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   About Snake Wine
 
   They've come for Jacqueline "Jack" Daniels before. Serial killers, maniacs, rapists, all to her front door looking for revenge. It didn't turn out well for any of them. Now, in the middle of a high-profile trial against one of Chicago's top drug lords, it's happened again. Except this time, Jack isn't the target. 
 
   Someone, or something, has taken her partner, Herb Benedict, and the fate that awaits him is worse than anything they've ever faced before. Now, Jack must team with former Detective Frank O'Ryan, in a white knuckle race to the finish that will leave readers looking over their shoulders in terror.   
 
   SNAKE WINE is a full length (55k+ novel) written by Bernard Schaffer and edited by J.A. Konrath. The two previously collaborated on CHEESE WRESTLING, a work so twisted, readers refuse to reveal what "cheese wrestling" is to anyone who hasn't read it. Fusing the worlds of Konrath's bestselling Lt. Jack Daniels Thrillers and Schaffer's acclaimed Superbia series, SNAKE WINE is bottled literary venom. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   SNAKE WINE
 
   1 cobra
 
   1 jug rice wine or grain alcohol
 
   Assorted snakes, scorpions, spices 
 
    
 
   Gut and clean cobra.
 
   Place snake inside full jug and cork.
 
   Allow contents to ferment for three months. 
 
    
 
   Garnish with smaller snakes and scorpions.
 
   Add large Herb, if desired. 
 
    
 
   
  
 

1.
 
   She got the shakes just looking at him. It hit her like someone walked up behind her and yanked the plug out of her spine, sending her vital reserves splashing down onto the courthouse floor. The quivering started in her hands, then it traveled up her arms and kept going until she actually started to feel light-headed. Light headed? she thought angrily. I am not going to faint. I refuse to. And if I am going to faint, it's not going to be in front of these people, and definitely not in front of that son of a bitch. 
 
   She backed away from the crowd of officers coming through the door, backing up until she was able to slip into one of the dark waiting rooms in the hall. The walls inside were cool and dark as she pressed her face against them and closed her eyes, trying to get a hold of herself, waiting for the shakes to go away. 
 
   There was a reporter in the lobby. One of the uniforms had probably tipped him off, probably for nothing more than twenty bucks, and he called out, "Mr. Marvin! Keenan!" When the angry looking prisoner wouldn't turn his head, the white reporter shouted, "Ack Trife! Dog, just let me holler at you a second before they take you in!" It was painful for her to listen to this drivel from the other side of the door. Like listening to a gringo trying to speak Spanish. In fact, it was damn near comical.
 
   "Man, what?" the prisoner shouted at the reporter. 
 
   Jack Daniels closed her eyes, trying to breathe. The handle of her revolver was warm in her palm, seated in its holster, but unsnapped. Ready to go. When did I do that? she wondered. She'd imagined herself drawing her weapon and firing a round that would burst Keenan Marvin's head open like a watermelon so many times, wanted to do it so badly, that it worried her. Sweat trickled down her forehead now, soaking her hairline. Breathe, she told herself. One good goddamn breath is all you need. 
 
   "How do you feel about these new charges appearing the night before you're supposed to start trial?" the reporter called out. 
 
   "It's bullshit, that's what I feel. How you gon' arrest me in jail? I'm already in jail! Whatever it is, I ain't do it, it's just y'all tryin' to pile more charges on me. I'm innocent. Auburn-Gresham, what up? Holla at me!" 
 
   One of the officers said, "Get your ass in the court, scumbag. This isn't an interview." There was the sound of people scuffling on the floor, someone being jostled around, and finally the quiet sound of heavy wooden doors coming to rest. 
 
   Jack took a deep breath and stood up, straightening her back and lifting her head until she could breathe clearly. She wiped her face and checked the buttons on her shirt and blazer, making sure everything was in place. She re-snapped her holster. 
 
   There was something backed into the doorway, blocking it. Something larger than two of her put together. Three, probably. She poked the soft fleshy cushion of Herb Benedict's right shoulder blade and said, "Hey. Move, will ya?" 
 
   Herb turned around slowly, looking down at her after he was sure no one else was in the lobby. The heavy jowls under his chin were compressed like books stacked on a shelf, and his thick mustache made him look like a concerned walrus. He didn't get out of the way, though. 
 
   "I've gotta get in there," Jack said. "Get out of my way, Herb." 
 
   "Are you all right?" 
 
   "What?" she said stiffly. "Of course I'm all right. What the hell are you talking about?"
 
   "You know exactly what I'm talking about," he said. "Are you all right?" 
 
   She looked at him for a moment, feeling her eyes pulse with sudden, horrible anger. "Get your fat ass out of my way right now, Detective, before I shove my foot inside it! That is my suspect in court, and I'll be goddamned if you'll stop me from seeing those charges read!" 
 
   "Jack," Herb whispered, but his voice fell short. Her face didn't reveal any hope of reasoning. Herb finally stepped back and waved his hand at the court's front door and said, "After you, Lieutenant." 
 
   "No," Jack snapped. "You're sequestered for the trial tomorrow. Go sit in the witness room where you belong, understand?" 
 
   Herb took a deep, labored breath, said, "You're the boss" and with that, he watched her go. 
 
    
 
   For Herb Benedict, it all ended tomorrow. 
 
   He poked around the thick puddle of blue cheese, finding each small chunk of chicken bathed in hot sauce and plunked them into his mouth one at a time, telling himself to enjoy it because starting tomorrow, it all came to an end. He'd realized the time had come earlier that day when he happened to walk past a window in the station, and caught sight of his reflection.  
 
   Herb was good at avoiding mirrors. He was good at looking away from himself. He was good at laughing off the jokes guys made around the station, and he was good at thinking that Bernice didn't see what he saw and that women didn't pay attention to trivial things like two thighs that rubbed together and a pregnant kangaroo-sized paunch under his waistband and the fact that he was thinking seriously about buying a seat belt extender for their car.
 
   And no, it wasn't that Jack had called him a fat ass, he told himself.  
 
   Regardless of the reason, for Herb, that all ended tomorrow. 
 
   "You want anything else, sir?" the bartender said.
 
   Herb frowned at the bartender's tight-fitting T-shirt and gelled-up hair. He was a good looking kid, even with the crazy tattoos going up and down each arm. Christ, if I looked like that I wouldn't cover any of it up with ink, Herb thought. I'd just walk around in tank tops all day and flex when people looked at me. Herb looked down at the empty plate and said, "They're on sale tonight, right?" 
 
   The kid nodded, "Ten cent apiece for twenty." 
 
   "It's a deal." He picked up his glass of beer and downed the rest of it, wiped the white foam off his mustache and said, "And another beer." 
 
   He wasn't sure when he saw the woman at first, but she'd been looking at him when he did. Asian, in her thirties, or maybe older, he thought. She took good enough care of herself for it not to matter. Her hair was a rich ebony color with thick curls that came down to the center of her back. The makeup was discreet, done to accentuate the ovals of her eyes, to draw out the lashes like thick picture frames. The lipstick was understated and pink because anything bright would have made the natural fullness of her mouth seem too provocative. She tucked her hair back over her ear as she played with her drink, stirring it casually with a straw. She looked up at Herb again, and this time she smiled. 
 
   What the hell? Herb thought. He looked away, sure there was somebody else sitting behind him. He looked back at her and she was still smiling. 
 
   "Hey," someone said, as if from very far away. It broke the spell and Herb's head snapped around to see the bartender standing before him with a new plate of wings. "Here's your order. You want some napkins? Some Handi wipes?" 
 
   Herb looked down at his shirt and tie and saw small red dots of buffalo sauce spattered across it like a crime scene. He nodded and said, "Sure. If you have some. I'll take a bib if you've got one." 
 
   "Only on seafood night," the bartender said. 
 
   Herb grunted and said, "Just my luck." 
 
   "Cold water," the woman said. 
 
   Herb turned and looked at her, "What was that?" 
 
   "I said, put some cold water on it and it will come out when you wash it." 
 
   "Okay. I will. Thanks." He pulled the plastic tub of wings under his chin and picked one up, making sure it wasn't slathered too heavily in sauce. He took a bite, wiped his chin, dunked it in the blue cheese, bit it and wiped again. While he chewedm he looked back at the woman, and she was still stirring her drink. Still playing with her hair. A woman like that, he thought, she could have any guy in this place. Hell, she could have any guy anywhere. Why's she over here all alone then? 
 
   Must be a defective unit, he decided. Some kind of wackadoo. Any guy in his right mind who had her in his life wouldn't let her sit by herself at any bar, not with all the scumbag businessmen, hornball construction workers, and slick-talking public officials that would besiege her. God help the poor bastard if she ran into some off-duty cops. Forget it. Cops on the prowl combined the worst traits of all sorts of lechery, and they carried guns to boot. Herb had been a cop long enough and he'd known enough cops for long enough to know that while most were guys you could trust to drag your bullet-ridden body out of a burning building, they weren't the kind of people you wanted around your women and children.  
 
   Her skirt was slit along the side, showing her toned, pale legs. Her coat was draped across the back of her stool and the buttons on her blouse were stretched to capacity by the heavy weaponry barely being contained within. Herb found himself wondering what had happened in Asia that all of a sudden their women were growing big boobs? Hadn't they always been small and petite? Were they importing American beef filled with steroids that was somehow causing some sort of spike in the gene pool? He wondered this as he continued to stare, until the girl caught him looking, causing Herb to whip back around to his plate, lower his head, and resume eating. 
 
   "You have very pretty eyes," she said. "I'm sure you hear it all the time, but it's true. Not just the color. I mean, the color is beautiful, but they're also kind and…soft, too, if that's all right for me to say." 
 
   The bartender stopped pouring a beer and looked over his shoulder at Herb, not sure if someone was playing a prank on him or not. 
 
   Herb wiped off his mouth and said, "I've gotten a compliment or two about these baby blues before, it's true." 
 
   She smiled softly and went back to looking at her drink. 
 
   The bartender watched Herb retreat again and the younger man cocked an eyebrow at him that said, 'Are you nuts? Get in there, dummy.' 
 
   Herb put down his half-eaten chicken wing and wiped off his fingers with his napkin. "You don't need someone like me to tell you about how you look. I mean, why restate the obvious, right?" 
 
   She shrugged quietly and kept on stirring. It was the best stirred drink in history. She looked away then, trying to keep him from seeing her, but it was too late. 
 
   Were tears on the way? Herb wondered. Definitely a wackadoo. 
 
   Herb slid across the barstool to sit next to her and said, "You from around here?" 
 
   "No," she said. "I just moved in from the West Coast." 
 
   "For work?" 
 
   She nodded. 
 
   "What kind of work do you do?" 
 
   "We cater office parties and events. Our shop is right down the street." 
 
   Herb smiled and said, "Near the courthouse? I bet you spend all day surrounded by lawyers. I wouldn't wish that on my mother-in-law…or anybody for that matter." 
 
   "You have no idea," she said softly.  
 
   "Herb Benedict," he said, extending his hand. 
 
   Her hand was soft and small inside his and she squeezed gently, like a child, almost. "Li Xiao. I'm sorry to be so talkative. I'm not used to drinking." 
 
   "It's all right. So how do you like Chicago so far?" 
 
   She shrugged and said, "Not bad, I guess. It's a little tough starting all over again. People our age already have all their friends and families and routines down. They don't really want some new person encroaching on their lives, I guess." 
 
   She leaned in closer to him, so close he could smell how good she smelled; he could even feel her arm against his. He leaned back a little and said, "I think your drink is all mixed now." 
 
   "What kind of work do you do?" she said, ignoring or not understanding his joke.  
 
   Herb shrugged and said, "Nothing special. Quality Control for the city." 
 
   "That sounds interesting. You do inspections and stuff like that, huh?" 
 
   "Kind of. When someone's not doing what he's supposed to be doing where he's supposed to be doing it…well, I'm the guy people call to take care of ahhh business, so to speak…kinda." 
 
   "I see, I think," she said. 
 
   I doubt it, he thought.
 
   She wrapped her knuckles on the bar and said, "That's it. It's time to go." 
 
   Herb looked up at her in confusion and said, "Okay, I guess. Have a good night then. Nice to've met you. Careful getting home." 
 
   She leaned against him then, pressing her chest against his arm and said, "No, you fool. I meant both of us." 
 
   The bartender turned around again, wiping a set of glass mugs with a towel so hard they squeaked as he listened, and Herb laughed and shook his head. "Listen, I'm not sure what to say. I mean, I'm married. I really appreciate it, but−"
 
   She stuck her hand on her hip and said, "Are you seriously going to let me walk home in the dark in this neighborhood by myself? I've been drinking and I have to go past some pretty rough places. I heard a girl got robbed and beat up the other night just around the corner." 
 
   That was true, Herb thought. He'd read the report. 
 
   "I was hoping to find at least one gentleman in this damn city. I guess not," she said, grabbing her coat from the back of the stool. 
 
   She threw down a twenty on the bar and turned without saying a word, making her way for the door as so many heads in the place snapped to follow that Herb imagined her like the lead car at the Indy 500. And in many ways, she was, he thought. 
 
   Herb dropped a twenty on the bar beside hers and moved to get his jacket. The bartender looked up as Herb headed after her, slowing only to give the bartender a wink and a nod. 
 
   The bartender laughed to see Herb pushing people aside with his stomach and apologizing over his shoulder as he squeezed by. Herb stumbled out the front door and saw her halfway down the block before he called out, "Hey! Hang on." 
 
   She stopped and looked back at him, still tucking her hair behind her ear, watching him come hustling up toward her. He was slightly out of breath as he arrived, and he said, "You're right. This can be a rough neighborhood sometimes. I'll make sure you get back safely." 
 
   "Thank you, Herb," she said, and they began what seemed to Herb a leisurely stroll.  
 
   She put her arms around his and pressed in tight, saying that she was cold, and he didn't stop her. "I told you I'm married, right?" he asked. 
 
   "Yes, you were very clear about that," she said. "Mother-in-law and all," she giggled. 
 
   "Okay, just so you know this is just me walking you home and leaving. I don't want you to get any funny ideas about taking me hostage to have your evil way with me or anything." 
 
   Li Xiao laughed so hard she had to cover her mouth and said, "I can't make any promises."  
 
    
 
   
  
 

2. 
 
   Keenan "Ack Trife" Marvin owed the City of Chicago a lifetime. In fact, he owed it several, and the full strength of the Cook County Prosecutor's Office, the Narcotics Unit, the Joint County Gang Suppression Task Force, the city Forensics Unit, and the Violent Crimes Division were pressing down hard to make sure he paid.
 
   Alan Davidson was certainly being forced to earn his heavy paycheck defending Marvin. At forty years old, Davidson was balding in weird places. The front hairline was thin enough to show his scalp but the back of his head was thick was curly with light brown hair. He was looking into hair plugs. He ordered secret shipments of Rogaine. He wondered if the stress of this case was making the last remaining follicles snap off at the root in despair.  
 
   There were pages of witnesses for the prosecution and they were all sequestered in the hallways of the courthouse, long cordons of cops anxious to testify, glaring at the people working to free Marvin as they slinked along the corridor for the courtroom. 
 
   Marvin nodded and waved at each witness like he was greeting old friends, grinning wide enough to show off the diamond encrusted implants screwed onto his teeth that read "Ack" across the top and "Trife" across the bottom. Davidson had tried to get Marvin to remove his "grill" before the trial, but Marvin wouldn't hear of it. 
 
    
 
   Two weeks ago, Keenan Marvin had been one of the richest men in the city. Now, his Prada shirts and Louis Vuitton loafers had been replaced with a county-issued orange jumpsuit. His Rolex and rings were exchanged for steel handcuffs and shackles. The grill was all he had left, Davidson thought. That and his tattoos spelling out exactly how much of a monster he really was. Every inch of his arms and neck were scrawled with the words "Money," "Murder," "Bitches," or rather, "Bitchez," "Drugs," and all sorts of colorful euphemisms for female genitalia. Davidson had petitioned the court to allow his client to appear in long-sleeved jumpers. 
 
   "Sorry, your honor, we were fresh out of long sleeve jumpsuits this week," was the jail's response.  
 
   People say the rich don't go to jail, Davidson thought, and the only reason that's sometimes true is that they can raise an army of expert witnesses to dispute solid evidence. A good prosecution is like a symphony, structured to hit the right notes at the right time. The prosecutor is the conductor, bringing in the scientific evidence at the right moment, calling on the eye witnesses to hammer the refrain. Done right, it's an overwhelming display designed to prove guilt beyond a reasonable doubt. To put people like Keenan "Ack Trife" Marvin behind bars for life with no chance of release. 
 
   Expert witnesses for the defense are static in the speakers. Their job is to confuse and distort the prosecutor's message to the jury. Their job is to poke holes in what anybody would look at and say, "Guilty." 
 
   When Davidson put the call out for experienced expert witnesses in narcotics distribution cases, he began the conversation by offering twice the usual fee. Every single person hung up on him. Nobody wanted to make that many enemies with Chicago PD. It was career suicide. 
 
   The decision was made to bring in an out-of-towner. Somebody with good credentials who played fair. Somebody a jury could and would believe. Davidson heard the same name enough times that he finally decided that there was only one man for the job. 
 
    
 
   Over seven hundred miles away, Frank O'Ryan looked at the unfamiliar area code appearing on his phone and ditched the call. If they were serious, they'd leave a voicemail. But whoever it was, he or she called back right away. Frank answered the phone and said, "Hello?" 
 
   Davidson introduced himself and said Frank had been recommended as the right person to provide expert witness testimony in a high-profile narcotics case. Frank didn't hang up. Davidson poured on the smooth, saying, "My client is offering large coin for someone with your level of expertise, plus all expenses." 
 
   There was silence on the line for a second, until Frank said, "You realize I'm in Pennsylvania, right? Just outside of Philly."
 
   "Yes, sir," Davidson said. 
 
   "That kind of money, why isn't anyone local taking the case?" 
 
   Davidson cursed under his breath. Some cops were quicker than others, and less lured in by the sound of dollar bills fluttering in the breeze. "As I said, the case is high-profile. There was an extensive investigation against him, and it involved a lot of people. Unfortunately, most of my regular experts are associated with people tied into the people involved, so I can't use them because of various conflicts and such." Davidson silently congratulated himself for coming up with that one on the spot, but it had sounded good and as it was already said, he bit his lip and waited. 
 
   "Did your guy kill anybody?" 
 
   "Yes," Davidson said, "But you won't be involved in that aspect. Just the narcotics." 
 
   "Who were the victims?" 
 
   "Drug dealers. Bad guys. No cops, no women or children. Listen, Frank, I'm in kind of a tight spot over here. All I'm asking you to do is come in, take a look at the evidence, and tell me what my options are. If you can't testify, so be it. I'll cut you a check on the spot, and we go our separate ways." 
 
   "How much are we talking?" Frank said. 
 
   "Two grand to come in and assess the evidence. An extra three grand on top of that if you testify. Plus airfare, hotel, food and rental car. What the hell, it's a week in the Windy City on me, no strings attached. What do you say?" 
 
   "Email me the reports and a signed agreement," Frank said. "I'll talk to my wife. Listen, do not send me the criminal complaint or any police reports that don’t pertain to the possession charges. I don't want my testimony to be tainted by any outside influences, understand?"
 
   Davidson looked at the last page of the criminal complaint and the charges listed there, and the victim most especially, and said, "Certainly. That sounds good." 
 
   Davidson hung up the phone and leaned back in his chair, smiling with satisfaction, thinking, "There goes another one in the boat."  
 
    
 
   The rules of sequestration work so that witnesses are not allowed to hear one another testify before giving their own testimony. After they are dismissed from the stand, they are allowed to watch the proceedings just like anyone else. As the prosecution called witness after witness, Davidson subjected them to the most vigorous cross-examination he could get away with, doing whatever he could to challenge, call into question, and discredit the witness, as often as he could.  
 
   As each witness stepped down from the stand, each one openly glared at Keenan Marvin. Cop after cop, hell, even the forensic specialists, eye-screwed Marvin as they walked past to take up their seats behind him until there was nowhere to sit. Then they stood. 
 
   Only two people involved in the case weren't sitting in the audience. Detective First Class Herb Benedict, who had testified first, was then returned to sequestration in the event he had to be called back to the stand to refute any testimony. 
 
   The only person associated with the case who was allowed to stay the entire time was the cop who'd done the investigation. Lieutenant Jacqueline Daniels was sitting in the front of the courtroom at the prosecutor's table, just a few feet from the man she was trying to put in prison for life. It was her name signed on the criminal complaint against Keenan Marvin. It was her accusing him of double-murder and being the leader of a corrupt criminal organization that specialized in trafficking narcotics.  
 
   Joel Roth was the fourth highest ranking prosecutor in Cook County, and that wasn't saying much. Most prosecutors come into the office, do a few years, just enough to get a few good trials under their belt, and then move on to cushy law firms to cash in. Given the pittance the prosecutor's office paid and the crushing debt of law school, it really wasn't a choice. The only people who stayed in the office were those lucky enough to not need the money. Normally, they were people who came from successful families that now wanted to enter the vast world of American politics. 
 
   At thirty-one years old, Joel Roth already oversaw all the specialized subdivisions in the office, and he rarely bothered to get his hands dirty in a courtroom anymore. Not unless it was a special occasion. Keenan Marvin was a special occasion. Guaranteed to get major press coverage, this case had a good chance of moving Roth up the list for any cushy government appointments that might become available. 
 
   Roth's eyes were on the security details and around the clock limousine services that awaited. He was thinking about the governor's mansion in the future, and Jack knew it. The problem with administrators who only get involved in big cases is that they are rusty, she thought. And they aren't familiar with the regular players. 
 
   Jack didn't know Roth and Roth didn't know her. She wished one of the regular people from the narcotics division was sitting at the table with her instead or Roth. 
 
   They watched the last witness come down off the stand and instead of resting his case, Roth stood up and said, "I'd like to re-call Lieutenant Daniels to the stand, your honor." 
 
   There were murmurs in the court and Jack looked up at him to ask him what was going on, but Roth folded his arms and stared straight forward, refusing to look at her. She walked around the table and took her place at the witnesses stand, instinctively raising her right hand. "You can consider yourself still under oath from before," the judge said. 
 
   Out of everyone in the room, Jack knew Judge Howard Ceparullo best. He was older than Moses and had eyes that burned with righteous hellfire. Ceparullo had retired from his legal practice and taken up the bench in Jack's rookie year, and she'd appeared in front of him at least twice a year since. He was one of the few people outside the department she sent a Christmas card to.
 
   The thing Jack liked best about Judge Ceparullo was that he tolerated no shit. He knew something was up as Jack sat down on the witness stand. She knew this for certain when he gave her a sly wink, letting her know it would be all right. "Thank you, your honor," Jack said. 
 
   Joel Roth came around the front of his table, making eye contact with the panel of jurors as he slowly made his approach to the witness stand. "Lieutenant Daniels, you've previously testified as the arresting officer for the homicide and narcotics charges against Keenan Marvin, isn't that correct?" 
 
   "Yes," Jack said. 
 
   "But that's not your only role in this investigation, is it?" 
 
   "I'm sorry?" 
 
   "You aren't just Marvin's arresting officer, you're also one of his victims. Isn't that right?" 
 
   Jack glared at the prosecutor, finally blinking as she tried to play catch up. There had been no discussion about this before, no preparation. "I'm sorry, I don't know what you mean?" 
 
   Roth turned toward her and said, "You sat here next to me, next to the men and women of this jury, and you listened to the intercepted phone calls placed by Keenan Marvin, correct?" 
 
   "Yes." 
 
   "Calls made to two of his drug-ring lieutenants? Is that that true?" 
 
   "Yes," she said softly. 
 
   "And you heard, just as we all did, what he said he was going to do to the, let me quote, 'white bitch who did this shit,' did you not?" 
 
   "Yes, I did," she said. 
 
   "You listened as he instructed his subordinates to find you by any means necessary and make sure you suffered the most disgusting sexual humiliations possible, isn't that correct?" 
 
   Jack looked at the man sitting at the defendant's table. His eyes were cold as they fixed on her. She might have been talking about the color of the sky or the latest real estate developments in the downtown marketplace for all the expression Marvin's features revealed. "That's correct," Jack said. 
 
   "But these weren't idle threats, were they?" 
 
   "No," Jack said quietly. "Two of his men came to my house." 
 
   "And what was their intention once they got there?" 
 
   Jack shifted in her seat, feeling the eyes of the jurors completely fixed on her now. Her role had changed right before their eyes, and both she and Roth knew it. She wasn't the cop anymore. She was a woman, and she was a victim, and it was everything she detested and feared about being in a courtroom setting – having to play the victim. Still, it was probably the last nail they needed to hammer Keenan Marvin's coffin closed. She took a deep breath and said, "Well, judging by the ropes, zip-ties, nipple-clamps, dog collar and video camera found in the bag those two scumbags carried, I imagine it wasn't a social call."
 
   "I think everyone in this courtroom would agree," Roth said dramatically, pouring it on as he turned to look at the jury. "Luckily, thanks to the vigilant investigation already underway against the defendant, no harm came to this brave public servant." 
 
   "Objection," Alan Davidson called out to the judge. 
 
   "Sustained," Judge Ceparullo said, looking at the prosecutor. "Hold the commentary for closing arguments." 
 
   "My apologies," Roth said. "No more questions for this witness." 
 
   Alan Davidson stood up and took a deep breath, taking as much time as he could. Roth's surprise tactic had taken him off guard as well. He'd dealt with Jack Daniels before and always found her to be good people beneath that rough exterior. She had a job to do, so did he, and even when they were directly opposed to one another, he knew she played straight. But still, the prosecutor had changed the playing field by bringing her in as a victim. He held up his hands to Jack in a kind of, 'sorry to do this to you, kid,' gesture, even as he walked forward. "Lieutenant Daniels, I'm sorry to hear about what happened, but let me ask you this question. It's really nothing new to you, right?" 
 
   "Excuse me?" Jack asked, her tone of befuddlement with the defense counsel not lost on the jury.
 
   "People have come after you before, haven't they? Serial killers, maniacs, people who truly intended to kill you and your loved ones? Murderers, rapists, they've shown up on your doorstep so many times, I'm surprised your address isn't listed on some sort of criminal GPS. Correct?" 
 
   "It's happened before, yes," Jack said. 
 
   Davidson stopped in the center of the room and turned, staring directly at her as he said, "And how'd it turn out for them? How did all those horrible, wretched, crazed violent predators make out once they showed up at the home of the infamous Jack Daniels?" 
 
   Every member of the jury was leaning forward now, enough that she could see them edging into her peripheral vision. "Not well for them," Jack said. 
 
   "Apparently not," Davidson said, flashing a smile at her. He looked at the jury and said, "Maybe my client was the lucky one since he didn't have to tangle with her." 
 
   "Objection!" Roth shouted.  
 
   Davidson sat back down in his seat and held up his hand, saying, "Withdrawn." 
 
   Judge Ceparullo dismissed Jack and she stepped down from the witness box, straightening herself back into a cop again. She lifted her head and walked proudly back to her seat, eyes locked on Keenan Marvin. Marvin nodded and smiled at her and Jack snapped at him, "Keep smiling, scumbag. You'll never see the light of day again." 
 
   "We gon' see, baby," Marvin shot back, but by then dozens of the cops in the audience were calling Jack's name and shouting things at the defendant, until the judge started slamming his gavel and its deafening thud was the only sound anyone could hear. 
 
   "Enough!" Ceparullo ordered, only after allowing all the cops their moment to vent. Finally, everyone quieted down. The judge then glared at the prosecutor and barked, "Do you have any other witnesses, Mr. Roth?"  
 
   "No, your honor." 
 
   "Good." He turned his finger on Alan Davidson and said, "Call your witness, sir, and let's get this show on the road." 
 
   "Yes, sir," Davidson replied, and said, "The defense calls Detective Frank O'Ryan." 
 
   The prosecutor instantly turned to Jack and said, "Who?" 
 
   Jack shrugged and looked back at the courtroom door, just as all the other people behind them did the same. The man who came through stopped in the entryway to take the measure of all the people staring at him, immediately aware that he'd come into a room full of hostiles who thought he was worse than the defendant. He was a cop who was here to betray other cops. 
 
   Frank excused himself as he moved forward, buttoning his suit coat and tugging down on its sides to get it straight. He walked with a slight limp and looked directly at the jury as he passed before them, making eye contact with each one, letting them make eye contact with him. 
 
   Shit, Jack thought. He's already good. 
 
   She watched him get sworn in and listened to his voice. Steady and loud enough for the stenographer and jury to hear without any trace of jitters. He was in his late-thirties, handsome, even with a few extra pounds around the middle. The suit wasn't flashy but it wasn't bought by anyone trying to live on municipal cop's pay. The expense was in the details. It was tailored to him perfectly, giving an inch of break at the wrists to show the cuffs of his shirt and a pair of engraved silver cufflinks as well. There was no puffing around the shoulders or excess material around the chest. The shirt was crisp and brand new. She could tell because the light blue color was bright – no fading from wear or washings. But the tie was where the suit came together. Burberry. Dark blue check pattern. Full Windsor knot with a dimple so deep you could open a beer bottle with it. There was flash to him, yes, but there was no flash that was disingenuous. Jack's assessment seemed summed up by his subdued bling: A steel watch on his wrist, a thin gold band on his wedding finger, and an American flag pinned to his lapel.   
 
   She noted that he wore his brown hair a little long and hadn't shaved in a few days, either trying to look like some sort of rogue or perhaps he was the kind of guy who watched Miami Vice as a kid and grew up thinking it was the right look for a cop. Then he did something unusual. He looked directly at her and nodded, acknowledging her before he looked at anyone else. 
 
   It was a cop thing to do. A way for the witness to tell the cop responsible for the case that everything was going to be okay. In a way, it made her more nervous than anything. It meant that this guy O'Ryan knew how the game was played and could exploit it to his advantage if he chose to. 
 
   Jack didn't nod back, but she didn't look away either. 
 
   Alan Davidson stood up and said, "Detective O'Ryan, can you please advise the court of your experience as a narcotics investigator and an expert witness in cases involving possession with intent to deliver controlled substances?" 
 
