didn’t mean to offend. This woman is complicated. Mere words are insufficient to describe her.”

Oliver shrugged. “Okay. So I’ll assume Cassie didn’t want to be found. You found her, she’s pissed, and if she knew our conversation helped you, she might be pissed at me too. Do I have it?”

What you don’t have, sweet Oliver, is the slightest notion of Allie’s evil.

“I want you to be careful. This woman has resources. Her temper is not something to take lightly.”

“I’ve dealt with angry women before, Lydia. Like a fiancée who thought marrying me was a surefire ticket to the governor’s mansion. Should have seen her when I told her I was stepping off the political circus train and opening a shop. Or more recently, when I had to tell a perfectly lovely young woman I couldn’t offer her what she wanted because I was still in love with someone else.” He brought a hand to his left cheek. “She gave me one hell of a slap. I wouldn’t have thought someone that small had it in her.”

Lydia ached to know the pain she had caused him. “I’m sorry, Oliver.”

He held up his hands. “I made my play and you weren’t buying. No need to worry. I can handle a broken heart and I can handle an upset Cassie.”

“Please, Oliver. Don’t take this woman lightly.”

His green eyes were intense. “Do I need to get the police involved?”

“I want you to be careful.”

“Answer my question, Lydia. And don’t hide behind doctor-patient confidentiality. If you have reason to believe a patient of yours is apt to harm someone, you have no duty to shield her. In fact, you have a responsibility to protect any potential target.”

Lydia saw the flash of passion that had made him such an effective attorney.

“I have no information suggesting you’re in imminent danger. I may be being overly cautious here, but when it comes to you, I want to be. Listen to me, Oliver. Do not interact with this woman. Trust me when I tell you she has no business being in Olympia. Should you see her, assume she’s up to no good.”

“And what, exactly, do you mean by ‘no good’?”

Oh, Oliver. I’m afraid even your significant intellect couldn’t imagine the mayhem Allie is capable of. You’re too wholesome to enter her world…my world.

“Just stay away from her. Remember what I’m telling you.”

Oliver’s jaw churned. Like he wanted to tell her something but needed to defend himself against his own words. Finally he drew in a deep breath.

“I have to be over you, Lydia. I have to stop loving you. Wanting you. Hoping someday you’ll realize what we had together…what we could have together…that we could be terrific. I need to give that up. I can’t go through my life divided. Part of me going through the motions of the day while the other part hovers above me, waiting for the moment you’ll call or walk in the shop.”

Lydia swallowed hard. She needed to let him speak. But she couldn’t let him know how much she cared.

“I don’t want to hear from you again.” His voice was low and purposeful. “From where I sit, Cassie isn’t the danger. She means nothing to me. It’s you. You are the one who hurts me.”

“Oliver, I—”

“Don’t!” He caught his tone and lowered his voice. “Just don’t.”

A tall blonde carrying an overloaded tray approached with a tired smile. “Sorry for the wait. We’re busier than we thought, and of course my manager doesn’t want to bring in fresh troops.” She set Oliver’s beer in front of him and turned to give Lydia her full attention. “What can I get you? I promise to be faster this time.”

Oliver held Lydia’s gaze as he answered for her. “The lady’s leaving.”

The blonde nodded her understanding and took her tray to the next table.

“Goodbye, Lydia.”

She stood. “I’m so sorry, Oliver. Please remember what I said.”

His eyes telegraphed his struggle. “Goodbye, Lydia.”


Chapter 23

Seattle

It was all Kashawn could do not to swagger when he walked into the clubhouse, holding up his driver’s license, just as his brothers were finishing breakfast. D’Loco was there and he hooted out loud before calling for a celebration. Brothers came up to congratulate Kashawn. J-Fox said he expected it wouldn’t be long before Kashawn took his place driving D’Loco. Everyone in the house gave him respect that morning.

After the commotion, D’Loco tossed Kashawn a box. Told him to open it right then and there. Kashawn struggled to stay on his feet when he pulled the top off that small box. Inside was a key chain, engraved with a large “97” floating above the name “Green K.” He turned it over and swallowed hard. There was a tiger engraved on the flip side. Just like the one hanging on the wall of his room.

“That there’s twenty-four-karat gold,” D’Loco told him. “You best treasure it. That from me to you. You made me smile today.”

—

A few hours later it was Kashawn’s turn to smile when Turk announced his training was over. He had shadowed Turk for more than a week, learning the rhythm, watching the runners, keeping strong when a customer wanted to shine him on about how they would get the money for the goods a little later. Kashawn had nothing to do with that. Even when Turk set up a test and sent a lovely young lady looking for credit, Kashawn held tight.

He was ready. Turk knew it. The runners knew it. So did the customers. Most important, D’Loco knew.

“Yes, sir!” Turk slapped him lightly on the cheek. “Today is the day. These streets yours now. I’ma hand them over to you. Which mean I’m movin’ up myself.”

“You deserve it, Turk. D’Loco takin’ care of us all.”

Turk nodded. “That he is, kid. That he is. Best remember that.” The smile disappeared from Turk’s face. “Remember also, if I hear one dollar not makin’ it back to D’Loco, you ain’t hafta worry about him. It’s me who trained you. I don’t train nobody to have sticky fingers. You do something to disgrace my efforts and you gonna bleed. We clear?”

Kashawn had everything he’d ever wanted. He wasn’t going to do anything to mess up the glory he had going with the 97s.

“We clear.” He nodded toward the Escalade rolling to a stop in front of them. “Here’s your ride now. Get on out of here and take care of your new business.”

Turk’s grin returned. He gave one last shoulder bump to Kashawn and turned toward the car. Big Cheeks got out and opened the rear door. Kashawn looked inside, disappointed not to see D’Loco.

“Don’t worry, Green K.” Big Cheeks must have seen his regret. “This party for Turk here. D’Loco know it’s your first day solo. He be by soon enough.”

Turk climbed in the back and Kashawn watched them drive away. Then he stepped back and checked his crew. The twins were in position, playing basketball to his left. That kid they called Jay Jay messed with his skateboard down the block to his right. Straight ahead was a woman looking too skinny to stand. She teetered toward him. Kashawn waited. He knew what she wanted, but he needed to see her fifteen dollars before she got it. When she slipped him the money, Kashawn held up two fingers behind his back. One of the twins chased an errant basketball, making the drop as he ran past her.

Kashawn Meadows was open for business.

—

And business was brisk. Kashawn wondered how the runners maintained an endless supply of product. But his job was to hold the money and keep the order. Maybe someday he’d learn more about the business, but for now he was content to spend his first day doing as he was told. There might have been a time or two he wished he could get out of the rain, but as his pockets grew heavy, Kashawn calculated his 15 percent and figured a little drizzle never hurt anyone. At times he got lonely. The customers never said anything beyond what was necessary to complete their transactions. Other folks walking the streets didn’t say a word. They knew he was D’Loco’s man. Those folks might not have said anything, but the respect was there.

Kashawn occupied his mind thinking about how he might run into LaTonya some day after she left school. Maybe strike up a conversation and offer to walk with her a ways. He knew better than to offer her a ride. LaTonya wasn’t a girl to get into a brother’s car for no reason.

A few minutes past five o’clock, D’Loco’s Escalade came speeding down the street, wheels screeching as it pulled to an abrupt stop in front of him.

“Get in the car!” J-Fox had the windows rolled down. “Now, dammit!”

Kashawn looked to his left. The twins were running away. To his right, Jay Jay was kicking it on his skateboard, leaving his location as fast as his wheels would carry him.

“What’s happen—”

“Get in the damn car!” J-Fox screamed.

Kashawn jammed his hands in his pockets, securing the day’s receipts. He jogged six steps and pulled the rear door open. J-Fox took off before Kashawn had time to close it. Three other brothers were in the back of the Escalade.

“What’s going on?” Kashawn asked. “Where’s D’Loco?”

“We headin’ back to the clubhouse.” Slow Time was riding shotgun. “D’Loco says get there fast.”

“Why?” Kashawn didn’t like what he saw on his brothers’ faces. Their looks were the same kind of angry D’Loco had when he killed Ax.

Do they know? Do they know I didn’t shoot that Pico?

“Six Pack is dead,” Slow Time told him. “Shot down ’bout an hour ago over by where his lady lives.”

“What? Who?” Kashawn didn’t know what else to ask. A brother dead?

“They got Clash, too. Not fifteen minutes after Six Pack got hit.”

Kashawn tried to put a face to his brother named Clash. He thought maybe he’d heard the name before but was pretty certain he’d never met him.

“D’Loco’s callin’ us in.” The brother sitting next to him spoke. Kashawn didn’t know him, either. “Keepin’ us safe till we figure out what’s what.”

“Is it the police?” Kashawn asked.

The brother sitting next to him let out a disgusted sigh. “This ain’t how they roll. Besides, any trouble with the cops, we know what to do. It’s all ‘Yes, sir,’ ‘Yes, ma’am.’ Keep your hands in sight and do what you’re told. Let ’em take us off to jail. D’Loco have us out in an hour.”

It was difficult for Kashawn to comprehend there might be a force greater than D’Loco. But he instantly dismissed any concern. D’Loco and his brothers would take care of him.

“Then who?”

“How about you shut the fuck up and let D’Loco tell us?”

Kashawn shrank back against the seat and hung on while J-Fox careened through the neighborhood streets.

—

“See this?” D’Loco stood on a wooden chair, holding up a red ribbon. “Six Pack’s lady saw it go down. Brother ran by her place to drop off his envelope for her and the baby. Tiza say Six Pack just handed little Trayvon back to her. He was walkin’ to his car when they pulled up. Rolled down the window and shot Six Pack four times. Tiza start screaming. Heads runnin’ back to the house but watches from the window. Sees some punk ass jump outta the car, kick Six Pack in the head, and tie this on his wrist.”

“That’s Pico colors!” Big Cheeks yelled out from the crowd of 97s jammed into the rooms of the clubhouse’s bottom floor. Kashawn weaved his way through shoulders and chests to stand next to him.

“Damn straight it is. Tiza ran out to Six Pack once the shooters took off. Saw her man was dead. Recognized the tag. Got it here to me.”

“Police come by?” A brother Kashawn didn’t know asked. “Best they don’t interfere.”

A simmer of angry agreement rumbled through the crowd. Kashawn stood on his toes, craning to locate J-Fox. He spotted him in a far corner, his face a steely mask of vengefulness.

“Clash dead too,” D’Loco continued. “Same thing. Same red tag.”

Kashawn inched nearer to Big Cheeks as the gang’s bloodlust grew. Shouts came from all around him, cursing the Picos, vowing revenge.

“Hold on.” D’Loco held up his hands and looked around the room, calling out individual brothers. “J-Fox…Mouse…Blue Man…” D’Loco’s eyes made another sweep of the room before landing on Kashawn. “And Green K. You my team. Picos want war, they gonna get it.”

The walls and floors shook with the roar of 97 approval. Everyone in the house was shouting and raising fists in the air. Kashawn jammed his own arm up. He opened his mouth and pulled a growl from deep inside his gut. He wasn’t sure what was expected of him, but whatever D’Loco asked he’d gladly give.

A chilled jolt of fresh air blasted the crowed house. Attention turned toward the front door as a short man with a deep scar on the side of his face pushed his way through the crowd, calling his leader’s name. D’Loco hopped off the chair and went to him, leaning down to hear this brother Kashawn had never seen before. He didn’t need to hear the words. The look on D’Loco’s face telegraphed that the news was no good.

D’Loco held on to the short brother’s shoulder for several seconds. Then he climbed back on the chair and raised his right hand.

“They got D’Andre too. Just now.” D’Loco’s eyes were cold steel. His voice wasn’t loud, but everyone heard the determined hatred.

The earlier roar was replaced by ominous silence. Kashawn looked around the room, reading the revulsion on his brothers’ faces. The three brothers D’Loco had named to his war council stepped forward to stand in front of their leader. Kashawn joined them.

“Teams of three,” D’Loco said. “Never leave each other’s side. Every 97 sleeps in the clubhouse. We got food last a few days. This last any longer, we figure out what to do. We go out two teams at a time. Rest of us stay here. Defend the house. Find them Picos and kill ’em where they stand. Don’t bother taggin’. Motherfuckers know who’s comin’. Let the bodies rot in the rain. Hit one, then get back here. Then the next team goes out.”

Three men gave one another fist bumps before stepping forward. “We headin’ west on Stinson. Straight into Pico territory. Shouldn’t be more than a half hour to bag one.”

D’Loco nodded.

A voice called out from the side of the room. “Me, Dog, and Everclear. We a team. Take Parkway north. I know a club them Picos like to hang. We follow one home. Shoot him in his yard like they did Six Pack. We get lucky, maybe his lady and baby watch him bleed out.”

D’Loco nodded again. He put his hands on his hips and took his time surveying the room. It seemed to Kashawn the man had the ability to look into the eyes of each of the few dozen men there. When it came time for D’Loco to notice him, icy fear raked down Kashawn’s gut.

“We ready, then,” D’Loco said. “We didn’t start this war. But we damn sure ain’t gonna stop till we finish it.”


Chapter 24

Al Ghaydah, Yemen

The black Mercedes-Benz AMG-S pulled to a stop behind three Cadillac SUVs parked in front of a weathered seaside warehouse. Any fishermen still using these ramshackle piers had left hours ago. The setting sun painted purple and red stripes across a darkening sky. The Gulf of Aden responded, shifting its color from electric blue to a deep shade of navy.

“Who are they?” Abu Al Fared straightened the knot in his silk tie. Allie noted the gesture and wondered if this man—who supplied the richest and most privileged Arab citizens, including various members of the royal families, with vices their religion would never allow—was nervous. “I do not like surprises.”

Allie thought Al Fared’s accent suited him well. It was a musical blend available only to those highborn Semites fortunate enough to have been schooled entirely in the finest private schools England had to offer. Every word he uttered conveyed barely contained boredom wrapped in the casual confidence of someone who knew he was superior to everyone he wasn’t related to. He was a man who understood the concept of need only in the abstract, and even then only as a tool he could use to control others. He had been blessed not only with limitless wealth but also with rugged good looks, and he held himself like a man well aware of the effect he had on women.

“This is not a surprise, Abu.” Allie reached across the backseat of the luxury sedan and laid a gentle hand on his. “This is how I show respect to my most valued customers, which I trust you will soon be. In a category all your own, of course.” She nodded toward the trio of SUVs. “Those cars hold my highest-ranking men. I want them to meet you. I want them to know the man who deserves their respect and gratitude.”

“You needn’t treat me like I’m one of your Russian Neanderthals, Allie. I don’t thump my chest and grunt. I’m a businessman. Interested only in product and service. So long as I can be assured the goods you offer are of the highest quality and that I needn’t be bothered with the details of local laws, I’ll be satisfied. Your men needn’t dust my slippers for me.”

No, Allie thought. You have staff to do that for you.

“Perhaps you’ll indulge me, then. As you might imagine, those chest-thumping grunters, as you so aptly described the Russians I’ve inherited, are unaccustomed to taking orders from a woman. If they could see me satisfying someone as powerful as you, they’d know how capable I am.”

Abu Al Fared tipped his head to the two men in the front seat, then raised an eyebrow to Allie.

“Don’t worry about Rick and Johnny.” Allie accented her smile with a seductive stare. “They’re English. They appreciate an opportunity on its merits.”

“Tha’s right, mate,” Johnny called out from the driver’s seat. “Me and Rick-O ’ere ain’t carin’ one whit ’bout ’oos the boss. Ain’t ’at right, Ricky?”

The dark-haired man with the pocked face grunted his agreement from the passenger seat.

“Tha’s the ticket, ain’t it?” Johnny asked. “Man, woman, black, white, Jew, or Papist. They’re all the same to old Rick and me. We’re equal-opportunity employees, we are. You pay us, we do the job. Don’t care ’bout much else.” Johnny looked into the rearview mirror, focusing his attention on Al Fared. “Besides, me and Rick-O ’ere got better stuff to beat than our chests. Ain’t tha’ right, Ricky?”

Rick stared straight ahead, ignoring his friend’s prattle.

Abu Al Fared returned his attention to Allie. “I understand your position. I come from a culture that fails to appreciate the full capabilities of a woman. Still, who are we to stand against thousands of years of custom?”

I don’t care much about who you are, Allie thought. But if custom and culture conspire to keep me from what I want, I’m exactly the person to stand against it. A thousand years of practice be damned.

“Come with me, Abu.” Slowly Allie traced a circle over the back of his hand. “Let’s have a bit of a game while I show you what I’m capable of providing.”

Al Fared fixed his chestnut eyes on hers. She saw his craving, watching him as his gaze lowered, tracing the deep neckline of her dove gray silk blouse, then lowering still to linger on the outline of her hips, snugly covered in a silver satin skirt. She’d chosen her outfit to elicit just such a reaction from her prospective client. Allie shifted her position slightly, allowing her knees to part and her breasts to strain against the delicate fabric.

“You’re a beautiful woman.” His voice was thick with desire. “Perhaps your men are distracted by that.”

“Perhaps.”

“A man could think of a woman like you in many positions.”

“And you, Abu? How do you see me?”

He leaned forward, his lips close enough that her blond hair shifted in the breeze of his breath. “Don’t ask that again unless you’re ready to deal with my answer.”

Allie leaned back, a curling tease on her lips. “I’m an American, Abu. You’ve heard of our ethic. Work first, then play. Come. Let me show you what I can do for you.”

She straightened her spine and sharpened her tone. “Johnny, signal the men. We’re heading in.”

Johnny flashed the headlights. Doors opened on the three SUVs. Ten men exited, each group standing in front of their own car. Some looked out to the sea, others glanced toward Allie’s Mercedes. All took the opportunity to pull out cigarettes and light up.

“You ready, then?” Johnny asked.

“Wait.” Allie’s eyes were trained on the nearest Land Rover. The one with a rear side door still open. Several long seconds later Fyodor Ratchikov emerged. Allie watched him wave toward the men. She could see he was calling out to them, but the distance and the Mercedes’ excellent sound neutralizer prevented her from knowing what he said.

You passive-aggressive bastard. You’re making me wait for you. Still fighting my control.

Allie slowly counted to twenty. She offered Abu Al Fared a smile dripping with seductive promise. Then she turned to Johnny.

“I’m ready.”

Johnny and Rick exited the sedan and opened the rear doors.

“Wait!” Abu Al Fared must have heard the fear in his own voice. When he spoke again his tone was lower, his words measured and controlled. “On your assurance I left my men back at the dock. You’re certain of this place?”

Allie shifted her own voice to maternal reassurance. “I would never put you in danger, Abu.”

“This is Yemen. These people are warriors. There are bands of extremists everywhere. Oman is a few miles away. It offers a more civilized environment for your demonstration.”

“Your yacht is anchored in Yemeni waters. Did you have any problems?”

“No. But the open sea is often more hospitable in this region.” She could hear him struggle to keep anxiety out of his voice. Once again she reached for his hand, this time bringing it up and holding it against her breast.

“Feel my heart, Abu.” She shifted her blouse to touch his palm to her skin. “Feel its steady beat. I have no fear. Nor should you.”

Allie watched the skirmish between fight and flight play out on the man’s face. His lips trembled. He opened his mouth. But before Allie could learn whether he’d chosen to stay or run, an explosion of machine-gun fire caused them both to jerk back into their seats. Johnny and Rick slammed the rear doors shut before diving back inside the Mercedes.

“What the fuck is this, now?” Johnny roared. Before he could reach for the ignition, a jeep roared up beside them. Three men in green army fatigues, each armed with an automatic rifle, leaped from the vehicle, yelling in Arabic. Motioning with their rifles for them to leave the car with their hands raised.

“This is exactly what I was afraid of,” Al Fared hissed as he climbed out of the backseat. Allie left the car, her hands raised waist high, fingers splayed and palms exposed. She ignored the blathering of her guest and focused on her men. She counted seven jeeps in all. Each held three or four men. Each soldier appeared to be as heavily armed as the three who surrounded her Mercedes. They made short work of corralling Allie’s men into a tight group. At least a dozen soldiers circled around the Russians, rifles at the ready, while three separate pairs of soldiers went man to man. One soldier pointed his automatic rifle at the throat of Allie’s man while his partner frisked and disarmed him. Then the pair would move on to the next man.

The soldier to her right screamed at them in Arabic.

“What is he saying?” she asked Al Fared.

“He’s saying we must join the others.” Al Fared turned to the soldier standing closest to him, speaking in rapid-fire Arabic. Allie was certain her handsome customer was informing the soldier who he was…perhaps even dropping the names of powerful people who would be upset should any harm come to him. The soldier stepped back. Then he looked at his two colleagues, as if searching for direction.

Five seconds later the three soldiers burst into laughter and used their weapons to point their four hostages toward the rest of the men.

Allie made her way to Fyodor Ratchikov, squinting against the bright glare of jeep-mounted floodlights trained on the group.

“Stay calm, Fyodor,” she whispered in Russian.

“You have murdered us.” Her lieutenant spit on the ground and turned his back.

“My sons!” Allie raised her voice and addressed her men in their mother tongue. “Protect your queen and she will protect you!”

A soldier rushed toward her, stopping inches away. He screamed at her in Arabic.

Allie shook her head and pointed toward her ear, hoping the man would understand. “I do not speak your language,” she said slowly in English.

Ratchikov whipped around, addressing her in Russian. “Are you insane? If he thinks for one moment he’s captured himself an American, this becomes much more than a simple arrest.”

As if on cue, the soldier pointed to her and spoke the one word known in any language. “American?” He lifted his head and scanned the entire group. “American?” he called out. “American?”

Allie’s men riveted their attention on her. But two dozen assault rifles rendered them impotent.

“Protect your queen!” Allie roared again in Russian. “She will protect you!”

Another soldier, this one with gold braid on his uniform’s sleeve, trotted toward her. “Are you an American?” he asked. His English was heavily accented, but he seemed to have a full and easy grasp of the grammar. “Why are you speaking Russian?”

Allie stole a glance toward Ratchikov. Her lieutenant’s eyes radiated undiluted disgust.

She turned back to the English-speaking soldier and said nothing.

“What are you doing here?” he asked. “Who is in charge? Are you their whore?”

That’s an interesting question, she thought. Their queen or their whore? Is there really a difference?

She didn’t answer him. Instead she turned to search for Abu Al Fared. She found him. He was circling one particular soldier. Around and around, the fingers of his hands interlocked and resting atop his perfectly coiffed hair, pleading in Arabic with a man clearly ignoring him.

“Everyone into the warehouse!” The English-speaking soldier was obviously in command. When the Russians didn’t respond, his troops herded everyone forward.

The lights were on inside the weather-beaten space. Allie herself had dictated how her demonstration was to be staged. There was a long table, draped in purple satin and lit from both ends with floor lamps. On the table were ten kilos of cocaine. There should have been five beautiful women, all European, each immaculately groomed and dressed in chic Parisian evening wear, standing behind it. These were to be her gifts to Abu Al Fared. A taste of what she could offer him and his customers. An entry into his multibillion-dollar Arabic market.

The drugs were on full display. But the women had scattered, probably at the first burst of the machine guns. Two were in corners. One was behind a long stone table meant for cleaning fish. Allie saw the remaining two behind a decaying wooden boat on the far side of the building. Each woman crouched as low as tight minidresses allowed. Allie was impressed none of them screamed or cried.

These women are used to difficulty, she thought. Only women accustomed to being used for their beauty by the cruelest of men would agree to be employed in the way I offered.

The commanding officer walked slowly toward the purple table. He lifted two bricks of cocaine, bringing them to his nose and sniffing.

“These are drugs,” he called out in English. “Drugs are illegal in Yemen. The laws are very strict.” He set the bricks down and turned to face the group. “These drugs are an abomination!” He let his words hang in the silent warehouse. Allie knew most of her men didn’t understand him.

But they understood the guns pointed at them and kept silent.

“Who is in charge?” the commander called out.

The crowd said nothing.

“Protect your queen and she will protect you.” Allie spoke in the language of her men, using her speaking voice this time. There was no need to yell in this small space.

The officer stared at her. A slight smile curled his lips. He nodded to her before speaking in Russian.

“Who is in charge here?”

This time Allie’s men began to shuffle. They looked to one another, as if for direction.

“What is talk ‘protecting queen’?” The officer’s Russian wasn’t fluent, but it was effective. Allie heard her men murmur.

The officer spread his arms wide and stepped around in a circle in front of the drug-laden table. “Many women here are. But one is queen?”

He waited.

“Who is in charge?” His Russian was sufficient to master this easy question. “Answer for going free!”

The murmuring among her men grew louder. Allie looked over to Ratchikov, only to see him standing alone and silent, staring at the ground.

“Answer for going free!”

One man stepped forward. Peter Vestikov. He had been in charge of the St. Petersburg operations when Vadim Tokarev ran the cartel and continued in that position. Allie kept a steady eye on him.

“I know who is in charge,” Vestikov told the officer. He raised a pointed finger toward Allie and spoke slowly. She was certain Vestikov wanted him to understand every word he spoke. “That is the woman. She calls herself queen, but she is a whore. A whore who killed to steal the organization from a man who loved her.”

The commanding officer approached Vestikov. He made an exaggerated display of following the man’s accusing pointed finger with his gaze. Then his eyes rested on Allie.

“This is queen?” he asked. “This is pretty lady queen?”

“She is,” Vestikov assured him. “She leads us. This is her idea. We obey or we die.”

The commanding officer made no move to approach her. Instead he turned to the remainder of Allie’s men. “This true is?” he asked in broken Russian. “One man maybe lies. One man maybe love pretty lady. No she say. One man angry and lies. Other man say yes? Other man say this lady in charge?”

Allie listened to the whispers her men shared, keeping her eyes on the commanding officer.

“Answer for going free!” he yelled. “Is another man to say lady is in charge?”

Two additional men stepped forward. Allie watched them go stand beside Vestikov. Abram Ivanov was her man in Croatia. Makar Aleshin ran operations in southern Spain. Two major operatives in her cartel. She’d trusted them, promoted them, made them richer than they’d ever imagined. They each raised a pointed finger Allie’s way.

“This is our leader,” Abram Ivanov said. “She calls herself our czarina.”

“Our queen,” Makar Aleshin confirmed. “Vestikov is correct. We do as she says or we die.”

The commanding officer nodded. “Three men.” He spoke in Russian. He walked toward Allie. Six men standing in front of her closed ranks as the officer neared. But uniformed soldiers with automatic rifles can be a strong deterrent against a more aggressive defense.

Still, Allie was moved by their loyalty.

She lifted her chin, squared her shoulders, and let the commander lead her to the table.

