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For Maddie…
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
An Uncle is a bond of faith
That even time can’t sever
A gift to last all of our lives
An Uncle is forever…


              -Anonymous


 
 
 



                            
 
 
 
              
 
It's funny what goes through a man's mind when he thinks he's about to die. 
              When you live your entire life as one half of a pair of twins, you get used to being asked an endless series of inane questions. Are you identical? Did you dress alike growing up? Could your parents tell you apart? 
              Seeing as how my twin is a woman, the answer to all of those is pretty straightforward.
              The one I get the most though, and don't ask me why this is, is if it is true that twins can sense what the other one is feeling?
              I'm no scientist, couldn’t be further from it. I spent the five years most people spend in college incarcerated at a correctional facility in Orient, Ohio. What I am is a man chock full of common sense, and whenever most people ask me that question, I just look at them like they're crazy.
              All that is why, as I was lying on the banks of the Ohio River, I was as shocked as anybody to realize it wasn't the broken wrist that entered my mind. It wasn't the gravel ground into the exposed flesh of my forearms. It wasn't the coppery taste of blood on my tongue or even the missing half of my pinkie finger.
              Instead, sprawled flat on my back staring at the awakening dawn sky above, waiting for the final death knell to come my way, the last thing I remember thinking before blackness took over was…
Dear God, I hope Lex can't sense what I'm feeling right now.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter One
              There are very few incontrovertible truths in life. 
Death, taxes, and no matter how many times you've branded cattle, it always smells like burnt ass. There's no way around it, and while wearing a bandana like an old-time bank robber may keep any residual pieces from actually entering your nose, it does nothing to keep the smell from wafting in. 
              I'm long past gagging from it, a skill I've acquired over many rotations on the yearly cycle of working a cattle ranch. 
Sadly, I can't say the same for my cohorts.
              "You boys realize if you don't move faster than this, we're going to be here all spring.”
Blinking away a few drops of moisture from my own eyes I shoved the design end of my brand back into the glowing coals of the fire and waited. There'd be an excuse any minute. There always was.
              "Damn Shane, can't you smell that?" Bret Hickam gasped. Beneath him, everything he'd eaten in the last two days was gathered in a half-digested heap, dust already settling over it.
              "And you think adding the smell of vomit is going to make it better?" I asked, pulling a second brand free from the fire and inspecting the glowing end of it.
              "Can’t help it," Joe Murphy wheezed beside him. He was bent at the waist with spittle dripping from the end of his lip, a second pile looking to reveal everything he'd eaten in the last few weeks at his feet. 
              "Try harder. And go get the next calf. These things don't brand themselves."
              In my periphery I could see Hickam scowling at me before stumbling towards the holding pen, his thin frame still doubled over. Beside him Murphy remained dumping the contents of his stomach onto the ground, continuing their two-man act solo.
              Thrusting the glowing tip of the brand back into the coals I raised my gaze to the horizon just a few miles off. Stretched across the sky in a jagged shark tooth pattern sat the Big Horn Mountains, their top halves still covered in snow. Normally in May the entirety of the range was shrouded in white, but this year an abnormally warm spring had melted the snowpack much earlier than expected.
              Should make for a bitch of a summer. Four long months of drought and fire watch.
              Behind me I could hear Hickam grunting as he drug a second Angus calf into the ring, the critter bawling as it tried its damnedest to fight free. Turning back I cast an angry glare at Murphy, who eventually picked up on the hint and pushed himself up to give a hand.
              Damn greenhorns. 
              Every spring the ranch was crawling with them, trust fund babies from the east coast, all dying to spend a year on a real Wyoming ranch and prove how tough they were. Old man Winters, the ranch owner and my boss for the past five years, liked to say they were full of piss and vinegar.
              I just thought they were full of shit.
              After a considerable tussle Hickam and Murphy managed to wrestle the calf to the ground. Each of them held down a pair of legs and looked up expectantly at me. 
              "You have to secure the head," I reminded them for the third time. "Otherwise she's going to jerk free the second I touch her."
              Shifting his frame to the side, Murphy pressed a hand down on the calf's neck, wrapping one thin hand around both front legs. 
              I couldn’t help but smirk behind my bandana. This was going to be funny.
              Giving the brand one last shake I wrenched it free from the fire and positioned it over the calf's rear haunch. I could see her staring up at me as I stood poised with the glowing red iron in my hand, the look in her eyes exactly the same as mine would be if someone were about to brand my ass.
              Without giving any warning I pressed the iron against her haunches, the smell of charred rawhide instantly filling my nostrils. On cue, the calf bucked wildly beneath it, swinging her head in a wild arc up from the dusty floor of the ring. 
Murphy's single hand hold was no match for her as she smashed her skull into his nose, sending him tumbling over backwards. With her front half free she kicked Hickam away and bolted around the ring, her throbbing backside sending her running in circles. 
              From his knees Hickam looked up at me, mortified, his pale face even whiter than usual. "Joey? You alright?"
              I jammed the brand back into the coals and watched as Murphy rose to a seated position, his hand cupped over his nose with blood oozing between his fingers. "That sumumabitch bwoke my nose!"
              "Told you to secure the head.”
              "I did!" Murphy replied, his eyes pink with involuntary tears. Like Hickam, everywhere on his face that wasn't soaked in bodily fluids was pale white.
              "Like hell. You patted her on the neck. You're lucky she didn't kick in every one of your damn teeth."
              A large knot worked itself down Murphy's throat as he swallowed and stared at me, unsure how to respond. Behind him the calf continued to circle, though she'd slowed to a trot.
              "You mean you knew what would happen and didn't warn him?" Hickam asked. His face was a mix of stunned and appalled, his jaw hanging open as he spoke.
              "I did. Multiple times. And just think, now he doesn't have to smell it anymore."
              Both boys sat in the dust and stared at me like I was a creature from another planet. I call them boys because despite their only being a half dozen years between us in age, I could be their great-grandfather in terms of life experience.
              "You two going to get up and put that calf in the pen? We have a couple hundred of these to do today."
              Murphy pulled the hand back from his face and stared at the bright red blood running in rivulets along the lines in his palm. As I expected, his eyes rolled up and he toppled straight backward into the dust, his body settling without moving.
              "Hey! Shane!" the raspy voice of Winters called out behind me. 
Keeping my back to him I rolled my eyes and turned, ready for some condensed lecture on how I need to take better care of the help. I've heard it before, he knows I don't care to hear it again, but he keeps giving it to save face with the other hands.
              Raising a hand I turned and waved to him, acknowledging I knew where he was going and I didn’t need to hear it.
              "You've got a telephone call!" Winters called out, ignoring the scene playing out in the ring.
              Twirling my hand in a helicopter motion, I yelled out, "We've got cows to brand. Tell them I'll call back."
              "She said she's your sister and it's urgent!"
              The words don't even finish leaving his mouth before the brand I was holding hit the ground. In long strides I headed straight for the side of the pen and hoisted myself over the broad board fence, dropping down on the other side.
              "Get that calf put up," I said to Hickam, still sprawled in the dirt with his mouth agape. "I may or may not be back."
              Moving fast, I walked straight across the opening between the barns and the ranch house, tugging the bandana down around my neck. Already a chill ran the length of my spine and a tangle of barbed wire had formed in the pit of my stomach.
              This couldn't be good.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
              "I didn't know you had a sister," Winters said, holding the phone away from his body with his left hand. In his right was the gnawed-on remnant of a ham bone, grease staining his fingers and the bottom half of his face. 
A thick paunch stuck out from beneath his overalls, a green thermal finishing the ensemble. Thinning white hair and a patchy neck beard gave him the look of a bizarro Santa Clause, though he was a pretty good employer so I didn't bust his stones about it too much.
              Besides, right then I wasn’t exactly in the joking mood.
              "Heck, I didn't know you had any family at all," Winters said with a twist of the neck, as if considering the topic for the first time.
              "Murphy might need to go to the hospital," I said, ignoring the statements. I wasn't sure if they were actual questions or not, but I definitely didn't feel like getting into it at the moment. 
              "Aw hell," Winters said, looking past me towards the ring. "Forget to secure the head again?"
              "Yup," I said, taking the cordless phone from Winters and stepping to the side. I paused a moment to let him wander down towards the ring, still gnawing on the ham hock as he went. His considerable bulk swung from side to side as he walked stiff-legged along, dust swirling around his feet.
              Pausing just long enough to make sure I was alone, I slid off to the side of the porch and pressed the phone to my face. "Lex? What's wrong?"
              Nobody ever called me. I mean, ever called me. On the first and third Sundays of the month I called Mama to check in. On the second and fourth I called Lex. In total, I spent roughly twenty minutes a week on the phone, a few more if Mama was feeling chatty. They both had the ranch number, but it was only to be used in strict emergencies. 
              This was the first time either had ever done so.
              "Who the hell is Shane?" Lex asked. Immediately I could hear the strain in her voice. It sounded like she'd either been crying or the tears weren’t far off. Don't ask me how I knew all that from just five words, but I did. 
              Maybe it was the twin thing.
              "What's wrong? Is it Mama?" I'm sure she could hear the strain in my own voice, the words strung taut like guitar strings.
              "Why did he call you Shane?" Lex asked again, her voice lowered another decibel. 
              I wasn’t happy about it, but I knew there was no point in dodging the question. Once she got on something, she wouldn't let it go until she was satisfied. "That's just what they call me. Like the movie. Guy named Shane showed up alone one day, offered to stay on as a ranch hand."
              "Oh," Lex said. "Wasn't Shane a gunfighter that ended up sticking around and saving their ass?"
              My sister very rarely cussed. Hardly ever. The fact that she was cursing, and over such a random topic, had my nerves on end. "Lex," I said, trying deliberately not to yell, "why are you calling me? What's going on?"
              "That's why I'm calling you. I need you to come save my ass."
              The air caught in my chest as my gaze hardened against the horizon. In the foreground I could vaguely make out the movement of Winters and the boys, though I didn't bother to focus on any of them. "What's happened? Did that son of a bitch hit you?"
              Four years earlier my sister had married Ricky Borden, former quarterback of the Ohio State Buckeyes. I wouldn't say that he and I hated each other, more that we had a tacit understanding between us. 
              I'd stay in Wyoming, and he'd keep his ass far away from it. 
              "No," Lex whispered, her voice thick with tears. I waited as she sniffed loudly and said, "I'm actually at the hospital with him now."
              If she was expecting me to suddenly break into tears as well, I was sorry to disappoint. Something told me there was more to it than that though. "What's going on Lex? What happened to Ricky?"
              "There were three of them," she said, her voice barely discernible. "Ricky tried to fight them off, but they surprised us."
              I could feel my face twist into a look of confusion, agitation boiling just below the surface. "Who? Why were they fighting Ricky?"
              For several long seconds, Lex said nothing. I could hear her sobbing softly over the line, punctuated every few seconds by a deep sniffle. "Please come home. We need you here. Now."
              "We?" I asked, still not sure what was going on. In front of me I could see an entire corral full of calves that needed branding and two full wagons of manure that needed spreading. She knew how hard it was for me to get away in the spring. 
              Besides, if Ricky got his ass kicked, he probably mouthed off to the wrong people and deserved it.
              "They have Annie," Lex hissed, her sobs reaching a much higher level that relayed pain like I'd never heard before. Every function in my body, my breathing, my thinking, even my heartbeat, all stopped instantly. 
              My mouth fell open and my eyes went glassy, the world spinning around me. 
              Annie was my two year old niece.
              "Who has Annie?" I whispered.
              "I...I..." Lex tried to mutter. "Please, come home."
              Suddenly the calves and the manure didn't mean a damn anything more. Already I was calculating drive versus flight times, working the trip over in my head. I could feel myself squeezing the phone so hard the plastic threatened to explode in my hand. 
"I'm on my way."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Three
              The square green sign along the road said it was eighteen miles into Columbus and the clock on the dash said it was nearing two in the afternoon when I decided to stop. It was only the fourth stop I'd made since leaving the ranch the day before, a marathon drive that started outside of Sheridan, Wyoming and was going to end in central Ohio.
              I'd made the trip three times. The first two times I spent the night in Des Moines, Iowa, a town roughly halfway between the two and just small enough that I don't have to worry about leaving my gear in the truck overnight. Both times I was driving in the fall and not moving particularly fast, taking my time as I enjoyed the weather and scenery across the middle of the country.
              This time, I stopped four times for gas and didn't see a single thing. Most of the trip was spent in some shade of darkness, my headlights throwing a fluorescent cone out onto the highway and propelling me forward. The rest of the trip I sat with my eyes aimed forward, chewing my fingernails until all ten of them were rimmed with blood. When I was out of fingers, I bought a pack of Wintergreen at the third gas station and started working on it. 
              The entire time my mind worked almost as fast as my jaw.
              There was only one picture I'd ever carried in my wallet, and that was of my niece Annie. Less than a month from her third birthday, she was the spitting image of her mother at that age. Blue eyes, puffy cheeks, a head full of curls that could fill the backseat of a car. Precocious and curious, she never stopped moving, her mind constantly inquisitive of the world around her.
              The day she was born was the second trip I made home. I guess you could say I've always had a protective streak in me, especially for the women in my life. Mama, Lex, even my dog before she passed. The day Annie was born, I made a vow to myself, to my sister, and to God that I would watch over her until my last breath.
              The thought of her in trouble had me in a cold rage that was buried just beneath the surface. Each time I looked in the mirror I saw myself looking fairly composed, but I knew that under it flowed a torrent of anger ready to explode like a geyser.
              This last stop was one I made every time I was passing through. To be honest I had barely thought about it until I saw the sign a few miles out announcing the exit. Muscle memory pushed the truck off the freeway without my even acknowledging it, depositing me on a two-lane state route and winding through the woods. 
              My final destination sat only six miles off the interstate, but it might as well have been in a different country. There was no trace of the busy thoroughfare or the cluster of restaurants and gas stations around it. The road was narrow and gravel, low-hanging branches pulling at my radio antennae as I passed beneath them. There were no houses, no buildings of any kind, and only a single car was parked anywhere in sight.
              Easing the truck to a stop alongside the familiar aging Jeep Cherokee, I put it in park and climbed out. The heels of my boots made small indentations in the soft earth as I approached the lone figure sitting with her back to me, rows of headstones filing by on either side. The air was chilly, damp but clear. Overhead the sky was a mottled blue, the threat of rain virtually non-existent.
               "I wondered how long it would take you to get here," a familiar voice said. It was the only sound in the small cemetery, even the birds above hearing the pain in her voice. Still she sat without looking at me, her gaze poised on a particular stone in front of her.
              "How'd you know I'd come here?"
              "I knew you'd do the math and figure it was just as fast to drive as fly from where you were. Probably cheaper too."
              "That part never entered my mind," I said, closing the gap between us. I could see a small footpath beaten out in the grass to where she now sat. 
              Clearly she'd still been spending a lot of time here.
              Slowly she stood and turned, her full height not even reaching my shoulder. Just a few years north of fifty, she still looked like she could pass for forty. Her curly blonde hair sat high atop her head in a messy pile, a few stray ringlets framing blue eyes and high cheekbones. A wan smile traced her lips, though it was plainly evident she'd been crying. "And let's be honest, you can't pass through without stopping to see your father."
              I merely grunted a response to that part, walking forward and enveloping my mother in a tight bear hug. I truly love the mountains and I love working the ranch, but I'll be damned if it doesn't get hard being away from her, Lex, Annie.
              Ricky, well, him I could take or leave.
              "Hello, Mama," I said softly, her pile of hair crushed against my cheek. Below my chin I could hear her crying again as she clung to me, her hands grabbing at the flannel shirt inside my jean jacket.
              Over her head I could see my father's tombstone, the gray marble as polished and clean as the day we laid it. Fresh flowers sat on the ground in front of it, daisies from the planters my mother kept going in a greenhouse year round. Casting a glance around I couldn’t help but notice how dilapidated the other plots are, many of them feeling the effects of winter, while my father's looks like it belonged in Arlington Cemetery.
              "Hey, Pop.”
Against me I could feel my mother squeeze tighter for a moment before releasing her grip and pulling me down to the small bench in front of the tombstone.
              "I take it Lex told you she called," I said, still holding my mother's hand as we stared at my father's headstone. Her tiny hand felt ice cold inside mine, the knuckles drawn white beneath her skin. I could hear her sniffling, but she didn't seem to be crying at the moment.
              "Yeah," she whispered.
              "Have you seen her?"
              I sensed my mother's head bob beside me. "I was there overnight with her. I left just a little bit ago to come here and wait for you."
              A thousand questions, everything I'd been rolling around since leaving Wyoming, fought their way to the forefront of my mind. One by one I forced them back, focusing on what was absolutely necessary at the moment. "Why here? Why not wait for me at the hospital?"
              Her grip grew a touch tighter. "She can't tell the story again. Right now she is hanging on by a very thin thread and if she goes through it again, she might snap. Especially if she has to tell it to you."
              "Why's that?" I ask, already suspecting the answer.
              My mother slid her eyes to my face with a look that relayed I should know the answer. "Because she wants her baby and she wants blood. Telling you that in a hospital full of people might not be the best idea."
              My suspicion was correct. 
              "Is she okay?" Again, I know there's no way in hell she is, but okay is a relative term in these situations.
              "She still hasn't slept, and hasn't left Ricky's side, but I think she's as well as can be expected. Her in-laws are there with her now."
              As well as can be expected. 
              Again, it's all relative in these situations.
              Slowly I pushed the air out of my lungs and ran my free hand down the front of my jeans. I was still wearing the clothes from the day before, dust from the ring on my Levi's and the faintest trace of burnt cowhide on my shirt. 
Packing wasn't real high on my list of priorities when I left.
              "Alright, start at the beginning. What happened?"
              My mother closed her eyes and lowered her chin to her chest. She remained that way for several long moments, willing herself not to cry. When the urge passed, she spoke without raising her head or opening her eyes.
              "This is exactly what I heard her tell the police when they came last night. Every Friday, Ricky gets off early and picks Annie up from daycare. Together they get ice cream and then they go to the park."
              As much as I loathe the man personally, he has proven to be a good father and provider. It is part of the reason I make such an effort to stay away and leave them in peace.
              "Yesterday was no different. They hit Dairy Queen, went to the park behind the elementary school by their house, and went home. When they got there, Lex was sitting on the front porch waiting for them. Said she didn't notice the black SUV parked across the street at the time, but after thinking on it was pretty sure it was there all afternoon."
              Reflexively my hands tightened into balls on my thighs. Just as fast I released my right hand to ease the grip on my mother's hand and jammed my left thumbnail into my mouth. The familiar metallic taste of blood crossed my tongue, but I could care less.
              "Ricky pulled his car into the driveway and unstrapped Annie, the two of them bouncing across the yard towards Lex. As they did, three men emerged from the black SUV and sprinted towards them, all dressed in head-to-toe black, all wearing ski masks."
              I closed my eyes as she talked, replaying the scene in my mind. I kept my mouth shut and forced air in and out through my nose, willing my heart rate to stay under control.
              "Lex saw the men coming before Ricky did. She went rigid on the porch as Annie got to her, only gasping out a warning a second before it was too late. The first man slammed into Ricky and they both rolled to the ground in a tussle. The other two went after Lex and the baby, everyone screaming bloody murder by this point.
              "The second man got to Lex as she stood and tried to run inside, caught her with a fist to the side of the head."
              "Wait," I interrupted, my heart rate pounding like a jackhammer in my ears, "they beat Lex too?"
              Again my mother nodded her head. "Back of her head has a hell of a knot on it. Knocked her out cold. Gave her a concussion."
              It was everything I could do not to swear in front of my mother. I turned my head to the side in case any mutterings slid out, making a slew of promises to myself that I would find every last one of these sonsabitches.
              "That's the last thing she remembers. When she came to, Ricky was face down on the sidewalk and a neighbor was standing over her with a washcloth." A small slurping noise slid from her lips and her shoulders wracked violently against my mine. "Annie was gone."
              I sat in silence for several long minutes, processing what I'd just heard. The rage inside me was threatening to burst through every available opening, but I knew I couldn't let that happen just yet. There would be time for that later. "What did the police say?"
              "Standard stuff. They were doing all they can, but that with no real eyewitnesses, physical descriptions, or leads, it was going to be an uphill climb. 
“Can you believe that? They actually told a hysterical mother it was going to be an uphill climb."
              Of course I could believe it. Everything to a cop is an uphill climb. They get so bogged down in the process sometimes, they forget to use their damn common sense. 
"That's when she called me?"
              "That's when she called you." My mother's voice was back to flat and even. Like me, her emotion was simmering just beneath the surface, though hers was of a much different nature than mine.
              "What happened to Ricky?"
              "His nose is completely shattered, as are his left cheek and orbital bones. He's still unconscious at the moment and they're actually giving him drugs to keep him there. Doctor says it looks like someone hit him across the face with a crowbar or baseball bat."
              Asshole or not, I didn't want that to happen to him. Not only would it make things harder on Lex, but more importantly right now it would be one less man around should I need him.
              "Mama, I hate to leave in such a hurry, but-"
              "Go," my mother whispered, cutting me off. "Time is crucial. You don't have any to waste."
              "Are you going back to the hospital?" I asked, rising to my feet.
              "I'll be there in an hour. I just ran home to change, come find you, and get some food to take back. Her mother-in-law can't cook for crap, you know that."
              I appreciated my mother's attempt at levity, but couldn't find a laugh within me. Instead, I squeezed her hand once more and stared back at our automobiles parked side by side. "I'll find her."
              "I know you will," she whispered, returning the squeeze but keeping her eyes down.
              "You know though, it might require me to do some things. Some things a lot worse than what happened before."
              Slowly my mother raised her face to me, tears again pooling at the bottom of her eyes. For the first time ever, she looked to wear every last one of her years on her face. "You do whatever you have to do. You just bring that little girl home."
              Drawing my mouth into a tight line, I nodded at her. I turned over my shoulder and raised my chin to my father, then retraced my steps back to the truck.
              Less than twenty minutes after pulling off the interstate, I was back on it and headed towards Columbus.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Four
              For a Saturday, Sacred Heart Hospital on the outskirts of Columbus was surprisingly busy. Not Mardi Gras on Fat Tuesday busy, but active enough that I stood at the front desk waiting a long time for someone to help me before finally giving up. After that I tried flagging down nurses as they scurried past, all dressed in garish outfits and carrying clipboards. When that didn't work either, I cornered a janitor and had him give me directions to the intensive care unit.
              He was busy going about his chores and barely spoke a word of English, but he grasped my tone and broken Spanish enough to send me in the right direction.
              Dwarfed in comparison to some of the medical giants in the city, Sacred Heart's entire ICU was housed on two hallways. Each of them extended out in opposite directions from a central intersection, both carbon copies of one another.
              To my right was a sign announcing it to be the long-term care wing of the ICU. The hall was almost empty, with just a pair of nurses shuffling along and a single old man staring through a glass pane. I assumed his wife of fifty years was lying on the other side of it, but I didn't have the time or the energy right now to go find out.
              By contrast, the hall to my left was alive with people. Scads of nurses, orderlies, and doctors moved through, all of them in a hurry and headed somewhere. Small cadres of crying or worried families dotted the hall, clumped together and talking in hushed tones or staring stonily into space. 
              At the far end I recognized Ricky's sister and entered into the maze, falling in with the flow of hospital personnel as it slipped through the groups of bystanders. 
              I cast sideways glances to some of the people as we walked by, each of their faces wearing the same pain my family did twelve years before. For a moment, I was right back outside that hospital room across town, a scared kid waiting to hear what the doctor would say about my father.
              With a shake of my head I tossed the thought aside and walked up to the sister. I think I remembered her name being Bonny, but can't be certain. Definitely not sure enough to actually use it. 
              I looked her a question as I approached, casting my eyes between her and some guy I assumed to be her husband. Somewhere in the back of my mind I vaguely recalled Lex telling me she got married, but again, I can't be positive.
              Nodding slightly, she raised a single finger and jabbed it across the hallway. Thankfully, she wasn't in any more a mood to talk than I was.
              Another nod in reply and I hooked a left toward the doorway and peered inside. Ricky's parents, Jim and Sue, were both standing by his head, looking down at him. Jim stood with one hand stuffed in the pocket of his slacks, the other along his wife's back. Sue leaned slightly back against him, a handkerchief pressed to her face and a light pink cardigan enveloping her body.
              I'd met them both a time or two before. They both knew Ricky and I didn't exactly like each other, though sensed the begrudging respect we gave one another. They were both nice enough people to treat me much the same way.
              In the opposite corner sat Lex in a chair she'd dragged up alongside the bed. I could only see the right profile of her face in the dim light of the room, though it appeared clean and bruise-free. Her eyes were red, but dry. Her blonde hair was roughly pulled back in a tangle from her face.
              She sat leaning forward in the chair, an oversized grey hooded sweatshirt swallowing the top half of her. The bottom half was dressed in jeans and running shoes as she idly chewed on her fingernails. 
              Something told me hers were in even worse shape than mine.
              Using the back of my hand, I wrapped softly on the door twice and stepped inside. All three heads snapped towards me, the knocks sounding like cannon fire in the silent room. The only other sound was the persistent beeping of a heart monitor and the rise and fall of a breathing apparatus.
              Lex was on her feet before I got a step into the room. She buried her head in my chest and wrapped her arms around me, squeezing so tight a pair of vertebras in my lower back cracked. As she did, she tried to keep her face turned away from me, but the enormous lump behind her ear and rainbow of color along her jaw were too obvious to ignore.
              "O," she whispered.
              One hand I slid to the back of her head, the other around her shoulders, and drew her in tighter. Despite standing nearly five-foot-ten she was still a half foot shorter than me, more than that in my boots. A mixture of pain and anger welled in my throat as the image of her face filled my mind. 
              Consciously, I swallowed it down.
              "Hey, you," I whispered back.
              Jim and Sue Borden both watched us silently, their expressions flat. Looking over Lex's head I slid my gaze to Ricky laying prone in the bed and asked, "How's he doing?"
              Sue's face crinkled as if she was going to cry and she pressed the handkerchief back into place. Jim pulled her a fraction closer and said, "He's hanging in there. Lot of damage, but the doctor says it's mostly cosmetic."
              "Good," I murmured. The first thought that came to my head was I certainly hoped that was true, because the cosmetics looked like hell. The entirety of his head was wrapped up tight like a mummy, gauze covering everything but his mouth. There, a breathing tube stuck out several inches with thick, clear tubing running over to the machine beside him.
              Lex pulled back slightly away from me and said, "You look like you could use some coffee."
              I picked up on the insinuation and nodded. "Drove straight through. Some coffee would be fantastic."
              Lex turned to her in-laws and said, "We'll be in the cafeteria if you need us."
              Both of them nodded but said nothing.
              Lex led me back through the maze of people and into the cafeteria, filling two cups of coffee and paying for them in record time. Clearly it wasn't her first trip down for caffeine. Normally I'd offer, or even insist, on paying, but I let it go without comment. We had more pressing matters to get to.
              "You look like hell, O," Lex said as way of an opening. My given birth name was Felix, and hers Alexa. Our father liked the letter X in names and decided since he had twins it was the perfect opportunity to invoke it. It didn’t matter that one name was Spanish, the other Russian. We would be Felix and Alexa, the O'Connor twins. 
Over time, Alexa's name got shortened to Lex. Fearful that mine might then become Flex or even worse, Lix, my parents started referring to me simply as O. To the world, we've each been known as such ever since.
              "Likewise," I said, drawing the coffee over in front of me. I could see steam rising from the open top of it, but didn't care as I upended the cup. It was a little hot, but it tasted good. Over half of the cup went down at once.
              "I spent the night at the hospital waiting on my husband in emergency surgery and praying my daughter was alive. Before that I got my face pounded in," Lex said. "What's your excuse?"
              "Nothing that good," I conceded. I tried my best to meet her gaze as much as possible, but kept having to avert my eyes. The sight of her face was difficult to see. "Drove straight through to get here."
              "That explains the look, not the smell," Lex said, gingerly taking a drink of her coffee. Thin afternoon sun streamed in through the window beside us, illuminating our table. Outside the telltale signs of spring were beginning to show in the forms of tree buds and green grass.
              "I was branding when you called. Didn't even stop to change."
              Lex bobbed her head. "Thanks for coming."
              Around us the cafeteria was nearly empty, too late for the lunch crowd and too early for dinner. A few stray workers wandered by with coffee or sodas in hand, but otherwise the entire corner of the room was ours. "What's going on with Ricky?"
              "The doctors got his nose opened up and reset the bones. Bout all they can do until the swelling goes down and the pressure recedes. He'll probably have to have some cosmetic surgery later on to put everything back the way it should be."
              Several smart remarks came to mind, but I let them pass. "At least he's stable."
              "Thank you," Lex said, her red-rimmed eyes boring into mine. She didn't have to finish the sentence, her intent was already clear.
              I shrugged. "I know we don't get along, but that's not important right now. Besides, he can be an ass, but he doesn't deserve that."
              Lex raised her eyebrows and turned to gaze out the window. Beside us, a woman with dark hair approached. She wore charcoal slacks and a blue blouse, a small handbag over her shoulder. Fairly attractive in an official sort of way, she easily picked us out of the cafeteria and walked over. "Alexa Borden?"
              "Yes?" Lex said, twisting her head from the window and starting to rise. Across from her, I released my coffee cup and did the same.
              "Detective Terra Watts, Missing Persons, CPD. You're in-laws told me where I could find you."
              The statement was fairly open-ended and Lex merely nodded, unsure what to say. 
              "Can we talk?" Watts asked. Her manner wasn't exactly brusque, but she was making no efforts at sympathy either. Clearly she was a woman with a goal in mind.
              At the moment, I appreciated that.
              "Here's as good a place as any," Lex said, sliding over and pushing her chair towards Watts.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
              "I'm sorry, you are?" Watts asked, her eyes on me, her implication very clear.
              "I'm her brother," I replied, doing my best not to appear hostile in any way but making no attempt to leave either.
              Watts ran her eyes over me, then flicked them to my sister. Lex extended her hands out and rested them on my forearm. "I called him last night. He drove here straight from Wyoming to be with me."
              Watts brought her gaze back to me and let them linger a moment, finally deciding whatever question was being debated in her head. Once she determined I wasn't a threat in any way, she continued forward without delay. "As I'm sure you folks have heard before, the first forty-eight hours in a kidnapping are the most important. Anything beyond that and the odds of finding your daughter go down tremendously."
              My eyes shifted to the wall across from us in hopes of finding a clock. There was none. I had a rough idea of what time it was, but wanted to be certain.
              "Normally in these situations a ransom call is made within the first couple of hours. I assume you haven't received anything since you spoke to our officers last night?"
              "No," Lex said, shaking her head. Her hands were still on my forearm and I could feel them digging into my sleeve.
              "Have you checked your messages at home? Might there be something waiting for you there?"
              Again Lex turned her head. "We don't have a home phone. We each carry cells. I haven't gotten anything, I don't know about Ricky."
              "Do you know where his phone is? Can you access it?" Watts was now in full-on investigator mode, rattling off questions like a cross-examining attorney.
              "Best guess would be it's still in his car in the driveway," Lex said. "I've been here since everything happened."
              "Hmm. I can contact the cell-phone company and have them access his account. We really need to know if anything's been called in."
              Lex lowered her gaze to the table and nodded. "Absolutely."
              "What if it hasn't?" I asked.
              Watts jerked her head to face me, almost incredulous that I dared speak. "Excuse me?"
              Putting on my best huckster voice I repeated, "If there hasn't been a ransom demand, what happens then?"
              Again she stared at me as if I had an arm growing from my forehead. "Trust me, there will be a ransom demand, especially given the high-profile of the family." 
              Already I could feel my initial opinion on this woman shifting towards disdain. "If these people wanted money, wouldn't they have gone through the house? Seeing as how both parents were unconscious in the front yard?"
              Watts shifted and squared her shoulders at me. "I appreciate your concern, but I know what I’m doing. Taking a television is nothing compared to the type of money these people will likely be seeking."
              I let Watts continue to appraise me like an idiot, saying nothing. My blood pressure pounded in my ears and my temper was a fraction of an inch below the surface, but I swallowed them both. Her attention needed to be on Annie, not me. "I'm sorry, just worried about my niece."
              Her face softened a bit around the eyes. "I can appreciate that. I don't mean to come off as harsh, you'd be surprised how many people try to tell me how to do my job."
              I pressed my lips together and nodded, but said nothing. 
              Watts turned back to Lex and produced a business card from what looked like somewhere up her sleeve. She held it between her thumb and index finger and slid it across the table. "Unfortunately, until they make contact, all we can do is wait. With no eyewitnesses and no leads, we wouldn't even know where to begin."
              Lex's eyes went glassy again, but she said nothing. Instead, she released my arm with one hand and dragged the business card over.
              "I'll contact the phone company and get access to your husband's voicemail records. In the meantime, if you hear from anybody or if anything potentially helpful comes to mind, please get in touch with me."
              Lex nodded, her eyes glazed over as she stared down at the card pressed flat in front of her. Watts nodded once to me and rose, already reaching for her cell-phone as she backed away.
              "Wait, that's it?" Lex asked, her head twisting to the side towards Watts. The words stopped Watts in her tracks, her back remaining to us for several long moments before she turned. When she did she remained several yards away from the table, making no effort to close the gap or hide the trace of annoyance on her face.
              "Look, sadly, over 2,000 children go missing per day in this country. While I'd like to tell you there was a standard protocol for making sure every last one of them gets home at night, there isn't. All we can do is work with what we're given, which in this case isn't very much."
              I could feel my blood reach a near boiling point beneath my skin, but kept my face impassive. Beside me I was expecting the same result from my sister, who instead seized on the volume of children taken. Again her eyes went glossy with moisture.
              Content that her point was made, Watts spun on a heel and stomped through the empty cafeteria. She moved fast, out of haste to get the cell-phone trace began or just to get away from us I didn't know.
              Lex waited until the clacking of her shoes against the tile floor died away before again facing front. Her eyes remained trained down at the table, her body leaning in close towards me. "Thank you for not losing your cool."
              "More important things at hand right now."
              "It doesn't sound like they're doing a whole lot," Lex said, her voice low but even.
              "No," I agreed, shaking my head. "What gets me is she acts like a victim here. The kidnappers really screwed them by not leaving a sign with names and addresses for her to follow."
              Lex winced at the word kidnappers and I instantly regretted using it. 
"You have any ideas?" she whispered.
              Drawing my coffee back over in front of me, I took a long pull. It had cooled considerably, but it was still caffeinated and that was really all I cared about at the moment. "A few."
              "I'm listening," Lex said, raising her eyes to meet mine. 