   Frank turned and looked at the jury before he began speaking. They were the people who really needed to hear what he had to say. "Back in Pennsylvania, where I'm from, I've given expert testimony at the local, state and federal level in multiple possession cases…possession with intent to distribute, that is. I've testified on behalf of both the prosecution and defense an equal amount of times. One of the things that's important for us so-called experts is that we maintain a degree of neutrality. It helps maintain credibility and objectivity." 
 
   Damn, Jack thought. Now half the jury is nodding in agreement with this guy.
 
   Frank kept going. This part was the easy part. It was the same speech he'd delivered dozens of times before dozens of juries and judges as part of his ongoing campaign to make a living after being an active police officer. "Before I went on disability, I arrested thirty people for possession with intent to deliver. That is, in my last two years of narcotics investigations. I've conducted at least one hundred covert operations using confidential informants to purchase controlled substances. In addition, I have acted in an undercover capacity to do the same. I have attended over ten classes that dealt specifically with the sale of drugs, and am a graduate of Top Gun. The narcotics school, not the flight academy. I'm not a pilot." The jury laughed slightly, but Frank was too busy looking out at the room full of bitterly-cynical faces of Chicago's Finest staring back at him and he added, "I'm sure there are many people here whose experience dwarfs mine. I don't want to pretend to be anything I'm not."  
 
   Alan Davidson held up his hand to stop Frank from speaking and said, "That's good enough, sir. Your honor, I submit that Detective O'Ryan is credible as an expert witness, capable of rendering an opinion for the purposes of this hearing."
 
   The judge looked at the prosecutor and said, "Any objections?" 
 
   "Several, your honor. First of all, this man has no familiarity with our local or state laws, let alone the processes that Chicago PD had to follow to establish their case. What might pass for proper protocol back in Pennsylvania is likely wildly different then protocols in place in Chicago." 
 
   Davidson said, "Your honor, the language and loopholes here might be different than they are somewhere else, but a drug dealer is a drug dealer no matter where you go. This man will not be asked anything he is not qualified to answer." 
 
   Judge Ceparullo looked at Frank and said, "I'll accept him as an expert witness. Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, this witness is allowed to offer something a little different than the other witnesses you've heard so far. Instead of direct testimony about things that he saw or did, he will be offering an opinion about the investigation methodologies and ahhh proper procedures, you see." Once the jury members nodded, Ceparullo pointed at Davidson and said, "You may begin, counselor." 
 
   "Detective O'Ryan, if I might ask, you mentioned that you are on disability. What for?" 
 
   "I was shot in the knee by a suspect after he killed my sergeant. I continued working for several years, but eventually the doctors decided enough was enough." 
 
   "And what is the primary drug you dealt with during your years as a narcotics investigator?" 
 
   "Heroin," Frank said. "Most of the people I dealt with became addicted to prescription drugs containing OxyCodone. They began with legitimate prescriptions for various injuries and found themselves hooked. Heroin is a cheaper and easier way for them to satisfy that addiction." 
 
   "Did you have experience with methamphetamines?" 
 
   "Rarely." 
 
   "Marijuana?" 
 
   "I turned down more weed jobs than I took," Frank said. "Marijuana was too prevalent for me to tackle with my resources. Besides, heroin was what was killing people and making them commit countless crimes, so that is what I focused on." 
 
   "What about cocaine?" Davidson said. "My client is charged with possession with intent to deliver cocaine. Did you have experience with that?" 
 
   "Yes," Frank said. "Usually in crack-form." 
 
   "So why are you able to give an expert opinion about this case if your main experience is with heroin?" Davidson eyed Roth as he said this, knowing he was getting all the hard questions out of the way on his own terms, wanting to give the appearance of complete transparency. 
 
   "When I look at a case, much in the same way as when I select a target for a narcotics investigation, I don't focus on what he sells. I focus on the methodology he employs to determine if he's a viable target." 
 
   Davidson clapped his hands to get everyone's attention on him as he walked toward the jury box. Now it was show time. Now he brought the whole thing home. "And in your expert opinion, is Mr. Keenan Marvin a drug dealer?" 
 
   Frank looked from the jury to the defense table and said, "Yes." 
 
   There was a chorus of muted laughter and people muttering "The hell did he say?"
 
   Keenan Marvin slapped his wrists on the table, rattling the handcuffs holding them together and called for his attorney. Davidson looked stricken for a moment, like a man who'd been punched too hard in the face during the third round and the lights were flickering, about to go out. "What?" was all Davidson could manage. 
 
   "Your client is clearly a drug dealer, sir. He's been arrested twice for possession with intent and he's pled guilty to it. He's spent time in prison for it. Whether or not he's a drug dealer isn't the question I came to answer. It's whether or not the controlled substances he was in possession of the night the police arrested him, the drugs that are listed on Lieutenant Daniels' search warrant receipt, were intended for sale. And that's it." 
 
   Jack looked from the witness to the defense attorney to the prosecutor, searching each face for answers, but she was coming up short. She leaned over to Roth and asked, "Is this guy secretly on your payroll or what?"
 
   Roth didn't respond. His hands were wrapped around the edge of the table before him, gripping it until his fingers were flat and knuckles white. 
 
   Alan Davidson rubbed his face with his hand like he was trying to scrape water off a windshield and cautiously said, "Okay…so on the night in question, were the drugs my client possessed intended for sale?" 
 
   "Absolutely not," Frank said. "The phone records clearly indicate they were having a party that evening and had the drugs on hand for their personal use. The prosecution's case for those charges is built around the quantity of drugs on hand, saying that the only possible reason Mr. Marvin and his cohorts would have so much ecstasy and marijuana in their possession was if they were going to sell it. That's simply not the case." 
 
   After that, Davidson relaxed and settled into his routine. He began holding up police statements and laboratory reports for Frank to analyze and interpret and explain to the jury why the officers had failed to establish their case for the drugs. It was a show, really, Frank thought. The drug charges were tacked on like a chef tossing a bowl of spaghetti at the wall. They were trying to see what stuck. 
 
   A piece of garbage like Keenan Marvin was already a two-time loser. Illinois didn't have a three-strikes law, but that didn't mean the judge wouldn't launch his sorry ass into orbit regardless of whether or not the murder charges held. 
 
   It seemed that for every one of his answers, the attorneys spent twenty minutes arguing about whether or not it would be admissible. They argued and the cops in the back rolled their eyes and the jury either nodded or scribbled on their notepads and Frank, bored, began skimming through the various reports in front of him. He picked up the lengthy criminal complaint filed against the defendant by the woman, Lieutenant Daniels. As an expert witness for one specific section of the case, he had limited his research. He'd never seen the full list of charges or reports. 
 
   As he came to the end of the charges leveled against Marvin, he read the final two charges: Conspiracy to Attempt Kidnapping and Rape. The victim's name was the same as the person's signature on the affidavit below. 
 
   Frank looked up sharply at Davidson first, his mouth quivering in disbelief. Davidson was too busy filibustering to notice. Frank turned his head, staring wide-eyed at the female Lieutenant, who was looking directly back at him.  
 
    
 
   It was dark by the time Frank got off the stand and most of the cops in the back had cleared out, needing to get home or go to work or simply bored of standing there listening to the details of evidence procedure and narcotics collection. Some of the jury members were still trying to hang in there, making notes as people spoke. Others were staring off in the distance and one in the back was asleep. Keenan Marvin was asleep too. 
 
   Judge Ceparullo thanked the jury for their patience that day and said, "I know it was a long one. I expect we have another full day tomorrow and then we'll move on to closing arguments after that. You can tell your families we'll be finished this week. Have a good evening." 
 
   The judge waited for the jury to leave the court and then turned to the lawyers, saying, "Right?"
 
   Joel Roth nodded and smiled. "I'm ready for closing arguments now, your honor." 
 
   Alan Davidson rolled his eyes as he stood up and said, "I have two more expert witnesses coming in to testify. One on the weapon and one on the blood spatter. I can't guarantee how long either of them will take, your honor. My client is facing life in prison. It is in the court's best interest to allow him a vigorous defense to prevent lengthy appeals down the road."
 
   Ceparullo looked at the sleeping defendant and said, "Apparently we've been keeping Mr. Marvin awake with all this legal nonsense while his fate is being decided." 
 
   "I wasn't sleep," Marvin muttered with his eyes still closed. "I'm just conserving my energy in case I need it."
 
   Ceparullo glanced at Marvin's handcuffs, making sure they were still secured and said, "One can only imagine for what, young man, but just remember one thing. There's more under this bench than a pair of old man's legs and I win every turkey shoot at my gun club, even when they don't let me. Court is dismissed." 
 
   Two sheriff's deputies moved in to pick Marvin up off the chair and Davidson stopped them, waving his hands to back them off, saying, "Hey, hey, whoa! Guys, can I meet with my client real quick before you whisk him off back to prison? I'm in the middle of a murder case here! It's a little bit more important than making sure he gets back in time for his peanut butter sandwich and applesauce."
 
   They let him escort Marvin to the interview room adjacent to the court, where prisoners were held before being brought in. There was an iron rail that ran along the walls above a flat wooden bench and the deputies said, "You want us to un-cuff him, cuff him to the wall, or leave him as is?" 
 
   Davidson looked at Marvin, his thickly muscled arms, his dark tattoos and dull eyes and said, "Why don't you leave him handcuffed for now? Just to make it easier when you have to take him back. We won't be long anyway." Marvin snickered as his attorney shut the door and sat down next to him, "Do you have any questions about what happened today?" 
 
   "Nope," Marvin said. 
 
   "Listen, I think things are going well, but we need to be realistic here. You are probably going to eat most of these charges. The important thing is that we set ourselves up for a good appeal, which has been my strategy all along." 
 
   Marvin closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the wall, "Whatever, man. Ain't gonna be no appeals, because there ain't gon' need to be, you heard?" 
 
   "No, actually I didn't heard," Davidson mimicked his client's language. He stopped speaking when he heard one of the deputies talking to someone, giving an order to stop. 
 
   "I'm part of the defense case," Frank O'Ryan said. "I just need to pass on some information to Mr. Davidson real quick." 
 
   The deputy opened the door to ask and Davidson waved him in and said, "Sure, sure, let's make it a party." He smiled at Frank as he got up from the bench and said, "There's the man of the hour. You did great today. Those narcotics charges are poof! Gone." 
 
   Marvin stared at Frank through narrow eyes and said, "Yeah, after your dumb ass told them I was a drug dealer. The hell am I paying you for?" 
 
   Frank nodded silently as the deputy left the room and pulled the door shut, still nodding as he waited for the soft metal click of the handle and then he spun and grabbed Alan Davidson by the throat. Davidson let out a soft squeak of terror as Frank shook him and shouted, "You let me testify on behalf of this animal? This piece of shit tried to get that woman kidnapped and raped!"
 
   "You said you didn't want to know what else happened in the case!" Davidson sputtered. "That's what you said!"
 
   "I asked you if any of the victims were cops." 
 
   "No!" Davidson said. "You asked me if he'd killed any cops, and the answer was, and is, no." 
 
   Frank shoved Davidson back down on the bench so hard he thought the drywall would crack and turned on Marvin, getting in the man's face, getting close enough that their spit would hit each other in the face as he said, "You son of a bitch, I hope they bury you under the jail. You understand me? I hope they bury you. Under. The. Jail!" 
 
   Keenan Marvin looked up at Frank with bored, disinterested eyes and then he smiled slightly and said, "Y'all are real funny, you know that? You think jail means anything to me? It ain't nothing. I can do more business in jail than I can on the street. I can get anything I want and get anything I want done, you feel me? Every gang on these streets was built and run from a penitentiary, with thousands of soldiers taking orders from the inside. But the funny thing is, I'll never see no time. All this is just for show." 
 
   "That's enough, Keenan," Alan Davidson said sternly. 
 
   "You planning something else?" Frank snarled. He grabbed Marvin by the orange collar and twisted it, "You going to try another move against one of us? I'll kill you myself. I swear to God, you so much as ask somebody to bump a shopping cart into one of my people at the supermarket and I'll put a bullet in your head."
 
   Marvin glared at Frank and forced himself forward, getting to his feet to stand toe-to-toe with him, shouting, "This ain't where you from, bitch, and these ain't your people, neither. This Chicago. So go on with your gimpy ass back to Pennsylvania while you still can before somebody takes a sledgehammer to your other leg, you heard?" 
 
   Alan Davidson pounded on the interview room door, hollering for the deputies, and they finally came, yelling at Frank to back away and for Marvin to sit back down. Marvin slumped back down on the wooden bench as Frank stared at him. Marvin gave Frank his most malicious grin, revealing the white gold caps covering his teeth and the tiny diamonds built into them that spelled out "Ack Trife" and said, "Keep on looking, gimp. Take a real good look too, because when I get out of this, I'm a come see you next. That's a nice wedding ring. You got a real pretty wife, I bet. Keep looking. I'm a give you plenty to look at. Believe that." 
 
   One of the deputies grabbed Frank and shoved him through the interview room door, pulling it shut the moment he was past, just trying to remove him from the situation. Frank stood in the hallway, staring through the darkened, useless window. He tried to swallow but there was no moisture in his mouth or throat. Everything felt dry and brittle inside as he limped down the hall, moving away from the sound of the deputies shouting at Keenan Marvin to stand up and shut up as they prepared him for transport. 
 
   Jack Daniels was standing at the end of the hallway, hands stuffed in her pockets, watching him coming toward her before he realized she was there. Her expression was flat as she watched him, like the tip of an iceberg, Frank thought. He knew she wouldn't piss on him if his guts were on fire, and he didn't deserve anything else, but as he came closer she said, "Everything all right in there, Detective?" 
 
   "It's fine, they've got it under control," Frank said. He stopped and looked at her, sifting through the words like clumps of mud, but all he came up with was, "Listen, I didn't know." 
 
   "I can see that," Jack said, turning away from him to go for the door, unable to stand the sound and stench of the court house any longer. "But you certainly should have."
 
    
 
   
  
 

3.
 
   I got into my car and sat for a moment without turning it on, holding the steering wheel with both hands, taking long, slow breaths. I told myself it was the lack of sleep. I told myself it wasn't the endless parade of maniacs showing up in my life and at my door, ready to kill me, the cat, and whatever mope happened to win the Who-I-Slept-With-Last lottery. I told myself it wasn't that I was getting old, or that I was getting tired. 
 
   That was enough of that. The parking lot was dark and empty, so I reached behind my passenger seat for my bag and double-checked to make sure no one was around before I slid out of my blazer and quickly unbuttoned my blouse. I tossed both of them in the backseat and pulled a light cotton top out of the bag and wiggled it over my head. 
 
   I looked again. No lookie-loos were peeking around any of the corners, trying to get an eyeful of me in my bra and panties. The only lights I could see were from a corner pub at the end of the street advertising ten cent hot wings, and it didn't look like the advertising campaign was drawing in too much business. Word had gotten out about a bad mugging the week before. It was going to take more than ten cent wings to bring people back around. I undid my belt, slid off my gun and unbuttoned my pants, lifting my butt off the seat and pulling the pants down to my feet. 
 
   Selecting clothes to wear for a night out is always complicated. The shirt has to be form-fitting enough so it doesn't look like I'm wearing a paper bag, but it has to be long enough and loose enough around the waist to cover up the handle of my revolver. There aren't many options for female cops. I saw a bra holster in one of the police equipment magazines left lying around the station and thought about getting one until I heard one of the guys say, "Look at this thing, it'll hold her cannons and her pistol. Har har har." 
 
   By the time I got my jeans on and had my gun back around my hip, it was almost time to meet up with Phin. It was good to be back in regular clothes. Like I was human again. Back when I'd been in uniform, the first thing I did when I got home was strip and get changed, just to be out of it, only wanting to curl up on the couch wearing sweatpants and eat a bowl of cereal. The uniform and badge are a sign to the world that says, "Come to me with all of your problems, fears, and emergencies. It doesn't matter what I'm doing, how I'm feeling, or if I might get hurt. I get paid to get shot at, spit at, and have psychopaths come after me where I live. It's all right. Really. I get good dental benefits for it." 
 
   Back then, I'd carried my gun and badge with me off-duty in case somebody needed help. Now, I carried it for a different reason. Times had changed. Or maybe, times hadn't changed, but I had. 
 
   I picked up my phone and called the Violent Crimes desk. "Hey, it's Jack. I'm just checking in. Anything happen today?" 
 
   "Not that I can see. It's all good in the hood, Lieut," the cop said. 
 
   I paused for a second, biting my lip because I wasn't looking forward to what I had to say next, but it was the right thing to do, as much as it sucked. "Is Herb around?" I asked. 
 
   "I haven't seen him. He wasn't at court with you today?" 
 
   "He might have been, but he's sequestered so I didn't see him. I thought maybe he stopped back at the office." 
 
   The cop covered up the phone and I heard him yell, "Anybody seen Herb?" There were muffled voices in the background and he came back on the phone and said, "Nope. Hey, if you can't find him, just set out a trail of candy bars. He'll come to you." 
 
   I hung up the phone. 
 
   It rang a dozen times on Herb's cellphone until it finally went to voicemail. I ended the call, waited a few seconds, then called it again. The phone was off. Straight to the mailbox. I left a message that said, "Herb, it's me. Are you ditching my calls? Listen, I'm sorry about last night. I've just been…under a lot of stress lately. Call me." I called his house phone and tapped my nails impatiently on the center console until someone picked up. 
 
   "Hello?" a pleasant-sounding woman's voice said. 
 
   "Hi, Bernice. It's Jack." 
 
   "Hi, Jack. How are you? How's the trial going?" 
 
   "Good. Just taking a long time. There's a lot of charges. Is Herb around?" 
 
   "No," Bernice said. "I figured he was still busy with you. What did you guys have last night?" 
 
   "Last night?" I said. 
 
   "I figure it had to be bad for him not to call. He must have come home after I fell asleep and been out before I woke up because I never heard him come in. He normally wakes me up with his snoring. Anyhow, I've been checking the news but didn't see anything. Was it a murder?"
 
   I watched an empty potato chip bag skirt across the parking lot, carried by the wind. In the alleyway behind the courthouse, the red gleaming eyes of an animal looked out at the bag, caught in the glare of my car's headlights. "Yeah," I said softly. "Something like that. Pretty bad." 
 
   "Unreal what the people of this city do to each other," Bernice ended in a sigh. "With all that you have going on already, I'm sure another big crime is the last thing you need." 
 
   "Listen, when he gets in, have him call me right away, okay?" 
 
   "Okay, dear. Have a good night." 
 
   "You too." I hung up the phone and threw the car into drive. 
 
    
 
   I checked the burger joints and donut shops frequented by Herb. I checked the parking lots of fleabag motels looking for his car. I checked the strip clubs. Nothing. I called his phone and left four voicemails that ranged from anger to outright panic, ending with, "So help me God you better call me back or else you better be dead!"
 
   I picked up the phone again and steadied myself, knowing the next one would have to be tactfully placed. The man on the other end of the line answered and I said, "Hey, Joel. It's Jack. You got a minute?" 
 
   "Yeah, sure," Roth said. 
 
   I could hear the hesitation in his voice. He thought I was calling to tear him a new one for putting me on the stand earlier as a victim. As much fun as throwing him down a fire escape into a pile of broken glass and rubbing alcohol sounded, I still had to put on my nice girl act and play this one cool. "What's the game plan for tomorrow?" I asked. 
 
   "I guess we just wait for the defense to put on their dog and pony show. They're going to bring in a few heavy hitters for the homicide charges. There's a ballistics expert…" his voice droned on for several minutes talking about challenges to the calibration certifications for the laser measuring machines we used to diagram the crime scene. As he talked I kept driving. And looking for Herb. 
 
   "Sounds good, Joel," I said, cutting him off. "Do you think you'll need Herb tomorrow?" 
 
   "Probably not," he said. "I don't want to use him until after the defense rests. He's my ace in the hole with that big, boisterous personality that will overshadow all this dry expert testimony. If he's the last person the jury hears before they go into deliberation, we're golden." 
 
   "Okay. Where did you have him holed up today?" 
 
   "What do you mean?" he said. 
 
   "Where did you have him today while he was sequestered? I didn't see him all day." 
 
   "I guess he was in the witness room at the court house," Roth said. "Probably reading magazines and watching soap operas with all the little old ladies from domestic relations. They all bring in cookies and cupcakes. I'm sure he was in heaven." 
 
   "Right," I said softly. 
 
   "So, I'm trying to get ready for tomorrow before I hit the sack. Is there anything else, Lieutenant?" 
 
   "No, that's it," I said. "Have a good night." 
 
   There was a pause and he said, "Are you sure?" 
 
   "Yes," I said quickly. "Of course, I'm sure. Why wouldn't I be sure? Why do you ask?" 
 
   "I don't know. I just thought, well. Maybe after the case is finished, you might want to grab a drink or something. After work." 
 
   I closed my eyes and tried not to laugh. Joel Roth looked like a little kid to me. Ah well, I thought. I could hear my mother saying, "I still got it!" I stifled a laugh and said, "We'll see, Joel. Right now I'm just focused on the case." 
 
   "Oh, sure. Me too," he said quickly. "Super focused. Listen, I'll see you tomorrow." 
 
   I tossed the phone into my passenger seat and racked my brain, trying to think. My brain hurt. From not sleeping, from sitting in a dreary courtroom all day, from being so close to that scumbag Keenan Marvin without killing him, and now, from not knowing where my partner was. 
 
   The only thing I could think was that Herb knew tonight was my pool night at Joe's. Maybe he was waiting for me there. To tell me he was going through some kind of mid-life crisis and was leaving Bernice to go live in a one-bedroom apartment above a Mexican bodega with some waitress he'd met. The first thing I'd do was hug him for being all right. Then I'd punch him right in his flabby chin. Chins. 
 
   God, I needed a drink.
 
    
 
   Phineas Trout was hunched over our pool table in the farthest corner of Joe's Place, looking up the moment I walked in, then lowered his eyes and made an excellent bank shot off the side to sink the eight-ball. If only he'd meant to hit that one. "Well, at least there's plenty of other balls left on the table for you to hit," I said. "And look, they're all sorts of pretty colors and some have stripes even." 
 
   Phin smirked as he bent to start scooping balls out of the catch and I grabbed the wooden triangle and dropped it in front of him. "It's late," he said. "I figured you were a no-show." 
 
   "Who, me?" I said. I grabbed a stick off the wall and started to chalk it, taking the time to look around the bar. Herb wasn't there. I watched Phin rack the balls and said, "Hey, you know the guy I work with?" 
 
   "Stay Puft with a 'stache?" he asked.
 
   I rolled my eyes and said, "Yes. Have you seen him? And not everybody can be lucky enough to have cancer keep all their weight off, jerkwad. " 
 
   "Nice," he snickered. "No, I haven't seen him. There was another guy in here, earlier, looking for you." 
 
   I froze, immediately thinking of Keenan Marvin and his goons. What if they hadn't given up? What if they'd gone to my mother's house? I felt the shakes coming back on, when Phin said, "Some white guy. He looked like a cop." 
 
   "Did he say he was a cop?" I said. 
 
   "No. But that's what he was. He was asking Joe about you." 
 
   "What about?" 
 
   "Me acquiring this information from across a crowded bar isn't good enough? I perform a miraculous feat of clandestine intelligence gathering and you're giving me grief for not getting more? Women. See, this is why I'm single. You give them something, right away it's onto the next."
 
   "Phin?" 
 
   "Yes?" 
 
   "You done?" 
 
   "You getting the first round since you're late?" 
 
   "Yes." 
 
   "Then I'm done." 
 
   "How did you know the guy was a cop?" I said. 
 
   "He had that I'm-better-than-you, judgey look about him. Plus, he smelled like bacon." 
 
   "You ever seen him before?" 
 
   "Nope. He had a slight limp, too." 
 
   A limp? I thought. Interesting. I walked over to the bar and leaned against it, laying my hands flat on the lacquered surface. Joe threw a towel over his shoulder and said, "Just the woman everybody's looking for." 
 
   "I heard," I said. "What did that guy want?" 
 
   "Just to know when you normally came in." 
 
   "How the hell did he know I came here in the first place?" I said. 
 
   "I dunno. I didn't ask. Is he bugging you? I'll bust him in the head if he comes back in, you want me to. We'll take him out back." 
 
   "No, it's all right. I think it's someone from my work." 
 
   "A good someone or the other kind?" he said, knowingly. The police department hadn't released the attempted kidnapping to the papers, but the court documents were public record and had to get processed through the system by all sorts of people. I'm sure the first clerk who read those charges and my affidavit rang an alarm in the courthouse that brought her entire floor running. Then, through the magic of modern technology, every person with a cellphone, email, and smoke signal would be spreading the story about how the poor, weak female cop almost got tied up and blowtorched by two bastard gangbangers. It was enough to make me sick. It had made me sick.
 
   "The good kind, in his own way, I guess," I said. There was something in Frank O'Ryan's face as he'd come out of the interview room with Marvin and his attorney. I'd heard him yelling so loudly that his voice echoed through the walls, telling Marvin he'd put a bullet in him. I imagined the guy must've been some sort of badass back in Philly. Real police. But the reality was, he'd come all the way out here to testify on behalf of a man who'd built an empire murdering people and dealing drugs and had taken out a contract on me. Some things were unforgivable. 
 
   I put a few bills on the bar, and Joe brought over two large mugs with ice frosted on the glass. Before I could leave, Joe put a shot glass on the bar and filled it to the top with whiskey. He pushed it toward me and said, "You look like you need this." 
 
   I tipped the shot back, downing it with precision and felt the alcohol's warmth splashing down my insides. The beer was cold and good and I had already finished half of it by the time I walked back to the pool table. Now, things were beginning to settle. The wild horses of my imagination were slowed to manageable trot. Still there, still pressing forward, but at a steady pace instead of running me over. 
 
   I handed Phin his beer and he said, "Keep drinking. I play better when you drink." 
 
   "I'll break," I said. 
 
   Phin lifted the rack off the balls and looked at me as I leaned over the table to line up my shot. "New bra?" he said. 
 
   I looked down and realized the collar was hanging a little lower than I thought, but I had such a good line on the cue ball, I couldn't risk moving. I popped the stick with one sharp, crisp movement and the balls broke in every direction. Two solids rolled into the right corner pocket and I was already set up for the third and fourth shot. I started to chalk my cue and said, "Maybe it's my lucky bra." 
 
   Phin cocked an eyebrow as I walked past him and said, "Or maybe it's my lucky bra. You never know. I get frisky when I lose at pool." 
 
   "Then you must be frisky all the time because I can't think of the last time you won." 
 
   "It's not my fault," he said. "You employ unfair distraction techniques against me when we play." 
 
   "I wore a turtleneck last time we played." 
 
   "Yeah, but it was a very suggestive one." 
 
   I dropped another solid in the side pocket and looked at him. "You must be getting desperate, Phin." 
 
   "Times is hard on the boulevard, Jack." 
 
   I pulled the stick back as I lined up the shot and purred, "Exactly how hard, big boy?" 
 
   His wicked smile turned sideways as I winked at him and sank the next shot. I moved around the table to line up my next shot and was about to make another smart-assed comment when I realized the look on Phin's face hadn't changed, and that he was no longer looking at me . There was a man coming through the bar toward us. A man with a limp. 
 
   Phin walked around the pool table, still holding his cue, and leaned back, putting himself firmly between me and the newcomer. Joe reached under the bar and put his hands on the Louisville Slugger he kept there, ready to make good on his offer. A few of the regulars turned around on their stools, putting their drinks down and waiting for the first chance to start cracking skulls. 
 
   Frank O'Ryan stopped in the middle of the bar and looked around, making eye contact with every single person who was staring at him. He held his hands wide and said, "Does somebody wanna pat me down, or what?" 
 
   "State your business," Phin said, sounding all too serious.
 
   "State my what?" Frank said, laughing sharply. "People talk like that around here? Okay, I came to speak to Lieutenant Jacqueline Daniels."
 
   "About what?" 
 
   Frank looked at me and said, "Does this mutt screen your calls too, L-T?"
 
   Phin's pool cue dropped to the ground with a clatter and he stepped forward, throwing his arm's wide in front of Frank, saying, "When she wants to talk to you, I'm the guy that lets you know. Who you calling a mutt, mutt?" 
 
   O'Ryan stared at Phin evenly, saying, "I worked narcotics long enough to recognize a mutt when I see one, friend. Now get out of my face before things get out of hand." 
 
   "Enough!" I said. I grabbed Phin by the arm and pulled him back to the table, saying, "You've got enough to worry about with this game." Then I pointed at O'Ryan and said, "You go sit at the bar and I'll get to you when I get to you." 
 
   "Fine," Frank said, eyeing Phin. 
 
   "Fine," Phin muttered, eyeing him right back.
 
   Boys. 
 
   I tapped Phin on the shoulder and said, "It's your shot." 
 
   "I don't like that dude," Phin said as he bent down to line up his shot. 
 
   Over my shoulder I saw Frank take a spot at the bar's farthest corner, keeping his back to the wall, positioning himself where he could see the front door. Some habits die hard, I thought. Joe walked over to him and slapped his towel over his shoulder and grumbled something to him. 
 
   Frank dropped a twenty on the bar and eyed the taps, telling Joe which one he wanted.  
 
   "You don't even know him," I said to Phin.  
 
   "I don't have to. It's instinctive. It's what keeps wild animals alive in the jungle. Dogs don't like cats, lions don't like hyenas and I don't like that dude."
 
   I pulled my phone out of my pocket and looked at it. No missed calls. No missed texts. Nothing about Herb. I sighed and said, "All right, let's get this massacre over with. I have court tomorrow." 
 
   Phin sank the next ball, then scratched. I finished him off in four more shots, each one zeroed in on the pocket like a laser. As the eight ball spun into the corner pocket, I looked at Phin and said, "I guess I didn't drink enough for you to play well?" 
 
   "Whatever," he said, putting his cue back in the wall. It was obvious his attention was elsewhere. He cocked his head toward Frank and said, "What are we doing with him?" 
 
   He was still sitting at the bar, quietly sipping his beer. He watched everything but looked at nothing, blending in with the ease of a man who'd spent some time doing undercover work. I sighed and said, "We're doing nothing. I'm going to go talk to him. You are going to mind your business." 
 
   "Like hell," he said. 
 
   "Then go hang out with the guys for a bit. I'll be fine." 
 