“Three men,” the officer said to her in English. “Three men accuse you of being in charge.” He paused. “These drugs. These whores. May I ask you? Are you the one I’m looking for? Are you their queen?”

Allie took her time before answering. She allowed herself a long, slow look at each of the men in the room. These were her men. Her soldiers. She’d promised them safety and riches and power and they’d stood with her. She wanted to fill her eyes with them before what would come next. She saved her last long look for the three men who had betrayed her. She drank in the scorn in their eyes, the disgust on their faces.

Vestikov spit at Allie’s feet. “Stupid whore! We would have followed Vadim Tokarev to the grave. He was a great man. You are nothing but his toilet. We should have killed you long ago.”

The commanding officer called for silence. He spoke to Allie again, this time in Russian. This time the entire room would know his question.

“Are you their leader? Is this your doing?”

“Yes,” Allie responded in the language of her men. “I am their czarina. This is my doing. I am in charge.”

“These men follow orders of you?” The limits of the commander’s Russian were being tested.

“Yes. They are correct. My men do what I tell them or they die.”

The commander made a quizzical face. “Then what am I to do?”

Allie took a deep breath. She wanted to be fully present at this moment.

“Kill the two,” she decided. “Leave Vestikov for me.”

In an instant the commanding officer raised his rifle and fired two bursts. The first turned Abram Ivanov’s head into a pulpy mush. One heartbeat later Makar Aleshin’s chest erupted in a flood of red as six bullets ripped into his torso. Both men fell to the floor, almost as one unit.

The women around the room began to scream. Some ran for the door, but a line of uniformed soldiers blocked their exit.

“Silence!” Allie ordered. “Stand where you are.”

Allie’s men hadn’t moved. It took no more than a few seconds for the women to control their crying. These were women used to quashing their fear.

“Assemble your men,” Allie said to the commanding officer.

The man barked two brief commands in Arabic. Instantly, more than two dozen men formed a straight line down the center of the room. Each stood at attention. Each shouldered his rifle.

Allie took her time walking down the line, inspecting the new recruits she’d enlisted just days before. It hadn’t taken her long to locate the English-speaking commander. And it hadn’t taken much to convince him that aligning with her was a far more lucrative and secure position than remaining loyal to a shaky government unable to stop even the most poorly equipped bands of religious zealots marauding around their country. He, in turn, had promised he could find limitless numbers of men who would be loyal to anyone promising their families a safe and better life. Together they had orchestrated the evening’s events.

Allie would have her Middle Eastern market.

Her position as leader would be cemented.

And now she had her own small army.

She touched the shoulder of each man as she passed. The commander had taught her one Arabic phrase, and she whispered it to every soldier as she looked deeply into his eyes.

“I will save you.”

When she was finished, she walked to Abu Al Fared. This time her glance held no seduction, no promise of allowing him to use her as he had so many women. Her eyes telegraphed the message that he should never doubt she was his equal.

“Take my offering, Abu. Enjoy the women. Treat them well. Your customers will find our products of the highest quality. That is your first requirement of me. The second is that you be free of local laws. Have I convinced you?”

Al Fared resumed his practiced pose of the bored sophisticate. He tipped his head and tossed her a brief salute. “You have indeed. But do I have to remind you? You promised me one more thing.”

Allie nodded. “The Fixer.”

“I can get quality product from any number of sources. Likewise, I can hire people to handle the locals.” He looked down the line of Allie’s army. “Perhaps not as impressively, but the end result is the same. When I deal with a woman, I expect spectacular performance. You promised me the Fixer. Are you a woman of your word?”

“I am.”

She shook Al Fared’s hand and watched him leave the warehouse trailed by five beautiful women, leaving her alone with her men. Two dead on the floor, one Judas awaiting his fate, and the rest left basking in her power.

She walked past them all to stand in front of Vestikov. She spoke in Russian.

“You told the commander you obeyed me or you died. What were my orders?”

Vestikov showed no traces of his earlier defiance. “Protect our queen,” he whispered.

“Did you obey me?”

“No, czarina. I failed you.”

Allie asked the commanding officer who had played his role so well for his handgun. She raised it level to Vestikov’s face.

“Wait!” Fyodor Ratchikov called out. “Czarina, I beg you! One moment.”

Allie lowered her gun as her lieutenant approached her.

“I know this man well,” he said. “His mother is my sister. I bounced Peter on my knee when he was a baby. I prayed at his bedside when he was a teen and the fevers took him. I watched him grow strong and tall. When the time was right, I chose him to join us. I watched him with an uncle’s pride as he served Vadim Tokarev with distinction. I love him more as a son than a nephew.”

“What is it you want from me, Fyodor?”

“Leave him to me. He is a good man at his heart. Loyal. He was scared tonight. Fear weakens a man. If my training of him was poor, that is my sin, not his. I beg you. As a child begs his mother for a second chance. Let me handle this.”

Allie looked at Vestikov. She saw the plea in his eyes.

“And what lesson will he learn?” she asked Ratchikov. “That betrayal is met with a lenient hand? That his czarina bows to the prayers of a frightened uncle?”

“He will learn strength is mightier when it is tempered with mercy. He will learn a second chance guarantees there will not be a third.”

For the first time since she had taken control of the cartel, Ratchikov understood her power. He had long made a show of bowing to her position yet always questioned her authority and urged her to leave the management of the enterprise to him. He had trivialized her standing as heir to Vadim Tokarev, confident he could rule more competently. He was, after all, a man. A Russian. And, as such, her superior.

But tonight had changed everything.

“Please, czarina,” Ratchikov begged. “This is my shame as much as my nephew’s. I brought him to Vadim. Let me avenge this betrayal. I will take him far away. Your beautiful eyes will never again be soiled by the sight of him. He will be disgraced in our family. Allow me this one mercy. I beg you. For all I was to Tokarev and all I shall be to you. Grant me this kindness and I will be your slave until my last breath.”

Allie inhaled long and slow.

“As you said, Fyodor, it was you who brought this traitor to us. May we all be thankful my beloved Vadim died before he could see the result of your treachery.”

Ratchikov’s eyes widened as Allie’s words fanned the flame of his terror.

“Had I known it would end this way, I would have never brought Peter Vestikov to us. I would have left him at his mother’s side to play with the other little boys. He would never have known the glory that exists in serving. First Tokarev and now you, the greatest of all women.”

“Is that how you view me? Has your opinion of me so changed? Am I no longer to simply go shopping and leave the leadership to you?”

Defeat pulled at the man’s face. Ratchikov knelt before her. He reached for her hand and kissed her ring.

“You are my goddess. Filled with courage and strength. Brave enough to forgive. Strong enough to show mercy.”

“Get up, Fyodor.” Allie’s voice was kind. “Stand before your czarina.”

Ratchikov scrambled to his feet. “I pledge obedience to you until my death.”

“Complete?” Allie asked.

“Yes, my czarina.”

“Unquestioning?”

“Yes, my czarina.”

Allie paused. Then she handed her gun to Ratchikov. “Kill this traitor.”

Ratchikov’s eyes lost all orientation. His jaw opened and closed, yet no words emerged.

“Prove your loyalty, Fyodor. Earn the right to stand beside me,” Allie cooed. “Cleanse your soul.”

Ratchikov’s hand shook with the weight of the gun. He turned pleading eyes once more toward Allie.

“Please, my czarina.” He raised his hands in supplication. Instantly, all the Yemeni soldiers trained their automatic weapons on him.

“Now, Fyodor. Show us all where your loyalty lies.” Allie stared at him, waiting for Ratchikov’s next move. She watched him struggle to raise the gun.

“I love you, Peter,” he said.

Allie felt the floor tremble as Fyodor Ratchikov put a bullet between his nephew’s eyes.


Chapter 25

Seattle

“At this rate, we’re gonna run out of space.” Jim DeVilla stared at the whiteboard. “Nine bodies in less than a week. All found in an area a little more than two square miles. Anybody see the papers this morning?”

“Reporters are calling those neighborhoods killing fields.” Micki Petty looked to Mort, who sat behind his desk. “Tensions are high. Parents are keeping their kids home from school.”

“Can’t say I blame them.” Even the presence of Bruiser’s giant head resting on his leg couldn’t ease Mort’s tension. “This all started with Banjo being killed. If I lived in that area, I wouldn’t be eager for my kid to be the next victim of some punk whose aim was sharper than his IQ.”

“You’re wrong, Grant.” Lincoln Lane stood on the far side of the office next to his brother, Franklin. Mort needed their expertise if this case was going to get solved. “This didn’t get kicked off with Banjo’s death. You started poking around, questioning gang members. Looking for someone to blame. That’s what started this bloodbath. I warned you, Grant. And frankly I don’t see a way this ends fast or clean.”

“Take it easy, Lincoln,” Jim urged.

“Don’t tell me how to take anything, DeVilla. You prom queens in homicide don’t know how good you have it. Wife offs her husband after she catches him sleeping with the nanny. Man kills his boss before he finds out the guy’s got his hand in the corporate cookie jar. One, two, three, it all adds up. You sop up the glory and the headlines, the bad guy goes to jail, and you sip coffee until the next time some one-time amateur picks up a gun. It’s different in my shop. There’s no logic to gang killings. These animals hit whoever, whenever. Then they all close ranks. Nobody says nothing. Figure they’re all gonna take care of it in their own way. They usually do, too. Best we can do is minimize the damage until the shooting stops. Steer clear, contain the thugs to their own turf, and pray for the day they all kill each other.”

“So we step away from Banjo’s murder?” Mort asked.

“I told you that from day one, didn’t I?” Lane’s voice rose. Bruiser stood, instantly at attention, looking to Jim for direction. “If you kept your red, white, and blue nose out of this, time would pass. Maybe a few days, maybe a few weeks. Then one day we find some banger dead somewhere. Then it’s over.”

“But we have a duty—” Mort didn’t get far before Lane interrupted him.

“Don’t you get it, Grant? What you and your team do is investigate. You search for clues, add ’em up, come to a conclusion. It’s a well-orchestrated game with rules and judges and procedures and warrants. But my world? Gangs? We don’t do investigations. We’re the good guys trying hard to keep the enemy at bay. We don’t provoke them. They want to rub themselves out, well, that’s okay by me.”

“You can’t mean that,” Mort protested.

“Damn straight we mean it.” Lincoln Lane shook his head. When he spoke his voice was quieter but still held its angry edge. “What do you see when you look at me?”

“I see a frustrated man taking the lazy way out.”

Franklin Lane pulled himself away from the wall, fire in his eyes at Mort’s insult to his brother. Lincoln Lane reached out a steady hand to hold him in place.

“Go on,” Lincoln urged. “Tell me what else you see. All of it.”

Mort was confused. “What are you looking for?”

Lincoln shrugged. “What did you see the first time you laid eyes on me? At that breakfast the chief called all those years ago. Introducing me as the newest member of the gang task force. That’s when we first met.”

Mort nodded his remembrance. “Can’t say I thought much of anything.”

“We’ll let that little white lie slide for a moment. How about now? What do you think of me now?”

“Our paths have crossed. I know your reputation.” Mort was still confused as to why Lane was asking. “I’d call you a stand-up guy. That’s why your stance on these gang killings is astounding to me.”

“Astounding, is it?” Lane’s chuckle held no humor. “You said it yourself a few days back. ‘Why is it we haven’t been drinking buddies?’ you asked me. What with our being in the same business and all. Not to mention the same damned department. Let me tell you why we never shared a beer. I hadn’t earned the right yet.”

“I’m not following.”

“Black folks have to prove themselves to white folks. Every day. Every encounter. Back at that breakfast, if I had been a white guy being introduced, you would have figured out a way to get to know me straight from the go.” Lincoln jerked a thumb toward Jim. “DeVilla here’s famous for taking the new guys out to the Crystal to teach ’em the ropes over a few pints. New white guys, that is.”

“That’s bullshit,” Jim said.

“Is it?” This time it was Franklin Lane who spoke. “I’ve got lots of white friends. One thing I’ve noticed is in every case my white friends got only one black friend. Me.”

Mort thought of L. Jackson Clark. The bond between them was tighter than blood.

And Larry was Mort’s only black friend.

“Tell me what this has to do with investigating Benji’s murder.”

“Black folks get up every day wanting to do what’s right for themselves and their families. They go to work, school, church, whatever. They complain about taxes and root for their favorite teams. But they have to do it knowing the primary thing they have to do is prove themselves. First and foremost. Prove they’re not a threat. Prove there’s no reason the white folk need to defend or attack them just because they’re standing there.”

“I don’t think politics is what’s needed right now,” Micki offered.

“This isn’t politics,” Lincoln insisted. “This is fact. Something you can never understand. When white folks see white folks, they assume the guy’s okay. White guy has to show himself to be untrustworthy before you turn away. When white folks see black folks, it’s the opposite. They see a thug. We have to prove our worthiness. Each and every day. We’re held back. We’re overlooked. We’re even shot in the street because of it. And these gangs fuel that white fear. There’s no hope for our community as long as these gangs exist. So if they want to take each other out, I say let them. Let ’em clean up their own shit one bullet at a time. I’ll look the other way if it means there’s a chance that when a white man looks he sees me and not some banger masquerading as a normal person. And sad as it is that Benji’s dead, if his death leads to these animals going extinct, well, maybe the person who shot him did some kind of twisted good deed.”

Mort’s head pounded. A cold steel belt tightened around his chest. Breathing was hard. He wanted to toss Lane and his brother out of his office. Maybe even demand the men take a leave of absence until they rethought their priorities. But he didn’t.

Because Lane was right.

Benji had been killed in October. Mort’s calendar had read November for over a week now and he still had no leads as to who had pulled the trigger. He was convinced the 97s were behind it, mistaking Benji for a member of the Pico Underground. He and his team had interviewed more than twenty known members of each gang. No one had given them anything. Mort himself had interviewed the men Lane identified as leaders of the gangs. Antwan Nevers, the head of the Pico Underground, was polite and succinct in his answers, and he stuck to his story that he knew Benji Jackson through his close association with Benji’s brother but had no idea who might have orchestrated his killing. Nevers always referred to the dead preteen as Benji and always called his brother Bayonne. Not once did he slip and use their street names, Banjo and Three Pop.

The same scenario unfolded when Mort brought in Martin Lester, aka D’Loco, alleged leader of the 97s. Lester arrived with two attorneys and assured Mort he had never met Benji, didn’t know Three Pop, and had no idea who might be responsible for Benji’s death. He insisted the 97s were nothing more than a social organization, targeted by police and made to look like something sinister. When Mort asked him how an unemployed man could afford two lawyers from one of Seattle’s most expensive firms, D’Loco let the suits earn their fees by objecting to the line of questioning and calling an end to the interview.

And the body count kept rising.

“Let’s not waste any effort pointing fingers, okay?” Micki exchanged stern looks with each of the men in the office. “And we’ll save the discussions on healing the racial divide for another time. We need a way out. Linc, you know these guys. What’s your suggestion?”

“Let it play out,” Lane said. “These creeps need their thug justice. They’re smart enough to know the good citizens of Seattle aren’t going to get riled up so long as it’s banger versus banger. The last thing either of these gangs want is some civilian—God forbid some white civilian—to get caught in the crossfire. That would bring heat they don’t have guns enough to stop.”

“Just let the war continue?” Mort asked. “That’s your suggestion as a member of this department?”

Lincoln nodded to his brother, and both Lane brothers headed to the door. “You asked for my two cents. Let ’em play whack-a-mole with one another. Think of it as an urban renewal project.”

—

Two hours later Mort walked into Our Joint and greeted Vanessa.

“Don’t they ever let you go home?” he asked. “Whenever I come here, I see you behind that desk.”

The receptionist played with her giant hoop earrings. Her fingernails were polished deep orange and dotted with tiny black specks.

“You comin’ so regular now, maybe we ought to make you a member or somethin’. You know we got programs for seniors, right? There’s a old man’s club meets Wednesday mornings. Doughnuts and talk is they thing. Most those folks over seventy. But you lookin’ tired enough to pass.”

Mort smiled. Maybe he should sign up. He’d been visiting Our Joint regularly since Benji’s murder, talking to whoever wanted to say their piece.

“She in?” he asked.

“You got an appointment?”

“Not really. I was kind of hoping.”

Vanessa reached for her ringing phone. “Well, you can hope all you want. Go on back and see if she’s wantin’ to see you. But it’s rude you droppin’ in all the time.” She picked up the phone. “This here is Our Joint and I’m Vanessa. Why you callin’?”

Mort headed back. He knew the way to Gigi Vinings’s office.

“Mort!” She waved him into her cluttered space. Cinder-block walls covered with posters describing various programs were interspersed with photographs and artwork Mort was certain was produced by the children using Our Joint as a respite from neighborhood strain. Mort picked up a photo lying on Gigi’s desk.

“This new?”

Gigi nodded. “Taken day before yesterday. How do you like the company I’m keeping?”

Mort flipped the photo around for her to view. “Seahawks’ wunderkind quarterback. Very impressive. And so is the number on that giant check the two of you are holding.”

Gigi took the photo back, chuckling as she looked at herself standing next to the Seahawks’ star quarterback. “A wonderful man he is. His foundation gave us fifty thousand dollars.”

“Our Joint starting a football team?”

“Of course not. You think a man that great is just about the football? We asked him for three thousand to recarpet the kids’ reading room and buy new books. He came here last week. Toured the place. Signed autographs, talked football, and had his picture taken with some of the members. Next thing you know, he’s coming back. Giving us more than ten times what we asked. Saying he couldn’t help but notice we might want to redo the entire space!”

“I’ve heard that about him. All-around great guy.”

“Says if we need anything, he wants me to call him first.”

“Tell him what you need is another Super Bowl win. How’s that?”

She asked him if he wanted some coffee. “The church ladies made about two dozen pumpkin pies this morning.”

He declined but asked if she had a few minutes. “Vanessa fears I’m taking advantage of you.”

Gigi chuckled again. The sound of her laughter eased some of his tension. “Vanessa is a good girl. We’re blessed to have her. But she has…How can I say this? She’s taken ownership of her job—and this place—and of me, too.”

“She’s protective.”

“That she is. Have a seat. What’s eating at you today?”

“Is it that obvious?”

“Let’s say you look like a man who could use a few weeks on some tropical beach. Maybe sip one of those drinks out of a coconut shell.”

“You’re following the papers?” he asked. “The gangs?”

“Mort, folks around here know more about the day-to-day activities of those dirty creatures than any ten policemen combined. Why do you think Lincoln and Franklin hang out here? Sure, they’re doing great things for our kids. Did you hear we took All City this year?”

“I did, indeed. Got past St. Alphonse to do it.”

“They’re excellent coaches. The boys love them. But for all their good work, the Lanes spend their time here because our members aren’t afraid to talk about the gangs. They get information that helps them contain the danger.”

“That’s an interesting choice of words.”

“What’s that?”

“ ‘Contain.’ That’s what Lincoln Lane said his goal was. Said we’re never going to stop them but that he’d be happy just to contain them.”

Gigi took her time answering. “There has to be a way we can stop them.”

“Like this war that’s going on now?”

“Maybe. Cowardly men with guns playing tough by shooting other cowardly men with guns. Pretending they’re avenging their turf or their brothers.” She paused. “But maybe there is some bizarre kind of tribal justice about it.”

“An eye for an eye, you mean.”

Gigi considered her response so long Mort wondered what she was holding back.

“Lincoln Lane tells me I’m to blame for the war,” Mort said. “Says if I’d stayed out of things, the gangs would have handled Benji’s killer all on their own.”

Finally Gigi answered. “I suppose he’s right.”

“But don’t we owe our kids better? Is tribal justice really what we’re looking for here?”

Once again Gigi didn’t reply.

“He also tells me I need to back off. Let the Picos and the 97s kill one another off.”

The mood on Gigi’s face shifted. A hardness came to her eyes. Her lips tightened. She leaned forward. “Maybe there are times sin serves a greater good.”


Chapter 26

Seattle

Kashawn Meadows was nervous. More than nervous. He was scared. Actually, he knew there had to be a better word.

I could ask LaTonya, he thought as he stood on his corner. I’m bettin’ she knows least ten words for how I’m feelin’.

It had been nearly a week since D’Loco had declared war on the Picos after Six Pack, Clash, and D’Andre were gunned down. The 97s had struck back hard. D’Loco was staying at the clubhouse these days, and Kashawn was part of his war council. He was up to date on what was happening out on the streets. Six Picos were dead. D’Loco had been especially happy two nights ago when Mouse and Turk came back with news they’d taken out the Pico who ran a twelve-block area down by the docks.

Yes, sir. Those two made D’Loco smile that day. They got themselves a big reward. You can bet on that for sure.

But Kashawn knew that if the 97s could hit one of the Picos while he was running his corner, the Picos could do the same to him. Still, he was determined to keep his business running. Kashawn had been a 97 just over a month, and he wanted to keep showing D’Loco he could produce. He might be just learning about running a war, but he knew damn straight what to do on his corner: take the customers’ money and bring it back to the family.

Business wasn’t as good as it had been a week ago. Word traveled fast on these streets. Folks around here knew Picos and 97s were taking each other out. The customers using his product for a good-time high had stopped coming. Only the folks who needed what he was selling to draw their next breath took the risk. The troubles kept Jay Jay and the twins away too. Kashawn was a one-man show now. Customers gave him the money and he handed them the goods himself.

Any squad drivin’ by could see what I’m doin’. Cop put his hands in my pockets, I’ma go away for a long time.

The Picos and the police weren’t the only reasons Kashawn was on such high alert that drizzly November afternoon. His customers, strung out as they were, knew he was working the street alone. Any desperate addict could decide the time was right to stick a knife in his ribs. Take his money and his goods.

D’Loco knew it too. He had increased his patrols, rolling up about five times a day. Brothers would drive by too. Checking to make sure he was all right. But there were only so many 97s. And with D’Loco dispatching teams to take out the Picos, Kashawn had to protect himself. He kept his eyes moving, scanning the traffic all around him.

And he kept his right hand in his pocket, resting on his gun.

One of his regulars made her way toward him now, pushing a dented stroller carrying a baby who was always awake but never moved. Kashawn knew her order. Same thing every day. Two rocks of crack. Despite her daily visits, the customer had spoken to him only once. It had been Kashawn’s second day running the turf on his own, after Turk declared him ready. She asked if she could give him a blow job in exchange for her candy. Right there. In broad daylight, with her kid lying in that sorry push buggy. When Kashawn turned her down, she just shrugged her skinny shoulders, handed him a few crumpled bills, and walked toward Twin Two. She’d not uttered a single word to him since.

Kashawn pulled his hand off his gun and reached into the inside pocket of his Seahawks jacket. He had a system now that the runners were gone. Gun in the right side pocket. Bags of weed in the left. Crack he kept tucked inside. He didn’t have enough pockets for the pills. They were off the inventory list until the twins came back.

He held out the rocks when the woman reached him.

“I’ma take six today.”

Kashawn’s eyes widened. She shoved a hand toward him. The bills she gave him were crisp. Kashawn took the money and reached into his pocket for four additional rocks.

“You got extra money, maybe you best spend some on your baby.”

The woman glanced down into the stroller. She grabbed her product, bent down, and pulled an envelope from under the baby’s worn blanket. She tucked her six rocks of crack cocaine next to her child and pulled the blanket over everything.

“I’m s’posed to give you this.” She handed him the envelope. “You s’posed to read it and then I point.”

Kashawn scanned the streets. He saw nothing out of the ordinary. Traffic moved at a steady clip, heavier on the road he faced than on the two side streets. Folks on the sidewalk covered their heads against the rain as best they could. He looked at the woman again. She stared into middle space and swayed in a way that made Kashawn wonder if she was dizzy or hearing music no one else could. He opened the envelope, pulled out the one sheet of paper, and read it.


BANG! BANG! YOU’RE DEAD, MOTHERFUCKER! 


Below was a phone number Kashawn didn’t recognize.

Kashawn’s breath caught. His heart pounded as he spun completely around, checking his environment. He pulled out his gun, trying to steady it in his shaking hand.

“Who gave you this?” he shouted at the woman.

“I’m s’posed to point now.” The woman’s expression and voice were unchanged. “Watch.”

She pointed to the northwest corner. When she did, a car screeched from the curb and sped away, narrowly avoiding a collision with the flowing traffic. Then she pointed to the side street on Kashawn’s right, and another car pulled out from its parking spot and raced away. Finally she pointed to the abandoned parking lot, where the twins used to play basketball while they waited for his signals. At first he saw nothing. But a heartbeat later a motorcycle vroomed across the cracked asphalt and disappeared into traffic. The driver was dressed entirely in black, with the exception of his helmet.

That was red.

Kashawn’s knees threatened to give way. The cars had been no more than fifty feet from where he stood, the motorcycle even closer. The Picos had targeted him.

And there were three of them! Why am I still standing?

He turned back toward the woman, but she was already halfway down the block, pushing her stroller as quickly as thin legs and broken sidewalks would allow.

He put his gun back in his pocket, scanned the area, and wondered what to do next. His question was answered when a black Escalade roared toward him. The car came across the same parking lot the motorcycle had left not two minutes before. Kashawn recognized the vehicle and ran toward it. J-Fox had the car stopped and the rear door open when he got there. Kashawn threw himself into the backseat, crashing into Everclear, whose stony face revealed none of the terror Kashawn felt.

“Picos were here!” Kashawn blurted as J-Fox raced away.

“We know.” J-Fox kept his eyes forward as he sped through the streets. “They hit Blue Man about an hour ago.”

“He dead?” Kashawn wondered why he was still alive.

“Four bullets to the head and neck, you tell me. D’Loco gets the news no sooner than Big Cheeks come running into the clubhouse. Got hisself a letter. Hand-delivered by one of his customers.”

“Same thing just happened to me!” Kashawn braced himself as J-Fox made a hard right turn that would take them back to the clubhouse. He turned to Everclear. “You get one?”

Everclear shook his head. “I got no such thing. I’m on my corner, takin’ care, when J-Fox pulls up barkin’ orders.”

“D’Loco wants every brother off the streets. Picos are plannin’ something. Just sit tight. D’Loco know what to do.”

They were less than six blocks from the clubhouse. Kashawn used the time to force his fingers to stop trembling.

—

“Three brothers got the same letter.” D’Loco stood in front of the 97s gathered in the main room of the clubhouse. “They took out Blue Man to get our attention, let us know they serious. Then they set forth these letters. Lettin’ us know today coulda gone another way. We might be putting four brothers in the ground ’steada just one.”

Kashawn wondered why, but he waited for another of his brothers to ask.