              "What if this isn’t about money at all?" I asked. I wasn't sure of the best way to broach the topic, so I just threw it out there.
              Lex's eyes narrowed, but she said nothing.
              "I mean, what if there isn't going to be a ransom demand? What if Annie was what they wanted all along?"
              "You mean..." Lex began, her voice drifting off as her eyes darted around. Her face quivered as she tried to hold it back, the floodgates finally giving way. I leaned forward as far as the table would allow and drew her into my shoulder, her sobs muffled against my jacket.
              "I'll find her Lex. Or I'll die trying."
              Lex tried to speak, but when no words came out, she settled for shaking her head against me. We remained locked that way for several long minutes, her entire body wracked with quiet sobs. When she finally pulled back, her eyes were puffy and her cheeks wet. 
              "What time is it?"
              Lex shoved back the sweatshirt sleeve and checked her watch. "Half past four." 
              I did the math in my head, accounting for the two hour time difference between Wyoming and Ohio. "That puts us at a little over twenty-one hours and counting."
              Again my sister closed her eyes, silent tears streaking her cheeks. "Do whatever you have to do O. Just please find my little girl."
              I slid my hands out and wrapped them around both of hers. For a moment I left them there before squeezing softly and rising, the legs of my chair scraping the tile beneath me. "Do you have any cash on you? I need to pay someone a visit and I can't go empty handed."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Six
              Very, very few things in life made me nervous. When you've been as many places and lived through as many battles, both literally and figuratively, as I have, things don't get to you anymore. It's not that you become unfeeling, more like unblinking.
              Maybe it was the fact that this time the stakes were much higher. Maybe it was the images of my battered sister and her broken husband that kept running through my mind. Maybe it was knowing the police weren't going to be much help. Or maybe it was my sitting out in front of the Orient Correctional Facility for the first time since walking away six and a half years ago.
              Whatever it was, I was nervous as hell.
              Lex's fifty bucks turned into three cartons of Marlboro Blacks. I sat in the parking lot and tore into the cartons one at a time, emptying them into the paper bag they gave me at the supermarket. Once inside, they would open the cartons anyway to make sure I hadn't doctored anything and the sight of a haphazard pile looks a lot bigger in the bottom of a bag.
              Don't ask me how I know either one of those things.
              Working another stick of gum into my mouth, I rolled the top of the bag shut and sat it on my lap. Through the front windshield I could see the prison staring back at me, the one place on Earth I swore I'd never go again. I shifted my eyes down to the clock on the dash, another forty-five minutes gone.
              This was going to be miserable.
              My truck door gave a loud squawk as I shoved it open and stepped out, my head down as I went straight for the front door. I'd never visited the prison before, though I'd seen it enough times from the inside to know how it worked.
              A bored twenty-something with a bull neck and thick mid-section glanced up as I walked in, a Sports Illustrated spread across his lap. Beside him was a standard issue metal detector, much like the ones found in every airport in the country. On the opposite end of it was another guard with a matching build and look of boredom. The only discernible difference was a tattoo on the back-end guard's forearm. "Visiting hours are over in half an hour." 
              I couldn't tell if he was just letting me know or trying to warn me off, but I didn't care either way. "That's fine. I only need a few minutes."
              The young man rolled his eyes and dropped the magazine to the floor beside him. The stool he was sitting on sighed as he swung himself to his feet and motioned towards the end of the metal detector. With one hand he reached to the side and flipped a switch, the faded rubber conveyor belt grinding to life. "Place the sack and any metal objects you have on the belt. Your boots and belt buckle too there, Tex."
              I could hear Tattoo snicker on the opposite end, but I remained impassive. It was obvious they were trying to goad me, but I wasn't about to let them. 
Not here of all places for sure.
              One by one I dropped the objects on the conveyor and stepped through in my socks. Tattoo watched to make sure the detector didn't pick up on anything and asked, "Prisoner's name?"
              "Roosevelt Hobbes," I said, running my belt back around my waist and cinching it shut.
              In front of me Tattoo cast his eyes to his partner. He unrolled the top of my sack and dug a meaty hand through it, grunting as he went. "Is he expecting you?"
              "No."
              "Visiting hours are over in twenty-seven minutes," the guard up front announced.
              "I only need a few minutes," I replied, sliding my boots back on over my feet.
              Making a scene of sighing heavily, Tattoo unclipped a radio from his belt and made a call for Roosevelt Hobbes. A garbled response came back. Tattoo grunted and looked over at me. "Who the hell are you?"
              "Tell him it's O."
              Tattoo made a face and relayed the information. A moment later the radio squealed out another response. Tattoo pulled it back and looked at it before returning it to his belt. "Go on in. He'll be down in a minute."
              I nodded at each of them in turn and took up the sack. The hallway from the entrance was short and narrow, ending abruptly in a small holding room. The entire room was sterile white with a half dozen round folding tables and a handful of chairs for each of them strewn about. A man in an orange jumpsuit sat at one table on the far side leaning in close to a woman and two small children. None of them even glanced my way as I walked in and took a seat in the opposite corner.
              All four walls in the room were lined with windows, all reflecting the room back onto itself. Behind every one was no doubt another bored guard, waiting for a disturbance that never came.
              Bile began to rise in the back of my throat as I sat and looked around the room, bad memories coming at me thick and fast. I begged Mama not to come the entire five years I was in this place, but she wouldn't hear of it. 
Every Sunday like clockwork. Easily the worst half-hour of my week.
              A door on the opposite end of the room jerked open, jarring me from the memories. Through it shuffled Roosevelt Hobbes, his hands and feet in shackles. Like every inmate in Orient, he wore an orange jumpsuit, though the similarities stopped there. A salt-and-pepper afro stood out several inches from his head, framing a round face with a bushy moustache and thick eyebrows. 
I used to joke with him that he was the black Albert Einstein.
              "O," he said as he moved forward, a half-smile on his face. He was older than me by at least two decades, though I couldn't tell how much older because the man hadn't aged a day since I met him. Continuing to shuffle he stepped forward and extended a hand, shaking mine with the same heavy grip I remembered.
              "Hey Rosie. Thank you so much for seeing me like this."
              "Hell, thank you for coming to see me," he said, motioning towards the table. 
              I grabbed the bag from the table and slid it in front him as we took our seats across from one another. The half smile reappeared as he unrolled the top and peered down inside. "Are those Marlboro Blacks?"
              "I’m told they’re brand new on the market, figured you might be able to stretch them a little further."
              The half-smile spread into a full grin. In prison, cigarettes were currency. In Orient, Rosie was often the banker. "I definitely will. Thank you."
              I nodded, but said nothing.
              Rosie pushed the sack out in front of him and said, "I've been getting your letters. Everybody that gets out of this shithole claims they'll write, but you actually do it."
              He was right, on both counts. "You were a friend to me when I really needed it. I appreciated it."
              "It wasn't quite that one-sided," Rosie said. "As I recall, having a white boy around came in handy a few times."
              It was my turn to smile. He wasn't wrong about that either.
              "So what's going on?" he asked. "Your last letter you mentioned you probably wouldn't be passing through until the fall. You look like hell and I can’t imagine what it took to make you step foot back in this place."
              Unabashedly straight-forward. Vintage Rosie.
              "You're right," I said. There was no point trying to bullshit the man, he'd see right through it anyway. "I need a favor."
              Rosie nodded his enormous afro softly for me to continue, but said nothing.
              "It's my niece. She's been kidnapped."
              The old man's face remained motionless, his features like stone. I knew the far-off look in his eyes well enough to know his mind was racing, but he wouldn't give away a thing. "How long ago?"
              "Twenty-eight hours."
              "Isn't your brother-in-law some hotshot quarterback? There been any ransom demands yet?"
              I shook my head. "He started at Ohio State for awhile, but was benched his senior year and never played again. They do alright, but definitely not high-level ransom stuff. Not that a call has come in anyway."
              "Hmm," he said, rocking his head back. "What are the police doing?"
              "Not a damn thing," I spat, the words coming almost too fast.
              "Hmm," he said again, adding, "you'll get that. What are you doing?"
              I slid my gaze to the family in the opposite corner, then along the wall of reflective glass across from us. I could almost still see myself as a nineteen year old sitting in this room, my crying mother beside me looking back in the reflections. "You're the first person I came to. You always said nothing happened in Columbus without you knowing about it."
              The old man looked hurt. "O, you don't really think I had something to do with this do you?"
              "Not at all," I said, shaking my head in earnest so he knew I meant no disrespect. "What I meant was, is there anybody in town in the business of moving kids?"
              Again Rosie rocked his head back, his dark eyes intent, drilling into me. "You're thinking about going after them."
              "I'm not going after anybody, I'm just going to find my niece."
              Rosie leaned in and dropped his voice several decibels. "You've already got five years on your sheet. You do something again, and your next stint will make this last one look like a Caribbean cruise."
              I matched the old man's stare, my face a mask of determination. "She's two years old, the purest thing in my life. Hell, maybe the only pure thing in my life. I'm going to find her."
              The two of us held that pose for several long seconds before Rosie grunted and nodded his head. He leaned to the side and motioned towards the window behind him, moving his hand as if writing in the air. A moment later the door swung open, a guard stepping through and dropping a nub of a pencil onto the table between us.
              Rosie tore a flap of brown paper from the sack and scribbled out a quick message. 
"Take this to my nephew. His name is Troy Hobbes and he runs the operation for us now. Give him this note and tell him I sent you. He'll be able to help."
              Rosie folded it twice and extended it towards me. I didn't open it to read, and I wouldn't. If he said this would get me in, that was good enough for me. 
              He also didn't bother to mention an address. It was withheld in case anybody was listening, and because I already knew where the place was. Though I'd never been there, he'd told me many times before. Despite that, it was still very necessary I went to see him first out of respect. "Thank you so much Rosie. I owe you."
              Rosie shook his head and raised a hand as if I was talking crazy. "Just keep those letters coming. I enjoy hearing about your life out on the ranch."
              "Will do," I promised, standing and extending my hand. "Let me know how those Blacks work out."
              Rosie stood and returned the shake, but ignored the comment. "It's damn good to see you O, I'm awfully sorry about your niece."
              Without another word we parted, both headed in opposite directions.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
              The backlight on the truck's control panel illuminated the clock's numbers against the dash as I drove south on I-270, telling me it was right at six-thirty. Counting backwards from my conversation with Lex a few hours before, the clock in my head reset to nineteen hours. 
              And counting.
              The spring sun was well on its way towards the horizon, but still a couple inches of orange remained visible as I pushed south. Late day rays threw themselves across the highway, bouncing off the windshields of passing cars. Again I was working at the nail on my left ring finger, ignoring the taste of blood in my mouth. On my lap sat Rosie's note, the same ball of barbed wire just inches from it in my stomach.
              In the southwest corner of Columbus I exited the freeway and wound my way through the suburb of Grove City, one of many non-descript bergs situated around the outer belt. The same array of chain restaurants and convenience stores greeted me as I passed through, indiscernible from a thousand other suburbs across the country. Nearly all of the eateries were full with clumps of people standing outside the door waiting to get in, the Saturday night rush in full effect.
              With the exception of another jolt of caffeine, there wasn't a food on the planet that sounded appealing at the moment.
              Two miles off the freeway, on the outer edge of Grove City, sat a small airstrip. As late as the eighties, FedEx used the strip for hauling all cargo going in and out of the city, but they had long ago switched their operations to Port Columbus on the other side of town. At the time, the strip was remote enough and innocuous enough that nobody thought to tear it down.
              Now, nobody really cared.
              The place looked desolate as I pulled off the road and through the main drive. A rusted chain link fence ran the perimeter and a gate sagged open on either end. A handful of small outbuildings dotted the place, most of them in shambles and badly in need of a coat of paint. Foot tall weeds poked up through cracks in the pavement and slapped at the undercarriage my truck as I eased through.
              The row of outbuildings extended for a couple of hundred yards, offset by a crumbling runway extended out to the right. At the very back of the grounds sat what I guessed used to be the shipping warehouse for the strip. A faded FedEx logo was still stenciled on one side of it. There were no cars parked anywhere, the only signs of life being dull light poking through a pair of second floor windows.
              The ball of barbed wire grew even larger in my stomach as I pulled up in front of the only door I could see and climbed out. I made a point to show my hands at all times as I walked to the door, knocked three times and took a step back. Above me I could hear the small video camera overlooking the door turn to focus on my face, but I kept my eyes locked straight ahead.
              Minutes crawled by. Sweat formed in the small of my back and along my upper lip, my heart pounding in my chest. I had no idea what I was about to walk into, but I had a feeling it wouldn't be friendly. Not at first anyway.
              Three minutes turned to four and then five before I could hear the slow turning of a heavy metal latch behind the door. A moment later it creaked open, nothing but darkness within. 
              Out of it extended the end of a double-barreled shotgun.
              "What do you want white boy?" a deep voice asked. I couldn't see a single thing inside, but he sounded like a very pissed off Ving Rhames.
              A lump settled in my throat as I stared at the shotgun. At this range there was no chance of him missing. At this range, there was no chance that thing wouldn't separate my shoulders from my waist. "I'm here to see Troy Hobbes."
              The voice paused a second, making no attempt to lower the gun. "What business you got with T-bone?"
              "His uncle Roosevelt sent me." Slowly I raised my hands and widened my fingers, then reached into my right jacket pocket. Using just two fingers I pulled the note from it and extended it forward into the darkness.
              A beefy paw snatched the note away, almost taking half my hand with it. "Wait here," the voice said before pulling the barrel of the gun back into the darkness and slamming the door shut.
              My heart rate receded slightly as I waited. I wasn't shot on sight, which gave me a chance. I just had to trust Rosie's note would do the rest.
              He didn't disappoint.
              The second time the door opened, I was greeted by a man instead of a gun. I was only half right on my earlier assessment. I thought he sounded like Ving Rhames, but this man was much, much larger than that. He was dressed entirely in black, with boots, cargo pants and a tank top. A stack of necklaces hung from his neck. He looked to weight somewhere in the high two-hundreds, all of it thick muscle. 
              I was right about him sounding extremely pissed off.
              "T-bone will see you," he said, standing aside so I could walk through. He still held the shotgun, though he now gripped it by the barrel and let it swing by his side. He motioned with his head towards an office on the second floor, the source of the light visible from outside. "Top of the stairs," he said, slamming the door closed and wrenching the lock shut as I stepped through.
              "Thank you," I mumbled and walked straight for the metal stairwell bolted to the side of the wall. I kept my eyes facing forward as I walked, trying not to notice the rest of the warehouse. In my periphery I could see rows of televisions, stereos and DVD players, all stacked high on pallets along the walls. Between them were dozens of high-end cars parked in uniform rows.
              Most of the room was shrouded in darkness, the place still for the night. During the day, I imagined it resembled a small city in there.
              The metal stairs groaned as I ascended them, my boots scraping against their grated tops. I counted out two dozen of them before I reached the top landing, paused, and knocked on the closed door in front of me.
              "Come in."
              Gently I pushed the door open and stepped inside, forced to squint by the blinding light of the office. In front of me was an enormous oak desk that extended nearly the length of the office. On either side were two black leather loveseats, both of them holding a carbon copy of Ving Rhames downstairs, complete with shotguns. 
              Behind the desk sat a young black man with short cropped hair and a thin goatee. He too wore a collection of chains around his neck, accented by diamond studs in either ear. Best guess, he couldn't have been more than mid-twenties in age as he sat and stared at me.
              I could see the note spread open on his desk and waited for him to speak first.
              "This note says you're a friend of my uncle's."
              It was definitely a statement and not a question, but I nodded anyway. "Yes."
              "And that you need a favor."
              Another statement. "Yes."
              He gazed at each of his associates and said, "If my uncle says you're cool, we're cool. That's the only reason you're standing here right now. As far as a favor goes, I can only do what I can do."
              "That's fair," I said. And it was. I couldn't ask anybody to stick their neck out on my behalf. "I'm actually only looking for information."
              Again, he glanced at each of his cohorts. "What kind of information?"
              The first real question he'd asked since I'd been there. Things seemed to be moving okay so far. I decided to push the boundaries a tiny bit. "Your uncle tells me you guys keep a tight finger on what happens around town. You ever come across anybody moving kids?"
              Troy made a face. "Moving kids? What the hell are you talking about?"
              "Kidnapping them. Selling them off."
              The look slowly slid from his face. It became a blank slate for several long seconds as he stared at me. "You see anything downstairs when you walked up?"
              My pulse ticked up a bit. I wasn't sure where he was going with this. "Not really. It was pretty dark." I wanted to seem as non-threatening as possible, but I knew lying to him would only piss them off. "Few electronics, couple of cars."
              Troy gave me an apprising look, nodded imperceptibly. "Exactly. That's what we do here. We don't mess with no kids."
              "I meant no disrespect.”
              The air pulled out of the room for a moment as he studied me. "Why you asking about kidnappings?"
              "My niece was taken yesterday. I have a very small window to try and find her. I was hoping you guys might be able to tell me where to start looking."
              Again Troy consulted each of his workers. Neither one gave any indication of even being alive except to occasionally blink as they stared daggers into me. 
"When my parents died, Unc took me in as his own. For him, I'm going to help you, but I'm going to tell you right now it won't seem like help when you get there."
              My eyes narrowed, but I said nothing.
              "The guy you're looking for is a cat named Merric. Works out of a warehouse in Reynoldsburg."
              "That's who's running the kids?" I asked.
              Troy shook his head from side to side. "He's only a middle man. Pure snatch and grab guy. Sends them to Cleveland or Cincinnati, that's where the real brains to the operation are."
              As he spoke, Troy leaned forward and scribbled an address on a corner of Rosie's note. "But like I said, you won't get in there the way you did here."
              I accepted the bit of paper from him and asked, "How so?"
              "Let's just say nobody gets in to see him without a little initiation first." 
              What that meant I had no idea, but if Troy was taking the time to warn me, it couldn't be good. "Thank you."
              Troy nodded and said, "Just so you know, Merric and I aren't exactly friends. It wouldn't be in your best interests to mention my name to him."
              I nodded in understanding.
              "And to be clear, if you did, friends with Unc or not, our next meeting won't be quite so civil."
              Again, I nodded in understanding.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
              The world outside grew darker by the minute. Inside the truck, the lights of the dash now glowed back at me. The speedometer said I was pushing seventy as I rounded the southern outer belt of Columbus towards Reynoldsburg. The clock pointed out it was almost eight. 
              Seventeen hours and change remaining.
              I wasn't entirely sure where the address Troy gave me was, but I knew the street name well enough to know where to start looking. The first twenty-three years of my life were all spent in the greater Columbus area, albeit the last five of those I wasn't exactly out and about much. There are certain locations you come to know even if you've never seen them.
              Diamore Road was one of those places, but not in a good way. The kind of place that if you found yourself there, you knew you'd made a wrong turn somewhere.
              And here I was driving directly into it on a Saturday night.
              When Lex first called me, I did the math and decided that driving was the obvious choice. Much less hassle, and I'd arrive in the same amount of time. Not to be discounted though was the fact that in my truck, I could bring along a few extra supplies I might need along the way.
              As I drove, I inventoried the list in my head. 
Behind the front bench seat was a Winchester 30.06, a beautiful model I purchased in Cheyenne to hunt antelope with. Thank God for Wyoming and its lax gun laws.
              In the glove box was a Luger .9mm the ranch gave me to carry when riding fence lines. So far I'd only had to use it once to fire on a rattlesnake, but I knew it was sighted in up to fifty yards. Anything past that was a crap shoot.
              Common sense told me I couldn't walk in to see Merric carrying either of those. I pushed them from my mind and went on down the list, making notations of the more primitive weapons I had on hand. 
              In the bed of the truck was my oversized toolbox, complete with a chisel, a couple of screwdrivers and a pipe wrench. All solid weapons in a jam, but nothing I could carry in with me.
              That left only the tire iron stashed under the seat and the ceramic switchblade I'd kept on hand every day since leaving prison. Press button release with a four inch blade, it was made somewhere in Germany and easily passed through any metal detector on the planet. So far the only blood it had ever drawn was my own, an accident that occurred once while opening a Christmas package from my mother. It was the first time I'd ever used the knife and I didn't expect it to tear through the packaging tape quite so easily. One good tug sent it straight into my leg, gashing my thigh and ruining a perfectly good pair of Wrangler's.
              Lesson learned.
              I could feel the sweat again return to my face and back as I hooked a left onto Diamore and headed north towards the interior of the city. With a shift of my weight I pulled the knife from the jacket of my coat and slid it into the top of my sock. I dropped the leg of my jeans back down around it and could feel the elastic holding it in place between my calf and boot.
               The numbers on the buildings ticked by as I held the address up and looked for the number Troy gave me. Based on the street I was on and the place I had just been I paid special attention to the dark corners along the roadway, thinking I was looking for a warehouse tucked away in a shady back alley.
              What I found instead was nothing short of an Atlantic City casino.
              The warehouse was lit up like a Christmas tree. A series of neon lights announcing various alcoholic offerings lined the windows, the parking lot packed with automobiles ranging from decrepit Pintos to high end Escalades. A steady stream of people, as varied in their appearances as the cars they drove, moved towards the front door.
              Sliding into the back of the lot I checked the address and craned to see the building numbers on either side of me. I definitely had the right place.
              My heart beat receded for a moment before picking back up again. This wasn't what I was expecting at all. On one hand, there were plenty of witnesses around to whatever might be lying inside. On the other, there could be many, many more enemies than I anticipated.
              Easing the truck into the back corner of the lot, I checked to make sure the knife was still wedged in place and climbed out. Ignoring the stares of people around me, I fell into the flow moving towards the front door.
              Two men standing a few inches above five and a half feet tall manned the front door, each of them approaching the width of a car. Both wore ill-fitting suits and dark sunglasses, their faces locked straight ahead as people passed by. Between them was a set of double doors standing open, spilling light and sound out into the parking lot.
              I wasn't sure how to approach the situation, but this seemed like as good an opportunity as any. I peeled myself off to the side from the flow of foot traffic and slid to a stop next to one of the bouncers. Up close I could see he was much younger than I originally thought and his face was pockmarked with acne scars. No doubt the result of years of steroid abuse.
              "Excuse me," I said, pulling to a stop several feet away from him. The man made no effort to turn and face me. "Excuse me.”
              The man continued to gaze straight ahead, no indication that he even knew I was there. If not for how damaged his skin was, I might have thought him made of wax. 
              It was time to try a different tactic. I moved closer so that my face was less than a foot from his. "I need to see Merric."
              For the first time, the man moved. A muscle twitched in his neck, followed by a small arch in his left eyebrow. Still he made no attempt to respond or even look at me. 
              Instead, he raised his right wrist to his mouth and said, "We've got one for Peka." Just as fast he dropped his hand back down and grasped it in front of him.
              "Excuse me?" I asked, confusion of my face.
              A moment later a man emerged from the double doors, the only one moving against the flow of traffic. He wore a black pinstriped suit with a pink shirt beneath it opened at the collar. Thick dark hair was combed straight back against his head and his face was clean shaven. He extended a hand to me as he approached, his dark features shaped into a broad smile. 
              "Welcome, welcome," he said, shaking my hand vigorously. His voice had the slightest tinge of a European accent, somewhat masked by faux enthusiasm. "My name is Vincent. Please, come with me."
              Never in my life had I been to Las Vegas, but the interior of the building resembled what I'd always imagined Sin City to look like. The entire first floor was a cornucopia of slot machines and gaming tables, sights and sound spilling in all directions. A wide staircase stood before us, leading up to a second floor that housed much the same. 
              Massive throngs of people grouped up around nearly all the tables. Many plainly wore how well they were doing on their faces. The ones that weren't doing well were even more obvious.
              Vincent noticed my jaw go slack as we walked and smiled. "Quite an impressive sight, no?"
              "For sure," I mumbled. "I had no idea anything like this existed in Columbus."
              "Technically, it doesn't," Vincent replied. "But we're only breaking the law if the law shows up to say so, right?" he added with a wink. The implication was readily apparent.
              I nodded, but said nothing.
              "So you are here for Peka?" Vincent asked, apprising me as we swung by the lights of the casino and exited through a metal door along the wall.
              "I have no idea what Peka is," I answered. "I merely asked to speak with Merric."
              A small smile grew on Vincent's face. "Same thing."
              I made no attempt to hide my confusion. "What the hell's going on here?"
              Vincent stopped and pointed to a second door in front of us. It was painted entirely in black save a red X through the center. "Go through that door and wait. It will take a few minutes for us to get things ready."
              "Get what things ready? What is all this?" I asked. Apprehension welled inside me. I was in no position to lash out right now, but every nerve in my body told me something was afoot.
              Vincent again smiled and held his hands in front of him. "Do not worry my friend. Right through that door and Merric will see you shortly."
              This was bad. There had to be another way to find what I was looking for. I was of no use to Lex or Annie dead. "Um, maybe I should just go. Merric seems like a very busy man."
              The smile slid from Vincent's face and he pulled back the left tail of his jacket to reveal a snub-nose revolver tucked into the waistband of his slacks. "Right through that door. Merric will see you shortly."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
              A narrow hallway extended away from the door. The walls were made of cinder block, the floor and ceiling from concrete brushed smooth. Every few feet a single bulb hung down, housed in a wire cage that threw a random pattern of shadows across everything.
              The door slammed shut behind me and a thunderous echo reverberated off the walls. I already knew the door would be locked tight, but I turned to check just the same. Not even a doorknob stared back at me. 
              This was very bad.
              My boots made a knocking sound against the floor as I walked forward, the hallway sloping downward before me. With each step a dull buzzing grew in the distance, starting almost inaudibly and rising in volume. The ground continued to fall away until I was certain I'd descended over a story underground before leveling off.
              Ahead of me loomed a second door, this one much different than the one I'd just passed through. It looked to be made entirely of wood and had cross pieces in the shape an X on the bottom with several horizontal slats spaced evenly across the top. Just a day before I was back in Wyoming staring at cows through a similar gate, now I was in a casino on the worst street in Columbus doing the exact same thing. Something told me whatever was on the other side of this one was going to be a lot more hostile than a bovine.
              This was really not good.
              The gate in front of me grew ever closer as the sound became louder. It escalated from a hive of bees into an anxious crowd, the distinct din of voices drifting in through the wooden slats. 
              I pressed myself tight against one side of the hallway and crept up to it. With a jut of my head I gazed between the top two slats to see the gate opened into a wide earthen ring. Straight across from me was a matching wooden gate with polished concrete walls poured in a circle connecting them on either side. The floor of the ring was soft dirt, the ground lying in uneven humps.
              Above the ring, at least a dozen rows of bleachers extended straight up like some sort of gladiator arena. Already they were over half full of people, with more streaming in by the second. 
It didn't take a genius to see what was about to happen. 
              I'd never been one to back down from a scrap. In high school football I was so willing to throw down, the coaches changed my nickname to KO, short for knockout. In prison, well, nobody gets out alive without having been through a few scuffles. 
              That being said, I had no absolutely no interest in fighting. Best case scenario, I beat down whoever the hell Peka was and royally piss of Merric. Worst case, I end up face down in the soft dirt of the ring. Neither one would help find Annie.
              "Ladies and gentleman," a voice boomed over a microphone so loud it bounced through my tiny hallway. It was thick with a Gaelic accent which I guessed belonged to Merric. "We have a very special treat for you here this evening. Peka has been issued a challenge!"
              A shower of cheers rang out from the nearly full bleachers. Many stomped their feet on the wooden rails beneath them, producing a deep rumbling sound. Others whistled or clapped their hands overhead.
              "Our challenger tonight comes to us fresh off the farm and is currently listed as a fifteen-to-one underdog. Please put your hands together and welcome Cowboy!" As he finished the introduction, Kid Rock's Cowboy came on over the loud speaker. The volume was at full blast, but it failed to drown out a chorus of boos as the wooden gate swung open in front of me.
              The knot was firmly back in my stomach. For them to have already pegged me as a fifteen-to-one underdog after a brief walk through the casino floor meant I either looked like an easy victim or Peka was a force to be reckoned with. 
              In my boots I measured nearly six and a half feet tall and weighed 210. I did not look like an easy victim. 
              I gave one last glance around the hallway to make sure there was no other way out before stepping onto the arena floor. As soon as I cleared the gate it swung back into place, leaving me standing very much alone under the blinding lights of the arena. Above I could see people continuing to boo, many making exaggerated thumbs-down gestures while a few even laughed.
              My gaze hardened as it swept around the room. I didn't want to fight, but if that's what it took to get to Merric and on to Annie, that's what I would do. 
The time for concern was over.
              "And his opponent, a man you all know and love, coming to us with a perfect nineteen and zero record...Peeee-kaaaa!" Merric called over the PA, his voice echoing through the hall. Instantly the crowd broke into pandemonium, chanting Peka's name again and again.
              Across from me the gate swung open, revealing a darkened hallway. From deep within it a man slowly emerged, his enormous frame almost scraping the walls on both sides. My eyes bulged a bit as he stepped into the light of the ring, his stare locked on me.
              The crowd went into a frenzy as Peka walked out to reveal a Samoan man standing just shy of six feet tall with a pointed nose and chin. Thick black hair was shaved into a Mohawk on top, the rest pulled back into a ponytail that disappeared somewhere down his back. A web of tribal tattoos covered both shoulders and one side of his face.
              None of that bothered me. It was more the fact that he must have weighed somewhere close to four hundred pounds that had me concerned.
              Overhead Peka's tribal entrance music came to a stop. Merric again took up the microphone and said, "The only rule here is the fight continues until one of you can't. Go!"
              On cue the crowd shifted from mindless cheering to focused banter, lobbing comments and encouragement at the ring. I glanced down at my attire and instantly wished I was better equipped for a fight. My mind wandered over the knife tucked away in my boot, but I decided to leave it there for the time being. If I did somehow get out of here, I didn't want Merric to know I was coming to see him armed.
              I did my best to keep my face impassive as I stared at Peka. In my mind I kept trying to conjure Annie's face and remind myself why I was doing this, but all I could manage to see was the twisted smile of the massive Islander as he cracked his knuckles and circled right.
              So this was actually going to happen. 
              If prison taught me anything, it was to always err on the side of aggression. I matched Peka's circle for three steps before shuffling forward and snapping a hard left jab, followed by a quick 1-2 jab-cross combo. 
All three punches landed square. None had any effect.
              The noise of the crowd faded away as I shuffled backwards and came in again, shot out another jab followed by a hard hook. Both of these landed as well and the hook snapped his head to the side. When it came back around, his expression had changed from amused to angry.
              Angry can be good. Angry sometimes causes people to be overly aggressive. I only hoped he would do something I could take advantage of.
              Again I retreated out of arm's reach and bounced on the balls of my feet. I could see venom welling in his face as he rolled his body into a fighting stance and charged towards me. I waited until he was just a couple feet away before springing straight forward into a roll and narrowly ducking under his thick outstretched arms. In one fluid movement, I rolled to my feet and aimed the toe of my boot at his ribs as hard as I could.
              My boot slammed into his doughy abdomen, the blow producing little effect but to send a ripple through the thick belt of fat wrapped around him. Peka bent to the side and slammed his arm down across my calf, pinning my leg to his side. He grinned menacingly as he clutched it there and watched me hop on one foot.
              He jerked forward to pull me off balance and swung in with a heavy overhand blow from the opposite side. Balled up, his hand was the size of a Thanksgiving turkey and I lowered my head to keep it from slamming into my nose. 
              Instead, it connected right at my hairline. I could feel blood running down the side of my face as I went down flat on my back. The lights above drifted out of focus for a moment before snapping back and a dull hum settled in my ear. Before I could move, Peka swung in hard with an open handed swat across my jaw that sent my face hard in the opposite direction. A plume of spittle and blood sprawled out across the dirt in front of me.
              Time seemed to slow down. My head spun and I could feel blood dripping down my cheek and chin. Peka's massive legs stomped in a circle around me, no doubt playing to the crowd as I laid there. I forced myself to roll in two tight revolutions to the side and retook my feet, my head spinning as I stood.
              Across the ring Peka had his back to me, his arms outstretched overhead. A renewed sense of purpose welled within me and I charged hard at his exposed spine and launched myself through the air. My shoulder slammed into him just below the kidneys and shoved him forward, his face meeting the concrete wall unceremoniously. 
              Peka turned and snarled at me, blood dripping from his nose. I hopped to my feet and swung a vicious left uppercut at him, the punch landing square across his cheek. The sound of bones popping rang out as it connected, both from his face and my hand. Stifling pain rippled through my arm as I stumbled backwards and my hand flopped uselessly by my side.
              In a flash of speed I didn't expect from a man his size, Peka rushed forward and grabbed me by my shirt. Before I could move he hefted me over his head and launched me across the ring like I weighed nothing at all. My body smashed into the wooden gate I'd used just a few minutes before, wood splintering around me.
              For several long seconds I remained on the ground as my body attempted to process what just happened. Peka stomped around nearby, rubbing his broken jaw with a dour expression on his face.
              Very slowly I rolled to all fours and stared at the floor beneath me as my eyes came back into focus. The knife tucked in my boot again entered my mind, but was replaced by the jagged piece of two-by-four pinned beneath my body. 
              I stayed on my knees, my focus on the board, as Peka marched around in the ring. I watched through my periphery as after a few seconds he tired of waiting for me to rise and moved for me. Anticipation creeping in, I remained in place, waiting for him to stalk closer.               
When his thick legs were just a few feet away, I grasped the makeshift weapon and shot forward. Holding it like a poker, I smashed the flat end of it up under his chin. The board connected square, his broken jaw twisting grotesquely across his face as he stumbled back a few steps and his eyes began to flitter.
              I shifted my grip down to that of a baseball bat and hefted it over my head, slamming it down flat against his forehead. Peka wobbled in place before dropping to his knees, his tremendous bulk bouncing in place as he settled into the dirt. With one quick step I shifted to the side and swung as hard as my hand would allow across his cheek.
              The two-by-four splintered into a thousand pieces as pain coursed through my left arm. Blood and shards of wood fluttered into the air as Peka's eyes rolled up into his head and he fell to his side. A puff of dust rose around his enormous body as he lay in the center of the ring, unmoving.
              I stumbled several steps, dropped to a knee and lowered a hand to the ground to steady myself. Above me the sound of the arena returned, a mixed reaction of amazed delight and bettors angry at their loss. 
              While bent over, I slipped the knife from my sock into my left hand and stood. I made a show of letting the left hand appear useless as I stared up at the crowd, watching as they showered cups and betting slips into the dirt around me.
 