   Frank sipped his beer as I came around the corner of the bar and sat down next to him. Joe went to pour me a new glass, but I held up my hand and said, "Just water for me. I'm driving." 
 
   "All right, Jack," Joe said. 
 
   Frank looked sideways at me as he set his beer down and said, "They call you Jack? That's funny. You have unusually cruel parents or was it a marital mishap?" 
 
   "Marital mishap," I said.
 
   "Happens to the best of us." 
 
   I nodded as he spoke, waiting a respectable amount of time before I said, "So is this a social call or do you have something you want to talk about, Detective O'Ryan?" 
 
   "It's Frank," he said. 
 
   "Not yet, it's not," I said. 
 
   "All right. Fair enough. Mainly I came to check on you. I don't know what you heard when I was talking to Keenan Marvin, but it wasn't good." 
 
   "It didn't sound like talking," I said. "It sounded like some of the old-school interrogations we used to do back before we became a kinder, gentler police department." 
 
   He grunted and said, "I guess I fall back on old ways sometimes."
 
   "You can tell me whatever you want, but it doesn't mean I'll believe it," I said. "People lie to me for a living and I don't get excitable." 
 
   "I understand," Frank said softly. 
 
   "You do, huh? How long have you been out?" 
 
   "Since last year." 
 
   "Because of your leg?" 
 
   He shrugged and said, "Kind of. The shooting happened several years ago. I put up with the pain because I was doing important work, and I thought at the time that maybe it was worth it. Then, things changed, and I knew for certain that it wasn't. So I looked for an exit."
 
   His eyes were steady on me as he spoke and I said, "Tell me about the shooting." 
 
   "It was a prowler call. Lady reported an unknown male came into her bedroom while she was sleeping. We were checking the area and my sergeant saw this kid coming up the street. I say kid, but he was as tall as me. Anyway, Heck was telling the kid to show us his hands, but the kid was refusing. Heck grabbed him and I heard a pop. Next thing I knew, the kid turned his gun on me and my knee blew into pieces." 
 
   "What did you do?" I said. 
 
   "I fired back." 
 
   "And the kid?" 
 
   O'Ryan shook his head quietly and finished the last of his beer.  
 
   "And your partner? How long did he last?" 
 
   "You ever had to put a deer down on duty?" O'Ryan said. 
 
   "No. We don't get many deer running through the streets of Chicago." 
 
   "We do back home," O'Ryan said. "Cars hit them all the time, and when you get there, the deer will be off in the woods somewhere, trying to get up and flee, even when its guts are hanging out of its side. It's just panicking, making all kinds of noises, confused why its body isn't working right anymore." His voice grew very quiet as he said, "In the movies, when a person gets shot, they don't scream. In real life, it's a lot uglier. And then they just die." 
 
   I looked at him and said, "All right, it can be Frank now. So what did you come to tell me?"
 
   He swiveled on the stool, getting close and keeping his voice low, "You need to watch your back. He seemed real, real confident that he's never going to see prison." 
 
   "You think he's going to try and escape?"  
 
   "I think it's something else. He sent his people after you once already, right?" 
 
   "Yeah," I whispered. 
 
   "Well what's to stop him from doing it again? He's got to have plenty of soldiers out there. Maybe they figure if they whack you, the prosecutor can't put you back on the stand to refute any testimony…" Frank's voice trailed off as he saw the blood drin from my face. "What is it?" he said quickly. "Did something happen already?" 
 
   "I'm not the one getting called back to the stand," I whispered. "My partner Herb is." 
 
   "Okay," Frank said. "Where's he at?"
 
   I turned to look at him, feeling the shakes coming on strong. 
 
    
 
   
  
 

4. 
 
   I kept telling myself he'd be there. I kept telling myself that we'd pull up to his house and I'd see his car parked in the driveway and all of this would be some funny story we sat around telling over beers. 
 
   His car wasn't in the driveway. Bernice had left the porch light on. 
 
   Frank O'Ryan pulled up to the curb and put my car in park, scratching his chin as he bent forward to inspect the front of Herb's house. "You're gonna have to play this one real careful," Frank said. 
 
   I stared through the window at the house, unable to move. In some very real way, I felt foolish about the whole thing. Like a little girl who was overreacting and whose mother was going to be very upset with her when she found out. "Tell me I'm not being an idiot," I whispered. 
 
   "You're not being an idiot," Frank said. 
 
   But then, he would say that. It was his fault I was so worked up. Him and his stupid gut feeling about there being some sort of danger, based on nothing but some implied threat that scumbag Marvin had made. Him and his out-of-town former police turned witness for the defense sensibilities. Here I was getting lead by the nose, right? In fact, wasn't it more plausible that Frank was hustling me for the defendant and his scumbag attorney, trying to keep me from being focused on the trial? I turned and looked at him. "Why did you want to come with me?" 
 
   "You looked like you were about to pass out and needed someone to drive you." 
 
   "I was fine." 
 
   "Okay," Frank said. 
 
   "Don't say okay like that." 
 
   "Okay," Frank said. 
 
   "And mocking me is how you expect to build trust?" 
 
   He turned and looked at me, taking me in from bottom to top, his eyes rolling over me until he reached my own and stopped. "After I got shot, they assigned me to detectives. I had to work with this pain in the ass named Vic who was like a lost soul. Like he'd spent too much time delving into the psyches of child molesters and drug addicts and couldn't climb back out. He was slowly dissolving right in front of me, and I didn't see it. He finally shot himself in our office. I found him there." 
 
   "Jesus, that's terrible," I said. "What did you do?" 
 
   "I staged it to look like an accident." 
 
   "You tampered with the crime scene?" 
 
   Frank nodded. "I never told anybody, and when I try to understand why I did it, why I lied about it and covered it up and risked going to prison, the excuse I use is that it was the only way to save his reputation and take care of his kids. But you want to know the truth? The deep down, secret truth that I don't tell anybody? I did it because I was ashamed. I was ashamed that it happened and that I hadn't seen it coming. Me, the so-called detective. I didn't stop it. There is not a single day that goes by that I don't wish I could go back, but I have to live with the fact that I let him die. Don't lose your partner, Jack. Whatever it takes."
 
   "Jeeze, that's awful. Maybe you should let yourself up off the mat by now, Frank." 
 
   "Never gonna happen." 
 
   I had no words for Frank, so instead I looked back at the house and said, "She isn't going to take this well. She and Herb, they're one of those disgusting happily married couples."
 
   We got out of the car together and Frank followed me up to the front door. The living room television was on, I could see it flickering through the porch windows. I bent down and peeked in, seeing Bernice curled up on the couch under a soft quilt. Waiting for Herb to come home, I thought. Wanting to be sure she saw him. 
 
   I knocked gently on the front door, not wanting to scare her. There was time enough for that. 
 
   I waved to her through the window as she sat up and pulled the quilt around her shoulders, shuffling toward the door and turning the locks to let us in. "Hi, Jack," she said, rubbing her eyes. "Where the hell is my husband?" 
 
   "That's what I'm trying to figure out," I said. "Can we come in?" 
 
   She looked at me and then over my shoulder at Frank and said, "What do you mean figure out? I thought he was working with you." 
 
   I opened my mouth to speak but nothing came out. My head was aching with the onset of migraine, flashing like a pinpoint of light in the corner of my temple, driving into my skull with the force of a bullet. Frank stepped around me, saying, "Ma'am, we need to come in and speak with you. There's nothing to be alarmed about yet, but what's important right now is that we all get on the same page. Understand?" His voice was steady and professional. He'd had practice, apparently. 
 
   "Yes, of…of course," she said. She backed into the living room and sat down on the couch, staring mystified as we came into the house and Frank picked up the remote control and turned off the television. "So you don't know where Herb is?" 
 
   "We lost track of him," I said. "Have you talked to him any time recently?" 
 
   "No," Bernice said. "Not since he called me after you arrested that man." 
 
   "Which man?" I said. 
 
   "The one who was already in prison. The one who sent those people after you." 
 
   "What did he say when you spoke to him?" I said. 
 
   Bernice's eyes widened and her mouth dropped open in a garbled, shuddering wail, "Oh my God, do you think they went after him next? Oh sweet Jesus, not my Herb. Please no, please God." 
 
   She looked ready to fall over and I sat down on the couch, wrapping my arm around her to keep her upright, telling her, "Wait, wait, nobody said that. We can't lose our heads right now." 
 
   "I can't lose him," Bernice gasped, rocking violently back and forth as she moaned and pleaded over and over to God not to take her husband. I tried to calm her and get her to listen, but her grief steamrolled over me, flattening my resolve until all I was doing was rocking with her, the two of us sea buoys bobbing in a violent storm. 
 
   "Hey!" Frank said, snapping his fingers in front of Bernice's face. "Hey, can you hear me?" 
 
   "Yes," Bernice mumbled. "Oh God. I can't believe this. Where is he?" 
 
   "I mean it. Can you hear what I'm saying to you? If you want to sit around crying, we'll leave. If you want to help us find him, get it together for five minutes and answer our questions. You pick." 
 
   I looked up at Frank in horror at the way he was speaking to her, but then Bernice swallowed thickly and sputtered, "What-what-what do you want to know?" 
 
   "When Herb called you, word-for-word, precisely what did he say?" 
 
   "H-He said he was finished at court," Bernice sniffled. 
 
   "And?" 
 
   "And that he had to be back early the next day for court." 
 
   "Good. What else?" 
 
   "He asked me to iron his blue shirt and find him a clean tie." 
 
   "Did he say anything about where he was going?" 
 
   "He was coming home!" Bernice sobbed. "He was supposed to come home!" 
 
   "Right away?" Frank said. "Did he tell you he was going to stop anywhere for gas or for milk? Did you tell him to pick up anything on his way home? You have to remember." 
 
   Bernice closed her eyes and tried to think. Snot bubbles were leaking down on her upper lip and I grabbed the tissues off the side table and tried to hand her one. When she didn't take it, I bunched it up and pressed it against her nose and said, "Blow." 
 
   She did. It was wet in my hand. 
 
   Bernice's eyes opened and fixed on Frank. "He asked me if we had any beer. He said it was a long day and he felt like he needed a beer."
 
   "You didn't have any, I'm guessing," Frank said. 
 
   "No. I don't like having alcohol in the house," she said. 
 
   Frank looked at me and I said, "There's a bar near the courthouse. You can see it from the parking lot."
 
   "Did he say anything else?" Frank pressed her. 
 
   "No," Bernice said. "He told me he'd be home soon … told me that he loved me." 
 
   Frank smiled warmly at her and bent forward to put his hand on her arm. "You did good, Mrs. Benedict. This helps us a lot."
 
   She grabbed his arm with her hand and looked stricken. "I didn't tell him I loved him back. I was mad at him for being out so late. What did I do?" she whispered. 
 
   "You didn't do anything," I said. 
 
   "What did I do? Why didn't I tell him!" she moaned. "Oh, God, why!" 
 
   And then we were back to the sobbing and the rocking.
 
    
 
   Frank was standing on the porch, waiting for me. His hands were stuffed in his pockets and I finally got to the door and got it open, telling Bernice one last time, "I will call you as soon as I find anything out, and I promise everything will be okay." 
 
   Frank looked sheepishly at me as I pulled the door shut and he said, "Listen, I'm sorry I had to step in. It wasn't my place, but it had to be done. You know that, right?" 
 
   I headed down the steps to the car. The night air had turned cold, and it felt good to breathe it in. "It's fine," I said. "She needed someone to snap her out of it. I wasn't getting through. Too emotionally involved myself."
 
   "The guy's your partner, Jack. Of course you're too close to the situation," Frank said. "It's tough to think right when you're involved on a personal level." 
 
   "Give me my keys," I said. Frank handed them to me and moved around to the passenger side of the car. I got in and readjusted my seat and mirror, reclaiming my position as the driver. "You saying I'm incapable of handling this investigation?" 
 
   "No, I'm saying it's difficult. Especially when the witness sees you more as a shoulder to cry on than an investigator." 
 
   "You sure know a lot about this stuff for an unemployed civilian, Frank." 
 
   He laughed and said, "I read a lot." 
 
   We drove in silence through the neighborhoods to make our way back to a main road that would take us to the courthouse. Frank spent most of his time staring through the window, taking in the tall buildings and blinking lights of the skyline. I pointed to my left at the vast black waters of the harbor and said, "Here, look at that." 
 
   Frank leaned across me and I slowed the car down just as the rotating lights of the Chicago Lighthouse came into view. He smiled and said, "Very cool." 
 
   "I'm sure you have plenty of things to see back in Philly." 
 
   "Sure. But it's like anything else, you don't appreciate it if it's around you all the time. We have this place in Center City called the Reading Terminal Market, right near City Hall. It's this massive landmark, filled with every kind of ethnic food you can imagine. The Amish have a stand there where they sell what they grow. You can buy a live octopus. Homemade ice cream. Cajun food. You name it. One time, I walked in, and this butcher was skinning a sheep right at his counter. Right in front of everybody, and then he started to cut it up and wrap up the meat and put it out for sale. I mean, it's…well, it was kind of disgusting to see this skinned animal laying there with its eyes bulging out, but in a way, it was kind of refreshing to. A reminder of how things used to be before we started genetically modifying food, you know?" 
 
   "Are you one of those, Frank? You going to tell me about an agricultural conspiracy now?" 
 
   "No," he laughed. "I'm just saying, the place is like a throwback to a different time." 
 
   "I understand," I said. 
 
   "So, I'm talking to my dad one day and I tell him I was in the city at Reading Terminal Market, and he looks at me and says, 'I always wanted to go there.' Now, bear in mind, the guy has lived twenty-five minutes away from Center City his entire life. He's had sixty some odd years to get off his ass and go, but he never has." Frank shrugged and said, "I guess when you start drinking gin and soda at nine o'clock in the morning, things like that don't matter so much." 
 
   "Nine thirty in the morning?" I said. 
 
   "Ever since he retired. He's one of those guys who loved being a cop. Worked his whole life in patrol, but the job was his whole identity. He couldn't go out to cut the grass without being armed. When he retired, when people didn't automatically shut up and listen to what he told them to do anymore, that's when he started drinking." 
 
   I laughed slightly and shook my head, "My mom was a cop too. I grew up listening to all her stories about chasing bad guys and rescuing people; she made it sound like the greatest job in the world. She left out the years of my life I've spent staring at buildings waiting for someone to come out, or sitting in a van watching a street corner for some mystery car that never shows up." 
 
   "Do you have any kids?" Frank said. 
 
   "No. You?" 
 
   "Two little girls," he said. "Well, one's not so little anymore. She's wearing a bra now. Freaks me out kind of, to be honest." 
 
   "That's normally what happens when you have girls," I said. "Do either of them want to be cops? Do you tell them all your stories?" 
 
   He looked at me and said, "All my stories are about child molesters and heroin users, Jack. No. I don't tell them any of my stories. If they told me they wanted to become cops, I'd ship them off to boarding school."
 
   We arrived at the bar within sight of the courthouse and I parked on the street. It was nearly closing time, and the bartender had propped the front door wide open to let the cool night air dry the floor as he mopped it. There was one old guy sitting by the register, taking his time with the inch of suds left in his glass. Frank and I got out of the car and walked up to the door, and the bartender said, "Sorry, folks. We're closing up for the night." 
 
   I held up my badge and said, "We're not here to drink." The old guy at the register took one look at my tin, swallowed the rest of his suds in one gulp and spun around in his seat to head for the rear exit. 
 
   The bartender folded his hands on the mop and said, "What's up?" 
 
   He was a young kid, early twenties, kept himself in good shape. The tattoos going down the length of his arms to the knuckles of both hands wouldn't help him on any job interviews, but what the hell? In a town like Chicago, people would always need someone to pour them a drink. "We're looking for someone who might have been in here last night. Were you working?" 
 
   "Yeah," he said. "But we were pretty crowded last night. Is he a regular here?" 
 
   "I don't think so," I said. "It was probably around seven o'clock. You'd remember him, trust me." 
 
   "Okay, try me." 
 
   I stuck my hands out and said, "He's real, real big. Boisterous personality. Thick mustache. Kind of looks like a cartoon version of a walrus." 
 
   He scrunched up his face for a second, then snapped his fingers and said, "Yeah! I remember that guy. He ate, like, forty hot wings." 
 
   "That's him!" I said. 
 
   "Nice guy," the bartender nodded. 
 
   "Exactly," I said. "Now here's the important part. I need you to think about anything he might have said before he left. Did he look concerned? Did he have any trouble with anybody in here? Were there any problems at all?" 
 
   "Not that I can think of," the kid said. "Is he in some kind of trouble?" 
 
   "No," I said, getting irritated. 
 
   "I watch crime shows all the time. Are you looking at him for some kind of investigation?" 
 
   Frank tapped him on the arm and said, "The way this works is we take in the information, we don't give it out, all right, Hair Mousse? Now answer the lady so you can get back to cleaning up and go home. Otherwise, it's gonna be a long night for all of us." 
 
   "Ease up with the hot cop, scary cop routine, all right?" he said.
 
   Frank looked at me and then back at the bartender and said, "Did you just call Lieutenant Daniels scary?" 
 
   "Look, the guy was in here. He minded his business and didn't cause any trouble with anybody from what I could see. Then, him and his lady friend left." 
 
   "Lady friend?" I said. "What lady friend?" 
 
   The bartender shrugged and said, "Hell if I know, but she was smoking. This Asian number with long black hair. When I saw the two of them leaving together, I thought he must have rented her for the night or something." 
 
   I felt like grabbing the little bastard around the throat and slapping him for making up such a stupid story, but before I could spit it out, Frank said, "Are you sure they left together?" 
 
   "Positive. She told him it was time to go, he gave her a little bit of a hard time because he wasn't done stuffing his face or something, I guess, but then she said something that made him hop to. If I looked like him, and I was with a woman like that, she wouldn't have to tell me twice." 
 
   "That's enough!" I said. "No way in hell was Herb Benedict here with some hot Asian chickee who told him it was time to leave. I will throw you in lockup so fast your head spins if you tell me one more lie, you little shit." 
 
   "Whoa!" the bartender said, "I'm not lying! The fat dude was here with some girl and they left together!" 
 
   "Really?" I said. "Which way did they go then, huh? Where's his car? Which of Keenan Marvin's goons did you tip off, you son of a bitch!" 
 
   "Hey!" Frank said, grabbing me by the arm to pull me back. 
 
   "Goons? What the hell are you talking about? You know what, I'm done," the bartender said, holding up his hands. "You're not allowed to threaten me like that." 
 
   "Nobody threatened you," Frank said, trying to lead me toward the door. 
 
   "The hell I didn't!" I shouted. "I swear to God I will put you in a hole so deep you'll need dentures before you ever see daylight again." 
 
   "That's it," Frank said. "We're done. Good night." 
 
   "Hey," the bartender said. "What's your names? I want your names." 
 
   He was grabbing for a pen and a napkin by the register, telling us we had to give him our names, that it was in the Constitution. Frank shoved the door open and blocked me with his body, forcing me outside, keeping me from going back for more. 
 
   "I'm serious, I will call the cops if you don't give me your names!" the bartender shouted. 
 
   Frank turned his head and said, "Relax. No problem. She's Janice Rand and I'm Christopher Pike. We work for NCIS. Thank you for your cooperation." 
 
   The bartender was scribbling it all down when I heard him say, "NCIS? Really?"
 
   Frank pulled the bar's front door shut and held his hand up to my face, telling me not to talk until we were a safe distance away. I stormed down the street to the nearest alleyway, hands clenched into tight fists, waiting for Frank to limp after me. I held up my hand to stop him and said, "You are this close to getting arrested for interfering in a criminal investigation!" 
 
   "He wasn't lying," Frank said calmly. 
 
   "The hell he wasn't! I've known Herb Benedict since I started working plainclothes. I've known Bernice since they got married. You seriously expect me to stand there and listen to that crock of horseshit about some Asian supermodel who took him home? So help me God, Frank. You interfere in one of my interrogations one more time and I will arrest you, understand? Do not ever get in my way again. We're done. I don't know why the hell I let you tag along this far!" 
 
   Frank put his hands in his pockets and took a deep breath, waiting to see if I was finished. 
 
   "Call a taxi back to your hotel," I finally said. "In fact, just take it right to the airport and get on the next plane back home. You don't have any further business out here. Chicago's made it this far on our own, so thanks for the help, but no thanks. You're no longer needed." 
 
   I turned around to leave, trying to tear my keys out of my pocket as I headed for my car. Frank called out, "I can get to Keenan Marvin. Can you do that?" 
 
   I stopped at the mouth of the alleyway but didn't turn. 
 
   "Marvin's lawyered up and he's in custody. The police can't get within five miles of him to ask him anything, and he knows it. But I can. I can ask him about all sorts of things, including whether or not he knows any Asian supermodels." 
 
   I felt hot tears coming down my cheeks and I hated it. My teeth were grinding together so hard I thought they might crack. "If Marvin took Herb…I'm going to kill him. I swear to Christ, I will kill that bastard no matter what." 
 
   "I know," Frank whispered. I could feel him standing behind me, close enough to shield the wind, close enough that I felt the warmth of his breath on my neck. "Breathe, all right?" 
 
   "I'm fine," I muttered. 
 
   "Let me ask you something. When you get to a murder scene, do you bust through the tape and run right up to the body and start looking for hair fibers, or do you walk around the outside first? You start out from a distance and work your way in, right?" 
 
   I didn't answer. The question didn't require one. 
 
   "Right now, I'm the guy standing at the edge of the crime scene, trying to get the big picture, and you're the guy who ran through the bloodstains just to be the first person in. You are too close to this case, Jack. You need to step back." 
 
   I took a long, shuddering breath and said, "All right. I'll try." 
 
   "It's okay," he said. He put his hand on my back and said, "Go home. Get some sleep. I'm going to walk around and see if I see anything." 
 
   I watched him limping away and said, "Frank?" 
 
   He looked back at me and said, "Yes?" 
 
   "Who the hell are Janice Rand and Christopher Pike?" 
 
   "Characters from Star Trek's pilot episode. Pike was Captain of the Enterprise before Kirk, but they got rid of him." 
 
   "Why did they get rid of him?" I asked. 
 
   "He got crippled."  
 
    
 
   
  
 

5.
 
    Jack paused at the boss's door, her hand hovering next to the brass name plate that read Captain of Operations, Phillip B. Miller. Miller was old-school. One of the few police administrators left in the city who'd never been to college. Irish, with a whiskey drinker's nose, he'd come up through the ranks on the Southside breaking batons on heads. Even when you talked to him now, he still had the look of a man who would toss his police hat aside and jump into an alleyway brawl, just for the fun of it. 
 
   She was bleary-eyed and jittery from lack of sleep. She'd skipped taking any sleep meds because it had been too late when she got home, and she knew she needed to be at this very place at this very time and have a somewhat clear head. Whatever happened next, she couldn't blame it on being in some Ambien fog. 
 
   Miller had worked with Jack's mom, Mary, back in the day running vice operations on tourists. He'd been the lookout while she stood on a streetcorner in a skirt, shaking it, luring the suckers in. Rumor had it that…well, Jack thought. Rumors are what rumors are. Anytime a guy and girl work together, and they work together well, cops always assume they're sleeping together. Hell, sometimes people even joked about her and Herb. 
 
   Jack knocked on the door and Miller called out, "Come in." 
 
   "Hey, Cap," Jack said stiffly. "Can we talk for a second?" 
 
   Miller looked at the clock over his door and said, "Shouldn't you be at trial right now?" 
 
   "Yes, sir. The prosecutor knows I'm running late. I needed to talk to you." 
 
   Miller sighed and sat back in his chair, folding his hands across his stomach. He'd been in this situation a thousand times and it never ended well. Over the years, he'd had cops tell him everything from being addicted to drugs to one guy who said he'd killed his ex-wife and her body was in the trunk of his personal car. He looked at Jack with grave concern, this woman was capable, sure. Good, solid police. But he'd known her since she was a kid and secretly still thought of her that way. "What is it?" he said.  
 
   "Herb is missing," she said. When Miller didn't respond, the words came rushing out of her in a torrent. "He was sequestered yesterday so I didn't see him but nobody can say he even was there and Bernice hasn't heard from him since the night before after we arrested Marvin again and I yelled at him and he said he was going out, but he never came home!" 
 
   Miller held up his hand to stop her and said, "What?" 
 
   "He hasn't been seen in two days. No one can reach him." 
 
   Miller cracked a smile and said, "Are there any big Twinkies sales going on right now?"
 
   Daniels looked down at the ground, shaking her head in silent frustration. "I'm afraid Marvin's people went after him when they couldn't get me. I tracked Herb's last known location to a bar near the courthouse. Apparently some ridiculously beautiful Asian chick forced him to leave with her." 
 
   "Forced?" Miller said. 
 
   "Yes," Jack said. "Basically." 
 
   "Herb Benedict got forced to take a beautiful Asian girl home from a bar and nobody's seen him in two days? Sounds like he got lucky, Jack." 
 
   "No," Jack said quickly. "No way. I don't buy that. He wouldn't just bail on the trial, Captain. He wouldn't just bail on his wife, and he wouldn't just bail on me." 
 
    "All right, Jack, all right, calm down," Miller said softly. "I'm sure he's fine."
 
   "If he is fine, he's not going to be after I catch up to him," Jack muttered. 
 
   "I bet," Miller said. "Here's the problem. We can't enter him as missing or endangered without something more substantial than some Asian babe grabbed him at a bar. That means we'd have to do an administrative investigation, which is going to result in people above me asking why he isn't responding to a court-mandated subpoena to be at your trial. If he's absent without leave, and we find him holed up in some motel with this girl, he's done. They'll fire him on the spot."
 
   "There has to be something, Captain," Jack said. 
 
   Miller picked up his phone and typed in a series of numbers, waiting as it rang. There was a brief pause then Miller said, "Sparky? It's The Tuna." 
 
   Jack could hear the laugh on the other end of the line and a man said, "How the hell are you, Phil?" 
 
   "I'm good, but I've got an issue, and I need a little discreet help on it. Does Herb Benedict have a department issued phone? He's a detective for me over here at Violent Crimes." Miller looked at Jack as he waited for an answer and then he said, "Good. Is it one of those new smart gadgets? Excellent. Here's the thing." Miller paused, cradling his phone in his palm and keeping his voice low, "The big galoot dropped it somewhere and he can't find it. He's got all sorts of sensitive information on it, including home numbers and addresses for all the big bosses. Now I know this is outside of the usual parameters, and I'm asking you to put your neck out, but I'd like to keep this off the books. Understand?" 
 
   "You want me to kill the phone? That's easy. I can do that remotely." 
 
   "No, not exactly. We need what's on it for this big trial we're in the middle of. Keenan Marvin, maybe you heard?" Miller looked at Jack and rolled his eyes, knowing he was putting himself squarely inside the jackpot now right next to her. "Yeah, I know, he's an idiot, and he's going to pay, trust me. Can you find the phone for me?" 
 
   "When do you need it by?" 
 
   "Yesterday," Miller said. 
 
   There was a brief pause on the other end and the voice said, "You still a Johnnie Walker man?" 
 
   "Yeah," Miller said. 
 
   "Red label?" 
 
   "Actually, Double-Black now, when I can afford it." 
 
   "That's funny. I am too." 
 
   Miller sighed and said, "All right, you pirate. Get me that phone, pronto, and I'll send you a bottle." He hung up and looked at Jack, "We'll have this figured out by this afternoon, okay?" 
 
   Jack shot up from her chair and wrapped her arms around the Captain, thanking him profusely. "Let me know as soon as you find anything."  
 
   "Of course," Miller said. "What are you going to do about court, though? Isn't Herb supposed to be getting back on the stand?" 
 
   "Let me worry about that," Jack said. "I've got everything under control."
 
    
 
   Jack pushed through the heavy wooden doors of the courtroom and nodded at the cops sitting in the audience. There was a witness on the stand, busy describing his many years of expertise as a forensic examiner for the National Firearms and Ballistics Center of Sheboygan, Wisconsin, or some such place. Alan Davidson looked back in annoyance at Jack, taking the time to shake his head dismissively in front of the jury as she tried to slip past the gate. He did everything but look at them and say, "Folks, I apologize for the prosecution's lack of professionalism." 
 
   Jack slid into her seat and Joel Roth gritted his teeth and muttered, "Where the hell have you been?" 
 
   "Working on something," Jack whispered. 
 
   "Tell me you brought your partner in with you, because he's missing too." 
 
   "Well, that's sort of what I was working on," Jack said.
 
   "Where the hell is he?" 
 
   "I don't know. But we are looking for him. We should have him by this afternoon." 
 
   Roth was squeezing the pencil in his hand so hard it looked like it might begin to spool out the lead inside like toothpaste. "They only have two witnesses, Jack. What the hell am I going to do when they rest?" 
 
   "Don't let them rest," Jack said. 
 
   "How do you propose I do that?" 
 
   "Stall them." 
 
   Roth shook his head bitterly. "This case is your baby. If it goes down in flames, don't blame me." 
 
   "I won't blame you as long as you stall them, Joel," she said. Jack leaned next to him, letting her leg rest up against his, and whispered, "And who knows, if you make this work, I might need a celebratory drink after we win. And I might be looking for some company."
 
   Roth continued to stare straight forward, but his look wasn't quite so irritated anymore. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, whispering, "I'm going to hate myself for this. I just know it." 
 
   Alan Davidson smiled confidently as he looked at his witness and said, "How many cases have you examined in your duties as a forensic scientist, Mr. Ford?" 
 
   The man in the witness box was in his late-sixties. His white hair and beard grew together and were neatly trimmed. He raised the thick black arm of his eyeglasses and said, "It's hard to say, really. I suppose a better question would be how many I'd examined that were this particular caliber of firearm."
 
   "I like that question better, and thank you for helping me improve it," Davidson said. He was still smiling as he picked up the evidence sheet for the murder weapon and added, "How many cases have you had the opportunity to examine a Glock nine millimeter model nineteen?" 
 
   "The Glock model nineteen is a fairly common firearm for us. I'd say, around five hundred over the years, give or take," Ford said. 
 
   "Five hundred?" Davidson said. "That's impressive, sir, and in those five hundred cases, how many did you−"
 
   Joel Roth raised his hand and said, "Your honor, I object." 
 
   The judge, witness, and Alan Davidson all turned and looked at the prosecutor in surprise. "You object to what?" Davidson snapped. 
 