“Show of strength,” D’Loco said. “And they signalin’ they want to talk. It’s a tool from the old days. I remember Jazz tellin’ me tales back when I was a new 97. He was old by then, but 97 from the get.”

“I ain’t talkin’ to no motherfuckin’ Pico.” Kashawn didn’t recognize the brother speaking. “Pico got somethin’ to say, he can say it to my piece.”

The brothers around him added their support to his sentiment. Kashawn kept his eyes on D’Loco.

“Hold on, now.” The leader raised his hands to quiet them down. “We got three brothers right here. Slow Time, Big Cheeks, and Green K. They standin’ next to y’all right now ’stead of on some cold slab downtown.”

Kashawn leaned against the wall, hoping he looked casual, praying it would keep him upright.

“We don’t least listen to what these fuckin’ Picos have to say, they gonna up the ante. And y’all know damned well they ain’t ever gonna run outta bullets.”

“We got our own bullets.” The same brother challenged D’Loco again. “You tell me where a Pico is right now and I’ma go get him. Then you tell me where the next one is and I’ma go get him too.”

This time the brothers were less vocal in their support. Kashawn figured they were thinking the same thing he was. If the Picos wanted to talk, they had no choice but to listen.

“I’ma call the number on those letters,” D’Loco announced. “I’ma set up a meeting.”

“And then we gonna take out any damned Pico stupid enough to show up!” This time Kashawn’s brothers shouted down the rebel in their midst.

“It’s all safe,” D’Loco continued. “Jazz taught me how these things go. Public place. Two from each side. No guns. We listen to what they got to say. They listen to us. Things go bad, we lost nothing. It’s how it’s done.” D’Loco took his time looking each of his men in the eye. “And we gonna do it.”

The rebel brother mumbled under his breath, then pushed his way out of the room. Kashawn didn’t think the other brothers were sorry to see him go.

“When?” Big Cheeks asked.

“I’ma call that number right now. Sooner’s better, I guess.”

“Who you takin’ with you?” J-Fox asked.

D’Loco inhaled long and slow. When he exhaled, Kashawn felt the room go cold.

“I’ma take Green K with me.”

—

Kashawn parked the car in the lot next to McDonald’s on Spring Street. They were in the center of the city, a place Kashawn had been at least ten times. Each had been for some sort of court appearance that had ended with him in another foster facility. He’d long ago formed an opinion of the area. It was filled with too many white people not giving one care about what happened to a young black kid. He’d made himself a promise to avoid downtown whenever possible. But this was the first time D’Loco had him drive, and he was going anywhere his leader wanted.

“You really leavin’ your piece?” he asked before switching off the ignition.

“Like I said, this is how it’s done. You leave yours behind too, hear me?” D’Loco’s eyes scanned the parking lot. It was nearly six o’clock. Already dark but still early enough that the restaurant was filled with people grabbing a quick dinner.

“You know this place?” he asked.

D’Loco kept surveying the area. “No. That’s the plan. Public place. Nobody’s turf.”

Kashawn looked at the Subarus, Volvos, and Volkswagens in the parking lot. He watched the people coming and leaving the fast-food joint. Whites and Asians.

If you were lookin’ for alien turf, he thought, this is it.

“All right, then.” D’Loco opened the door of the Escalade and stepped out. “Let’s go get us some nuggets.”

—

Two black men sat at a corner booth. Kashawn and D’Loco walked toward them. Kashawn thought they looked enough alike to be brothers. Same height, same build. But the one with the dreadlocks seemed older.

“People call me D’Loco.” He nodded toward Kashawn. “This here is Green K.”

The man with the dreadlocks fixed them with a long stare. “I’m Spice. Then again, you already knowed that. With me is Three Pop. He my man. Been with me more than ten years now.”

Kashawn wondered if he was supposed to speak. But Spice’s man hadn’t said a word, so he figured he’d stay shut too. He was relieved when Spice pointed toward two chairs and they sat down.

“Get right down to it,” Spice said. “We got a full-on war workin’, ain’t that right?”

“Not of my doin’.” D’Loco’s voice rumbled with authority. “Was a Pico struck the first blow. Can’t let that go unchallenged.”

Spice looked to his man. Kashawn mimicked the move and looked toward D’Loco. But his leader kept his eyes on the two Picos sitting across the table.

“We get to who struck who later.” Spice tapped a red fingernail against the white Formica. Kashawn noticed Three Pop had one red nail too. “We saved three of yours today.”

“After you took one of my best. Blue Man been with me awhile.”

Spice nodded. “Stuff like that counts. No doubt. 97s take six of my men. My count has us takin’ four of yours.”

“No doubt, then, is there?” D’Loco sounded so certain. “97s stronger than Pico Underground.”

Spice huffed out a breath. “Take those three we dropped the love note on this day, and we one ahead. You wanna keep playin’ this? How long you figure till we got just one man standin’? And how much you willin’ to bet that last one won’t be you or me?”

D’Loco stared at the man.

“This war bad all the way around,” Spice said. “Bad for blood. Bad for business. Cops come in, start scaring away the customers.”

“A truce? That what you want?” D’Loco turned to look at Kashawn, who held his gaze but didn’t have a clue as to what D’Loco was signaling.

“Like I say.” D’Loco returned his attention to Spice. “Wasn’t no 97 started this war.”

Spice’s man lurched forward. Spice had his hand on the man’s shoulder before he moved two inches.

Spice patted the man’s shoulder and he settled back. “Three Pop got some different notion about that.” Spice pulled a garment from the back of his man’s chair.

Kashawn’s breath left him.

“What’s this, now?” D’Loco asked.

“Three Pop here picked this up at the police station.” Spice put his hand back on his man’s shoulder.

Kashawn heard the roar of his pulse pounding in his ears.

“This denim jacket belong to Three Pop here.” Spice laid it on the table. “See here? Sleeve’s cut off. That sleeve is where Three Pop wears his colors. Like I say, Three Pop proud to be a Pico for ten years now.”

Kashawn saw the twitch in D’Loco’s eyelid.

“Look like your man best learn how to take care of what’s his. I’ll tell you this. Ain’t no 97 ever let something with his colors end up like this.”

D’Loco was protecting him in front of the Picos. Kashawn wondered what would happen once they left.

“I’ma let my man say what’s next.” Spice took his hand off Three Pop’s shoulder. “Then we’ll talk about who started what.”

Kashawn shifted his attention to the man directly across from him.

“Some detective give me back my jacket.” Three Pop had a rage in his voice that Kashawn could almost smell. “Took it off a dead boy. My little brother. Everybody call him Banjo. Twelve years old. Walkin’ to meet up with a church bus after doin’ his good deed for the day. Gunned down.”

D’Loco didn’t move. Kashawn kept his eyes on his leader, looking for some sign of what was to come.

“You sayin’ a 97 did this?” D’Loco finally asked.

“You know it same as me,” Spice said. “Three Pop, tell these 97s when little Banjo got shot.”

“Been over a month ago now,” Three Pop said. “Couldn’t be sure who at first. Cops say shots came from a car. Witnesses say maybe one color, maybe another. Too scared to be sure. But when they give me back Banjo’s things, I know it was a 97.”

“A month now, you say?” D’Loco asked.

“That’s right. Just about the time you added new blood to one of your corners.” Spice leaned back in his chair. “Three Pop just learn of the jacket and the stealin’ of his colors. He adds that two plus two. Only answer he come up with is one of yours took out Banjo thinking he was Three Pop. Ain’t no way Picos can let that go.”

D’Loco said nothing as he stared at Spice for several minutes. Kashawn thought about his room. He tried to taste the sausages Slow Time had cooked up for him and his brothers that morning. He remembered he’d eaten four. And two eggs to go with them.

Why didn’t I have the toast? I still coulda made it to work on time. I shoulda had the toast.

“What’s your terms?” D’Loco finally asked.

Spice lifted his palms. “Keep things simple. The killing stops. Right now. Tonight. We all go home and it’s business as usual tomorrow. You feelin’ that?”

D’Loco kept his eyes on Spice. “And?”

Three Pop leaned forward. He pointed to an outline of a tear tattooed on his cheek. “And I fill this in. Give me the sumbitch who gunned down a twelve-year-old church boy thinkin’ he was hittin’ me, and we call it done.”

“ ’Cept of course for a penalty,” Spice added.

“What might that be?” D’Loco asked.

Spice nodded toward Kashawn. “We been watching his corner. His spot’s not far from Pico territory. You do good business there. But if you was to lose it, my thinking is your wallet won’t be much thinner.”

“And Pico expands its territory.” D’Loco’s voice was low with rage. “That your thinkin’?”

“Wasn’t one of mine made the mistake and killed a kid.”

D’Loco said nothing. Kashawn looked at the menu behind the counter. He looked for the most expensive item listed. Then the next costliest. Then the next. He needed to keep his mind occupied. If he didn’t, he was afraid he’d soil himself right there in the white people’s McDonald’s.

“That number I called,” D’Loco asked. “It still good?”

“For a time,” Spice replied. “Wanna say three days? Truce starts tonight. We see what three days bring.”

Kashawn felt suddenly light, like he was able to float above himself and watch the conversation from the ceiling.

“Sound about right,” D’Loco said. “I’ma call you.”

Spice and his man got up and left the restaurant. D’Loco sat silently for a few minutes more.

“Let’s go,” he finally said.

Not another word was exchanged the entire ride back to the clubhouse.


Chapter 27

Olympia

Lydia walked her last patient of the day out of her suite of offices, went back to her desk, and stretched. It had been too long since she’d sat hour after hour in her therapist’s chair. She promised herself a hard workout and a long, hot shower once she got home. Just one last chart to write and she could call it a day.

Sad, she thought as she recapped the symptoms, interventions, and progress of her last patient. People came to her looking for a way out of their misery. More often than not their pain was self-inflicted. Somewhere along the line, typically decades ago, someone—a parent or a person they had once loved—had hurt them. Whether intentional or not, a psychic wound had been inflicted. Such is the nature of things. To love is to expose oneself to heartache. But by keeping the pain alive years after the initial hurt, Lydia’s patients nurtured their depression and anxiety. They came to her so convinced they were doomed to a lifetime of wretched despair because of what had been done to them. It was her job to help her patients see and embrace their own power. To show them a way to accept what had happened, no matter how horrific at the time, and to know it need have nothing to do with the life available for them to live now. It was okay to want things to have been different, but the key to living well was not needing them to be.

A wave of her own painful history rose up. She had once been powerless. Abused and abandoned. There was nothing she could do to change the then and there of her biography. But she was determined to build the here and now of her life from different material. No one would hurt her again.

But what cost am I paying? she wondered. Oliver told me I was the one he needed protection from. I’ve become the source of his pain. Oh, Oliver. I’m so sorry. Live long and well. If things had been different, I might have built a life with you.

She refocused her attention on finishing the chart. Practice what you preach, doctor. You can wish all you want, but it’s the needing that brings you pain. Protect yourself. No one else is going to do it for you.

She added her final chart, now complete, to the stack from patients she’d seen earlier. She locked them away, promising to file them tomorrow. It was nearly four o’clock. Working out the strain from her muscles seemed a higher priority than paperwork.

She backed her Volvo out of the parking lot and waited at a red light for the chance to turn north onto Capitol Boulevard. Traffic was light. It would be another hour before the crush of state employees fleeing their cubicles clogged Olympia’s streets.

Soft jazz drifted from her stereo speakers. The kind of music that reminded her of Mort. Lydia hadn’t heard from him in over a week.

No news needs to be good news.

There were four cars in front of her. She took a deep breath and distracted herself from her impatience by focusing on her surroundings. The sky was heavy with low, dark clouds threatening rain. On the sidewalk to her left a woman walked two French bulldogs. The restaurant on the corner had a sign bragging its corned beef was the best in the city. A brown Toyota was behind her. Behind that was a silver car. She couldn’t make out the model.

The light switched to green. The lead car made the turn, followed by two more. Lydia, however, was stymied by the car in front of her. She could see the driver. A man talking on his cellphone, oblivious to the fact that it was his turn to move. She took another deep breath and pretended to be thankful for yet another opportunity to practice her patience.

The brown Toyota behind her was less tolerant. The driver honked his horn. Lydia glanced in her rearview mirror and saw him signaling her to move forward. But the car in front of her still hadn’t moved. She was wondering where Brown Toyota was so frantic to be when he maneuvered his way around her, one hand on the steering wheel and the other flipping the bird, as he drove on to make the light. The silver car behind her pulled forward. She could see now it was a Buick.

Finally the driver of the car in front realized his folly. He made his left after the light turned yellow, leaving Lydia and the cars behind her stuck for another round. Lydia stemmed her irritation by focusing on the music. Wynton Marsalis was leading his band through a haunting, reflective number, the perfect soundtrack for the weather.

At last the light was green again. She made her turn and headed north. Half a block up she saw a bicyclist in her lane. She glanced in the side mirror, saw the left lane was free, and switched over.

The silver Buick did the same.

She continued north, passing through the heart of the capitol campus. The car behind her made no turn into any building’s parking lot. The same was true as she passed side streets leading to residential areas. Through the downtown district, where any number of stores and restaurants might cause a person to pull off, the silver Buick stayed right behind her.

A sensation she’d learned to trust sizzled deep inside her. It was the same feeling that had warned her as a child to hide when certain foster fathers were around.

She clicked her turn indicator, moved into the far lane, and watched the Buick mimic her move. She turned right onto Fourth Avenue. The Buick did the same. She caught the red light at the corner of Fourth and East Bay. Though it was her plan to turn left, she kept her indicator off, hoping the Buick would assume she was continuing east. When the light changed, she made the turn.

So did the silver car.

The low clouds combined with the prelude to dusk made it difficult for her to make out anything more detailed than two men in the Buick. She continued north on East Bay Drive, past condominiums and marinas. She considered turning into Priest Point Park. But her gut told her not to waste the effort. She knew she had a tail.

Was it a patient? As a clinical psychologist Lydia had been trained to firmly set her boundaries. But patients were often curious to learn more about the therapist who knew their darkest secrets. It was common for them to ask personal questions to try to balance the power in the relationship. Sometimes she encountered patients waiting for her in the parking lot. They mistook the intimacy of therapy for friendship and suggested meeting for coffee or a drink.

But the last male patient she’d seen that day had been at eleven o’clock. And there were two men in the car. One man wouldn’t bring another along as he tried to get friendly with his psychologist.

It could be the FBI. Mort had told her the special agent leading the investigation into Hadley’s kidnapping was still asking questions. Mort had promised to handle him, but he wasn’t as good a liar as Lydia. If the FBI had suspicions Mort’s friend Lydia was the “Sheila” who had escorted Hadley home, they might have assigned a team to watch her.

But her gut still sizzled its warning. If the FBI were tailing her, they wouldn’t be so obvious.

Lydia kept her speed within the posted limit and reviewed her options as she made her way down Boston Harbor Road. She had no weapons in the car. Cars could be stolen. She kept two guns at her office. But a return now ran the risk of tipping off the tail. She could drive home and have her entire arsenal available. But if the two men following her meant her harm, would she have enough time to get into the house and down to her basement before they got to her?

She reached over and opened her glove box. There was nothing but an owner’s manual, a box of tissues, and a flashlight. She popped open the console separating the two front seats. Two tins of mints and a hairbrush. Her jacket was lightweight, offering protection only against rain. There was nothing in her backseat but the camera she kept handy for shooting photographs of her beloved hawks, eagles, and owls.

Lydia passed the road that would take her home and continued on toward the hamlet of Boston Harbor. She slowed as she approached the entrance to Burfoot State Park. On impulse she made the left turn into the parking lot, the Buick no more than ten car lengths behind.

There was only one other vehicle in the lot. A bronze minivan surrounded by five young girls in matching scout outfits and two arm-waving women trying to herd them into their seats. Lydia parked her Volvo next to them. She pulled the flashlight from the glove box and slid it into her jacket pocket. She got out of the car, paying no attention to the Buick, now parked fifty feet away. She made a show of eyeing the tall cedars and fir trees before she opened the rear door and pulled out her camera. She took a few shots there in the parking lot, looking like nothing more than a woman capturing the beauty of late autumn in the Pacific Northwest. She panned her camera toward the Buick, using her zoom lens for a closer look at the men inside.

She recognized them. The sound of thick Cockney accents tugged at her memory. These were Allie’s men. The same two she had encountered in Virgin Gorda.

Lydia draped the camera strap around her neck and headed into the park.

The entrance to Burfoot Park sits high above Budd Inlet, an arm of Puget Sound. Giant evergreens stand rugged and tall, dense enough to block any view of the water two hundred feet below. A series of switchback trails wind through a miniature rain forest. Branches of cedar and fir offer a fragrant canopy; ferns and bushes grow underneath. The trails meander down and down. Where they end depends on the tide cycle. At low tide the end is a wide, rocky beach. It disappears at high tide, and the trails run straight into frigid salt water.

Lydia made her way down the switchback, wishing she’d chosen different shoes that morning. The smooth leather soles of her flats were designed to negotiate nothing more rugged than carpet. They were no match for the damp dirt and slick pine needles carpeting Burfoot’s trails. She walked as quickly as she dared, covering at least two hundred yards before stopping at a bend to check behind her.

There was no trace of either man. They had probably stayed in their car until the minivan pulled away. She trained her zoom lens over the trail she had just walked, scanning the forest left and right, seeing nothing.

She continued on, negotiating the steep descent toward the water, hearing waves she could not yet see. The nearness of their roar told her the tide was reaching its high point.

The vegetation was thick, brushing against the sleeve of her jacket at the trail’s narrower points. She looked over her shoulder, again hearing nothing but the incoming tide and the wind driving through the dense green canopy above her.

To her left, on the uphill side of the trail, a massive cedar trunk rested on the ground. From the state of the vines and bushes growing over and around it, it had fallen decades ago. Bark was worn away the entirety of its length, either by the gnawing of generations of beavers and woodchucks or by the force of mighty storm winds that could roar through with gale force. Lydia climbed over the remains of the fallen cedar, crouched behind it, and hid herself in the dense vegetation.

A minute later a drop of rain spattered on the giant ferns she’d pulled over her head. Then another. Then another. In less than thirty seconds the steady percussion of a light rain drummed around her. She pushed the natural music out of her awareness and listened for human sounds.

A twig snapped. Behind and above her. She listened for approaching footsteps but heard none. She crouched even lower, allowing the ferns and vines to drape onto her shoulders.

“Watch it!” a man’s low voice called out. “This is damn near a kiddie slide, now, innit? Mind yourself not to fall down. You’ll knock me right on me arse if you do.”

The man was no more than fifty feet from where she hid.

Lydia dared to shift enough to pull the camera from around her neck. She looped it over her right wrist and pulled the heavy body and lens through, forming a makeshift bolo.

She took shallow breaths, remained motionless, and trained her eyes on the trail in front of her. Less than two minutes later a man passed. Tall. Hair the color of freshly baked bread. Wearing a sport coat and dress trousers.

With a semiautomatic weapon in a two-hand hold.

Lydia recognized the gun. A stripped-down Hi-Point Smith & Wesson, .40 caliber. She had three herself. She liked the simplicity of it. The gun was powerful enough to do what was needed without the weight of needless accessories.

She also liked its ten-round capacity.

The man passed by, making his way farther down the switchback, which grew ever more difficult to maneuver in the rain. In another minute the second man stutter-stepped his way in front of her. Dark hair under a gray stocking cap. Beige raincoat over denim jeans. Holding his own gun in his left hand.

Lydia knew that weapon too. A nine-millimeter Glock 43. Not as powerful a gun as his partner’s, but more than capable of killing in quarters as close as these. The Glock had a six-shot capacity, as well as one bullet in the chamber.

Assuming each man was fully loaded, seventeen bullets stood between Lydia and her hot shower.

Beige Raincoat was one step away from being dead center in front of her when a hawk called overhead. Startled, acting on instinct, he raised his Glock and fired two shots toward the sound. Lydia leaped from her crouch, surprising him further. She swung her right hand hard and fast, landing the camera and lens square in the center of his face. Blood erupted from his nose and forehead. He let out a loud, angry groan, grabbing his injury with his right hand. Lydia leaped over the downed cedar, leaned against it, and brought her full might into a right-leg kick at the man’s groin. He doubled over, still holding his Glock. Lydia swung her camera again, smashing it into the back of his skull. The man dropped to the forest floor. Lydia grabbed his gun and dove headfirst into a thicket of ferns.

“Rick?” The other man’s voice called out from the trail below. “What’s brewin’ up there? Remember the rules, now, mate.”

Lydia couldn’t see him. She kept her eyes trained on Beige Raincoat, bleeding and lying across the trail.

“Rick-O?” Lydia could see his face now. Handsome. Holding his weapon by his side and fighting to maintain his balance as the rain made the already slippery switchback even more treacherous. He made his way to his partner and grabbed the man he called Rick by the lapels. Lydia watched the man come to. He struggled to raise his hand.

Lydia fired a shot and Rick’s temple exploded before he could give his partner Lydia’s location. She rolled just in time to avoid a bullet coming at her from the other man’s gun.

“There you are, luv,” Rick’s partner called out. She rolled ten feet north, stopping behind the wide trunk of a century-old Douglas fir and flattened herself against the ground.

“What’s that you’ve done with me mate?” The man scanned left to right. “Old Rick didn’t have a mind to ’urt you. For the record, I’m the same. Nobody’s ’ere to ’arm one ’air on your precious ’ead. You ’ad no call to lay Rick-O flat, now, did ya? I’m ’ere to take you on a little trip is all. Boss lady’s got a nice new ’ome waitin’ for ya.”

He inched his way closer, focusing his attention ten feet to her right, where he estimated the shot that killed his friend had originated. “Me boss wants you in one piece. After what I see you’s done to me friend, I’m not so inclined to deliver as instructed. So what say you step out now like a good little bean. Save me from this damnable weather, and all is forgiven. ’Ow’s that?”

Lydia kept her lower body flattened against the forest floor, raising only her torso on both elbows, aiming her gun at the man’s head. As she pulled the trigger, her left elbow slipped in the mud. Her bullet missed him by an inch.

The three shots he returned missed her by less than that.

He charged toward her, barely able to stay on his feet as he ran through the rain-soaked brush. Lydia scrambled upright and leveled her weapon.

The man was on her with a roundhouse kick that knocked the gun out of her hand and into the dense thicket. His next kick landed behind her knees, sending her sprawling to the ground.

Lydia reared back on her shoulders, flailing her legs, not caring what part of his body she hit. She got his right arm. He lost his grip on his gun, dropping it two steps behind her head. Lydia reached for it, but he lunged at her, pinning her shoulders down against the mud.

Lydia jammed her hand under his jaw, grabbing at his face, hoping to rip as much of his skin as she could. He wrenched his head clear. She grabbed a handful of his hair in her left hand, twisted, and yanked so hard his neck craned back. Lydia pulled harder, then delivered an open-right-hand chop across his windpipe.

His body recoiled. He rolled off her, coughing and gasping for air. Lydia scrambled to her feet and went for his gun, lying in the mud.

His left hand found her ankle. He pulled, bringing her to her knees. He was impressively strong despite straining to breathe. He dragged her toward him. Lydia reached out for the gun, feeling the steel of its grip at her fingertips as he pulled again, gurgling through an obviously shattered windpipe. The gun was now out of reach.

Lydia went limp, ending all resistance. He gave a last mighty yank, let go of her ankle, and immediately grabbed the waist of her trousers. Lydia twisted, trapping his arm underneath her and freeing access to her jacket pocket. She reached in as the man grabbed her by the collar, his open mouth wheezing inches from her face.

Lydia pulled her flashlight free and jammed it down his injured throat.

The man’s eyes bulged. He released her and pawed at the flashlight. Lydia jammed it in harder, shoving the metal casing deeper and deeper, until the lamp struck the front of his teeth.

Then she rammed it harder still.

She felt his body go limp. His full weight crashed upon her. She shoved him off and stood. His arms twitched as his scratched and bruised face turned blue from lack of oxygen. She took two steps back. When his eyes stared unblinking into the cold rain, Lydia turned away. She stumbled through the brush to the cliff’s edge and stood there, sixty feet above the water. The tide was fully in. She watched three waves crash to the shore.

You’ll have to try again, Allie. Her chest heaved as she inhaled gulps of cold, salty air.

As she turned to make her way back to the trail, she heard a hawk’s call high above her.


Chapter 28

Seattle

Kashawn Meadows smoothed a hand over his hair and practiced his smile.

Should I show some teeth? He stared into the mirror over his bathroom sink. No, fool. You look like a clown. Keep it simple.

He tried a wide, closed-lipped grin.

Now you just look like some old pumpkin sittin’ too long on somebody’s porch, left over from Halloween.

He forced his face to relax and prayed the right expression would materialize when the moment came. He stood on tiptoes and tried to catch the reflection of his new sweater. He could see no further than midchest. He jumped up and down but still couldn’t judge how the clothes he’d purchased that morning from four different stores looked when he wore them all at once. He climbed on the rim of the bathtub and faced the mirror. Now he couldn’t see his head, but he had a pretty good idea the haircut he’d gotten after his shopping spree had left that part of him looking the best it could.

He wasn’t used to wearing clothes like this. Sweatshirts, basketball pants, and gym shoes were his style. But today he needed something special.

He’d gone downstairs early after a long night of no sleep. Only two brothers had been there to greet him. Everybody else was still sleeping. When he and D’Loco had gotten home from their meeting the night before with the leader of the Pico Underground, D’Loco had told the brothers gathered at the clubhouse about the truce. There had been grumblings about not being able to trust a lying Pico, but D’Loco had convinced the group their rivals would hold fire for three days.

“What’s to happen when them three days expire?” Big Cheeks had asked. “We got four dead brothers they owe us for.”

Kashawn had stood against the wall, listening to his brothers. Keeping his eyes fixed on D’Loco. Watching for some kind of sign of what his leader was going to do about Spice’s demand that he hand over the 97 who’d killed the younger brother of his right-hand man.

“And they got six dead by us,” D’Loco had reminded them. “This war is necessary. I hear that. But we gotta know, too, all this killing is bad for everybody.”

“So what we gonna do next?” Turk had asked.

“We gonna take advantage of these three days and get some sleep. Sell some product. Hell, even soldiers fightin’ them Al Qaeda entitled to a little down time now and again.”

D’Loco had made no mention of what Spice needed to end the war. He spent a few minutes talking with each of the brothers, assuring them everything would be all right.

Then he’d left the house without speaking to Kashawn.

“Where you off to?” J-Fox had asked Kashawn the next morning. “You don’t have to be on your corner for a while yet. And I ain’t never known you to leave this house without eating at least three helpings of bacon and half a loaf a toast. You sick, boy?”