              
              
               
 
Chapter Ten
              The switchblade was palmed in my left hand, my right hand cupped around it, as I followed Vincent up a back stairwell. Every few steps he glanced over me, his face somewhere between impressed and annoyed. My guess was he was a little of both.
              On my end I focused my eyes straight ahead and kept walking. I made no effort to meet his gaze or even let him know I could feel his eyes on me. Instead I locked my jaw and followed, my head and hand both aching.
              At the top of the stairwell was a single metal door. Vincent took out some sort of card and waved it in front of a sensor on the wall. A moment later the red light in the corner of it flipped to green and an internal lock released, the sound loud in the empty concrete stairwell. I made no effort to reach for it, keeping my hands folded in front of me and waiting for Vincent to pull it open.
              Right now they thought my wounded body was essentially useless. Better to let them keep on believing it.
              The door opened into a wide landing on the second floor. Oval in shape, the left side of the landing held a row of dark tinted windows looking out over the parking lot. With a quick glance I could see that more people were arriving by the second, cars now parked haphazardly along the road. 
              The right side of the landing was taken up by a single room. A cream colored wall bowed out halfway into the foyer, a wooden double door standing in the middle of it. The entirety of the foyer was decorated in red and gold, the colors swirled into a pattern on the carpet and mixed in several tapestries hanging on the wall.
              Not the colors I would have associated with a man named Merric, but what do I know about interior design?
              My eyes scanned the room as we walked across the carpet. Two cameras hung above either stairwell entrance, but there were no guards in sight. This was a good thing.
              Vincent wrapped twice on the wooden doors and paused, again glancing my way. 
"Bring him in," a voice barked from within.
              A gust of icy air burst into my face as I stepped into an enormous office. Shaped like a football, one side was comprised of the wall I'd just passed through. On either side of the door were banks of video monitors, all of them showing different angles of the casino floor and parking lot, at least thirty or forty in total.
              The opposite side housed two enormous windows, separated by a gap of wall just wide enough to hold a framed Irish flag. Behind one window I could see the flashing lights of the casino below. Through the other, I could see a handful of men working to revive Peka in the arena floor.
              An enormous desk sat in front of the Irish flag, the dark wood stretching nearly ten feet in length. On one end of it was an oversized computer monitor. On the other were the polished black boots of Merric.
              There was nobody else in the room but us three. I guess he thought the cameras and the keycards were enough security for his inner sanctum. 
              Major advantage for me.
              "Well then, that was quite a show you put on," Merric said. His accent was even thicker in person, some of the words almost indecipherable. He had medium length red hair spiked out from his head and skin so pale it was almost albino. He wore a purple dress shirt with a black vest and slacks. Several large rings adorned his fingers.
              I nodded, but said nothing.
              "Any man willing to go through all that must really wish to speak to me."
              I considered the question. I couldn't give a damn about speaking to him, I just needed information I knew he had. "Yes, sir."
              Merric smiled at my use of the word sir. "And what's your name?"
              "Cowboy will do," I said. If he really wanted to know it wouldn't take long to find out, but I wasn't going to offer up that information if I didn't have to.
              The smile faded just as fast. "Normally I like to know with whom I'm speaking, but we can do it that way if you'd prefer. What can I do for you Cowboy?"
              The next words out of my mouth would no doubt determine how much longer somebody in that room lived. I could sense Vincent move to just off my left shoulder while Merric continued to eye me. "I understand you're a man known to locate certain things from time to time."
              "Depends on the things," Merric said.
              "Children.” 
              The word had the effect I intended. His face fell flat as he lowered one foot at a time to the floor. He leaned forward and rested his forearms on the desk and his voice dropped a decibel. "I don't know what it is you think you know, but I promise you've been misinformed."
              Beside me, Vincent edge a little closer. Good. I needed him within arm's reach. I shook my head at Merric. "I don't think so. The information came from a pretty reliable source. They tell me you're the guy I talk to about getting my hands on a kid."
              Merric shifted his gaze to Vincent. "Jesus Vinny, you brought a damn cop in here. Take this asshole out."
              Vincent moved to just a couple of feet away and went to grab me. "I'm not a cop for Christ's sake," I spat. "If I was a cop I'd have walked in here with a SWAT team and taken the place apart. I sure as hell wouldn't have wrestled around in the pit with that gorilla of yours."
              Vincent stopped mid-movement and stared at Merric. He clearly wanted to obey his boss's demands, but found it hard to argue with my simple logic. 
              "If you're not a cop, you're a pedophile and I don't deal with your kind either. Meeting adjourned. Vincent, see his ass out of here," Merric said, leaning back in his chair and tossing a dismissive wave of his hand in my direction.
              A surge of adrenaline burst through me as I pushed the knife into my right hand and pressed the blade release. I heard the familiar snap of the blade pop open and jammed it into the left side of Vincent’s chest. No further parlay, no waving the blade around and trying to scare them. 
              Always err on the side of aggression. Besides, something told me these guys didn’t scare easy.
              The razor sharp ceramic blade slid through his suit and into his heart without opposition, buried clear to the hilt. Vincent's eyes bulged as a small rasp escaped his throat and he toppled over backwards. As he went, I released the knife and snatched the snub-nose from his waistband, twisting and holding it at arm’s length towards Merric. 
              The entire altercation took less than five seconds. He didn’t even have the chance to look surprised, let alone make a move.
              "I'm not a cop and I'm damn sure not a pedophile.”
              Merric's slack jaw worked up and down several times. "That...he...you just killed my second-in-command."
              "And you kidnapped my niece. I'd say we're even." For the first time since leaving the hospital, I had the upper hand in a situation. The feeling of empowerment was a welcome change.
              Merric continued to stare at Vincent lying prone on the floor. His eyes stared vacant at the ceiling above as a small rose of blood crept outward from the knife handle protruding out of his chest. "You're dead. You're so fucking dead. I've killed men for a lot less than that."
              "Does it look like I care?" I asked. His gaze shifted back to me and studied my face, still stained with blood.
              "What do you want?" he asked.
              "I want my niece."
              "Does it look like I have her here?" Merric asked, fanning his hands out on the desk and looking around. "I'm a business man for Christ's sake!"
              I twisted the angle of the gun and shot a hole through his left hand. The sound of the revolver was nowhere near as loud as I feared in the small office, paling in comparison to Merric's pained screaming as he clutched his hand. Bits of the wooden desk dotted the front of his vest as blood dripped between his fingers. "You crazy son of a bitch, you shot me!"
              "I broke my hand fighting in your little game down there. Again, we're even," I said. "I want my niece."
              He continued to rock back and forth in his desk chair, moaning as he cradled his hand. "I don't have your damn niece you bastard!"
              "But you know who does, and you're going to tell me."
              "I'm not going to tell you anything," Merric, a renewed flash behind his eyes. "What I'm going to do is push the button under my desk and watch as my men come in here and tear you apart."
              I took a hard step forward and thrust the gun out towards him. "I wouldn't recommend that."
              He stared at the barrel of the gun and then at me, his gaze switching from one to another. He continued to cradle his hand in front of him and I could see his tongue slide out over his bottom lip. 
              Three full seconds passed before he lunged for the button. 
The first shot caught him in the chest and launched him back into his chair as a look of shock filled his pasty features. "I...I..." he whispered.
              "Shouldn't have messed with my family," I finished. The second shot was three inches removed from the first, slamming into his heart in the same place I stuck the knife in Vincent. He made no more sounds as he settled back into the chair, his eyes focusing on nothing as blood dribbled down the front of his vest.
              I turned and did a quick scan of the cameras to make sure nobody was coming and slid around to the other side of the desk. Merric continued to stare into space as I pushed past him to the computer. With my right hand I reached out and snatched the pocket square from his vest and dropped it over the computer mouse. Holding it there I scanned through the files on his desktop.
              Three minutes of searching turned up nothing of use. 
              I left the pocket square where it laid and fished Merric's cell-phone out of his pocket. Thumbing through it, I went for his outgoing calls and saw a list of numbers originating in the 513 area code. 
              Cincinnati, just like Troy said. 
              I pressed end to clear the phone and started again, this time heading straight for the text messages. There were only three, but that was enough.
              Once more I picked up the pocket square and wiped the snub-nose clean. I dropped it into the trash beneath the desk and retrieved my knife from Vincent’s chest, wiped it clean on his suit and returned it to my sock. Something told me there wouldn't be a full investigation into this, but if there was I couldn't afford to leave a trail of fingerprints behind me. 
              I was definitely in the system. It wouldn't take them long to find me.
              I opted for the same stairwell Vincent brought me up just ten minutes before. My feet hit the main floor on the far side of the casino and I moved quickly through the crowd for the front door. Several people stopped and stared at my busted face as I walked by. A few others even tossed token congratulations my way. 
              I did my best to mumble thank you's to them as I went, but I'm sure I missed a few.
              The last person to offer congratulations was the steroid infused doorman as I stepped out into the night air. I didn't even pretend to acknowledge him as I made a direct line for my truck and put as much distance between me and Diamore Road as I could.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
              The next thirty minutes passed in a blur. The first half of it was spent tearing through southern Columbus, hell bent on making sure I wasn't followed. By the time I could breathe easy that Merric's clan wasn't following me, I realized I had blown through three red lights and was pushing sixty on city streets. 
              On a Saturday night, that's practically asking for the cops to flag you down. I was an ex-con with a broken wrist, blood covering half of my face, a murder weapon stuffed in my sock and a truck full of guns I'd brought across state lines. The last half of the thirty minutes was spent as the slowest car on the freeway, checking every mirror to make sure I wasn't about to go back to jail.
              Lucky for me, there weren't many cops out on the roads. Not so much for me, my trip to Merric's and back cost me almost two hours. It was ten o'clock. Evening had slipped well into night.
              The lights of Sacred Heart Hospital still burned bright as I pulled into the parking lot. For such a late hour the lot was almost full and I parked in the same spot I'd used earlier in the day. I checked my reflection in the rearview mirror and considered trying to scrub the blood from my face, but decided to leave it. 
              I bypassed the intensive care unit, followed the signs to the emergency room and prayed for a thin crowd.
              For the second time in twenty minutes, luck was on my side. A small handful of elderly people sat scattered around the waiting room, none of them in any visible trouble. I clutched my hand in front of me and limped up to the front counter where a harried looking woman in her mid-thirties sat pecking at a computer. Lank brown hair hung straight down to her shoulders, framing a thin face that appeared aged far beyond her years. She looked up as I approached and gasped. "Oh my, are you okay, sir?"
              I offered a small smile and said, "Got rear-ended getting off the freeway. Hit my head on the steering wheel, jammed my wrist trying to catch myself. I think it might be broken."
              It wasn't a foolproof story, but it seemed plausible enough. There was no way anybody in there could refute it, and that's all I was concerned with.
              The woman grabbed up two clipboards and shoved them my way, then pulled them back. She leaned in close and whispered. "Tell you what, why don't you follow me and you can fill these out while you wait to see the doctor?"
              "Thank you so much," I whispered back. I even glanced out at the waiting room to let her know I was in on the ruse before following her to the back.
              Two parallel hallways ran straight back from the nursing station, both of them full with patients. Most appeared to be parents there with sick children as the sound of their screaming filled the air. A few of the rooms housed elderly people hooked to breathing machines. 
              As we walked by one man was having nails removed from his calf. A doctor leaned in close with a pair of pliers and pulled the long metal daggers out while a pair of orderlies held him down. Blood ran from the open wounds as he threw his head back and howled in pain, thrashing against them. 
              Of everybody we passed, it was the only one I would even vaguely classify as an emergency.
              The nurse led me back to the x-ray room and had a tech run a scan of my hand. As soon as they were done she took me to an empty bay and left me with the clipboards and the promise that a doctor would see me soon. I muttered my thanks and started in on the forms.
              Soon turned out to be over half an hour before a middle-aged man with close cropped hair and a heavy beard of the same length burst through the curtain and into the room. He wore a striped tie loosened at the collar and a long white coat, the same as most every other physician in the country. He even had the matching set of dark circles under each eye to really look the part.
              "Good evening, my name is Dr. Niedermeyer," the man said, thrusting a hand in my direction. His skin was soft and dry from years of scrubbing, the grip weak.
              "Felix O'Connor," I said, returning the grip.
              "Says here you were in an accident this evening," Niedermeyer said as he consulted the chart.
              "Yeah," I offered, nodding my head. "Rear ended."
              "Oh," he said without looking up. "Get one of those through here every couple of days it seems like. You ought to see what it looks like when there's a little rain out there."
              "I bet," I managed, already wanting the encounter to end. 
              Neidermeyer rose, ducked outside the curtain and grabbed the x-rays from the plastic bin along the wall. He tugged out a large film from the envelope and held it up to the light, then tossed the envelope onto the bed beside me. He pulled a pen from his jacket pocket and used it as a pointer. "Yeah, you can see here that the second metacarpal is fractured. Looks like the break doesn't go clear through, which will keep us from having to reset it."
              He fell silent and studied the film for another moment before stuffing it back in its envelope.
              "So that's good news?" I asked. 
              "Well, you won't be flipping anybody off with your left hand for awhile, but yes," Neidermeyer said, "that's good news. Far less painful, far less swelling. I'll have one of the nurses put a cast on there for you and you'll be on your way."
              "Thank you," I said to his back as he whisked out of the room. 
I'm pretty sure he didn't actually look at me once the entire minute and a half he was there. If he did, he didn't seem to notice the lattice of blood covering half my face.
              Another fifteen minutes passed in the silence of the small room. I found some gauze in a top drawer and ran some water from the sink. I used them to scrub my face until the gauze no longer came back pink, finishing just as a nurse came in pushing a small cart. Her dark black skin shined beneath the bright overhead lights and a nest of small, tight curls were showing signs of heavy graying. A pair of glasses with thick lenses hung from a chain around her neck as she shuffled in.
              "You the guy with the broken hand?" she asked, her voice fatigued and graveled.
              "Yes ma'am," I said, holding my hand up for her to see. Nearly two hours had passed since the break and my body's natural defenses had taken over. Bone marrow had leaked into the surrounding area and numbed up my entire hand. I knew it wouldn't be long before it hurt like hell again, but for the time being I was alright.
              She nodded and pushed in the cart, piled high with thick strips of plaster and a pan of water, the same as I’d seen used before. It wasn't my first broken bone, odds were it wouldn't be my last. 
              Neither one of us said much as she worked. I watched as she wrapped my hand in gauze and began applying the strips of plaster. It started to harden almost instantly, the heavy white wrapping encasing my hand to several inches past the wrist. I wasn't thrilled at the idea of losing mobility, but reasoned that the cast would provide more support than a broken hand ever could.
              When she was done she piled the remnants of her work high on the cart and shuffled out, no doubt headed off to the next poor bastard that had spent his Saturday night fighting. I slid the insurance forms from the clipboards and showed myself out of the ER, but when I got to the front the nurse's station was empty.
              I paused for a moment to wait for the nurse with the thin face to return. The same small cluster of elderly people sat in the holding area and the same children screamed down either hallway. While I stood there, I glanced up at the clock on the wall and realized another hour was already gone. Eleven o'clock, fourteen hours and counting.
              Without a word, I stuffed the forms into my back pocket and disappeared. Nobody so much as glanced my way.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
              Rather than try and find my way through the maze of hospital hallways from the emergency room to the intensive care unit, I walked outside and circled the building. The night air was cool against my skin, touching the open wounds on my face and setting them to tingling. Overhead only a handful of stars dotted the night sky, most of them blotted out by the ambient glow of the city.
              I looked down at the new club attached to my left hand, slowly rotating it. The white plaster of the cast was now completely hardened and stretched from above my knuckles down past my wrist. I flexed the top half of each of my finger, the limited range of motion awkward as my hand tried to curve into a fist. 
              A stabbing pain rocked through my palm as I flexed the fingers, forcing me to relax the grip. The numbness was wearing off. I couldn't afford to take any real painkillers, so the next several hours were going to be spent with a lot of gritted teeth.
              My boots clomped against the concrete sidewalk as I swung around to the intensive care unit doors and entered. A young man not much older than twenty was seated at the nurse's station as I approached, his nose buried in a text book on the counter in front of him. "Can I help you?" he asked.
              "Yeah, I was here earlier, I'm here to see Ricky Borden."
              "I'm sorry, general visiting hours ended hours ago," the young man said, his voice pleasant and official. He had short dark hair gelled straight forward and wore light blue scrubs with a nametag that said Skip.
              Definitely a male nurse in the making.
              I took a sharp breath and slowly pushed it out. Skip was going to make me say something I really didn't want to. 
"I'm family."
              He gave me a quick once over, from my clothes to the cast to the bruises I was sure dotted the side of my face, and nodded slowly. "You were here earlier, so you know where they are?"
              "I do," I said, already sliding off to the left. If that was supposed to be some sort of test, it was weak at best.
              I didn't wait for him to say another word as I pushed down the hallway. Everywhere I looked there seemed to be another clock reminding me what time it was. My pace unconsciously picked up, my boots the only sound through the deserted corridor.
              The harsh sterile look and feel of the hospital receded under the dimmed evening lighting. I could see patients sleeping in their rooms as I passed and picked out a few family members sitting quiet beside them. Every one of them wore the same tired expression of worry, the trials of the day etched on their faces.
              I prayed Lex didn't look the same, but knew she probably did. It was the same way we all looked years before.
              The final corner of the hallway came into view and I leaned in against the wall and rounded tight against it. Ahead of me, a flurry of activity was at hand. Several people were grouped together, many of them gesturing frantically. On one side of the hall was Lex and the Borden’s, on the other was Watts and a pair of uniformed police officers. Although all six spoke in hushed tones, urgency was evident in the air.
              I made a direct route for the group and unrolled my shirt sleeves as far as they would go. I snapped the cuffs in place by my wrist to hide the cast the best I could and ran a hand through my shaggy hair, dragging it across my forehead. There was no way I could hide my injuries, but I could at least make them appear less severe.
              All six people looked my way as I approached, my boots again giving me away. 
I really needed to find a pair of stealthier shoes. 
              The Borden’s turned right back, dismissing me within seconds. To be fair, it was longer than they usually give me.
              Lex kept her eyes locked on me a bit longer as her gaze did a quick inventory of me. She met my eyes for just a moment, her eyes again rimmed with red, before looking away. Something new was going on. 
Something bad.
              "What the hell happened to you?" Watts snapped in my direction. Beside her the uniforms stopped and looked at me. Both looked to be in their mid-twenties with matching crew cuts and very poor attempts at facial hair. Neither one was even as tall as Watts.
              "Got rear ended," I said. As with the doctor, I offered as few details as possible. My story was flimsy at best. I didn't want to give her any loose strings to tug on.
              "Mhmm," Watts said, her facing relaying disbelief. "Just in the last few hours?"
              I made a confused face. "Yeah? The doctor said most accidents happen during storms or on Saturday nights."
              "And they happen during a kidnapped child situation? Involving a concerned uncle?" There was no doubt where she was going with this. I had to cut her off and get the attention back on whatever was going on. I needed details and I needed them fast. 
Otherwise, I was headed to Cincinnati.
              I held the cast up for her to see. "If I was out playing vigilante, would I have gone to the emergency room to get my hand looked at it? I got rear ended making a dinner run. So what's going on?" 
The irony of my excuse wasn’t lost on me, given that I had done that very thing. 
              Watts gave me one last look before turning her attention back to Lex. "We'll give you some time to figure out finances. I'll be in the lobby. Come find me as soon as you're ready. I'm going to start putting things in place."
              Lex nodded as Watts stomped away, her lackeys right behind her. Square toed heels reverberated against the tile floor as she stomped off, making my boots sound like slippers by comparison.
              "What's going on?" I asked again, conscious that Watts ignored it the first time.
              "Where the hell have you been?" Jim asked.
              It was my turn to ignore a question. "Lex?"
              Lex looked even smaller inside her grey sweatshirt than she had that afternoon. The sleeves were pulled down over both hands, her left arm folded across her stomach. The right was vertical by her side, a bloody thumbnail protruding as she gnawed at it. She twisted at the waist towards the Borden’s and said, "Can you give us a second?"
              Both of them stared daggers at me as they departed, slowly retreating back into the room.
              "Did Ricky take a turn?" I asked.
              Lex shook her head. "What the hell happened to you?"
              "You don't want to know," I replied. It was true, as was the fact that I really didn't want to retell it.
              Her eyes again ran over each of my injuries. "Was it worth it?"
              I honestly didn't know the answer to that question yet. Long ago I vowed never to lie to my sister. Now didn't seem the time to start, even if it was a situation I would have never dreamed possible. "It's progress. We'll see how much later. What's going on here?"
              "We got a ransom call," Lex said. She said it in a flat and even tone, very little life in her voice. I knew my sister well enough to know she was past emotional and headed towards catatonic. I only hoped she wasn't already there, or worse yet, had resorted to some form of self-medication.
              I moved forward and put my hands on her shoulders. "This is a good thing. It means Annie is alive."
              She nodded dully. We were losing her fast. She wasn’t equipped to deal with everything that happened, let alone the omnipresence of her in-laws. 
              "How much do they want?"
              "Fifty thousand, cash," Lex responded. "They want it by one, or..." She let her voice trail off. Her body wracked once with a shudder, but no tears came out. 
              "Is that doable?"
              "Fifty thousand? Not even close. We don't have that kind of cash on hand, less than half. His parents far less than that."
              A hundred thoughts ran through my head. I made less than forty thousand dollars a year and didn't have access to more than five hundred dollars in cash a day through my ATM card. Mama lived tighter than all of us. "Where the hell do they expect us to get fifty grand in cash in the middle of the night? And tomorrow's Sunday, the banks won't be open again until Monday morning."
              Lex nodded again. That's why she was going catatonic. She'd been given a straw to grasp, but couldn't quite wrap her fingers around it. It was the ultimate cruelty to lay on a mother.
              I clenched my fingers down on her shoulders, ignored the burning that rippled through my left hand. I lowered my face so it was even with hers and said, "Lex, Ricky was an Ohio State football player."
              Her eyes flicked up to mine, but remained glassy. "Was, past tense. And that didn't pay him anything, it just lets every person in the state interrupt our dinner for autographs when we go out."
              "I know," I said. I'd heard that rant repeatedly from my sister over the years. Fans, especially Buckeye fans, have an extreme sense of entitlement when it comes to connecting with their heroes. "But he played with some guys that are now in the NFL. Is there anybody you can call and get a loan from?"
              A small flicker passed over Lex's face. "Right now, I don't think anybody even knows Ricky's in here. Can you imagine calling someone in the middle of the night and asking for fifty thousand in cash?"
              "Can you imagine not calling them?" I replied, trying to be as gentle as possible while getting my point across.
              A quiver passed over Lex's face and for a moment I thought she might cry. She was coming back from the edge. The wheels were turning again. "There's only a couple he keeps up with with any regularity. One plays for the Raiders and lives in California."
              Most likely she was referring to Drumaine Hicks, a tight end. "No help there."
              "Another is in Alabama having his knee operated on," Lex said, her mind going through the list. I knew this to be Carl Paxson, All-Pro tackle for the Vikings. 
              Even in Wyoming, they have Sportscenter.
              "What about Coach Tinsley?" I asked, running through the list of people that might be in the area. I knew it was unlikely that a sixty-five year old man kept that kind of cash on hand, but reasoned he made north of a few million a year. Fifty grand might be walking around money to someone with those kinds of pockets.
              Lex shook her head. "Ricky hasn't spoken to Tins since he graduated. They never really got along after what they did to him his senior year." 
              What they did to him was sit him in favor of a freshman that was a far better player. Now didn't seem the time to bring it up though. 
"So who does that leave?"
              Lex's eyes traced the opposite wall before shifting back to me. "Fuego."
              Already a feeling of dread welled inside me. "Please tell me there's someone else."
              "With fifty grand in cash on hand?" Lex said. "There's not."
              "How do you know he'll have that kind of money lying around?" The words were just out of my mouth and already they sounded ridiculous. Everybody knew he dropped that kind of money on trips to the strip club or race track. Fuego spent as much time on TMZ as he did on ESPN. "Alright Lex, let the police handle this and I'll go to Cincinnati. I have a lead there."
              "No," Lex snapped, her bloody hand on my forearm. "I need you here. If I can find Fuego, I want you to pick up the money and make the delivery."
              The barbed wire in my stomach grew an inch in size. "Look, Lex, this is what the cops do. Watts is already looking at me like a convict. She could easily pull my records if she hasn't already. I need to stay out of sight on this."
              Her hand slid from my arm and went back to her side. "I don't trust them," she whispered. "You promised to do everything you can to help Annie. They didn't." 
              For just the briefest of moments I considered showing her the cast on my hand or Merric's cell-phone in my pocket, but I didn't. She was right. If going to retrieve the money from Fuego helped us get Annie home, so be it. 
              "Make the call."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
              I was staring at the dashboard clock when Saturday slipped into Sunday. With the passing of one minute the countdown to finding my niece became thirteen hours. My stomach continued to knot at the thought of her out there somewhere, no doubt scared and crying. 
              The last time I saw her was several months before. The weather was unseasonably warm and we spent the day in the sunshine, going to the park and fishing at the lake. She made me go down the slide over fifty times while carrying her on my back and insisted on holding the blue gill in her tiny hands before we threw it back. Standing there with the sun splashed across her tangle of blonde curls and her tongue pushed into the corner of her mouth, I was certain I had never seen a more beautiful moment in my entire life.
              It might have even made up for the years of ugly ones that preceded it. I knew for a fact it was making up for everything that happened in the last two days. I hadn't ate or slept, had a broken hand and a face that was actively turning purple, but it didn't matter. 
              Annie was all that mattered.
              The stoplight turned to green and I angled the truck through the empty streets of Worthington, a suburb on the northeast corner of Columbus. The entire town had a community beautification policy that required every building to be made of brick and well-landscaped, from mortgage brokers to McDonald's. 
The suburb housed the few elite athletes, actors and musicians that called Columbua home as well as the executives from Nationwide Insurance and Abercrombie & Fitch. Even at such a late hour, the town exuded an air that warded off outsiders. Every car in sight was on the higher end of the spectrum and all of the homes went for several hundred thousand minimum. 
Needless to say, my dented truck and I didn't exactly fit the mold.
              Perhaps even more out-of-place in Worthington though was Fuego. A first generation Mexican-American, Fuego was born Hector Lopez in Arizona. A gifted receiver, he earned a full-ride to Ohio State and became an All-American for the Buckeyes. Right after being selected in the first round of the NFL draft, he bought an enormous house in Worthington and moved his entire family into it. During the season he lived two hundred miles north in Detroit, but the rest of the year he resided here in this polished suburb.
              The son of immigrant parents, Lopez began his career as a polite young man that was known to outwork anybody put across from him. Over time the work ethic remained, but the polite part was cast by the wayside. He fell in the love with the cameras and all that they brought with them, slowly turning himself into a media machine. 
              The truck groaned as I idled to a stop in front of a large iron gate, a small community guard booth to my left. As I approached, the door to the booth slid open and a middle aged white man with a weak chin and a receding hairline stepped out. He wore the uniform of some no-name security company designed to resemble police officer regalia. "Evening."
              "Evening," I replied, propping my elbow up on the window ledge.
              "What can I do for you?" the guard asked, his voice carrying a trace of Wisconsin in it. Minnesota, maybe.
              "I'm here to see Fuego."
              The guard raised his eyes to me, then ran them the length of my truck. "Are you on the list?"
              "I'm not sure, but he's expecting me. Felix O'Connor."
              The guard made a quick pass over the list, but found nothing. Lex had just spoken to Fuego less than a half hour before and I didn't expect him to remember to put me on the list. I just hoped he remembered talking to Lex at all. "Are you sure he's expecting you?"
              "Definitely," I responded.
              He pulled a walkie-talkie from his hip and depressed a button. A moment later I could hear ringing, the walkie-talkie acting as a cell-phone with a loud speaker. 
              "Yo," snapped a self-important voice I recognized from television to be Fuego's.
              "Um, hi, Mr. Fuego, this is Jerry at the front gate. I have a Mr. Felix O'Connor here to see you?"
              There was no response for several seconds, the line filled with party noise. This was going to be worse than I thought. "Who the hell is Felix O'Connor?"
              "Ricky's brother-in-law," I shouted at the walkie-talkie. "You talked to my sister Alexa a little while ago."
              This time Fuego responded without delay. "Oooh, yeah-yeah-yeah," he rattled off rapid fire. "You the fool here to pick up fifty G's. Come on up, playa!"
              This was going to be way worse than I thought.
              Jerry's eyes grew a bit larger at the sound of fifty thousand dollars, but he said nothing. Instead, he retreated into the booth and opened the gate, waving as I eased through. "Last house on the left. Can't miss it."
              I followed the winding path past a handful of homes, all of them with finely manicured lawns and darkened windows. If not for the blinding light coming from the last house on the left, the world would have been completely at peace.
              My truck pulled to a stop on the curb in front of a house that was as garish as its owner. The stucco of the exterior façade was painted in vibrant red, yellow and orange, all mixed into a mosaic of color. The hedges were shaped to resemble flames rising into the air and the front yard had three enormous red-rock gardens through it, also in the shape of flames.
              Light poured from every window in the house and the persistent sound of music bumping floated down to the curb. A series of expensive sports cars filled the driveway, ranging from a Cadillac Escalade to an Aston Martin. 
              For a moment I paused and took in the scene before me. If given the choice between facing Peka again or walking up to the front door I would go to the front door, but I would have to think about it first. 
              I pushed a long breath out through my nose and ascended the driveway, my head down as I headed for the door. I pressed the bell and waited nearly a full minute, then pressed it again and waited almost two. I could hear music and people talking just on the other side, but nobody made any effort to let me in.
              I considered a third ring, but opted against it. Instead I tried the doorknob, and finding it unlocked, let myself in. I had no idea a single door could mask so much chaos.