   "I believe that's my line, defense counsel," Judge Ceparullo said. He looked at Joel Roth and said, "But it is a very good question, considering. Where are you going with all this, Mr. Roth?"
 
   Roth cleared his throat and said, "The witness claims to have examined five hundred cases involving the same weapon as the one involved in this murder, sir. That is a patent falsehood in that there is only one weapon at issue – the one the prosecution has entered into evidence, exhibit B." 
 
   "That is not what the witness meant, your honor," countered Davidson. "Obviously, we are speaking of a type of gun and not the gun now called exhibit B." 
 
   "Overruled, Mr. Roth," the judge said, annoyed at the confusion Roth had caused. 
 
   Roth then leapt back to his feet and said, "In that case, I'd like to see some proof." 
 
   "Proof of what?" Davidson said. "His examinations?" 
 
   "Yes, in fact. If he's going to make such a claim, I believe the jury has the right to know they can rely on his expertise." 
 
   Alan Davidson looked outraged, "Did I make your expert haul in all his drug cases, Joel?" 
 
   "No," Roth said. "Shame on you." 
 
   "This is a complete waste of the court's time," Davidson said. 
 
   The judge rubbed his cheek and chin, stroking them in long thought, until he shrugged and turned to look at the witness, "Well, Mr. Ford? Can you back up your claim?" 
 
   "I'm certain I can," Ford said nervously. "It will take some phone calls. I'll need some time to get all the cases together. But, your honor, we're talking boxes and boxes of files. Do you want me to actually bring them all in here?" 
 
   Judge Ceparullo looked at Joel Roth who nodded and swallowed and barely managed to utter the words, "Yes, sir, I do." 
 
   Ceparullo picked up his gavel and tapped his podium, saying, "This court is in recess until Mr. Ford can satisfy the prosecution's request. The jury is dismissed. I'll be in my chambers if anyone needs me." 
 
   Alan Davidson stared daggers at both Joel Roth and Jack as he walked past, slamming his notepad on the desk and collapsing in his seat. The sheriff's deputies lifted Keenan Marvin up from his seat and handcuffed him, leading him out of the courtroom. 
 
   Joel Roth looked down at his notepad and said, "That really sucked, Jack. We didn't make any friends with this." 
 
   "I know," Jack said. She winked at him half-heartedly and said, "But you bought us time, and I assure you, it will be worth it, I promise."
 
    
 
   Cops are always lingering in the hallways of the courthouse. Going to and from court, waiting for juries, staring at the pretty girls in business suits who work there, staring at the pretty girls in street clothes there for warrants. You name it, cops found a reason to hang around courthouses. It was better than going back on the street. Jack stood in the hallway, talking to a few she knew, when the entrance doors slid open, followed by four deliverymen pushing handcarts filled high with cardboard boxes. Each of them stopped at the metal detectors and were soon flanked by courthouse security. "Show us what's in the boxes, one at a time," the first guard insisted. 
 
   The delivery guy looked up at him, "Every single box? Are you serious?" 
 
   "Every single box, mister, now let's move it. We close in an hour." 
 
   Jack listened to the grumbles as they hefted each box from the handcarts and set them out, pulling away the lids one at a time to show there weren't any bombs or chainsaws or terrorists hiding inside. She had to force herself not to smile. She checked her phone again. No messages. She scrolled through her contacts and pressed the one marked Captain Miller. "It's me," she said when he picked up. "Any word?" 
 
   "Nothing yet," Miller said. "How's it going over there?" 
 
   One of the guards bent over to look inside a box and accidentally knocked it over, spilling hundreds of sheets of paper onto the floor. It was high comedy watching them all scurry to get them back inside. "We've got some time," Jack said. 
 
   "I'll call Sparky and see what's taking so damn long." 
 
   "I appreciate it, sir." 
 
   Jack walked into the courtroom and made her way up the aisle toward the prosecutor's table. The judge was on the bench, talking about golf scores with both attorneys. His tie was loosened and his shirt was unbuttoned at the collar. "Tell me we have good news, Lieutenant," Ceparullo said.
 
   "The reports have arrived," Jack said. 
 
   "Thank God," Alan Davidson cried out. "Let's get this show on the road." He looked across the aisle at Joel Roth, eyes narrowly fixing on him, and he said, "I'm assuming you're going to stipulate that the reports contain what Mr. Ford says they contain, right? We're not going to waste anyone else's time with this nonsense, are we, Joel?"
 
   Joel Roth turned slightly in his seat to look at Jack. Jack cocked an eyebrow at him, and Joel's face fell by degrees. He sank down in his seat a little and said, "With all due respect, I think it would be prudent to verify the accuracy of these reports. Just to be on the safe side." 
 
   Alan Davidson exploded in a long string of frustrated legalese, pounding the table for emphasis. The judge looked at his watch and interrupted him, saying, "It's already four o'clock. Tomorrow is Friday and I told this jury that the trial would be finished before the weekend. Both of you had better understand that if you make me look like a fool up here, I will return the favor, in spades. Do you understand?" 
 
   "Yes, your honor," both attorneys said. 
 
   Judge Ceparullo turned on Roth with a pointed finger, "I'm dismissing the jury for the evening so you can go through these reports, and you will have every single one of them verified by eight AM tomorrow morning. I don't care how many people from your office you need to haul in here, or how late you have to stay. And so help me God, you both had better be here on time and ready tomorrow morning." 
 
   Joel Roth sat staring blankly as the judge got down from the bench and headed for his chambers, his long robe a swirling sea of black. Roth was watching those big flashing lights of the Governor's mansion fading slowly in his mind's eye. The personal helicopter pad and armored SUV were being replaced by a used Hyundai issued to him by the taxpayers of Cook County.  
 
   Jack reached under the table and gave him a light squeeze on the thigh, then whispered, "Good boy." 
 
    
 
   She'd meant to stay and help him go through the boxes, really she had. She'd even kicked off her shoes and sat on the floor next to him, helping Joel sort through the reports one by one, making sure they specified which type of weapon was being examined. She caught him looking longingly at her stockinged feet a few times. That was a little weird, she thought. In the midst of checking the reports, her phone buzzed on her hip and she said, "I have to take this." 
 
   "Jack, it's Miller," the captain said. "We found the phone." 
 
   "Oh my God, you did? Send me the address!" 
 
   "It's showing up off of Wentworth Avenue. I'm sending a squad car over there now." 
 
   "Forget that," Jack said. "I'll take care of it." 
 
   "You sure?" 
 
   Jack looked at Joel Roth who was mournfully staring from the top of one of the files with a look that said, You can't be serious. Jack smiled gently and said, "It will be fine." 
 
   "Let me guess," Roth said as Jack hung up the phone.
 
   "It's important. It's about Herb. I know where he is. Do you want me to go get him and drag him back to court so we can stop all this nonsense, or do you want to see what new and exciting ways we can find to piss off the judge and jury tomorrow too?" 
 
   Roth sighed and said, "Fine. Go. I'll call one of the interns from the office to come help." 
 
   "That's the spirit," Jack said as she slid her shoes back on. "I'm sure you have a few hot young college babes floating around who would love to come keep you company." 
 
   Roth looked back down at the file and said, "I like mature women. Someone I can talk to."
 
   Jack patted him on the arm and said, "I appreciate what you're doing, Joel. I really do." She backed away to head out of the courtroom thinking, he's a good kid. It's gonna suck breaking his heart.
 
    
 
   
  
 

6.
 
   Wentworth Avenue was locked up with rush hour traffic. Soccer moms carting vans full of kids to dance classes and karate classes. They were being eyed up by smarmy executive types in eighty thousand dollar convertibles, the kind of guys who wore a Bluetooth earpiece and cranked up hard gangsta rap songs because they were just oh so gangsta. 
 
   I picked up my phone and called Miller. "I'm almost there, Captain. My GPS says I'm a mile away. Is the signal still good?" 
 
   "I just talked to Sparky. He said the phone shut down a few hours ago, but he's still able to get a signal off the remaining battery. He said that when you get there, tell me, and he'll remotely activate an alert tone on the phone." 
 
   "He can do that?" I asked. "These phones today, Captain. I don't know about them." 
 
   "It's amazing what a few million Chinese child slave laborers can accomplish, isn't it, Jack?" 
 
   I hung up the phone and concentrated on the destination. It was nothing more than a GPS coordinate. In my mind, that coordinate became a tiny apartment with Herb's car parked out front, the one I'd find him playing house in with that little bitch whore. There was probably going to be some screaming, I thought. Maybe by me. I wondered if the Asian chick would try to put up a fight. Well, let her, I thought. Unless she knows kung-fu or something. In that case, I know Smith and Wesson.
 
   I pulled up to the exact coordinates and looked around. I checked my GPS again, making sure I had the right ones. Something was wrong. There wasn't even any cross streets at that location. It was just mid-block Wentworth Ave with nothing but a few small buildings and open stretches of browned out plots of land. I texted Miller the GPS coordinates and said: I'm here. Are you sure these are the right coordinates? 
 
   I waited in the car, nervously tapping the steering wheel as I waited for his response. The first building was a dentist's office with parking in the back. There were only a couple of cars parked there, and it looked like they were closing up for the evening. The only other one I could make out was a tool rental supply company that looked like it hadn't been open for business since the Bush Administration. The first Bush. 
 
   My phone buzzed and Miller wrote: Sparky says you're at the spot. He's activating the tone now. Act fast, it's only got five minutes worth of battery reserves left.
 
   I jumped out of my car and started walking, thinking I'd be better off trying my luck at the abandoned building first. The chances of Herb being stuck in a dentist's office seemed less likely than me being a featured speaker at the Ladies Etiquette and Manners Symposium. He just wasn't a go-see-the-dentist kind of guy. 
 
   Darkness was setting in over the Avenue, casting long shadows over the street. It was the kind of thing you saw in movies. Single woman walking down a dark, deserted street. A gang of thugs pops out from an alleyway, or a serial killer pulls over in his van and offers her a ride. I had the solution to both those situations on my hip though, and at that moment, the poor bastards who tried anything on me were going to regret it for the next five seconds of their miserable, short lives. Herb, I thought. If you're not dead, I'm going to kill you. 
 
   Time was getting short, so I quickened my pace, trying to run up the street in my leather flats without slipping out of them and taking a face full of concrete for my troubles. I needed to pick, dentist's office or old rental building. Unless the phone had been ditched in one of the brown fields. Damn it! I thought. I should have brought help. 
 
   A car raced past me as I ran, its music blaring, filling the air with horns and synthesizer chords, as if to say, 'are you looking for something that beeps? Here's six thousand things all doing it at once.' 
 
   As the car's red lights vanished into the distance, I realized I could still hear the soft, steady buzzing of some kind of repetitive beat. Buried inside the buzzing was a soft, barely-audible alert tone.
 
   I stopped moving and listened as carefully as I could, even closing my eyes and trying not to breathe. The sound was getting more faint with each repeating buzz. It wasn't in the buildings, I realized. It was in the street. 
 
   I jumped off the curb and ran forward, digging my flashlight out of my purse and searching the lanes of Wentworth Avenue for the phone. Finally, I stopped and stared at a sewer drain built into the sidewalk, its narrow gap just a few inches wide. I immediately dropped to the ground and pressed my face against the dirty, stinking sewer grate, trying not to die of all the toxic fumes rushing up out of it. In between trying not to gag, I listened as the sound of Herb's phone buzzed and beeped itself into non-existence, going silent and dark as the last of its juice ran out. 
 
   But I had heard it. And I knew where it was. 
 
   I pulled my phone out and scrolled through it until I found the emergency contact number for the city's sanitation department. You'd be amazed how many times I've had to call them over the years. I waited for someone on the other end to pick up, and as soon as the dispatcher answered, I said, "This is Lieutenant Jack Daniels, Chicago Police. I need access to a sewer line on Wentworth Avenue, right now." 
 
   I listened to her response and I said, "Yes, it's an emergency. You think I'd be asking like this if it weren't?"
 
    
 
   I could hear the diesel engine of the sanitation truck rumbling down Wentworth Avenue from three blocks away. It choked and sputtered at the lights, and then let out long hissing squeals every time the driver stepped on the brakes. I raised my hands in the air as the truck came into view, flagging it down like I was hailing a taxi. In the way only a seasoned municipal employee can do, the driver nodded as he cut across lanes to pull over to the curb, ignoring the irritated drivers who swerved around him while blaring their horns.  
 
   The driver opened the door and swung down from the tall seat like a silverback gorilla, his long arms hanging well below his waist, his wrists and knuckles hairier than my head. He slipped a yellow hardhat on his head and said, "You the cop what called for sewer access?" 
 
   "Yes," I said. "There is a key piece of evidence down there and I need you to go get it." 
 
   He shook his head and said, "Nah, doll. That wasn't what the work order said. It said access. It didn't say going in. Going in is a two-man job. Union rules. You need emergency access, I crowbar the manhole open and wait until you tell me to close it up again. You want us to go down, you gotta wait for another truck. A two-man truck. I mean, I'd like to help a pretty lady such as yourself but rules is the rules, right?"
 
   I smiled at him as sweetly as I could manage and said, "You're sweet. What's your name?" 
 
   "Artie Luco," he said. 
 
   "Well, listen Artie Luco. I don't have a lot of time. How soon can another truck be here?" 
 
   "Not till tomorrow morning." 
 
   "That's unacceptable!" I said. "This is a police matter and you will comply with my instructions or else I will haul your ass in for obstruction." 
 
   He held up his hands and said, "Whoa, doll, I'm not obstructing anything. You want into the drain, I'll get you in, but if you're ordering me in by myself, it violates our safety plan. By which I will need a union rep and a safety coordinator to respond." He lifted his hardhat up and removed a small laminated card from inside the band and looked at it. "What's your name, miss?" 
 
   "Lieutenant Daniels," I said. 
 
   Artie looked back down at the card and said, "Lieutenant Daniels, I am officially advising you of my request to have a union official present while this interaction occurs. I feel that my rights are being violated and you are asking me to do something that is unsafe and compra - comprehends my ability to continue serving this fair city." 
 
   I silently looked at him, then back down at the card, looking over what he read, and I said, "Compromises." 
 
   "Say again?" 
 
   "Compromises," I said, pointing to the card. "You said comprehends." 
 
   "Oh," he said, moving the card closer to his eyes and said, "Lieutenant Daniels, I am officially−"
 
   "All right," I said, waving my hands. "I get it. I'm not asking you to go down. Just pop the manhole open, and I'll get it myself." 
 
   He looked at me and said, "You serious?" 
 
   "I told you this is important. There's evidence down there." 
 
   "Well you can't go dressed like that. It's a sewer - it ain't no office party." 
 
   I looked down at my clothes and said, "I walk through crime scenes with blood and brains dripping off the ceiling dressed like this, pal. I'll be fine." 
 
   "With all due respect, this is a different kind of crime scene," he said. "Think about all the things people throw out in the street and all the filth they pour down those drains. When it rains, every bodily fluid you can imagine gets washed into those sewers from all over the city. You'll be climbing down into a highly toxic situation. There's tampons, dirty diapers, blood, puke, syringes, you name it. It's all swimming right down below. I heard they got twenty-foot long alligators down in the sewers of New York City. People buy those little baby gators thinking they're cute, and then the things start getting too big, so they dump them in the harbor, and next thing you know, there's Super Crocs running around. Here it's rats the size of small dogs." 
 
   I started heading for the trunk of my car while fishing in my pocket for my car keys. He was trying to scare me, but it wasn't working. "That's an old wives' tale," I said. "They disproved that years ago. There's no alligators in the sewers in New York or anywhere else." 
 
   "If you say so, sure, and this ain't New York" he said. "You ever seen a Chicago River rat? Size of a beaver, I tell ya. Sometimes when I'm down there, I hear things that can't be explained. Growling, and something splashing around in the water. Something big." 
 
   I popped the trunk open and started to take off my blazer, showing Artie the gun strapped to my waist. "I know how to take care of myself. I'm not afraid of Super Rats or Crocs." 
 
   "Everybody says that until one shows up," Artie said quietly. 
 
   I opened my black gear bag up and pulled out a balled up Tyvek suit that I kept stored there for walking through crime scenes. I unrolled the suit and stepped in through the legs, pulling the crinkly paper material over my pants and sliding my arms through the sleeves. It felt like wearing a thick trash bag. This was the same stuff our SWAT guys wore when they were confronting a hazardous material threat. It was the same stuff nuclear scientists wore when they were handling plutonium. I zippered the suit all the way up to my neck and smirked at Artie. He thought I was just another chick. 
 
   I had a pair of rubber, waterproof boots in the trunk and I put them on and covered them with the Tyvek booties stuffed in my pocket. These suits were meant to be worn with a respirator and goggles, but I wasn't going that far. I tucked my hair back into the hood and pulled the straps tight to my chin, locking it down. I was ready for business. 
 
   Artie grabbed a pair of black rubber overalls from the back of his truck and thick rain boots. He selected a mid-size crowbar and draped it over his shoulder like a lumberjack as he walked over to the manhole cover, and then he expertly slid the bar into the notch and popped the thing up like opening a soda bottle. The manhole cover clanged on the asphalt as he pivoted it up and over and let it drop. He waved his beefy hand at the narrow ladder leading down into the watery cavern and said, "Ladies first." 
 
   "Thanks," I said. I carefully lowered myself down into the manhole, making sure I had firm footing with each step. The paper covering my boots might be good for keeping sewage off them, but it was slippery as hell, and the last thing I needed was to be the cop who fell off the ladder and landed in the muck. Artie Luco would never have to buy another beer in Chicago if he told that story at every bar he went into. 
 
   I took the rungs one at a time, easing myself down onto the small concrete platform along the edges of the drain. The water was moving slowly then, a gentle tide of brown and green with fumes so potent they made my eyes sting. I got out of the way as Artie came shuffling down the ladder after me. He clicked on the light that was mounted to his helmet instantly sending forth a bright cone of light at the gray walls all around us, giving me a clear view of exactly how confined we were down there. If there was a sudden flood, we'd be up to our thighs in liquefied shit in seconds. I needed to get the hell out of there. 
 
   "You see this thing?" Artie said. 
 
   "I heard it. It's a phone. We turned it on remotely and set off the alert tone. I could hear it under the drain." 
 
   "How long ago?" 
 
   "About an hour, now," I said. 
 
   Artie frowned, "I hope the tide didn't rise any. Your evidence might already be on its way to the processing plant." 
 
   "Let's hope not," I said. I moved down the narrow ledge, searching the one on the opposite wall, looking for the street drain. "Turn your light over this way, Artie." 
 
   "Don't you have a flashlight?" he said. 
 
   "It's in my pocket under this suit." 
 
   "Smart." 
 
   "Hurry up, this thing's hot." 
 
   Artie came up behind me, moving quicker than I could on the ledge. "The drain's right there," he said. "Did the phone sound like it was to the right or left of it?" 
 
   "How the hell should I know?" 
 
   He shrugged, "I thought maybe you could tell." 
 
   "Just keep looking." 
 
   "What kind of phone are we looking for anyway?" 
 
   "Any phone," I snapped. "If you see an old Ma Bell cast iron telephone I want to know about it." 
 
   We took two more steps and Artie's light dipped for a minute as he said, "There it goes, right there." 
 
   His light was aimed directly down at the brown water and I said, "No, don't tell me that." 
 
   He lifted his head and rubbed his eyes, saying, "Sorry, the fumes are getting to me tonight. It's right there." He pointed across the gap at the ledge, and I saw a thin black smartphone laying on the concrete platform directly across from us. Out of the water. Perfectly preserved. And guarded by the largest, nastiest looking rat I'd ever seen in my life. 
 
   The rat's eyes turned red in the light, and it looked up with a menacing snarl, warning us to keep away. The thing's pink tail was almost the length of my forearm. 
 
   "Madone. Look at that thing. Shoot it," Artie said. 
 
   "I can't shoot it," I said. "I might hit the phone, or the bullet might ricochet off the wall and hit us both. Anyway, I'm not allowed to just crank off rounds like that." 
 
   "Okay, then stab it. You got a knife?"
 
   "I'm not stabbing the rat! It will run off when you go over there. The things more scared of you than you are of it, trust me." 
 
   The rat snarled and hissed at us, showing us its sharp, vicious teeth. 
 
   "It don't look scared," Artie said. "And what do you mean when I go over there? I'm not going over there." 
 
   "But you're the sanitation guy!" 
 
   "And you're the cop, doll. I'm an equal-opportunity kind of person. It would be sexist of me to think you weren't just as capable of going over there as any other police officer, right?" 
 
   I turned and looked at him, the tight cord of my paper hood squeezing my cheeks and making my lips puff out. "The gender equality card doesn't work when you try and play it on me, Artie. It only works when I use it on you." 
 
   Artie shrugged and said, "I'll keep my light on the whole time. Be careful crossing the water. It's got an undertow. I heard of people drowning in the stuff before. You don't wanna drown in poop river, trust me." 
 
   "You're just full of all sorts of good information," I said. 
 
   "I watch the History Channel," he said with a shrug. "What if we pelt it with a rock?" 
 
   "I can't risk knocking the phone into the water." 
 
   "Well, then I guess that's that. Good luck, doll," Artie said. He clapped me on the shoulder and said, "I'll be waiting for you over here."
 
   I nervously eyed the rat. "Artie, you're really gonna make me go over there by myself? All by my little lonesome? A big, strong man like you?" I batted my eyes at him and made the pouty-face where I stick out my lower lip, the same one I'd been using since I was two years old as a secret weapon against the male gender. It never failed. 
 
   "Yup," Artie said.
 
   I groaned and slowly stepped off the platform, hovering over the running brown water for a moment in revulsion of actually putting my feet into it. Artie thrust his hand out and said, "Hold on tight. It's going faster than it looks. Oh, and keep your head up as high as you can. If it splashes you in the mouth or eyes, you'll need a hepatitis shot." 
 
   I pinched my lips together and lowered my foot down, stepping knee deep into the sewer. I could feel it pulling hard on my boot, the undertow as strong as an ocean tide, but instead of sand dissolving under my feet and the smell of the sea, this was a thousand yards of liquefied shit that smelled bad enough to make my eyes water and my nose run. 
 
   "There you go, keep going," Artie said. 
 
   I had both legs in now, and I was already in the center of the stream, as close to the other side as I was to Artie. He was already extended as far as he could go, and as I inched further and further away, I felt his hand slipping out of mine. The murky water was splashing my thighs now, splattering the white Tyvek suit with brown spots as high as my waist. I kept my head stretched as high as I could. I kept my mouth sealed shut. 
 
   "Go, go!"Artie shouted. "Grab the other ledge!" 
 
   I lunged for the far wall and grabbed it with both hands, using it to launch myself out of the water as fast as I could, desperate to get out. I pulled myself up onto the concrete ledge and stood up, feeling the wet warmth of sewage sliding down my suit. The rat was sitting on top of the phone, staring at me. 
 
   I stamped my foot and shouted, "Get!" 
 
   It didn't move. 
 
   I took a few steps closer, raising my voice to shout, "Get out of here! Shoo!" 
 
   The rat bared its teeth and reared up on its hind legs like it wanted to fight, its red eyes filled with evil. I glared right back at it and said, "You little son of a bitch, I'll throw you in a microwave if you don't get off that damn cellphone!" 
 
   I clapped my hands and roared like a maniac, but the rat didn't budge. I backed away slightly, trying to present myself as less of a threat. Maybe the thing would give up the phone and leave peacefully. That way, I didn't get bit, and he didn't get his skull crushed under my boot. 
 
   The rat lowered its head to the phone and sniffed the surface, its thick whiskers twitching as it decided it liked what it smelled and gave the surface a long lick. 
 
   "Stop that!" I shouted. The damn thing was going to screw up any fingerprints with a long trail of rat slobber. I'd had enough. I stomped toward the phone and just as I came close enough to bend down and grab it, the rat reared up on its hind legs to strike. 
 
   Instead of striking, though, it wavered slightly and lost its balance. I watched the thing twitch and bend sideways, squealing miserably as it collapsed to one side and toppled down into the sewer water. I turned to see it floating on the brown river, heading farther and farther into the darkness. "Serves you right, you trash eating piece of crap!" I shouted at it.
 
   "What the hell just happened?" Artie shouted from across the tunnel. 
 
   "The rat had some kind of seizure or something."
 
   "I never saw a lady kill a rat by looking at it before," he said. 
 
   "I'm a woman of many talents," I said as I bent down to scoop up the phone, holding it up in the light of Artie's headlamp to inspect it. It didn't look wet, except for the rat saliva. In fact, the screen was only slightly dirty from lying on the ground, but that was it. I looked up at the storm drain above on the street and said, "Somebody must have tossed it down here, and as luck would have it, the thing landed on the ledge." 
 
   "Lucky break," Artie called out. "You ready to come back or do you want to hang out down here all night?" 
 
   I nodded and unzipped the suit from my throat low enough to drop the cellphone down the front of my shirt, tucking it into the padding of my bra to keep it safe. I zippered the suit back up and edged out toward the water once more, trying to steel myself into making another descent. 
 
   "What are you doing?" Artie asked. 
 
   "I'm going for a swim, dumb ass," I said. "I gotta get back, don't I?" 
 
   "Take the bridge back, goofball," he said. He turned his head down the tunnel, and I saw a rickety iron bridge in the distance, connecting both sides of the tunnel. 
 
   I looked at the bridge in disbelief and then back at him, "Why the hell didn't you tell me there was a bridge?"   
 
   "Everybody has to make their first crossing through the water. It's a sanitation tradition. It's bad luck otherwise." 
 
   I muttered under my breath as I headed down the ledge. There was sewage down my boots, sloshing around both feet. The suit had leaked. It might be good for keeping out radiation but as a wetsuit, it left a lot to be desired. If the terrorists ever attacked with barrels of raw sewage, our HazMat guys were in big trouble. 
 
   God only knows what slimy horrors were soaking through my stockings and filling up between my toes. I tried not to think about it as I walked toward the bridge. Still, I had made the crossing, and really, I needed all the good luck I could get. 
 
    
 
   It took me over an hour to drive across town to the Chicago PD Crime Scene Unit. I knocked on the reception window at the crime lab and flashed my badge at the bleary-eyed technician who answered. I must have woken him up. Working midnight shift on a specialized unit like CSU was a cake job and people fought for it. First, not as much went down during an overnight shift. Sure, on occasion you'd catch a body or two. One gang member would flame another gang member, or the police would bust a cap in a wanted felon, but night work was a license to print money, because every case you got involved with meant you were going to court, and court only operated during the day. It was heavy overtime. 
 
   On dayshift, you started out slow and got busier as the day went on. On four to twelve, you started off neck deep in shit and ended up even deeper. Mainly, the midnight rotation came in to bat cleanup for all the guys trying to go home, and things slowly calmed down as the city went to sleep. And apparently, so did the guys working in the Crime Scene Unit. 
 
   I held up the paper bag containing Herb's cellphone to the reception window and said, "I need this processed for everything. Prints, DNA, electronic data, everything." 
 
   He picked up a clipboard instead of taking the phone and said, "What's the case number?" 
 
   "There's no case number," I said. He looked up at me like, why are you wasting my time, and I said, "It's an administrative investigation. This is a department-issued phone. The commanding officer is Captain Phillip Miller. You can call him right now if you have any questions. I'll give you his cellphone."
 
   "What is it?" the tech said. 
 
   I read off Miller's cellphone and silently wondered if I should have told him I had the phone before coming directly to CSU. In between getting out of my soaked HazMat suit and convincing Artie Luco to dispose of it for me, I'd been too overwhelmed by the lingering stench of sewage in my car and on my person to think clearly, much less to think of calling Miller. It was probably coming from my feet, I decided. The CSU tech had no idea how lucky he was to be standing behind that window. "Who was the phone issued to?" 
 
   "Detective Herb Benedict," I said. 
 
   "You with Internal Affairs?" 
 
   "No. He works with me." 
 
   "Oh, I see," the tech said quietly. When he finished writing, he slid his clipboard through the window toward me to sign. "That's the work order requesting we process the phone, in addition to a waiver saying we're doing this under your direct instructions without a case number. Listen," he added, "just in case this is something else, I'm telling you, it's not worth it." 
 
   "What do you mean?" I said. 
 
   He looked at me carefully and said, "Let's say a woman and a man are working together, right? And he's married and she's his side-piece. He's saying he'll leave his wife but in reality, it don't happen. Finally, the other woman pushes him too hard and he says, 'Look, you crazy broad. It was just for kicks!' And now she's scorned, right? So she starts looking for ways to jam him up. Maybe she's trying to dig up some dirt, using whatever she can to hurt him. I'm just saying. In situations like that, it's not worth it for her. You follow me?" 
 
   I nodded as he spoke and once I was sure he finished, I finally said, "Are you asking me if I'm instructing you to search this phone because of some jilted love affair?"
 
   "Of course not," he said, smiling thinly. 
 
   "Would you ask that if I were a man?" 
 
   "I would if you brought in a woman's phone." 
 
   "Well it's legitimate," I said. 
 
   "Okay," he said, reaching through the window to take the evidence bag from me. As he leaned out, I saw his nose curl up a little. "We'll have this done in a day or two. You smell that?"
 
   "Smell what?" I said innocently. 
 
   "Nothing," he said. He stared at me as he lowered his head to sniff the bag. 
 
   I slowly backed away from the window, careful not to let my shoes squeak on the sterile tile floor of the CSU reception area. My feet were still wet. 
 
    
 
   I went in through the basement door to my home and stripped. I kicked off my shoes and clawed out of my pants and shirt right there, leaving them in a pile on the mudroom floor. I peeled off my stockings and balled them up to stuff them in the trash can. My feet and legs were brown, from the shin down. I hopped up on the washing machine and hoisted my feet into the plastic sink between the washer and dryer and turned on the water. I squirted the lavender hand soap I keep there onto my feet and scrubbed them together like a monkey, trying to wash away the filth. 
 
   Once they were cleaned off, I wiggled out of my panties and bra, a nice peach colored thong and pushup bra, and I was glad they weren't ruined too. They set cost almost a hundred bucks at Victoria's Secret. I dropped everything into the washing machine and headed up the stairs, walking through the house naked, wondering if I'd remembered to close the blinds on all my windows. 
 