J-Fox’s jovial tone led Kashawn to believe his brothers were still unaware this entire war erupted because Benji Jackson, the kid folks called Banjo, was dead. The same kid Kashawn had claimed he’d killed to prove his worthiness to be a 97.

“Stuff to do is all.” Kashawn had been out the door before he needed to answer more questions. He drove to the Walmart first, but they didn’t have the kind of clothes for what he had planned. He ate some drive-through breakfast and waited for the mall to open. Two hours later he was back at the clubhouse, ripping off tags in the privacy of his room. Building his courage for what came next.

He spent one last minute studying his reflection. Blue sweater, soft as the fur he’d once felt on a kitten he found dead by the side of the road. Khaki pants, held around his waist with a genuine leather belt. The lady who’d helped him at the store had told him a well-dressed man wore shoes to match. So he’d shown it to the man at the shoe store, who found him a pair the exact same color. They were leather, too.

He thought of his mother. Can you see me, Ettie? I’m a well-dressed man. Your boy’s all growed up and lookin’ like he could walk into any place he cared to. No one take a second look at somebody dressed like this.

He hopped off the bathtub, grabbed the jacket he’d bought at one of those expensive sporting goods stores where white folks spend a thousand dollars on a tent, and headed to his car.

—

Kashawn watched the main entrance of the high school from his front seat. His dashboard clock read 12:47. Students taking the late lunch period poured out of the building while those scheduled for the earlier break trudged back in. He scanned hundreds of teenagers milling about, looking for one particular pupil. He finally spotted her at the top of the stairs, scrunching her face against the cold November air before heading down the steps.

Kashawn pulled a bag from his backseat, left his car, and trotted to catch up to her.

“Hey, LaTonya!”

She stopped, and Kashawn’s throat tightened when she turned toward him. He smiled as he closed the short distance between them, hoping he didn’t look as foolish as he felt.

LaTonya gave him a quick once-over. “I know you?” she asked.

“You headin’ to lunch?”

She scanned the crowd of high schoolers swarming around them, her soft brown eyes registering alarm.

“Hey, don’t worry none,” he said. “I’m Kashawn. Kashawn Meadows. You and me used to be in Ms. Bolton’s English class together.”

A look of recognition dawned on her cherubic face. “Back row. Quiet all the time. What happened? Did you transfer out or something?”

He knew better than to tell her he hadn’t been to school in nearly six weeks. Could be some social worker had been over to his foster mother’s house, fussing about how truancy wasn’t something to be tolerated. Could just as likely be nobody had noticed he’d been absent at all. His foster mother wouldn’t let anybody know he hadn’t been at her place in all that time. It was still nine months until Kashawn turned eighteen, and that old drunk needed every penny from those state checks.

Kashawn nodded toward the strip mall down the block from the school. “C’mon. Pizza over to Risitti’s. My treat.”

LaTonya pulled her jacket close around her neck.

“Let’s go, girl! We only got forty minutes and we’re gonna freeze to death, we stay out here.”

LaTonya’s face relaxed. “I’ve got study break after lunch. I don’t like to be hurried when I eat.”

Kashawn put a hand on the back of her arm and led her across the street. “This must be my lucky day.”

—

She ordered two slices of pepperoni and sausage pizza with a small salad. He asked for the same. She thanked the waitress, then he did too. When LaTonya opened her napkin and laid it across her lap, Kashawn pulled his off the table and mimicked her move. She started talking about how she couldn’t wait to graduate. “I’ve applied for early acceptance to Reed. I won’t hear for sure until January, but my dad says a black girl carrying the GPA I’ve got is a surefire yes. Portland’s a long way away, I know. But there are buses. And I’m sure my mom’s going to be driving down to see me more than she should.” LaTonya told him about how much she was going to miss her dog but that her father promised to send photos every day to her phone.

“It’s crazy, I know.” His mind lingered on the gentle lilt in her voice. “I suppose I should be saying I’ll miss my family the most. But I know when I’m alone in that dorm room I’m going to be crying my eyes out knowing Grady’s curled up on my sister’s bed instead of mine. Do you have any pets?”

He shook his head. He wanted to hear her voice, not his own.

“How about family? I’ve got one sister. Her name’s Onaleisha. Everybody calls her Leisha. She’s a sophomore. Her thing’s music. Plays oboe in the school orchestra. Do you play an instrument?”

He shook his head again.

“How about family?” she asked.

The waitress arrived with their salads, giving him time. He’d spent months dreaming about what it would be like to have a girl like LaTonya pay attention to him. But in all that time he’d never given any thought to what he’d say.

“I have brothers,” he said when the waitress left. “Lots of them.”

“You’re lucky.” LaTonya used her fork and knife to toss dressing in her salad. Kashawn watched the process for a few moments before doing the same. “I wish my family was bigger. And I think it would be way cool to have a brother.” She let out a short giggle and Kashawn was certain his heart stopped. “And it might be nice for my dad to have another guy in the house.”

Kashawn learned LaTonya wanted to be a teacher. Her favorite singer was Rihanna but her parents didn’t care for some of the lyrics. Her best friends were Charlize and Kimba. She didn’t like the boy Kimba was dating, and she and Charlize were hoping he’d go somewhere far away after graduation.

“Of course, I’m going far away, aren’t I?” A sadness fell across her eyes and Kashawn’s hands instinctively balled into fists, ready to bat away anything that dampened the lovely young woman’s mood.

“Are you going to college?” she asked. Kashawn could hear the hope in her question.

“I’m not what you call the book type.”

The waitress brought their pizzas. Kashawn didn’t have to watch LaTonya to know how to eat his.

“You don’t like your grades?” she asked. Kashawn noticed she waited between bites, until she swallowed, before talking.

“Never give ’em much thought, I guess.”

He liked the way LaTonya looked at him as she chewed. “Ever use a tutor?”

“What’s that?”

“A tutor, silly. A private teacher. Someone who works just with you. To help you understand what’s going on in class.” Her eyes got wide. She set her slice down and leaned forward. “I could be your tutor! What’s your worst subject?”

“All of ’em, I guess.”

“I’m good at most subjects. I can teach you.”

“I don’t think so.”

The excitement in LaTonya’s demeanor shifted. She lowered her voice. “You wouldn’t have to pay me.”

Kashawn threw his shoulders back. “Money’s not somethin’ that’s a bother. I make my own.”

“You do? I’m so jealous. My father won’t let me have a job. Except in the summers. And even then it’s only to babysit my little cousin. Where do you work?”

“Few blocks over.”

“Where? What do you do?”

Again, Kashawn hadn’t anticipated the actual words he’d say to LaTonya. “I help a guy. This, that. Whatever he need done I do.”

She nodded and her deep brown curls bounced around her cheeks. “Like an assistant, you mean? Is this guy disabled or something? Kimba’s sister is a personal assistant for a lady in a wheelchair. Says she spends most of her time watching TV with her. Makes fifteen dollars an hour, if you can believe that. I wish I could get that lucky. Somebody wants to pay me fifteen dollars to watch Real Housewives, I’m going to let them!”

Kashawn wanted to tell her he’d pay her twice that if she’d be willing to watch just one show with him. He wouldn’t even care what it was.

“Your parents don’t mind you working?”

Kashawn shrugged.

“Where do you live, anyway? We live over on Olive Street. If you’re anywhere close by, I could come over and study with you. I’m a good teacher. I’ll bet I could have you acing your tests in no time.”

Kashawn thought about his room at the clubhouse. What made him think a girl like LaTonya would ever agree to go there?

“Don’t need to worry ’bout my grades. I’ma go in the service after school.”

LaTonya drew in a loud breath. “You’re what? Aren’t you afraid? I mean, there’s all this terror stuff going on. What if you get sent to Afghanistan or Syria? Aren’t you afraid of seeing somebody get killed?” She shivered and shook her head. “All that blood. Aren’t you afraid of getting shot?”

I’ve already seen people get killed, he thought. Didn’t need to go to no Arab land to see it, either. Banjo bought it not ten blocks from here. He remembered the night D’Loco took care of Ax Man. There had been a lot of blood that night. He’d been scared. But he’d been scared before and was certain he’d be again. But it would pass. Some scares take longer than others, though.

“I’ma go to basic training not long from now,” he lied. “Marines.”

“What about school? Graduation’s not till June.”

“Marines gonna take care of that. I’ma get my schoolin’ with them.”

LaTonya’s brow furrowed. “You mean like a GED?”

Kashawn had no idea what that was, but if LaTonya considered it an option, it must be one.

“Yeah. Like that.”

LaTonya finished her second slice of pizza. “Are you going to make the military your career?”

He didn’t like the focus being on him. He wanted to hear more about her girlfriends and her family. He wanted to hear her laugh and feel the warmth deep in his stomach when she looked at him.

“Don’t think far ahead, I guess.”

She wiped her lips with her napkin. “Whew! I’m full to my chin. And you haven’t eaten half yours.”

“I’m too busy lookin’ at you. Got no need for pizza sittin’ across from somethin’ as pretty as you.”

LaTonya glanced down. Kashawn had never noticed how long her eyelashes were. He thought about a puppet he’d once seen hanging from some string in a store window. That puppet had lashes like hers. But LaTonya was real.

“When do you leave?” she asked. “For the Marines, I mean.”

The joy Kashawn was experiencing got shoved aside by something cold. “Two days, I guess. I’ma be gone then for sure.”

“Two days? Then what’s this about? Why did you want to have lunch with me if you’re going to be gone in two days?”

Kashawn heard the disappointment in her voice. While he never wanted her to feel anything but happiness, a part of him was glad to know she seemed to want more time with him. He reached for the bag he’d brought with him.

“I wanted to give you this.” He handed her the bag. “I wish I had said somethin’ to you back in Ms. Bolton’s class. But you was out of my league and I knew it.”

“Kashawn, don’t say things like that.”

“But that’s then and this is now. Things are. Nothin’ truer than that. But time bein’ what it is and all, I didn’t want to waste none of it gettin’ this to you. I hope you like it.”

She reached into the bag and pulled out a folded fabric. “It’s so soft.” She shook it and draped it across her lap. “It’s a tiger!”

“I had it hanging on my wall. Art.”

“It’s beautiful. But I don’t understand.”

Kashawn reached across the table and petted the fabric. “This here’s real important to me. I can’t take it where I’m headed. I’m wantin’ someone special to have it. Special to me, that is. I watched you all them days in school. You’re not like them other girls. You hold yourself strong and sure. Like that tiger on that art there. You’re smart. Gonna go to college and make yourself into a teacher. Gonna have a day your mama cry tears of joy when you get that cap and gown.”

“And your mother will cry too. When you graduate from basic training, they pin something on you. My uncle did that. He was in the navy. But my dad went down and took video. It’s a big deal. Your mom’s going to cry buckets. You can believe that.”

Did you cry buckets, Ettie? When they took me from you, did you cry buckets?

Teenagers stood up from tables and booths all around them.

“Looks like it’s time for you to go back to school,” he said.

She folded the fabric and put it back in the bag.

“I can’t take this, Kashawn. It’s too important to you.”

He shook his head. “You keep it. Hang it on your wall and think of me from time to time.”

She stood, put on her coat, and hugged Kashawn’s gift against her chest. “How about this? I’ll keep this safe until you get back. Then you give me a call and we’ll meet back here. I’ll bring it and you’ll see I’ve taken good care of it.”

Kashawn swallowed hard. He stayed seated, staring up at her. Memorizing her chocolate skin and sweet brown eyes. “That’s a plan. You hang on to it. Till you hear from me.”

“Are you sure I can’t pay for my lunch?”

He waved his hand. “Like I said. Money’s no bother to me. Go on, now. Get back to school. You tell Ms. Bolton old Kashawn sends his greetings.”

LaTonya nodded. She thanked him and took two steps toward the door before she turned around and walked back to him. She leaned down and kissed the top of his freshly barbered head.

“You should have talked to me back then,” she whispered.

And then she was gone.

“You payin’ for the two of you?” Kashawn hadn’t noticed the waitress returning. “Because I can’t have any more of you kids running out on your checks. Boss takes it out of our pay, you know. I got a three-year-old at home and it’s nobody but me payin’ the bills.”

Kashawn looked up at her. For the first time he noticed the waitress couldn’t have been more than a year or two older than he was.

“I’ma pay. No need for worry.”

The waitress looked skeptical as she put his bill on the table and walked away.

Kashawn stood and reached into his pocket. He laid five hundred-dollar bills under the check and called out to the woman to keep the change.


Chapter 29

Seattle

Vanessa didn’t break conversation with whomever it was she had on the phone when Mort walked into Our Joint. She raised one perfectly arched eyebrow and nodded her head toward the hall, as if to bless his access to Gigi Vinings’s office. Mort saluted and headed back. His affection for the place was growing. As he walked down the long hall, he passed rooms filled with kids. Some were quietly clustered around computers. Others laughed while up to their elbows in art projects. In one particular room six teenaged girls, each with a belly swollen by advanced pregnancy, held yoga poses, lost in a world of quiet behind closed eyes. Mort paused to watch. He inhaled deeply, caught the aroma of frying onions, and tried to guess what the church ladies were making for lunch. The girls switched to another pose. Mort wondered what kind of life awaited these children having children.

Who’s to say? he thought. Edie and I tried our damnedest to do right by our kids. Look how that turned out.

He sent a silent wish into the universe for the yoga girls to have easier days ahead and continued on to Gigi’s office.

“You’re late,” Gigi said when he knocked on her door. “Punctuality counts, Mort. It’s disrespectful to keep someone waiting.”

Mort looked at his watch. It was two minutes past the hour she had agreed to see him. “I’m sorry. Won’t happen again.”

“See that it doesn’t.” She waved him in and motioned for him to sit. “Word on the street is things have quieted down.”

“Thirty-one hours without a new body to process,” he said. “Either they’re running out of bullets or they’re hiding the bones better.”

“Or maybe there’s been some kind of truce.”

“You an expert on gangland diplomacy, Gigi?”

She didn’t look like she was in the mood for silly questions. “Last time you were here you said Lincoln Lane told you to let the gangs keep killing until they’d wiped each other out.”

“His brother was right there echoing his sentiments. As I recall, you didn’t seem to think that was such a bad idea.”

“Come sit in my chair for a month, Mort. Talk to a mother whose fourteen-year-old is dropping out of school because he can make two hundred dollars a week running errands for some pusher. She’s upset, of course. But she also knows the money her kid’s earning goes to put food on the table. Keeps the family in their apartment another month. Or sit in my spot and track down that sixteen-year-old beauty who’s suddenly stopped coming to homework club. What are you going to do when you learn she’s out on the streets now, selling her precious body to support her mother and three siblings after her mother’s food card got cut off?”

“There has to be another way. Programs. Subsidies.”

“What year you living in, Mort?” Gigi’s voice rose an octave. “LBJ’s Great Society was fifty years ago. Tax dollars go to billionaires now. There’s no programs. Government money goes to building giant sports arenas. The suburbs get new parks and libraries.”

“There’s always jobs.”

Gigi huffed out a disgusted grunt. “Where? Where are those jobs? You tell me what company is going to expand in these neighborhoods. Hell, the nearest grocery store is four miles away. And how are my people supposed to get to the neighborhoods where there are jobs? City budgets get lean and bus service gets cut. Guess which lines get dropped first? There are no jobs here. Gangs keep the companies away. There’s no plan B here. The gangs are the only option most of these people have. Things aren’t going to change until the gangs are gone.” Gigi leaned back in her chair, looking exhausted at having to explain to yet another white person the troubles on these streets. “I say let the gangs kill one another. Banjo was just…If I…”

“If you what, Gigi?”

The urban warrior sat behind her battered desk, staring at Mort through a teary veil. Finally she reached for a tissue, dabbed her eyes, and shook her head. “You’ll have to forgive me, Mort. I get a little weary with this fight.”

“You don’t sound weary. You sound desperate.”

She looked at him again. This time with no tears. “Maybe. But these streets have taught me that desperate often gives birth to determined.”


Chapter 30

Olympia

Lydia craned her neck, first left, then right, checking the damage in her bedroom mirror. The scratches on her neck from being dragged through the underbrush weren’t as bad as yesterday. She’d continue to wear scarves to hide them from her patients, but probably no longer than another day or two. It was her shoulder and ankle that still bothered her. She opened her robe, turned her back to the mirror, and saw the deep purple abrasion stretching across her back, shoulder to shoulder. The Cockney who had pinned her to the forest floor had used his entire weight to hold her in place. The bruising was ugly. But she had full range of movement in her arms. No bones were broken. Even her swollen right ankle was improving.

She pulled her hair up into a clip, went into her bathroom, and stepped into a steaming Epsom-salt tub.

How long can this continue? she wondered as she let the hot water soothe her muscles. Allie has an endless supply of henchmen to send my way. When will she send the one who will finish me?

Lydia saw no reason to inform Mort of his daughter’s latest assault. He needed to keep his attention on his family. They both knew Allie would be back, looking for a reconnection to the Grants. In Allie’s twisted mind the bond of a warm and loving family was her birthright…despite her crimes. Mort believed Allie would lay low for a while, hoping the havoc of Hadley’s kidnapping would fade into an impulsive gesture that somehow the family could come to understand.

But Lydia had a keener understanding of Allie’s vendetta. There would be no laying low in the hopes of future rapprochement. The incident in Burfoot Park proved that. Allie viewed Lydia as the interloper taking her place in the Grant family. By Allie’s calculations, everything she wanted would be hers the moment Lydia was out of the way.

She closed her eyes and redirected her concentration. Worry wouldn’t save her. Regaining her strength would. She reminded herself she was safe in her home. Every monitor and security device was in place. This was her fortress.

But my fortress has been invaded twice by Allie. Because of her I’ve been forced to kill here.

Lydia shifted her thoughts to her patients, calling to mind their faces and voices. She inhaled the fragrance of her bathwater and held her breath for a slow count of four. Then she exhaled long and slow, and with the expulsion of her breath she sent out a wish for the well-being of each and every person who had trusted her with their care.

But that didn’t help.

Allie will kill me. The unwelcome thought charged into her consciousness. Lydia opened her eyes, listening for any sound indicating the security of her home had been violated, but she heard nothing. Careful. Paranoia isn’t going to help. I’m safe. I’m in charge. Nothing can hurt me.

She closed her eyes and tried again to clear her mind, using an old trick she learned in grad school. Pick a letter; any one would do. Name as many objects as possible that begin with that letter. Hold one thought in your conscious mind and there’ll be no room for worry. No place for fear. She chose R.

Rabbit, rice, riot, ridicule, remorse, raft, rumpus, run, ruin, ravage, rape, revenge…

Her eyes snapped open, her senses on high alert. Everything was as it had been. Her body was submerged in hot, fragrant water. White towels rested on the marble vanity. The walls of her bathroom were still the palest gray.

Allie will kill me.

“Stop it!” The echo of her voice reverberated off the walls. She rose out of the water, realizing she needed something more substantial to engage her mind. She toweled off, glad of the increased flexibility the hot soak afforded, pulled on her robe, and headed to her kitchen. She poured herself a glass of merlot and settled onto her living room sofa.

November was settling in, bringing a near-constant chilly rain. Lydia’s beloved evenings on her deck would be set aside for six months, but her wide windows offered her full access to the beauty and activity of her own backyard. The sun was setting, turning the Olympic Mountains purple against a cherry red sky. The islands of Dana Passage were dark dragons floating in bottomless blue water. Her lawn was deep, ending in a sheer drop high above the shore. Two giant Douglas firs stood at the cliff’s edge. An eagle kept its nest high in the branches. Lydia sipped her wine and focused on the aerie, hoping to catch sight of the majestic bird as it came home with its dinner.

Allie will kill me.

She shook her head against the insistent intrusive thought and concentrated on the monumental trees standing sentinel on her property. A sudden surge of wind barreled down the passage, blowing their branches into a frenzied dance. She saw the eagle. It was approaching from the west, flapping its massive wings in the face of the turbulence, struggling to make it to the nest. Lydia saw it blown back, but it tried again to make it to its home. It swooped down, below the cliff and out of Lydia’s sight. A draft brought it back up into the maelstrom. For a moment the eagle appeared to be suspended, motionless high above the water. Helpless to make it to the safety of its nest. But with two powerful flaps of its wings, the eagle soared above the vortex. Lydia rose, crossed to the window, and kept her eye on the massive bird. It circled, high above the windy turmoil.

As suddenly as it had appeared, the locomotive of air moved on. The branches settled. The eagle drifted effortlessly down, landing in its nest without another flap of its wings.

Allie will kill me.

Lydia crossed back to the sofa and took another sip of wine.



Chapter 31


Seattle


Bayonne Jackson, aka Three Pop, made his way through the Sixteenth Street Pool House. It was eight o’clock. The place should have been filled with people chalking up cues and drinking. But only two tables had any action. He glanced toward the bar. That particular spot was always jumping with white folks ordering smoke, cocaine, or whatever the current pharmaceutical of choice was. Five people sat on the stools, looking like they weren’t interested in anything more potent than the beer in front of them. Bayonne nodded to the bartender and kept walking until he passed through the door marked PRIVATE.


Sweet Jimmy, Bomber, and Low Down were right where they always were, playing cards in the outer office. They offered greetings and asked if he wanted to join the game.


“Bomber here dedicated to losing everything he got in his pocket tonight.” The wooden matchstick in Sweet Jimmy’s mouth bobbed as he spoke. “Likely you could make more green off him right now than out in them streets.”


“How ’bout you deal them cards and save your tongue the flappin’?” Bomber asked.


A fourth man was there.


“Who’s this, now?” Bayonne asked, nodding to the person he’d never seen before.


“This here’s Tank,” Low Down answered. “He up from Cali.”


The new man stood, offering Bayonne a fist bump and shoulder in greeting.


“They call me Three Pop.” Bayonne eyed the man, figuring his broad shoulders and short stature had earned him his street name. “Where’bouts you from?”


“Like the song says. Straight outta Compton.”


Bayonne narrowed his eyes. “That s’posed to be funny?”


Tank squared his shoulders and stared back. “Ain’t nothin’ funny ’bout them streets. But home is home.”


Neither man broke his stare.


“You girls gonna play nice or we gonna have a catfight up in here?” Sweet Jimmy asked. “Careful now. Don’t want nobody losin’ a weave.”


Bomber and Low Down laughed at Sweet Jimmy’s attempt at levity. Bayonne shook his head and turned away from the new guy.


“He in?” he asked.


“He is,” Sweet Jimmy answered.


Bayonne gave Tank one last long look, then went through the door leading to Spice’s inner office.


“Three Pop! Come on in here.” Spice sat behind his makeshift desk. Four stacks of money, each as high as a man’s hand, were in front of him. “Take a seat. I’m drinkin’ whiskey straight up tonight. Got one ready for you if you care.”


Bayonne shook his head. “New guy out front. Say he up from Cali.”


Spice glanced toward the closed door. “Tank’s good people. Pico from the word go. Hell, I think he been wearin’ red longer than me.”


“What’s his reason?” Bayonne took a seat.


“I gotta remind you we lost six of our own? This war cost us.”


“We in a truce now.”


“Two more days. No tellin’ what might happen. You know well’s I do you can’t trust no lying 97. They don’t bring us who killed Banjo, we right back to fightin’.”


“We got men.”


“And like I said, we down six.” Spice leaned back in his chair. “And when it comes to war? You gotta have brothers who know the play. Battle tested. Tank’s seen it. He been there.”


“Compton. He told me.”


Spice nodded. “That’s right. Brother can do.”


Bayonne said nothing.


“There a problem here?” Spice asked.


“This the first I heard of you bringin’ in outside help. Surprises me, that’s all.”


Spice stood. He crossed over and laid a heavy hand on Bayonne’s shoulder. “This time’s tough on you, man. Just buryin’ Banjo and all. You need to be focusin’ on family.”


“Pico is my family.”


Spice patted him twice and headed back to his desk. “You know that. We stand by you.”


“Seems like decisions getting made round here. Things I used to be part of. Makes me wonder maybe my position is gettin’ shifted.”


Spice settled back in his chair. “You talkin’ about this truce? Fuck, man. You want who killed Banjo or not?”


“I do.”


“You think it best we keep on killin’ 97s until they all gone? That your plan?”


Bayonne said nothing.


“This war’s bad for us. Don’t get me wrong. Banjo got to be avenged. You got to know there was no slowness in my step when you told me Banjo got hisself killed by some punk 97 thinkin’ it was you walkin’ down that street.”


Bayonne nodded. “You was quick. I know that.”


“This war cost us six brothers. Six good Picos are in the ground for you. Now, we could keep killin’. No doubt we could. But for each 97 gets it, could be maybe we gonna lose one of ours, too. And this war’s bad for business.” Spice nodded toward the front. “You seen it out there? White folks hear what’s goin’ on, they stop comin’. How long you want that to go? Cuz I’ma tell you. White folks need what they need. They don’t feel safe gettin’ their product here at Sixteenth Street, they gonna find someplace else. The Picos and the 97s so busy killin’ one another off, some other gang gonna step in. That what you want? You want the Mexicans gettin’ our business? The Chinese? That your play?”


Bayonne held up one hand. “I got no problem with the truce. We gonna see what the 97s do.”


“Besides, these decisions are mine to make. You gonna get all little girl about it…cryin’ to me I don’t involve you…maybe I do gotta think about makin’ some changes. But this here is the fastest way I know of to get the name of the fucker who killed Banjo.”


Bayonne was quiet for several seconds. He didn’t want to offend his leader. “What about the other?”


Spice pulled a shoe box from under his desk and began stacking the cash inside. “What other is that, now?”


“Gettin’ who killed Banjo is what I thought the truce was about.”


“That’s right.” Spice put the box of money on top of several boxes just like it.


“But at the meeting you told that 97 leader you wanted the kid’s block. Take the business out from under them.”


Spice tapped his fingertips together and stared at Bayonne.


“You don’t think Banjo deserves them 97s payin’ a penalty for takin’ him out?” he finally asked.


“I’ma kill the motherfucker got my brother. That’s what Banjo deserves.”


“Damn straight. But maybe I see somethin’ a bit more. Somethin’ make them 97s think long and hard if they ever get a mind to take out another Pico. That’s a mighty sweet corner that kid’s runnin’. Lotsa folks buyin’ what he sellin’. That spot’s not far off our own. Picos can expand.”


Bayonne shook his head. “Nobody ever talked ’bout that. That sound like 97 shit to me. They all about the money. Picos s’posed to be different.”


Spice placed his hands palms down on the door serving as his desk. His voice was tightly controlled when he spoke. “You wanna tell this leader of the Picos exactly how what I did sounded like 97 shit to you?”