              The door opened into an expansive wooden foyer with a large staircase extending straight up in front of me and large common rooms to either side. To my left, a half dozen people were busy playing video games on a seventy inch flat screen, all of them engrossed and screaming at the television. To the right a DJ pushed out urban hip hop music while several handfuls of people gyrated to the beat.
              I stood motionless, shifting my eyes from the left to the right, unsure of where to go next. A young woman with mocha colored skin and her hair pulled back into hundreds of tiny braids descended from the stairwell and I extended a hand towards her. "Excuse me, do you know where I can find Fuego?"
              The girl gave me a disapproving look and said, "He's out back in the hot tub." She was dressed only in a tiny pair of underwear and a bikini top, most likely headed in that direction, but her attitude made it clear I was on my own in getting there.
              I pushed through the foyer, past the main stairwell and on into a massive kitchen. Several people were huddled up around an island in the middle of it, all snacking on chips and pizza. None of them looked to be older than twenty-five, the entire group openly staring at me as I walked by.
              The kitchen gave way to another pair of living rooms, these two quieter than the ones up front. To one side a home theater was set up with several people watching some new action movie and to the other were two tables of people playing cards. More stares as I passed through, though nobody said a word.
              After walking for what felt like a mile, I found the back door and let myself out onto a deck that stretched the entire length of the house. More people were grouped around a couple of kegs set up along the left rail. Beside them, a large hot tub threw a steady tendril of steam into the air.
              I took a deep breath and walked straight to the hot tub, the world seeming to slow down while everyone present turned to stare at me. As I approached, I could see a handful of men press in from either side.
              In the rear of the hot tub, with his arms stretched out wide to either side, sat Fuego. Flames of red, blue and yellow tattooed both his forearms and a heavy gold chain hung around his neck. His hair was dyed platinum blonde and spiked into a Mohawk and his front teeth were covered with a gold grill. 
              He watched me as I approached, his eyes hidden behind mirrored sunglasses. He was the only male in the hot tub, the rest of the free space filled with scantily clad women. "Who the hell invited the cowboy?" he asked as I approached, an uneasy laugh sliding out from the crowd. 
              They might not know who I was, but they knew to laugh at the boss's joke.
              I smiled at the comment, hiding my disdain over being called cowboy again. Hadn't this state ever seen boots before? 
              "Hi, I'm Felix O'Connor, we spoke just a moment ago."
              Fuego pursed his lips and twisted his head, but said nothing. Beside me, I could feel several men inch even closer.
              "My sister Alexa Borden called you," I said, waiting for some sign of recognition out of him. There was none. "On behalf of her husband, Ricky Borden..."
              Fuego held the pose for several long seconds before breaking into a broad smile. As he did, everyone around the hot tub seemed to collectively release their breath, myself included. "Man, I'm just messing with you. Ramon, give this man his money," Fuego said, motioning to a wiry young man beside me with a shaved head. 
              Without moving, Ramon reached down to his feet and picked up a black leather bag with flames embroidered onto it and thrust it my way. Classy. 
              "Thank you so much," I said. "We'll have the money back to you first thing on Monday." 
I turned towards the door.
              "Man, what you in such a hurry for? Stay and have a drink."
              I paused, the bag clutched in front of me. I did not want to offend him, but I damned sure didn't want a drink. "I appreciate the offer, but I really can't. I have to be going."
              Fuego turned his head to the side and gazed at Ramon. "You believe this cat? Shows up asking for fifty G's, then refuses to even have a drink with me. You know what that is?"
              "That's some shit?" Ramon asked, glaring across at me.
              "Yeah, that too," Fuego said, "but I was thinking that's disrespectful."
              Sweat broke out on my brow again. This was the last thing I needed right now. One, because I didn't have the time, and two, because I had no way of walking out of there alive. 
"No, no, nothing of the sort," I stammered. "I'd love to have a drink, but I can't. Ricky's on a tight time table. I have to get this money back to him."
              Fuego looked at me, not believing a word I said. "If you won't have a drink with me, you at least gotta tell me what he's up to. What's he need all that scratch for?"
              I was standing there when Lex called him the first time. He hadn't asked for any details and Lex hadn't offered them. Even now I was uncertain how much I could divulge. At the same time, Fuego was offering me a fair trade so we could both save face. 
"He, uh, well, he's not doing so well."
              "I know," Fuego said, "fool couldn't even call and ask me for the money or come pick it up himself. He's really gonna be not well next I see him." 
              "Um, no," I said, gripping the bag in my hand. "I mean, he's in a coma. He was attacked by some people on his front lawn yesterday."
              Every person visibly tensed, their eyes shifting to Fuego, who leaned forward from the rail behind him. With his left hand, he slid the sunglasses from his face. "You kidding me right now? Cause that's pretty messed up if you are."
              "No."
              "Is that what that money's for? Not strippers or gambling or something?" he asked, jutting his chin towards the bag in my hand.
              My head twisted from side to side. "His daughter was kidnapped. This is the ransom money to get her back." I knew I was probably sharing more than I should, but he was asking me a direct question and seemed genuinely concerned. He was also the bag man on what might bring my niece home. He'd earned the right to know.
              Fuego dropped his head to the side. "Take that money and get out of here. You need any more, or anything at all, you give me a call. We'll be here all night."
              For the first time, the men on either side of me took a step back and nodded their agreement. This was a side of Fuego that never showed up in the tabloids. His reaction took me by surprise.
              "Again, thank you so much," I said, holding the bag out in front of me. Without another word I spun on my heel and jogged back through the house and out the front door, leaving dozens of staring people in my wake. 
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Fourteen
              Lex was pacing outside of the hospital as I drove up. I didn't bother pulling into the parking lot, instead sliding to a stop in the loading zone beside her. A handful of police cars were parked in the first row of the lot, over a half dozen in total. Despite the clear presence of a significant number of people, Lex and my mother were the only two outside.
              Mama sat alone on a wooden bench looking out across the front lawn, a tan cardigan sweater wrapped around her body. Lex paced a steady path on the asphalt, working on a thumbnail as she went. As I climbed from the truck, both looked up at me.
              "You get it?" Lex asked.
              I pulled the bag across the front seat and held it up for them to see. I slammed the door shut behind me and circled around to the front with it gripped in hand. 
              "Oh, thank God," Lex whispered and rushed forward, her arms extended. I handed the bag over without pause and she tugged the zipper open and rifled through it. "Did you thank him profusely for us?"
              "Yes.”
              "Did you tell him we'd have it back to him first thing on Monday?"
              "I did. He just waved a hand and said to call if we needed more."
              "Must be nice," Mama snorted. Her eyes held the same glazed red look as Lex, but her cheeks were dry. Her clothes and hair were different than when I'd seen her earlier, meaning she'd cleaned up before returning. 
              Once when we were kids, she was working in the garden and nearly sliced her thumb off with a hand trowel. Before bringing her to the hospital, my father insisted she make herself presentable before going to town. It was a maxim that had stayed with us all ever since. 
"What happened to your hand?"
              I held up my casted left hand and rotated it for her to see. "Broken bone. Nothing serious."
              Normally she would have demanded a detailed account and asked if I wanted homemade soup. Now, she just nodded. "And your face?"
              "Same nothing serious.”
              Again, she nodded. "Did it help?"
              I offered a slight twist of my head. "It's a lead. If this money drop doesn't work..."
              Beside me Lex drew in a sharp breath, a small whistle escaping her. She made one last pass through the bag and once content it was all there, zipped it up. "How much does he know?" she asked, ignoring my comment.
              "More than I wanted to tell him," I admitted. "He was a little upset Ricky didn't call or come by himself, even more so when I refused to stay and have a drink."
              "You told him so you could get out of there," Lex whispered.
              "I'm sorry," I whispered. "It felt a lot better than trying to fight my way out with their money."
              Lex shook her head. "No, you did the right thing. I just haven't really told anybody yet. I keep hoping this thing will resolve itself before it gets out and gets any more...real."
              I knew exactly what she meant. I'd spent every minute since branding a day and a half before laboring under the same thought. 
"Why are you guys out here?” I asked. “What's going on?"
              Lex pulled the bag in close to her chest and wrapped both arms around it. I could see fresh blood lining both of her thumbs as she plopped down beside my mother and stared out over the parking lot. "I couldn't take any more of the Borden’s. The longer this drags on, the more comments they make."
              "Comments? About what?"
              Lex continued to stare straight ahead, but said nothing. Instead she shook her head, her ponytail swinging behind her. 
              My mother followed her gaze and said, "They think this happening and you showing up here aren't a coincidence."
              My eyes bulged so hard it pulled me towards the bench. "They think I have something to do with this?" 
I made no effort to hide the vitriol welling inside me or the incredulity oozing through my voice. 
              Both my sister and my mother stared straight ahead, saying nothing. My right hand balled into a tight fist as I turned and gazed out with them. I drew my mouth tight to keep from saying anything and breathed through my nose.
              Up until thirty-six hours before I was tucked away in rural Wyoming branding cows. I barely ever returned to Ohio and only interacted with four people there with any regularity. Two of them were within three feet of me. One was sitting in jail. The fourth I was currently trying to find.
              "I would kill myself if it meant keeping that little girl safe," I seethed, just loud enough for them to hear. "Hell, I've spent all night damn near doing just that."
              "I know," Lex said.
              "Nobody's blaming you," Mama whispered.
              "It's sound like those sonsabitches are!" I shouted, extending a hand towards the hospital. Both of them fell silent, their gaze remaining on the parking lot. I lowered my arm and hooked my thumbs in my pockets, staring hard at the ground.
              I had to calm down. People tend to get out-of-control when they're angry. I couldn't afford that right now. Those bastards would get told, just not right now. 
              "What about the police?" I asked. “It looks like they've got an army hidden around here somewhere.”
My voice sounded a lot more even than I felt.
              "They've set up shop in the cafeteria," Lex said. She pushed back the sleeve on her left arm and checked her watch. "It's a little after twelve-thirty. We should go in. They'll be waiting for us."
              I nodded and stepped aside to follow them. Neither one made any effort to move. Both stared up at me.
              "What?" I asked, casting my eyes from one to the other.
              "We got another call while you were gone," Lex said. 
              The ball pushed itself back to the forefront of my stomach. I tried to keep the anger that was already just beneath the surface from bursting forth at not telling me sooner. The fact that they hadn't meant bad news. "What did they say? Did they up the asking price?"
              My mother shook her head. 
"No," Lex said beside her. "They said they want the money in a single bag dropped into the dumpster behind the Sawmill Road Applebee's. One person. Alone. No cops."
              The line sounded like a cliché. Something didn't feel right. 
"These guys watch too many movies.”
              "They also said they're already in place and they'll know if we try anything," Lex said. Her voice broke just a bit on the last line, the pain evident.
              My eyes flitted from one to the other. "Okay?"
              "It's got to be you," my mother whispered. 
              I made a face before I even realized it. "What do you mean it has to be me? There's a room full of police in there. This is what they're trained to do!"
              "The caller said no cops," my mother replied.
              "So I'll loan one of them a pair of jeans! You think these guys know every single officer on the force?" 
              "What if they do?" Lex asked. The comment stopped me in the middle of my rant, my right hand still in the air. Her face turned to me, moisture stinging the bottoms of her eyes. "What if this is a major child abduction ring? What if they have people on the inside?"
              I swallowed hard and blew a breath out through my nose. This was not my role. I had to make my sister see that grief was clouding her judgment. 
If she wasn't going to listen to me, I would try a different tact. "There's no way Watts will go for this."
              Lex hugged the bag closer to her chest. "Does that mean you will?"
              "It means what I will do is a moot point. There's no way she'll let this happen."
              "But does it mean if she says yes, you will?" Lex pressed.
              I exhaled again. Two gazes studied me, neither person moving at all. This was not my place. There were professionals sitting not fifty feet away trained for this. There was an investigator in there that already had her eye on me.
              "Yeah, I'll do it."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
              Lex handed the bag back to me and led all three of us inside. She kept her arms folded, but moved purposefully, a woman on a mission. My mother fell in right beside me, her hands holding the tan sweater closed in front of her. 
              The hall was deserted as we walked through, the three of us spread like geese in a V. One out of every three lights in the ceiling above us was on, the others dark. Long shadows stretched across everything, conveying a sense of both silence and apprehension.
              My boots echoing off the tile was the only sound in the hallway as we marched past a deserted information desk and on towards the cafeteria. A generic plastic sign affixed to the wall directed us where to go, but my sister's practiced feet led without even bothering to glance at it.
              The door to the cafeteria parted easily as we pushed through, a small groan rolling out of its hinges. At once the room turned to look at us. Over a dozen officers in black uniforms stood in a loose circle going over a large white printout spread flat on a table. In the center of the group was a young man in jeans and a Radiohead t-shirt, his hair buzzed into a tight crew cut. His cheeks were ruddy and he repeatedly rubbed his palms along the front of his jeans as he stared at us.
              Beside him was Watts, her suit jacket off and her sleeves rolled to the elbow. She regarded us warily as we approached, her eyes settling on me and the bag in my hand. 
              I tapped Lex on the shoulder and handed it off to her. With a jerk of my head I motioned towards the front of the cafeteria. "I need coffee. Be back in a minute."
              "You just don't want to be the one to break the news," Mama hissed.
              "You're right," I agreed. "It has to look like it came from Lex. I'll be back." 
              We were both right. The idea had to start and end with Lex. As the grieving spouse and concerned mother she was the only one with enough juice to convince Watts to let me go. Of course, I also wanted no part of that woman staring me down as Lex made the request.
              After seeing the greenhorn they planned to use though, I had a much better feeling about the odds of the switch going down without a fight.
              The cafeteria was deserted as I walked in. Empty coolers stretched along both walls and a barren salad bar ran through the middle of it. A soda machine and a coffee machine stood side by side, each humming and throwing soft light out into the space. 
              I fished a dollar from deep in my pocket, fed it into the machine and ordered a large black. A second later a cup dropped down into the dispenser and a steady stream of liquid ran into it, filling it just shy of the brim. Without pause I grabbed it up and took a long pull. It tasted more like the swill we made while riding trails than the high-end stuff I had earlier with Lex, but it was hot and caffeinated. 
My body reacted the way I hoped it would.
              Armed with a fresh jolt of energy I walked out into the cafeteria. On one side my mother and Lex stood, their faces firm. Across from them was Watts with her hands on her hips, looking stern. Behind her was a legion of officers, all casting looks between one another. Everyone looked nervous except for the young man in jeans, who seemed relieved.
              I walked up slowly to the group, careful to shuffle my feet so my boots didn't reverberate against the floor. I could feel several sets of eyes boring into me as I approached, but pretended not to notice. Instead I took another long pull of coffee, sliding in beside my mother.
              "This is my daughter and this is my money," Lex said, her voice hard. "I would feel better knowing that we're not violating the only rule this guy laid out for us."
              "With all due respect ma'am, you have to let me do my job," Watts countered. "And my job, the job I was trained for and have spent years doing, is to bring your daughter home."
              "I'm not saying you don't know what you're doing," Lex shot back.
              "In order for me to bring your daughter home, you have to let me run this investigation my way," Watts said, her voice rising to drown out Lex's comment. 
              Big mistake. 
If there's one thing that is never a good idea, it's to talk down to an O'Connor. I took another swig of coffee to hide the small smile on my face. Beside me, my mother coughed into her hand. Watts was about to get her ass chewed and we both knew it.
              Lex took a long breath and leveled her eyes on Watts. "Your investigation? With all due respect, so far I haven't seen any sort of investigation. I've seen a dozen people sitting around, drawing a check from my tax payer dollars, waiting for a phone call. A phone call that came to me. A phone call you claim couldn't be traced."
              "Now Miss Borden..." Watts tried to interject.
              "So far I can't see where you've done a damn thing. If I'd never called you at all, we wouldn't be one inch further away from finding my daughter. This is my money, she is my daughter, and that is my husband lying in a coma in there." 
Tears began to line her cheeks as she swiveled and motioned to me. "And he is my brother! If I say he's the one that drops off the money, then he's the one that drops off the damn money!"
              My mother stepped forward and wrapped her arms around Lex, drawing her in. Lex folded herself around the bag and pressed in tight to my mother's chest, trying to stem her crying. I remained motionless.
              A tall man wearing Sergeant's bars and a clipped moustache turned to Watts and said, "He's just the drop-off guy. Somebody has to walk the money up there and put it in the dumpster."
              Watts sighed, but said nothing. She was obviously steaming and trying to keep from tearing into Lex. She couldn't let the men see her back down, but she couldn't fly back at a woman facing everything my sister was.
              A pudgy guy with thinning brown hair and a poor excuse for a beard added, "The caller said no cops. There's no way in hell anybody's mistaking this guy for a cop."
              Under normal circumstances I would have taken offense to the comment. At the moment, I was finding it hard not to find the entire scene a little humorous. The tough detective tried to squash the wrong person, got steamrolled, and now her team was attempting to cover for her. 
              If finding Annie wasn't the most important thing in the world at that moment, I might have let it all play on a little longer. As it were, I didn't have that luxury. 
"Look, I'm not trying to step on any toes here. I don't know what I'm doing and I don't even know where the Applebee's on Sawmill Road is. Detective Watts, why don't you drive my truck? I'll ride shotgun and make the drop."
              Every eye turned to stare at me except for Lex. Her face was still buried in my mother's sweater.
              Watts studied me. I could tell she didn't like it, but knew there wasn't a ton of options. 
              "Lex?" I asked.
              Lex pulled herself free from my mother's grasp and nodded. Her face was red and shiny as she wiped the back of her sleeve across her nose. "Yes," she whispered. 
              I glanced up at the clock on the wall. It was a quarter to one, a little over twelve hours to go. If all went right, it wouldn't take nearly that long. "Detective?"
              Watts stared at me for several long seconds. She pursed her lips and put a hand on her hip, doing her best to relay extreme agitation. It was working. "Do I have a choice?" she asked.
              I said nothing. I knew she wanted to bait me into being the bad guy here. I had extended her enough courtesy on this one, I wasn't going to make myself a sacrificial lamb.
              She grabbed her jacket up from the chair back beside her and turned to the others. "You all have a two minute head start. The plan is still the same. Get into position. I'll be right behind you with Cowboy in his truck."
              The room scattered like flies, all of them swarming to every available exit. She waited until they were gone before turning her ire on us. "I don't appreciate you putting me in that position in front of my men."
              I ignored the comment and jumped in before she further angered my mother or sister. "You're welcome for me giving you an out." 
              Her mouth dropped open to respond, but I cut her off again, tossing her the truck keys. "Time's up. Let's go."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
              "Jesus, how the hell do you drive this thing?" Watts snapped. I watched as she swung the truck through a wide left turn, arms flailing as she went. She handled the thing as if it were the wheel on a clipper ship, wildly over-correcting in both directions as we fishtailed down the road. 
              Thank God everything was deserted at this hour or we would have really been in trouble.
              "You realize this is an automatic with power steering..." I said, letting my voice trail off. It's not like I was asking her to drive a five-speed tractor or a racecar with a hot-foot shifter. 
              "It's also the size of a damn bus," Watts said. 
              A small smile grew on my face in the darkness. Outside, an Arby's and a couple of branch banks slid by, all of their windows dark for the night. "So that's what it is. You're used to driving a Matchbox car. Let me guess...Miata?"
              Maybe I was playing to stereotypes a little bit, but I purposely picked a known male car. She wore a suit, carried a gun, worked as a detective. She might not be the most badass woman I'd ever met, but she was in the top five.
              Watts gave me a nasty sideways glance, picking up on the insinuation. "Funny. How about we spend these next twenty minutes in silence and then I can dump you back at the hospital and be on my way, huh?"
              I was under her skin. Good. She'd spent the day holding no bones about her low opinion of me, now I could take a few minutes to repay the favor. For some reason, despite where we were going, I had a feeling it wasn't going to amount to anything anyway. 
"Are you still upset you pissed off the wrong woman and got your hand slapped in front of a room full of people back there?"
              The scowl was still there, but she didn't bother turning to look at me. "No, I'm more pissed about having to work with an ex-con."
              So there it was. 
She'd gone through my files that afternoon, saw what was in there. Lucky for me, I'd spent enough time around law enforcement in prison to see the ploy coming. She was setting a trap, trying to flip the power dynamic back in her favor. "Well, you know what they say, best way to catch a criminal is to use a criminal."
              Watts glanced my way, fighting the truck as she made a left onto Sawmill Road. "You've seen too many movies."
              "As have you if you think one little comment was going to make me lose my cool or start spilling my guts," I fired back. My eyes were focused outside the passenger window but I could feel hers on me.
              So much for a working relationship. I was just hoping to keep things civil moving forward.
              "What really happened to your hand?" Watts asked. 
So much for civil.
              "Car accident."
              "I took a look when we got in. There's not a scratch on this rig. Nothing big enough to cause a gashed head and broken hand anyway."
              "Wasn't in my truck," I said. "Don't you know how badly these things handle in city limits?"
              "So who's car were you driving?"
              "My sister's."
              "I pulled the reports from this afternoon, there was no reporting of any accidents involving an O'Connor," Watts fired back. 
              "Well then, you had a busy day," I said. "I wonder, did any of that work actually pertain to finding my niece?" 
My voice was flinty. I was not in the mood for this back-and-forth. I'd done nothing to provoke Watts, yet she was treating me like I was the kidnapper. One day I would have to thank Lex for putting me in this situation.
              Watts pulled my truck to a stop along the curb. Less than a block away I could see the darkened neon road sign announcing Applebee's to the world. A few blocks ahead I could see a single car sitting on the opposite side of the road. Another slowly drove by. I assumed they were both with us, but had no way of knowing for sure.
              Watts kept both hands on the wheel, gripping it so tight her knuckles showed beneath her skin. I could tell she wanted nothing more than to reach out and slap me, the feeling quite mutual at the moment. "Unfortunately, there are no cameras on the backside of the building. I have a team in a van three blocks away monitoring the traffic cameras a block over in either direction, but it's doubtful they'll see anything."
              I nodded, but said nothing.
              "There are teams hidden in the area. I don't know how close they were able to get and if they'll have a direct sight line on you. Odds are you'll walk through an empty parking lot, make the drop, and walk back. Whoever is waiting for the money will watch for a few hours to make sure the coast is clear before retrieving it."
              "And if they don't?" I asked.
              "Yell like hell. Somebody will be there fast. I can't promise it'll be me, but somebody will be." A slid my eyes across to her and for a second thought I saw the faintest outline of a smile.
              A bullet travels at several hundred feet per second. If something went down, they'd be responding to a possible homicide, not me yelling. "Comforting."
              "Hey, you're the one that volunteered for this," Watts said.
              I opened the passenger side door and stepped out into the night. I grabbed my jean jacket from behind the seat and slid it on. My eyes leveled on Watts as I hefted the bag up from the seat in front of me. "Is that what you seriously think?"
              The sound of the truck door slamming followed me down the sidewalk.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Seventeen
              I left the scene in the truck behind me. Make no mistake, I was still plenty pissed at Watts and the audacity she had in assuming she knew anything about me, but that wasn't important at the moment. Again, this was about Annie. I could not afford a misstep. 
              My breath came in even gasps as I walked forward. My heart rate increased to a steady hammer and a thin film of sweat encased my entire body. The numbness was beginning to recede in my hand and I could feel my pounding pulse first passing through my swollen hand, again as it reached my head.
              The sidewalk receded to driveway as I hooked a turn and walked around the edge of the building. I could feel the lump of the switchblade still wedged in my sock. I desperately wished I could have brought the Luger along out of the truck, but there would have been no way to get to it with Watts sitting there. I could only hope she didn't get bored and start snooping while I was gone.
              With each passing second, I wished more and more that Lex hadn't bothered to involve the cops at all. I was unarmed, carrying fifty thousand dollars, and had no visible backup. The best I could hope for was shouting range. 
              Great.
              My heart raced even harder as I walked around the side of the building and swung a wide turn. I held my breath as I peered around the corner and spied a dumpster with a pile of empty wooden pallets stacked beside it. A single security light threw a hazy yellow sheen down over everything and a waist-high hedge ran behind it.
              There wasn't a sign of life anywhere.
              Slowly my breath evened out as I cut a direct path across the asphalt to the dumpster. Yellow lines passed diagonally beneath my feet as I walked on, gaze swinging from side to side. Ahead of me the dumpster loomed, a plastic flip-top resting down atop it.
              For a moment I considered fishing the knife out from my boot before opening the lid, but decided against it. If someone were foolish enough to be waiting in it, they were either armed or they weren't. If they had a gun, there wasn't much a switchblade could do to stop them. If they didn't, there wasn't much they could do to stop me.
              Just as fast as it had receded, my heart began to pound again. I switched the bag into my left hand and jerked up the lid with my right, gaze swinging about to inspect the contents of the dumpster. There wasn't a single thing in it. The garbage collection had already ran for the night, leaving behind only a thin layer of congealing sauces and creams. A handful of napkins and small paper items remained stuck to it, but otherwise there was nothing else inside.
              Somewhat disappointed, I tossed the bag in and dropped the lid over it. The sound of it slamming echoed through the night as I turned on my heel and walked away. I jammed my fingers into the pockets of my jacket and moved fast, making no attempt to hide the disdain on my face.
              I could see Watts behind the truck windshield as I strode from the parking lot and headed towards her. She lifted her hand to her face as I approached, no doubt speaking to her men positioned nearby. I still had yet to see a single one anywhere around, though another car did roll by. 
Across the street, the lone parked car was gone.
              The truck door creaked as I jerked it open and climbed inside. My hands were still jammed deep into my pockets and my face wore an open scowl.
              "What happened?" Watts prompted. Her voice was tense, more professional than confrontational. 
              "Nothing," I spat.
              Watts lowered the handheld phone from her face and dropped it against her leg. "Look, I know we don't like each other, but right now-"
              I cut her off. She was right, I didn't like her, but that wasn't the point. "No, I mean nothing happened. The dumpster was completely empty. Not a car in the lot or a soul to be seen."
              "Oh," Watts said. She lifted the phone back to her lips and said, "The drop has been made. Be on the lookout for any suspicious behavior or persons attempting to enter the parking lot."
              There was a few muted responses back. Watts didn't respond to any of them. 
              "What do we do now?" I asked. The sound of my breathing filled the cab. I was fuming, pushing it out through my nose in heavy bursts.
              "Now we wait a while," Watts said. "You'd be amazed how many people circle back within the first half hour."
              The clock in my head was already counting again. Another half hour would put us at almost two o’clock returning to the hospital, eleven hours before the artificial deadline expired. "And if they don't?"
              "Then I'll take you back to the hospital and my men will wait as long as it takes."
              I nodded. My heart and breathing slowed, but were both still racing. This entire situation wasn't sitting well with me, waiting in the dark even less so.
              "So you're still pissed at me?" Watts asked. Her tone was even, her eyes aimed straight ahead. 
              "What?" Confusion crossed my face. The question seemed far from left field, even for her. "No...I mean, yeah, I'm plenty mad at you...but that's not what I'm thinking about right now."
              "So what are you thinking?"
              I turned to glance at Watts. I couldn't tell if she cared what I thought, or was just amused and wanted to tear it to pieces. "I'm thinking none of this adds up. We don't hear a word for thirty-some hours, then we get one out of the blue?"
              "Hmm," Watts said. "I've seen calls come in over a week later before. Kidnappers think the longer they hold the kid the more paranoid the parents will get, more they'll pay."
              "Okay, so then why ask for fifty grand? Yeah, that's a lot of money, but that's not ransom money. That's more like student loan or new car money."
              Watts weighed it. "I wondered that too. Maybe that's all they thought they could get in cash on short notice?"
              "So then why grab her on a Friday afternoon? Why not do it on a Monday? Or why not wait to make a ransom demand until Monday?"
              "Maybe they hadn't planned on Mr. Borden going into a coma. That changed their plans."
              "Yeah, but how do they even know that?" I countered.
              We paused and looked at one another. We were both playing devil's advocate and we knew it. Not one word uttered between us wasn't something the other hadn't already considered. We were basically testing each other, a battle of wits to see just how much the other knew.
              "Why are you doing this?" I asked.
              Watts opened her mouth to answer, then closed it, visibly wrestling with how to proceed. "Maybe there was a kernel of truth in what you said earlier. The whole criminals helping catch other criminals thing."
              "If you've seen my files you know I didn't have anything to do with children, kidnappings, ransoms, nothing," I said. As we spoke, we both continued to watch the deserted street. 
              "No, but how's the old saying go? Prison is the best education a criminal ever receives?" Watts countered, raising her eyes and rolling her head towards me. I matched the glance, surprised at her sudden candor. Maybe it was the late hour or the current situation, but she was close to being downgraded from Heinous Bitch to Moody-As-Hell.
              I smirked in response. "You have no idea. I saw and heard things that would make your head spin. Incarceration isn't only a massive expenditure of government funding, it creates super criminals."
              "Is that what it did to you?" Watts asked.
              We both knew she was pressing. It's not like she was even attempting to hide it. I decided to play along anyway. I was tired of her riding my ass all night, and if this played out the way I thought it would, I was going to need a little separation from her. "Prison pushes people one of two ways. It either scares them straight or makes them even worse."
              Watts nodded in the darkness, her gaze locked forward. "A friend of mine used to work counseling inmates. She swore that nobody ever left jail the same as when they arrived."
              "Not even close," I agreed, shaking my head. "I always tell people every person sent to jail should be re-evaluated after a week. That's all it takes to sort through the pile. After that, you send the ones that have learned their lesson home. No need to worry about them again."
              "And you would have fallen into this group?" Watts asked.
              I paused before answering. A handful of answers came to mind, none of which felt right. I was still an ex-con and she was still a detective. One civil conversation wasn't changing that. "I did my time. No need to dredge it back up."
              Watts nodded again as silence settled in. It was still uneasy in the cab, but there was much less tension than just a short time before. We weren't friends, but we weren't about to come to blows anymore either. 
              "And one more thing," I said.
              "Hmm?"
              "Whoever named this as the drop point knew when that dumpster gets emptied. That's why they picked one o'clock and not midnight."
 