   I made it halfway through the living room before realizing I hadn't. If anybody was looking in through my front windows at that moment, they were getting a free show. To hell with it, I thought. What's the point of worrying about what I eat and drink all the time if nobody ever gets to see the results anyway? 
 
   I headed up the stairs and turned on the shower, letting the water get piping hot and fill up the bathroom with a thick layer of steam before climbing in. The water pelted my back and sides and hips, and I just stood there, letting it massage me, and purify me and wash away the grime and the worry of the day. 
 
   Tomorrow everything would be better, I told myself. Tomorrow, all of this would seem worth it, for sure. 
 
    
 
   
  
 



7.
 
   The day started around two o'clock in the morning, right after she'd just fallen into a state of floating semi-consciousness that had good potential. It felt like it might even finally lead to something resembling sleep, when the phone rang. She rolled over and squinted to see the name HERB BENEDICT HOME on the phone's screen and shot upright in bed, hammering the answer button. "You son of a bitch, where the hell have you been?" Jack shouted. 
 
   The woman's voice was quiet on the other line when she said, "It's Bernice, Jack." 
 
   "Jesus, I'm sorry," Jack said, pressing her hand to her face. She felt a dull throbbing in the side of her head from not sleeping. It was like someone was slowly carving out her skull with a spoon. "I thought he came home." 
 
   "No," Bernice whispered. "I need to ask you a question, and I need you to be honest with me." 
 
   "All right," Jack said. 
 
   "Was there ever another woman?" 
 
   Jack paused, squeezing her temples with her fingers, trying to stop them from throbbing. 
 
   "Jack? You're not answering me. I guess that's my answer." 
 
   "No," Jack said. "Not that I know of. I don't think so." 
 
   "Think?" 
 
   "I mean, not that he ever said." 
 
   "I've been married to a cop long enough to know when someone isn't telling the whole truth, Jack," Bernice said. "I need you to be honest with me. Please." 
 
   Jack lied back down on her bed and looked up at the ceiling fan. There was half an inch of dust on its blades. She closed her eyes and said, "We interviewed a bartender who said Herb was last seen talking to a pretty Asian woman. He might have left at the same time she did. Now, we're not sure if he did, and that doesn't mean they left together, you understand? It's just one witness's statement and they hardly ever turn out right. The most important thing is to stay positive and keep looking until we get an answer."
 
   When Bernice didn't answer, Jack said, "You okay?" 
 
   Surprisingly, Bernice let out a small laugh and said, "A pretty Asian woman? That's preposterous. Herb?" 
 
   "I know, right?" Jack said, finding herself laughing now too. 
 
   "I mean, maybe if he thought she was going to cook for him." 
 
   "The only Asian that ever tempted Herb Benedict was a General named Tso." 
 
   "This is so crazy," Bernice said. Her laughter was gone then, a short-lived thing like a comet flashing across a dark sky, only to be swallowed instantly by thick storm clouds. "I can't believe he'd leave me like this. I just can't believe it." 
 
   "If it helps," Jack said, "I'm not ready to believe it either, and until I am, we're going to keep looking."
 
   Even after she hung up the phone and closed her eyes, desperate to sleep off the throb in her head, she could not. She'd playfully teased her body with finally getting some rest, and it was now paying her back by refusing to fall for the same trick twice. At four in the morning, she got up and made food for the day. She sliced carrot sticks and cucumbers and packed them in a ziplock baggie to take with her to work, telling herself that even if she was making herself ill by not sleeping she would at least try to eat right. 
 
   At five in the morning, she took a shower and did her hair, taking her time to blow dry and brush it out and do it nice. She picked out a blouse, blazer and skirt for the day, then took the time to iron them until each crease was sharp enough to cut someone with.
 
   She left the house at six thirty, picking up coffee and a newspaper and two aspirin powders. She didn't know if it was the caffeine or the aspirin, or maybe both, but the headache slowly subsided, a distant beat of jungle drums getting softer and softer as you floated downstream. 
 
   It wasn't so bad getting up super early, she thought. The day hadn't even started, and she was more productive than usual. Maybe I'll try this not sleeping thing full time, or at least until they lock me away in the loony bin once I start hallucinating.
 
   The sun was rising into the sky as she pulled into the courthouse parking lot. It was empty, save for the personal cars of the overnight guards, and their windows were covered with dew. Jack sipped her coffee and spread the newspaper across her steering wheel, starting at the first page. 
 
   Reading the newspaper was something she'd always thought cops did. So was drinking coffee and smoking. For that matter, so was telling dirty stories and laughing about them, then taking a quick look around to see if anyone who shouldn't be hearing them was listening. That was how Jack heard all her first and finest curse words. Nobody could curse like cops. Not sailors, not construction workers, not nobody. 
 
   Jack remembered all the handsome detectives sitting at their desks back when she was kid, typing their reports on the huge old Olympia typewriters, making their bells ring with every carriage return, cursing bitterly whenever they messed up a word. "Hey, kid," they'd say to her. "You looking for your mom?" 
 
   They smelled like hair products and aftershave and gun leather. Some of them even wore hats, the old fedoras like detectives did in the movies. 
 
   Jack's fate had been sealed from the start. She was police all the way through and had been as long as she could remember.
 
   Somehow, sitting in her car, drinking her coffee, reading her newspaper, it all reminded her of those throwback cops of bygone days. They'd worked their cases and made their pinches and nothing had slowed them down. I'm cut from that cloth, she thought. If somebody zapped me through a time machine, I'd walk right into one of those offices, grab a desk and start punching up reports. Jack pulled the rearview mirror down and checked her face. She took a good, long look at it and thought about those old cops, and she knew that if somebody had messed with one of them, they messed with all of them. 
 
   Nobody is taking my partner from me, she thought. Nobody. 
 
    
 
   Jack was sitting in the courtroom at the prosecutor's table, waiting as people began to file into the court room. She was there when the tipstaff arrived and the bailiff and the sheriff's deputies. She was there when Alan Davidson came into the court carrying his briefcase and there when Keenan Marvin was brought in, shuffling uncomfortably in his leg irons. Jack reached into her pocket and shut down her cellphone. She'd heard stories about Judge Ceparullo seizing people's phones if they rang in court, and she couldn't afford to lose hers. 
 
   The judge entered the court and the bailiff tapped the podium with the gavel and said, "All rise." 
 
   They all stood up. 
 
   The judge sat down. 
 
   They all sat down. 
 
   Judge Ceparullo looked at the empty seat next to Jack and said, "I don't believe this shit." He immediately covered the microphone in front of him and said, "Strike that. Lieutenant Daniels, where is Mr. Roth?" 
 
   "I don't know, your honor," Jack said. 
 
   Ceparullo sighed and said, "Put this on the record. All parties were advised to be in court today at eight AM. It is now eight oh two. Mr. Roth is hereby fined five hundred dollars for being in contempt, payable to the sheriffs immediately upon his arrival, or he will be taken into custody for−"
 
   The doors burst open at the front of the court and Jack spun in her chair to see Joel Roth barging in, calling out, "I'm here! I'm here, your honor, sorry I'm late." 
 
   "You are in contempt, Mr. Roth," the judge said. He snapped his fingers at one of the deputies standing behind Keenan Marvin and said, "Extract the fine from him or take him into custody." 
 
   "Your honor," Roth gasped. "How much is the fine?" 
 
   "Five hundred dollars." 
 
   "I don't have five hundred dollars on me." 
 
   "Oh well, you should have thought of that before you came late to my court." 
 
   Roth turned to look at the deputy and said, "Do you guys take credit cards?" 
 
   "Nope," the deputy said. 
 
   Roth reached into his pocket and dug out his wallet. He started to count out his cash and said, "I've got eighty one, no, eighty two dollars on me right now. I will get the rest as soon as we break for lunch, sir, I promise, but I have a very good reason to be late!" 
 
   "You'd better come up with four hundred and eighteen good reasons to stay, Mr. Roth," Judge Ceparullo snapped. 
 
   
  
 


Roth looked pleadingly at Jack, who stood and opened her purse to pull out her wallet. "Here, I think I've got some," she said. She pulled out two hundred dollar bills and said, "You're lucky I didn't go to the bank yet." 
 
   "You're still short," Ceparullo said. The deputy reached behind his gun belt to remove a set of handcuffs.  
 
   "Come on, your honor," Roth whined. 
 
   Jack turned in her seat to search the audience for friendly faces. She saw two uniformed cops and waved them over. They came up with a combined total of sixty-three dollars and seventy two cents. 
 
   It wasn't enough. 
 
   The deputy said, "Turn around and put your hands behind your back, sir." 
 
   Roth whimpered, doing as he did as he was told and the judge said, "Let this be a lesson to you and every other attorney in this county. When this court gives you an instruction, it expects it to be followed. You can be released when someone from your office brings you the rest of the money." 
 
   Judge Ceparullo reached for his gavel and Joel looked down at Alan Davidson. Davidson had been quietly smiling the entire time as the events unfolded, a happy spectator. Roth groaned and said, "Alan, can you please help me out?" 
 
   "You want me to help you out?" Davidson smirked. 
 
   "Yes. As a professional courtesy. Please." 
 
   "Will you let me win?" Davidson said. 
 
   "No. But I promise that when I beat you, I'll only humiliate you a little instead of a lot." 
 
   Their eyes met and Davidson sighed as he reached into his pocket and said, "Your honor, I've got the rest of it as a professional courtesy to the prosecutor here." He held up the money toward the deputy and said, "Anyway, I think the court has suffered enough shenanigans as a result of this trial already, don't you agree?" 
 
   "Quite," the judge said. 
 
   The deputy un cuffed Joel Roth, who rubbed his wrists and inspected the red marks ringed around them, wincing as he sat down in his seat. 
 
   Keenan Marvin leaned forward in his chair from across the aisle and said, "Hurts, don't it?" 
 
    
 
   Mr. Ford was back on the stand, in full view of the jury, as Alan Davidson finished questioning him about the particulars of the incident. "Just to summarize, Mr. Ford, for the benefit of the jury, can you please state for the record whether or not the bullet holes found in the walls and in the bodies of the deceased victims can accurately be attributed to a Glock nine millimeter model nineteen?" 
 
   Ford leaned forward in the podium, turned to face the jury, and said, "No, it cannot. Not with any degree of scientific accuracy or certainty." 
 
   "Is it fair then to say that the bullet holes could have been made by any nine millimeter?" 
 
   "Yes, that is correct." 
 
   Davidson turned to glance at Joel Roth, eyeing him carefully. Roth had been uncharacteristically silent during Mr. Ford's testimony. In fact, he hadn't raised a single objection. "Your honor, I have no more questions for this witness." 
 
   Judge Ceparullo waited for Alan Davidson to cross the aisle and then looked at the prosecutor. "Do you have any cross-examination, counselor?" 
 
   "I do, sir." 
 
   "You may proceed." 
 
   Joel Roth stood up and walked around the table, buttoning his suit coat as he came to stand before the jury. "Mr. Ford, yesterday I asked you how many cases you had worked where you examined a Glock nine millimeter model nineteen, do you remember?" 
 
   "Yes, I do." 
 
   "And you said, five hundred, true?" 
 
   "I said that I believed it was five hundred, give or take." 
 
   "And when I asked if you could back up your claim you said you could, that you were certain of it. And then today, you testified as an expert on behalf of Keenan Marvin and said we could not prove his gun was the one used to kill both victims." 
 
   "Yes, I did say that," Ford replied. 
 
   "Did you say it with the same degree of certainty?" Roth asked. 
 
   Ford shrugged and said, "There's really only two degrees of certainty, I suppose. You either are or you aren't." 
 
   Joel Roth nodded and raised his hand in the air and snapped his fingers over his shoulder like a magician giving a signal to his assistant. The courtroom doors opened and three young women came through, each carrying boxes of the same files Ford had delivered the day before. Joel thanked the women as they deposited the boxes on the prosecutor's table and he waited for them to leave before he turned again to look at the witness. "Then can you please tell the jury why you lied about how many cases you'd examined?" 
 
   "Excuse me?" Ford said indignantly.
 
   Roth laid his hand over the top of one of the boxes and said, "I went through all these last night. In fact, I stayed up until three in the morning and slept through my alarm, just so I could be certain. But in every single one of the boxes on this table are files and files of cases where you examined a Glock seventeen. Not a nineteen. Can you explain that?" 
 
   The faces on the men and women sitting in the jury panel displayed varying expressions of surprise, from outright shock to a single cocked eyebrow. Mr. Ford shifted nervously in his chair and sputtered, "Well, that's an honest mistake, see. They're extremely similar weapons, and both nine millimeters, and it hardly makes any difference, really. That shouldn't affect anything." 
 
   "Shouldn't?" Roth said sharply. 
 
   "They're similar enough to provide an accurate profile." 
 
   "I asked you if you were certain, and you said there were two degrees of certainty, Mr. Ford. Certain or not. Similarity didn't come into it!" 
 
   Alan Davidson called out several objections as the witness and prosecutor both shouted over one another, all of them raising their voices loud enough that Judge Ceparullo finally smacked his gavel and said, "Order."
 
   When everyone fell silent, Ceparullo looked at Joel Roth and said, "Do you have any further questions for this witness?" 
 
   "No, your honor." 
 
   The judge looked at Alan Davidson, "Do you have any redirect?" 
 
   "No, your honor," Davidson said, glaring at the flustered-looking witness. "But I would like him to wait outside for me until I have a moment to speak with him." 
 
   "I am sure you would," Ceparullo said. He dismissed the witness and the jury, then waited until they filed past him and out of the room before he loosened his tie and took a deep breath. He looked at Alan Davidson, "Your next witness is an expert on blood spatter, correct?" 
 
   "Yes, your honor." 
 
   Judge Ceparullo looked at Joel Roth, "And since your little gambit paid off, I'm assuming you are going to want to review all the cases this witness claims to have examined?" 
 
   Joel looked sideways at Jack Daniels and she muttered, "You can bet your sweet patootie."
 
    
 
   The judge dismissed them early for the weekend. He made it a point of apologizing to the jury, but was equal in his blame of both the prosecutor for being lamentably overzealous and of the defense for not better qualifying its experts. All the jurors heard were that they were being let out early on a Friday. A few of them even smiled. 
 
   As Joel Roth followed Jack out to her car, he said, "I don't suppose you want to get together over the weekend and help me look through those cases, right? I about used up all my favors last night making everybody in the office stay late." 
 
   "I'd love to, Joel, but I can't. I have too much other work to do." 
 
   He tried not to look disappointed. "Did you ever hear from Herb Benedict?" he asked. "Nobody has seen him in the witness room. I checked. He's technically in violation of his subpoena." 
 
   Jack grabbed her keys out of her pocket and said, "I'll see you Monday morning, Joel. Get some rest. You look tired." 
 
   "I sleep better next to someone," he said quickly, before she could walk away. "Maybe you would too."  
 
   Jack looked back at him and shook her head, "You are persistent. I'll give you that much." 
 
   "When it's a worthy cause, yeah." 
 
   "I’m not a worthy cause, Joel. Trust me." 
 
    
 
   Whiskey? 
 
   No, too typical, she thought. 
 
   Rum, then? 
 
   She was out of Coke. 
 
   She walked into the wine section and started to browse. There were signs for French wine, South American wine, dessert wine, fruit wines, chilled white wines, saki, and Napa Valley specials. The aisle was crowded with couples who all stood gazing at individual bottles with their arms draped around one another, like they were envisioning the greatest of all evenings spent in front of a fireplace while snow lightly drifted down the mountainside. 
 
   Bastards, Jack thought. She went back to the whiskey. 
 
   The store was crowded, even for a Friday night, which meant the cops were going to be unusually busy. She wasn't on call because of the trial, and she had nowhere to be on Saturday. Passing out from being drunk is one way to fall asleep, she decided, and picked up a bottle of Jameson's. She got into the line and reached into her pocket for her cash, only to realize with sudden horror that she'd never turned her phone back on. 
 
   Jack immediately put the bottle on the counter and whipped out her phone, pressing in the power button so rapidly it came on and shut off twice before she finally forced herself to stop and wait for it to cycle. The clerk swept the bottle of Jameson's under his scanner and told her how much it was. Jack absent-mindedly handed him a twenty and didn't pay any attention to how much he gave her in change. 
 
   There were two voicemails. 
 
   "Jack, it's Phillips. The Crime Scene Unit called looking for you. I told them you were in court." 
 
   "Shit, oh shit," Jack muttered. 
 
   The next message was a woman's voice. "Lieutenant Daniels? This is Beth Armstrong from CSU. I analyzed your cellphone. We found something." 
 
    
 
   Jack ran all the way up to the front door of the Crime Scene Unit, stopping to catch her breath in the lobby before she knocked on the intake window. It was the same guy from the night before, wearing the same 'what now' expression. "I'm here to see Beth Armstrong," Jack huffed. 
 
   "I'll see if she's still in." 
 
   Several minutes later, the front door buzzed and Jack pulled the handle, letting herself in. A heavyset, short woman with spiky black hair came walking down the hall in a white overcoat. "Lieutenant Daniels?" 
 
   "Yes," Jack nodded. "You said you found something on the cellphone?"
 
   Armstrong smiled strangely and said, "You can say that again." 
 
   "Well?" Jack said, losing her patience. "Well?" 
 
   Armstrong waved her hand for Jack to follow her and said, "Let me show you something." 
 
   Jack followed the woman into one of the lab rooms where there were a series of images displayed on a whiteboard with multiple hand-drawn notes and symbols scribbled around it. One of the images was a tall blue and red coil of DNA marked Ophiophagus Hannah.
 
   Armstrong stopped in front of that picture and tapped it with a proud smile. "It took a bit of doing, but this is what I found on your cellphone."  
 
   Jack squinted at the twisting genetic strands and the name and said, "Is this supposed to mean something to me?" 
 
   Armstrong walked over to the desk and slid on a pair of rubber gloves before she picked up a glass microscope slide and held it up to the light. "This was on your phone. It was in powder form and cut with a few other substances, but this is the main ingredient, right here." 
 
   Jack leaned forward to see it and said, "What is it?" 
 
   "Don't get too close and don't touch it," Armstrong said. "Ophiophagus Hannah is toxic even in this small of a dose."
 
   "Look, not for nothing, but can we skip the biology lecture. What is Oreo Hannah Montana, or whatever you call it?" 
 
   "King cobra. The most poisonous snake in the world. Specifically, this is the powdered form of the king cobra's venom." 
 
   Jack turned from the slide to look back at the diagram on the wall, thoughts turning in her head so quickly that she felt like the room was swaying. "The rat," Jack whispered. "When I found the phone a rat licked the surface and went into some sort of convulsion." 
 
   "I'm not surprised," Armstrong said. "For something that small, this amount would be almost instantly fatal. For larger animals, it has various effects." 
 
   "But…why the hell would powdered cobra venom be on Herb's phone?" 
 
   "Was he sick?" Armstrong said. 
 
   "Not that I know of? He's a big guy, so I'm sure he's not in the best of health. What does that have to do with anything?" 
 
   Armstrong shrugged and said, "Believe it or not, powdered cobra venom is a homeopathic drug used in many parts of the world. People use it to prevent kidney failure, treat addiction, all sorts of things." 
 
   "I thought the whole point of venom was that it killed you," Jack said. 
 
   "It normally has to be injected subcutaneously. That means under the skin." 
 
   "I know what that means," Jack said. "So a snake has to bite you for it to really take effect." 
 
   "Exactly. In powder form, it could be for a dozen different beneficial things. They think it might even kill cancer cells or act as a pain blocker." 
 
   "None of this makes sense," Jack said. "If Herb was sick, he would have told me. We have the best health insurance plan money can buy. Why the hell would he use some third-world mumbo jumbo instead?"
 
   "Who knows? Maybe he doesn't trust modern medicine." She raised the slide into the light and said, "Most people import it from India, but this stuff is far too potent. It hasn't been cut with any of the normal preservatives. Whoever made this milked a snake directly." 
 
   Jack took a deep breath, trying to slow things down so she could get a better look at them. "This whole thing just gets weirder and weirder. What else can powdered venom do?" 
 
   "No one really knows," Armstrong said. "I can tell you this much. It depends on the size of the dose and the size of the person ingesting it. The bigger you are, the less chance you have of it being fatal." 
 
   Jack sighed and said, "Well, I don't think that's going to be an issue." 
 
    
 
   
  
 

8. 
 
   He came to slowly.  
 
   His chest bubbled up a deep, rumbling cough from the pit of his enormous belly. The sound of wheezing filled his ears like someone had cupped their hands over them, the same way children do when they want to hear the ocean.
 
   Herb Benedict's head dropped down to his chest again, and he groaned, letting a mouthful of stale spittle slip over his chin. He spat that out in disgust and listened to it hit something with a sharp, plinking sound. 
 
   He was blindfolded. 
 
   A sopping wet piece of cloth was bound tight around his face, letting only the slightest amount of light inside from the fabric's edges.  
 
   He moved and his shoulders screamed in agony. 
 
   Both his arms were raised over his head and bound together at the wrists. He was high enough above the ground that only the edges of his toenails scraped the smooth, unknown surface below. All of his weight was on his shoulders and his upper back. He could feel the tight steel claws of the handcuffs around his wrists ruining the nerves in his hands, making them so numb they felt dead. 
 
   Pain. 
 
   Pain was a bright flaring burst of light that helped yank him out of his stupor, while simultaneously punishing him terribly. The handcuffs were hooked through the center on something. He moved again, listening to them scrape the metal of whatever they were hooked onto. 
 
   He tried to speak, but his mouth had not moved in so long the words came out as one long, slurred garble. He groaned until someone tapped on whatever he was inside of and the sound filled the chamber surrounding him, echoing in his ears. It sounded like glass. 
 
   The voice that followed was muffled and sounded far away. "Are you awake already? My, my, you must be strong." 
 
   Herb tried to speak but his mouth was too dry. He could not get his lips wet with his tongue. It felt like a dead snail sliding over barren desert. He shook his head up and down slightly and groaned more. 
 
   "Lift your head up," the voice said. 
 
   Herb heard more of the plinking sounds, and then footfalls. Things were becoming clearer now. Every noise seemed louder than it should have been, probably accentuated by his lack of vision, he thought. As he came to, his thoughts clarified, and with them came the sudden, wretched panic that he'd been taken. Captured by someone he didn't know and couldn't remember. The other senses improve when you lose one of them, he thought. 
 
   Isn't that what they say? How long does that take to kick in? How can I use it to help? Oh God, where the hell am I? 
 
   "I said, look up!" the voice shouted. 
 
   Herb lifted his head and a bucket of cold water slapped him in the face, filling his nose and open mouth until he gagged and vomited it back up. 
 
   "Again!" 
 
   He tried to raise his head again and the water splashed him once more. This time he braced himself and leaned forward, catching as much of it as he could as it ran down his face and leaked onto his lips. He greedily swabbed his tongue around his lips and chin, trying to get as many of the droplets into his mouth as he could. The process helped him clarify his thoughts, like a man tossed into the sea by a shipwreck, trying to gather as many scraps and planks as he could to form a raft. 
 
   Cold liquid ran down his arms and sides and waist and thighs, and Herb realized he was naked.
 
   Whoever had done this to him had stripped him while he was unconscious. He lunged forward in outrage, swinging by the hook until his feet cracked into whatever he was inside of. It was hard as hell and smooth as glass, but just far away enough that he could not get a good foothold on it. The forward movement made his right shoulder socket pop and he stopped moving, afraid that it was about to dislocate. 
 
   His toes made splashing sounds now and he lowered his head and tried to take at least one good breath. He'd always heard that people who'd been crucified died from asphyxiation. It was the enormous pressure of their body being supported from the shoulders that killed them. Breathing became impossible, the lungs unable to inflate. Herb stuck his toes downwards on the floor, trying to push himself up enough to take the pressure off his chest. 
 
   Just enough, he told himself. Just enough for one good breath and I'll worry about the rest later. 
 
   He strained to straighten his legs as much as he could and was able to gulp the air just once, but that was enough. It was a momentary respite and he savored it, taking the time to lick his lips more and gather up the remaining water droplets. 
 
   That was when he realized it wasn't water at all. It was wine. 
 
   But the wine was cold and sweet, so he drank as much of it as he could, the dry and shriveled cells of his body craving hydration. "More," he gasped. "More!"
 
   "No more," the voice answered. "Not until later." 
 
   He listened to the person walking away. "Come back," he begged. "Tell me what you want from me." 
 
   There was no response. 
 
   He tried to reassemble his thoughts and make them work, a mechanic in a dark garage frantically trying to fix a broken motor by feel and by sound. There had been a woman, he thought. 
 
   There had been a woman at the bar and they were talking. 
 
   She wanted him to walk her home. Insisted on holding his arm. 
 
   Something had happened but he couldn't remember.
 
   And then he remembered the snake. 
 
   It had been large enough to stare him in the face, the narrow slits of its slanted reptilian eyes locked on his, the wide fans of its hood spread out like bird wings. 
 
   "Not yet, my darling," the voice said soothingly to the snake. "Very, very soon." 
 
    
 
   
  
 

9. 
 
   I woke up to the sound of two crazy men yelling outside. They were loud enough to drag me out of the dream I was having where I walked into a candy factory and found Herb caught inside a taffy machine. The machine was stretching his arms and legs out, winding them around large steel cylinders. "It's all right," Herb said, grunting with each turn of the cylinder as it stretched his limbs further and further. "I'm finally where I've always wanted to be."
 
   I heard someone yelling, "Are you doing surveillance on me, you little shit?" 
 
   Another voice, shouting back, "You're damn right! Weren't you doing surveillance on her?" 
 
   "I wasn't doing surveillance on her, moron. I was watching her house in case anybody showed up." 
 
   "Well I was watching her house first, and the only person who showed up was you!" 
 
   I blinked until my eyes finally opened, instantly regretting it. The sun glared hard through my windows, making me raise my hand to shield my face. It was too early in the morning for this crap. The whiskey had done its job. At least I'd gotten into a deep enough sleep to dream. It was the only way I knew for sure I'd been asleep, instead of just passed out. 
 
   I staggered to my bedroom window and hoisted it up, looking down at the two idiots standing in front of my door. Both of them chest to chest, jabbing fingers in the air at each other's faces like two monkeys trying to take over the pack. Do monkeys have packs? Birds have flocks and lions have pride and god damn but my head hurt too freaking bad to worry about this shit. "Hey! Shut up down there!" I shouted. 
 
   Frank O'Ryan and Phin Trout looked up at me from the street in surprise. 
 
   "Sorry," Frank said. 
 
   "What the hell's wrong with you, Jack? You look like crap," Phin said. 
 
   "Screw you," I said. "I was finally getting some sleep when you two idiots woke me up."  
 
   "We need to talk," Frank said. 
 
   "Oh, just what I was hoping you'd say," I sighed. "I'll buzz you in." 
 
   I watched Frank grab the railing and head up the steps, only to see Phin following close behind him. "She said she'd buzz me in," Frank said, looking back at him. "Not you." 
 
   "I'm still surveilling you," Phin said. 
 
   I could hear them bickering from the stairs, and when I opened the door, both were standing shoulder to shoulder. I opened the door and tried to stifle a yawn with the back of my hand. "What do you both want?"
 
   Phin's eyes immediately dropped down to my chest, checking out the way my boobs jiggled under the t-shirt I slept in with no bra. He grinned stupidly and said, "Your headlights are on, Jack." 
 
   I closed the door on both of them and went to grab a robe. 
 
    
 
   Frank and Phin sat across from one another, waiting for the coffee to finish. I poured the pot into a large pitcher and made a tray of mugs, sugar, and milk. Little Suzie Homemaker, just like my ex-husband always wished I was. I carried the tray into the living room and set it down on the ottoman. I fixed my cup and neither of them moved. "If you think I'm going to pour it for you guys too, you got another thing coming," I said. 
 
   I sat back on my chair and pulled my legs up, tucking them under my robe. I hadn't shaved them in a few days and they were a little too stubbly to go waving in people's faces. I waited for the men to finish pouring their coffees and said, "I'm actually glad you're both here. Something came up with Herb's cellphone and I can't quite make sense of it."
 
   I told them about the powdered cobra venom and the different uses it has, aside from just killing things. Both of them had the same reaction that I first had, and I found myself repeating the same things Beth Armstrong had told me the night before. "Listen to me," I said, shaking my head. "Like I know something about any of this. I couldn't even tell you what a group of monkeys is called." 
 
   "A troop," Phin said quickly. When we both looked at him, he shrugged and said, "What? I watch the Discovery Channel." 
 
   Frank scratched his chin, running the palm of his hand over the thick stubble like sandpaper and said, "So it sounds like we need to track down someone who keeps king cobras, and also where you can get high-quality powdered venom." 
 
   "And someone crazy enough to milk one of those damn things," I muttered.
 
   "Good luck," Phin said. "I've been trying to find someone to milk my snake for days." 
 
   Frank looked up at him and said, "Nice. But nobody wants to milk a little garter snake, buddy." 
 
   "Wanna see it?" Phin said.
 
   "Boys," I sighed. 
 
   Phin rolled his eyes and said, "I know where to look for somebody who would deal in that sort of thing. Most badass snakes like that are illegal in this state unless you got a permit. I know a guy in Chinatown who can get you anything you want, though. He's got – like - a zoo of things that can kill you under his store." 
 
   "Good," I said, nodding. "Let's go talk to him and see what he knows." 
 
   "No deal," Phin said. "The dude's majorly sketchy about new people, particularly cops. He's from China or something and they really don't like police. You go waving your shield around and he'll button up faster than a guy who hears his girlfriend's husband coming up the steps. I'll talk to him." 
 
   Frank put his coffee down and said, "In the meantime, we need to figure out what's going on with Keenan Marvin. His attorney has a file on him as thick as a phone book. It's got every single associate, every account number, every dirty detail we might need. If he's planning on making another move on you, that's the place where we'll find out about it. Now, I can get into the office, no problem. I just need someone who can get Alan Davidson out of his office. He's in his Berwyn office today, trolling for walk-ins." 
 
   "Whatever it is we're going to do, we need to do it quick," I said. "The last witness is being called Monday morning. Once all testimony is given, all that's left is closing arguments, and then the jury renders a verdict." 
 
   "So if they're going to make a move on you, they won't let you reach that courthouse alive on Monday to give any last testimony," Phin said. 
 