Bayonne swallowed hard. He forced his tone to sound conciliatory. “Them old stories, you know? Back in 97. When the split happened. I always been told it was cuz they wanted nothin’ but money. Picos are more than that. When you told that 97 you wanted that kid’s block, sounded like maybe we were losing some of the differences between our two gangs. We’re better than the money. That’s all I meant.”


Spice gave him a humorless chuckle. “That soft heart of yours gonna get you one of these days, son. You always thinkin’ ’bout them good old days. Fightin’ me on my business plans. Times change. Business change. Folks who don’t change with ’em die off. We still a brotherhood. No doubt ’bout that. But we a business, too. And the first rule of business is starve the competition. You feel me? Now I’m sorry you took all that like I was takin’ advantage of Banjo’s situation to take that territory. But I didn’t get to be sittin’ in this chair right here by walking away from what’s best for the Picos.”


Bayonne nodded.


“And I don’t need my number two out there talkin’ against my plans. That make sense to you, son?”


Bayonne nodded again.


“Here’s what you gonna do next. You gonna go on back to your daddy’s place. Why not grab hold of Rodisha? Take her with you. Ladies always good for knowin’ what to do at a time like this. You stay close to your family for the next two days. Lean on one another. Then we gonna meet again with them 97s. See what they have to say ’bout comin’ up with Banjo’s killer. After that we gonna decide our next move. You and me together. How’s that?”


Bayonne stood. He had many other questions, but knew he was being dismissed. And he knew Spice well enough to understand that enough lines had been crossed for one evening. His leader wouldn’t take kindly to any further questioning of his authority or motives. He told Spice to call him if he was needed. Spice promised he would.


“Oh,” Spice added as Bayonne walked to the door, “you mind sendin’ Tank in?”


Bayonne hesitated.


Then he nodded one last time.


Chapter 32

Moscow

“What time was your last communication with the pilot?” Allie used Russian as she spoke to the man standing in front of the tall windows of her living room.

“Less than ninety minutes ago, czarina. The two men you sent should have returned to the airstrip yesterday. We have heard nothing from them.” The man’s face conveyed his hesitancy. “Perhaps it is time to declare the mission a failure. Allow our pilot to return.”

“These decisions are the czarina’s to make!” Fyodor Ratchikov roared at the man.

Allie turned toward her lieutenant. The brocade divan he occupied offended her eyes, as did every stick of ridiculously ornate furniture in this middle-of-nowhere dacha.

But Allie had vowed never to stand second to anyone. And while she’d prefer nothing more than to leave this rococo palace in the Moscow woods, never again to be offended by its velvet drapes, gold-leafed icons, and Versailles-scale mirrors, she knew it was important to maintain the illusion.

“Fyodor,” Allie cooed in English to keep her remarks private. “The boy is only a messenger. There’s no need to bark.”

Fyodor Ratchikov had been her fiercest ally since that night in Yemen. Another man might have been driven to madness after killing his own nephew. But Ratchikov was a Russian. A man who understood the unflinching power Allie had demonstrated when she took command of a small Yemeni army. Ratchikov now gave her the same unquestioning devotion he had once reserved for Vadim Tokarev alone.

Ratchikov had come today to take possession of Lydia Corriger. He was to have transported her to Abu Al Fared as a final demonstration of Allie’s ability to supply the Middle Eastern shahs and potentates whatever they needed to satisfy their darker tastes. Allie would lock in that market, securing over a billion dollars annually for her enterprise and extending her global influence.

But Rick and Johnny had failed her. She had sent the two Englishmen on a one-goal mission. Travel to the small town of Olympia, Washington. Track down Lydia Corriger and bring her back in one piece. Allie had supplied them with all she knew. The men had had the addresses of Lydia’s home and office. She had warned them about Lydia’s security systems and home arsenal. She had admonished them not to underestimate their target. She had told them how Staz’s efforts to capture Lydia had resulted in his death.

Both men had assured her one woman would be no match for them.

“She’ll never see us coming,” Johnny had promised her. “Fixer or no, she’s no match for old Rick and me. We’ll ’ave ’er standin’ in front of you soon as you can say ‘Bob’s your uncle.’ ”

Yet there had been no word from them in more than twenty-four hours.

“What shall I say to Al Fared?” Ratchikov asked in English. “He was impressed with what he saw in Yemen. But he is an Arab. One show of might is not enough to convince him to continue doing business with a woman.”

Unlike you and your Russians? Allie thought. Have you all transformed into renaissance men? Is it my intelligent approach to leadership you recognize? Or my iron hand?

“Is he asking?”

“No, czarina.” Ratchikov sounded like a man who was choosing his words carefully. “But I have reason to suspect he is an impatient man.”

Allie thought about the five women Al Fared had taken to his yacht that night. They might be enough distraction to buy her some time. She looked toward the man standing and awaiting her orders.

“Call our pilot back home,” she commanded in Russian. “Route him through London. He’ll pick up Cranston. Once they land in Moscow, have them prep the plane to be ready for departure immediately.”

Ratchikov lowered his head. Allie knew he didn’t trust her English pilot. He thought of her as one of his own now and believed any important matter was best served by a Russian. But Allie needed a fresh aviator.

“Yes, czarina.” The man bowed and left the room. Allie waited until she heard the creaking of the massive oak front door to speak again to Ratchikov.

“Abu Al Fared will have his Fixer,” she said.

Ratchikov nodded. “The Arab is intrigued. His blood runs high when he speaks of her beauty. The idea of possessing his own personal assassin is like an aphrodisiac to him. He senses the power he would wield.” He added cautiously, “But must it be this particular woman we deliver?”

“I gave him my word.”

“Yes, czarina. You did. And the world will soon know what your faithful already do. What you speak becomes true. But this woman. This Fixer. She has eluded you—us—twice. First Staz. Now the two English. Three men dead.”

Allie didn’t care about losing Rick and Johnny. They were a pair of cocky braggarts, reliant more on testosterone than on wit. If Lydia had disposed of them, as all evidence indicated, it meant nothing to her beyond the annoyance of having to train two more men as her personal guards. But losing Staz, the one man who had risked the rage of Vadim Tokarev to care for her while Tokarev held her captive, left her with a rage needing to be avenged.

“Perhaps there is another way,” Ratchikov continued. “If it is a beautiful woman Al Fared wants, there is a limitless supply available. If he desires his own assassin, we can provide that as well. I’m thinking of Taras Volkov. He is good with both gun and knife. Vadim used him often. Or perhaps Spartak Egorov. He’s young, but he is hungry. Both men, I know, would welcome a chance to serve you. They could be your eyes within Abu Al Fared’s business.”

Allie shook her head. Abu Al Fared was a man of sophistication and style. Necessity dictated she tolerate the knuckle-dragging, heavy-browed, vodka-swilling clan of Russians she had inherited from Tokarev. There was no way Al Fared would accept a similar fate.

“You don’t understand,” she said. “Al Fared wants an assassin he can bed. It must be one woman.” And I am owed. I’ve been robbed. My family. My Staz. That woman has taken what is mine. “It must be Lydia Corriger.”

“What, then, do you suggest?”

“The goal remains the same. We get the Fixer. We bring her back and we hand her off to Al Fared. From there she is his to deal with.”

“And whom shall we send this time? How many?”

Allie looked out the tall windows, running her mind over a list of her most effective men. An overnight storm had left the forest blanketed in a heavy November snow. She imagined there were those who might find the landscape beautiful. But the isolation of the dacha left her as cold as the frigid Russian air.

She watched a rabbit hop across fallen logs. It stopped in a clearing, rearing up on hind legs to catch a scent.

In an instant a flash of brown and red appeared. A fox was on the rabbit. In less than a heartbeat a stain of crimson scarred the carpet of white. The fox looked up and for a moment seemed to lock eyes with Allie. Then it trotted off, the dead rabbit between its bloody jaws.

“Two is still the most effective number. But a better two this time.” Allie paused. “You and I, Fyodor. You and I.”


Chapter 33

Seattle

Kashawn sat on his bed thinking about what he would miss most. Probably the bed, he figured. It had been nice having those clean sheets and warm blankets. Having a real pillow instead of a balled-up jacket to hold his head while he slept.

No, he thought. I’ma miss that bathroom more. Toilet available anytime a person wants it. Take a shower each and every morning. That been nice. Them towels the cleaning ladies leave. Smelling like somethin’ sweet for a man to start his day.

His thoughts went to breakfasts at the clubhouse. It wasn’t just the food, though he was getting used to eating his fill. He’d miss his brothers sitting around first thing in the morning as much as he’d miss the eggs and flapjacks. Talking business. Sports. Teasing and making jokes with him like he belonged there.

I wonder if you miss things when you’re dead. Is it like them church folks talk about? Does a body look down from someplace after they died and miss the smells and tastes they left behind?

Somebody had once told Kashawn all that heaven and hell stuff was just a bunch of stories to make a person follow the rules. Promised him there was nothing but nothing after a body’s lights went out. Said a person didn’t even know they were dead.

Maybe that wouldn’t be so bad. Leastwise I wouldn’t hafta think ’bout all I’m leavin’.

He glanced at the clock on the shelf he’d brought back from that furniture store. It was silver and the numbers glowed against a background of colored lights that changed every few seconds. Right now it read 7:49. Black numbers against bright orange.

D’Loco hadn’t spoken to him since they got back from that meeting with those two people from the Picos.

How’m I s’posed to know it wasn’t a real Pico walkin’ down that street in that jacket? What kid stands that tall?

Kashawn tried to justify things. Any kid stupid enough to pull on a Pico jacket and go strolling through a 97 neighborhood deserved what he got. But it wasn’t working. Those Picos said the kid was just twelve years old. Said he was walking back from doing something with his church.

Then why somebody drive up and shoot his ass? Kid musta been up to somethin’.

That wasn’t working either. Kashawn tried to remember what life was like for him when he was twelve. It was only five years ago. He ought to be able to remember. Where was he living? What school was he going to? Try as he might, he couldn’t place himself as a twelve-year-old.

One thing’s for sure, though. Wasn’t nobody takin’ me to do somethin’ good at no church. And for damned sure wasn’t nobody give a fuck somebody in a car roll by and shoot me.

Kashawn looked toward the blank space on the wall and recalled his lunch with LaTonya. She seemed to like the tiger art. Said she’d take good care of that soft blanket until he got back.

I ain’t comin’ back. Truce is gonna be over. D’Loco gonna hafta give me up. That’s gonna be that. Can’t have brothers dying in a war ain’t ever gonna end.

A tear slipped down his cheek. Kashawn heard a knock on his door and wiped it away.

“Hold on.” He stood and straightened the covers on his bed. He looked at the clock; 8:02 glowed against deep blue neon. “Come on in.”

J-Fox opened the door and leaned in. “Why it so dark in here? You sleepin’ already? Get on downstairs. D’Loco waitin’ for you.”

Kashawn was suddenly cold. He didn’t think his legs would work, but when he took a step forward they supported him just fine. He took one long look around his room before following J-Fox down the stairs. D’Loco was in a small room off the main living area, talking with Big Cheeks and Mouse. The leader of the 97s looked up, locking eyes with Kashawn.

“Y’all leave us now,” D’Loco said to the men in the room. “Green K and me got some discussing to do.”

The door closed and Kashawn was alone with the man he’d sworn to follow into the grave.

“Take a seat.” D’Loco pointed to a chair across from his. “You have somethin’ to eat already?”

Kashawn nodded. “There’s chili in the kitchen. Cornbread, too. It’s good. You should try it.”

D’Loco held his stare. “That was some talk last night. The Picos, I mean.”

Kashawn nodded again.

“You had time to do some thinkin’ on what they said?”

Kashawn didn’t tell him that except during his time with LaTonya, the meeting between the two leaders was all that had occupied his mind.

“I guess you only got one option.”

“A man always got more options than he thinks,” D’Loco said. “What you figure I’ma do?”

Kashawn’s heart pounded so loud he was afraid he wouldn’t be able to hear his own whisper. “You gotta give me up. You gotta stop this war.”

D’Loco looked down at his hands, waiting a few seconds before responding. “This war gotta end. Can’t be having more 97 blood in the street.”

“You gonna give up my block? Business be good there. You ain’t gonna give them Pico shits my territory, are you?”

D’Loco slapped Kashawn hard across the cheek. “Your territory? Who give that block to you? Who said you got anything to say about anything?”

Kashawn rubbed the side of his face. “I didn’t mean mine. It’s yours. I know that.”

D’Loco slapped him hard again. “You learn nothin’ from our time together?” he roared. “That’s not my block. Ain’t your block, either. That block belong to the 97s. That somethin’ bigger than you. Bigger than me.”

Kashawn looked down. His cheeks stung. He waited to see if any blood would drip onto his hands from where D’Loco had struck him.

None did.

“Now we gonna get this straight,” D’Loco said. “Them Picos want who killed that kid.”

“I know that. You gotta give me up. I’m ready.”

D’Loco leaned back. “Tell me again how you killed that kid…that twelve-year-old you mistook for a Pico.”

Kashawn wished he could keep himself from breathing so hard. He didn’t want to look scared. “It was like I said. I see this Pico walkin’ bright as day down a 97 block.”

“ ’Cept it wasn’t no 97 block, was it?”

“Close enough for me. I didn’t know exactly what was where at the time. And he didn’t look like no kid. Tall as shit. Wearin’ their colors. Seemed like an insult to me.”

“Mm-hmm.” D’Loco’s voice was calmer now. “So you just happen to see this kid. And you just happen to be carrying.”

Kashawn nodded.

“That piece you took down to the construction site and tossed in the porta-pot.”

Kashawn nodded again.

“Then you cut off his sleeve and bring it to me as a trophy. Enter the brotherhood then and there.”

“That’s right.”

D’Loco stared at him in silence.

“You killed that kid,” he finally said.

Kashawn felt like one of those bobblehead dolls they show on television. Nodding up and down with some dumb-ass look on his face.

D’Loco ran a hand over his face. He stretched his neck to the right, then the left. Kashawn could feel the anger radiating from his leader. He braced himself for another hit.

“Where’d you get the car?”

“What, now?” Kashawn asked.

“The car. Them Picos said witnesses told the police a car pulled up. Shots fired. Kid goes down. Somebody run up and hover over the body. Next thing, that somebody take off runnin’. Where’d you get the car? You don’t know how to drive before J-Fox schooled you. And if you in the car, how’d you get that sleeve cut off? Tough thing to do, what with you squealin’ after you fired your shots.”

Kashawn’s chest hurt. One second it felt ice cold, the next it was hot as the time he stood too close to a fire some guy had built in an old steel barrel on the corner.

“Witnesses got it wrong,” he said. “Wasn’t no car. It was just me.”

“All them witness. All of them got it wrong. Wasn’t no car. Wasn’t no drive-by they all swear they seen. All them witness lied to the police.”

Kashawn’s stomach rumbled. He tasted chili in the back of his throat.

“I don’t know what them witnesses said. Alls I know is what I did. I shot that Pico.”

“Why?”

“I told you. That damn Pico was walkin’ too close to 97 territory.”

“Why you bring that sleeve to me?”

“I dunno. Proud, I guess.”

“Proud of what?”

“What I did. Send a message to them Picos to stay away.”

“Why not just leave that Pico on the concrete? Let the street folk talk? Why bring that sleeve to me?”

Kashawn’s anxiety climbed. His words tumbled out. “I dunno. I dunno what I was thinkin’ in the moment. Actin’ on impulse is all.”

“And you brought it to me.”

“I wanted to show you.”

“Show me what?”

“The sleeve. I wanted to show you I got me a Pico.”

“So I’d what? Give you a dollar or somethin’? You think this is the wild west and there some kind of bounty out on Picos? Wanted dead or alive? Some shit like that?”

“I wanted to show you I belong here!” Kashawn yelled. He started to sob, hating himself for the weakness. “I belong here. These are my brothers. I wanted to show you.”

D’Loco sat quietly. It took several minutes, but Kashawn was finally able to calm himself.

“I’ma have to tell them Picos something, boy. They gonna be expectin’ an answer.”

“You give them me. I killed that Pico.”

“No you didn’t. Now you best tell me who did. You tell me what you saw, let me take care of this.” His voice was stern. “There ain’t no other option, Kashawn.”

Kashawn felt the stab of his leader calling him by his given name. He was no longer Green K. His leader had abandoned him.

“I killed that Pico,” he whispered.

“Tell me what you saw. Me and my boys take it from there.”

“It was me! I killed that Pico! I’m a 97!” Kashawn dared to lift his eyes to meet D’Loco’s. He couldn’t identify the emotions his leader displayed, but he knew this wasn’t a day he made D’Loco smile.

“Get on out of here.” D’Loco’s voice was low and calm. “Stay off the corner till we meet with the Picos.”

Kashawn pushed himself up out of the chair. He took a moment to steady himself.

“I said get on out of here.” D’Loco turned away.

Kashawn wondered if his god would ever speak to him again.


Chapter 34

Seattle

“This becomin’ a regular thing.” Vanessa looked up when Mort walked into Our Joint. “Folks start seein’ so many Caucasians up in here, they gonna be mistakin’ us for a Starbucks.”

“You want me to bring you a coffee, all you have to do is ask.”

“That’s all I need.” Vanessa nodded toward a group of women and children seated in the waiting area. “You come in here bearin’ gifts, folks start talkin’. Next thing you know they have me datin’ some old white cop. I got a position to maintain, know what I mean?”

“That be so bad?” He decided to show her he could give as good as he got. “People could call us ‘Mortessa.’ We could get all the tongues flapping.”

Vanessa shook her head. Her eyes glistened with good humor, but he knew she wasn’t about to grace him with even a whisper of a smile. “Them tongues take a notion to flap, I guarantee it won’t be ’bout me and your sorry behind. Gigi in the gym.” She tossed a handful of her tiny braids behind her shoulder. “She’s talkin’ with them other cops. I swear, there’s enough of you around we needin’ our own precinct number.”

“I’ll see what I can do about that.” Mort turned to make the now-familiar walk. He smelled ginger and cinnamon as he walked past the kitchen and was surprised when he made the turn at the end of the hall. At least a dozen people leaned against the walls, focusing on what was happening inside the gym. Mort excused himself as he passed and stood against the closed back bleachers.

Lincoln Lane stood behind a long table at the opposite end of the gym. Mort estimated at least seventy-five people, mostly women, sat on folding chairs, listening to what the Seattle Police Department’s gang specialist had to say. Gigi Vinings sat to Lincoln’s left. To his right was his brother, Franklin.

“So that’s about the size of it,” Lincoln summed up. “These gangs seem hell-bent on doing one another in. We have no idea what this war is about, but typically it’s turf. Best thing you can do is stay clear of known trouble spots.” He pointed to a map of Seattle projected onto a screen behind him. “These areas in red. We know them to be active gang turf. Picos, 97s. For the sake of what’s happening now, we’re not making a distinction as to who’s got what territory. But if you can, stay clear of these red zones until things cool down. If you live in one of these red zones, keep your kids inside.”

There was a rumble of discontent from the crowd. Lincoln held up his hands.

“Until this war settles down. That’s all I’m saying.”

“How long that gonna take?” a woman called out from the middle of the room. “I got four kids. Kids gotta burn off energy. Gotta play. I tell them stay inside, they not gonna take it well.”

Lincoln nodded in sympathy. “I got kids of my own. I know. And for what it’s worth, these turf wars typically don’t last longer than a few weeks. These guys only got so many soldiers. It doesn’t take long for them to realize body counts aren’t good for either side.”

A man near the back of the crowd stood. “What about school? My kids pick up the bus on the corner. I know other folks have kids who walk to school. What we s’posed to do? Keep ’em truant?”

The crowd murmured its discontent.

“The department will increase its presence during pre- and postschool hours. Extra squad cars will patrol the main bus and walking routes around every elementary, middle, and high school,” Lincoln promised.

Gigi Vinings stood. “And we recommend every parent, no matter what age their children are, encourage their kids to come directly here after school. We’ve got volunteers at most crosswalks ready to escort your kids. We could use more, of course. So if you’ve got the time and would like to help, come see me.”

“My girls have schoolwork and chores,” a woman toward the front called out. “I don’t get home from work till close to seven at night. What they supposed to do?”

“We’re prepared for that,” Gigi assured her. “We’ll have supervised homework rooms as well as recreational activities. Our kitchen will provide after-school snacks, and until these gangs calm down, we’re prepared to provide your children with a simple meal. You can come by here and pick your kids up after work.”

“Then what?” the woman asked. She pointed toward the projected map. “My house is right in the middle of the red zone. How many cops you gonna have after dark?”

Lincoln looked toward his brother. Franklin shrugged.

“Like I said, ma’am,” Lincoln continued, “keep your kids inside. Stay away from windows. Pull your beds into the middle of the room, away from the walls. These bangers are aiming at each other, but sometimes bullets stray.”

The room erupted in agitated reaction to Lincoln’s warning. The Lane brothers and Gigi all stood, calling for calm. Mort walked up the center aisle, hoping the presence of another police officer might reassure the concerned citizens. He nodded to Gigi and the Lanes and stood between the brothers behind the table. Before he made the decision to add his own voice to the call for order, the situation took care of itself.

A giant of a man strolled into the gym. Mort put him at least six foot five. His shoulders were massive, but his waist was trim. He wore basketball warm-ups that did little to hide the man’s chiseled physique. His hair was closely cropped. The man glanced neither right nor left as he made his way toward the head table. As he passed, row after row of citizens fell silent.

“Well, looky, looky,” Lane whispered as the man approached.

The man stopped two feet in front of the table. He stared first at Lincoln Lane, nodding in recognition. Then he did the same to Franklin Lane. He offered Gigi Vinings a slight bow. When he brought his stare back to Mort, his eyes were cold.

Mort shifted his right hand to his holster.

The man noted the move, shook his head in dismissal, and turned to face the silent audience.

“Most of you know who I am. I’m here to say you good folks got nothin’ to fear from me.”

Mort scanned the crowd. Some men slipped a protective arm around the woman standing next to them. Some women shook their heads in disgust. Others held nervous hands to their necks.

No one said a word.

“Some weeks back a boy was killed,” the man said. “Shot dead in the street not far from here. Name of Benji. Folks called him Banjo.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Mort saw Gigi weave forward, then back. She took a seat behind the table. Mort kept his attention on the giant intruder.

“I’m here to tell you anybody come to me, give me what they know about who did this, I’ma give them ten thousand dollars.”

There was subtle movement in the crowd as people looked at one another. Still no one said a word.

“You know I’m good for it. You know where to find me.”

“Hold on.” Mort stepped from behind the desk, stood next to the man, and spoke loudly enough for the entire room to hear. “I’m Mort Grant. Chief of Detectives for the SPD. If anyone here has any information that can help us with this investigation, I want you to contact me first.” Mort turned toward the man standing next to him. “Your reward is generous. But it’s got to be run through the proper channels. People need to come to us first.”

The man stared straight ahead. He waited a few moments before speaking. Mort had the impression he was waiting to see if the nuisance beside him had anything more to say.

“Policeman here got a point,” he finally said. “Gotta do things proper. Anybody take their information to the police gonna get ten thousand direct from me.” The man glanced toward Mort, as if placating a willful child, before he addressed the room again. “Anybody bring information straight to me ’bout who killed Banjo gonna get five times that.”

Finally there was sound from the crowd. Mort glanced back to Lincoln and Franklin Lane, who both were looking toward Gigi.

“Today’s good,” the man spoke to the murmuring throng. “Spread the word.”

The man strolled down the center aisle without a backward glance. Everyone stood in place. But three minutes after he disappeared from the gym, so did the crowd.

Mort turned to Lincoln Lane. “You wanna tell me why the head of the 97s strolls in here and you didn’t slap the cuffs on him?”

Lane glanced toward his brother. “We’ve been tracking him for years. Bring him in time to time when we think we’ve got something. He arrives with his lawyers and things fall off him like he’s coated in Teflon. Guy’s got no warrants. This was a neighborhood meeting. Folks are free to come say their piece.”

Mort turned to where Gigi, visibly shaken, sat with her head in her hands. When she looked up, Mort read the look in her eyes from ten feet away.

Fear.


Chapter 35

Olympia

Lydia sat at her dining room table and watched the skies darken as the unseen sun, hidden by low clouds, set behind the Olympic Mountains. It wouldn’t be long before another November rain began to fall. Night came earlier each day. But the prancing flames in her fireplace stemmed the chill in the early-evening air.

She opened the file in front of her, a duplicate of what her attorney held, and reviewed the first document. Her last will and testament. Drawn in her own name and covering the assets and holdings one would expect of a woman at her career stage. Her home carried a modest mortgage. She owed less than a thousand dollars on her Volvo. Her years as the Fixer had been lucrative and she had invested well. But she needed to leave a legacy that wouldn’t raise suspicions, so the estate of Lydia Justine Corriger carried liabilities and assets befitting a thirty-nine-year-old clinical psychologist with a thriving private practice. After satisfying outstanding debts, there would be enough to provide a modest donation to the local humane society.

She set that document aside. The next item in the file was a single sheet of paper listing the contact information of four individuals to be notified upon the occasion of Lydia’s death. Three names belonged to attorneys bound by client confidentiality. They were paid a substantial annual retainer to do one thing only. After verifying that Lydia was dead, each would notify two other attorneys. Those six lawyers would, in turn, by Lydia’s arrangement, access the nested funds she had set up in various foreign banks under aliases and corporate fronts. The multimillion-dollar fortune the Fixer had earned over six years spent delivering vigilante justice would be dispersed. The bulk of her holdings was earmarked for organizations with a mission to care for children. Her endowments would fund psychological treatment as well as college educations for boys and girls who had survived sexual and physical abuse while in the foster care system. One million dollars of her estate would go to Best Friends Animal Sanctuary.

All disbursements would be anonymous.

The final name on the list knew what to do when notified of Lydia’s death. From his own computer, Dylan, an autistic computer savant who cared more about pushing the boundaries of software capability than about the confusing interactions of humans, would enter a series of commands to shut down Lydia’s computer equipment. Files would be scrubbed. Relays would be rendered impotent. Billions of meaningless bits of code would take the place of erased information. Her basement office would look like nothing more than an at-home workstation. At the same time, an electronic pulse would disable the switch that opened the steel door to her arsenal. Should anyone press the button hidden behind her copy of To Kill a Mockingbird, they’d get nothing more than befuddlement as to why that button existed. Her armory would rest undetected forever.

Then Dylan would open the envelope she had entrusted to him and find a cashier’s check for two hundred thousand dollars.