              
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eighteen
              Watts pulled my truck to a stop in the front row of the parking lot. The crowd had thinned in the time since we'd been gone, a couple handfuls of cars scattered around the lot were all that remained. What the difference was between midnight and two a.m. on a Saturday night I didn't know, but it must have been substantial.
              She twisted the keys to off, pulled them from the ignition and dropped them into my lap in one movement. Neither one of us looked at the other as we sat there, the truck engine ticking.
              "What happens now?" I asked. The keys rested in a tangle on my left thigh, but I left them there.
              "Now, we wait," Watts said. "My men are in position and will continue monitoring everything. The minute they hear something, I'll pass it on."
              "And what are you going to do?" I asked.
              Watts sighed and looked out over the lot. She dropped her gaze towards her lap, then lifted it to look at me. "Did you know a child goes missing every forty seconds in this country?"
              I matched her gaze, but said nothing. Already I didn't like where this was going.
              "That's over two thousand per day, almost eight hundred thousand per year," Watts continued.
              I had never stopped to consider the numbers. There was only one child I cared about, and she was missing. "So you're telling me this is futile?"
              Her brown hair twisted against her shoulders as she turned her head. "No. I'm just saying, when you stop and think about the sheer vastness of it, it seems rather daunting."
              I considered responding with some bit of encouragement, but opted against it. She needed her head clear on finding my niece, she didn't need a pep talk. "So what are you going to do?"
              I knew the point she was getting at, and it was a valid one to make. I just also needed her to know that while I respected it, my chief concern was on Annie and nothing else. 
              She turned her head back to the front windshield, almost a silent acceptance of our half spoken conversation. "I'm going to go back in there and get another cup of coffee, then I'm going to climb into my car and go be one more set of eyes at Applebee's."
              "Hmm," I said, mulling her response. 
              "Like I said before, I still think this guy shows up soon. This feels amateur, for all the reasons we discussed earlier."
              "Agreed," I said without pause. "I don't suppose there's any chance I can get a half hour alone with him when you do grab him?"
              Watts coughed out a laugh and swung free from the truck. "That's assuming he actually has your niece."
              I climbed from the truck across from her, weighing the response. "Not really. If he does, Heaven help him. If he doesn't, he just wasted a lot of time for everybody."
              We walked side-by-side through the main entrance. Our shoes beat out a steady two-man chorus against the tile floor as we went, the halls still dark and empty. We went as far as the main desk before parting to go our respective directions.
              "What are you going to do now?" Watts asked, turning to face me while walking backwards towards the cafeteria.
              I matched the pose, my pace staying even as I headed towards the intensive care unit. "I'm going to go check on my sister," I said. 
It was true, if only a small fraction of the truth. Already my mind was running the numbers on a trip to Cincinnati and how much time I could afford to wait for someone to show up at Applebee's.
              Watts nodded. "I'll be in touch if I hear anything," she said before disappearing into the cafeteria.
              I started to respond, but let it go. She was already gone. Instead I turned on a heel and continued towards the ICU, my stride never breaking.
              The clock above the department front desk said it was a few minutes after two, putting me at eleven hours and counting. After the intensity of my early evening, the last few hours had slowed tremendously. I knew in my mind that this was the best route for Annie, though I was having a hard time convincing my heart of that. 
              I don't do well with idle time. Never have.
              The desk was unmanned as I swung past it. The halls were still only a third-illuminated and aside from my boots, the only sounds were the muted intonations of monitors and breathing machines. A young nurse with bloodshot eyes and a ponytail of straw-like hair stared at me as I walked by and opened her mouth as if contemplating stopping me, but said nothing. 
              Either she recognized me from earlier or decided it wasn't worth the effort. Which one, I can't be sure.
              The sound of my approach had already pulled Lex into the hall as I rounded the final corner. She wasn't slouched in a chair or continuing her frenetic pacing, but instead stood with her arms in front of her staring my way. "Well?"
              I held my hands out by my side, palms up. Behind her my mother lifted herself from a chair and stood at her shoulder, rubbing sleep from her eyes. 
"I made the drop. That's all I know."
              Lex pressed her lips tight and closed her eyes. I was proud of how well she'd handled the last thirty-six hours, but the strain was beginning to show. She was cracking, little by little, before us.
              "Was anybody there?" my mother asked.
              "No," I said, shaking my head. I could see Jim Borden nudge his head out from the room to listen, though it was clear he had no intention of joining the conversation. Sue was nowhere to be seen, nor was Ricky's sister, who's name I still wasn't sure about. "There wasn't a soul anywhere. I walked through a desolate parking lot, dropped the bag in an empty dumpster, and walked back."
              "You were gone a long time for all that," Lex whispered.
              "Watts and I waited a half hour to see if they would show up. After that, she brought me back here and left her men to watch the area."
              "And where is she now?" my mother asked.
              "She's headed back there," I said. I omitted her stopping for coffee, which felt a little strange. I had no reason to be protecting her, but still felt the need not to mention that part. Lex needed to believe every available person was looking for her daughter. "Any change here?"
              Jim disappeared back into the room as Lex resumed her pacing. She was up to round two on her right ring finger, the skin around it as raw and bloody as her thumbs. My mother looked at me with tired eyes and said, "No change here."
              The three of us stood in silence for a moment, all unsure what to say. There was no new information any one of us could offer and nothing anybody could do. It was a feeling we all despised, none more than me.
              My mother retreated back into her chair while Lex continued to pace. I could hear the heart rate monitor pinging from inside Ricky's room and could hear his breathing machine rising and falling. Otherwise the entire scene was silent.
              I made it three minutes, a full two minutes longer than I anticipated.
              "I'll be back," I said and turned down the way I'd just come. I heard a pair of mumbled responses from behind me, but neither tried to stop me. They sensed the way I felt. I'm sure in their own way they wished they could move about as well.
              The nurse was gone as I rounded through the ICU and towards the front desk, my feet taking me towards the cafeteria. I had eaten almost nothing the last couple of days and each successive cup of coffee had a diminished effect on me. It was already time for a caffeine refill.
              The front desk was unoccupied as I slid past it and reached for the double doors of the cafeteria. A moment before my hand got there they burst open, a very startled Watts standing on the other side. 
              Her phone was in her left hand, a coffee cup in her right. A stream of brown liquid ran over the back of her thumb and dripped to the floor, the consequence of running into me unexpectedly.
              "Sorry," I mumbled, standing to the side for her to pass.
              "Never mind that," she hissed, motioning for me to follow her. She pressed the phone tighter to her head and said, "No, that wasn't for you. Haul his ass to the station right now. Nobody talks to him until I get there!"
              Adrenaline surged through my temples, doing a far better job of getting me going than any coffee on the planet could have. I took three quick jog steps to draw even with her and matched her pace back out into the cool night air. A hundred questions pulsed through my mind, all of them waiting for her to get off the phone so they could pour forth. 
They never got the chance.
              Watts snapped her phone shut without signing off and tossed her coffee into a trash can as we stomped by. Her face was grim and her eyes locked on the front row of cars ahead of us. 
"This time we're taking my car," was all she said.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Nineteen
              "There's a flasher on the floor behind your seat. Grab it," Watts said. It was definitely an order. There was no wiggle room on her intent. This was a good thing, we were finally getting somewhere. Movement was back afoot.
              I rotated in my seat and fished the hard plastic light up off the floorboard, throwing aside a mountain of empty coffee cups. They fell away without objection as I lifted it free, landing with the sound of empty cardboard rolling around. Swinging back to face forward, I ran my sleeve over the clear plastic to wipe away a few errant streams of liquid and flipped the switch on the base of it, filling the car with a pulsating blue and red strobe.
              Watts operated my window from her door, lowering it as a blast of cool night air flooded in. I ran a hand over the suction cup along the bottom of it before jamming it down against the hood. It was probably done harder than it needed to be, but I wasn't taking a chance at it flying off behind us.
              As we were climbing into the car, Watts told me that the call had just come in that her men grabbed someone trying to sneak into the parking lot. He was a young male, alone, and put up only a token flight attempt before being arrested. Both he and the money were waiting at the police station for us to arrive. 
              Well, for Watts to arrive. I don't think my presence mattered much to anybody. She only invited me because I almost ran her over going to the cafeteria.
              Watts angled her BMW 3-Series through the empty streets on the west side of Columbus. The strobe light allowed us to pass through every stop sign and traffic light unabated, though it wouldn't have mattered. At this time of night, there wasn't a soul around to stop us anyway. Her tires screeched in protest every time she made a turn, the car traveling at a rate of speed far exceeding safe maneuvering within city limits.
              Neither one of us cared.
              The Hilliard branch of the Columbus Police Department sat in an enormous brick building on the corner of Moore and Whittier Streets. First a school house, it had been converted years before when the department grew too large to be housed entirely downtown. The building still contained the red brick façade and evenly spaced windows, but that was about all of the school that remained. The entire front lawn had been converted into a parking lot and an enormous flag pole sat in the middle of it. A concrete retaining wall encircled the pole, a thick tangle of flowers within.
              Several lights burned bright from the building as we approached. A large church and a bank stood on either side of it, both dark. A handful of police cruisers filled a quarter of the parking lot, all of them aligned in a haphazard row oblivious to the stalls painted on the ground.
              Watts joined the club by slamming the BMW to a stop diagonally across two handicapped stalls. She ripped the keys from the ignition and we both hopped out, the flasher still going strong atop the car. 
Neither one of us even gave it a second glance as we headed inside.
              I let Watts pull a half step ahead of me as we entered the building, both as a sign of deference and so she could lead the way. She took me straight past an unmanned desk and used her key fob to get us through a glass door crisscrossed with chicken wire. Not once did she glance back to make sure I was still with her or pause to ensure I followed. It would have been a waste of effort if she did. I had to will myself to slow down and not fly right past her. 
              Behind the door a hallway led us straight back through a row of identical offices, each one with a name and rank stenciled on the window. I noticed Watts's as we walked past, three down from the Branch Chief. Not the top dog, but she definitely had some clout.
              At the end of the hallway we hooked a hard right and went past a row of holding cells. All three were empty, as was the guard desk that sat overlooking them. My guess is whoever was assigned to it was down watching the festivities along with the guy from the front door.
              Watts continued to stomp straight ahead, her gait and face both urgent. She keyed us through another door just past the holding cells and into a small hallway, this one alive with voices. We walked forward a few more steps and circled into a viewing room housing every single officer I'd seen in the cafeteria a couple of hours earlier. In addition there were a couple of new faces in the crowd, no doubt the guys from the vacant desks. 
              Probably the most action they'd seen around there in a long time. Had to be more interesting than putting up with drunks like most Saturday nights. 
A few of them gave me sideways looks as I entered behind Watts, stopping just inside the door. Their gazes lingered for a moment as she took center stage in the room, reverting to her the moment she began to speak.
              "Alright, give me everything we've got," she said. She stood with her hands on her hips as she addressed them, her suit jacket bunched behind her wrists. Her left leg jutted out to the side and she scanned the room, entreating someone to speak.
              A middle aged cop with bright orange hair and a healthy smattering of freckles took a half step forward and extended a small Steno pad in front of him. "This young man was apprehended thirty minutes ago cutting through the parking lot of the mini-mart adjacent to Applebee's. He was on foot, dressed in black cargo pants and a black zip-up hooded sweatshirt. He was found carrying a portable music player. No phone, no identification of any kind."
              He kept his eyes diverted from her as he spoke, reading the words in front of him in a monotone voice void of emotion. Despite that, I could see a few droplets of sweat forming on his forehead and his budding paunch moving with quick breaths. 
              "Officers spotted the perpetrator as he slid through a bank of shrubs separating the two properties. A brief attempt at flight was made before the perpetrator abandoned the idea and was arrested without incident."
              "Has he said anything?" Watts asked.
              "Not one word," the Sergeant with sandy brown hair and the moustache said. As he spoke, Red retreated back into the crowd. "Has refused to answer any questions. We don't even know his name."
              "Has he lawyered up yet?" Watts fired back.
              "Hasn't said anything," the Sergeant echoed. "He appears to be in a state of shock and is almost catatonic. Doesn't look around much, just kind of sits and stares."
              Watts swiveled towards the enormous bank window on the opposite side of the room. She twisted her head to examine it a few seconds before turning back. I knew enough to know it was one-way glass and that the perpetrator was sitting somewhere on the other side of it. From where I was though, I couldn't see a thing beyond the mass of uniformed humanity in front of me.
              Watts started to speak again, but thought better of it. Without a word she strode over and disappeared through a side door. A murmur arose from the crowd as they pressed in tight, all jockeying for position at the viewing window. I remained where I was, glad to just be present. This entire situation had not sat right with me. Any second now it would be over, I just had to trust Watts knew what she was doing in there.
              The room quieted down in expectation as I assumed Watts had entered. A cop with a head shaved clean and a prodigious stomach hanging over his belt pressed a button along the wall allowing her voice to stream into the room. I still couldn't see anything, but remembered my own time spent in a room like that enough to know what was going on. If given the choice between viewing or listening, I was fine with the current arrangement.
              "Good evening," Watts said, her shoes clacking against a solid floor. All evening I had found the sound of boots to be rather annoying, but at the moment I realized they could also be quite imposing.
              No response.
              The sound of a chair scraped back across the ground. It moaned a bit as Watts lowered herself into it. "What's your name?"
              No response. A few heads glanced back and forth amongst the crowd. Nobody even knew I was there.
              "You realize it is in your best interests to cooperate, right?" Watts pressed, her voice even. "As it stands, you're looking at kidnapping, child endangerment, attempted murder and extortion. If you don't want to go away for the rest of your natural life, it would be in your best interest to talk to me right now."
              The room leaned forward almost as one. The air sucked out in a collective gasp, everyone anxious to see how the perpetrator would react to that. 
Again, he said nothing.
              "I'm going to let you sit here and think about all that for a few minutes," Watts said. I could hear her shoes cutting a path across the floor again and a moment later, she was back with us.
              From what I've seen on TV and read in books, it was classic interrogation technique. Get a young kid, throw a huge stack of charges at them, threaten them with the prospect of going to jail for the rest of their life. It usually doesn't take long for them to have a sudden change of heart.
              Thankfully, I never went through the spiel. In truth, it was probably a good thing I didn't. No telling how differently things might have played out.
              "Anything?" the Sergeant asked as Watts strode into the room. She slammed the file she was carrying down on the table and paced, her suit jacket back behind her wrist as she put one hand on her hip and the other to her forehead.
              "Where is the money now?" Watts asked, ignoring the question.
              Red motioned with his chin towards a table off to the side. My eyes slid to follow his motion, landing on the patent leather bag embroidered with Fuego's trademark flames. That thing really needed to go.
              Watts sighed and resumed pacing. "One of two things. Either (A), he's really catatonic like you said, or (B), he was just a rabbit for someone that scares him a helluva lot more than we do."
              Shit. The thought of him being a rabbit never entered my mind. Maybe he was nothing more than some kid told to walk through the parking lot just to see what would happen. Maybe he wasn't saying anything because he didn't know anything. 
              Maybe the brilliant plan of the CPD just got my niece killed.
              The ball returned to my stomach in a violent way, roiling uncontrollably. Sweat beaded across my upper lip and my breath grew short in my chest. I had to see this little bastard and get some idea for myself.
              Careful to drag my feet so they didn't make a sound against the concrete floor, I began working my way to the left. I slid behind a pair of uniforms watching Watts' every move and skirted the outside of the room. As I walked, the viewing window came into sight little by little.
              By the time I could see the young man sitting on the other side, I abandoned any attempt at being covert and walked straight for it. An inexplicable expression crossed my face, confusion replacing the anxiety of just a minute before.
              Around the room, several heads turned to watch me. None of them said anything at first, but as I walked they began to stare. By the time I reached the window, many were gawking. 
I could have cared less.
              "Hey, partner, what the hell do you think you're doing?" a man snapped. I didn't recognize the voice, wasn’t about to turn around and answer him.
              Watts appeared by my side. "What is it?"
              I raised a finger and tapped it against the glass. "I know this guy."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty
              Watts pressed a finger against the glass just inches from mine. Her head snapped towards me and her jaw dropped open. "What do you mean you know this guy? You mean..."
              Clearly she was asking if this was somebody I had come in contact with in prison. I appreciated her not broadcasting that information to the group. Few things in life happen faster than a mood shift when people find out you're an ex-con. I don't even want to speculate how pronounced it is when those people are a room full of cops.
              "I mean, I don't know him know him," I said, gazing at her and then back through the glass. "He was working the front desk at the ICU earlier this evening."
              Behind me I could hear a buzz go through the crowd. 
"Do you know his name?" Watts pressed.
              I shook my head. "He wore a badge that said it was Skip, but whether or not that’s true I don’t know."
              Watts instantly shifted back into attack mode. "Mezner, get on the phone with Sacred Heart. Tell them we need everything they have on Skip from the ICU. I don't care what time it is or who you have to wake up."
              She left me standing at the glass and strode right back through the side door. A wall of cops crowded in around me as she emerged on the other side of the window. A few of them nodded in my direction, while others glared. I guess they took umbrage with an outsider giving them a hand.
              The early reports were right. Skip looked catatonic as he sat at the table. He was still dressed in black, his hooded sweatshirt zipped clear to his throat. His dark hair looked disheveled from having been under a hood earlier and dark circles hung beneath both eyes.
              His gaze flitted to Watts as she entered before refocusing on the smooth grey table top in front of him. He made no movement as the door slammed shut behind her or as she tossed the file back down between them.
              "Soooo, Skip," Watts said, settling herself into the chair across from him. 
The comment hit home. He winced at the use of his name, the skin around his eyes tightening. "That is your name isn't it, Skip?"
              His mouth dropped open a fraction of an inch, but he said nothing. Instead, he took in deep gulps of air.
              "That's what I thought," Watts said. She tilted the file up towards herself and pretended to read through it. From where we were standing we could see there was nothing in it, though she did an excellent job selling it otherwise. "Also says here you work the graveyard shift in the intensive care unit over at Sacred Heart."
              Sweat poured down Skip's face. All visible signs of color were gone, his face a ghostly white pallor.
              "Is that how it goes, Skip? You seek out families in the area, get some of your boys together, make a play on them? Beat up the dad, punch the mom, swipe the kid? Make a little money? Rinse and repeat?"
              Skip was cracking. We could all see it. I only prayed she finished the job before he uttered anything about a lawyer.
              "You messed up this time though, didn't you, Skip? You trust your boys to punch the mom, grab the kid, but you don't trust them to pick up the money, do you? Had to be there to handle that part yourself?"
              Skip's bottom lip started to tremble. Still, he said nothing.
              "Right now, you're on the hook for that entire list I gave you earlier," Watts said, turning the screws further. "You give up your accomplices and you tell me where the kid is, we can talk. I can get the charges knocked down. If not, we're going to throw the book at your sorry ass."
              Watts slapped the empty file closed and smacked it flat onto the table in front of her. "And when they send you away for a nice long time, I'm going to make sure everybody knows it was for kidnapping a little girl. I might even tell people you were using her for your own sick pleasure. You know what they do to guys like you in prison, Skip?"
              I closed my eyes and set my jaw tight. I knew what Watts was getting at, but hearing the words that someone might be violating Annie made my blood run cold. For both our sakes, I kind of hoped Skip was clean. His because he was too young to die, mine because killing him in front of a roomful of cops would more or less end my life too.
              Watts stood up and leaned forward over the table, her palms flat. She moved in until her nose was just inches from his and twisted her head to stare into his eyes. "In prison, you'll be the little girl Skip. And there won't be anybody for you to call out for."
              Watts kept her face directly in front of his before sliding to the side. She let her hands linger on the table top as she pushed away, dragging them along and taking up the folder with her left. Every eye was glued to her as we all leaned in, waiting for some response. She made it almost to the door before Skip muttered his first words of the night.
              "I didn't take the girl," he whispered. His eyes remained focused downward, glassy. 
              Watts stopped in front of the door, but said nothing. She made no move to turn around or return to the table either. 
              Skip swung his eyes to her, now red as moisture lined the bottoms of them. Catatonic had been replaced by wanton fear. "I don't have any boys, and we didn't punch anybody or put anybody in a coma."
              Watts dropped her chin to her shoulder. "So who did?"
              "I have no idea," Skip said, swinging his head from side to side. The flood gates were opening. Watts had cracked him. "I swear to God I have no idea."
              Watts turned and folded her arms across her chest. She kept the folder tucked beneath her right bicep and stared down at him. "You're not making much sense, Skip. We got a ransom demand while you were at work, which just so happened to be right down the hall from the family of the victim. Later you were grabbed going to fetch the money."
              "All I know about is the money, I swear," Skip said, staring up at her. His eyes were wide, imploring her to believe him.
              Watts narrowed hers. "And what do you know about the money?"
              Skip's mouth dropped open and he shook his head. "I heard about what was going on when I came in to work tonight."
              Dammit. Already I knew where this was going. My hunch from earlier was right. We'd just wasted almost three hours with this kid. For a moment, I weighed going in after him, roomful of cops be damned.
              "You heard about what was going on?"
              "Yeah, you know, from the staff. Nurses talk, so do techs and doctors. Everybody knew about it. They were all too happy to fill me in."
              I saw it the moment it clicked with Watts as well. Slow realization crept over her, replaced almost instantly by contempt. "So you heard we were waiting for a call, decided to make a little money, huh? Told them to drop the dough at one, you get off at two and head on over?"
              Tears began to run down Skip's face. His face crinkled as he shook his head. "My mother's in a nursing home. I work at that Applebee's during the day and at the hospital at night to pay for it. I figured, this guy used to be a star football player, he's got money to burn. It's only fifty grand..."
              His voice trailed off as he cried harder. He raised his head and said, "But I didn't hurt anybody. I swear to God I didn't hurt anybody."
              Watts glared at him, but said nothing. Instead she strode out and slammed the door behind her. 
              The room seemed to stand still for a moment, unsure how to proceed. Several glances were cast from one to another as I retreated back to my corner by the door. I didn't need to look at Skip a moment longer. Nothing good could come from it.
              Watts barged back in, the entire room cowering in front of her. "I want this kid booked right now. The first second we can get him into county lockup, do it. And keep him there as long as we can."
              A couple of men disappeared through the door Watts just used. I assumed they would appear behind the glass a moment later, but my view was blocked. Also probably a good thing. 
              The room milled about for a full minute before filing out. Many of them had been called in to handle the ransom situation and now that it was over, they were no longer needed. With a few exchanged nods or half waves, they drifted off. 
              Watts stood with a hand to her head, rubbing her brow. Several pairs of eyes continued to watch her every move as she stomped back towards the far side of the room. She took up the garish black-and-flame bag from the table and gripped it by the handles on either side, holding it out in front of her. 
              With purposeful strides she exited the room, hissing "Come with me" under her breath as she passed. I said nothing, didn't even bother to look up at the remaining men watching, and slid out into the hallway behind her.
              "Where we going?" I asked, jogging several quick steps and falling in beside her. She was moving fast and I had to almost run to keep up with her.
              "Back to the beginning," she said, cutting a direct course back towards the parking lot. Through the front windows, I could still see the red and blue strobe light circling atop her car.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-One
              Watts waited a moment for me to hit the passenger seat before dumping the money bag in my lap. The dead weight of fifty thousand dollars landed with a thud against the front of my jeans, a momentary swell of nausea rolling through my stomach. It receded just as Watts slammed the car into reverse and peeled away from the parking lot.
              "Should I leave the flasher up top?" I asked, my voice neutral. Unlike her coworkers and underlings in the precinct, I wasn't afraid of her. I was just happy to be doing something again.
              "Leave it," Watts said. Her hands deftly maneuvered the steering wheel as she hooked a left back towards the hospital. If even possible, the route was more deserted than an hour before. There's a reason they say people working the three a.m. shift pulled graveyard duty, because that's exactly what the world is. 
Lifeless.
              With the flasher leading the way above us, Watts cut through the night, ignoring traffic signals and the lanes painted on the road. During normal daytime hours the drive between the two places took fourteen minutes. Earlier, she'd covered the ground in ten minutes. This time it was more like six. 
              We slammed to a stop in front of the main door. Watts left the car in the drop-off lane, turned on the caution lights and grabbed the keys from the ignition. I slid out opposite her and flipped the switch on the flasher but left it suctioned to the roof. No reason to wake a hospital full of sleeping patients. 
              Also no reason to be too hasty in taking it down. We might need it later. 
              I kept the money bag in my right hand as we went, making it look like I just held on to it without thinking. Already there was a plan forming in the back of my mind. I prayed it wouldn't come to that, but knew better than to rule it out. That's just kind of how the night had gone so far.
              "Alright, so we're back to the beginning. What's the plan?" I asked, the two of us falling in side by side. Together we cut a path for the ICU, both oblivious to the loud sounds of our shoes echoing through the halls. We each had more important things on our minds and there wasn't anybody around to tell us to quiet down.
              "We're going to go talk to your sister again. To your in-laws. There has to be something," Watts said. She too was beginning to show signs of strain. I guessed she was fast approaching a full twenty-four hours on her feet, punctuated by several stiff jolts of caffeine. Her mouth was drawn into a tight line and her eyes were bunched revealing crow's feet at the corners.
              I glanced at the clock again as we swung past the ICU nurse's station. "Little bastard cost us three hours," I muttered. We were now just inside ten hours remaining. Single digits. Something needed to break, and fast.
              Watts grunted some form of response and continued speed walking forward. Her fists were balled tight and the tail of her jacket swung back and forth as she headed for the final corner and made the turn.
              At the opposite end of the hall Lex and my mother were both on their feet, watching us approach. Both of them had their arms folded across their torsos and Lex had her thumb up beside her face. She was going to be gnawing on the bone by the time I got Annie home to her. 
              A range of emotions crossed both their faces, spanning everything from hope to fear in a matter of seconds. The last they knew I said I would be right back. Now here I was well over an hour later with Watts and the money in hand. From where they sat, it couldn't look good. 
              "False alarm," I said in a loud faux whisper, holding a hand up for them. I could see Lex's chest lower as she exhaled a long breath and my mother reached out and laid a hand on her arm. From inside the room the Borden’s both appeared, each looking like they'd just awoken from a nap. 
              Watts shot me a sideways glance. For a moment she looked hostile, but it passed as she realized what I'd done. Almost imperceptibly she nodded my way. "He's right. Turns out the ransom demand was made by a hospital employee who thought he could take advantage of the situation."
              "What?" Lex asked, her face flat. Beside her, my mother pulled her hand from Lex's arm and held it to her agape mouth.
              "The young guy who works the front desk here," Watts said, motioning back over your shoulder. "He heard through the hospital grapevine that we were waiting for a ransom call. Everybody in Columbus knows who Ricky Borden is, so he thought he would make a little money on the side."
              "When this is over we're going to own this hospital," Sue Borden said, her eyes flashing. All four of us in the hallway turned to glance at her before facing back to one another. 
Grief is one of the most dissected human emotions. Apparently Sue was already past denial and firmly entrenched in the anger stage of the process. It was just not something any of us needed right then, especially not my sister.
              Lex ignored Sue and asked, "What does this mean? Are we any closer to finding my daughter?"
              Watts opened her mouth to speak, but closed it and shook her head. "No. This guy's personal greed set us back a few hours. We're no closer, but we're no further either."
              "This is all your fault you know," Sue spat. Again all eyes turned to face her. A snarl appeared on Watts' face and she raised a finger to respond before realizing Sue wasn't looking at her.
              She was looking at me.
              The entire bunch fell silent as Watt's finger lowered to her side. The comment was so unexpected, it took several seconds for it to sink in. When it did, I gave a hard twist of my head and made a disbelieving face. "What? My fault?"
              "Well, she's right you know," Jim said, folding his arms across his chest and leveling the same accusing stare on me as his wife.
              I could feel the veins in my forehead throbbing. If these people had any idea what I'd been through tonight they'd be on their knees kissing my ass right now. Instead they were hurling accusations my way. I balled my right hand into a fist so tight I could feel the fingernails digging into my palm. "How...the...hell...do...you...figure?" 
              I drew out every word so they could feel the malevolence dripping from them. These people had no idea how ugly this could get in a hurry.
              Across from me I saw my mother put on a face that matched my own. She was in full-on Mother Lion mode. Nobody messed with her children, especially not right in front of her. Watts made a face that was part confused, part disciplinarian, as she looked from one side to the other.
              Lex remained between us, her gaze vacant as she stared at nothing particular on the wall.
              "We all know what you did," Sue said. "It's no secret that's why you hide in Wyoming playing cowboy."
              "He's not hiding from anything you self-righteous bitch," my mother seethed.
              I appreciated knowing my mother had my back, but this wasn't her fight. It wasn't particularly one I wanted to have either. I knew the look on Lex's face to know this would send her over the edge in a hurry. I needed her in the moment to help me find Annie. 
              "Now wait just a minute there," Jim said, raising a hand and pointing it towards my mother. I was between them before even one more word could slide out. Like with Skip earlier, I knew I was hanging on by a thin thread, keeping my rage within. Part of me almost dared him to continue, the other part knew nothing good would come from it.
              "No, you wait," I said, swatting his hand down. "I haven't even been in Ohio in months. Your son's one of the biggest assholes in the country. The odds are he pissed off the wrong person and that's what this is all about, don't you think?"
              "Our son isn't a murderer!" Sue spat, her voice rising just shy of a yell. 
It took every fiber of my being not to club them both to a pulp with my cast. Instead of responding, I stood quivering with anger in the middle of the hallway.
              My mother pressed tight against my back to let me know she was there. I could feel her trembling as well, no doubt wanting to tear Sue Borden limb from limb. Watts stood off to the side, a hand raised in either direction.
              "She's still not wrong," Jim said. "Our son may be an asshole, but everybody knows you spent five years in prison for killing a man in cold blood. You were evil before you went to jail, no telling what you picked up inside."
              I stared at the floor, my body still trembling. It didn't matter where I looked at that particular moment, all I could see was red. "And that's what you think this is about?"
              "This is karma!" Sue said, her voice breaking as she started to cry. "This is you having to answer for your sins!"
              "Go to hell!" 
I couldn't take it anymore. I felt my mother's arms wrap around my wrist as I cocked my arm and prepared to shatter Jim's jaw. I wasn't going to hit Sue, but I was going to pound him so savagely she'd feel it. I didn't care if Watts arrested me right then.
              Before I got a chance to throw that punch though, Lex stepped in. She didn't put herself between us, she didn't move at all in fact. What she did was far more powerful. She simply turned her head towards all of us and said, "They weren't his sins."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Two
              "Lex, don't," I whispered. All the air had sucked out of the hallway. Everyone stood staring at her, not knowing what to do. I wasn't sure what she planned to say next, but I prayed it wasn't what I thought she might.
              Not here, not now. Not after so long.
              "O, it's time," Lex whispered. Her eyes were glassy with tears as she turned to face me. Slowly I lowered my fist back to my side and my mother's hands freed themselves from my waist. The hostility of just a few moments before was already dispelled, waiting to see what she would do. 
              "Lex, don't," I said, casting my eyes towards Watts. A thick knot settled in the back of my throat. I would rather let Watts see me pound both the Borden’s to within an inch of their lives than hear what Lex might say next. 
              "It doesn't matter," Lex said. "It's been twelve years. You served the sentence. It's time the truth came out."
              I shook my head from side to side, but said nothing. This was not at all what I wanted. Annie, Annie was the most important thing right now.
              "Alexa, what are you talking about?" my mother asked. "What's been twelve years?"
              "You know," Lex whispered.
              My mother's eyes glassed over to match Lex's and her hand went to her chin. "You mean the accident."
              Lex shook her head. "It wasn't an accident, but you always knew that too."
              I closed my eyes and lifted my face towards the ceiling. Every bit of my being wanted her to stop, but just as surely I knew she wouldn't. 
              Lex turned her attention past me and my mother to the Borden’s. Watts had lowered her arms back to her side and stood off to the left, watching the entire scene unfold. "Twelve years ago, just after our high school graduation, our father was killed. He'd worked a double shift that day and was coming home around midnight. It was dark and it had been raining."
              My mother reached out and tried to take my hand. When her hand found the cast, she wrapped it around my forearm instead. 
              "A group of high school kids from Marysville were out at the same time. They'd been to some graduation parties, had been drinking, lost control of their car and did a complete one-eighty into oncoming traffic. Our father slammed into the rear end of their car going sixty miles an hour. He died on impact, none of them got more than some bruises."
              My mother's nails dug into me. That night was over twelve years past, but it still burned hot within us all. He was only forty at the time. 
              "The two passengers in the car were given citations for underage intoxication. The driver was released on bail and given a court date for later in the summer. At a time when we should have been going on a senior trip and celebrating, we buried our father and waited for trial."
              Lex stopped for a moment to clear her throat. Part of me was desperate for her to stop talking. Another part didn't want her to quit. Somewhere, deep down, I knew I needed to hear it.
              "Turned out the kid's dad was some kind of big time attorney downtown. Worked for Nationwide, knew all the prosecutors in the area, even the judge. He bargained it clear down to some community service and a little bit of probation. Not even a slap on the wrist."
              Up until this point everything she'd said was public knowledge. As much as I wanted to hear it, I couldn't let her say it. "Lex, don't do this. Leave it be. Let these assholes think what they want."
              She turned her tear-filled eyes to me. "But what if they're right? What if this is all happening to right some long-standing wrong?"
              "You don't believe that," I said. Everyone else watched us like a crowd watching a tennis match, their heads swinging back and forth. Confusion was splashed across every one of their faces.
              "But what if it is?" Lex continued. "What if my little girl is in danger right now to get back at me? For what I did to that boy? What I did to you?"
              My mother's nails dug so hard into my arm I thought they would tear the fabric of my clothes. She pressed tight against my hip and whispered, "Go on, honey."
              "The day we found out, O was beside himself. Our father was his hero, one of his best friends in the world, and his killer was going to go free without ever seeing the inside of a jail cell. He couldn't bear the idea. He stole a bottle of Jack Daniels and a shotgun from the house and set off to even the score."
              I felt a tingle run down the nape of my neck. These were details that had never seen the light of day. I wasn't sure I wanted them there.
              "I don't know why, but I went with him," Lex continued. "I knew when he left that he was in a bad place. I couldn't bear the thought of losing my dad and my brother just a month apart, so I went to try and talk him down.
              "Somehow, O'd figured out where this guy lived. He drove straight to the end of his street and parked at a playground looking down towards his house. We got there early in the evening and stayed through the night. We talked a lot and watched everybody that came and went.
              "By morning, O was completely wasted. He'd finished the entire bottle of Jack, and he never drinks. As far as I know it's the only alcohol he's ever had in his life."
              She slid her eyes to me and I nodded. She was right. To this day that evening was the only time in my life I lost control of myself for even a minute.
              "Shortly after dawn, O broke down and cried. He told me how much pain he was in and how much he missed dad. By the time he was done, it was clear the plan was never going to happen. He had no intention of harming that boy, he just needed somewhere to aim his frustrations.
              "After that, he passed out. Cold. He slumped to the side and fell across the front seat of the truck. Back then he was a lot bigger and it took me almost twenty minutes of pulling and lugging to get him off to the side. By the time I did, the sun was rising."
              Every eye was focused on Lex. I could almost hear my heart pounding in my ears and feel my chest rising and falling with each breath. She was actually going to do it.
              "I have no idea why I did what I did next. The entire truck smelled like whiskey and dad's shotgun was lying behind the seat. I had just gotten O wrestled into the passenger seat and was sweaty and pissed off. I'd never seen my brother cry, I'd just lost my father. Unfortunately for that poor bastard he chose the wrong moment to pull out of his driveway."
              Lex lowered her chin to her chest as heavy tears slid down her cheeks. "I aimed the wheel at him and gunned the engine as hard as I could. We were in O’s oversized pickup with a winch on the front, that kid was in some tiny convertible made of fiberglass. He never stood a chance. We slammed into him head on and crumpled the front of that car, just the way he did dad.
              "The impact woke O, though he was still pretty drunk. The boy's father heard what happened and came running down, saw O staggering around. They took one whiff and figured out he was drunk. By the time the cops got there, they swore they'd watched the entire thing from the front steps as they waved their son off for the morning."
              Lex sniffed and raised her eyes. Her face was red and puffy, glistening with tears. My mother continued to grind her nails into my flesh, the entire group hanging on every word.
              "The judge gave O five years for vehicular manslaughter. He would have gotten less, but since he was drunk and the guy's dad was an attorney, he got the higher end of the sentence. O never once said a word to anybody that he wasn't the one driving that morning. He swore me to secrecy and said he'd lie and tell everyone he did it anyway. Shortly thereafter, he went to prison and I went off to college and met Ricky."
              She leveled her gaze on the Borden’s. "And that's why he's here now. He gave up his life for me, and I knew he'd give up his life for Annie. None of this is his fault. It's mine."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
              Lex covered her face with her hands. She remained stone still for a few moments before her shoulders started to wrack with silent sobs. After several of these, she broke into violent crying that rang through the hallway. Across from us the Borden's glanced at each other and retreated into the room. My mother moved forward and wrapped herself around my sister, who remained rigid before hugging her back.
              Within seconds, they were both sobbing. The floodgates were open, from the situation we now faced and the pain that we had all locked away long ago.
              A small ripple of emotion passed through me, replaced just as fast in my mind by an image of Annie. There would be time for this later. Right now I had a task to complete and I had nine and a half hours to do it. 
              I motioned with my chin towards the front door to Watts. She began to drift that way as I put an arm around Lex and my mother and pulled them tight for a moment. I kissed the top of both their heads and whispered, "I'll be back."
              Each of them nodded, but said nothing. They were crying too hard to speak.
              I took off back down the hallway in a quick march, Watts moving fast to keep in stride. We said nothing until we cleared the ICU. Once our boots found the tile of the front foyer I said, "I need to hang on to this money."
              It wasn’t an order, but it definitely wasn't a question.
              Watts picked up on the message and cast a sideways glance to me. "That money's technically evidence in a crime."
              "It technically belongs to my sister," I countered. I knew we were both right, though hers trumped mine by quite a bit. I just hoped she'd be willing to overlook it.
              We walked out through the front door to the BMW still sitting in the loading zone, caution light affixed to the roof. She put her hands back on her hips and said, "All that she just said in there..."
              I looked at her, knowing she was thinking she'd just been handed a full confession. Hopefully she'd be willing to overlook that for the next few hours as well. "I don't suppose there's any way you can un-hear that can you?"
              Watts waved a hand at me. "That's not what I meant. Did you really go to prison to protect your sister?"
              I gave her one long look before turning away, saying nothing.
              She studied me as if debating something before nodding her head. "Where are you going?"
              Telling her where I was headed was the last thing I wanted to do. I might not have been guilty the first time I went to prison, but I'd already done some things tonight that would land me back there. More were bound to come. 
At the same time, I was asking her to overlook a full confession and let me walk away with a giant bag of evidence. "Cincinnati."
              She raised a questioning eyebrow. "What's in Cincinnati?"
              I sighed and lifted my gaze back to her. At this point, I had nothing more than a hunch and a prayer. "I don't know. I talked to someone earlier that told me I might find what I'm looking for down there."
              The other eyebrow rose to form a matching set.
              "I know it's vague and it sounds like I'm hiding things, and I probably am. The information I got came from some very off-the-record conversations with some people I wish I'd never met. I don't know how accurate it is, but it's all I've got. I have to try."
              Watts nodded her head, comprehension sliding over her. "The old Brothers-Behind-Bars network."
              "Those men were never my brothers," I replied. 
And I meant it.
              "How big is it? Should I be riding shotgun?" she asked. "Or better yet, should I leave you here and go check it out myself?"
              I didn't want to tell her about Merric's phone still locked in my truck and I damned sure didn't want her showing up down there in full-on cop mode. Something told me an operation like this had a fail-safe in case the police showed up. She went in through the front door; the kids disappeared out the back. 
Again though, I couldn't very well just tell her that. 
"I truly don't know. If it is something, it should be you. If it's not, you should be here working the pavements, not wasting four hours on a round trip."
              Watts stood motionless for several more moments, mulling it over. She knew as well as I that she had no further leads in Columbus. The only thing she had to work with was standing in the ICU crying her eyes out. At the same time, following one crazy hunch to Cincinnati wasn't a very efficient use of her time. 
She pulled a hand from her hip and fished a business card from her jacket pocket. She held it between her index and middle finger and extended it to me, the same as she had to Lex hours before. "You call me if you find anything. And I mean anything."
              "Yes ma'am," I said, accepting the card.
              "I can have Cincy PD there in five minutes flat. Do not do anything stupid and go charging in somewhere like, well, a cowboy on a horse."
              I smirked. These Midwesterners really loved that imagery for some reason. "I won't."
              She jerked her head towards the bag in my hand. "I'm inclined to hang on to the money just to make sure of that, but I won't. You might need it."
              "Thank you," I whispered. She was going out on a limb for me. I had no idea why, but I wasn't about to question it. I nodded once more to her and headed towards my truck.
              Behind me I heard her softly say good luck. I didn’t turn to respond, only offering a small wave of my hand as I strode away into the night.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Four
              I put Merric's cell phone on the dashboard and stared at it all the way from Columbus to Lebanon, just north of Cincinnati. With the truck set on cruise control I alternated glances between the clock on the dash and the phone. The clock inched on towards five a.m., ratcheting up the pressure inside of me. There was just eight hours to go. Something had to happen fast. The phone sat beside it, reminding me I wasn't quite sure what that something was.
              I worked at my right index fingernail for twenty minutes as I rolled into the northern suburbs of Cincinnati, the metallic taste of blood filling my mouth. It wasn't as good as a cup of coffee, but I was already so wired it was probably better for me at the moment. The first signs of morning traffic were starting to dot the highway as I pushed the truck off the right shoulder and followed an exit onto Kings Mill Road. 
              The truck whined as I turned into a Shell station parking lot and grabbed up the phone from the dash. Outside a single man in jeans and ball cap filled his oversized Dodge pickup with gas, paying me no mind. Otherwise there were no signs of life around, despite blinding lights bathing everything in a fluorescent glow.
              I flipped the phone open and saw there were six missed calls. All from the same number, all matching the one I'd noticed before with the 513 area code. That was a good sign.
              Using my thumb I cleared the screen and went back to the text message menu. There were still only three there. The first was nothing, a simple greeting. The third was a farewell. The second one was what I was after, a confirmation of a time and place. Pier Twelve, nine a.m.
              That was still four hours away, and a worst case scenario. If I could find whoever this was, maybe I could make a deal long before it came to that. At the very least I could figure out if Annie was even down here. I didn't have time to waste, certainly not four hours to catch a boat that might have God-knows-what loaded aboard it.
              I took a deep breath and watched as the lone customer climbed into his truck and drove away. The muffler roared as he swung out onto the road, announcing for the world that he was a big man with a truck. 
The corner of my mouth curled in a smirk before I even realized it.
              Going back to the phone, I pulled up the call log and paused. I stared down at the same number listed several times in succession and practiced my best Gaelic accent. It sounded like shit. I could only hope whoever it was wouldn't notice. I pressed the call button and held the phone to my ear.
              It rang only once before someone snapped it up. The voice was deep and clearly pissed. "Where the fuck have you been?"
              These guys were business partners. I knew from Troy that Merric was lower on the totem pole, but not a complete nobody in the infrastructure. "It's Saturday night, where the hell do you think I've been?"
              I spat the words out in my best accent, wincing and holding my breath.
              "What the hell's wrong with your voice?" the man snapped.
              Dammit. I kept the accent in place and went with it. I was out of options. "I've got a cold, what are you, my mother?"
              The man paused for several seconds. "What's the name of your right hand man?"
              "What?" I snapped, my voice almost betraying me. The question was genuinely my own and slid out before I realized I was asking it. No choice but to keep playing the angle. "What kind of shite is this? You're testing me now?"
              "Answer the question," the man breathed back.
              "Vincent. His name is Vincent and he's sitting right here, would you like to talk to him?" I filled my voice with incredulity, almost shouting in the empty parking lot.
              The line was silent for several long seconds. I held my breath and prayed I hadn't overplayed my hand. 
"Look man, you disappeared all night and when you finally call you sound like some dick giving me a fake accent, so don't go running your mouth to me!"
              I was on thin ice, but at least I was still on ice. "Sorry," I mumbled. "Long ass night."
              "That's better," the man replied. His voice wasn't quite as deep as Ving Rhames's back at Troy's, but it had a lot more bravado to it. This was clearly someone used to getting their way. "Everything good for this morning?"
              So that's why he was calling. This was my opening. If I was going to make a move, this had to be it. "Actually, I've got a couple more for you."
              Silence. 
I held my breath for several long seconds, staring hard through the front windshield. Outside, I could see the dark outlines of roller coasters across the street at the King's Island amusement park against the morning sky, all standing silent. 
              "You shitting me? It's already five o'clock man, the unit is loaded. You know I don't like last second deliveries." 
He wasn't yelling, but his voice was hard.
              "You'll want these," I said, my voice trying to convey confidence despite it fleeing from me by the second. "And my guys are already en route. They'll be there shortly to make the delivery."
              Again, silence. 
"I don't like this, man. I told you about this before. Switching the orders at the last second is asking for trouble."
              "This is the last time, I swear. The guys grabbed a group I wasn't expecting, so I thought I'd add them on. Free of charge," I had no idea what I was doing. Hell, I didn't even know who I was talking to. The odds of me seeing tomorrow were going down by the second.
              Oddly enough, I didn't care.
              "Don't tell me they're free like you're doing me some damn favor," the man said. "You know that's not how this arrangement works. I tell you to get me a load, you get me as many as you can."
              I really didn't like whoever was on the other end of this call. It would be better for both of us if we never met.
              "Well, I got some more," I said, trying hard to maintain the adopted accent through gritted teeth. "You want them or not?"
              "Course I want 'em!" the man snapped. "If your boys are here in the next hour, just bring them by the shop. If not, take them straight on over to the dock."
              Here it was, the moment of truth. I didn't want to go anywhere near this guy's shop, which probably looked something like Troy's place from earlier. At the same time, I couldn't afford to wait four more hours. "They'll be there in a few minutes. What's the address again?"
              "Man, who the hell is this!?" the man bellowed. "Merric, the real Merric, knows damn well where my shop is!"
              Shit. 
I'd managed to play it off the first time, I had to hope for another miracle. "I know where the damn shop is! It's on the waterfront! I just asked for the street address. I gave my guys a GPS, not a damn road map. This isn't 1985 anymore!"
              The line went dead. I waited several seconds before flinging the phone against the passenger door and going inside to get another cup of coffee. It looked like I had a much longer morning ahead of me than I anticipated.
 