   "Right," I said. 
 
   "So we need to get going," he said. "All right, I'll get over to Chinatown. You two figure out how to deal with this attorney." 
 
   I looked at both men and said, "Actually, I've got a better idea." 
 
    
 
   Alan Davidson's office was set between a liquor store and a check cashing place. One stop shopping, he liked to think. You cashed your check, walked in to see the lawyer to give him all your cash, and spent what little you had left on a cheap bottle of booze to forget your woes. Capitalism at its finest. 
 
   The Berwyn office was Davidson's satellite location. The one he considered his "office of the people." More like, office of the desperate people. Berwyn itself wasn't a bad neighborhood. It was just surrounded by a warzone.
 
   He paid an extra two hundred a month for the parking space right out front. Right where he could keep an eye on his baby blue Mercedes S-Class sedan. Nobody was going within ten feet of her without catching hell. 
 
   There was a panic button built into the bottom of Davidson's desk that was hard-wired to his alarm system. Fat lot of good it did him, he thought. Chicago's Finest weren't breaking their necks to come bail him out of any hot spots, that was for certain. The pistol with the thirteen round magazine was for the hot spots. That, and for anybody who touched the Mercedes.  
 
   Davidson had nearly grabbed the gun when Keenan Marvin first came bursting through the doors of that office, flanked by a half-dozen goons. "Is that your ride out front, homie?" Marvin said, eyes glittering with greed. He watched Davidson's hand move toward the desk and he said, "Chill, I'm lookin' for the attorney that got Ray-Star off that robbery beef back in the day."  
 
   Davidson had nodded, playing along. He was pretty sure "Ray-Star" meant Raymond Stark, a former client. But then again, who could be sure? "I certainly am," Davidson said. 
 
   "Bet," Marvin said as he sat down. "Goddamn police set me up on some bullshit charges an' I ain't even done none of that. I need somebody with the hook up now, yo. I got alibis an' everything. I'm innocent as shit." 
 
   "Sounds good to me," Davidson said. "This initial consultation is going to be two hundred dollars, payable in cash only. After that we can−"
 
   Marvin reached into his baggy jeans front pocket and tossed a thick wad of rolled up hundred dollar bills onto the desk. "When that runs out, holla at me for the next re-up. But if you don't get me off these charges, son? Damn, son. I'm a take it back out your ass, feel me?"
 
   The front alarm buzzed loudly and Davidson instinctively reached for the drawer, but he stopped when he saw Frank O'Ryan come through the door. Frank saw him sitting behind the desk and said, "Do you have a minute Mister Davidson?" 
 
   Davidson leaned back in his chair and folded his hands together, forming a steeple under his chin. "Well, considering we aren't colleagues anymore, and I charge for initial consultations, you tell me. Can you afford my rates?" 
 
   Frank smiled benignly and said, "Listen, I came to apologize. I acted unprofessionally and I know it. I'm better than that, and you deserved better than that." 
 
   Davidson looked at Frank curiously and said, "You already got paid, O'Ryan. What's your play here?" 
 
   "No play," Frank said. "I'm leaving for Philly tomorrow and felt like I needed to make this right." 
 
   Frank extended his hand over the desk and waited for Davidson to think it over. Davidson finally sighed and reached forward to meet him and shake, saying, "No harm done, O'Ryan. For what it's worth, I did play you for the fool a little. I mean, I wasn't really surprised you went ballistic. Keenan Marvin is a piece of crap and Jack Daniels is a lucky woman." 
 
   Frank laughed lightly and said, "Well, what can you expect, right? Dealing with these animals, I had my fair share of run-ins with ones that wanted to hurt me in my personal life. Speaking of animals, is that your Mercedes out there?" 
 
   "Yep," Davidson said, trying not to smile too much. 
 
   "God, that thing is sweet. It's so classy and the technology is beyond anything else on the market. I was reading about that exact car the other day. You've got good taste, Mr. Davidson."  
 
   "If you ever get the chance to own one, I highly recommend it," Davidson said. 
 
   "Not on what I make," Frank said, laughing.
 
   "Well, you can always take time to go to law school," Davidson said with a thin smile. That's when he heard a car's tires squealing from down the street. Some asshole was gunning his engine, pushing it as hard as it would go. Davidson jumped out of his chair like a mother watching her child about to run into oncoming traffic. He saw the car coming in flickering images, a rusty bucket of junk hurtling toward his beloved baby like a four thousand pound asteroid. Davidson shot forward and screamed, "No!" just as the rust-bucket slammed sideways into his Mercedes, hitting her so hard it blew out the passenger side windows and shoved her six inches onto the sidewalk. 
 
   Frank O'Ryan ducked down and covered his head, crying out, "What the hell was that?" 
 
   "No! No! No!" Davidson cried. He felt tears, actual hot tears coming into his eyes as he looked at the carnage outside. There were giant plumes of steam and smoke coming up from the hood of both cars. The horribly-ugly hood of the rust-bucket was bent up and over the immaculate blue of his Mercedes' roof, gnawing on it like some rodent. 
 
   Phinneas Trout staggered out of the rust-bucket's driver's seat holding his head. He looked around stupidly and said, "What the hell just happened?" 
 
   Alan Davidson shot out of his seat and ran for the door, screaming, "You dumb son of a bitch! You just hit my car! You better have insurance on that piece of junk! I swear to God, I will murder you right here in the street like a dog if you try to run." 
 
   "I'm not running anywhere," Trout said. "I've got my information in my car in the glove box, if I can get to it. By the way, I'm fine, thanks. I only smacked my head on the steering wheel." 
 
   "Do I look like a goddamn ambulance driver?" Davidson shouted. "Do I look like I care? Dig your insurance card out of that garbage can now!" 
 
   Frank O'Ryan limped toward the office door and pushed it open, saying, "Mister Davidson, are you okay?" 
 
   "No, I'm not okay!" Davidson shouted back. He grabbed the sides of his face with both hands as he stared at the wreckage, feeling a deep sob building within. He watched Phin pull a wrinkled envelope out of the car and hand it to him. He looked at the name on the driver's license. It was the same one on the insurance card and vehicle registration. At least that much was in order. "Do you still live at this address, Fred?" 
 
   "Yes, sir," Phin said.
 
   Phin looked up at Frank, who was standing in the office doorway carefully tucking a thick file under his arm, keeping it away from Davidson's line of sight. Frank waved and said, "I'm going to go, Mister Davidson. Good luck with this." 
 
   "Yeah, sure, thanks," Davidson grunted. "Whatever."
 
   Phin watched Frank limp down the street. He was moving better, Phin noticed. Like he wasn't favoring the knee as much. Maybe all this cop stuff was getting his juices going again, he wondered. If that guy ever gets back up to full-speed the criminals in his area are going to have their hands full, Phin thought while scratching his head. 
 
   "Fred?" Davidson said. 
 
   Frank was turning the corner now, finally out of view. That was the signal to go.  
 
   "Fred Watkins," Davidson said loudly, finally getting Phin's attention. "That is your name, right?" 
 
   "Huh?" Phin said, turning back to look at him. Davidson was holding up the phony driver's license and other info. Phin only had two other full sets of fake ID, and this one had his actual picture on it. Not to mention, his fingerprints. Phin frowned and said, "Watkiss. Not Watkins." 
 
   Davidson flipped the license around and said, "It says Watkins right here." 
 
   "Bullshit," Phin said. "You're reading it wrong." 
 
   Davidson jammed his finger down on the card and said, "I can read what it says, you idiot. On all three of these cards." 
 
   "Jesus, are you serious?" Phin said. He held out his hands, "They must have misspelled it on the license and those idiots at the DMV copied it. I never caught it." 
 
   Davidson handed Phin the cards and said, "You know what? This is too crazy. I'm calling the cops." 
 
   Phin shrugged and stuck the cards back in his pocket. "Sounds good to me." He watched Davidson dig in his pocket for his cellphone and started to back away slowly.  
 
   Alan Davidson was punching the numbers into his phone, watching Phin like a hawk. "Don't even think about going anywhere, pal." 
 
   "Wouldn't dream of it," Phin said, even as he continued to back up.  
 
   "I'm not kidding!" Davidson shouted. 
 
   Phin turned and ran, breaking for it while Davidson shouted into his phone, "Yes this is an emergency! Some idiot crashed into my car and now he's running away! Help! Police! Help!" 
 
    
 
   Frank was waiting for him in an alleyway two blocks away. Phin jumped into the car, waving his hands frantically while saying, "Go, go, go!" 
 
   Frank eased out of the alleyway, taking his sweet time. "Never peel out," he said. "It gets people's attention. You'd be amazed what you can get away with when you look like you belong there." The folder from Davidson's office was tucked between the seat and center console, thick with photographs and files. Frank looked at Phin and said, "You weren't supposed to actually crash the cars. I said sideswipe." 
 
   "I like to make a dramatic entrance," Phin said. He reached up to touch the goose egg forming on his forehead and winced. 
 
   "Do you need to go to the hospital?" 
 
   "No. I just need a few aspirin and a six-pack, and I'll be fine." 
 
   Frank looked doubtfully at the lump and said, "If you start feeling like you're gonna puke, tell me. That means you've got a concussion." 
 
   "I always feel like I'm gonna puke," Phin said. "It's part of my condition." 
 
   "What condition?" 
 
   "The noneya condition. As in, none ya business." Phin turned and looked at Frank, regarding him carefully for a moment before speaking. "You sweet on her?" 
 
   "Sweet on who?" 
 
   "Jack." 
 
   "No," Frank said. "I'm married. My wife and I went through a thing not too long ago. I got mixed up with this other woman and barely escaped by the skin of my teeth. The last thing I want to do is screw that up again." 
 
   Phin stared at him, not sure if he believed him or not.  "So why are you so interested in her?" 
 
   "You don't know many female cops, do you?" 
 
   "I don't make it a habit of socializing with you people, no offense." 
 
   "None taken. I'm not a cop anymore." 
 
   "You still got their stink on you." 
 
   Frank shrugged and said, "Fair enough. Well, I haven't had many good experiences with female cops. It's like anything else. The few bad ones ruin it for the rest. The ones I've known have mainly been in it for the attention, or they're badge bumpers who decide they don't want to just be groupies anymore, they want actually be part of the show. And what a show they turn it into, believe me. But your friend, she's real police. She's out here with the rest of us laying it on the line, working cases, fighting the good fight. Now along comes some asshole like Keenan Marvin and what, he's going to get his people to rape her? To kill her? That's not acceptable. Somebody needs to die." 
 
   Phin's eyebrows raised at that, "Die? Is that how they do things back east, tough guy? Out here they don't really roll like that. They lock people up but don't execute them." 
 
   Frank wilted a bit and said, "You know what I meant. Die in the, whatever, the figurative sense." 
 
   "I get it now. You're like the white knight riding in to save the damsel in distress and shit?" Phin said. "Here's a newsflash, buddy. Jack Daniels don't need it." 
 
   "Probably not," Frank said. "Maybe I'm the one that needs it." 
 
    
 
   
  
 

10. 
 
   It seems like every big city in America has a Chinatown and they all have gates adorned with dragons and brilliant primary colors. I wonder who thought of that one first. "We're gonna build a big gate over the street right here and put a bunch of shops and restaurants for Asians behind it. Trust me. This is gonna catch on. You don't know how important this gate thing is going to be for our brand recognition." 
 
   In the movies, every time a cop goes to Chinatown, there's a parade. The moment the cop sets foot through the gate there's fireworks and little dancing girls in bright blue satin pajamas and huge Chinese dragon parade floats rippling through the crowd. It's almost like the Triad members are posted on every rooftop watching for the cops, and when they see one, they pull the alarm and the whole block breaks out in a spontaneous New Year's celebration. 
 
   I've lived in Chicago my whole life and never saw one parade. 
 
   Either the movies are lying or the Triad in my area is asleep at the wheel. 
 
   The reality of Chinatown is that you've got a lot of restaurants and specialty food supply stores and a suspicious lack of any stray cat population. I dated a guy once who liked to come down here for Dim Sum in the early morning. We'd eat tiny pieces of spicy rolls and sweet rolls and drink black tea and everything seemed like it might finally be going right. Turns out, he liked more than Chinese food. Last I heard, he met someone through the "Marry Your Very Own Vietnamese Girl" website and was flying out with a briefcase of cash to give to her parents.
 
   I hoped, in my heart of hearts, they'd kidnapped him and stuck him in a tiger cage with all the other stupid, horny, round-eye bastards. 
 
   Delivery men carrying thick cardboard boxes weaved through the streets ahead of me, lugging them out of white vans into restaurants, lugging them out of supply shops and into the vans again. The boxes were all marked with a mixture of red Chinese characters and American shipping labels. There were fish mongers in ice trucks and men racing down the street with hand trucks loaded with heavy barrels of cooking oil. 
 
   I passed a shop that had nothing but dead ducks in the window. Dozens of them all strung by the neck, all their skins roasted to a crisp, light-brown. They still looked exactly like ducks though, complete with beaks and eyes, and it freaked me out a little. I wondered if people bought a duck to go and walked down the street eating it like a big piece of fried chicken. I actually like duck, and it probably tasted wonderful, I just didn't want to eat anything that was looking back at me. 
 
   The address Phin had written down for me was an empty-looking, plain white building with a few cheap-looking trinkets dangling in the storefront window. A small cardboard sign read Tan's Fortune Cookie Wholesale in the lower right hand corner. I pulled on the front door handle. It was locked. I pressed the buzzer and tried to look into the shop through the smoked glass windows. There was a glass counter and little else. 
 
   I guess it didn't take much to run a fortune cookie operation. Ever since I was a kid, I played this game when we ordered Chinese food. There's always a bunch of fortune cookies in the bag and everyone has to pick theirs. That way, whatever fortune you get was meant to be yours. It makes it a little more personal. Everybody always opens their cookies and reads the little slip of paper and adds the words "in bed" to the end of whatever it says. Then they laugh and toss it away. But the good ones? The really good ones that kind of say something meaningful depending on whatever's going on in my life at the moment? I secretly fold them up and put them in my purse, just in case they were really meant to be mine. 
 
   Yeah, yeah, I'm sentimental and shit. Kiss my butt. 
 
   If you think about it, there's really no better way for a deity to communicate with a lesser being. They don't really do the burning bush routine anymore and people who hear voices get locked away in the basement of loony bins, so what better way to slide a little divine insight to somebody without raising suspicion? Hang in there, Jack, things will get better. Or, take your time getting to know this guy, Jack. And maybe even the occasional, make sure you keep your gun nearby next weekend, Jack. 
 
   Herb is out there, and you've almost found him, so don't give up, Jack. 
 
   That last one would be nice. 
 
   I laid on the buzzer again. Whoever was inside the store was either going to answer the door or go deaf from the noise. I was good either way.
 
   A man's voice called out, "I'm coming, I'm coming, you white devil, stop before you break the button!" 
 
   I bent down as he came to the door and stepped back as he started turning the latches. Even now, after all these years, my academy instructors words rang out in my ears, yelling at us to avoid the "fatal funnel." Any doorway, hallway, alleyway…all right, basically anything with the word "way" attached to it, is a fatal funnel where the good guy gets corralled through a confined space while the bad guys just have to point their guns at it and shoot. Every time I'm standing in a doorway I instinctively step back, backing out of the way to give myself room to maneuver. Even when the person opening the door is a seventy-year old Chinese man wearing the ugliest silk robe I've ever seen, and he only stands about five feet tall. He looks like Yoda. 
 
   "What are you ringing the door so much for…hey, gorgeous, look at you," he says, smiling suddenly, wide enough to show me his gnarled yellow teeth caked with decades of tobacco use. "You looking for Tan? Tan right here for you, hot stuff." 
 
   I nodded slowly and said, "Yes, I am, Mr. Tan. Can I come in?" 
 
   "You come in, come in now," he said, stepping back to wave me in. "Who you work for? Aramark? How many fortune cookie you need? Tan do all the big events for corporate function. All best quality cookie, no shit."
 
   "No shit," I said. 
 
   "No shit, Sherlock," he said, snapping his fingers for emphasis. "Come right from China factory, not cheap imitation. Tan fortune cookie number one, number one all over the world." 
 
   "I'm sure," I said, looking around. The store was empty except for the Formica counter with a cash register and laptop computer. 
 
   "So," Tan said, "How many fortune cookie you need?" 
 
   "I don't need fortune cookies," I said. 
 
   He looked at me in confusion, "You didn't come for cookie?" 
 
   "No." 
 
   "You come for nookie?" 
 
   "No." 
 
   "Quickie?" 
 
   "No!" I said. "I came for a snake." 
 
   He flinched when I said it, then his face twisted up into the ugliest rendition of a smile I'd ever seen, and he said, "Oh…I get it. You came for special snake." 
 
   "Yes. Exactly." 
 
   Tan shrugged and reached between his legs to begin fumbling with his pants, "You came for trouser snake." 
 
   I clenched my fists and said, "I swear to God, you pull that little thing out and I'm going to rip it off and throw it into traffic." 
 
   "Hey, easy, hot baby," he said. "Tan just want to help you." 
 
   "You can help me if you stop screwing around and tell me how much for a cobra." 
 
   "Cobra? You think Tan sell cobras? Tan sell fortune cookie, not snakes." 
 
   "Look, Mr. Tan," I said, putting my hands on the counter. "My husband is very, very sick. His kidneys are failing. We've been importing freeze-dried cobra venom from India for six months but now we're out of time! I can't wait for another shipment from overseas, see? I need a real, actual, venomous cobra so we can milk the damn thing and try to save Dave's life. I don't care what it costs. I have money." 
 
   His eyes narrowed on me, then he made a point of looking past me to check the front door and sidewalk below. "Are you a cop?" he said. 
 
   "No," I said. 
 
   "Are you a cop?" 
 
   "No," I said again. 
 
   "Are you a cop?" 
 
   "Are you an idiot?" 
 
   "You answer three times that you aren't cop so I believe you. It's in the Constitution." 
 
   I nodded slightly and said, "Oh, right. The Second Amendment. I always forget that part. No, I'm not a cop." I reached into my pocket and pulled out a thick roll of cash that made Tan's eyes widen. It was actually just two hundred bucks, with the first hundred made up of single dollar bills all rolled around one another and the last bill, a Benjamin, wrapped around the top for show. I palmed the roll as I showed it to Tan and said, "So what do you say? Can we do business?" 
 
   Tan hurried around the counter and went for the front door, fumbling for his keys in his pocket. He locked the door quickly and shut off the lights to the store. He waved for me to follow him to the back of the store, back toward a door that led to the cellar. "I hope you like animals," he said quietly. 
 
   "You mean, like, dogs and cats?" I said. 
 
   He opened the basement door and held out his hand for me to go down first, "Not exactly." 
 
   The stench wafting up from the basement hit me instantly, sending my senses reeling. It stank like nothing I've ever smelled before, and I've worked violent crime scenes that would make a maggot's eyes water. It was absolutely horrific, but not unfamiliar. Somewhere, deep in the recesses of my memory, I recognized the smell. 
 
   I'm a little girl again, holding my mother's hand. We're going into the Regenstein small reptile house at Lincoln Park zoo. It's a hot day and the ice cream I whined my way into getting is running down my hand and saturating the wrist of my long-sleeve T-shirt. I'm no more than seven years old. 
 
   There's a zoo worker at the entrance who says, "The air conditioning is broke inside the reptile house today, girls. You probably don't want to go in there." 
 
   My mom looks at me and says, "We'll be fine, won't we, honey? You wanna see the snakes, right?" 
 
   I lick my ice cream and say, "Mmm hmm." 
 
   "Suit yourself," he says, turning to open the door for us. 
 
   I make the mistake of taking a lick of ice cream just as the smell comes flooding through the doors. It fills my mouth and nose and boils my insides until I can't stomach the taste of chocolate ice cream even to this day. 
 
   Mom grabs my hand firmly and pulls me in behind her, saying, "Come on, Jack. No turning back now." 
 
   I hear her voice as I reach out and take the hand rail, going down the rickety stairs into the darkness. Something hisses at my approach. Not something, I realize. A dozen things. 
 
   Tan flicks on the lights as I reach the bottom of the stairs, stopping me cold. Lights come on inside at least twenty cages that line the walls of the basement. Directly in front of me was a ten foot aquarium holding five baby alligators that were fighting over the remains of a chicken carcass. Another tank of almost the same size holding an anaconda that was thicker than my forearm, wrapped in thick coils with its face pressed against the glass, watching our every move. There were strange insects with massive wing spans and ferocious-looking reptiles I recognized from late-night shows on the Discovery Channel. Tan held up his hands toward the last cage and said, "Here you go, the one you look for. Isn't it beautiful?" 
 
   He tapped the cage with his knuckle and the speckled snake sat straight up in the air, a four-foot reticulated length of venomous death. The snake fanned its hood and Tan smiled, saying, "This a beautiful monocled kaouthia from Bangladesh." He tapped the opposite end of the glass and the snake chased after his hand, tightening up its coil to strike. "Very aggressive, with very potent venom. You can see the distinctive O-pattern on the back of the hood. It takes some time for people to get used to the milking process, so lucky for you, I have anti-venom for sale. I make a good price for hot baby. Lucky you." 
 
   I folded my arms and said, "I'm not looking for a monogrammed chupaloopa cobra, Tan. I'm looking for the real thing. A king cobra."
 
   He let out a short laugh and said, "Don't be stupid. Nobody has king cobra for sale. Nobody want one. Nobody crazy enough to capture one. King cobra live twenty years and never forget who capture it. They escape captivity and come back long time after you forgot them, and they kill you out of revenge." 
 
   "I don't have time for legends and wives tales, Tan. I need a king cobra and I know you can find one for me." I flashed the wad of bills at him and nodded eagerly, "Sell me a King Cobra, Tan my man."
 
   He looked at me with growing concern. I'd definitely touched a nerve. He waved his hands in my face and pushed me back toward the steps, "No sale for you, crazy baby. You don't know what you're talking about."
 
   I reached into my back pocket and brought out my gold badge and held it up for Tan to see. "So I guess this means we're making this an official conversation, Tan. I really didn't want to go this route." 
 
   "No fair," he shouted. "No fair, I ask three time, you say no three time, this is big-time bullshit!" 
 
   "You should be more careful what you read on the internet, Tan. It was probably a cop who invented that ask-three-times crap anyway." I wrapped my hand around his neck, pushing him back toward the cobra cage, "Now, one last time before I get on the phone with code enforcement and wildlife control and put us both in the newspaper. Where do I get a king cobra?"
 
   His eyes were flicking back and forth like he was inventing a story, like he was getting ready to sell me a line of garbage that it would take too long to verify. I didn't have time for a wild goose chase. I called an audible and shouted, "Tell me about the woman, Tan!" 
 
   "What woman?" he said meekly.
 
   I shook him by his scrawny throat as hard as I could and yelled, "The goddamn Asian chick who makes the king cobra venom! I swear to God, I will shoot holes in all these cages and lock you down here. They'll find chunks of you inside chunks of the other reptiles the biggest reptile ate last!"
 
   He grabbed my wrists and cried, "Li Xiao! Li Xiao!" 
 
   I stopped shaking him and said, "What?" 
 
   "Not what, who. Li Xiao, off of Hanley Harbor. She keep king cobra there. Knows more about them than anybody." 
 
   "Does she milk the snakes?" 
 
   Tan's lips curled up into a sneer and he started to laugh. 
 
   I shook him by the neck again and said, "So help me God, if one more of you idiot men makes a joke about milking the snake, I'm going to crush your nuts into snake powder." 
 
   "Yes," he quickly said. "She make very potent venom powder. People all over the world pay her big, big money. Her product is famous." 
 
   I thought for a moment and said, "What is her product famous for?"
 
   Tan's hands pulled at my fingers around his neck, trying to loosen them, "Everything from healing to killing. It all depend on the mixture. Doctors in Africa use her venom to knock out patients because it put them to sleep better than anesthesia."
 
   "Describe her," I said. 
 
   "Young, like you," he said. "And kind of hot baby, for monkey-faced Vietnamese girl." 
 
   I let go of Tan and straightened out my blazer and skirt, making sure the buttons were all fastened and watching him like a hawk to make sure he didn't make any sudden moves. The words flashed across my mind like teletype. Hanley Harbor. Asian woman named Li Xiao. Powdered snake venom that can knock someone out cold. I let go of Tan and wiped off my hand on the side of my leg and said, "Calling someone a monkey face is an extremely racially insensitive thing to say, Tan." 
 
   He shrugged, "My English a little bit off. Maybe something get lost in translation?" 
 
   "I doubt it," I said. I started for the stairs and felt his eyes fix on my rear end. I waved him up ahead of me and said, "All right, lover boy. You first. Let's go." 
 
    
 
   
  
 

11. 
 
   The blindfold fell off hours ago, or was it days? He isn't sure. It is laying at his feet, floating in the sickly-yellow swamp that has now risen up to his knees. 
 
   Herb sees something moving in the darkness, and thinks his keeper has returned. His eyes are almost swollen shut now, ballooning painfully like every other part of his face and chest. He is dying. He knows that. He accepted that long ago, but now, the only question is when. 
 
   Horribly, the only answer that he can manage is, not soon enough. 
 
   He takes little sips of air through his nose and mouth, but can never fill his lungs. He no longer feels his arms or shoulders. They are dead things attached to his trunk like brittle branches, ready to break off without warning or concern. 
 
   There is a deep, boiling pain in his lower back that runs down the length of his thighs all the way out to the balls of his feet. His feet burn so badly he wonders if the keeper has not been pouring acid on top of him all this time. 
 
   He knows that it is not acid though. The same wine the keeper pours over him burns his eyes and throat, but it also numbs the physical pain just enough so that whenever his captor appears overhead with the jug, Herb raises his head and begs for more. But now, after days of soaking in the wine, his skin is pickled. The wine seeps into his cracked feet like parasitic bugs, making them itch to the point of madness, turning the skin into brittle scales. The wine comes up to his knees now and Herb sometimes manages to lift one leg out of the brine long enough to give it air and press it against the warm, dry glass all around him. 
 
   He sees movement in the darkness, something that reflects in the dim light and sparkles like colored glass or polished stones. It moves up and down smoothly, as if gliding through the air in movements no human could make. 
 
   Herb has learned the aspect and form of his cage. He is being held inside a large glass tank that is round and tall, with perfectly polished surfaces that his wet feet cannot gain purchase on and is both too high to climb and too far beneath his feet to allow him to stand firmly. He has cried and screamed and begged and cursed as violently and mournfully as he could, but his words bounced around the glass like an echo chamber, ringing hollow in his ears. For all he knows, the keeper is not even in the same building. 
 
   There is a bright and cruel spotlight directly over his head, hoisted high above the rack that he dangles from. He can see a catwalk that leads up to the edge of the glass where the keeper stands to pour the wine down from. He can see that it is made of wooden planks and built along iron scaffolds, but he does not know where they go, except into the darkness. 
 
   The room beyond the glass cage is warped by condensation from his own fetid stench and wine fumes and fluids that sputter up from his tortured lungs. 
 
   At first it is a low growl, rumbling softly like a dog might when it hears a car coming down the driveway, an engine revving up and getting ready. The growl is too soft to be a dog, Herb realizes. And it's too raspy to be a purr. 
 
   It slithers back into his view then, coming closer and closer until Herb can see the shining black opals it calls eyes. 
 
   That is when he hears the thing hiss. A deep, shuddering hiss reverberates up from its coiled length as it weaves silently through the air, its massive, hooded face coming up to the edge of the glass. 
 
   Herb looked into the face of a snake that stands nearly as tall as he does, staring him eye to eye, its green and black speckled nose the size of his fist. The beast's neck flares wide at the sight of him, and it coils backwards into a tight S-shape, pushing its thick cream-colored chest against the glass. In his dazed state, Herb wonders if the thing might be able to strike hard enough to break the glass and then he shakes his head, knowing he is dreaming. Knowing he is only hallucinating and that his mind has finally snapped.
 
   He lets out a slow, quiet grunt of laughter at the abysmal ridiculousness of it all. Trapped inside a jar, dangling naked from a pair of handcuffs, standing thigh-deep in wine and bodily fluids, staring face to face with a twelve-foot cobra. 
 
   The snake stares at him for a moment longer, then flicks its flat, forked tongue in the air and looks up, inspecting the edge of the glass high above. For Herb, the edge of the glass is an impossible height, but the snake seems to consider the distance and slowly begins to elevate.
 
   Herb watches the creature press itself flat against the glass, its ventral scales turning bright yellow in the harsh light of the spotlight above. Herb can hear its growling hiss resonating against the glass now, the sound filling his ears and drawing him out of his stupor. 
 
   He looks up in amazement to realize the tip of the snake's nose is only six inches away from the edge of the glass, and it is still climbing. Herb gasps and lunges forward, kicking the glass as hard as he can where the snake's belly is pressed flat, slamming his bare feet with all his might. He throws back his head and screams, "Get away! Get away from me! Get the hell away!" over and over until his voice breaks, until the dry crust covering his lips cracks and bleeds. 
 
   The snake is unmoved and continues to climb, sending Herb into a frenzy of swinging movements and shrieks that leave his voice broken. He knows the snake is real then. He knows that it will swing itself over the edge of the glass and come down onto him to devour him while he swings helplessly. He thinks, "Please God, I'll take anything except being eaten alive. Burning, drowning, dismemberment, but not this. Please not this."
 
   A sharp bark from far away makes the snake stop in mid-climb, just as its tongue is able to slap the inside of the glass jar's rim. It pauses, standing extended in the air for a moment, until another shout of, "Naja, no!" makes it recoil and slide back down into its own coils. 
 
   Herb gasps for air as the snake collects itself and slithers off into the darkness, out of view. He hears someone coming across the planks of the catwalk, coming directly under the spotlight over him. He looks up and can only see the keeper's dark silhouette staring down at him. "My apologies," the keeper says, the voice muffled and electronically deepened. "Naja must have figured out how to free himself from the cage. They are quite intelligent creatures with exceptional memories, you know. It is said that they remember any who do them harm for their entire lives, and will strike down their tormentors even years after the fact." 
 
   Herb shakes his head and says, "That doesn't make sense. I've never even seen a real cobra. I didn't do anything to that monster." 
 
   "Of course not," the keeper says. 
 