All signs of the Fixer would disappear. And everything linking Mort Grant to the Fixer would be gone forever.

She closed the file. Then she closed her eyes and focused on the comforting crackle and woodsy aroma of the logs in her fireplace.

Her phone rang. She pulled herself from her meditation and glanced at the screen.

“Hello, Mort,” she answered.

“How you doing?”

Lydia looked down at her hands. The cuts and scratches from her encounter with Allie’s Englishmen were disappearing as quickly as the bruises on her legs and shoulders.

“All’s well,” she lied. Allie would come again. But she’d come for her. There was no need to bring Mort into this. “How about on your end? Robbie and the girls okay?”

Mort assured her everyone was fine.

“You sound exhausted. How go the gang wars?”

Mort told her about his frustration. The body count was high. His investigation was at a standstill.

“Street gangs inspire terror,” she said. “People don’t want to talk.”

“I get that. And I got more than a couple of people telling me to be glad the gangsters are taking each other out.”

“That’s not the Mort Grant way.”

“You make me sound like Dudley Do-Right. It’s not like that.”

“What’s it like, then?”

He hesitated. She hoped he wasn’t filtering his words for her. The secret they shared, that she was the Fixer and he’d let her go free, made Mort the one person in the world with whom she could share complete honesty.

But you’re not honest with him, are you?

“Those thugs,” Mort finally answered. “They know what they’re in for when they sign up for a gang. But Benji was a kid. Maybe he had some crazy, superhero idea of who his brother was. Probably couldn’t believe he would have anything to do with anything bad.” She heard weary exasperation in his sigh. “I need to know who gunned Benji down.”

“Stay with it, then. Something will break. Someone knows something. They’ll talk.”

“There’s a snag with that, too.” Mort described what had happened at the community meeting at Our Joint that afternoon. Martin Lester, aka D’Loco, had offered fifty thousand dollars for information leading him to Benji’s killer.

“I tried to get him to shift his reward to the proper channels. He all but rubbed my nose in the dirt. Offered ten thousand if someone came to us. The fifty is available only if they deliver the name straight to him.”

“And you don’t think this D’Loco would take care of things?”

“You mean street payback?” Disgust dripped from his voice. “I have no doubt that if D’Loco gets a name, that person will be dead within a day.”

“Then Benji’s death is avenged. And if that’s what this gang war you’ve got going up there in Seattle is about, that goes away too.”

His voice rose. “Fifty thousand dollars is going to tempt people. I could see people dropping by D’Loco’s place with any number of names they might want to sell. That’s going to bring more bodies.”

“Does this D’Loco character know who you and the other people—what did you say their names were, Lane? Does he know you’re Seattle PD?”

“He does. I interviewed him about Benji’s death. And Lane and his team bring D’Loco in periodically to shake his tree. They can’t get anything to stick.”

“If D’Loco’s smart enough to have eluded them so far, you don’t think he’d take the time to make sure he really had Benji’s killer before he made his move?”

“Benji deserves real justice.”

“Which means what, Mort? Justice your way? All the i’s dotted? Every high-priced lawyer given the opportunity to let Benji’s killers slither away? Is that what Benji deserves?”

“Of course not. I want whoever killed Benji put away.”

“On your terms.”

“Yes…no…I mean—”

She interrupted him. “You and I both know that doesn’t happen often.”

“So what am I supposed to do?”

Lydia looked at the file in front of her, the one directing the distribution of millions of dollars earned dispensing swift and sure justice.

“Maybe you let the people who know how things really work take care of it for you.”


Chapter 36

Seattle

D’Loco sat in a corner of the clubhouse front porch watching the sky decide if it wanted to rain. J-Fox, Big Cheeks, and Mouse were out there too. The three men would never leave their leader exposed. So they donned hooded parkas and occupied themselves with a halfhearted game of poker at the top of the stairs. D’Loco had asked them to give him some space. Time was running out and he needed every minute of it to figure out his next move. This war had cost him four good men. The Picos had showed him three more 97s could easily have been in the ground too. Spice, his counterpart in the Picos, had proposed a way out. Hand over the 97 who killed the brother of Spice’s top man and the killing would stop. Throw in a juicy block of business and everything would go back to normal.

Except nothing was ever that easy. D’Loco hadn’t ordered a hit on any Pico. His men would never take out a rival gang member without his approval. When the kid had come to him, waving that Pico sleeve and swearing he killed a Pico to show his allegiance to the 97s, there wasn’t one brother who challenged him and took credit for the kill. What was he to do but bring the kid into the fold?

Spice would hafta understand that, he thought. Wannabe shows his stuff. Willin’ to kill for the right to wear the colors. No way Spice would turn away somebody like that. He’d do same as me. Bring the brother into the family and put him to work. Spice could even come to understand the kid’s mistake. Banjo was wearin’ his brother’s jacket. A man could make a case it was Three Pop’s own fault his brother was dead.

But Kashawn didn’t kill that boy. D’Loco had bought the story Kashawn brought to him. That he had shot the boy on impulse and disposed of the weapon. But when Spice and Three Pop told him witnesses saw Benji shot down in a drive-by, D’Loco knew it couldn’t have been Kashawn who gunned that boy down.

The way D’Loco figured, it had to be some minor gang making a play. Whether it was the Chinese, the Puerto Ricans, or some other, he wasn’t sure. But it made sense. Who else would benefit from inciting a war between the Picos and the 97s? With every death, each gang was weakened. Both would have fewer men on the streets to protect their territories. Blocks would become vulnerable. Ripe for some upstart group to take over.

Givin’ up Green K is a fast way to make this war end. But that ain’t gonna stop whatever punks is thinkin’ they can take what’s ours.

Since he left the community meeting after announcing his reward for the name of the real killers, D’Loco had been sitting on the porch, waiting. One man, a longtime customer asking to trade what he knew for a lifetime of free product, swore he was there when Banjo got shot. Said he knew for sure it was a white dude wearing a baseball cap driving a car with Oregon plates. Spun a tail of Portland gangs plotting a takeover of Seattle blocks. But when D’Loco pressed him for details, the junkie couldn’t name the street where Banjo died. Couldn’t recall the time of day the hit went down.

A man and woman came by too. Husband and wife. Strolled up the walk arm in arm, looking scared to be so close to the center of 97 activity. Said their daughter was dating some hotheaded buck. Described him as a no-good, lazy piece of worthlessness bound and determined to steer their little girl into a mess of hurt. Wanted to know if D’Loco might consider this guy as the one who took out Banjo. Told him they’d be grateful for any assistance D’Loco might offer.

“What you think this is?” D’Loco asked them. “I ain’t no Don Corleone. This ain’t no fuckin’ Godfather movie. Get on out of here and take care of your own by yourself.”

Late in the afternoon a patrol car pulled up. Two uniformed policemen approached the 97s on the porch with their hands on their holsters. J-Fox, Big Cheeks, and Mouse turned to D’Loco, looking for instruction.

“Play your hand,” he told them. “This ain’t no thing.”

One cop was black. He told D’Loco he’d heard about what happened at the community meeting.

“You start throwing that kind of money around, people get ideas,” the cop said.

“Ain’t no laws against offerin’ a reward, officer,” D’Loco said. “Folks go to you with a name, they gonna pick up a nice payday.”

“Streets have been quiet for a coupla days,” the cop said. “We’d like to keep it that way.”

D’Loco nodded. “That’s just what me and my boys here were talkin’. How nice it been.”

The two cops gave the four men on the porch a long, slow once-over. They promised to increase their patrols in the area. D’Loco nodded his thanks. Told them he appreciated all their hard work.

Then he said that unless they had any other reason for being there, he’d appreciate it if they’d move on and let his boys get back to their game.

D’Loco hoped his offer of fifty thousand dollars would give him fast answers. But as the streetlights came on, signaling the end of another day in the Pico truce, he was running out of options. He thought of Kashawn, upstairs in his room, clinging to his story that he killed Banjo, prepared to die rather than admit he didn’t belong in the 97 brotherhood.

I’ma stop this war. I’ma save my men.

D’Loco stood and stretched his arms over his head. He walked to the table and stood behind Big Cheeks as J-Fox dealt another hand.

“Watch him, now,” D’Loco teased. “Brother need one more card to be right and he’s takin’ all your money.”

J-Fox and Mouse started a round of trash talk, laughing and sounding relieved that their time on the damp porch might be coming to an end.

“Come on,” D’Loco said. “Let’s go see what the ladies cooked up for dinner. I’m smellin’ roast good enough for a Sunday.”

The three men stood, gathering their winnings and rehashing long-shot draws to winning hands. J-Fox and Big Cheeks went into the house. Mouse picked up the cards and told his leader he hoped there might be some mashed potatoes sitting next to that roast beef. D’Loco was about to second that motion when he saw a woman at the end of the walkway. She hesitated, then took a few steps forward. D’Loco thought he’d seen her before. It wasn’t until she came closer, bathed now in the glow of the front porch lights, that he recognized her.

She was the last person he expected to see standing at the bottom of the stairs leading to the 97 clubhouse.

“What you want?” he asked.

The woman looked over her shoulder, then pulled up the hood of her jacket. “I got something you’re going to want to hear.”

D’Loco turned to Big Cheeks. “Go on inside. Grab a plate. I got nothin’ to fear from this lady.” He stared back at the woman. “That’s right, ain’t it?”

The woman climbed up the stairs.

Well now, D’Loco thought. This gonna turn into somethin’.



Chapter 37


Seattle


Kashawn stepped out of the shower and rubbed himself dry with a towel that smelled like flowers. He wondered how the cleaning ladies made that happen. He remembered one of his foster families. He must have been about six, because he was in kindergarten for the few months he lived there. He’d been given an air mattress in the laundry room, right next to the litter box the woman’s four cats used. He woke up every morning to the smell of cat piss. She was the one who let him color on grocery bags when he came home from school. Despite that kindness, Kashawn was relieved when he got moved. He had to share a bed with another kid in the next house he lived in. And he didn’t get to go to kindergarten anymore. But it was worth it. He’d take the stink of that kid’s morning breath over cat piss any day.


Kashawn opened the top drawer of his dresser. What they gonna do with all these underpants? What was I thinkin’ buyin’ ten pairs of tighty whities? He ran a hand across the neatly rolled briefs. He selected a fresh pair and shifted the remainder to close the gap. He pulled a white T-shirt from the stack. I’m a man who has hisself ten undershirts. One of ’em gets a tear, I throw it away and buy a new one.


Kashawn never would have the need to replenish the contents of that drawer. But the notion he would have been able to walk into any store and buy himself a new stock of underwear comforted him.


Kashawn had three pairs of jeans hanging in the closet. He considered wearing the khakis he’d purchased for his lunch with LaTonya but decided against it. He already knew he’d wear the Seahawks sweatshirt he’d found waiting for him that first day he woke up in this room.


First thing I wore as a 97.


Kashawn had been relieved of his territory after that meeting between D’Loco and Spice, but he’d been allowed to stay at the clubhouse. With no responsibilities on his corner, with no need for war council meetings as long as the truce held, and with D’Loco not asking him to ride along with him anymore, he kept himself busy helping out the ladies in the kitchen. His brothers still greeted him and never hesitated to offer him beer or weed, but Kashawn sensed they knew his status was changed. Conversations stopped when he entered a room. Nobody asked him why he wasn’t out earning his money. D’Loco’s attitude toward him was different, and every brother took a step back as a result.


They know what’s comin’. Might not know the details, but they know it’s somethin’.


And when J-Fox came to his room that afternoon, telling him D’Loco wanted him ready to ride at nine o’clock sharp, Kashawn knew it was about to go down. The three-day truce was coming to an end.


Kashawn slipped his feet into the same shoes his brothers had left for him that first day. He smoothed a hand over his sweatshirt and stepped to the mirror for one last check. Only one thing was missing. He tied a strip of blue cloth around his left bicep.


I earned these colors. Could be I didn’t come into this family in the way I said, but I stood on that corner. I ran my business. I brought home good money and I took care of my brothers. I’ma die a 97.


He fussed with the knot until his gang’s colors hung just right. Wish you could see me, Ettie. Wish you knew you got nothin’ to worry ’bout me. Your boy made it just fine.


Kashawn looked at the clock: 8:47. He counted on his fingers, then sat on the bed and spent his last thirteen minutes memorizing every detail about the only space on earth that had ever been his alone.


—


J-Fox pulled the Escalade behind a row of one-story buildings. Kashawn had never been to this part of the city before. They’d driven more than forty minutes and he didn’t even know if they were still in Seattle anymore. J-Fox and D’Loco hadn’t said a word the entire trip. Kashawn had thought it best to do the same.


“You keep your mouth shut.” D’Loco kept his eyes straight ahead after J-Fox turned off the ignition. “You stupid enough to bring a piece with you, best you leave it here in the backseat.”


“I ain’t packin’.” Kashawn’s mouth was dry.


“This gonna be a hard night for you.”


Kashawn nodded, even though D’Loco couldn’t see him. There were no lights in the parking lot and the fog made everything seem even darker than it was.


“You got anything to say, boy, you say it now.” D’Loco still didn’t look at him.


“I know what you gotta do.” It was difficult for Kashawn to find breath for volume, but he wanted to speak loud enough for both men to hear. He hoped J-Fox would tell his brothers Kashawn took what was coming like a true 97. Not like that no-good Ax. J-Fox could tell the tale of how Kashawn saved his brothers, stopping this war by offering himself up. “And I know what I gotta do.”


“You gotta do nothin’ but sit there, you hear me? What’s gonna happen will reveal itself.”


Kashawn nodded again, hoping his leader knew he understood.


“Let’s roll, then.”


D’Loco opened his own door this time. Then J-Fox got out of the car. Kashawn had to force his hands to open his door. Then he had to overcome his legs’ unwillingness to move. He was ashamed of the fear crushing his chest. He counted his steps as he came behind the Escalade to stand beside D’Loco and J-Fox.


Eighteen times my feet touched this pavement. How many more steps I got left?


J-Fox led them through the fog to a heavy metal door. He banged four hard raps and a few seconds later the door slid open, spilling light into the alleyway.


Kashawn didn’t know the man standing there, but the look on his face was pure disgust. He saw the scarf encircling the man’s neck. Pico Red.


J-Fox walked through the door without a word. D’Loco followed him, nodding to the man. Then it was Kashawn’s turn. He counted twenty-three steps before the group came to a halt. Spice and Three Pop sat at a circular table. Kashawn looked around.


This place musta been a restaurant once. He saw a long counter with stools in front. Maybe a bar. He looked up. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven lights. He looked to the wall opposite the bar. One, two, three, four, five booths.


“Three days.” Spice pointed to two empty seats at the table. “Pico keep their word. Now’s time to see if 97 do the same.”


D’Loco took a seat. J-Fox stepped to the side and stood behind the Pico who had escorted them back. For the first time that evening, D’Loco looked at Kashawn, nodding toward the empty chair beside him. Kashawn counted four steps before he sat down.


Spice slid a folded newspaper across the table. “Got you a little something.”


D’Loco opened the paper. A yellow sheet was inside. Kashawn saw writing on it but couldn’t read what it said from where he sat.


“That’s a list of every corner you got workin’ right now,” Spice said. “Well, maybe not every. Might could you got a few we don’t know about, but I’ma guess this represent most your operation.”


D’Loco scanned the list before setting it aside.


“You said you wanted one block.” D’Loco tilted his head toward Kashawn. “Green K’s store.”


Spice leaned back and smiled. “Maybe that was before I took full inventory of what you holdin’. Maybe we might negotiate more territory.”


“What make you think I be interested in that?” D’Loco asked.


Spice’s smile vanished. “Because that list right there? That also represent where we got Pico firepower right now. Not where your men could see ’em, that for sure. But they there. Call it our insurance policy. You don’t give us what we ask for, we gonna call an end to this truce. And there ain’t enough room in all the morgues in Seattle for the 97s gonna need accommodations tonight.”


Three Pop snapped his head toward his leader. Then he put his eyes on Kashawn.


Kashawn looked away. If any fear showed on his face, he didn’t want a no-good Pico to see it.


D’Loco spoke to Three Pop. “You wanted the name of who killed that kid. Your little brother, Banjo.”


“That’s right.” Spice answered for his man, alternating his glance between J-Fox and Kashawn. “It one of these? Or you ’bout to tell me you don’t have control over your men? Don’t know which 97 took out that boy?”


Kashawn felt the heat radiating off D’Loco. It was an insult demanding retaliation, but D’Loco sat stone still.


“I’ma give you the name.”


Spice’s smile returned. “And you gonna give us this boy’s block.”


“That what you want?” D’Loco asked.


Spice looked toward the man standing in front of J-Fox. His smile grew wider, but there was no warmth in it.


“I’ma take that block for sure. Then we talk about what else I’m ’bout to take.”


Three Pop glanced again at his leader before returning his gaze to Kashawn.


Somethin’s not right, Kashawn thought. He turned to see J-Fox. Somethin’s not right.


“You want more,” D’Loco said. “Maybe that what your firepower be about. You figure you take all what 97 has right tonight.” D’Loco craned his neck to talk to Spice’s man standing by J-Fox. “You go by the name of Tank, right? Up from Cali?”


The man said nothing.


“How you like it up here, boy?” D’Loco asked. “I hear it never rains down your way. This gotta be a big change for you. Then again, you had time to adjust, right? You been here near on two months now. Ain’t that right?”


Kashawn watched Three Pop’s face change. It was just for an instant, but it was there. Something’s not right. He was afraid for D’Loco and J-Fox now too. For all his brothers out working their corners.


D’Loco brought his attention back to the men seated across from him. His focus landed on Three Pop. “That come as news to you? Tank bein’ here all this time? Maybe you got told he here for reinforcements. Replacement for the Picos that got popped.”


“You know nothing ’bout Pico business,” Spice said. “Best we keep this discussion to matters at hand.”


D’Loco ignored him and spoke directly to Three Pop. “You go with Rodisha, that right?”


This time Kashawn had no problem reading Three Pop. It was anger clouding the man’s face.


“I know you like to keep that secret,” D’Loco continued. “I get that. Ladies got no understandin’ of what a man’s business is. They take to worryin’. Worry lead to sassin’. Sassin’ lead to arguin’. And that ain’t no good for anybody lookin’ for a good time. I do it myself. Keep my lady far away from my day-to-day.”


Three Pop said nothing.


“Ladies got no understandin’ of this business, you say that right,” Spice growled. “So there no need to bring them up.”


“Fact is,” D’Loco kept speaking to Three Pop. “You never even told Spice here about Rodisha. She liked it that way is what I hear. Rodisha wanted nothin’ to do with the Pico. That right? Wanted you to break free. Hear tell she hoped for you to join your daddy down at Smydon Fish. Two of you settle down. Start yourself a family. Live respectable like your daddy and Banjo.”


Three Pop shifted in his seat, keeping his eyes on D’Loco.


“But you not ’bout to leave the Pico, ain’t that right?” D’Loco said. “Pico everything to you. Bond as strong as family. You don’t care ’bout no fortunes or expansions or territories. You like them old-school Pico. All about the brotherhood. Way I hear it is you and Spice had yourself words from time to time ’bout that very topic. But you and Spice always work it out.”


“What this got to do with why we here tonight?” Spice demanded. “We got one topic to discuss. Endin’ this war.” He turned to his lieutenant. “You want to learn who killed your brother, boy? Or you want to listen to this piece of 97 shit talk about stuff he don’t know.”


Three Pop said nothing.


“You know a woman name of Ebonie Jones?” D’Loco asked Three Pop.


Three Pop didn’t react.


Spice made a reach for his hip. D’Loco was faster and fired a bullet into the Pico leader’s shoulder before Spice could make his move. At that exact moment J-Fox wrapped his powerful arms around Tank, throwing him to the floor and holding him there with a boot across Tank’s throat and a gun pointed at his head.


“This here’s a bunch of bullshit is what this is!” Spice roared. “Pull your piece, Three Pop. Put a bullet between this fuckin’ 97’s eyes. Kill all three these motherfuckers. I’ma give one word and our boys gonna jump. We get rid of all these 97s!”


Kashawn’s breath left him. He was too afraid to wonder what was going on.


Three Pop and D’Loco held each other’s stare as Kashawn waited to see who would die first.


It was Three Pop who finally spoke.


“I ain’t ever heard of no Ebonie Jones.”


D’Loco nodded. “That’s cuz Spice here like to keep his lady separate, just like we do. But Ebonie be Spice’s lady. Least she was.”


“Shut the fuck up!” Spice’s demands weren’t as forceful as before. Blood seeped through the Pico’s jacket. “Kill these motherfuckers, Three Pop. That’s an order.”


Kashawn watched Three Pop and D’Loco talking to each other like what was going on around them wasn’t happening. Spice continued his demands, but as his jacket grew bloodier, his voice weakened. Tank submitted to J-Fox’s power, but Kashawn could feel the Californian’s rage from fifteen feet away.


“Ebonie and Rodisha know each other lifelong. Their mamas is cousins or some such,” D’Loco explained. “When you start seein’ Rodisha, she start tellin’ Ebonie about her concerns for your way of life. You know how ladies can be. Specially when they thinkin’ they might be in love.”


Three Pop slipped back into his silent stare.


“Your Rodisha, she a good girl. She wanted nothin’ but for you to leave the Pico. Get yourself a family man’s job. But Ebonie, that’s a different story. Ebonie got a bit of wild in her. Takes an idea she might get herself hooked up with a gangster too. She gonna climb higher than her friend, though. Rodisha told her you be number two in the Pico. So Miss Ebonie set her eyes on number one.”


“Ebonie got a mouth on her?” Three Pop asked. “Start lettin’ Spice here know about me and Rodisha?”


“Yes, sir. Your lady tell Miss Ebonie all about her worries. Let her know ’bout you and Spice havin’ different ideas ’bout the future ways of the Pico. But them girls…That talkin’ goes both ways. Rodisha come to hear that Spice tells Ebonie don’t worry. One of two things gonna happen. Says he got Tank comin’ up from Cali. Maybe Tank takes Three Pop’s place as number two. Or might be Three Pop gonna change his mind and be right on board with takin’ over everything that belong to the 97s. Ebonie tells Rodisha Spice got a plan.”


Kashawn looked up, desperate for a break in the tension between the two men. He focused on the tiles in the ceiling, counting them one by one. He reached seventy-two before Three Pop spoke again.


“So they killed Banjo. Made me think it was a 97.”


“That sound in line with what I was told.”


“Will somebody please shoot this motherfucker 97?” Spice’s voice no longer held any threat as he gasped for breath. Three Pop reached one hand over, grabbed his wounded leader by the hair, and slammed his head onto the table.


Spice went silent.


“Rodisha told Ebonie ’bout our date? Ebonie let Spice know my brother would be alone?”


“That’s how she told me. Said Ebonie had no idea killing Banjo was part of the plan. She heard Tank here tellin’ Spice the deed was done. Said the two of them shared a laugh when Tank told about Banjo wearing your jacket. Said Banjo was makin’ the job easier, what with folks thinkin’ it was you who was the target and poor Banjo got it by mistake. At the time, Ebonie didn’t know Banjo was just a kid. Didn’t know he was your brother.”


“How long Rodisha know ’bout this?”


“She learned about it yesterday. I knew it wasn’t any 97 took out Banjo. Truce was comin’ up on its expiration. I put out fifty large to anyone who give me the name of the shooter. Ebonie been hiding since she hears ’bout things and figured out it was Tank and Spice took out Banjo. Lost her attraction for OGs real fast. Ebonie hears ’bout my offer, goes to Rodisha. Tells her what’s what. Rodisha come to me last night. Scared as a rabbit. Worried ’bout you. Worried ’bout her friend.”


“Where they at now?”


“Rodisha, like I say, she a good girl. You know that. She tell me give the fifty large to Ebonie. Let her go start a new life. She gotta stay and care for you.”


Three Pop’s face softened with concern. “You school her?”


D’Loco nodded. “Told her word bound to get out she told me what she knew. She be as dead as Ebonie if any Pico found her. Told her to get gone. That night. She cried like a baby at the thought of leavin’ you.”


Three Pop looked away.


“I give her fifty large for Ebonie. Then I give her another fifty for herself.”


Three Pop brought his attention back to D’Loco. “I’ma get that back to you.”


“No need. You call off your men. We go back to the old territories. Our tab be settled. How that sound?”


Three Pop thought for several seconds. Then he stood and walked over to where Tank lay under the weight of J-Fox’s boot. Three Pop pulled his gun from his belt. Neither J-Fox nor D’Loco made a move. Kashawn grabbed the arms of his chair and focused on the tension in his fingers.


Three Pop leaned down, bringing his face within inches of Tank’s.


“Straight outta Compton. That right?” Three Pop spit in his eye.


Then he stood and pumped four straight shots into the Californian’s head.


The smell of gunpowder joined the stench of blood and sweat already clouding the room. Kashawn breathed deep, trying to calm the gag reflex pulling at his throat.


Three Pop nodded to J-Fox before turning to D’Loco.


“You got nothin’ to worry ’bout from my men. I didn’t know nothin’ ’bout Spice postin’ them tonight. I’ma call ’em off. This ain’t the Pico way.” He looked at his former leader, faintly roused by the sound of gunshots but still bent over with his head on the table.


“It’s best you all leave now.” Three Pop stared at the groggy Spice. “What come next gonna take me a while.”


Chapter 38

Seattle

“Been six days without a body.” Jim DeVilla walked into Mort’s office with a smile on his face. Bruiser jogged in behind him, focused on the pink pastry box in his master’s hand. “I was all ready to say the war was over. Now we find two more.”

Mort poured himself a cup of coffee from the small pot behind his desk. “You want some?”

“Don’t mind if I do.” Jim placed the doughnut box on Mort’s desk. “Two jelly, two cinnamon, and two frosted cake. You wanna call Mick up here or should I?”

“Mick’s with Doc Conner today. We got an ID on one of the bodies found this morning, but we haven’t got a bead on the other. My hunch is she’ll be all day down at the morgue.”

“Ever the dutiful public servant.” Jim took a bite of his doughnut and sat across from Mort’s desk. “Unless the guy’s in the database, my money says it’ll be two months before we know who’s on the slab. Nobody’s gonna report him missing when he doesn’t show up at Grandma’s for Sunday dinner. Our only hope is he’s been arrested before.”

Mort looked at his whiteboard. It was shaping up to be the biggest gang war in Seattle history. Eleven murder victims identified only by the locations where their bodies were found. All of them African American males. All found dead within a week of one another. The latest victims had been discovered by a street-cleaning crew just past midnight the night before in a drainage ditch north of Boeing Field. Mort and Lincoln Lane had met at the coroner’s office at three thirty to get a look at the bodies. Preliminary estimates suggested they’d both been dead nearly a week. One body was still unidentified. That man had four bullets in his skull.