              
              
              
              
              
Chapter Twenty-Five
              It was nudging six o'clock by the time I found Pier Twelve. It was tucked along the riverfront just beneath the Brent Spence Bridge, the cantilever structure carrying Interstate’s 71 and 75 into Kentucky. Out to the left sat Paul Brown Stadium and Great American Ballpark, home to the Bengals and Reds respectively. Both sat empty and resting along the river like bullfrogs brooding in the morning half-flight.
              I was down to eight hours and counting. Part of me wanted to call Watts and see if she'd gotten anywhere in Columbus, but the more prudent part of me staved off the idea. If she had anything, there was an entire police force to back her up. If she didn't, she might be tempted to come join me. 
              A thin grey light blanketed the world as I pointed my truck down Pier Twelve. I hadn't spent much time around water in my day, but it looked pretty close to what I'd always expected a dock to look like. It was over a hundred yards wide at the base, made entirely of concrete. A few warehouses lined the outer edges while a series of smaller buildings filled in the gaps between them and dotted the landscape through the middle. Industrial sized dumpsters sat in haphazard patterns around the grounds and a few overhead cranes stood silent, their hooks pointing down. A couple of gas pumps were interspersed as well.
              The entire scene looked like it could use a good cleaning and a coat of paint.
              The wide base extended out about eighty yards before giving way to a series of long docks. Also made of concrete, they jutted out into the Ohio River like fingers from a palm. All of them were lined with metal shipping containers stacked in even rows. I couldn't see any forklifts around, but knew they must be close by.
              I pulled the truck about halfway down the pier and backed it up against a dumpster along the far left side. At six o'clock on a Sunday morning the docks were dead, a fact I hoped to use to my advantage. One quick glance around revealed there was no way I could check every container by hand in the next few hours, and that was assuming there was no surveillance around to wonder why some cowboy was walking around banging on doors. My best bet was to wait for movement and hope it pointed me in the right direction.
              My right hand reached into the box of mini donuts on the bench seat beside me, grabbing two and cramming them into my mouth. After not eating for almost thirty-six hours, the chocolate covered pastries tasted divine. A few swigs of the extra large coffee resting between my legs helped them go down. As soon as they were swallowed, I repeated the process until both containers were empty.
              A dull buzzing filled the truck, setting my nerves on edge. I remembered Merric's cell phone was buried somewhere inside the littered cabin and dove down to the opposite floorboard. With my right hand I tossed aside mounds of cups and wrappers until I found the phone resting against a knotted pair of bungee cords.
              I thumbed it open to see the same number I'd just spoken to looking up at me. This was going to go one of two ways fast. I stared at it for a moment as it continued to vibrate against my palm before exhaling and flipping it open. I was going to continue playing Merric and hope for the best. 
              "Yeah?" I let annoyance show. Nobody hangs up on Merric and take forty-five minutes to call back.
              "Who the hell is this?" the same heavy voice demanded. 
              "What? Who the hell do you think this is? You called me, remember?" 
              "No, I called Merric," the voice snapped. "I asked who the hell you are."
              I made a pained sound into the phone. This was not good. Part of me was already starting to wish I'd tossed the phone in the trash back at the Shell station. "What do you mean who am I? I'm Merric, you idiot."
              "Fuck you!" the man screamed. "Merric's dead, and so are you when I get to you."
              The knot of barbed wire in my stomach expanded through my chest and into my throat. Not only had I not learned a damn thing about where Annie was, I had possibly outed myself as Merric's killer to his business partner. 
My eyes rolled to the glove compartment, my thoughts on the Luger stashed away in there. 
              I dropped the accent. There was no point in it anymore. "I didn't kill him," I said. Even I had a hard time believing the words as they left my mouth. There was no way he was going to believe me.
              "Bullshit," the man said. "You know Vincent, you have his phone, and you answer with a piss poor imitation of him."
              True on all points. I was already starting to wish I'd called Watts on this. "Yeah, I went to see him last night and yeah, I met Vincent. But I didn't kill anybody. They were already like that when I got to them."
              "Man, you lying bitch, who the hell do you think you're talking to?" Worse than thinking I'd killed his partner, he now felt disrespected. This was getting worse by the second.
              "Actually, I have no idea," I said. 
              I could hear him draw in a sharp breath to yell again, but he stopped short. "Wait...what?"
              "I don't know who I'm talking to," I said again. "But I want to meet you."
              He exhaled every bit of breath he had on the opposite end. "You got some nerve you know that? What the hell could you possibly want to meet me for?"
              "I want to make a trade." I was on thin ice. Not because I didn't think he'd meet with me. I knew he would. More to the point that I would be walking right into a trap. 
              "You got to be shitting me," he said. "You kill my partner, try to pretend to be him, disrespect me, then want to do business with me?"
              When it was all listed out that way, it did sound like I was shitting him. Nobody was that crazy. 
"Yeah," I muttered. I closed my eyes and pictured Annie. I thought of her the winter before playing in the snow for the first time, her mound of curls bunched up under a hand-knit cap my mother made. "I want to do business with you."
              The man laughed. Not in a ha-ha, somebody-just-said-something-funny sort of way, but in a it's-my-lucky-day sort of way. It was a trap. There was just nothing I could do about it. I was out of options, and I was even lower on time. "Well. alright then. You know where Pier Three is?"
              I was sitting less than a mile from it. "You mean down on the waterfront?"
              "Where the hell else would a pier be?"
              I exhaled. I was playing his game now. I couldn't lose my temper and pop off. "Yeah, I have a good idea where it is."
              "A good idea, huh?" the man said. "Well how long do you think it'll take you and this good idea of yours to get here?"
              I considered the question. Just like with Troy and Merric, I knew I couldn't walk up carrying a gun. It would be best to be in the truck as long as possible, which meant driving. At the same time, if I did somehow live to get out of there I would want my truck and the guns left untouched if I needed them. I glanced again at the dashboard and did the math backwards in my head. "I can be there in half an hour."
              "You have fifteen minutes."
              The line went dead before the words were even out of the air.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Six
              I parked at Pier Six. The drive from Twelve was quick and simple, the piers descending in numeric order every few hundred yards. Parking three away left me somewhere between a quarter and a half mile out, which was close enough to get there in time and get back quickly if I somehow survived. Far enough away to be seen arriving on foot without them taking my truck.
              Each of the piers had a little different makeup as I slid past them, though the basic premise was the same. A wide concrete base housing whatever building was needed offset by several long docks extending into the water. I remember seeing an old picture from the fifties that showed every single dock busy hauling metals and textile goods downriver towards the Mississippi. Now, they looked to be less than half active. 
              Better than most industries, all things considered.
              Pier Six looked like it was still fairly active hauling lumber. A few split rail trucks were parked beside enormous cranes, their back ends filled with rough hewn logs ready to be hoisted into containers. A few piles of bark and sawdust sat in random spots around the yard and a couple of lean-to's had pallets stacked high beneath them. 
              Unlike the others, there were no gas pumps anywhere. Too much of a fire hazard.
              I pulled the truck to a stop behind one of the log wagons, tucked in tight between it and a small outbuilding. The wagon looked like it had been parked for a couple of days and a heavy layer of sawdust rested against its tires. The building's front door stood sagging open and one of the windows was broken, shards of glass hanging down in a haphazard arrangement.
Clearly nobody had been here in quite some time. The odds of anyone showing up at dawn on a Sunday were pretty low.
              I left the keys above the visor. Somebody was bound to search me when I arrived and I didn't want them getting any ideas. My shotgun called to me from behind the seat and I contemplated trying to sneak in the Luger from the glove compartment, but I opted against them both. Whatever comfort I might feel from having them with me would be offset by the ire I would raise by walking in armed.
              My eyes fell on the black money bag on the seat. For a moment I considered taking it with me, but decided against it. Any man with the kind of juice to own multiple piers and leave them sitting empty wouldn't blink at fifty thousand dollars. Besides, taking a bag that sized into a hornet's nest would almost certainly raise suspicion. 
              Carrying only the ceramic switchblade still lodged inside my sock, I stepped out into the damp morning air and began walking. The layer of sawdust coating the ground muffled the sound of my boots as I crossed the pier and made my way back to the street, the clock ticking down in my head. I had been given fifteen minutes. I was down to just under ten.
              Piers Five and Four passed by in order, neither of them looking like they'd been touched in eons, which made sense. If this guy was running an enterprise out of Pier Three, he probably owned the ones on either side just to make sure there weren’t too many people around. 
This wasn't a small timer I was dealing with here. 
              Great.
              The clock ticked down to five minutes as I crossed onto Pier Three. I kept a steady pace going with my head angled down in front of me, my eyes flicking from side to side. 
              For all their efforts at trying to remain isolated, these guys didn't know a damn thing about being inconspicuous. The pier resembled a small city. Two large warehouses lined the outer edges of either side. All four stood three stories high and were painted black, easily in the best repair of any building I'd seen all morning. Each of them was lined with fresh washed windows tinted so dark they almost matched the black paint of the exterior. 
              At the back, sitting right in front of me, was a building that looked like a miniature version of Tony Montana's house in Scarface. It stood two stories tall with wrap around porches on both levels and thick columns supporting them both. A small fountain sat in front of it, shooting water ten feet into the air in a wide fan. A tangle of SUV's and trucks sat in front of the house and as I approached, I could see a handful of men begin to dot the second floor porch.
              Like the warehouses on either side, the house and fountain were painted black. Every vehicle in front of them was as well and the men standing guard were dressed in matching outfits of the same midnight hue. 
              Not much imagination with this crew, that's for sure. It's not every day I'm the most colorful thing in sight.
              I rocked my weight forward so the boots hit on the balls of my feet and walked straight across the pier towards the house. It wasn't hard to figure out where this guy would be holed up, it was the only building with any signs of life. The fact that those signs of life were carrying automatic weapons made it all the more obvious. 
              After a moment I lowered myself and let my feet hit the ground as normal. It didn't matter how loud my heels were against the concrete, they could already see me coming.
              Behind the house docks jutted out on either side, the low concrete rows barren. A healthy swath of dark rubber skid marks darkened the ground covering them, paths diverging towards each of the warehouses spread about the pier. There was no telling what each of them housed as they stared down at me, but it was very apparent they didn't want it sitting out in the light of day. 
              The front door of the house opened long before I got there. I couldn't see it, hidden behind the peacock-tail fan of the fountain, but I could hear the hinges on the door creaking. Dawn was just beginning to break over everything, though overhead it was still dark enough for handfuls of stars to be seen. 
              I swung out to the left of the fountain and circled around it, my hands by my side. I made sure to keep them out of my pockets and in plain sight as the fountain slid from my field of vision and the front door came into sight. In front of it three men stood in a tight line, only a couple of inches separating each of their shoulders. They were all white, with very pale skin and hair shorn close to their heads. All three wore black cargo pants and lace-up boots. The men on either side wore Spandex shirts and the one in the middle wore a black ribbed tank top.
              Together they stood and watched as I approached. It was impossible to get a good read on their faces as they hid behind mirrored sunglasses, though their body language was somewhere between disdain and indifference. None of the men were overly bulky, instead cut from corded muscle interspersed with veins. 
              All three carried some kind of assault rifle in front of them. I wasn't quite sure what they were, just knew they definitely weren't M-16's. 
Maybe Israeli, possibly Russian.
              I raised my hands a few inches, walked up the two short steps onto the porch and paused in front of them. Part of me wanted to say I was there for a meeting, but I had no idea who I was meeting with. Besides, they knew who I was. I was doing everything on their terms now.
              "You the dumbass here to see Rif?" Tank Top asked from the middle. He snapped the words out like a challenge. It was obvious he thought my showing up like this was just plain stupid.
              He was probably right.
              "Yeah, he's expecting me."
              Tank Top smirked. "We've all been expecting you." 
He jerked his head in an upward nod and two more men materialized from either side. I hadn't even noticed them positioned behind the enormous porch columns and wondered how many more were roaming the place. They were dressed like the others, but carried no visible weapons as they gave me a quick pat down. It was brusque and much rougher than it needed to be, but they found nothing.
              I didn't say a word. I didn't let on that I even noticed. I sure as hell didn't show any relief that they missed the knife tucked low against the inside wall of my boot.
              The men disappeared again to either side as Tank Top nodded and retreated through the front door. The Spandex Twins on either side of him parted for me to pass, then fell in behind us, encircling me in a tight triangle. As a group, we marched in lockstep through the front door and into an enormous foyer.
              The inside of the house differed in every way from the outside. Though it had the facade of a residence, functionally it looked more like a warehouse. The entire first floor was open, save a dozen or so thick support columns equally spaced throughout. The ground was concrete brushed smooth and the walls were unfinished, formed from either block or exposed wood frames. Small rooms were sectioned off in various places by chain link fence, some containing video surveillance monitors and others with boxes piled high. One even had a dozen or so cots lined tight, many of them filled with inert objects rolled in blankets.
              This wasn't an office, it was a compound.
              Tank Top led me through the center of the space, as much to show me what I was up against as to reach the elevator tucked against the back wall. He stepped inside and pressed a button to send us up one floor while the Spandex Twins stopped short and stood guard on either side. From what I could see, it was the only way in or out of the second floor.
              The door slid apart, opening me into yet another different world. Gone was the dark décor of everything else on the pier, replaced by a spacious floor plan with walls painted white and fixtures all in gold. Tank Top stepped forward onto a sparkling white tile foyer and nodded as a new pair of Spandex Twins fell in on either side of me. Off to the left was a dining room with a polished oak table and chairs, a full kitchen just beyond it. To the right was a master bedroom suite, a four poster bed just visible through the ajar door.
              As a triangle we walked forward towards a set of wooden doors. Made from some kind of dark hardwood they were hand carved with the word Lucio spelled out in script letters on the left and Rifkin on the right. They parted as we approached to reveal a sprawling office that extended the entire length of the floor in both directions.
              Bookshelves lined the wall to my back and sides, giving way to windows facing out towards the parking lot. Contemporary office furniture, sofas and arm chairs, were positioned to either side and an enormous desk sat right in front of me. 
              Behind it was a diminutive man in a wheelchair. He wore a pair of tan linen pants and a white shirt buttoned to the collar, his pale head shaved clean. His fingers were steepled in front of him as we approached, his dark eyes tracing over me.
              Not what I was expecting in the least.
              His eyes searched over me for several long seconds, the room silent. "So you are the gentleman that killed my business partner, then had the audacity to call and ask to meet with me?" 
His voice was the same deep and booming baritone from the phone, seeming out of place on a man of his appearance.
              I paused before answering. The question was phrased so as to be a trap. "I didn't kill your partner, but I am the man that called and asked to meet with you."
              Rifkin stared at me for several long moments before shifting his eyes to the side. I followed his gaze to the far wall where a forty-two inch plasma television was mounted between two book cases. For a moment, the screen was nothing but dark fuzz before an image came into view.
              The video showed the interior of Merric's office, the image taken just hours before. On it, I could see myself shooting Merric before taking his cell-phone and reclaiming my knife from Vincent's chest. The video started just seconds before I dealt the fatal bullet to Merric and ended just as I was leaving, my face frozen in front of the camera.
              The barbed wire in my stomach began to twirl like a hamster on a wheel as a heavy sweat engulfed my body. All moisture fled from my mouth as I did my best to turn an impassive gaze back to Rifkin. 
Still, I said nothing.
              "So again I ask," Rifkin said, "so this is the man that killed my business partner, then had the audacity to call and ask for a meeting with me?"
              My tongue felt like a wedge of sandpaper in my mouth. "Yes.”
              Rifkin kept his fingers pointed upward in front of him. "So you lied to me."
              I said nothing.
              He kept his eyes locked on me for several long seconds, a morose look on his face. Finally he turned his gaze to Tank Top and nodded.
              In one quick movement Tank Top shot a flat palm strike into my stomach. All of the air escaped my lungs in a burst as I doubled at the waist, the smooth hardwood floor filling my vision. He jerked my right arm back behind me, extending my hand up and away from my body. I tried to stand and pull my arm free, but the Spandex Twins appeared on either side and forced me to continue staring at the ground.
              "You see, I do not deal with men I cannot trust," Rifkin recited as if scolding a child. "You chose to start this off by lying to me, so until I have wiped the slate clean there is no way I can trust you."
              I felt Tank Top grab my pinkie by the base and squeeze it tight, a practiced move that extended my finger to full length as the nerves inside it screamed in protest. A moment later a metal sleeve slid down over it and clenched.
              Excruciating pain tore through my arm as I gasped, stars dancing before my eyes. My entire body wracked with shock as I remained bent at the waist, four boots staring up at me. Just a second later, Tank Top released his grip and my arm fell back to my side. The boots slid back away from my field of vision, replaced by the bottom half of my pinkie lying bloody on the floor.
 



 
 
 
 
Twenty-Seven
              My body's first reaction was to cradle my hand. I jerked my right hand down and attempted to wrap my left around it, only to have it jam it against my cast. The room swayed in several tight revolutions as my eyes bulged and I gulped in deep breaths of air. Without realizing it, I dropped to a knee and drew in ragged gasps, droplets of blood hitting the floor in a random pattern beneath me.
              "Maurice, take care of that," Rifkin said from somewhere above me. His voice still possessed the same rich baritone, though it sounded bored.
              A pair of hands grabbed me beneath the armpits and roughly hauled me to my feet, my boots slamming down beneath me. A moment later Tank Top appeared and stuffed a wad of fresh gauze into my hand, motioning for me to cover the wound. Beneath me, the other Spandex Twin sprayed some sort of solution on the blood droplets and wiped them up with paper towels. 
              Despite the pain searing through my body, this display told me two things. One, that Rifkin was OCD about cleanliness. Two, this was not the first time this sort of thing had happened.
              My mind alternated between courses of action. The initial shock subsided a bit, giving way to the throbbing pain. Incredulity pulsed through me and I wanted more than anything to leap over the desk, dump the bald bastard on the floor and use my knife to smear his blood over every square inch of the place. Another part of me knew they were three armed men surrounding me that would cut me down before I even made it to, let alone over, the desk.
              The final part, the part that spoke louder than the others, was telling me this wasn't about me right now. This was about Annie. 
              I pinched the insides of either check between my teeth and wound the gauze around the stump of my finger. Blood soaked through the first few layers and it wasn't until the padding was over a quarter inch thick that it remained white. I used the entire ball that Tank Top gave me and tucked the end down inside the previous layer. 
"You are right Mr. Rifkin. I shouldn't have lied to you.”
              The words surprised him. I could tell by the look on his face that it wasn't the reaction he was expecting and I silently chalked up a point in my favor. At this point, I would take anything. 
His eyebrows rose in unison. "Usually it takes at least two fingers before people receive the message."
              "No need for that," I assured him. "Message received." The words tasted bitter coming out of my mouth, but I managed to say them with a straight face. I'd been through too much to do something stupid out of pride or anger. 
              Rifkin nodded to the men and they retreated a half step away from me. Close enough to still keep me from trying anything, far enough that we could talk freely. He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it and regarded me again. His eyes lingered over my attire, the state of both of my hands and the robin's egg protruding above my left temple. "What the hell are you doing here?"
              I paused to consider my answer. Given that half my pinkie was gone, I'd lost the ability to bullshit him even a little. He would see right through it, and my own seething anger wouldn't allow it. I decided to cut right to the chase. "I'm here for the same reason I went to see Merric."
              At the mention of Merric, Tank Top and the Twins all tensed, but moved no closer as Rifkin watched me. "I've seen the video. If you think you can defeat all four of us and then walk out the front door, you're full of shit."
              We both knew that already, he just felt the need to say it aloud. Despite his appearance of being in control, he was OCD and had Little-Man Syndrome, compounded by being in a wheelchair. 
              "I didn't come in here thinking that," I said. "I came in here because I was told you're the man to speak with. I didn't seek out Merric to kill him and I got no pleasure from doing it."
              "So then why'd you do it?" Rifkin asked. There wasn't near the anger in his voice that I expected. The tone belied more annoyance than intensity.
              I studied Rifkin for a moment, my mind trying to piece together his reaction. "You don't actually care that I killed Merric.”
              Rifkin made a face. "Merric was a piece of shit. A mid-level crony that thought he was big-time. I can have him replaced by lunch. I'm more annoyed that I have to go the trouble than I am that you took him out."
              So this was business. Clearly one didn't amass what Rifkin had here by being a hot head and making rash decisions. He was pissed I messed with his operation. Maybe he would be willing to negotiate after all. For better or worse, I decided to lay my cards on the table. 
"He stole the wrong kid."
              Rifkin's eyes flicked between his men and back to me. A muscle in his cheek twitched, but he managed to keep his face even. "He did what?"
              "I killed Merric because he stole my niece. I went to him to try and negotiate her return. He wouldn't talk business and he threatened to kill me, so I did what I had to do."
              Rifkin returned his hands back in front of him. He shook his head and muttered under his breath. "That stupid son of a bitch. Wouldn't listen to a thing I said, always thought he was so much smarter than everybody else."
              I shook my head. "Stealing the daughter of a local hero isn't very damn smart.”
              His eyes shot to me, narrowing a bit. They ran over me again, a tiny trace of confusion on his face.
              "Oh no, not me," I said. "She's my niece, but her father was a very famous football player in Columbus. Merric's men put him in a coma and made a hell of a mess of things."
              Rifkin switched his gaze to Tank Top and shook his head again. "That son of a bitch got off easy getting shot in the chest. How many times have I told him about keeping a low profile and covering his tracks?"
              I realized I was pressing my luck, but I inserted one more comment. My hand hurt like hell and if I could hurry this along before my steaming hatred for everyone in the room exploded, I needed to do so. "His tracks were so obvious I managed to track him all the way to this room in a couple of hours."
              His eyes shot back to me, hard. I kept wondering how he found himself confined to that wheelchair and how much I would like to finish the job for him. 
"So you did," he said. "And now that you're here, what the hell do you want?"
              "I want my niece," I fired back without pause.
              Rifkin lowered his gaze to his desk. He reached out with his left hand and straightened a row of pencils lined up in the middle of it, his OCD on full display again. "I realize you probably are a really big man wherever it is you come from, but allow me to make a few things clear. One, I'm the only one that gives orders in my office-"
              "I wasn't giving a order, just answering your question," I inserted. Yet again, the image of Annie was the only thing keeping me on the level.
              Rifkin held up a finger to silence me, a move that always made my blood boil. 
"And two, nobody messes with my business. You've already caused quite an inconvenience for me tonight by removing one of my major suppliers."
              "I just want my niece," I said. "I can pay you."
              "Stop interrupting me!" Rifkin shouted, his voice reverberating off the walls. Beside me all three men took a half step closer, all of them within arm's reach now. In theory I could snap a quick series of moves, divert one of their guns to hit another, take it and clean house. 
              In reality, I was about to become a human punching bag. I still didn't really care. Despite that, I said nothing, nodding instead.
              "There is no negotiating," Rifkin said. "The clients that come to me offer far more than just their money, they offer their trust and they offer silence. If I fail to deliver, I will have lost all three."
              I paused to make sure he was done speaking and said, "Only two. I can pay you, and I'm sure you can have another child here in no time." I almost said he could have it here by nine, but I caught myself in time. I wasn't sure if he knew I'd seen the text message, but I couldn't afford to tip my hand.
              I felt like a first-class asshole even insinuating that he find another child and put their family through what he'd done to ours, but I didn't really care. Just like I don't believe people should be sending all their money to starving people overseas when there are starving people down the street, I believe in taking care of your own. 
Annie was my own.
              "You're not getting it," Rifkin said. His tone was really, really starting to grate on me. "These people are buying far more than just a child. They are buying peace of mind and they are buying a relationship. The people I do business with aren't just interested in children, they are interested in drugs, cars, merchandise. The amount of money they represent is worth far more to me than your entire life."
              Again he felt the need to put into words what we both already knew. "So there's nothing I can say?"
              "Nothing at all," Rifkin said, shaking his head. A smug smile traced his lips. "But thanks for stopping by. Tracking down Merric's killer would have been a pain in the ass."
              I lowered my eyes to the ground as Rifkin laughed aloud. He raised his chin towards Tank Top and made a flippant motion with his hand. "Get his ass out of here. Take him down to the water, you know the spot. Be sure to weight him down so the catfish take care of the remains for us."
              I raised my eyes to stare in malevolence at Rifkin. Every nerve in my body stood on end as I squeezed the bloody stump of my pinkie tight in my hand. Across from me he stared back and smiled, even going as far as to wave as the Spandex Twins tugged me backwards.
              I let my gaze linger on him halfway across the room before turning and heading for the door. The Twins fell in a few feet behind me as Tank Top led the way, parting the doors in the middle for me to pass through. 
Just before I got there, I shuffle stepped to the side and pulled a thick volume from the bookshelf. Rotating on the ball of my foot I flung it as hard as I could, the book spinning in flight like a makeshift Frisbee.
              The back covers fluttered open as it flew, a few pages flapping in the air. Rifkin flailed with his arms to try and move his wheelchair but was too slow as the book slammed into his shoulder, knocking him to the floor. His chair went to its side in a clatter, the sound of cursing and fumbling limbs filling the air.
              The Twins both sprinted around to the backside of the desk as a cocksure smile crossed my face. I opened my mouth to make a smartass comment to the bald bastard flopping on the ground like a seal, but I never got the chance. 
The butt of Tank Top's gun beat me to it, connecting flush with the base of my skull. One second I was enjoying Rifkin getting a tiny sliver of comeuppance, the next the world was completely black.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
              A splash of lukewarm water hit me square in the face, waking me from my slumber. It soaked the front of my hair and washed across my face, dripping down onto my shirt. A few droplets found their way into my nostrils and the familiar smell of ammonia came to mind. 
              Piss. 
The bastards threw piss on me.
              I shook my head hard to the side to throw the vile liquid off of me, a poor decision on my part as the world started spinning. I stopped moving and stared straight ahead for a few moments, willing my eyes to focus on the toes of my boots in front of me. When finally they receded from three pairs to just one I exhaled hard, sending a plume of urine and spittle into the air.
              "That was pretty fucking stupid on your part," Tank Top said, standing over me with a small bucket still in hand.
              I was seated against a short concrete wall behind the house, my back flush against the cold blocks behind me. Dawn was now upon us, the sky lightening towards gray as a heavy swath of clouds overhead kept the sun from peeking through. The docks to my left were void of life. I could see a few faces looking out the windows of the second floor towards us, but we were the only two people around. The sounds of the river lapping against the docks and the occasional call of a gull were the only sounds.
              "Why's that?" I grunted. I made no attempt to stand, as it was hard enough just to mutter those two words. The back of my head throbbed so badly, it wasn't until I noticed the wad of white gauze wrapped around my pinkie that I even remembered it wasn't there anymore.
              Tank Top stared down at me for a moment, his nostrils flaring. Then he did something that was far more chilling than anything he could have said. 
              He smiled. 
              Two gold teeth poked out behind his thin lips as a sadistic smile spread across his face. "On your feet.”
              He didn't have to say what he was thinking, the message was already received. If I had gone easy, he would have shot me in the head. As it were, he now got to beat the hell out of me first. He was far from the biggest guy I'd crossed paths with in the last twenty-four hours, but I had no doubt he was more than capable of handling the job. One doesn't ascend to the right hand post of a guy like Rifkin without being able to handle himself in a scrap.
              And let's be honest, I was far from one hundred percent. It wouldn't exactly be a fair fight to begin with.
              I considered a smart ass remark, but the words eluded me. The only things I could think of were the pounding in my head and the impending situation I was about to find myself in. I rolled to my side, braced my hands on the ground and pulled my feet up beneath me. I rose to full height as slowly as I could, but a massive bout of spinning still hit me full on. Unable to steady myself I staggered several steps to the side before sagging against the wall. Behind me I heard Tank Top smirk as I took in deep breaths and waited for the pressure in my head to recede once again.
              Unlike earlier in the evening, it didn't really subside but more like evened out. I guess there are only so many shots one can take in a night and expect to keep bouncing back. Once I was content that I could walk without keeling over, I stood to full height and turned to face Tank Top. "Where to?"
              He swapped the bucket in his hand for the automatic weapon I still couldn't identify and held it across his torso. With a small jerk of his head he motioned at a set of concrete stairs descending towards a mud path along the water's edge. 
Filled with dread, I started walking.
              The stairwell descended a half dozen concrete steps before giving way to a muddy trail. It extended in a loose serpentine pattern along the water's edge past the raised concrete landing of Pier Three and on towards Pier Four. The ground to the right was littered with chunks of driftwood and bits of garbage bleached clean from exposure to the elements. To the left the river lapped up onto the bank, a thin layer of slime covering the clay lined edge. 
              A putrid smell hung in the air, though I couldn't tell if it was from something outside or my shirt still damp with piss.
              In silence we walked past Pier Four. Rifkin's base and the warehouses of Pier Three slid from view behind us as we pushed forward. Every few steps I threw a glance up at Pier Four as it passed by, hoping for some sign of life that never showed. The view from the water's edge was even more hopeless than it had been from the street.
              The pounding in my head receded a tiny bit as we walked, the blood heading south and dispersing itself in places other than the backs of my eyes. The cool morning air felt good on my skin and several times I glanced up at the grey clouds and hoped for a few drops of rain. I continued to take deep breaths as we walked, trying in vain to clear my head and devise some sort of plan. 
              For all my effort, nothing came to mind.
              Tank Top allowed me to take the lead as we pushed on past Pier Four, exerting no effort to hurry me along as we went. I guessed that killing me was probably the only thing on his to-do list for the morning. He'd already made it clear he intended to enjoy this, that smile on the back porch telling me everything I needed to know. It was not going to be quick and it was not going to be painless.
              The concrete wall of Pier Four passed by to our right. Ahead of us Pier Five rose in a matching construction, a narrow alleyway stretching between the two. Measuring almost twelve feet across, the ground was the same clay as the bank. Small piles of wood chips and flotsam were heaped in various locations and two deep ruts wound through it, heavy tire tracks pressed into the mud.
              "Stop," Tank Top said behind me. I did as he ordered, glancing around. The concrete piers extended up on either side of us, their walls stretching up almost ten feet high from the muddy river bottom. A heavy iron gate stood closed over seventy yards down at the other end of the alley, the front of it covered in black tar paper. No weapons of any kind were visible and we were completely hidden from the world. 
              My mind recalled the knife buried inside my boot, but quickly reasoned there was no way to get to it before Tank Top unloaded an entire clip into me. I was as good as dead. 
              I raised the remains of my hands from my side and turned to face Tank Top. "You don't have to do this you know."
              The smug expression on his face morphed into something bordering on disgust. "Come on now. Incredible stupidity aside, you've been pretty damn ballsy this morning. Don't ruin it now by being a bitch."
              In any other situation, I would have thrown myself across the muddy ground at him. After the night I'd had and the situation I was in, the words barely registered with me. "Like I told Rifkin, I don't give a damn about any of you guys. I just want my niece."
              "And like Rifkin told me, he wants you dead," Tank Top said.
              "I can pay you," I said. "Fifty thousand. Cash. We can go get it right now."
              Tank Top made a face. "First off, if I wanted your money, I'd just make you go get it and then kill you. Second, you really thought you could buy Rifkin for fifty K? He makes more money than that before he eats breakfast every morning."
              I shook my head. "Not trying to buy Rifkin. Trying to buy my niece."
              Tank Top ignored the statement and took two steps back. He lowered the weapon and leaned it against the concrete wall behind him, barrel pointing up. The same sick smile spread across his face as he stepped forward and rolled his shoulders, stretching his neck from side to side. "Let's do this. I don't have all day to stand here talking to you."
              My hands dropped by my sides. I had expected him to shoot me a few times in various places, stand and watch as I bled out. Maybe use a knife to remove a few more digits or appendages. Some more fingers, an ear, maybe my nose. I knew all along he would take a few swings at me, but I wasn't expecting him to actually beat me to death.
              My mind rifled through my position, telling me what I already knew. I had no options. I was going to stand here and try to fight this sadistic bastard and hope he ended it quick.
              Tank Top bounced on the balls of his feet a few times, then fell motionless. His hands swung back down to his sides and he stared at me full in the face. "And just to make sure this is a bit of a challenge for me, we did some digging while you were unconscious. It didn't take long for us to figure out which child was the daughter of a former Ohio State football player. Ricky Borden, I think it was?"
              The barbed wire tangle leapt into my throat. Blood began to pump hard through my body and for the first time since I'd woken up, I didn't notice it tearing through the back of my head. My gaze hardened, but I said nothing.
              The corner of his mouth turned up. "Judging by your reaction, that must be it. And yes, her little ass is on that boat."
              I knew the son of a bitch was pressing my buttons, but I didn't care. If he wanted me fighting mad, he had it.
              A guttural yell erupted from deep in my throat as the heels of my boots dug into the soft mud and hurtled me forward. I was bent at the waist and covered the ground in long uneven strides, resembling a raptor as I made my way straight for him. He watched me approach with a face that bordered on amusement, easily stepping to the side. As my momentum carried me past he dropped the side of his fist down between my shoulder blades, a sledgehammer blow that almost folded me in half.
              "That's the spirit boy!" Tank Top goaded, his hands formed into loose fists by his side as he bounced on his feet. I glared up at him with heavily lidded eyes, his very visage coming to represent everything I'd been through in the past few days. Another cry poured from me as I charged again, aiming for center mass.
              This time my shoulder landed square in his stomach. I tried to form my right hand into a fist to throw at him, but the balled up knob of my pinkie was left jutting high into the air. Before I could think to make another move at him his hands were under my armpits and he jerked to the side with one quick movement.
My body rotated as I passed through the air, landing on my right hip and rolling through to my knees. I tried to push myself to a standing position, but he was already on me, snapping down a hard right to my cheek. 
              The familiar salty taste of blood filled my mouth. The blow barely registered through my adrenaline fueled rage as I spit a stream of red spittle into the mud and pushed myself to a standing position. 
              Tank Top continued to bounce across from me. It was obvious he was toying with me, but I didn't care. This bastard would not be the reason Annie never went home. 
              A third time I moved forward, though much slower. I balled my right hand up the best I could and kept my left extended out like a knife, ready to strike with the cast at the first opening. An inch at a time I went forward towards Tank Top, who stayed back without trying to engage me. It would have been easier to play defense against him, but he knew better than to give me that option.
              I moved in with a left-handed stance and shot my right hand out in a couple of quick jabs. The ball of white gauze still stood up off the end of it, flashing in the dull morning light. Tank Top dodged the first one and batted away the second, pushing my fist off to the left. Using the momentum I pivoted and whipped the cast through in a hard slice that would have shattered my hand and his face if it connected. 
It caught only air.
              My body tailed away to the side, the cast jerking me off-balance. I stumbled several heavy steps, fighting to stay upright, when a combat boot slammed hard into my thigh. The shot wiped my legs out from beneath me, pitching me forward into a roll that deposited me flat on my back in the mud. For a moment I lay still before the sole of that same boot appeared above me. I rolled hard three times to the left, coming up onto my knees as Tank Top's stomp landed an inch deep in the mud.
              The shot would have snapped every bone in my skull. My neck wouldn't have stood a chance.
              He stood with his boot buried in the mud and stared at me. His face creased as laughter spilled from his lips and he jerked the boot free. "Go ahead, delay the inevitable," he said. "I'm going to kill you, and then somebody else is going to kill that little girl."
              The familiar swell of anger filled me, but I paused before moving. I looked down at the shattered remains of my hands and instead of rushing him like he wanted, I fished the knife from my boot. Holding it in my right hand I flipped opened the blade and stared venom at him.
              For the first time, the haughty expression left his face as he bounced around, his eyes locked on the blade. I resumed my right handed stance and slid forward, my feet sideways, pushing me forward like a fencer. I held the blade out in front of me and slashed it from side to side, knowing that would do more damage than a simple jab. 
If I was going down, I at least wanted to leave my mark, for me and for Annie.
              Sweat dripped off the end of my nose and my breath came in rapid gasps. I moved to within a few feet of him and swung the blade through in a quick arc. As soon as the blade whipped past him he stepped forward and pinned my arm against his hip. He snapped two hard left crosses into my jaw and swung his knee up hard into my groin.
              The world began to spin as the knife fell from my hand. Dark haze drifted in on the edges of my vision and a wave of nausea passed through my body. I stumbled into him, unable to stay upright.
              "Actually, I hope she ends up with one of the pedophiles," Tank Top said. He raised his arm high above me and drove his elbow down into my back, dropping me to a knee. "One of those sick fucks that gets off doing things to little kids."
              I wheezed for air, trying to scream a retort, to fight back, but my body betrayed me. I was at his mercy. He buried another elbow high between my shoulders, just inches from the base of my neck. The darkness crept in a little further as he bent down, grabbed me by the waist and tossed me end over end towards the wall behind him.
              My entire body flipped forward, the momentum carrying me in a full flip and depositing me just inches from the wall. My hands were useless to break my fall as I landed in a heap, my legs sprawling out in either direction. 
              I didn't feel my right leg slam into the rifle leaned against the wall. Instead, I heard the sound of metal clattering against concrete. Barely able to keep my eyes open I rolled at the waist and grabbed up the weapon. Behind me I heard Tank Top grunt, followed by his heavy boots pounding across the muddy ground.
              My damaged hands could hardly hold the thing, but it didn't matter. I dropped the barrel top down across my left wrist and steadied it with my right. Holding it upside down I squeezed the trigger, sending a spray of bullets in an uneven line towards the wall across from me. Chunks of concrete dust and mortar flew into the air as most of the bullets smacked into the retaining wall.
              All except the three etched across Tank Top's tank top. I wobbled in place as he looked at me with complete shock on his face before falling forward to his knees and then his face.
              A moment later I followed suit, as my eyes rolled back in my head and I passed out on the soft mud bank of the Ohio River.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Nine
              I had no idea how long I was unconscious. When I awoke, it wasn't of my own volition but from the heavy raindrops falling upon me. Even after they wormed their way through the fog of my brain I laid there with my eyes closed, fearful to open them and see where I was and what was going on around me. My entire body felt like it was on fire, the cumulative weight of my injuries melding into one unending throb.
              In that moment I thought of home. I thought of the last time I felt that bad, after I was in a motorcycle accident in high school. I remembered my mother bringing me homemade chicken noodle soup every few hours and my sister reading to me from the rocking chair beside my bed.
              Lex.
              My mind shifted from the young girl sitting beside me to the grown woman she'd now become. My DNA match in female form. My best friend in the world. She needed me. Her daughter needed me.
              The rain began to fall harder upon my face as I opened my eyes and raised myself to a seated position. My head spun as my upper body reached vertical and I braced myself with my left hand, held my head with the right. For several long seconds I remained still.
              Shielding my eyes from the rain, I cast a quick scan of the grounds around me. The world was just the way I'd left it an indeterminate amount of time ago. The assault rifle lay motionless by my leg and slick clay ran beneath me. Chunks of concrete block were spread out in a random pattern and Tank Top lay face down in front of me. His body was in the exact same position it was before the world went black, two dark circles having formed against his tank top. A third hole peeked out from his pale white skin along his left shoulder blade, a thin rivulet of blood running towards the ground. It mixed with the rain water as it descended down his back, washing the wound almost completely clean.
              A quick look to the sky told me nothing about how much time had passed. The rains had brought dark clouds with them, the day even less bright than it was before. The storm seemed to extend for miles in both directions with no sign of letting up any time soon. 
              Best guess was it hadn't been very long or Rifkin would have sent someone to look for Tank Top by now. He knew his guy would take his time and really work me over good, but he also knew that wouldn't take hours, especially in a thunderstorm. 
              One at a time I drew my feet up beneath me and stood. I felt like a baby colt as my legs wobbled beneath my weight, fighting to steady themselves under me. I picked the gun up from the ground and stared down at the inert body of Tank Top. For a moment I considered dragging it into the river, but decided against it. I had no way of knowing how much time had passed and couldn't take a chance on missing that boat.
              Besides, they knew where we were going. If he didn't return, they'd know something was wrong whether his body was here or not.  
              I rested the barrel of the gun atop my cast, cradled the butt of it in my right palm and walked around Pier Five as fast as my legs would allow. At Pier Six I moved the length of an alley identical to the one Tank Tap was now lying in, the clay becoming slick with rain. Sliding my way along I managed to reach the chain link gate and peeled back the tar paper to make sure nobody was nearby. Content I was alone, I shot the lock off the gate, brushed the rusted shrapnel aside and emerged onto the pier.
              My truck was just where I'd left it, wedged between the log wagon and an outbuilding. I jerked the door open and went straight for the clock on the dashboard. The illuminated block digits stared back, informing me it was a few minutes after eight. One hour until the ship left Pier Twelve, five hours until she was gone forever. 
              I had been out for over an hour. Thank God the rain woke me up when it did.
              I tossed the gun over the seatback and swung in behind the wheel. I didn't have to be back on Pier Twelve just yet, but I needed to put some space between me and Rifkin. It was only a matter of time before he started sniffing around and I was still little more than a half mile from his bedroom.
              I glanced in the rearview mirror as I pulled a K turn behind the log wagon and eased back out onto the road. The entire left side of my face was puffy and covered in blotches. Right now they were faint purple and blue, but by this evening it would look like a paint-by-numbers. Lines of dried blood separated each of my teeth and a piece of my lower lip was gone. 
              In truth, it wasn't as bad as I expected.
              I pushed the truck back along the row of piers, watching the numbers ascend as I drove. There was nominal activity on Pier Eight, a skeleton crew that looked to be doing maintenance on a couple of containers. Pier Ten had a small cluster of men standing beneath a lean-to in orange vests watching the rain fall. There was nothing urgent about their posture or the dock around them.
              The only one pier with much life at all was Pier Twelve. A trio of forklifts buzzed about the place as I eased by, rooster tails of water sprouting behind them. They lifted small metal containers painted brown and grey, all headed towards one particular barge stowed at the end of the far left dock. Overhead a loading crane hefted full-sized containers onto the deck of the barge, the entire operation oblivious to the steady fall of rain going on around them. I could only see a handful of people in the few seconds it took me to drive past, but not one of them so much as looked my way.
              If Rifkin was spooked, he hadn't alerted the docks yet.
              I glanced again at the clock on the dash. It was almost eight-twenty. There was too much activity on the docks to approach from the front. I needed a plan, something I could pull off fast, quiet, and unseen. The same aching pain rolled over my stomach as I exhaled through my nose. I tried to keep my heart beat at an even rate and watched the windshield wipers beat out a steady rhythm as I rolled past Pier Twelve and back towards the main street that would eventually run up onto the freeway.
              I stayed the course a full half mile before pulling off the street and parking behind an old milk truck in an alley. Another five minutes had ticked by according to the clock on the dash. Whatever I was going to do, I had to decide and do it fast.
 