   Herb can hear a new jug of wine being unscrewed and lifts his face greedily. Jesus Christ, he needs it after that, he thinks. He opens his mouth as the wine cascades down into it, letting it pour down his throat and moisten his withering insides. "More, more," he sputters, trying to catch every last bit of it. 
 
   The keeper empties the last of the jug over him and says, "Naja remembers more than just what any human has done to him. He remembers what they taste like, and where he must go to feed on his favorite meat." 
 
   "What?" Herb says, but it is too late. "No!" Herb screams. "No, don't do this! Come back!"   The keeper is already walking back across the planks, leaving him alone and defenseless in the cone of light while the green speckled monster waits in the darkness, eager to feed. 
 
    
 
   
  
 

12. 
 
   The correctional officer was white and he had to speak to three different black inmates in the yard before he could get close enough to the weight bench where Keenan Marvin was pushing up three-hundred on a barbell. Smart C.O.'s didn't flex their authority around ghetto superstar inmates like Marvin. They showed respect. At any given time, there were less than twenty C.O.'s within a feasible response time, and of those twenty, less than ten would come running into a situation where a guard was getting his ass beat. By contrast, Keenan Marvin had more than forty men at his immediate disposal, made up of O.G.'s from his set who'd been locked up for decades, little g's who wanted to make an impression on their elders, and street-hardened soldiers who came in and out of prison like rotating rats in a continuous lab experiment. Cook County Jail was fifty percent black and the inmates outnumbered the guards four-to-one. It was simple math. 
 
   "What you want?" one of the goons held up his hand and said as the guard approached.
 
   The guard stopped, looking at the inner circle of men surrounding the weight bench as Marvin pressed up the barbell and counted, "Eight, nine, ten." 
 
   "Marvin has a visitor," the guard said. 
 
   The goon looked over at Marvin and said, "Wait till he finish. It's his third set anyway, he almost done." 
 
   The guard waited patiently, watching Marvin's golden, diamond-encrusted teeth grit and glitter in the sunlight. There was a large, cartoonish drawing of a black man getting shot in the face on Marvin's left shoulder with "Snitchez Always in Season" scrawled across the top. Marvin racked his weights and sat up to wipe his face with his shirt. "Who is it?" he said. 
 
   "All I heard was a member of your legal team," the guard said.
 
   "My attorney?" Marvin said. 
 
   The guard shrugged, doing his best to keep the annoyance out of his voice. It was one thing to have to show respect to these gang-banger lowlifes. It was another to have to pretend to be their damn bellhop. "Look, I really don't know. You want me to tell whoever the hell it is to go away?"  
 
   Marvin looked at him suspiciously, then glanced around at the members of his crew, checking for any reaction from them. "Nah, it's cool. I'm done." 
 
   Marvin followed the guard through the yard and back into the prison, going down the long corridor toward the first group unit where inmates were brought for classes and counseling sessions. There was a security booth in the center of the floor where several hallways connected together and the guard tapped on the window and said, "Keenan Marvin here for an interview." 
 
   The man inside the booth checked his list and said, "Take him down to Room 3." 
 
   The guard selected one of the keys dangling from his belt and walked Marvin down to the large orange door. He inserted the key, jiggled the lock, and turned it until it popped open. The white guy sitting inside the interview room with the goatee and the black polo shirt nodded at the guard, who said, "Okay, then. You guys have fun." 
 
   Keenan Marvin came around the corner and stopped in the threshold at the sight of Frank O'Ryan sitting at the interview table, his hands resting on a large accordion folder. Marvin looked back at the guard and said, "This ain't who I'm supposed to see." 
 
   "It's fine," Frank said, waving for Marvin to come in. "I came right here from Mr. Davidson's office in Berwyn, Ack Trife. He let me borrow your file here so I could ask you some questions about it." 
 
   Keenan Marvin stared at the file on the table but did not move. 
 
   "Trust me, you'll want to hear what I have to say," Frank said. 
 
   Marvin seemed to make up his mind about something and his posture changed, arms hanging down loose at his sides and he tilted his head side-to-side, cracking his neck each time. The interview room door was thick steel with just a small window at the top to allow prisoners to discuss things with their attorneys without the guards bothering them, to give them the maximum amount of privacy in a place filled with caged criminals. The prison's concrete walls made the tiniest sounds echo down every corridor but back here, hidden away behind such a thick door, things went unnoticed. Marvin had heard of all sorts of crazy shit happening in the seclusion of the interview rooms. He smiled thinly at the guard and said, "Yeah, it's cool. I got plenty to go over with my man in here. Come get us in an hour or so." 
 
   Frank watched the guard move aside so that Marvin could sit down on the metal folding chair across from the table. Marvin instinctively reached down to check if the chair was bolted to the floor, just in case he decided he needed to swing it. The chair was, of course. The guard was about to leave and Frank said, "Hey, I'm expecting a phone call that I'll have to take. I know you guys don't like leaving prisoners unattended. I'm guessing you can't wait outside in case I have to run, can you?" 
 
   "Not really," the guard said. 
 
   "Well, can you secure Mr. Marvin then, in case I have to go and come back?" 
 
   The guard shrugged and reached for the handcuffs on his belt, leaning down over Keenan Marvin to fasten a cuff around Marvin's left wrist and then secure the other cuff to a steel bar bolted into the wall. "Just let somebody know at the booth when you need to go," the guard said. 
 
   "Thanks, I will," Frank said.
 
   The guard inspected the cuff around Marvin's wrist and then stuck the tip of his index finger in, making sure there was adequate space between the cuff and Marvin's skin. "That loose enough for you?" 
 
   "It's fine," Marvin said. "I left my fuzzy ones at your wife's house before I came in here. These ones ain't designed for comfort, fool." 
 
   The guard shook his head but said nothing as he stuck his keys back in his pocket and pulled the interview room door shut behind him. Keenan Marvin glared at Frank from across the table and said, "I don't need more than one arm to snap the neck of some crippled asshole who think he gon' come in here and play games with me. You heard me? I don't know what kind of bullshit game you runnin' but I ain't the one, believe that, whiteboy. I ain't the one." 
 
   "No games," Frank said. "I came to offer you a deal." 
 
   "I don't cut deals with the pigs, stupid. You ain't even a cop no more, so what the hell you talking about a deal for?" 
 
   Frank looked at the tattoo on Marvin's shoulder, grimacing at the crude blood and brain matter exploding from the back of the snitch's head, and said, "I know you don't cut deals with cops, Keenan. You cut them with the Feds." 
 
   Marvin lunged forward with his free hand, coming across the table to get a grip on the folder, but instead of fighting over it, Frank leaned out of the way and hammered his fist down toward the table. Marvin watched in shocked horror as Frank's hand landed on the metal cuff wrapped around his wrist and clamped down five sizes too tight. Marvin immediately screeched and grabbed for his cuffed hand, crying out that it was breaking his bones. 
 
   Frank sat back calmly and said, "What was it you told that guy? You left your comfy ones at his wife's house?" 
 
   Marvin grimaced as he stood up and tried to reposition himself to alleviate the pain, but it was impossible. He started panting, and sweat dripped down his face like thick syrup. "Go get the guard. My whole arm's numb. I'm gonna have nerve damage or some shit!" 
 
   "That's just awful," Frank said softly as he picked up the file folder and started to thumb through it. He removed one of the files and said, "I'll be honest with you Keenan, when you told me you had something up your sleeve I really believed you were going after Lt. Daniels or her partner." Frank pulled out large black and white photographs of various members of Keenan Marvin's gang, some of whom were locked up right here with Marvin. Frank put the pictures down on the table and said, "I never would've imagined that you'd cut a deal with the FBI to sell out your own crew." 
 
   Marvin swept the photographs off the table in one crashing movement, gritting his teeth against the pain as he said, "I still might take that bitch and her fat boy out! I'mma add you to that list, whiteboy. I swear for God I'mma add you to that list for this shit if you don't get somebody in here to undo these things." 
 
   Frank looked down at the scattered pictures on the ground and reached back into the file, pulling out a typed document stamped "copy." It was a twenty page statement from Keenan Marvin to the Feds, signed by him and his attorney. "Let's see," Frank said, starting to thumb through the statement. "Information on Oak Street homicide, information on Roseland homicide, god damn, Keenan. They even put the paragraph headings in big bold letters to make sure people could see them." Frank continued to flip through pages, "Here we go, information on rival Latin Kings, information on rival Gangster Disciples, information on, hey, this group sounds fun. The Imperial Insane Vice Lords. Let me ask you a question, Keenan. What will the Imperial Insane Vice Lords do to a guy like you when they find out you snitched them out to the Feds? Will they cut that arm with the tattoo off and beat you to death with it, you think?"
 
   Marvin was collapsed on the table, trying to move his left hand, struggling with the steel cuff that would not budge. "They ain't gonna do shit to me because I ain't gonna be anywhere around here. I'll be in witness protection on some beach in California sipping mai-tai's while you're limping around trying to make a dollar selling out your own people. Call me a snitch? Taking money to help keep people like me out of jail, flipping on your own, what you think that is?"
 
   Frank leaned down on the table over Keenan Marvin and said, "Do you have Herb Benedict?" 
 
   Marvin looked up at him with bulging, confused eyes, and said, "Who?" 
 
   "The fat guy who works with Daniels. Did you take him?" 
 
   "Go to hell," Marvin said. He laid his head down on the cool table and wiped his sweaty face on it.  
 
   Frank picked up the heavy case file with both hands and clapped it down on top of Marvin's head, smashing it against the hard surface of the table with a massive thunk. Marvin's head bounced up and down from the impact and Frank shouted, "Do you have Herb Benedict?" 
 
   Marvin flailed and knocked the case file out of Frank's hands, clutching his head with his good hand and squeezing it tight, shouting, "I'm a cut you to pieces, you son of a bitch! I'm a send people after your wife and kids so help me God." 
 
   Frank stood up and caught his breath. "Are you sending anyone else after Lt. Daniels?" 
 
   "I'm a have that bitch brought here and served up to the whole block for this!" Marvin roared. "I'm a do shit to her that nobody ever−" Marvin's voice became a high-pitched scream as Frank jammed his elbow down onto the handcuff. They were cinched so tightly around his wrist now that his hand was inflating. 
 
   Marvin kicked and squirmed, his voice in near-hysterics, cursing and hissing that Frank needed to get someone to help. Instead, Frank went around the table and picked up the scattered files and photographs and put them back in the accordion file carefully before he stood up and looked at Marvin. The prisoner was sprawled on top of the table, banging his forehead on it in frustration. 
 
   Frank ran his hand through his hair, feeling that it was damp with sweat. He took a moment to ruffle it and make it look disheveled. "If you give me one straight answer, I will go get someone to help you right away." 
 
   Marvin's face was muffled against the table as he cursed at Frank and threatened him again. 
 
   "Last chance, Keenan, or I'm walking out the door to take that phone call and telling them to leave you in here until I get back. It should only take them an hour or two for them to realize I'm not. You pick." 
 
   Marvin looked up at Frank, his eyes now yellow and bloodshot, and his voice was meek when he said, "What do you want to know?" 
 
   "Did you do something to Herb Benedict, and are you planning to do something to Lt. Daniels?" 
 
   "No," Marvin said, before laying his face back down on the table. "Now go get me someone to get this thing off me, you psycho." 
 
   "All right," Frank said softly. "That's good. I believe you. But before I go, just in case you change your mind, or you decide to send someone after me, I have something else to show you." Frank reached back down inside the file and pulled out a single sheet that contained twenty names and addresses on it. Nearly half of them bore the last name "Marvin." 
 
   Frank held the page out for Marvin to see and said, "While you're out there in California sipping mai-tai's, just remember I've got copies of this entire file in a safe location. If anything ever happens to me, to Jack, to Herb, our families, or anybody else involved in this case, those copies get sent to every single person you ratted on, along with this list of your family members and loved ones. You want to learn what it feels like to have your people threatened, there it is. You understand me?" 
 
   Marvin never bothered to look up at the page. He kept his face down on the table and mumbled, "Whatever, man. Just go get somebody."
 
   Frank walked over to the door and turned away from Marvin, reaching up to grab the collar of his own shirt and yank it apart, tearing the fabric down to the center of his chest. He looked back at Marvin, still sprawled on the table, lying flat to keep any weight off his arm. Both of Marvin's legs were tucked under his knees on the chair, giving him the balance he needed to stay bent forward. Frank put his hand on the door handle and took a deep breath, making sure he had a tight grip. In one quick motion he lifted his good leg to his chest and mule-kicked the top of Keenan Marvin's chair, striking it hard enough to bend the bolts on the floor and send the prisoner toppling sideways. Marvin's screams were deafening as his knees hit the floor, putting all his weight on his bad wrist as he struggled to get back up on the table. Frank ripped the door open and ran out shouting, "Help, help! He's trying to escape! He's trying to tear the handcuffs out of the wall! He's going crazy!" 
 
   The guard inside the security booth shot up from his stool and immediately began jabbering into his radio, calling for an all-units assist. Frank pressed himself against the corridor wall as the guard grabbed his long nightstick and came running out of the booth, heading directly for the interview room. There were more and more guards coming now, their shoes squeaking on the concrete floors louder than race car tires, dozens of them eager to get a piece of the prisoner they'd been forced to grovel in front of. Frank could hear Keenan Marvin curse bitterly and the guard yelling as he tried to pull him down from the table. Then the hallways filled with deep howls of pain, Keenan Marvin screaming about his wrist and arm and followed by the thumping sound of multiple nightsticks cracking him on the back and shoulders. Frank closed his eyes and took a moment just to listen, wanting only to stand there and remember that moment forever.
 
   He reached down to his pocket and felt his phone there. There were other ways to remember too, he decided.  
 
    
 
   
  
 

13. 
 
   "Are you there?" 
 
   Herb hears the voice and lifts his head slowly and mutters something incomprehensible. His eyes are caked with layers of crust that he cannot blink away. It is more than that, he realizes. His eyes are losing their ability to see, like flashlights with dying batteries. When he was a boy, his father would take him to see an old man they called Uncle Jack, and Herb was never sure why. Jack was not related to them. They hardly ever bothered with Herb's real grandfather. 
 
   Uncle Jack would try and placate Herb with an old man's idea of what children like. Cheap candies like root beer barrels and cinnamon hearts. A Mickey Mouse button. Herb would take the gifts and say thank you, because he knew it was the polite thing to do and because his father would not have tolerated anything less. In reality, he did not like the visits because of the way Uncle Jack looked at him, and because he suspected the old man was actually an alien. 
 
   As an adult, Herb knew that Jack's eyes were covered by thick white cataracts as wide as doll house dinner plates, but back then, all he knew was the old man's eyes looked like something out of a science fiction movie. Herb secretly wondered if any adult could see what he saw. He wondered if it wasn't like a story where only children can see the aliens in their true forms, while all his father saw in Uncle was a tired, sickly old man. Herb saw the truth though. Uncle Jack was an alien and he was not alone. There were dozens of others with the same strange eyes on that floor, all of them with grasping, clawing hands that wanted to pull Herb into their rooms and conduct strange experiments on him. 
 
   "Are you there? Can you hear me?" 
 
   Herb shook his head violently, trying to clear his thoughts and said, "Who is that?" 
 
   "Is anyone there?" the voice cried out. It sounded very far away - coming through the glass and Herb had to stand as still as he could trying to listen, trying to make sure he wasn't hallucinating the sound. "Can you hear me?" 
 
   The sound stirred him to life like an electric shock. Someone had found him. Someone was looking for him. Herb raised his head as high as he could and shouted, "I'm here! I'm in here! Get me the hell out! Help! Help!"
 
   There was no response. Herb's head drooped again and he sobbed with the last dregs of grief left to him, feeling it bubble out of his nose and gum up the goop covering his eyes. Whoever it had been was gone now. 
 
   As he swung there in the pool of wine, hanging by his cuffs, he heard the voice again, saying, "My…my name is Jason Wale." 
 
   Herb raised his voice toward the top of the jar and shouted, "My name is Herb Benedict!" 
 
   "I have a wife. I have two sons," the man said, his voice breaking. "They need me." 
 
   "Are you a prisoner in here too?" Herb cried. He searched the darkness beyond the foggy glass but saw nothing. "Where are you? What can you see?"
 
   "I don't want to die in here. I think I might if no one finds me though." 
 
   "No!" Herb shouted. "No, no, no, you will not, Jason! Tell me what you see! Tell me where you are!" 
 
   "There's a snake that wants to eat me. The woman said so. It tried climbing into my cage last night, but she stopped it in time." 
 
   "Forget the god damn snake!" Herb commanded. "When we get out of here, we're going to turn it into a pair of boots!" 
 
   The voice was moaning now, pleading to be let out in a long line of "Please don't," and "I just want to go home" sputtering.  
 
   The sound filled Herb with anger. Anger at whoever had done this to them. Anger at Jason for being such a coward. Angry at himself for all of the same things he'd said and felt. But now, they were going to fight. They were going to find a way out of this, if only Jason Wale would stop blubbering like a baby and tell him what he saw! How far away they were. Maybe Jason wasn't handcuffed like this. Maybe Jason could move. Maybe he had eyes on the snake. Hope filled Herb from bottom to top and he roared, "Pull yourself together you son of a bitch! I'm not giving up and neither are you!" 
 
   The voice whimpered, "My wife's name is Mary. Our little boys are just nine and ten years old. They need me. I don't want to die." 
 
   "What woman?" Herb called out. "You said there was a woman who said the snake wanted to eat you. Tell me about her." 
 
   "I should have never gone anywhere with that stupid bitch!" the man screamed. "I should have been home with my wife and sons instead of listening to that piece of shit!" 
 
   Jason was starting to lose it, Herb thought. His voice was cracking and so was he. Herb took a deep breath and steadied himself, trying to bring the man back down to his level. "Jason, listen to me very carefully," he said slowly, calmly. "Tell me about this woman. What does she look like? Where did you meet her?" 
 
   "I should've never, ever listened to her," Jason whispered.  
 
   "I know, and that's okay. The important thing is we get out of here now. I need you to focus, buddy. Can you do that for me?" 
 
   "No!" Jason growled. 
 
   "Why not?" Herb said, trying to force himself to be steady. 
 
   "No! No, you ugly son of a bitch, get back! Get back! Get away from me! No!" 
 
   Jason's shrieks filled the room, but there was another sound now, the sound of a low-pitched, growling hiss. Sharp smacking sounds filled Herb's ears like boxing gloves hitting an opponent's mid-section, and Jason screamed bloody murder. The smacking sounds continued and Jason's cries gradually withered away until they were silent, until finally, there was nothing but the echoing sound of something eating. 
 
   Footsteps came across the catwalk above him and Herb looked up, seeing the keeper. "You're next," the keeper said in that horrible, digital voice. 
 
    
 
   
  
 

14.
 
   Jack Daniels was falling asleep at the red lights as she drove home. Sure, she'd gotten some sleep the night before, but that account was so depleted no short deposits were going to cover it. She needed to be in a coma for a month to make up on the amounts she owed her body and mind. Maybe longer.
 
   Gotta keep moving, she told herself. Stay awake, stay focused, find Herb. Call his wife, call Captain Miller, call Joel Roth. Chill them all out. Everything is fine. Herb is alive, Herb isn't AWOL, Herb will be there to testify. Everything is under control. 
 
   The lies and excuses were piling up on top of one another like snow on a flat-roofed building and any second now, the support beams were going to buckle. 
 
   She was bleary-eyed pulling onto her street and wasn't sure exactly how she managed to park without kissing the bumper of the car in front of her, but she did, and she sat there holding the steering wheel and closed her eyes. Just needing a few minutes. Just long enough to catch her second wind. 
 
   When Frank O'Ryan tapped on her driver's side window her head was down and her mouth was open. She knew that because there was a thin line of spittle dangling from her lip that she instantly swept away with her hand as she shifted quickly to grab her things and pretend that he hadn't caught her sleeping. 
 
   Frank checked his watch and frowned. It wasn't even five o'clock yet. He opened Jack's car door for her and asked, "You all right?" 
 
   "I'm fine," she said, pushing his hand away from helping her up. "Why, aren't you all right?" 
 
   He stepped back to give her space and said, "Listen, I've got something to tell you, and you aren't going to like it. Keenan Marvin isn't involved in your partner's disappearance. He turned informant for the FBI. He's trying to cut a deal that gets him transferred out of state prison into federal witness protection. Ratted out his whole damn crew."
 
   Jack stared at him blankly, letting his words tumble around her skull like a clothes dryer, trying to sort them out and make sense of them. Because clearly she hadn't heard him right. Clearly she was now so tired she was losing her mind and hallucinating what he was saying. "How can you…what do mean? No way in hell that's true," she whispered. 
 
   "I'm sorry, but it is," Frank said. "I read his statements. I saw the FBI's agreement of cooperation signed by Marvin and his attorney."
 
   She felt her jaw quiver and the shakes came back, making her hands tremor until her keys fell onto the street. Frank bent down to pick them up and said, "Come on. Let's go inside and sit down, and I'll tell you everything that's happened." 
 
   Jack moved like someone else was controlling her body. Her legs were numb as Frank guided her away from her car and toward the front door. "Right this way, Jack. One step at a time." 
 
   She let him walk next to her, let him hold her arm, but still said, "I'm not a child, Frank." 
 
   "I know," he said, even as he kept with her and held her upright while he jiggled her keys into the door. 
 
   "They won't really do that," Jack whispered. "I can't believe they would really make that deal with that monster … after what he … after they tried …" 
 
   "If I had any friends who were feds I'd be on the phone with them screaming for somebody's head, Jack, but if I was the kind of guy who had friends who were feds, well, I probably wouldn't be here now." 
 
   Jack released her purse onto the nearest end table, missed it, heard it land on the floor with a thump and felt satisfied by it. She walked over to her living room couch and sat down, staring forward wide-eyed, folding her hands in her lap like a school girl. She watched Frank sit next to her and she said, "Those bureaucratic pencil-pushing needle dick government funded elitist sell-out scumbag Federal government flunkies, Frank!"
 
   Frank laughed and lowered his head, "I couldn't have said it better if I tried. Are you hungry?" 
 
   "No," she said.
 
   "All right. Did you find out anything in Chinatown?" 
 
   Jack clenched her eyes shut, trying to concentrate. She tried to remember what Tan had told her and said, "There's a woman who lives off of Hanley Harbor. Her name's Li Xiao, or something. She has a king cobra and makes venom powder." 
 
   "Good," Frank said. "That's a good lead, Lieutenant." He tried to sound encouraging but all Jack did was lean back against the couch and stare up at the ceiling without moving. Frank looked around her living room and saw a laptop computer on the kitchen counter. "Can you get into your work and look up driver's licenses and all that from here?" 
 
   "Yeah," Jack whispered.
 
   "All right, perfect," Frank said. He got up and picked up her laptop and carried it over to the couch, then set it on the table in front of him. He reached down to Jack's feet and picked her legs up by the ankles and started to lift them. 
 
   "What are you doing?" 
 
   "You're laying down," Frank said. "I'm going to run this Li Xiao chick and come up with an ops plan for us to hit the house." 
 
   Jack watched Frank pull off her shoes and set them on the floor, too exhausted to argue. "Hit the house for what? Snake powder? It's a waste of time. This whole thing is a waste of time, Frank. He's gone. He's gone and Keenan Marvin is going to be a free man and none of it fucking matters any more anyway." 
 
   Frank pulled a warm fleece blanket down from the back of the couch and covered Jack with it, tucking it behind her back and under her feet. He moved her hair out of her face and gently tucked it behind her ear and said, "Close your eyes and just try to breathe. Don't worry about sleeping. Just focus on your breathing same as in yoga; concentrate on being comfortable and warm. I'll take care of this lead you cultivated." 
 
   He waited until she closed her eyes, and he shut off all of the lights except for the one over the dining room table so he could make notes as he used her laptop. There was only fifty percent battery life left, and damned if he could find the cord. "Jack, where's your laptop cable? I don't want this thing to die on me. Jack?" When she didn't answer, he looked more closely and saw her body twitch slightly, already asleep. "Don't worry, I'll find it," he whispered.
 
    
 
   It was twenty minutes after seven and Phinneas Trout felt like vomiting. He couldn't tell if it was the cancer, the hangover, the morning sun so bright it could make an albino burst into flames, or a wretched combination of all three. He knocked on Jack Daniels' front door and scowled at Frank when he opened it. "It's one thing to call me at seven o'clock in the morning, but it's a whole other thing to make me bring coffee too." 
 
   Frank looked down at the tray in Phin's hand with the three large white cups and said, "What if I say I'm really, really grateful?" 
 
   "Just as long as you drink the one I had them make special for you, we'll be fine," Phin said. He handed Frank the tray and walked into Jack's home, finally brave enough to take off his sunglasses. "Where is she, anyway?" 
 
   "She's still sleeping," Frank said. He turned to put the tray down and nearly dropped all three drinks when Phin's hand shot out to grab him by the arm. Frank looked back at Phin's now-darkened face and said, "What's your problem?" 
 
   "You son of a bitch. You couldn't leave her alone, could you?" 
 
   "Excuse me?" 
 
   "All your bullshit about being married and not wanting to screw stuff up with your wife, and yet you just couldn't resist taking advantage of my friend when she's vulnerable. Cripple or not, I'm going to take you outside and beat you like you owe me money." 
 
   Frank's eyes narrowed, "Call me a cripple again and I'll forget that you're a cancer-ridden junkie loser who happens to be useful to somebody I care about."
 
   "Oh, that you care about? What, after a few days? Or after you came out here to spring the guy who tried to get her raped and murdered? I guess screwing her in the court room just wasn't enough?"
 
   Both of them stopped talking as Jack emerged from the living room, clutching her blanket around her neck, her hair bunched up on one side of her head and her right eye clenched shut as she shuffled toward the tray of coffee. "What are you two yelling about?" she croaked. 
 
   "Nothing," Frank said, trying to sound calm. "I called Phin over to get started on today's operation."
 
   Phin saw that Jack was dressed from the day before and then looked back at Frank. His face wrinkled into a kind of sheepish contortion and he said, "Oh." 
 
   "See?" Frank said. 
 
   "Yeah well, you're still an asshole," Phin said, moving around him to get his coffee. 
 
   "What did you do to my living room?" Jack called out. She rubbed her eyes as she looked down at the separate groups of paper and the satellite photographs taped to her arm chairs and side tables. 
 
   Frank smiled shyly at his handiwork and said, "Your printer is out of ink, by the way." 
 
   Jack thumbed through the papers closest to her, seeing color pictures, Google map images, and various sections headlined in large bold letters. "I can see that," she said. 
 
   Phin sat Indian-style on the floor and picked up the papers closest to him, rolling his eyes at the first thing he saw. "You really had to title this thing Operational Plan?" 
 
   "I just stuck with the format I'm used to, all right?" Frank said. 
 
   "Gay." 
 
   Jack sipped her coffee as she thumbed to the first page and looked at the printout of the warehouse on Hanley Harbor where Frank had drawn red X's at the front and rear. "What's this?" she asked. 
 
   "Well, since this isn't an official inquiry I figure we can play a little fast and loose with the rules," Frank said. "The first image is an overhead of the location, but if you look on the next page there are several street-view images where you can clearly see this place has several doors around the side and back. There are also windows that appear to be accessible and all sorts of empty crates in the yard to give someone a good vantage point. My thought is that you and I approach from the front and attempt to speak with this Li Xiao woman. We stall her while Phin makes entry to search for Herb." 
 
   Jack tapped the thin silver wires surrounding the property and said, "Is that a fence?" 
 
   "Yep," Frank said. "Those rolls over top of it are Constantine wire." 
 
   "So how the hell is Phin supposed to get in there?" Jack said. 
 
   "Oh come on, like he never got through a fence before?" 
 
   Phin frowned comically at Frank and said, "Pardon me, but isn't that breaking and entering, mister officer?" 
 
   "Only if you get caught. Why, are you scared?" 
 
   "You wish." 
 
   "I can always replace you with a more competent criminal if you want," Frank said. "I'm sure Jack knows a few." 
 
   "Wait a second," Jack said. "I'm not sure how I feel about this. It's a big risk. If she sees Phin, after I've identified myself as a cop, we're all going to jail." 
 
   Frank leaned forward and said, "Let me ask you a question. What are the chances that Herb ran off with this chick? That he tossed his phone and forgot his wife and job and friends and is holed up with her and her king cobra in this warehouse, giving her the old egg foo young?" 
 
   "No chance," Jack said softly.
 
   "Turn the page," Frank said. 
 
   Jack turned the page to see a list of seven names bullet-pointed down the page, from the end of the previous year until just a few months prior. She looked at the last name and said, "Who is Jason Wale?" 
 
   "Jason Wale, like all the other men on that list, is a man reported missing within a ten block radius of where your partner was last seen during the past year. Now, when ordinary adults go missing nobody really cares. They figure the guy ran off with another woman or just got tired of his family and skedaddled for Alaska. Cops don't even enter them into any kind of missing person database. But, I pulled up driver's license photos of Jason Wale and all the other guys from that list that I want you to see. Turn the page." 
 
   Both Jack and Phin did and both of them froze at the images set side-by-side, going down the length of the page. "They're all big," Jack whispered. 
 
   "They're not big," Phin said. "They're chunky monkeys. Chubby hubbies. Fattie McFatties. Some of these guys make your boy Herb look downright svelte."
 
   Jack stared at the images and said, "What about snake venom? Is there anything else to link them to Herb's case?" 
 
   "Of course not," Frank said. "Because nobody ever really looked for them the way you looked for Herb. It doesn't mean there's no connection. It just means that whenever Mrs. Jason Wale walked into her local Chicago PD precinct and said, 'My husband's missing,' the desk sergeant said, 'Sorry lady, we'll put it on file' and that was that."
 
   They turned their pages again to see a Vietnamese passport photograph of a beautiful woman with smoldering, almond-shaped eyes and long black hair. Phin held the page closer to his face and let out a soft whistle and grinned. 
 
   "Li Xiao," Frank said. "I had to do some serious digging to come up with this picture, and Jack is probably going to be getting a very grumpy phone call from the boys at Immigration when they find out their system was hacked, but it was necessary. There's no record of her being in Chicago. No contacts with the police, she's not registered with the city for a car, a voter registration, nothing. She's totally under the radar. However," Frank said, pausing while he turned his page to a grainy image of a document written in Arabic. "I managed to dig up an import, export license in her name for rare and exotic animals along the African coastline."
 