But when Doc Conner pulled back the sheet covering the second, Lincoln Lane let out a low whistle.

“Well, will you look at this?” Lane said. “It’s the end of an era.”

They both could ID the corpse as Antwan Nevers, aka Spice. Head of the Pico Underground.

Mort added Nevers’s name to the whiteboard, making his only the second body with a name attached.

The other name was Benji Jackson.

“I’ve sent a squad over to Sixteenth Street Pool House,” Mort said. “With Spice dead, let’s see if Three Pop’s ascended to the throne.”

“You see that as motive?” Jim asked.

Mort glanced again at his whiteboard, filled with victims but empty of suspects.

“I see it as something. And when you got nothing, something sounds pretty good.”

—

Mort walked into the interview room at 9:20. Three Pop was already seated.

“You see much of Spice these days?” Mort wasted no time on pleasantries.

Three Pop shook his head. “Haven’t seen him in…must be a week or so now.”

Mort took a chair across a wooden table from his guest.

“Officers caught up with you at your dad’s house. I must admit, that came as a surprise.”

Three Pop shrugged.

“I got the impression last time we were all in this room that you and your dad had some bad blood between you.”

Three Pop considered the question. “No tellin’ with family, I guess. Just me and him now. Mama and Banjo gone.”

Mort felt a softening inside him at the mention of Benji Jackson’s name.

“Spice is dead,” Mort said. “Been dead about a week now.”

Three Pop stared straight ahead.

“I tell you your leader winds up dead in a ditch and you got nothing more than a blink for me?”

Three Pop said nothing.

“Spice didn’t go easy,” Mort continued. “Doc Conner said whoever did this took their time. Spice was shot a couple of times, neither in a place that would do much damage. Nineteen broken bones would cause a heap of hurt, though. But even that wouldn’t kill him. Coroner said it was a crushed windpipe that done him in. Said it had the appearance of someone stomping on his throat again and again. Like someone was working out a rage. You got any ideas about that?”

Three Pop kept his gaze fixed on something Mort couldn’t see.

“That leaves a vacancy in your organization. You were Spice’s number two. You taking the reins now?”

Three Pop shook his head. “Ain’t nothin’ like that.”

“Then what’s it like?”

Mort waited for the man to answer.

“You gonna hafta speak to some other somebody if you wanna know ’bout Pico business. I’m headed in a different direction.”

Mort hadn’t been expecting that.

“What? You starting your own group now? Take what you learn at Spice’s knee and start your own operation? That your plan?”

Three Pop turned an expressionless face toward Mort.

“Spice never taught me nothin’ worth learnin’. And I don’t spend time at nobody’s knee.”

“Then allow me to rephrase the question. What’s your next move?”

“As relates to…?”

“Don’t play dumb with me, Three Pop. You’ve been a Pico since long before your daddy discovered he’d lost control of you. This city’s got a gang war on its hands. Picos versus 97s. The head of the Pico winds up dead and you tell me you know nothing about that?”

Three Pop’s face became a blank canvas again. “If there’s a war, maybe you oughta start there. Leave me out of it.”

Mort felt like the young man wanted to tell him more. He tried a different tack.

“Who’s been running the Pico this past week?”

“What happen at Pico no longer any of my concern.”

Mort watched the man in front of him. Three Pop was twenty-two years old. At an age other boys were experiencing their last year or two in college, Three Pop had served as lieutenant to the leader of one of the largest gangs in the city. He had already lost his mother to cancer of the body and his little brother to the cancer of the streets.

“Talk to me, son.”

Three Pop glanced up at the clock. “I been here nearly forty minutes. I got no answers for you. You tell me Spice is dead, I got to believe it. You ask me about the Pico, I tell you I have nothin’ to do with that no more. You can ask me again and I’ll tell you the same. So we gonna keep sittin’ here or what?”

Mort considered his options. He had nothing to hold the man on. Three Pop wasn’t going to give him anything. He stood and walked to the door.

“We’re going to be watching you, Three Pop.”

The young man stood, walked over, and shook Mort’s hand. “I appreciate that. I’ma count on you watchin’ me. Maybe that enough to keep me doin’ what I need to. What I want to. But next time you talk to me, you gonna have to call me Bayonne. I’m not answering to Three Pop no more.”

Mort held his gaze. He saw a plea in the young man’s eyes. A flicker of something that looked like hope. And as Bayonne Jackson turned to walk out the door, Mort saw something else.

The bottom tear tattooed on Bayonne’s cheek was filled in.



Chapter 39


Seattle


It was nearly ten o’clock at night when Kashawn pulled his car into the graveled-over backyard that served as the parking lot for the 97s’ clubhouse. He’d been gone all day. Hadn’t even shared breakfast with his brothers. Instead he woke up, showered, shoved all his clothes—shoes, underwear, everything—into a giant black trash bag he’d grabbed from the kitchen, took the two big envelopes holding the cash he’d earned from working his corner, and left the house before the sun came up. He didn’t know where he was headed. He only knew he couldn’t take being cut off from D’Loco one minute longer.


It had been four days since the meeting with the Picos. Four days since D’Loco had let that Pico know it wasn’t any 97 who killed his brother; it was his own leader. Spice had sent Tank to kill that kid to trick Three Pop into going to war with the 97s.


Just goes to show you, Kashawn thought. Ain’t no good Pico nowhere on this earth. A man got to trust his brothers. Got to trust his leader most of all. Must be dogs eatin’ dogs over at that Pico camp. Nothin’ like what we got goin’ on here at 97.


Four days since the beginning of what Kashawn had come to think of as his second life. He had been prepared to die that night. Ready to have D’Loco deliver him to Spice as the man who killed Three Pop’s brother.


But D’Loco find a way to save me. I got me a leader who protects me from death. That’s a man a brother could die for right there.


Four days since D’Loco had spoken to him.


They’d arrived back at the clubhouse after their meeting with Spice and Three Pop. After Kashawn watched Three Pop put four bullets into the head of that Pico from California. D’Loco and J-Fox walked into the clubhouse with grins so wide Kashawn was afraid their faces would break. D’Loco announced the war was over. Every 97 could go back to work the next morning free of worry about any harm coming to them. D’Loco joked about riding everyone’s ass to make up the revenue lost during the war with the Picos. His announcement kicked off an impromptu party. The music got loud. Bottles of liquor appeared. Bowls of marijuana passed hands.


And D’Loco acted like Kashawn was the invisible man.


So this morning Kashawn got on Interstate 5 and headed south. He pulled off in Renton. Had himself some breakfast in a Denny’s across from a strip mall. But the eggs were too runny and the coffee was weak as water. Nothing like the breakfasts waiting for him every morning at the clubhouse. He got back in his car and headed south again.


It was almost nine o’clock when he saw the exit signs for Tacoma. The town meant nothing to him, but when he saw a giant wooden dome painted with blue triangles, he decided to take the exit and have a look. Kashawn spent more than an hour walking around, telling himself there had to be something interesting in a town that had such a big upside-down wooden bowl.


Then he got back in his car.


About ten miles south of Olympia he saw a sign for Millersylvania State Park and decided to stretch his legs. He walked on paths littered with pine needles. He inhaled the scent of burning campfires and missed the aromas of the city. He sat on a picnic bench and watched a group of squirrels scamper across open grass before winding their circular climb up the trunks of trees.


He stopped in Centralia. White folks stared at him while he pumped his gas. He went inside to pay, and a fat guy wearing a name badge announcing he was Shift Manager Gary came to stand behind the skinny blond woman with meth-rotted teeth working the register.


“Where’s a place a guy could get hisself a good meal?” Kashawn asked her.


Gary answered for her. “Portland.”


Kashawn kept driving. The sun made intermittent appearances behind high clouds. He was happy it wasn’t raining. He saw a sign announcing the bridge crossing the Columbia River into Oregon was twelve miles away and realized in a few minutes he could be out of the only state he’d ever been in.


But what’s waitin’ for me in Oregon?


Kashawn thought of Ettie, his mother, who had held him for a few moments before letting him go. Did she ever get out of Washington? Did she have something waiting somewhere for her? He followed the signs promising a scenic overlook, parked in the lot, and watched the traffic on the mighty river from his front seat as powerful winds shook his car. He heard a knock on his window and realized he’d been there nearly an hour.


“Yes, officer?” he said when he rolled down his window.


“You got some ID?” A broad-shouldered patrolman scanned the backseat of Kashawn’s car. “License? Registration for this vehicle?”


Kashawn handed the man the documents he’d requested. He kept his hands on the steering wheel, ten o’clock and six o’clock. Just like J-Fox had taught him during the driving lessons.


“Never look a cop in the eye,” J-Fox said. “Makes their trigger finger itch. Keep your hands where they can see ’em. Always. Use your church manners. ‘Yes sir.’ ‘No sir.’ Shit like that. You do that, worst that happens is you get arrested. That comes, call home. We got you. But you get your heat up with a cop, you likely to end up dead. And there’s nothin’ we can do ’bout that.”


“You’re a long way from home, boy.” The officer opened Kashawn’s door and asked him to step out of the car. Kashawn kept his eyes down and complied.


“There a reason you’re not in school?”


Kashawn shook his head. “Takin’ a day off, I guess.”


“So you decided to come all the way down from Seattle?” The policeman scanned Kashawn head to toe. “If I was to pat you down, would I find any weapons? Any sharp objects? Anything you might not want me to find?”


“No, sir.” Kashawn had left his gun back at the clubhouse. It was a gift from D’Loco, and Kashawn had packed only what he’d purchased himself.


The officer ordered Kashawn to hold his arms out and widen his stance. Kashawn obeyed and glanced to his left. A white man and woman hurried three children into their car while keeping an eye on what was happening.


“Open your trunk,” the policeman demanded.


Kashawn walked to the back of his car and did as he was told.


“What’s this?”


“That’s my stuff. Clothes, shoes.”


“You got a receipt for these things?” The officer rifled through the trash bag.


“A receipt? For my stuff?” Kashawn’s anger clenched at his chest. But he remembered J-Fox’s warning. “No, sir. This here’s my clothing. My belongings. I don’t have any receipts, sir. But they’re all mine.”


The cop shoved aside mats and a battery charger. He picked up a blanket Kashawn had forgotten he’d put there and checked underneath. Finally the policeman closed the trunk.


“You runnin’ away from home, boy?”


“No, sir. Just out for the day is all.”


The officer stood with his hands on his hips. Kashawn kept his eyes on the man’s scuffed shoes.


“This here’s a family place,” the policeman said. “Tourists come for the view. Folks teach their kids about erosion and salmon. Lewis and Clark. Shit like that. We don’t need the likes of you making their time here less wholesome. Now, tell you what. I could run you in. Hold you until a social worker or truant officer comes for you. But that’s going to take a lot of paperwork, which I frankly do not have time for. So if you get in your car, turn it around, and drive yourself back to whatever hood or crib or what-the-fuck you come from, I’ll just watch you drive on. How’s that?”


Kashawn felt small. Weak. Scared. All the things he’d promised himself he’d never have to feel again once he wore the 97 blue.


“Yes, sir.” He hesitated before taking a step. “Can I have my license back? Please, sir?”


The officer handed Kashawn his documents and told him his patience wouldn’t last forever. Kashawn thanked him, got in his car, and headed toward the northbound highway ramp. Traffic was heavy once he passed Olympia. Kashawn had nearly four hours on the road to marinate in his humiliation before he pulled into the 97s’ driveway. He grabbed his bag of belongings from his trunk and hauled them up the stairs to his room.


Forty minutes later there was a knock on the door. Kashawn pulled himself from his bed, opened the door, and staggered back a step when he saw his visitor.


D’Loco walked into Kashawn’s room and closed the door behind him. “Been lookin’ for you since just past noon.”


A wave of relief washed over Kashawn. “Been out drivin’ is all. You want me, my cell’s workin’. I’da been right here if I knew you wanted me.”


“I know that.” D’Loco looked around the room. “Where that tiger at?”


Kashawn glanced at the blank spot on the wall where his art had hung. He hoped the blanket was wrapped around LaTonya’s shoulders right now. Maybe she was up studying late and was cold.


“I got rid of it. Didn’t suit me no more.”


D’Loco stepped to the bathroom and looked inside. “Not feelin’ like a big cat no more? That it?”


Kashawn hung his head.


“You got plans, boy?” D’Loco asked.


Kashawn’s heart pounded. Fear closed his throat. An image of a doorway in an alley behind that bank down on Nineteenth flashed in his mind. He wondered if somebody new had begun to sleep there. He liked that doorway. It sat high, up out of the rain.


“I asked you a question.” D’Loco’s voice was low and firm. “You lied to me when you came here. Got no time for more. Tell me the truth. Straight up. You got plans?”


Kashawn shook his head.


“You know I can’t have you workin’ for me no more.”


Kashawn nodded.


“You got a tongue, boy? Tell me what you understand ’bout you not bein’ able to work for me.”


It took a while for Kashawn’s voice to work. “I lied to you. I told you I killed that kid. Thinkin’ he was a Pico. Thinkin’ it could get me into the 97s. There’s no trust now. You can’t use somebody you can’t trust. That’s what I understand.”


D’Loco was quiet for a long time.


“You wrong,” he finally said. “I’m about to say dead wrong, but there been nuff a that these days.”


Kashawn dared to look his leader in the eye, but only for a fleeting moment.


“My reasons for you not workin’ for me got nothin’ to do with trust. Hell, son. I trust you. Ain’t one minute since you come to us you ain’t done what I told you to do or been where I told you to be. Even the last time. You thinkin’ this is the end and I’ma offer you up to the Pico. Still you show up right on time. Do exactly what I tell you to do. You worked that corner and brought home every penny. Straight to me. Every time. No, sir. This got nothin’ to do with trust.”


Kashawn blinked away a tear. Somehow knowing D’Loco saw his loyalty was enough. He’d sleep easy now. Dry doorway or no. The leader of the 97s knew Kashawn Meadows was a man of his word.


You hear that, Ettie? That some respect right there.


“I can’t have you workin’ for me cuz this ain’t you. You ain’t this. You feelin’ me?”


Kashawn swallowed hard. “No. Like you said. You ask me somethin’, I’ma do it. No matter what. Till blood. Till jail. Till death. I’m a 97 to the core.”


D’Loco’s voice grew firmer. “No. You’re not. I’m the person who decides who’s 97 and who’s not. From this moment, you no longer Green K. You no longer 97. That’s my word.”


Kashawn looked away. He felt broken. He wondered how long he’d be able to stand up on bones that no longer seemed of service.


“You no longer 97.” D’Loco’s voice was softer now. “But I know you a loyal sumbitch. And that means somethin’. You got a place you can go?”


Kashawn’s voice was weak. “I’ma be fine.”


“That’s not what I asked you, boy. You got a home? Maybe a mama? Foster?”


Kashawn shook his head. “But I didn’t have no home before I came here. Made do all right. I’ma be fine.”


Kashawn wondered if the time D’Loco spent in silence was meant to torture him.


“I’ma do somethin’ ’bout that loyalty,” D’Loco said. “You and I gonna enter into a pact. You know what I mean by that word?”


Kashawn nodded.


“Just you and me. No one knows. Not any of the brothers. Not any of the ladies. No one. You feel that?”


Kashawn nodded again.


“How long till you turn eighteen?”


Kashawn did a quick calculation. “Nine months, about. August fourteenth is my birthday.”


“Nine months, then. You gonna stay here.”


A flush of hope warmed Kashawn in an instant.


“You gonna study your ass off,” D’Loco continued. “You gonna take your high school test and pass on the first try. You hear me? You gonna pass on the first try. No do-overs. No excuse.”


Kashawn nodded.


“You don’t pass on the first try, you out of my house that day. You understand?”


“I do.”


“I’ma tell the brothers a story. I’ma tell ’em I’m shippin’ you off to the military. They gonna see you study hard and know you gettin’ ready for the recruiter. I’ma tell the brothers you gonna learn all you can. Hand-to-hand combat. Navy SEAL kung fu. War plans. Shit like that. I’ma say you gonna come back and teach us everything you learn. Make 97 the leanest, meanest fightin’ group in six states.”


“I can do that.”


“You can do what I tell you, that’s what you can do. You got a preference?”


“For what?”


“For military, that’s what. You see yourself as a sailor boy? Maybe one of them dressed-up marines, lookin’ all fine?”


Kashawn thought fast. He remembered a television commercial he’d seen once. People jumping out of airplanes.


“Army. I want to be in the army.”


D’Loco nodded. “Then that’s what I’ma tell the boys. You studyin’ to be in the army. You gonna be the best damn army man they ever saw. You gonna come back and teach us all that stuff. You got it?”


“I can do that.”


“You can do what?”


“I can pass my high school. I can be the best army man. I can learn everything. I can bring it back to my brothers.”


D’Loco shook his head. “But you ain’t got no brothers, man. They can’t know that for a time. Till you eighteen and off to the army, them brothers gonna think you good old Green K. Off to be a soldier boy. Make the 97 proud. That’s gonna be the story. Only you and I know the truth.”


Kashawn was confused. “What’s the truth, then?”


D’Loco stepped to him. He grabbed Kashawn’s jaw in his hand and squeezed hard. He stared into Kashawn’s eyes. “The truth is you gonna act like a 97 for nine more months. You gonna eat and sleep and party with us like you one of the family. But you ain’t. You gonna pass that test. You gonna join the army. And you ain’t never comin’ back here.” D’Loco’s voice rumbled with an authority born in the streets and honed in hell. “Once you raise your hand to join up—once they ship you off to wherever the fuck it is they send new blood to turn ’em into soldier boys—once that day come, if I ever see your face again, I’ma kill you. Myself. My hands.”


D’Loco released him and turned toward the door.


“Now get on downstairs,” he said before walking out. “Brothers been askin’ ’bout you all damn day.”


Chapter 40

Olympia

Lydia needed to go downstairs for an hour’s workout on the heavy bag. She’d seen only four patients that day, but each had been complicated. One was a twelve-year-old girl who showed up to school drunk and broke her teacher’s nose with a butt of her head, then kicked the principal in the groin when he intervened. Her single father had brought her to Lydia hoping for a magic answer to tame his wild child. Another was a middle-aged man who’d been his obese mother’s caregiver for the past thirty years. Now that her diabetes had taken both her legs and she required more intense care than he could provide at home, he complained to Lydia that he’d wasted his entire life.

“I’m angry,” he’d told her at his noon appointment. “I’m sad. I’m lost. I’m acutely aware I’ve delayed beginning my own life out of some stupid sense of loyalty to a woman who cares more for double-chocolate Oreos than she does for herself. Or me, for that matter. Now I’m fifty-three years old and all I have to show for my life is an encyclopedic knowledge of every plotline in Days of Our Lives for the past forty years.”

Lydia’s other two patients had come to their appointments actively suicidal. Lydia spent two hours sufficiently stabilizing one so that she could be sent home in the care of her sister. The other, a twenty-six-year-old recent college graduate, had come to tell her goodbye. Within five minutes of arriving at her office, he grew ever-more incoherent.

“Steven, have you already done something to end your life?” she asked.

The young man gave her a sleepy nod. “Little pills…lots of little pills.”

Lydia immediately dialed 911 and spent the next hour on the phone with the emergency room. She learned her patient would survive, but with enough damage to his kidneys that he’d be on dialysis until he could qualify for a transplant.

She intended to pummel that bag until the stress of the day dripped out of every pore. Then it would be a long shower and relaxing glass of merlot. With any luck she’d be in bed by ten thirty.

Her phone rang before her foot landed on the second stair to her basement. She glanced at the screen. She didn’t recognize the number, but it was a Seattle area code.

“Is this Dr. Lydia Corriger?” a female voice asked.

“It is.”

“This is Jeanne Comstock. Detective Grant’s assistant.” The woman sounded young. Tentative. “Detective Grant asked me to call you.”

“What’s up?” Lydia trotted down the stairs to her basement. Instead of turning left toward her gym, she took a right and walked into her office.

“Detective Grant wants you to meet him. He says it’s important.”

“Did he say what it’s about?” Lydia logged on to her computer and accessed her communication system. In less than thirty seconds she learned the call originated in downtown Seattle, on the same block as the police department’s headquarters.

“No, ma’am. Just wanted me to let you know he needed to see you. He said to tell you he was sorry for the short notice.”

“I’m more than happy to meet him. Did he give you specifics?”

“Yes. He said he’d meet you at your clinic office at nine o’clock.”

Lydia looked at the clock on her computer. It was already 8:07. “He must be on his way.”

“Yes, ma’am. Detective Grant left his cellphone at his office. He called me on his radio. Asked me to let you know he’d see you at nine o’clock. Can I tell him you’ll meet him?”

“Certainly. Let him know I’ll be there.”

The phone call ended with Jeanne Comstock’s thanks and Lydia’s assurance it was no problem at all.

Then Lydia left her console and went to her bookcase, pressing the button giving her access to her arsenal. She selected two guns and a Taser. She lifted the right leg of her yoga pants and strapped on a spandex holster, securing a six-inch Counter Tac II single-blade knife to her ankle. She closed the panel hiding her armory and took a final look around her office. Then she ran upstairs to her bedroom. She stripped off her sweatshirt and pulled on a concealable ballistic vest. She knocked hard against the Kevlar plates to make sure they were in place before putting her shirt back on. She swapped out her soft-soled workout shoes for a sturdier athletic pair.

She went next to her bathroom and brushed her shoulder-length hair into a tight ponytail. She wound the tail around itself, forming a compact bun that would deny anyone the opportunity to grab hold.

It was now 8:28. Her office was twenty-five minutes away. She grabbed her keys and sprinted to her car.

Mort Grant had never relayed a message to her. Not once. Their relationship needed to appear inconsequential to the world. If he wanted to speak to her, he called himself. If it was important, as the caller had indicated, he drove alone to her home.

I don’t know who you are, Jeanne Comstock. But I know who you work for. Allie’s coming for me. I’m ready.

—

Lydia circled the block before pulling into her stall in the empty private lot behind her building. She noticed nothing out of the ordinary. Clouds blocked any moon- or starlight. A steady rain blurred streetlamps and store signs. She opened the main door of the onetime mansion that long ago had been divided into small offices. The dim green glow from the exit signs offered eerie illumination throughout the marble reception hall. The building was quiet. Even the most workaholic tenants would have left hours ago. She had taken four steps across the floor when she heard the front door open again behind her. Lydia spun and balanced her weight over both feet, ready to spring.

“There you are.” A familiar voice rang out in the dimly lit vestibule. “Daphne gave me your message. Said it was urgent. What’s up?”

Mort’s voice was light. His tone was chatty. He walked toward her with a smile. But his eyes were focused lasers beaming onto hers.

I never communicate through a third party either. He knows.

“What’s so damned important you call me all the way down here on a soggy night like this?” Mort gave one quick pat to his hip as he walked toward her.

He’s armed.

“Wires must have gotten crossed.” Lydia kept her tone chatty. There was no need to alert anyone who might be observing that they were prepared. “I called Daphne a few days ago,” she lied. “To invite you to come down to see a new painting I got for my office. Told her to tell you lunch was on me.”

“That’s our Daphne. If there’s any way to get something screwed up, she’s gonna do it. You shoulda known I didn’t get the message when I passed up the lunch.” Mort’s face was more serious than his tone. “Let’s go see it. But if you’re looking for artistic critique, you’ve got the wrong man.”

Despite their idle chatter about the weather and Mort’s ride down in the rain, they worked as a team as they climbed the wide steps leading to the second floor. Lydia scanned the territory in front and to their left while Mort surveyed their right flank and rear. They paused at her office door. Lydia saw a sad apology in Mort’s eyes.

Lydia unlocked the door and they stepped into her client waiting room. On instinct they stood angled to each other, shoulder to shoulder. Each able to view one complete hemisphere of the area. Lydia switched on the lights.

The waiting room was empty.

Nothing had been disturbed. Magazines were fanned across a coffee table. Pillows rested on the sofa just as they had when Lydia left that afternoon. Lydia nodded toward her therapy room.

“Am I going to choke when I hear how much you shelled out for this thing?” Mort asked as they approached the closed door.

“When I start asking you to pay my bills, you can start commenting on how I spend money. How’s that?” Lydia flattened her back against the wall next to the doorjamb. Mort mimicked her on the other side. Lydia nodded and turned the knob.

The chair where she sat during sessions was still draped with the light blanket she often laid over her lap on chilly days. The sofa her patients used was undisturbed.

But her eyes caught something. Lydia pointed to the light leaking under the door separating her therapy room from her private office. It was her habit to turn off all lights as she closed her suite each evening. Lydia pointed to it and shook her head. Mort nodded and pulled his parka back, giving him free access to his holster.

“It’s in my office,” she said. “If you don’t like it, keep your opinions to yourself.”

She threw open the door. Mort stepped in first, Lydia one step behind him.

“What the hell?” Lydia spun around, looking for Allie, but all she saw was chaos. Her computer was shoved off her desk, along with her in-basket, clock, and everything else. Paper littered the floor. Mail, journals, reference books, calendars. Two filing cabinets were tipped over. Fortunately, they held Lydia’s patient files and were double locked.

“Look.” Mort pulled her attention to the opposite wall. A closet where she kept supplies, along with an umbrella, a pair of rain boots, and a couple of sweaters, had been gutted. “Somebody was looking for something.”

Lydia’s anger flared. “Somebody? You know damned well who was here, Mort.”

Mort stood with his hands on his hips, taking in the rifled office. “Well, whoever it was isn’t here now.”

Lydia turned away from her rage. What could Allie have wanted from her office? The only evidence pegging Lydia as the Fixer was at Lydia’s home. Allie knew that. Why had she come here?

She stepped over the scattered material on the floor, hoping to see something that might expose Allie’s plan. When she came around behind her desk, she stopped midstep.

“That’s not mine.” Lydia pointed to a file folder sitting on her desk chair. It was standard office size, but not the manila color Lydia always used. This folder was bright pink and emblazoned with flowers and butterflies. It was the kind of folder a teenaged girl might use to keep her algebra homework separate from her social studies. Designed to capture attention. She picked it up, opened it, and gasped.

Photographs of Oliver Bane filled the folder. Oliver greeting a customer with a smile. Oliver locking up his shop for the night. Oliver making his way to his car. Oliver walking up to his front porch. Each photograph had him wearing the same clothes. Each was time-stamped.

Today.

“This is a diversionary tactic.” Lydia slammed the folder on her desk. “Allie isn’t after me, she’s after Oliver. She…she…I don’t know. Wanted us occupied while she executed her plan?”