              
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty
              She sounded tired, irritated. I tried holding Merric's phone up to my face, but it was a pain balancing it on my mangled pinkie. Instead, I put it on speakerphone and laid it in my lap. I didn't bother to say anything the first time she answered, waiting until she snapped, "This is Watts," a second time before responding. 
              I still wasn't sure I was doing the right thing, but I was out of options.
              "You find anything?" I asked, my voice much rougher than I remembered it being. The beating I'd received over the previous twelve hours was permeating through every aspect of my being.
              Watts' voice remained hard. "Who the hell is this? How'd you get my number?"
              I glanced at the crumpled business card resting on the front seat beside me. Fishing it out of my jeans pocket with a mangled finger was a major pain in the ass, but I'd eventually gotten it free. "You gave me your number a couple of hours ago."
              This time, her voice softened. "Jesus, you sound like hell."
              "I look the part too.” 
Another glance in the mirror told me hell might be a nice way of putting it.
              "Where are you?" she asked. I couldn't hear any background noise on the line, though that didn't mean much. It was still just eight o'clock on a Sunday morning.
              Outside, the rain settled into an even pace. It hit the windshield in a steady rhythm, the heavy drops running south along the glass before being pushed to the side every so often by wipers. The world was still dark grey with the low hanging clouds. I was yet to see another living creature in the alley or on the street in front of me.
              "I'm still in Cincinnati. Did you find anything?"
              Watts exhaled. "Not a damn thing. You?"
              My eyes focused on a particular droplet of water and watched as it joined with several others to form a downward rivulet before disappearing against the wiper blades. I followed the path down a few inches further and settled my gaze on the clock in front of me. Half past eight. It was time to start moving.
              I turned the wiper speed up, cleared the glass and eased back out on the street. I hooked a right and went higher up the string of piers, coming to a stop at Pier Fifteen. 
              "Did you find something?" Watts asked again.
              Pier Fifteen was nearly identical to Pier Eight. A series of low-slung out buildings encircled the pier with three large grain bins arranged in a row through the middle. The same four docks as the others extended off the back end, though the middle were piled high with pallets and seemed to be used for little more than storage. 
              I eased the truck as far back onto the pier as I could and slid it under a building that resembled an ancient carport. The left side of it was filled with pallets stacked high with hundred pound sacks of grain while the right had a large plastic bin that was filled with some sort of liquid fertilizer. An oil slick on the ground gave away that this was a spot usually reserved for a vehicle, though none seemed to be in sight.
              "I found her," I said simply as I turned the truck off and stashed the keys above the visor. 
              "You found her?!" Watts shouted, her voice filling the cab of the truck. "She's sitting there with you now?"
              I dug the Luger out of the glove box and checked to make sure the clip was full. I jacked a round into the chamber and set it down on the seat beside me. "No. But I know where she is."
              "Felix, do not go in after her alone," Watts said, her official voice out in full force. She had no doubt heard the slide of the gun. There was no room for discussion in her tone, though I wasn't really asking. There was a reason I waited until the last possible second to call.
              "Get on the horn with Cincinnati Police and tell them the guy they're looking for is Lucio Rifkin. He's operating out of Pier Three along the riverfront. Trust me, they can't miss it." 
As I spoke, I fished the tire iron out from beneath my seat and stared at it. It was one of the few things I still owned that had been my father's. An odd thing to hold on to for sure, but he'd always referred to it as the Golden Equalizer, named for the spray paint job he'd done on it years ago. He always said it helped him more times than he could remember over the years. 
I don’t think this is quite what he meant, but let's hope it had the same magic for me just the same.
              Watts voice took on a different tone, almost distracted, as she scribbled down the information I gave her. "Never heard of him. Who is he and why do we care?"
              "He's a high end guy in a low end hole," I said. "He runs everything in and out of these docks from kids to drugs."
              "You're sure of this?" Watts pressed.
              "Seen it with my own two eyes. Guy seems connected too. I wouldn't be surprised if he has someone on the payroll, so be careful who you take this to."
              I could hear Watts continue to scribble notes. "Don't worry, I have a friend there I went through the Academy with. He's legit."
              "Good.” I turned and stared at the assault rifle behind the seat. It was enormous and loud, would slow me down. I could barely handle it with my hands the way they were. It had to stay behind.
              "O'Connor, I'll call him right now. Do not do anything. Stay where you are and I'll call you back after talking to him. Let us take this from here."
              I let her words sink in for a moment, a small part of me thinking she was right. The other part pushed my eyes back to the clock and knew she was wrong. I unwound the giant wad of gauze around my right finger until it was just a couple of layers thick, stained almost black with dried blood. It wouldn't be as obvious to someone watching and should allow me to handle the Luger. 
              Should.
              "There isn't time," I said. "I'm not working against you, but my niece needs me now. I'll call you as soon as I can."
              I could hear her protesting as I thumbed the phone off and tossed it onto the seat beside me. I stuffed her business card down into my pocket and wedged the Luger into the back of my jeans. Inch by inch I slid the tire iron along the inside of my cast, the curved handle resting flush inside my palm. With one final glance at the clock I swung free from the truck and out onto the pier. 
              I had twenty-four minutes to get down three piers and onboard a barge. The first part was pretty straight forward. The second part I still wasn't sure how I was going to pull off.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-One
              I kept the gun tucked into the back of my pants. I wasn't crazy about having a loaded weapon pointed at my ass, but I didn't want to be seen flashing a gun in the open. My face was smashed to hell, my hands were mangled and I smelled like piss. If I ran into anybody my plan was to pretend to be a bum and try to slide by them. Doing that with a gun in hand just didn't seem possible.
              I didn't have time to walk clear back out to the main street and sneak up through one of the alleys. I was too close to Pier Twelve to risk firing my weapon to blast through the lock on the gate. Instead, I walked out from beneath the makeshift carport I was parked under and went directly to the edge of the pier. Rain continued to fall in a steady pace as I dropped to my knees and slid my feet over the edge. I lowered myself as much as my hands would allow before losing my grip on the wet concrete and dropping into the alleyway below.
              The heels of my boots sunk a full three inches into the soft mud as I hit the ground, arms flailing to remain upright. I flung myself forward against the concrete wall to steady myself and tugged my feet free of the mud one leg at a time. 
Part of me should have been pissed to be stuck in the mud, but I was just happy I didn't land on my back and send a bullet through my ass.
              I kicked each of my feet against the wall to shake away the sludge and set off down the alleyway. My boots made deep impressions in the wet clay with every step. By the time I reached the bank of the river, my hair was plastered to my head and my shirt hung heavy with water. 
              Despite being three piers away, the barge loomed large in front of me. It was an aging wreck, the top half painted black and the bottom painted red. The two colors looked to be in roughly equal portions before disappearing into the muddy waters of the river, both faded and peeling from years of service. The name SEA HORSE I was stenciled down the side in white block script, a series of letters and numbers tattooed smaller beneath it.
              I increased my pace to just shy of a jog, thinking the wreck looked more like a sea mule and wondering if there was a SEA HORSE II anywhere nearby. 
Like I said before, it's funny what comes to mind in these situations.
              I kept as close to the concrete piers as I could and moved past both Fourteen and Thirteen, counting them off in descending order. In front of me the barge grew larger with each passing second, though it was apparent I wasn't dealing with the Titanic. The entirety of the barge stretched maybe eight yards in length. The deck rose only about six feet above the water line, the cabin of the boat just ten or twelve feet above that. 
              Several rows of containers were lined up on the deck, painted in various shades of grey, brown and green. Most of them sat stacked only one row high, none more than two. It seemed clear that this was not a usual working barge, but a much smaller one used for private purposes. Anybody looking to turn a profit wouldn't bother loading such a small boat less than half full on a Sunday.
              I approached the far corner of Pier Thirteen, stopped and pressed my back against the concrete. By my best estimation I had a little more than ten minutes before the boat departed. Above I could see a last few forklifts carrying items onto the barge, though the flow had slowed a great deal from when I first drove by. A couple of errant voices floated on the wind as dock workers shouted things back and forth, though I couldn't make out what they were saying. 
              Pressing my luck I inched forward and watched as a few men walked back and forth on the dock. Each one of them was dressed in matching brown rain slickers and tan jeans. Nobody seemed to be carrying any weapons, though that didn’t mean they weren't stowed beneath the rain gear. 
If this was Rifkin's boat, it bore to reason these were all his workers as well.
              The traffic on the dock above seemed to settle into a one-way flow, all of it heading away from the barge. Two forklifts exited and headed down the dock as the overhead crane deposited one final full-sized container and receded back onto the pier as the captain let out a short blast on his horn. 
My head told me I should still have ten minutes before the boat departed and the blast was a warning shot for everybody that was coming to get onboard. Everybody else should get back.
              I closed my eyes and again thought of Annie. Of the first time I saw her, held her in my arms, made that promise to my sister. Now, this very moment, was the time to prove that I meant it. That everything I'd done the past two days, hell, the last ten years, wasn't for nothing.
              A small surge of purpose went through my body. The pain receded into the background, the fatigue I felt fell by the wayside. In their place was complete clarity as I traced my eyes over the docks ahead, seeking anything that might resemble a plan.
              There was no way I could board the boat from the dock. I didn't have time to walk the length of the alley and back up, and even if I did there's no way I wouldn't get stopped a hundred times by people wanting to know what the hell I was up to. There were no stairs up on to the docks from where I stood, and even if there were, there was no way to get up and onboard without being seen.
              That left a water assault. I wasn't the world's greatest swimmer to begin with, even less so with mangled hands and mud covered boots. 
              This was not going to go well.
              I kept my back pressed against the wall and ran my eyes the length of the boat. The hull was made from steel plates welded onto a body, the seams all water tight. It rose only a half dozen feet or so out of the water, but there still no way I could scramble up the side. I would drown trying to flail my way up the slippery hull.
              I shifted my gaze a little further down and rested it on the rusted chain extending down into the water at the head of the deck. Thick lengths of solid steel interlocked and hanging down from the side of the boat, disappearing into the dirty water below. 
The anchor. 
Cliché as hell, but in this case just maybe crazy enough to work.
              I remained where I was for several long seconds, studying the anchor. The lengths were shaped like oversized footballs, all lined up end-to-end and disappearing into the hull of the boat. They wore a color somewhere between the red and black of the barge, no doubt from a heavy coat of rust. They were also soaked from the rain that continued falling in steady torrents. It wasn't ideal, but it was all I had.
              Drawing in a deep breath, I looked up to make sure nobody on the docks was visible and ran headlong towards the river. I covered the short expanse between the pier and the bank in a dozen steps and dove headfirst into the river. The icy chill tore at me, setting every nerve in my body on fire as I remained underwater and breast stroked as hard as I could.
              The cast on my left hand swelled until it felt like it weighed a hundred pounds, the plaster soaking up the water like a sponge. Inside it I could feel the tire iron dig into my flesh, the cast growing tighter by the second. I gave up trying to stroke with my left hand and held it out in front of me, swinging my right arm and kicking my legs hard. 
              I remained submerged as long as possible before rising for air. I stopped kicking for a moment and allowed my body to slow, raising only my head from the water like some kind of wannabe Navy SEAL. My first push had taken me almost halfway to the anchor, though it still seemed far away across the rain-spattered surface. I listened hard for any sounds of alarm from above, but there were none. 
For the time being, I was still unnoticed.
              Drawing in a deep breath, I slipped back under the surface and resumed my swim. I didn't have near the momentum as I did the first time and stroking with only one arm made it tough to get moving. My boots felt like lead as I kicked them behind me, willing my body forward. When my lungs could take no more, I again rose from the depths and wiped river water from my eyes.
              I was still over twenty yards from the anchor. I had no idea how much time remained, but it couldn't be more than a few minutes. 
              Opting to keep my head above water I continued pushing forward, my strokes somewhere between a breast stroke and a dog paddle. My lungs became raw as I drew in uneven gulps of water and air. Every muscle in my body burned.
              Beside me the enormous coal-powered engine on the barge kicked into a higher gear. I could feel the vibrations of it rolling through the water, rattling my body. Departure was going to be any second now.
              Ahead of me, the heavy links of the chain moaned before slowly starting to rise up out of the water.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Two
              There is only one thing I've ever found that can light a fire under me more than adrenaline, and that's panic. It started with a horror-struck face as I watched the links rise from the depths, water dripping down in a heavy stream. The moment my mind put together what was happening my arms went to work, pawing at the surface. I didn't care about the club on my left arm or how much noise I made as I went, I just paddled.
              One by one the links rose out of the water. I didn't know how deep the river was, but this close to shore it couldn't be more than fifteen or twenty feet. I was running out of time. Fast.
              The inches crept by as I continued swimming for the chain, my form an ugly hybrid of three or four different strokes. My lungs gasped for more air and my body temperature ran hot, despite the frigid water I was submerged in. Every sound of the world died away, replaced by my heart racing in my ears.
              Five yards away, the top of the anchor pushed itself up out of the water. My hands pawed furiously as the top of it extended into a shaft, followed by two claw-like hooks. The entire structure slid up out of the water like some kind of ancient sea creature, a torrent of water falling behind it. Wrenched free from the weight of the river it swung free, banging against the side of the barge.
              I covered the last few yards as fast as I could, the anchor continuing to climb. I got there just as it hung several feet above the water and leaped up at it, my hands coming together above my head in an attempt to grab hold. They got halfway up the side of it, but couldn't reach the top of the hooks. Without having something to wrap around, my hands slid down the side of the wet iron.
              The anchor shrugged me off and continued its ascent as if I wasn't even there. My arms splashed down to the water beside me, the momentum carrying me under. For a split second I considered just staying there, letting the weight of my clothes and my cast and my sister's expectations drag me to the bottom. 
              Instead, I kicked myself back to the surface. The vibrations from the engine were growing stronger, but the ship remained idle. I still had a chance.
              My head burst through the surface as I drew in a deep gulp of air. I gave a sharp twist of my head and sent my lank hair out of my eyes, the wet tendrils flying to the side in a spray of dirty water. My eyes and throat both burned as I spit a stream of the Ohio River from my mouth and continued moving forward. 
              I knew there was no place back the other direction to get onboard, told myself there had to be something up ahead. Going forward meant possibly getting run over by the barge once it started moving, but it was a chance I had to take. I'd promised Lex and Annie both I'd die before I let anything happen to them. 
After the night I'd had, I knew I was on borrowed time anyway.
              The sound of iron meeting steel rang out above me as the anchor found its home against the hull of the ship and settled into place. A stream of water continued to fall down from the base of it as I passed underneath, all four limbs swinging in wide circles away from my body. The moment the anchor was in place a second, longer blast erupted from the air horn and the vibrations in the water rose to a frenzied pitch. 
              It was shifting into gear. It was about to start moving and there was only one direction it could go. 
Straight at me.
              The level of panic within me rose again as I kicked hard and made the front corner of the barge. Without slowing down I swung a tight turn and kept pressing forward. Every muscle in my body screamed in protest and my lungs burned for more oxygen. 
              Finally, mercifully, I saw what I was looking for. 
Just a few yards ahead, rising in a straight line from the water, was a row of metal rungs up the ass-end of the barge.
              The very sight of the makeshift ladder pushed a renewed vigor through me as I kicked hard. The ancient diesel engine made a loud coughing sound as the boat downshifted and pushed away from the dock, the water churning along the edge of the barge. I changed to a freestyle stroke and pounded out the last few yards as the front of the boat twisted away from the dock, meeting me half way. With my last bit of energy I hefted myself a few feet up out of the water and latched onto the closest rungs. 
              Despite just starting to move, the force of the boat bounced me against the front of it, causing every vertebrae in my back to pop. I slid my right hand behind the lowest rung and cradled it in the crook of my elbow, the momentum of the boat pinning me against the hull as it pushed out into the river. For several moments, I made no effort to move.
               I waited until we were out of sight from the pier and the pressure of the oncoming water began to build before unhooking my arm from the rung and pulling myself up. The metal rungs, constructed from twisted rebar, were wet and slippery beneath my boots, the going slow. I hauled myself up one rung at a time, heart pounding as I ascended.
              After more than a dozen rungs, I peeked my head up over the side of the deck and swung my gaze from side to side. I was on the front edge of the barge, a full sized shipping container just a few feet in front of me. 
As quiet as my protesting body would allow, I crawled up on the deck and fell to my side. I pressed my back against the container and lay there on my side for several long minutes, drawing in deep breaths and letting the cool steel of the deck calm my protesting body.
 



              
              
              
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Three
              I rose to a seated position with my shoulder blades pressed against the container, but didn’t try to go any further. Instead I sat with legs sprawled in either direction, the heels of my boots just inches away from the edge of the deck. Rain continued to fall from the sky, though I was so wet it didn’t even register with me.
              To my right the city of Cincinnati slid by, the high rises disappearing behind us and giving way to a sprawling expanse of factories and suburbs. Somewhere over there was the state line separating Ohio from Indiana. To my left was Kentucky, the entire area a suburb of Cincinnati. The whole scene seemed to still be asleep, nothing more than a rainy Sunday morning in the Midwest.
              As the cityscape began to thin beside me, my heart rate and breathing receded to normal. I lifted the club attached to my left arm and examined it, the area from my forearm down looking like the Michelin Man's. I used my right hand to wring out as much excess water as I could from around the edges of it, though it did little to relieve the pressure. Inside it I could feel the tire iron digging into the underside of my forearm, but for some reason decided to leave it where it was.
              I don't know why, but I had a feeling I might need it later.
              I pushed myself to my feet and went through a quick progression to make sure everything still worked. Despite serious protest from every muscle in my body and my internal clock telling me it had been days since I had a proper meal or rest, all important functions still seemed to be working. I only hoped I could say the same in an hour.
              Pushing away from the container, I slid the Luger from the waistband of my jeans and checked the slide. It spit the live round out at me cleanly and racked the next one into place, a sure sign that everything was still in working order. Later on I would have to clean it thoroughly to make sure it didn't rust, but that was the least of my concerns at the moment.
              The world around me shifted to the familiar farmlands that dominated much of the Midwestern states. We were now out of the city. Any guards onboard would be easing up on how alert they were, especially with the rain still falling in a steady pattern. It wasn't pouring, but it was above a drizzle, more than enough to make someone that wasn't as wet as I was uncomfortable.
              One more deep breath and I edged towards the center of the barge. I kept my back pressed tight against the container and dropped to a knee, then peered out around it towards the control tower. Staring back at me was nothing but the next row of containers, their uneven pattern blocking the main deck from view. I was going to have to swing up the side. 
              I knew I was going to have to get closer if I wanted to have a reasonable shot at anyone, but I was hoping to at least have an idea of how many there were first. It was hard enough trying to concoct a one man plan, not knowing how many I faced didn't help.
              I gave a quick glance around and went back in the direction I first came on board. The wet steel of the deck was slick beneath my feet and I moved slow, the ping of raindrops hitting the deck around me. I made it to the far corner and dropped to a knee again, the Luger poised against my waist.
              "Hey!" a voice shouted from behind me, a thick baritone cutting through the morning wind. My breath stopped cold and my heart went into hyper-drive, but I did not move. 
"What the hell are you doing here?" the voice demanded, followed by the unmistakable sound of a round being locked into the barrel of a rifle.
              I didn't pause. I didn't try to respond. I didn't even think. Instead I rotated on my knee, brought the Luger up and squeezed off three quick shots in succession. The first one skidded off the side of a green container, a small spark igniting in the air before being extinguished by the rain. The second two found the chest of Rifkin's guard.
              Dressed like one of the Spandex Twins, a look of shock filled his face as the impact of the shots hit him. His lips moved in silence as if he was trying to respond before he ran out of deck space and tumbled backwards over the edge of the barge. The last things I saw were the heels of his boots and the barrel of his assault rifle as he fell into the river.
              That was one down. I had no idea how many there were in total, but I couldn't imagine there being more than a half dozen or so. There would be more at the destination, but it wouldn't take that many to guard a ship in transit. 
              At least that's what I told myself.
              I remained still for a full two minutes, the Luger poised in front of me and my eyes scanning in both directions. When nobody came running, I retook my feet and started back down the outside of the deck. They may not have seen the guard go over, but they would damn sure notice when he didn't come back.
              One half step at a time I walked down the outside of the barge, placing my boots heel to toe against the metal. Around me all I could hear was the rain continuing to fall. 
              At the edge of each container I stopped and scanned down the thin aisle ways between the rows. Only a few feet separated each of them, darkness filling the gaps in between. I had no way of knowing if anybody was patrolling those few empty spots, but I pushed ahead anyway. After six successive rows of full-sized containers, I came to the final row of cargo. It was filled with several smaller containers, less than half the size of a regular one. They resembled small dumpsters lined up on the open expanse of the deck, each of them painted steel grey.
              Again I dropped to a knee and surveyed the deck in front of me. Onboard, it looked just like it had from the shore. The entire deck was flat, stretching eighty yards long and measuring about twenty yards wide. A large cabin and holding area took up the rear twenty yards, the structure painted the same faded black as the top half of the hull. It rose two stories above the deck, the lower one encased in glass where the ship's controls were. The top one was open, with only a metal awning protecting it from the elements.
              There was no sign of human activity on the top level. The glass windows on the bottom level had wipers moving in perpetual motion, clearing arc shaped swaths across the tinted glass. There was no way of knowing how many people were inside it, though I had to figure on at least the captain and one other.
              On the far end of the deck were the containers I'd just passed, thirty yards of silent cargo. That left the middle thirty yards of the deck open. 
              Well, open except for the two guards standing with their backs to me. 
They were both clearly Rifkin's men, their pale white skin shining under a heavy sheen of rain. One was dressed like Tank Top, the other like one of the Spandex Twins. Despite the dire need for these guys to diversify their wardrobe, their fashion choices weren't what concerned me. The assault rifles they both held slung across their waists did.
              Both of them stood to the far side of the deck, peering down along the edge towards where their compatriot disappeared. For a moment I considered just shooting them where they stood, but I didn't trust my rain soaked, mangled hands enough to make that shot across twenty yards of open deck. I'd gotten lucky the first time. If I messed up even a single shot this time, one of the guards was bound to mow me down.
              I studied the layout of the deck once more and slipped back the way I'd came. I slid my body between the first two rows of full-sized containers to the mid-point of the ship, then dropped to my knees and inched forward. Containers rose high on either side of me as I nudged my way forward, careful to remain concealed in the deep shadows they provided. In front of me the cabin of the ship stared back, the two cleared windows looking at me like oversized eyes.
              Gritting my teeth, I worked the tire iron free from my cast. With every fraction of an inch it came, I could feel the screwdriver tip digging into my flesh, no doubt leaving a trench through my skin. Little by little it worked its way out, the inflated and waterlogged cast fighting for each millimeter. It took every bit of my concentration not to gasp out in pain as I worked it loose, fresh blood staining the shaft as it extended upward.
              Once it was out I remained on my knees for several long seconds, gulping in air and allowing the searing pain to subside. When it fell away to a numb pounding, I gripped the crook of it in my hand, the Luger just inches away on the deck by my knee. 
"Alright Pop, I need you on this one.”
              Aiming at a spot a little ways out into the open deck, I cocked the tire iron by my ear and launched it into the air. For a moment I watched the golden projectile turn end over end through the gray morning sky before dropping to the deck with a clatter just fifteen yards away. I snatched up the Luger from the ground beside me and held it at the ready, praying my spot in the shadows was good enough to keep me hidden.
              Both of the guards appeared a moment later, each of them with guns poised. Spandex walked to the tire iron and looked it over while Tank Top scanned the silent containers. If he could see me, he didn't let it show.
              "What the fuck is that?" Tank Top asked, his voice the same deep din as the others.
              "Looks like a damn car jack," Spandex said, turning his attention towards the containers and sliding up beside his partner. "Better question is what the hell's it doing here?"
              Tank Top's eyes scanned everything in front of him. I could tell he was nervous and more than a little trigger happy. Not a good combination. "It didn't just fall from the sky," he said, moving forward a foot at a time. His rifle was pinned to his cheek and his finger was inside the trigger guard. I was hoping they would move a little closer, but I couldn't wait any longer.
              From the shadows I fired five quick rounds in succession. I started with Tank Top and put two rounds in his chest, one in his cheek. Before Spandex could move I put one between his bulging eyes, another in his chest for good measure. 
              On the whole, they looked like five perfectly placed shots. In reality, only the first chest shot to Tank Top went where I wanted it to.
              I pushed myself back a little further in the shadows and remained still. There was no way anybody in the cabin didn't see what just happened, not with both of their bodies still lying out in the open. Blood ran from their wounds and mixed with the gallons of rain water splashed across the deck, spreading a bloody trail around them like a spider's web.
              For several long minutes I remained in place and waited, my gaze shifting between the bodies and the cabin above. It settled on the tire iron lying motionless on the deck between the two and I couldn't help but smirk. 
"Thanks, Pop.”
 



              
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Four
              Part of me wanted to remain motionless. Where I was gave me a full vantage of the cabin and the shadows concealed my body. The more prudent part of my brain told me I had to move. It had to be evident to anybody watching where the shots had come from. All they would have to do is starting emptying clips into the narrow aisle way between the containers and I was as good as dead. 
Even easier than shooting fish in a barrel.
              I left the bodies and the tire iron where they were and nudged my way back a few feet. Focus still on the silent deck in front of me, I rose between the first and second rows of full-sized containers and ran back to the far edge of the ship. Only the balls of my feet hit the deck as I went, pushing myself high into the air between steps to keep the heavy boot heels from echoing. 
I don't even want to know what I must have looked like prancing around between the rows like that, but it was effective. I barely heard my own footsteps over the rain still pinging against the steel of the barge.
              I slid to a stop at the end of the container, my right calf skidding across the surface before pulling to a stop just a few feet from the edge. I remained seated and pushed myself forward to a spot behind the smaller containers and waited, watching the deck. From where I sat I could see the bodies of Tank Top and Spandex lying prone, blood continuing to flow from them. A little further up the tire iron rested on its side, the gold paint standing out against the sea of grey.
              The Luger remained poised in my hand, the barrel pointed at an angle in front of me, waiting for any sign of life. I'd used three bullets on the first guard and five on the next two. Counting the live round I ejected earlier, I still had eight bullets in the magazine and one in my pocket. I hoped that would be enough and that I wouldn't have to use near that many.
              My head ticked off five full minutes without the slightest sign of movement. The boat continued to steam down the Ohio River, working its way around a bend, meaning there must be someone at the helm controlling it. There was no way they hadn't seen what happened. 
              Only two explanations seemed even quasi-plausible. One was that the crew was legit, that the guards were the only ones working for Rifkin. They didn't care, and might even be relieved, to see the guards taken out. The other, more likely, scenario was that the remaining guards were all pressed tight against the front windows waiting for me to show myself.
              I decided to wait them out. 
I was already soaked and chilled to the bone, so sitting out on the deck didn't bother me in the slightest. Curled up against the back edge of a smaller container, I was shielded from the rain and most of the wind. Fatigue was a condition I was used to by this point, any drowsiness pushed away by remembering why I was there. To find Annie and bring her home.
              My adversaries didn't possess the same patience. It took almost ten minutes, but a fourth guard emerged from the cabin. 
              I heard him long before I saw him, the protesting steel of the cabin door hinges screeching across the barge. My nerves went on end and I raised myself from my haunches to a knee, pressed even tighter against a container. My eyes worked in rapid-fire fashion across the deck, checking the cabin from end to end in a relentless loop. 
              The fourth guard emerged from the far side, inching his way forward. The largest gun I'd ever seen a man carry was cradled against his shoulder, a double barreled number with one stacked on top of the other. The top one was long, no doubt a rifle capable of firing a massive round. The bottom one looked to be a couple of inches in diameter and probably held some form of explosive shell. 
Whatever that thing was, it was looking for me. 
              Clearly I had gotten their attention.
              The man was a carbon copy of every other Rifkin guard I'd encountered so far, dressed in head-to-toe black. His face was shaved smooth and pale skin stared out above the gun stock. The only thing differentiating him from the others was the long sleeves of his form fitting black shirt. Quite the rebel. 
              This made four heavily armed guards, my mind reasoning that had to be all of them. There was no way Rifkin could foresee needing more muscle than what he had on board. Hell, the gun this guy was carrying alone should do the trick. 
I wasn't foolish enough to believe that my niece was the only cargo of any value present, but I couldn't think of anything that needed more protection than what was on hand. 
It's not like there were pirates floating along the Ohio River.
              Unlike the two guards before him, Long Sleeves gave only a passing glance to the tire iron and the two bodies lying on the deck. He must have figured I would relocate after shooting them and kept to the far side of the deck, soon disappearing along the opposite side.
              A mixture of sweat and rain droplets rolled down my face as I remained concealed behind the container. There was no way I could hope to survive a duel with him, not with me carrying a Luger and him carrying a bazooka. Optimally I would draw him out in the open, but it wasn't going to be as easy as the first time. I eyed the front of the ship to make sure he wasn't looping back on me, then scanned the deck once more. 
              My gaze settled on the two assault rifles lying motionless by Tank Top and Spandex. My hands weren't up to the task of handling them with any kind of accuracy, but they gave me a hell of a lot better chance than the pea-shooter I was carrying. I cast my eyes back towards the cabin and a plan formed in my mind. It was choppy and it was risky as hell, but it was the best I could do.
              My only other option was to stay where I was, keep playing shadow games and hope my luck didn't run out. Judging by the size of the gun he was carrying, the odds saw me coming out on the losing end of an ugly situation.
              I kept the Luger gripped tight in my right hand and pushed myself between the row of smaller containers and the first row of the full-sized ones. There were enormous gaps between the smaller ones and anybody still left inside easily could have seen me running behind them. No way was anybody going to mistake me for one of Rifkin's guards, running on my toes in blue jeans and cowboy boots. 
              Water splashed up with every step, flailing about in all directions as I covered the fifteen yards as fast as I could. The soles of my boots skidded a bit as I stopped to grab up Tank Top's rifle, the ground beneath me worn slick from years of forklift and container traffic. 
              The gun was too large to carry in my casted left hand. I jammed the Luger into the small of my back and held the rifle in front of me, the stock in my right hand and the barrel rested across my left fingertips. I paused just long enough to give one more quick look around before tearing for the opposite end of the cabin. 
              Bloody water splashed up onto me as I went, dotting my jeans with pink speckles. The burning reappeared in my lungs and my legs screamed in protest at the exertion. Stride by stride I pounded forward, the awkward bulk of the gun swinging back and forth in front of me. With every step I expected a spark to bounce up beside me or worse, a bullet to slam into my back. Total fear, of who was behind me, of who might be waiting for me, of what would happen if I didn't make it, propelled me forward.
              It was the longest twenty-five yard dash of my life. To anybody watching from the sidelines it probably looked I was barely moving, but in the moment it felt like I had never ran faster. I slid to a stop just past the edge of the cabin, riding in on my legs. I extended them out in front of me and hydroplaned forward, twisting myself onto my stomach and laying out flat, the gun extended behind me. For several seconds I remained still, my lungs fighting to expand while I lay face down on the deck. 
              My eye found the sight along the top of the barrel and focused in on the far corner I'd just came from. I waited long enough to make sure the guard hadn't seen me before rising to my knees and then my feet. I kept the rifle trained out in front of me and stepped backwards, turned and leapt up the stairwell towards the lookout deck above the cabin. 
There was no way that anybody watching inside had not just seen me. I could only hope there wasn't another guard in there or that they couldn't radio out to the one patrolling the deck.
              My boots touched soft against the grated tops of the metal stairs, hollow tings ringing out beneath me. Rain dripped from every ledge as I moved upward, covering the dozen or so steps two at a time. My boots hit the steel landing at the top and swung out from beneath me, my body hanging suspended for several seconds before crashing down on to my side. My entire left side screamed in agony as I gasped in ragged breaths and scrambled forward on my knees, the gun still gripped tight. 
              My left hand throbbed inside the clumsy implement that had once been a cast and my left hip bone protested beneath me as I fell flat onto my stomach. I ignored them all, remaining several feet back from the ledge of the overlook and positioning the rifle. With every fiber of my being I pushed the various pains from my mind and focused down the barrel, aiming a few feet above where I was sitting just a couple minutes before.
              I've never been in the military. Jail was the closest thing to a structured organization I've been affiliated with in my entire adult life. But in that moment, lying there staring down the barrel of a rifle and counting seconds until an enemy showed himself, I felt like a sniper. I was protected from the rain and I was out of sight. I could stay there all day waiting.
              It only took another two minutes.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Five
              I probably should have felt something resembling remorse. Regardless what my rap sheet said, violence really wasn’t my nature. I was always a bit more cerebral about these things, a result I think of growing up with a twin sister. If we were angry with one another, striking her wasn't an option. Instead, I learned how to assess things, to manipulate them to my advantage. Even in prison, I aligned myself with people like Rosie to keep from having to fight my way through. 
              Lord knows I got in my fair share over the years anyway, but it was never something I sought out.
              This was different though. My mind was locked on a singular objective, the end justifying any means necessary. I had already killed six people and engaged another in arena-style combat. I was lying prone on the roof of a barge staring down the barrel of an assault rifle, waiting for someone to show themselves, and I didn't even care. This asshole was going to get mowed down, along with anybody else onboard that stood in front of getting my niece back.
              One of the first things that happened when I went to prison was what they called delousing. I removed all my clothes and they sprayed my entire body with a spray chemical meant to kill all lice, crabs, or other bodily contaminants they didn't want inside. Once I was dripping with the foul smelling solution, I took a hot shower and passed through to the inside, where I received my prison uniform. They said it was to ensure cleanliness in the facility.
              Funny thing was, I hadn't felt clean since the moment that spray hit my skin. I knew in that very instant that I would never be the same sincere kid I was just an hour before. It was the lowest point of my life. If killing every man on this ship ensured that my sister never felt anything resembling that or that my niece could continue living the life she was meant to, then I was going to do it. 
              And I wasn't going to think twice about it.
              After two minutes, Long Sleeves grew impatient and showed himself. Not on the edge of the boat where I expected him to, but creeping from the shadows between the containers in the middle. He must have seen that I wasn't hiding along the far edge and inched his way inward, inspecting where I'd hidden and how I'd done it. I could only see the front few inches of his gun barrel, but I knew he was crouched right where I'd been.
              I thought for a moment he was going to continue moving forward to check on his cohorts, but he never emerged from the shadows. It was clear to the world that both men were dead, if not from the gunshots then from losing the massive amount of blood that now painted the deck around them. His weapon nudged its way out almost a foot before it stopped, swung side to side, and started to retreat back into the shadows.
              I had a choice. I knew where he was and could easily make the shot from where I lay. He was in the exact same position that I feared being in, stuck in a narrow alley with limited retreat options. I could fill the gap with an entire clip of bullets and bank on at least a couple of them cutting him down. At the same time, in the off chance I missed I was exposing my position.
              The image of that massive weapon filled my mind and small shudder passed through me. Once he knew where I was, it wouldn't take more than for him to lob a couple of explosive rounds up here and I was toast. He might destroy part of the cabin in the process, but something told me that didn't matter at this point. 
              I watched the tip of his gun recede down to the last few inches of the barrel before I pulled the assault rifle tighter against my body and squeezed the trigger. There was no recoil at all from the big gun as a dozen rounds blew out in quick succession. I sprayed along each side of the gap, paused, added a second spray in a zigzag pattern just to be sure. Once almost two dozen bullets filled the narrow void between the columns of containers, I paused and waited. I waited for a return hail of bullets and I waited for some kind of propelled grenade to fly up out of the shadows at me.
              What I got instead was a thick tendril of bloody water. It ran in a winding pattern beginning somewhere in the darkness and extended out towards Tank Top's body. The dark red of the fresh mixture was much brighter than the faint pink of the previous kills. There was blood, and there was a lot of it. 
That was four.
              This time I rose without waiting. If there was anybody else, they would have joined Long Sleeves or they would have shot me as I ran across the open deck. Cincinnati was now far behind me. It was time to find Annie and get the hell off this boat.
              I considered leaving the assault rifle on the deck because it was enormous and unwieldy in my decimated hands, but I decided to hang on a little longer. It had the ability to unload two dozen bullets in a matter of seconds. Perhaps even more important, it had the ability to scare the hell out of somebody standing in front of it.
              If anyone inside the cabin had watched me cross the deck, they knew which stairwell I'd climbed to the roof on. I opted to go back down the opposite side, hoping if they were lying in wait for me I would be able to catch them looking the other way. 
              I stepped from beneath the awning and back out into the rain, fat drops landing on my soaked scalp. One at a time I descended the staircase, feeling along with the toe of my boot to make sure I had secure footing before heading down. 
The metal was soaked and slick and I was carrying two loaded firearms. I was too close now to afford having an accident.
              At the base of the stairs I pressed my left shoulder against the cabin wall and again watched everything on the deck. I could see the two bodies lying prone, the tire iron and the fresh river of blood framing them on either end. Otherwise, there was nothing but shipping containers and an endless torrent of rain.
              The rifle felt heavy in my hands as I took one last deep breath and turned to face the door into the cabin. It was solid metal, painted the same faded black as everything around it. There was no window or glass of any kind, just a simple silver turn handle. 
Anything could be waiting on the other side of that door.
              For a moment I considered walking around the front and sending a spray of bullets through the front window. I might hit an innocent and I might destroy some necessary electronics, but I at least I would know what I was looking at. 
Of course, that also meant they could look at me.
              I took one last glimpse at the landscape around me. Any signs of city life, or life at all, were long past. In their stead were nothing but rolling fields and hardwood trees just starting to bud for the year. I had been on the boat for half an hour. Only three and a half remained before my self-imposed window was up. 
              Anybody that could possibly know I was on board already did. If not, they only had to look out at the bodies lying in the middle of the deck. At least if I burst in through the back door like this, I stood a chance of catching them off- guard.
              One more deep breath. 
I balanced the barrel of the gun across my cast and nestled the stock against my stomach. With one fluid motion I reached out with my right hand, twisted the handle down and jerked the door open. I grabbed up the butt of the weapon, brought it to my shoulder and took two quick steps inside.
              The cabin was overly warm, the sound of the heating vents working in overdrive above me. They replaced the sound of rain falling against metal and the heat met me like a wall as I stepped inside. 
              The front of the cabin looked like one unending countertop, a series of buttons and controls spanning the length of it. A steering column was positioned dead center of the tangle of graphs and sensors. The rear wall was covered with charts and maps, pins and post-it notes covering all of them. A single door stood in the middle of the wall, slightly ajar. Everything inside was done in black, including the faded tile floor underfoot.
              Standing in the center of it all was one man, his arms raised by his head as if he were signaling a touchdown. His hands faced me with all ten fingers pointing upwards, motionless. He was the first person I'd seen in several hours not dressed in all black. Instead he was wore jeans and brown hiking boots, a blue zip-up hooded sweatshirt over a red and blue flannel. A blue knit cap was pulled down atop his head and a tangle of white hair stuck out from his face in every direction. He looked to be somewhere in his fifties, though his trim build could have put him up or down a few years.
              "Please, don't hurt me," he said, his voice almost soft. Between that and the attire, he clearly wasn't one of Rifkin's men. "I'm not one of them."
              "How many are there?" I asked, my gaze swinging around the room. There was nobody else there, nowhere for anyone to hide. The open door into the living quarters was the only possible spot for someone to be tucked away.
              "Only four," the captain said, his eyes locked on mine. As he spoke, he balled his left hand into a fist and flicked his eyes towards the right hand. Five fingers remained outstretched. There was one still inside.
              I nodded and shifted my attention towards the door. He couldn't nod his head to confirm, but instead shot his eyes straight to the ceiling and back to the floor. As good as a nod. There was one more hiding inside.
              Adrenaline surged through me as I raised the rifle tight to my cheek and shuffled forward. I had barely moved when the door swung open and a man dressed just like Long Sleeves stepped through carrying a rifle matching my own. Our eyes locked at the same time, our fingers pulled in unison. 
              The only difference was as I squeezed, I flung myself down towards the right.
              The sound of gunfire reverberated through the tiny cabin, buffeted by bullets shattering glass and slamming into doors and walls. A searing pain tore through my left arm as I went down, that entire side of my body erupting in agony. Across from me the guard convulsed twice as if having a seizure, a pair of rounds slamming into his body. His rifle clattered to the ground, though he managed to stay on his feet.
              The moment my body hit the ground I snapped the Luger from my jeans with my right hand and fired four quick shots in succession. All four found their mark, tearing into his torso and sending splashes of blood down onto the floor. He took only a single step before pitching himself face first onto the tile, his body hitting it with a wet smack. 
I kept the gun held out in front of me and watched as the blood pooled out from his body. It wasn't as fast as those on the deck, but there wasn't any rain water in the cabin to speed up the process.
              My left arm continued to scream at me as I shifted the gun to the captain, his entire body rigid. His hands were still raised by his head, his left hand still held into a ball. "That's all of them. I swear to God that's all of them."
              "You're sure?" 
              "Yes," he whispered. "Just please don't shoot me."
              "Please don't make me," I replied, grunting as I shifted myself from my side up onto my knees. I lowered my gun to the floor and pushed myself to my feet, my left arm hanging limp by my side. I looked down to see a small plume of blood on the outer half of my arm. An inch down and he would have hit an artery. Five inches to the right and he would have hit my heart.
              The captain kept his arms raised above his head and said, "You've been hit. I have a first aid kit in my room."
              I ignored the comment. "Who are you and how do I know you're not involved with these guys too?"
              The man bobbed his head slightly, as if agreeing these were fair questions. "My name is Seamus Smiley, Captain of the Sea Horse. Formerly I was a Chief Petty Officer, United States Navy."
              My arm throbbed. It replaced all the other pain in my body combined. "What the hell is a retired officer doing mixed up with this lot?"
              "You see the guns those guys were carrying?" Smiley responded. "When that walks on your boat and tells you you're carrying some cargo for them, you don't really have a choice in the matter."
              I damned sure didn't want to give this guy too much leeway and let my guard down, but what he was saying made sense. He certainly didn't look or act like the rest of them. "Call it in," I muttered. "I don't even know who patrols these waters, but if you're really a captain I'm guessing you do."
              Smiley's eyes grew a size larger as he shook his head. "Rifkin will kill me if I call this in. He knows where I live, where my grandson goes to school. At the very least I'll go to jail for what they find on here."
              I shook my head. "Cincinnati PD should be at Rifkin's as we speak. He won't be bothering anyone. Just in case, you can spread the word that I killed his guards and called it in. He already knows and hates me."
              He continued to shake his head. "I still don't want to go to jail. I don't know what the hell is in those containers, but they send five armed guards with me every week. It can't be anything good."
              "You won't go to jail," I said. "I have a friend on the force there. Just make the call." She wasn't quite a friend and she wasn't technically on the force there, but I didn't care. I just wanted the call made.
              Smiley kept his eyes on me and lowered his hands. He lifted the receiver from his a.m. radio alongside the steering column. His eyes never left me, or more aptly the gun in my hand, as he raised the receiver to his lips and said, "This is Captain Seamus Smiley of the Sea Horse I calling for the United States Coast Guard, over."
              A burst of static shot out at us, followed by the mechanized voice of a young male. "This is Seaman Erick Wynn, USCG Cutter Greenwood. Go ahead Sea Horse I. Over."
              "Ship requesting immediate assistance. Coordinates 38°41' North, 83° 33' West. Over."
              "Roger that Sea Horse I, what is your emergency?"
              Smiley looked at me with heavy eyes. "You'll see when you get here." Without another word he clicked off the radio and returned the receiver to its hook. 
 