“Why?”

“To hurt me. Let’s go. My car’s faster.”

Mort followed. They hurried out of her office, rushed through the therapy and waiting rooms, and were inches apart when Lydia opened the main door leading out of her suite.

A burly tank of a man standing in the hall with an automatic rifle pointed directly at them brought them to a dead stop.

A feminine voice called out when Mort and Lydia each reached for their weapons. “Don’t!” Allie Grant came into view behind the broad-shouldered man. “Fyodor here can be quite the brute when he thinks I’m being threatened.”

The man marched forward without hesitation, his assault rifle pushing Mort and Lydia back into her waiting room. Allie followed, closing the office door behind her. She stood behind the sofa and pulled her own semiautomatic pistol from the pocket of her flowing black raincoat.

“Come here, Lydia.”

“Stop this, Allie.” Mort’s voice was a paternal mix of insistence and disappointment. “You’re digging a hole you won’t be able to crawl out of.”

“Now, Lydia!” Allie turned to her henchman. “Keep your rifle steady, Fyodor. My father may be nearing retirement, but he’s fit. And he’s cagey.” She shifted to her father. “Relax, Daddy. Nobody’s going to be hurt tonight. Not if you both do as I say.”

“What have you done with Oliver?” Lydia asked. “Where is he?”

Allie shook her head and golden hair drifted around a face so lovely even her own depravity couldn’t diminish its beauty. “Dear martyred Lydia. Always thinking of the other person. With all those kills under your belt, too. One might have thought the sheer quantity of blood on your hands would have toughened you.”

“Is he alive?”

Allie tilted her head in wonderment. “Is it your naive idea of justice? Is that how you do the whole vigilante thing and still stay softhearted enough to be so easily misled?”

“Answer her, Allison,” Mort demanded. “What have you done with Oliver?”

Allie kept her gun trained on Lydia and used her other hand to point to her father, pinned against the wall by her man’s rifle. “Don’t speak to me that way!” She looked away for a moment, then spoke with softer words. “Really, Daddy. Are you about to send me to my room? Do you have so little awareness of who your little girl is?”

Mort’s voice was laced with sorrow. “I have a good idea, Allie. And it kills me.”

“I command an army!” Allie roared. She signaled and her man brought a swift knee into Mort’s groin, bringing him to his knees. When Mort found his breath again, Allie sounded calm. “Are you impressed with what I can do with a nod of my head? I remember Mom telling me I could do anything I wanted to. Become whatever I wanted to be. But she was lying, wasn’t she? What she meant was I could be anything men wanted me to be.”

“Don’t speak of your mother while your ape is holding a gun on me,” Mort panted.

“Mother wanted to be a dancer. But she married a cop who wanted hearth and home, so she settled for giving lessons to spoiled Queen Anne brats. Would you be more impressed with me if I was like Claire? She’s one wicked smart lady. Wasn’t it international relations that caught her attention? But she fell for my brother. He knocks her up with twins and the next thing you know she’s elbow deep in laundry and home-improvement magazines. All dreams cast aside. And what about this one?” Allie nodded toward Lydia. “A genuine kick-ass assassin! She’s dealing the cards that need to be when the men are too chickenshit to even ante up. But instead of giving her the respect she deserves, you cage her in. You should have done the decent thing and put a bullet between her eyes when you found out who she was. But the great Morton Grant wanted what he wanted. You going to tame her, Daddy? Groom her into the daughter you think you deserve? Make her wear St. John knits and sensible pumps?”

“Stop, Allie.” Mort brought himself to his feet but needed to lean against the wall to stay that way.

“Am I the one woman you can’t control? Is that what’s bothering you?”

“You need help. Put down the gun. Call this guy off. I can help you.”

Allie huffed out a humorless guffaw. “With what? Becoming your personal idea of a good daughter? Like you’re doing with your granddaughters? Raising them to be sweet. That’s nothing more than code for submissive.” Allie turned back to Lydia. “And when I tried to help those little girls—when I came to show my nieces there’s another life besides dancing to whatever tune a man calls—you stand in my way! You take my place with my family. With my father and my brother.”

A lesson her graduate-school mentor had taught her came to Lydia’s mind as she listened to Allie’s rant. Allison Edith Grant, a woman born into a loving home and given every opportunity. Blessed with intelligence and wit. Determination and beauty. A woman who threw it all away. First for thrills, then for power.

You can’t fight crazy, her professor had told her. You can’t negotiate with crazy. You can’t deal with crazy. You can only protect yourself from crazy.

“What’s your plan, Allie?” she asked.

“At last! Here’s the reward seeing the light. There’s no need to fret about sweet Oliver Bane. I imagine he’s in his pajamas about now, thinking about tomorrow. How he’s going to save the world, one perfectly brewed cup of coffee at a time.”

“Then why the photographs?” Lydia asked.

“Because I respect you, Lydia. You’re smart. Savvy. There was a good chance you’d see through my assistant’s phone call. For that matter, so might my father. For all he is and isn’t, he is a damned fine detective. If you saw through my ruse and came armed tonight, or even on guard, I’d need you to believe someone else was in need of your skill set. That’s your Achilles’ heel, Fixer. My father’s, too. One whiff Oliver might need saving, and you and Daddy would holster your guns, let down your guard, and go running full speed into the face of danger. I find your predictability boring, but at least I was able to put it to use.”

Lydia felt the heft of her weapon in the small of her back and the weight of her Taser in her pocket. She needed Allie to be distracted for just one moment.

I need to protect Mort from crazy.

“What now?” she asked.

“Now I’m going to give my father a choice. Listen carefully, Lydia. You have a vested interest in what he decides.” Allie stepped back enough to keep both her father and Lydia in her line of sight. “There’s a man named Abu Al Fared. A fascinating fellow. Wildly wealthy. With a sophistication you’re likely never to encounter in this Pacific Northwest backwater. His operation affords him a certain status along with an endless supply of resources. Like my own, his work creates enemies. I’ve been fortunate enough to inherit a loyal group of associates and I’ve recently augmented my staff with a military arm. Al Fared has no such militia. He and I have entered into an arrangement that promises to be quite lucrative. It’s conditioned upon me delivering the Fixer to him. You will be his one-woman army. Al Fared will supply the targets, and the Fixer will do her thing.”

“That’s not going to happen, Allie.” Lydia recalled another person who had hoped to make the Fixer his personal assassin.

“Whether it does or doesn’t is no concern of mine,” Allie said. “I need only deliver you to him. What happens after that is up to you. Obey him. Kill him. It makes no difference to me.”

“You said I had a choice.” Mort’s voice was sounding fuller now.

“You do. Abu Al Fared is no fool. He knows the Fixer’s reputation. He’ll pay specific attention to controlling Lydia. He comes from a culture where punishment can be cruel. Some might say savage. He’ll do whatever is necessary to ensure the Fixer does as she’s told. And I have no doubt what appetites might be aroused in him once he sees how lovely his new possession is. Again, he comes from a culture where women are to be used as he sees fit.”

“What’s my choice?” Mort asked.

Allie paused. “I haven’t forgotten your betrayal, Dad. I came to you. To my family. You rejected me.”

“You’re a killer, Allie. You have to answer for that.”

“The World According to Mort Grant!” Allie snarled. “I grew tired of that dog and pony show years ago. You turned away your own daughter. Your blood. And Lydia was right there, cheering you on. Eager to take my place.”

“Lydia had nothing to do with that decision,” Mort said.

“Enough! No more lies!” Allie’s face flushed with rage. “You’re the great judge. Good/bad. Right/wrong. Door number one or door number two. Make one last decision. Get Lydia out of our lives one way or the other. That’s the only way I can be comfortable with the family again.”

Lydia took her eyes off Allie long enough to take an assessment of Mort. She could see the devastation in his face as he listened to his daughter’s sociopathic reasoning.

“Here are your options,” Allie continued. “Do we (a) ship Lydia off to a life of caged cruelty at the hands of the best-looking maniac this side of the Gaza Strip? Or do we (b) kill her now, quick and easy with one blast of bullets?”

“Allie,” Mort whispered. “My God, Allie.”

“Decide, Dad. What’s it going to be? What’s your plan for the pseudo daughter you tried to replace me with?”

Mort lurched forward. Allie flinched at her father’s sudden movement. She turned toward her henchman and opened her mouth, ready to bark an order.

But Lydia was on her before she could speak. She lunged low, hitting Allie’s hip with her shoulder, sending them both sprawling to the floor. Lydia reached out her left arm, grabbing for the weapon in Allie’s hand. Allie kicked herself free enough to shift her body several inches. Lydia kept her own body flat against Allie’s torso as Allie struggled to gain balance enough to level her gun. Lydia grabbed a handful of Allie’s flared raincoat and yanked. A shot fired from Allie’s gun and a chunk of ceiling plaster landed two inches from Lydia’s head. Lydia saw Mort dive toward them, only to be slammed to the floor again when Allie’s guard jammed the butt of his rifle hard into Mort’s chest.

Lydia pulled again on Allie’s coat, spinning her shoulders nearer to her. She released her grip long enough to grab hold of Allie’s hair. Allie twisted to her left, kicked Lydia hard in the face, and scooted away, rolling to her side and lifting herself up on her elbows. Lydia swallowed a mouthful of blood and reached into her pocket. She pulled out the Taser as Allie scrambled to stand and fired, hitting Allie in her upper thigh. Allie shrieked, fell again, and began to convulse.

Mort’s voice sounded far away as he yelled, “No!” He tried to crawl to her, but the man kicked him savagely back to the floor.

Allie’s madness fueled her strength. She held on to her weapon even as her body pulsed on the floor. Lydia pulled herself to her knees. Again Mort tried to stand. This time the man guarding him held his rifle in both hands and shoved Mort back against the wall.

“No move!” the man commanded.

Lydia gasped for air as she watched the spasms in Allie’s body ease. She reached behind her back and pulled out her pistol. She managed to stand, keeping her weapon trained on Allison Edith Grant.

“No shoot!” the man guarding Mort called out. Lydia pointed her gun at him. The man responded by shoving the barrel of his rifle into Mort’s ear. “You shoot, I shoot.” He nodded toward his mistress. Allie was now breathing hard, spitting out excess saliva and flailing to use one hand to wipe tears out of her eyes.

“Kill her!” Allie’s demand came out in an urgent whisper. “Now!”

When her man didn’t move, Allie tried to bring the weapon she still held up off the floor. But her arm flopped this way, then that. A secondary spasm hit her, flattening her again against the floor. A pool of urine spread as her bladder gave way.

Still she held the gun.

The man across the room kept his rifle in Mort’s ear as he turned his eyes toward his mistress.

“She is czarina.” The man spoke with a thick Russian accent. “I am Fyodor Ratchikov. I am loyal to Vadim Tokarev.” He spit onto Allie’s trembling body. “She kill him. Steal his work. Steal his men.” His face turned into a stone mask of hatred. “She make me kill own nephew. Prove my loyal to her. Kill the son my sister. She smiles and watches. Now I smile and watch. I watch my czarina.”

A small twitch twisted the corner of the man’s mouth as Allie’s body soothed itself in recovery from the Taser’s jolt. She pulled herself up on one elbow and gave him a bleary-eyed glare. “Kill her now!” she rasped. “Kill them both!”

“No move!” the man warned Lydia. “No move!” He pulled away from Mort, still training his rifle on him, and took two steps toward Allie. Lydia weighed the risk of shooting him, but the man kept his finger on the trigger. He was close enough that even if Lydia killed him with one shot, Mort could still be hit with a spray of bullets released on reflex.

The man stood over Allie. In a thunderous thrust he stomped his right leg on Allie’s wrist. Her gun flew away.

Mort clambered forward on injured legs.

“No move!”

“Don’t kill her,” Mort begged. “She’s finished. Leave her to me.”

The man shook his head slowly. “You beg her life. I beg life my nephew. You bounce her on knee when she baby, da? I do same for nephew.”

“Fyodor.” Allie’s voice was softer than a whisper but conveyed the imperiousness of a monarch. “Fyodor, get me out of here.”

The man looked down at her. “As you wish, czarina.”

Then he lowered his gun and fired four rounds into Allie’s chest.

Mort pulled himself to his hands and knees. He crawled to his daughter. Fell to the floor beside her. Cradled her body in his arms. Rocked back and forth. Stroked her blond hair and murmured endearments through tears as her blood drenched his clothing.

Allie lived long enough to whisper two final words. “Daddy. Hurt.”

The Russian rushed forward and rammed the butt of his rifle into Lydia’s chest. As she dropped to the floor he used his weapon again to send her gun flying out of her hand. He then turned to Mort.

“You made her. How many die because of her…this daughter of you?”

Mort appeared oblivious to the man as he rocked his daughter’s body. Lydia struggled for breath against the pain of broken ribs. Despite her pain, she pulled her knees toward her chest, watching the Russian. Watching Mort.

“You made this.” The Russian raised his gun.

Lydia’s hand slid down her leg to her ankle.

“Take message to Peter Vestikov.” The Russian pointed his gun at Mort’s head. “Tell his uncle love.”

In one seamless movement Lydia freed her knife from its holster and threw it straight into the Russian’s neck. His gun fired on reflex, sending at least a half dozen rounds pounding into the walls as Lydia’s office shook with the eruption. The Russian dropped to the floor, landing with a lifeless arm across Allie’s legs.

Mort didn’t flinch. He kept on rocking and cooing to his and Edie’s only daughter.


Chapter 41

Seattle

Mort stood on a patch of Astroturf and stared down into the muddy grave. Allie’s casket was bronze with silver fittings. Identical to the one Mort had selected for his wife a few years earlier.

How does this work? he wondered. Do designers change a handle here, a footing there? Could the average Joe tell the difference between this year’s Restful Slumber and the same model from an earlier decade? Maybe the finishes change.

He felt a heavy hand on his shoulder. It was accompanied by a body leaning against his leg. Mort didn’t need to look away from the shining metal box containing his daughter to know it was Jim DeVilla.

“We’re here for you, buddy. Me, Bruiser…whatever you need. Pick up the phone and it’s done.”

Mort looked at the spray of flowers the men took off Allie’s casket before they lowered it into the ground. Champagne roses. He remembered Allie asking for a dozen of them on her twenty-first birthday. Some kind of little white things intermixed with the flowers. Looking like they were floating above the arrangement.

What did Edie call those? Was it baby’s breath? His own breath caught in his throat. My baby won’t ever breathe again.

“Don’t worry about work.” Jim’s voice seemed to come from the end of an endless hallway. “Take the time you need. Micki and I have it covered.”

Mort felt two quick pats. Then Jim’s hand left his shoulder. Bruiser’s weight left his side.

Are you cold in there, Allie? Is that silk blanket over your body warm enough?

An arm slid around his waist and pulled him into a sideways embrace.

“I’m so sorry for all this.” Micki’s sweet voice pulled him away from the grave. “You love her so much. I can’t imagine your devastation. But I’m here to listen to whatever it is you want to talk about. Anytime. Anyplace.”

He looked at the young woman he had mentored into and through the department. The woman who had grown from eager rookie to confident detective. “You’re wearing lipstick. Is that a new thing?”

Micki’s eyes were sadder than he’d ever seen them. She reached up and touched his cheek. “I’m here for you. You know that, right?”

For a moment Mort wondered if he was supposed to do something about how sad Micki seemed. But in the next moment a tsunami of his own grief washed his concern for Micki away.

“Thank you for coming.” Mort repeated the phrase that had gotten him through the dark days after Edie died. He didn’t know what to say to people then. It was the same now. He watched Micki walk across the cemetery toward a long line of parked cars. How many people came to his daughter’s funeral? He scanned the departing crowd. Dozens of uniformed officers mingled with men and women dressed for the day’s frigid air. The mayor and her husband were there. So was the state’s attorney and several of his associates.

Isn’t anybody working today?

He walked to the rows of chairs arranged for the graveside service. Most were empty. The brief ceremony had finished ten minutes earlier. There had been no one to speak kind sentiments over the body of his daughter. No childhood friend mourning her loss. No former teacher wishing to extol her virtues. Robbie tried to say something about his sister, but he didn’t make it through his first sentence before angry sobs choked off his words. A stranger—someone on the payroll of the funeral home—read a poem about celebrating life. Something about a sailboat on the horizon. Tony Braus, the department’s chaplain, delivered a statement Mort was sure was intended to comfort.

My daughter is in a cold metal box, he thought as the gentle man spoke. What words can take the sting out of that?

What was left of his family sat in a cluster. Robbie stared straight ahead. His jaw churned as though chewing something tough as leather while tears streamed down his face. Hayden and Hadley leaned on either side of their mother. Claire’s arms enfolded them. She alternated kisses to foreheads. Murmuring in gentle French as she held them tight. Mort knelt in front of them.

“I don’t like this, Papa.” Hadley’s face was red from crying. “We’re not ever going to see Aunt Allie again. She promised we’d visit again soon.”

Mort smoothed a hand across her blond curls. “I miss her too, sweetie.” He turned to Hayden, who buried her face in her mother’s shoulder. “What do you need right now, little one?”

Hayden said nothing.

“Aunt Allie loved you. She may not have known how to be the way we wanted her to be, but she loved you both so very much.”

Hayden pulled her face away from the safety of her mother and looked at him with troubled eyes the color of a Caribbean bay. “You told me she was a code 6. That means I should stay away. Then she stole Hadley.”

“She didn’t steal me, Hayden.” Hadley corrected her twin. “We went on an adventure. I had more fun than I ever had in my life. Aunt Allie said we’d do it again. All of us. She was going to take us places where magic happened. Castles and everything.”

Mort stroked Hadley’s arm. “I know, honey. Aunt Allie didn’t hurt you. We all know that.”

Claire kept silent while her eyes burned with rage.

Mort turned back to his granddaughter. “People are a lot of things, Hayden. We act in wonderful ways. Like when you folded all those towels for Mom when she was sick with the flu. Remember that? Or when you do your chores without Mom or Dad having to remind you.”

Hayden nodded.

“Sometimes we act in not-so-wonderful ways,” he continued.

“Like when you used my new crayons without asking me,” Hadley interjected. “You know I like it when the tips are all pointy, but you used them anyway.”

“It doesn’t make any difference when—” Hayden tried to defend herself, but Mort interrupted her.

“The thing is, you and Hadley still love each other, right?” Mort looked at both girls. “It’s easy to love when things are fine. It’s when people do things that make us mad that we get an extra-special chance to show our love.” He looked over to his son, hoping Robbie was listening. “Aunt Allie isn’t with us anymore. We can still remember the good. We can smile when we think of her.”

Robbie shook his head. He held his father’s gaze for a few seconds, giving Mort full view of his son’s anguish.

“Come on, girls.” Robbie stood and held out his hands. “Time to go home.”

Claire, Hadley, and Hayden hugged Mort in turn. Mort stood and watched them walk away, leaning on one another. When their car pulled down the cemetery drive, he went back to the rim of his daughter’s grave.

How did I fail you? Please don’t leave me ignorant. Let me atone. Let me learn. Let me do better.

“We’ve had an excess of this, haven’t we, Morton?” The deep bass of L. Jackson Clark’s voice pulled him from his fantasy. Mort turned and embraced his dearest friend.

“My god, Larry. You’re here. So soon. Are you…? How are you…?” Mort was dumbstruck to communicate his gratitude at seeing the man who was more brother than friend. Larry was dealing with his own grief. He had recently experienced the gruesome death of a beloved family member. One that revealed a snake’s nest of secrets, tragedies, and lies.

Larry pulled clear of the embrace. “Where else would I be? Life has a way of showing us we don’t have a clue what’s coming next. If we didn’t have one another to sit next to in the roller coaster, we might just fly out of the car, don’t you think?”

Mort looked at the man whose scorecard matched his loss for loss. Both were widowed. Now each had buried someone who’d met a violent, senseless end.

He saw a familiar woman standing a few steps behind Larry. For the first time that day a genuine smile came to his lips. Rita Willers, chief of the Enumclaw Police Department, nodded a greeting before stepping away.

“She come with you?” Mort asked.

Larry nodded. “I’ve forgotten how comforting the presence of a good woman can be in times like these.”

“Rita’s one of the best. Be careful. You’ll not be able to pull anything over on her. She’s got the soul of a tracker.”

Larry gave him a weary smile. “Be gentle with yourself, okay? There’s too much death about us, Mort. We’ll go mad if we focus on it. We must each pay careful attention to the fact we’re still here. We may not want to be among the living at this particular moment, but live we do. Pain is a part of life. We must take great care to be gentle with ourselves in the immediacy of our pain, while reminding ourselves the joys of living far outweigh the agony.”

“You really believe that?”

The grief in Larry’s eyes lifted long enough for Mort to see that hope also resided there. “I do. Not because I’m giving in to some Pollyanna sugarcoat to make me feel a bit better. But because when I observe the world I see it to be true. There is joy all around. See it. Nurture the reality of it. Don’t let this grief cloud your vision.”

“That’s a tall order right about now, buddy.”

Larry nodded. “And you, my friend, are a person who never stepped away from a difficult task. You know where to find me.”

Mort shook his friend’s hand, knowing no more needed to be said before Larry turned to make his way out of the cemetery with Rita, leaving Mort alone again. He pulled a rose from the floral spray and walked to the tombstone adjacent to his daughter’s open grave. He ran his hand over the engraved name of his wife before placing the rose atop her marker.

“Our girl’s coming to where you are, Edie. Hold her close. I wasn’t able to do that. I’m counting on you.”

A montage of Allie’s life played in his memory. He allowed himself the smiles that came with images of his daughter singing and dancing. He shook his head in joyful reverie as he recalled the pranks she had played on her parents and brother.

I’ll cherish these, Allie. I promise you. I’ll remember the good.

He didn’t realize the skies were darkening until he heard his name called. How long had he been standing there, lost in his reminiscence? He glanced up. The long line of cars was gone. There was only him, the dead, and the woman who called his name.

“Where did you come from?” he asked.

Lydia pointed to the crested hill to their right. “Quite a crowd.”

Mort shrugged. “You live in one spot almost sixty years, you pick up people. They didn’t know who Allie was. They only knew she was my kid.”

“You’re well loved, Mort. Accept that.”

“You look like hell.”

She raised a hand to her bruised face. “I could say the same to you. We’ll heal.”

He doubted her prediction.

“What now?” she asked.

Mort glanced over his shoulder, back to the open wound in the earth. “I failed her. She needed something I wasn’t able to give to her.”

“Allie became who she was destined to be.”

He’d heard that line of reasoning before. Sociopaths are born, he’d been told. Statistical anomalies. More common than you think. If channeled properly they can be quite successful.

Well, they’re right about that. I’ve never encountered a more successful monster.

“Believe that if you want, Lydia. But I knew her as a child. There must have been something I could have done. Or not done. A father’s one job is to protect his child and I failed her. Just like I failed little Benji.”

“The boy who was murdered? How?”

“I can’t find his killer. Every lead is nothing but a tease. Witnesses, family, those gang members. Somebody knows who killed that boy and no one’s talking. There will be no justice for Benji.”

“Like there’s no justice for Allie’s victims?”

Mort rubbed a hand over his face. “Maybe. Hell, I don’t know. I don’t know one damned thing anymore.”

“Then let me tell you something. Stop searching for justice. It’s a dead-end street.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Justice is an illusion, Mort. A cipher. Things happen. There’s no righteous scale that can ever be balanced.”

Mort grunted his disbelief. He looked around the darkening cemetery to make sure no one was within hearing distance. “That’s odd coming from you. The Fixer built her life around bringing accountability to people who’d escaped what they were due.”

Lydia shrugged off his observation. “Maybe that qualifies me to say that elusive thing I thought I was bringing is nothing but a myth. There is no justice. No balancing. No making things right.”

“I can’t believe that.”

“No? Ask Benji’s father. Ask him if catching the person who murdered his son would take away his pain. Those scales can never be balanced. Ask the mother of the little girl whose murder Allie ordered.” Lydia nodded toward Allie’s grave. “Let her know her daughter’s killer is dead. Ask her if she feels better now. Scales balanced. Debts paid.”

“That’s a cruelty I can’t accept. You’re asking me to believe what I’ve dedicated my life to—what the Fixer dedicated years to—is a lie.”

“Not a lie, just the wrong word. Justice doesn’t exist.”

“Then tell me the right word.”

Lydia paused. “I don’t know. Maybe ‘done.’ ”

“What?”

Lydia stepped close enough he could see the details of the ravages his daughter’s attack had left on her face. “I made sure the people I killed were done. There may be mayhem in the world, but it won’t be by their hand. Whoever killed Benji is done too. Be satisfied with that. However it happened, whoever did the act, the person who killed Benji is done. Same with Allie. There will never be justice for all she did. The carnage she inflicted remains. But she’s done.”

Mort looked at the beautiful woman standing in front of him. He wanted to argue with her. His brain needed to defend the notion of justice. But he couldn’t. Whether it was because he didn’t have the energy or because he knew she was right, he wasn’t sure. He decided it didn’t matter.

“Would you have done it?” he asked.

“Done what?”

“Killed her. If it really came down to it, would you have killed my daughter?”

“Would you?”

He’d thought about little else since the night Allie died. Would he have raised his gun to kill his own child in order to save Lydia? To save himself?

“Maybe I’m done too,” he said.

“What’s that mean?”

“I need some time. Away.”

Lydia’s face clouded. “Any idea how long?”

He shook his head.

“Know where you’ll go?”

He shook his head again.

“Will you be coming back?”

Mort looked up. It was full evening now. Clouds hung low in a starless sky. He strained to see the hole where his daughter lay. He stepped over to the floral spray one last time. He pulled three roses free. He kissed one and tossed it into Allie’s grave, listening for the hollow tap as it hit her casket. He tucked the second rose into the inside pocket of his parka.

Then he stepped to Lydia.

“How about you?” he asked, handing her the third. “What’s next?”

She leveled a gaze that made the frigid night even colder. “I’m going back to work.”

He was too shattered to ask for details. “I’m sorry for what my girl did to you.”

“She did it. Not you.”

His devastation kept him from arguing the point. He bowed his head, pulled his collar tight against the cold, and walked out of the garden of death.


This book is for Julie. “Will you just hurry up and finish the damn thing? I’m not going to live forever, you know.” Thank you for never being afraid to tell it like it is. For reminding us there was nothing life could throw our way that couldn’t be handled with love, laughter, and Korbel and Coke. Wednesdays aren’t the same. Just so you know, we’ve switched tables. None of us could bear to sit at “our” table without you. Catch you later, Jules. Till then, know the Smarties love you so strong not even death can crush it.
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