              
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Six
              The bullet passed clean through my arm. The size of the caliber gave it so much power it didn't even notice a few inches of flesh standing in its way. It entered halfway between my elbow and shoulder, a perfect circle roughly the size of a dime. It exited three inches to the left through my triceps, the hole enlarged to about the size of a penny. The edges of both were raw. Blood oozed from each of them, running in thick crimson droplets down my arm.
              Smiley stood at the wheel and watched me, his eyes dancing between me and the dead guard on the floor. We both wanted to drag his body outside and dump it over the side, but for all intents and purposes this was now a crime scene. The Coast Guard might not take kindly to us tossing casualties into the river.
              Instead, Smiley pulled the barge as close to shore as the water depth would allow and dropped the anchor. Every so often a strong push of the current swung us a few feet from side to side, but the enormous implement held true. We were right where he'd said we be, waiting for the law to show up. Everything in my being told me to get away before they did, but I remained where I was. As soon as I made sure the bleeding was stopped, I was finally going to find my niece.
              The first aid kit sat open atop the control panel in front of me, a collection of individually wrapped supplies splashed across the controls. My flannel was unsnapped almost to my navel, the left side of my torso exposed. My ribs were light blue and growing darker by the moment. The comically oversized, waterlogged cast dangled from my left hand. Blood ran from the holes in my arm.
              Smiley took in the injuries and let out a slow whistle. "Damn boy, what did you do to piss off Rifkin?"
              I shook my head and wadded several strips of gauze into a ball. Starting at the elbow I wiped it upward in long strokes, stripping blood away from my skin. "Rifkin was just one of many this weekend," I said. I wiped away as much of the blood as would come free and tossed the soiled strips into the trash. "Can you give me a hand here?"
              I held a clean patch of gauze against the front hole with my thumb and a second patch over the rear hole with my middle finger. I bent over so my limp arm hung away from my body and watched as Smiley unwound over a foot of elastic tape from a roll. Starting on the underside of my arm, he wrapped the roll around three times, the thick tape covering every bit of the gauze. It was a little tighter than I would have liked, judging by the way the tape dug into my skin, but at least I knew the patches weren't going anywhere. To be honest my entire body was numb, so I couldn't feel it anyway. Once the initial shock wore off, I was going to be miserable.
              Smiley tore the tape off atop my bicep and put everything back into the kit as I stood up, worked my arm into my shirt and buttoned it. The numb feeling permeated my entire body and I couldn't help but notice that the temperature of the previously warm cabin had dropped precipitously. 
I didn't have much time.
              "Where would they keep the kids?" I asked, my voice low, a bit uneven.
              Smiley stopped what he was doing, his hands frozen above the open kit. "What kids?"
              "The ones they kidnapped, plan to sell off.”
              His eyes pressed closed and he twisted his head. "Oh sweet Jesus, what have I done?" 
              I could imagine the feeling of guilt that must have been going through him, but I didn't care. The clock was still running and my strength was fading fast. I slapped the palm of my hand down on the top ledge of the control panel. "Where would they be?" I said, my voice louder but still lacking much life.
              His eyes remained closed, his head continued to shake. "I don't know. I really don't. The first two rows are all his, has to be one of them."
              I nodded twice and went back outside, the cold air cutting straight through my soaked clothes. My teeth chattered as I stepped away from the cabin and a fresh wave of rainwater washed over me. 
So much for keeping my arm clean. 
              Everything outside remained just as it was. In total, less than fifteen minutes had passed, but it seemed much longer as I trudged across the open deck towards the containers.
              The water around Tank Top and Spandex was now clear, the blood having washed over the sides. Their pale skin was fast turning blue as their lifeless eyes stared up at the sky. Beyond them, a reddish puddle sat between two smaller containers. I walked forward into the shadows to see Long Sleeves flat on his back, over a half dozen gouges torn into his body. Once dark red and bleeding, the rain had washed them clean, leaving nothing but torn clothes and holes the size of nickels in various locations. 
              I stared down at him for a few seconds as I walked past. Thankfulness filled me that my bullet holes were only through my arm. Nothing resembling guilt came near me.
              I left the bodies where they laid and went back out to the small containers, four of them sitting in a row. They were all of the same general size and design, standing seven feet tall and measuring about the same across. The top of the front of each one opened up with a pair of double doors, a heavy padlock clasping them together. My eyes swung to the tire iron still lying on the deck, but my numb left arm made me think better of it. Instead, I pulled the Luger from the small of my back and fired at the thin metal latch piece of the lock. It shattered and fell away with a sprinkling of metal shards.
              Using my right hand I shoved aside the remnants of the lock and jerked open the door. A musty smell hit me full on that reminded me a lot of the horse barn back in Wyoming. Pallets lined all three walls of the interior, each stacked high with green bricks wrapped in saran wrap. 
              Marijuana, and lots of it, all piled up like bales of hay. 
              My stomach turned at the thought of the men that had held my niece for the last two days. She didn't need to be anywhere but at home with her mother, let alone out with men running drugs and carrying automatic weapons. A sour taste rose in the back of my throat as I stepped back and surveyed the other three small containers. Odds were they contained the exact same cargo as the first one.
              I turned and glared over my shoulder at the front window. I believed Smiley when he told me didn't have anything to do with this, that he was nothing more than an unwilling accomplice in Rifkin's business, but that didn't make it much better. He still knew what he was doing was wrong, and never once did he try to stop it. 
              As much as I wanted to stomp and scream and cuss the wind, my body wouldn't allow it. Precious heat was leaking out of me with each passing second and a dull prod was forming in my left shoulder. It wouldn't be long before the pain settled in, after which it was just a matter of time before I was out cold, flat on my back like the guards heaped around me.
              With the Luger in my hand I stepped through the row of smaller containers to the two larger ones sitting behind them. Smiley said the first two rows were Rifkin's. Annie had to be in one of them.
              I stepped over Long Sleeve's outstretched legs to the door of the closest one. I wanted to drag his body away and dump it over the side so Annie and any other children inside wouldn't have to see it, but I just didn't have the strength. 
              Both containers were the standard shipping sort, with a pair of parallel doors comprising one end of the unit. Everything else was sealed tight. The container on the right was shit brown, the one on the left forest green. Both were positioned so their doors pointed inward.
              Gun in hand, I went to the left and shot away a pair of heavy padlocks holding latches at the top and bottom in place. The small metal implements fell away with ease. Using my right hand I jerked the latches up and swung one half of the door open.
              A tiny bit of light filtered in through the door, though it was apparent there were no children inside. Rows of wooden crates lined one wall, all of them stacked high with uniform precision. Across from them was an even row of long black plastic boxes. Stenciled across the side of them were the letters RPG, a string of numbers behind them.
              Rocket Propelled Grenades. Weapons. This entire container was a weapons cache. 
The barbed wire returned to my stomach. What if I was wrong about all of this? What if Tank Top was just screwing with me when he said Annie was onboard, toying with a dying man? What if I'd killed a half dozen people and made an enemy of a very powerful man for nothing?
              What if I was no closer to finding Annie than I was yesterday and now here I was, running on fumes and out of ideas?
              I swallowed the thoughts back as best I could as I walked from the container. I didn't bother to look at the cabin, instead keeping the gun poised in front of me. The top lock blasted away without resistance and I pointed the gun at the bottom one. 
              Click. Nothing but empty air.
              I exhaled and tried not to think of the symbolism an empty chamber represented. I shoved aside every one of the questions that were running through my head and pulled the single round from my pocket. I held it up for a moment and stared at the polished brass casing, the rain droplets running over it. My entire torso in a knot, I slid the bullet in, pulled the slide and blasted the lock away.
              Out of habit I kept the empty gun poised in front of me, lifted the latch and pushed the door open.
              Two single bulbs hung down from the ceiling, attached to orange extension cords that ran the length of the roof and connected to a small generator on the far wall. It purred in a graveled tone, light but not indiscernible. The bulbs threw harsh yellow light down on the interior, illuminating everything.  
              An elderly woman sat in a wooden chair across from me, her eyes locked on mine. She wore a long plaid jumper and a wool cardigan. She had silver hair and tired eyes and when she realized I wasn't one of Rifkin's men, a look of genuine relief spread over her face. Around her right ankle was a heavy metal cuff, a silver chain snaking away from it and disappearing behind the generator.
              On either side of the room were two long rows of cots, all of them with matching green blankets and thin pillows. They were shoved head-to-foot tight against one another, none of them more than three or four feet in length.
              Each of the beds was filled with lumps of indiscernible size, all of them curled up tight beneath their blankets. I stood in the half opened doorway and swept my gaze over the room, trying to find the one precious object I was there to receive. 
A few heads popped up to examine me as I stood there, their eyes heavy with sleep. 
              "Annie?" I called aloud. At the sound of my voice several more heads raised from their pillows. A pair of little girls began to cry. "Annie?"
              My heart pounded as I walked into the room. I stuffed the Luger back into the waist of my pants and walked forward, hands by my side, head swinging from side to side.
              "Unka O?" a tiny voice asked, a small mound moving to the old woman's left. 
              My heart surged into overdrive. My tongue swelled to twice its normal size and I covered the length of the container in just a few quick steps. "Annie?"
              "Unka O!" she squealed, thrashing her little body atop the mattress. I was beside her in two long bounds and tore back the heavy blanket. 
              There, lying in a plain white jumper, was Annie, staring up at me with enormous blue eyes. She wasn't crying, but she was clearly terrified. She wriggled like a seal atop the mattress, trying in vain to get to me. Padded cords were wrapped around her feet and wrists, keeping from her moving. "Unka O!"
              I dropped to the bed and lifted her onto my lap. I started with her feet, using my damaged hands to unwrap the cords from her as fast as I could before moving on to her hands. The minute she was free she stood on the bed and leapt her small body onto me. Her arms wrapped around my neck and her mop of blonde curls cascaded across my face. I wrapped my right arm around her as tight as I could. 
For the first time in eighteen hours I felt no pain whatsoever. 
              For the first time in twelve years, I wept like a baby. 
              We both did.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Seven
              All told there were nine children in the container. Nine children with families just like mine, all somewhere nearby worried sick about their young ones. All but two of the children were girls, none more than four years old. 
              I shuddered at the fates that would have awaited them. To think someone like me spent five years in jail when bastards like that walked free.
              The old woman didn't even bother to watch me as one by one I untied the children. Many of them were petrified for me to even touch them as I unwound the padded straps. A few bore the telltale bruises that told me why. I worked as fast as my hands and my dropping strength would allow, Annie never more than a few inches from my side. When the last one was free, I gathered them by the door and told them to follow me. I gave one last look into the container that had served as a carriage into hell for untold numbers of children and watched as the old woman opened her eyes, raised her head and murmured, "Thank you."
              I didn't bother to respond in any way. 
              Before I went out I grabbed a handful of green blankets from the beds and dropped them across the bodies of the fallen guards. I motioned towards the cabin for Smiley to do the same and paused a few seconds to let him to do so. The rain had lightened up a bit, though it continued to fall in a steady drizzle over everything.
              I bent at the waist in front of the children, all of them staring back at me with eyes wide and fear on their face. "Okay everybody, we don't like it in here do we?" I shook my head from side to side and watched as many of them matched it. "And we're ready to get out, aren't we?" I bobbed my head this time, the gesture matched by almost all of them. "Okay, I want everybody here to hold hands with one other person and follow me, okay?"
              I grabbed Annie up from the ground and held her in my right arm, her head resting against my shoulder. Behind us the children paired up and as a group we walked out into the rain towards the cabin. I covered Annie as best I could, my left arm hanging useless by my side. I turned my shoulder into the wind and walked sideways across the deck, shielding her and watching to make sure the other children followed. Beyond them I stared at the green blankets tucked tight beneath the guards, praying they wouldn't blow free.
              Smiley held open the cabin door as we approached. Every bit of color had drained from his face and his mouth hung agape as he stared at the children marching into the cabin like soldiers. All of them were paired up, tiny hands clinging to one another, their faces plastered with tears and rain. Annie and I stood to the side of the door by the stairs until the last ones entered before sliding in ourselves. "You look like you've seen a ghost," I said to Smiley as we walked through.
              "I'd rather see an army of ghosts than what just walked in here," Smiley said. He blinked fast as he stared at me, looking like he might cry as well.
              "You really didn't know," I murmured.
              He shook his head without saying a word.
              "How about the woman chained up out there?" I asked. "Any idea who she is?"
              His mouth dropped open even further. "There's a woman chained up in there?"
              It was clear he knew nothing about any of this. Being blackmailed into shipping some contraband paled in comparison to what he now realized he'd been doing.
              I glanced past him to the light blue quilt covering the guard's body on the floor. The children milled nearby in a tight cluster, but none gave the misshapen blob a second glance. "Do you have anywhere to put them?" 
              He looked at me with mournful eyes and nodded. I lowered Annie to the floor and immediately she wrapped her arms around my leg. My strength was almost gone and my vision was getting blurry. I had one last thing to do, and I had to get it done before I went under. I could feel it coming, I just had to do what I could to stave it off as long as possible.
              Smiley looked down at the tiny figure wrapped around my leg. "Yours?"
              "Niece," I replied. "Do you have a cell-phone I can use?"
              He grabbed an ancient Nokia from atop the steering column and handed it to me. He didn't ask why I needed it or who I was calling, just began to shuffle the children past the guard on the floor and into his living quarters. I had no idea what was on the other side of that door, but I trusted he would see to the children as best he could in there.
              The bottom half of the oversized phone folded down to reveal the keypad. I still had Watts' card in my pocket, but I didn't bother digging it out. I pressed out the numbers from memory and slid myself to the floor beneath a map of the tri-state area. Annie released her grip on my leg until I was situated, then crawled into my lap and rested her head against my chest. My entire body was cold and wet, but she didn't seem to mind. 
              I was thankful she didn't. Even though her tiny frame was just a fraction of mine, her body warmth helped tremendously.
              The phone rang just twice before Watts picked up, her voice tired and irritated. She sounded annoyed to be fielding a call from an unknown number, but I was just glad she did it. "Watts."
              "Where are you?" I asked. My voice was thin. The lights were going out. I knew it, and I couldn't do anything to mask it.
              Her tone shifted from annoyed to concerned in an instant. "Where the hell are you? My guy says they swarmed Rifkin's place a half hour ago. Drugs, guns, prostitutes, they found everything in there except you."
              "Or my niece," I whispered.
              Watts drew in a sharp breath of air. "Did you find her? Is she with you?"
              "She's with me," I said. The soft curls of Annie's head rested against my chin. I wanted so much to wrap an arm around her and pulled her tight, but my left arm refused. My right had to hold up the largest cell-phone I'd ever seen.
              "Oh, thank God," Watts whispered.
              "So are eight other children," I added.
              Watts tone downshifted. Not all the way back into cop-mode, but at least half way there. "Eight others? Are they alive?"
              "Everyone's okay," I said. "Well, everyone but me." I tried to chuckle, but the sounds caught in my throat.
              "Where are you?" Watts asked. "Are you going to make it?"
              "I'm on a barge somewhere on the Ohio River. The Coast Guard is en route, I'm sorry but I don't know any more than that."
              "Are you going to make it?" she repeated. In her voice was genuine concern. If I was more alert, I would have been touched.
              "I'll see you soon," I said and flipped the phone off. I let it drop to the floor, the sound making Annie flinch against me. She pulled back, her blue eyes looking me over.
              A stubby finger pointed at my arm. "Booboo?"
              "Yeah, that's a booboo.”
              She pointed at the side of my face. "Booboo."
              "Booboo," I confirmed.
              Finally she looked down at the cast on my hand. "Big booboo."
              I smiled. "Yeah sweetie, big booboo."
              Outside, a Coast Guard horn sounded. It whooped twice, followed by someone giving instructions over the a.m. radio. I couldn't make out a word of it. I stayed awake just long enough to see Smiley emerge from the back room before I finally succumbed to the darkness.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Eight
              I awoke to see bright lights above me. Not the kind of lights at the far end of a tunnel that people claim to be walking towards as they experience their last few moments on earth. The kind of fluorescent hospital lights that are three feet square with a frosted plastic plate over them. The kind that bathes everything they touch in an unnatural white light.
              I blinked several times. My mind was foggy, though not the same kind of exhausted foggy it had been just a short time before. 
Drugged foggy. 
A dull beeping sound worked its way into my consciousness, followed by the drone of voices not far away. I rolled my head to the left to see my entire arm looked like it had been mummified, save a few inches around my elbow and shoulder. A new cast encased from mid-forearm down to my hand and a thick swath of bandages covered my entire upper arm. Dull pressures registered at several different places around my body, though none approached anything resembling pain. 
I was going to be in a world of hurt once the painkillers wore off.
              "Annie?" I whispered, my voice coming out like a croak.
              "Unka O!" a voice exclaimed beside me, pulling my head to the right. Seated there beside the bed was Lex, Annie cradled in her arms. Behind them was Watts, leaning with one shoulder against the door. She held a cell-phone pressed to her face and looked like she'd been talking when Annie drew her attention into the room.
              "Hey sugar," I whispered. "How are you?"
              "I good," she said, offering me an oversized grin. "Look, it’s mommy!"
              "I see that," I said, dropping my right hand out the side, palm up. Lex reached out around Annie and it took it in hers, tears pooling in her eyes.
              "Thank you," she mouthed as Annie slapped both of her hands down on ours and laughed with delight.
              "Is she okay?" I asked.
              "She's fine," Lex said. "They all are."
              I let my head fall back against the pillow. It wouldn't have taken much for me to close my eyes right then and not wake up for days. The thought of finding Annie, of helping Lex, had been fueling me since I left Wyoming. Now that she was safe, the full extent of what I'd been through was taking hold. 
I was really going to be miserable when the meds wore off.
              Watts snapped her phone shut and walked up behind Lex and Annie. She gave me a look resembling a smile as I rolled my head to the side to look at her without raising it from the pillow. "Wait until the boys back on the ranch here about you in a gown," she said. I sensed it was her trying to be funny, even if her timing was a bit off. 
              I decided to humor her attempt nonetheless.
              "They better not have messed up my boots," I replied with a small smile.
              "I think if they did, the CPD ought to be able to pitch in for a new pair," Watts said. "You did us quite a service last night."
              I brushed off the compliment. I never was very good at accepting them, probably because they so rarely came my way. No point to start pretending now. "How did I get here? And where is here?"
              "Valley Memorial Hospital, Carrollton, Kentucky," Watts said. "The Coast Guard brought you here from the Sea Horse I. You were in pretty bad shape when they found you."
              I nodded. They had no idea. "How did you guys get here?"
              "When you called earlier, I was just leaving the hospital. I ran into Lex as I was headed for the parking lot and told her I was headed to Cincinnati to follow up on your call," Watts said.
              "I knew when she said that she wasn't going without me," Lex added. "There was no way you'd call unless you'd found something."
              "What about Ricky?" I asked.
               "They’ve put him in an induced coma for the next two days until the swelling in his head goes down," Lex said. She added a smile that was almost pure embarrassed. "I knew if I had to sit there for two more days with his parents, I would go insane."
              "Needless to say I wasn't too happy about bringing her, but I let it happen," Watts said. "We got to Cincinnati just as the CPD was clearing out the last of Rifkin's henchmen. Place was a gold mine. Mayor is talking about handing out citations to everybody involved, the whole nine."
              Rifkin was nothing short of an asshole. I hoped they'd throw his ass in jail and forget about him for a good long time. Something told me he'd made enough enemies over the years to make his stay very, very uncomfortable. "What about the boat?"
              "The Coast Guard found the drugs, the weapons, and of course the children," Watts said. "Captain Smiley told them what he could and Edna Iris, the old woman acting as caretaker in the container, added what little she knew. There wasn't a lot between them, but it sound like that boat was headed for Louisville. After that, those kids were in the wind. No telling how many came before them. They want to talk to you when you're up for it, but it doesn't have to be right now."
              "Good," I whispered. "And the guards they found?"
              Watts shook her head. "I've been monitoring the situation as close as I can from here. From what I can tell, there's no intention to bring charges. Saving a boatload of children seems to have that effect on people."
              I lowered my head to the pillow and looked up at the bright lights above. Lex's warm hands still gripped mine as Annie patted the tops of them. 
              The people I cared about were safe. I was content.
              "What time is it?" I asked, my eyes unfocused on the bright orbs of light above.
              Lex made a show of trying to look at her wrist, but it was buried beneath the long grey sleeves of her sweatshirt. She glanced over her shoulder at Watts, who raised her phone and thumbed on its touch screen. "It is...twelve-fifty. Why?"
              It only took a few minutes for my mind to do the math. I couldn't help but smile. 
"Two days ago you sat in the Sacred Heart cafeteria and told us we had twenty-one more hours to find Annie. I did it in twenty hours and fifty minutes."
              I rolled my head to the side and smiled. Lex squeezed my hands and drew her mouth into a tight, toothless smile, tears back in her eyes. Behind her, Watts smiled, shaking her head from side to side.
 



              
              
              
              
 
Epilogue
Three Weeks Later
              
              A wide array of cars filled the driveway and spilled out onto the street. All of them seemed to be some form of mini-van or mid-sized SUV in colors ranging from light blue to black. The entire scene screamed soccer moms, which made me even more uneasy than I already was. To be fair, that's what the scene was for, but that didn't do a lot to ease my nervousness.
              Push a herd of longhorns across a river on horseback? Not a problem. Walk into a yard full of housewives and make small talk? Lord, help me.
              I pulled the truck to a stop behind a silver hybrid Toyota SUV with a Winnie the Pooh sun visor pressed to the rear window. I shook my head twice and wondered again what I was doing here. With a final sigh I picked up the box wrapped in bright green and yellow wrapping paper from the passenger seat and climbed out. Inside it was an assortment of toys and clothes, all emblazoned with Dora the Explorer. I had no idea who Dora was or what she was exploring, but the woman behind the counter assured me they were what every little girl desired these days. 
Hard to argue with logic like that.
              My new Ropers clicked against the asphalt as I walked down the middle of the street and cut across the front yard to the sidewalk. I could hear the sound of children playing coming from the backyard and followed the concrete path around the side of the house, the noise growing louder as I walked. A small twinge of nervousness rolled through me as I pushed forward, the backyard coming into view bit by bit.
              An inflatable bounce house covered the back corner of the lot, filled with a half dozen young children bounding to and fro with smiles on their faces. A mid-sized above ground pool stood to the side of it with a couple of children bobbing in the water, their arms or waists encased in inflatable rings and floaties. The middle of the yard was an open expanse of green grass with a large handful of children running back and forth. Every imaginable outdoor toy on the planet was strewn across the grass around them. A smattering of parents were spaced throughout, keeping a close watch on everyone. 
              A full wooden deck stretched the length of the house, stained a deep russet color. Twin picnic tables sat on the end closest to me, one covered with gifts of every shape and size, the other loaded with all the makings of a classic Americana barbecue. Beside them stood an industrial sized stainless steel grill with the lid closed, steam rising from its side vents. 
The heavenly aroma of charred meat hung heavy in the air.
              Beyond the picnic tables were several large clusters of folding chairs, nearly all of them filled with parents drinking tea and lemonade. They conversed amongst themselves and watched the children, several of them pointing or laughing. 
How in the world a three year old could know so many people was beyond me. I was ten times her age and could count everybody I would invite to a party on one hand.
              "Unka O! Unka O!" a little voice squealed from across the yard. I looked up to see Annie running towards me as fast as her little legs would carry her, sunlight bouncing off her white-blonde curls. She ran with arms stretched out in front of her and I set the box down on the ground and lifted her up high into the air. 
              "I heard that somebody had a birthday today," I said, using a voice I reserved only for her and my dog before she passed. From the deck several heads turned and openly stared at us. I couldn't be sure, but it even kind of felt like the conversation died away for a moment, everybody turning to see who the guy in jeans and cowboy boots was. "You wouldn't know anybody like that would you?"
              Annie dropped her teeth over her bottom lip in a smile and bobbed her head. 
              "And tell your uncle how old you are today," a familiar voice said from across the deck. Annie held up her fingers in front of herself, smiling wide. Lex matched the smile and approached from the side, wrapping her left arm around my waist in a half hug. "Hey there, didn't expect to see you here today."
              "Somebody told me there was going to be a party," I responded. "And kind of suggested I had a duty as an uncle to be around a little more."
              Lex stepped back and said, "I think you've more than fulfilled any duty you might have, but I am glad you came. Another all-night drive?"
              "I stopped in Des Moines," I said, smiling. Sometimes it was a little eerie how well she knew me.
              Annie wriggled a bit in my arms, her attention span already beginning to wane with adult conversation. I gave her a big kiss on the cheek as she squealed again, then set her down to disappear into the tangle of children playing on the lawn. 
              Lex and I both stood and watched her for several seconds, smiling. "How's she doing?" I asked.
              Lex sighed and bobbed her head once. "She's doing alright. She's a kid, they're resilient. She's lucky she hasn't reached the age of hanging on to things too long yet. A couple of times she's asked questions about it, but she seems to still be herself."
              I nodded. While getting her home alive was the most important thing, getting her home in the same pristine condition was a close second. 
              "How you coming along?" Lex asked. "I see the cast is gone."
              I held up my hand revealing a small tan brace, but thankfully no cast. "Damn thing was a real annoyance on the ranch. Twice I got it wet and had to have it redone. After that I just told them to give me a brace and be done with it. They were as tired of seeing me as I was them, so they agreed."
              "And your other hand? Your arm?"
              I held up the nub of my pinkie, the end of it covered with fresh skin stretched tight. The line where it closed was still very apparent, but what was left of it did move. "Healing," I said. "Arm still aches a little, but it's coming along. Nothing that time won't fix. Ricky?"
              Lex folded her arms across her torso. "He's getting better. He's up and walking again. Still has horrible headaches and is really sensitive to light. The doctors say it'll take time, but he'll get there."
              "Is he here?" I asked, looking past her to the people lined up on the deck. A few were still watching us, though most had turned back to their previous conversations. 
              Among those staring were the Borden’s.
              "He's upstairs," Lex said, twisting and motioning up towards a second story window overlooking the lawn. "He can't take the sunlight, and he's still really sensitive about the way he looks."
              "That bad?"
              "It's going to take several reconstructive surgeries to get him looking the way he did," Lex said. "I know he'll be glad you're here though. I told him everything that happened once he woke up. He was sick he couldn't do anything, but he was genuinely thankful for everything you did. You should go up and see him in a little bit."
              "I will," I said. I knew what happened would never completely change the way Ricky and I felt about each other, but it would remove some of the lingering animosity. We didn't have to be best friends, but we could at least share a common affection for Lex and Annie. We'd both proven that time and again. 
To guys, that was enough. 
"Mama around?"
              Lex smiled. She knew I was changing the subject, but was kind enough not to call me on it. "She'll be here at four once she's done at the diner. She have any idea you're here?"
              I matched the smile. "You really think I would have spoiled the surprise by telling her?" 
Our mother, for all her wonderful qualities, was a horrible liar and even worse at keeping secrets. Both were well known facts that she received endless ribbing for.
              "That's true," Lex said. Her smile then shifted to mischievous. "I have a bit of a surprise for you too." She turned back over her shoulder and scanned the crowd, her eyes settling on someone resting on the far opposite corner of the deck. 
              I looked around her to see Watts sitting in a lawn chair looking every bit as out of place as I did. "Aw hell, what's she doing here?"
              Lex turned back and smiled. "She's been around a lot the last few weeks, become something of a family friend. I think she showed up today hoping you'd be here, but you'll never get her to admit it."
              "None of that," I said, giving Lex my exasperated tone. She'd been trying to play matchmaker for me since we were kids. None of them ever worked out very well. "We pass at being civil to one another. That's good enough."
              "Oh, I don't know," Lex said. "You know how women like the bad boy types."
              "I also know cops don't generally go for the ex-con types," I countered.
              Lex raised her eyebrows, but let it go. She looked out over the back yard and watched Annie running in circles with two other girls. All three were giggling, not a care in the world. "I'm just saying, having another reason to get you home more often wouldn't be such a bad thing."
              I slid an arm around Lex's shoulders and together we walked up on to the deck, past the tables of food and presents and by the grill still steaming. I took in the banner hanging along the back of the house wishing Annie a "Happy Birthday" and watched as the little one continued to bound across the yard. "With or without her, I have plenty of reasons to get home more often."
              Lex dug her fingers into my ribs. "Is that a fact? We're going to be seeing more of you around here moving forward?"
              I paused as Annie stopped mid-stride and smiled, sunlight settling on her golden curls, and waved to us. We both returned the gesture without thinking.
              "I'm here now aren't I?" 
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