   "This is our girl," Phin said, tapping Li Xiao's photograph. "And just to make sure, I'm going to give her an extensive, in-depth interrogation all by my lonesome as soon as you guys cuff her … and find Herb, of course. We're talking strip-searches, cavity searches, light bondage, the whole nine."
 
   "Just stick to the plan," Frank said. "We'll talk to her up front, while you go in from the rear to locate Herb." 
 
   "That's what I was hoping you'd say. I love going in from the rear." 
 
   "You're going to either find Herb or get us enough evidence to get a search warrant," Frank said. 
 
   "Listen, can I at least have a cool codename if I'm doing this secret squirrel stuff? Like, Red Five, or Ghost Shadow, or something?" 
 
   "How about Dickie Blue Bag?" 
 
   "Only if you're Saggy Gut Gimp." 
 
   Jack tossed her ops plan on the table and pressed her hands over her eyes like she was trying to keep them from shooting across the room. She took a deep breath and dropped her hands and stared at both men without speaking. 
 
   "What do you say, Jack?" Phin said. "If you aren't up for this, me and Frank can go check it out on the sly. No big deal." 
 
   Frank nodded, then said, "But I think you'll want to be there if we find the big man, one way or the other." 
 
   "I'm taking a shower," Jack said. "After that, I'm getting dressed. Then the three of us are going to pay a visit to this bitch and find out what she did with my partner." 
 
   Frank smiled and said, "That's a girl." 
 
   Phin snapped a cockeyed salute at her and said, "Roger that, Gold Leader." 
 
   "I'll be back down in twenty minutes, be ready to go," Jack said. 
 
   Phin watched her leave and called out, "It would be quicker if you let me come in there with you! I could scrub your back while you wash your hair. Just to save time." 
 
   Frank looked at Phin and said, "What happened to taking advantage of her when she's vulnerable?" 
 
   "It's different when I do it," Phin said, lifting his coffee to his lips. "She likes it when I do it." 
 
    
 
   
  
 

15. 
 
   "Are you there?" 
 
   Herb's head snaps up at the sound of the man's voice, the response Pavlovian. Uncontrollable. As soon as he hears the second phrase, he lowers it again, knowing what is to come. 
 
   "Are you there? Can you hear me?" 
 
   It is the third time he's heard the recording. The third time he's listened to a man whose name was Jason Wale, die screaming. 
 
   He knows what's coming like it's a script he's been studying. Like it's the scene from one of the sick torture-porn movies people seem so fond of lately. Millions of dollars coming in from all around the world to watch college kids get mutilated and serial killers build elaborate traps for unsuspecting victims. 
 
   "Is anyone there?" 
 
   Herb never understood the allure of horror movies. He figured people who liked seeing blood on screen had never seen blood for real. He figured people who enjoyed seeing the bad guys win and innocent people ground up like hamburger meat had deep-seated psychological issues and were engaging in some sort of wish-fulfillment in watching some axe-wielding psychopath hack up a bunch of nubile teenagers. 
 
   "Can you hear me?" 
 
   Herb had interviewed a renowned psychologist early in his detective career, trying to get a feel for what makes serial rapists, murderers, and torturers tick. He wanted to know how late was too late to save somebody from going down that dark path. If you took a kid who was mutilating puppies and put him directly into psychotherapy, could you save him? How early on did the wackadoo in him have to be detected and suppressed?
 
   "My…my name is Jason Wale. I have a wife. I have two sons. They need me." 
 
   He'd never forget what the doctor told him, either. The doc looked at him, paused to consider the question, and said, "Well, I once had a client from Florida who told me his favorite masturbatory fantasy was kidnapping a woman, staking her to a remote bank in the Everglades, covering her in barbeque sauce, then videotaping the scene as the alligators came up out of the marsh and began to eat her from the feet up. I'd think that once he's made that sexual connection to his deeds, once he's completed that circuit, it's too late." 
 
   "I don't want to die in here. I think I might if no one finds me though." 
 
   It's too late. 
 
   "You're goddamn right it's too late," Herb had said to the doctor. "You can't un-ding that bell." 
 
   The wine soup was up to his waist now, shriveling his skin, curing him like a piece of fatback. The vapors stung his eyes and nose like ammonia. Hell, it probably is ammonia, Herb thought. The only good thing is that I won't feel it if the snake bites me anywhere below the waist.  
 
   Jason Wale was moaning again, begging and pleading for his life. His pleas would fall on deaf ears. Nobody would hear his wife's name or his last lamentation for being unfaithful. It was the last gasp of a doomed man who went out whimpering, and hearing it made Herb disgusted. Jason Wale's cries had put an end to any thought of Herb Benedict's going out with a simpering whimper. Not me, he kept telling himself. Whatever happened, nobody would be listening to any recordings of Herb begging, and when the snake came, they were going to fight. The damnable thing was in for a shock of its own. 
 
   He heard something large and wet land on the floor in front of him and he narrowed his eyes, trying to see. The king cobra emerged from the darkness, weaving swiftly as its tongue repeatedly struck the air in search of food. The snake swirled around in a tight circle in one  place on the floor. He watched it as the creature carefully lowered its head several times before bowing and opening its mouth wide. Herb saw the cobra's massive, curved fangs sink into a pile of bloody meat. The snake tore off pieces of it and whipped its head back, swallowing them whole. The snake gorged itself, eating until the center of its long body was bulging with the contents of its meal. 
 
   As if sensing his intent stare, the snake turned its hooded face toward Herb and glided across the floor toward him, bending to stare through the glass, its hard black eyes fixed on Herb's, as if reading his thoughts, taking in his fear. But the snake was not alone. Someone was walking up behind the cobra, a nude body rippling behind the sweating glass of Herb's prison. 
 
   It was a woman, naked except for a strange grey mask fixed to her face. The mask was a cross between a welder's mask and a flight helmet, with a circular speaker over the place where her mouth should be. Her long neck and narrow shoulders were pale and elegant, and as she came closer, her large, teardrop-shaped breasts pressed slightly against the glass. 
 
   Herb stared in wonder at the woman and the snake, unable to do anything more than blink, until she spoke, and he realized her voice was being distorted by the mask. She was the keeper. She laid her right hand on the back of the cobra's head and stroked it gently, petting it like a dog. "I looked through your wallet and found your badge. I thought it might be interesting to see what you thought." 
 
   "Go to hell," Herb snarled. 
 
   "Do you know why I play Naja the tape?" 
 
   Herb looked at the cobra, seeing bloody strands of meat still dangling from its pointed maw. The snake had not moved when the woman approached. It had done nothing but stare at him. It hurt his throat to talk, but Herb swallowed and ran his dry tongue over his cracked lips, trying to give them enough moisture to move. "You play the tape to condition it. You want it to associate human screams with feeding." 
 
   "Very good," the keeper said. "Is that what they taught you in your police school?" 
 
   "Nope. I learned that one from Thomas Harris." When the Keeper didn't respond, Herb said, "Red Dragon? Silence of the Lambs? Nothing? What, that's not required reading when you go to psychopathic bitch school?" 
 
   The keeper's breasts undulated when she laughed and Herb stared at her, forcing himself to see her for what she was. Just a woman in a mask. Nothing special. Another fruitcake who likes to mess with people, the same as he'd been dealing with for years. And the snake? Just an animal, he told himself. 
 
   I'm not going to be this woman's victim. 
 
   The words flared across his mind, burning hot and red in the darkness, drawing all of his thoughts and fears into one fine, focused point. 
 
   "So tell me something, detective," she said. "With all of your training and experience, what do you make of this? What do you make of me?" 
 
   And there it was, Herb thought. She's standing there in her mask, her naked, flawless body exposed for him to see, trying to mess with his mind and send all of his thoughts and emotions crashing into one another until he was nothing but a puddle of useless snot. She's got her snake, and her little villain's lair, and she thinks she's hot stuff, and now she wants to hear me say it. She wants me to tell her she's something special. Herb sneered at the woman and said, "Honey, you're just another day at the office." 
 
   "Is that right?" the Keeper chuckled. 
 
   "That's right. You're just another sick puppy who gets off hurting people because your daddy did bad things to you, or your mommy abandoned you, or somebody broke your Barbie doll and… you didn't have the common sense to get over it," he panted. 
 
   The Keeper's head tilted slightly as she regarded him, intrigued by his words. By the end of his speech, Herb's face was turning a light shade of blue from not getting enough oxygen. He was sucking wind through pursed lips, trying to keep himself from passing out.   
 
   "Others have thought the same thing," the Keeper said. "They have tried to reason with me, to beg, to plead, to threaten. All of them failed, and do you know why? Because none of that is true. It is much more simple. Much more obvious. In order to satisfy my snake, I must feed him human flesh, and I simply select the largest specimens I can find in order for the meal to last the longest. The wine you've been lapping up like a dog wasn't for you, you gluttonous imbecile. It contains a very specific pheromone that will both help his digestion and improve the yield of his venom. Today, Naja ate the last remaining pieces of Jason Wale, and he is so very hungry." She gently ran her hand down the back of the snake's neck and added, "He already shows great interest in joining you inside your cage. He knows fresh meat is coming, and soon, he will grow too hungry to control and your suffering will come to an end." 
 
   "Let him in now," Herb said, staring defiantly at the snake. "Better yet, you come in here first."  
 
   "I think not," the keeper said. "Regardless, you have not been prepared just yet. But soon enough you will feel Naja's soft kiss, I promise. And when you feel Naja's fangs sink into your flesh, and his venom begin to seep into your heart, remember this. I did not pick you because of anything my father did to me, or because you fit a particular victim profile that ties into my childhood. I picked you because of your size." 
 
   The Keeper let her words sink in, watching their dark effect on Herb's face. When he did not respond, she shrugged and turned to leave, calling for the snake to follow her. She stroked the back of the cobra's head as it followed her, its shining black skin dappled with faint yellow rings, when a realization struck Herb so suddenly he had to use all his might to take in enough air to shout it. Herb called out, "How about this? I know what the mask is for. And the voice distortion." 
 
   The keeper stopped and looked back at him, the muscles in her back flexing slightly in a way that made her left buttock plump up and she said, "And what is it you think you know?"
 
   "You're that snake's original captor. If it sees your face, you're dead." 
 
   The keeper's head twitched at his words, but the mask covered her face too completely for him to be sure if his words found their mark. Instead she reached for Naja's face and stroked it gently, tickling the snake under its jaw and said, "How would you like to eat him now, beautiful one? After that, I will milk you." 
 
   The snake raised its head in response and swallowed several times, forcing the lump of meat stuck in the center of its body down further and further to make room for another meal. 
 
   Oh shit, Herb thought. Me and my big mouth. Sweat dripped from his armpits down his sides and his last vestiges of bravery and resolve evaporated like the fumes from the swamp that surrounded him. 
 
   The keeper came toward Herb's tank and placed her hand on the glass surface, tapping it eagerly and said, "Up you go. Time to feed." 
 
   Herb struggled as the snake approached, raising its head as high as it could and pressed itself flat, inching up toward the top. Herb could feel raw panic overtaking him, making his body shake so hard the handcuffs rattled on the steel hook above him. He swung forward and tried to kick the glass, splashing wine everywhere, sending it over the top like a child sends waves out of a swimming pool.
 
   The Keeper reached out her hands to help hoist the snake up, but just as the snake neared the lip of the glass, she stopped and looked back into the warehouse. The snake seemed confused, stretching and trying to wiggle out of her hands to get its head over the side and manage to hoist itself up the rest of the way, but instead the Keeper held it firmly and said, "Down! Get down, now. Back in your cage." 
 
   The cobra's tongue flicked over the side above Herb's head, as if wanting to taste his scent, but finally it relented and slid back down the glass. Herb strained forward to hear what was happening and then it came, the very faint sound of someone knocking on a door.  
 
    
 
   
  
 

16. 
 
   Frank pressed his ear against the warehouse's front door and said, "Nothing yet. You aren't knocking loud enough." The warehouse was an old two-story affair with rusted aluminum siding with long ripples in the surface that stretched from the ground to the roof. It was small compared to the rest of the buildings surrounding it, and set far in the back near the water. Waves crashed along the harbor's wooden docks and gulls cried as they circled the air above, looking for food.
 
   Hanley Harbor was in the working district and dirty-looking men were scattered along the piers, fishing day and night. They weren't the yuppie fishermen from Montrose Harbor who tied bright colored sweaters around their necks and wore leather shoes. There were no rich housewives jogging past with their dogs. The fishermen looked hungry. They looked like they were trying to catch dinner. 
 
   The water smelled and Frank wondered if maybe it was such a good idea to eat anything caught in there. He looked around the side of the building, inspecting the tall metal fence rimmed with rolling waves of razor-sharp steel that would tear the flesh off a man's bones if he got tangled in it. "Knock again, but this time, do it like you mean it." 
 
   "I know how to knock on a suspect's door," Jack said. She made a fist and bashed it against the door's heavy metal surface again and again.  
 
   "That's the point. You aren't supposed to knock at all." Frank grabbed the door handle with both hands and kicked the bottom of the door several times, shaking paint chips off the outer walls and denting the door in the lower right corner. He looked back at Jack and said, "That's how we do it when we go to Kensington." 
 
   "I'm surprised you knock at all," Jack muttered.
 
   They heard a woman's voice inside the building call out, "Stop banging! If you break my door I'm calling the police." 
 
   Instinctively, both of them moved to the side of the door, getting out of the fatal funnel. Jack reached in her pocket and pulled out her badge wallet just as the door cracked open and she held it up and said, "Too late. We're already here."
 
   The woman smiled awkwardly as she opened the door, dressed in nothing but a light silk robe that she pinched around her chest to keep it closed. The fabric was thin and cream-colored, showing the dark areolas of her breasts and cut high above her thighs. Jack glanced sideways at Frank, who kept his eyes glued firmly on the woman's face. A clown could have popped out between the woman's legs and started honking a vaudeville song and Frank would not have looked. "Miss Li Xiao?" Frank said. 
 
   "Yes, can I help you?" she said. 
 
   "We need to speak with you in reference to a complaint about your property." 
 
   Jack stayed quiet as Frank talked, letting him stick to the script they'd concocted as she tried to look past the woman and into the building, to get eyes on as much as she could. There wasn't much to see. The woman was standing in a dark front office that had no windows and the door to the warehouse was shut behind her. 
 
   "What kind of complaint?" Li Xiao said, tucking a long ring of dark hair behind her ear. "That doesn't sound right. I have no problems with anyone."
 
   "I'm sure it doesn't," Frank said softly. "Listen, a lot of times, these complaints are lodged by people just looking to start trouble for hard-working people. I have no doubt there's nothing wrong. Why don't you let us come in so we can explain the process, we'll sign off that everything's okay, and you can go about your business – whatever that business is." 
 
   "Well, you see, officer, I have a very specialized environment in this building. It is a habitat for endangered creatures, and I do not want to disturb them." 
 
   "What kind of creatures?" Frank said. 
 
   The woman let go of the front door, and it began to close slowly as she vanished behind it. Frank held out his hand to stop the door and said, "Ma'am?" 
 
   Jack leaned in, trying to get eyes on the suspect. The chances of a half-naked woman pulling a machine gun on them were slim. It was a more likely possibility that she'd run. Both Jack and Frank stepped into the doorway and stopped when they heard Li Xiao say, "Such as this." 
 
   The woman appeared in front of them holding a two foot long cobra wrapped around her right wrist. The snake's head was a burnt-sienna color and Li Xiao petted it along the spine, making the snake rise. "This is the Katien spitting cobra," she said, leaning down to blow softly along the creature's back. Its hooded neck flared in response, and the snake opened its mouth, showing Frank and Jack its fangs. Li Xiao cupped her hand under the snakes jaw and said, "The spitting cobras always aim for the eyes of their victims." 
 
   Jack was rooted in place at the sight of the snake, hands frozen at her sides. They weren't even two feet away. The snake wouldn't have to spit. It would probably be able to leap off the woman's wrist and bite her and Frank before either one of them could move. 
 
   "I'm not really fond of snakes," Frank said. "Can you please put that away?" 
 
   "This snake has more right to be here than you do," Li Xiao said. "It is his home you are asking to enter as well." 
 
   Jack snickered and said, "You mean we need its permission to come in?" 
 
   "In a manner of speaking, yes," replied Li Xiao.
 
   Jack shifted slightly, moving the right side of her body past the doorframe and out of the woman's view, trying to get her gun out without drawing any attention. "Hey, I've got a question. You ever lose any?" she said. 
 
   "Lose any what?" 
 
   "Any snakes. When I was a kid in school our science teacher brought a snake in for class and it escaped from its cage overnight. We spent the rest of the year in terror it was hiding in the cubby holes or going to bite us in the ass when we sat on the toilet." 
 
   "Sometimes," Li Xiao said, her dark eyes glittering as she continued to stroke the snake. "But I have nothing to fear from them. The snakes protect me and know me as one of their own." Both the snake and woman turned to look at Frank, taking his measure. "The same cannot be said for everyone else." 
 
   Frank could see what Jack was doing and said, "We'll try to keep that in mind." 
 
     
 
   Phinneas Trout crept along the back fence, keeping low to the ground. He checked the warehouse and light posts for security cameras but didn't see any and kept moving. The fence was threaded tightly and straight. Most older properties had loose spots along the back you could lift up like a curtain and slip under. Not this one. Whoever owned the building cared more about the fence than anything like seeding the rear yard for grass or scraping the decades of rust off the siding. The top of the fence was not an option either. Spools of Constantine wire, armed with razor blades every two inches, covered every inch of the upper strut. 
 
   He was going to have to do it the hard way. 
 
   Phin looked over his shoulder to check the pier behind him. Frank's damn satellite photos hadn't shown how freaking close they were to the pier. How any asshole walking around on it could just turn and say, "Oh, look. There's a suspicious young man breaking into that warehouse. Maybe we should call the authorities." 
 
   Thanks, Frank, Phin thought. Just another reason you are a colossal dick. 
 
   Phin checked to see who was on the pier. Nothing but old fogies, and they were too busy talking and looking out into the water to pay him any mind, and even if they were, he decided they probably couldn't see him at that distance. Phin pulled a hand-sized multi-tool out of its nylon scabbard on his belt and folded it in half to expose the rugged wire cutters in the middle. They should put a set of lock picks on these things and market them to burglars, he thought. In fact, if I get out of this gig alive and without going to prison, I'm going to draw up a design and make the damn thing myself. Sell it on the internet or something. 
 
   Snip. 
 
   He cut through the first wire quickly and then moved on to the second and third. He didn't need a big hole. Just enough for him to squeeze through. It's not like Herb's coming out this way, he thought. If he's in trouble, we're going to tear the whole place down getting him out. If he's in there loving life, thinking everything's sweet with his new sexy Asian babe, he's going to have bigger problems on his hands in the form of Jack Daniels.
 
   Snip. 
 
   "Come on, come on," he grunted, squeezing the wire cutters with both hands. It was getting harder to make a cut, but he wasn't sure if it was because the tool was getting dull or his hands were getting tired. It didn't matter. He only had another foot or two to go. 
 
   "Hey!" someone shouted from behind him. 
 
   Phin turned slowly, blinking in astonishment that someone was so bold as to call him out like that. It was an old man in high-waisted denim overalls, leaning on the pier's rail. Didn't this fool know Phin would bash his skull in and toss him into the harbor? "What?" Phin snarled. 
 
   "You do fence repair?"
 
   Phin looked down at the hole in the fence and said, "Yeah. We're replacing this section." 
 
   "I need an estimate on my building." 
 
   "All right. Later." 
 
   "Sounds good." 
 
   Phin turned back to the fence and started cutting faster, trying to get the hell out of sight.   
 
   "Hey!" the old man shouted again. 
 
   Phin looked back. 
 
   "You got a card?" 
 
   Phin shook his head as he made the final cut.
 
   "Word of mouth, eh?" 
 
   Phin peeled back a handful of fence and said, "That's the only way I know how to do things, pal. I'm all about the old school." 
 
   "Atta boy!" the old man called out, as Phin slid inside the hole and kept low, cutting right to head for the first crate near the fence large enough for him to drop down behind. The wood was rotten and filled with holes, and Phin rolled over to spy through one of them, searching to see if the old man was still watching. Luckily, he'd wandered off to the other end of the pier to bother some other person. If this goes wrong because of you, they'll be fishing your body out of the water next week, Phin thought. He moved to the next crate, staying down, and then another. He went from cover to cover, checking the warehouse windows for signs of movement. There was nothing but the sound of gulls screeching overhead and waves slapping the docks at the waterline.  
 
   Two steel doors were built into the back of the building, and neither one of them had handles. Just my luck, he thought. All of the crates were in bad shape, but he managed to find one that would support his weight, so he hustled it over to the back wall. He set it under the lowest row of windows, but they were still too high to reach. "Goddamn it!" Phin hissed. He climbed up onto the crate and reached as high as he could, standing on the tips of his toes to feel for any kind of ledge in the siding that he could grab, but there was nothing. None of the other crates would support his weight so stacking them was out of the question.   
 
   That left one option, and it sucked. 
 
   Phin closed his eyes and took a deep breath. The windows had a one inch ledge three feet above where he could reach. That meant they were almost fifteen feet off the ground. It wasn't even soft ground. It was dirt and stone. If I miss, coming down off that thing is going to hurt big time. That's a broken leg at least. Maybe even a back or a spine.  
 
   Listen, you're a sick man, something whispered in the back of his mind. You're a sick man and you're getting older, and this isn't the sort of shit you should be doing. You don't even know this guy Herb that well. Let's just extract from this little fool's errand, and go grab a bottle or a baggie, and forget all this nonsense. 
 
   He thought about Jack then, about her standing in the doorway trying to get in, expecting him to be there. He thought about how tired she looked lately, and how maybe, just maybe if they found this fat bastard of a partner of hers, she just might get enough sleep to join him for another game of pool.
 
   Anyway, what the hell, he thought. At least I'll have a hell of a story to tell the nurses in the paraplegic section of the hospital. 
 
   Phin bent down at the knees as far as he could and sprung up, throwing his arms into the air and stretching out with all his might to reach for the tiny, slippery ledge. 
 
    His fingers brushed above the ledge and he clenched onto it, slamming hard against the aluminum wall. He immediately stuck the soles of his sneakers onto the surface, trying to dig in with the rubber enough to support himself. It was like Spider-man, just a whole lot uglier and more dangerous, but as he clung there, much to his own disbelief, Phin looked down and saw that he'd made it. 
 
   He looked at the window and said, "I swear to God, if you're not open, I'm going to burn this building to the ground with everyone and everything still inside it. Be open, you son of a bitch. Be open. Be open." He reached up with one hand, grunting as all the weight of his upper body was hanging on the tips of his left hand's fingers, and pushed. 
 
   "Yes!" he whispered. The window pivoted inwards and he stuck his hand through, grabbing the inside ledge with his hand. Anchoring himself there for a moment, saving his strength, Phin slid up onto the windowsill and hung there, half his body inside the building and the other half sticking out through the window, feet kicking wildly in the air. 
 
   He looked down at a pile of long wooden planks several feet beneath him that formed some sort of catwalk. Phin folded his forearm over his face and dropped down through the window, crashing down onto the planks hard enough that the noise echoed throughout the large, open room below. He laid there for a second, trying to catch his breath. He was inside. He could hardly believe it. There was some sort of spot light directly over his head with a massive bulb aiming down. It looked like something stage crews used to light rock bands at a concert. 
 
   He laid there wondering what the light was for when something directly beneath him started to splash violently, like an alligator thrown into a bathtub. Phin scrambled to his feet, a distinct animal odor assailing his nostrils, making him think that in this place, an alligator was a definite possibility. He leaned slowly over the side of the catwalk and looked down at the swollen, colossal form of Herb Benedict swinging by his arms inside a tank filled with what could only be described as piss-colored water. Herb looked up at Phin and sputtered, "Help." 
 
    
 
   Li Xiao's wrapped her fingers around the snake's throat and squeezed firmly, making its mouth open wide and its fangs extend, showing them both the small holes at their tips where the venom would squirt out. "Its reflexes are instantaneous," she said. "Any sudden movement. The slightest threat, and it will release poison into your eyes to blind you and then strike for your throat." 
 
   "If we were a threat, you mean," Frank said, forcing himself to smile. They were still stuck in the doorway, the two of them trapped in the fatal funnel by a goddamn snake. He felt ridiculous. He didn't even have a gun. This is a hell of a way to go out, he thought. 
 
   "Of course," the woman said, laughing. Her eyes were dark and full of unspeakable cruelty, and there was little doubt she would love every second of watching him thrash around on the ground screaming while her little monster's venom ate away his eyes. Li Xiao's face darkened and she suddenly choked the snake harder, making venom drops spill out of the cobra's fangs. It hissed and squirmed as it glared at Frank, ready to strike. Li Xiao aimed the cobra's face at Frank's and said, "Now, why don't we stop this little charade, and you tell me what you really want?"
 
   "One more question," Jack said, sliding herself back to Frank's side. Her right arm was in the doorway now too and her chrome pistol was tight to her side. "Are the snake's reflexes faster than this?" 
 
   The gun's hammer clapped the frame and bright flame spurted from the mouth of the barrel, lighting up the dark doorway for a brief instant that showed the cobra's open mouth preparing to unleash its venom and then Jack's bullet smashing the reptile into bloody black pieces. Li Xiao stood frozen. The snake's blood was spattered across her robe and the side of her face as she slowly turned to look at the clump of ruined, squirming snake flesh dangling from her hand. Its long tail twitched and coiled tightly, went limp, then coiled again. 
 
   "Monster," Li Xiao whispered. She looked down at the destroyed animal and started to shake, "You…monster!" 
 
   Jack lifted her pistol and cocked the hammer back, centering it on the woman's face and said, "I always heard you have to cut a snake's head off to kill it. Same goes for people. Now where the hell is my partner?" 
 
   Li Xiao hurled the clump of bloody snake at both of them with a scream and ran from the door. Frank caught a face full of pulped innards and swept them out of his eyes as he dove inside the door after her. Jack made out worse. She'd still been speaking when Li Xiao hurled the snake and some of it had flown into her mouth. "Get her..ack!" Jack spat as much as she could, feeling vomit come into her throat. She grabbed the door and bent forward, about to erupt. "Go get her!"
 
   Frank ran blindly into the dark room and felt the wind of a heavy door slamming shut in his face, stopping him in his tracks. Li Xiao turned the first deadbolt and Frank reared back and slammed his shoulder into the center of the door so hard it bent the metal frame, but he could see cracks of light through the edge of the door. So he hit it again and again, trying to snap the lock off. 
 
   Li Xiao screamed and ran at the door, leaping high in the air to kick it from her side. The impact struck Frank in his bad knee and he collapsed instantly, crying out in pain. Li Xiao laughed and said, "My snake is going to feed on your friend first, and then I will feed both of you to him over the next six weeks! I will cut off pieces of you to give him every day! You will beg for death by the time I finish with you!"
 
    
 
   Phin climbed down from the platform and grabbed onto the lid of the tank, lifting his head over it only to recoil and say, "What the Christ is that?" 
 
   "Wine. Piss. I dunno what else," Herb grunted. "I've been in here for days! Shut up and get me the hell out of here!" 
 
   "All right, give me a second. I have to figure out how to raise this damn hoist. Where are the controls?" 
 
   "I don't…I don't know," Herb said. He was having trouble keeping his eyes open. His heart was beating too rapidly to let him focus, flooding his body with just enough blood and oxygen to remind him how badly he was hurting. In the semi-comatose state where he was barely getting enough oxygen to breathe, he'd found a quiet place to exist. A place close to death that was detached and peaceful. Now, Phin had dragged him back into the moment, back into the tank where every inch of him wanted to scream. His shoulders were both separated and the muscles and tendons surrounding his arm sockets were torn. It felt like only loose skin was keeping his body intact, and he might tear away from it at any moment. He might have lost one or both of his hands, he couldn't tell. They both felt dead. 
 
   His lower body was limp and he could do little more than flail around by turning his hips either way. From what he could see, the pool of filth he'd been sitting in had leeched the color and moisture from the skin and tissue of everything below his thighs. "I never saw the controls," Herb said, grimacing.  
 
   Phin dropped down from the tank and spun in every direction, searching for a control panel or some kind of button to raise the hook that held Herb inside the tank. He inspected the hook itself, seeing it was attached to some sort of platform and anchored to the wall just beneath the catwalk. There were cables attached to it that had to be used to power the hoist and Phin jogged around the room, trying to see where each of them lead. He circled around the back of the tank and found a small metal box connected to one of the loose wires with a red button on it. "Here goes nothing," Phin said, picking up the box and jamming the button with the palm of his hand. 
 
   There was a loud grinding of steel cable dragging across a series of pulleys as the hoist activated, and the platform, hook, and Herb Benedict all began to rise. 
 
   "That's it!" Herb shouted. "You did it!" 
 
   "Hang on," Phin called out over the noise of the machine. "It looks like this thing has a swing arm. It should lift you out and drop you down automatically. I can't say how hard you're going to fall though." 
 
   "I don't care!" Herb cried out. "Just get me the hell out of this goddamn tank!" 
 
   Phin watched Herb ascend from the lid of the tank, yellow slime dripping off of his naked body like egg yolk. Herb's legs crashed into the top of the glass as the hoist swiveled, crashing Herb into the top of the glass. Herb groaned in pain as he tried to swing himself up high enough to get free. He finally rolled over the top of the threshold and wept with relief as the hoist began to lower him toward the floor. 
 
   "You're almost down," Phin said.  
 
   Herb Benedict could hardly contain his relief as the hydraulic arm descended, taking him down to the floor. He wasn't sure how he was going to land but he didn't care. Even if he broke both his legs, he didn't care. He was out of the tank and free of the…
 
   Snake. 
 
   The massive cobra was coiled on the floor directly beneath him, its muscular head raised high in the air, waiting for him. The snake's hood was flared out wider than his forearm, staring at him menacingly with its hard, obsidian eyes. "No!" Herb shouted. "Stop!" 
 
   Phin looked up from behind the tank, barely able to see Herb through the blurry glass and said, "What?" 
 
   "Stop the winch!"
 
   "What?" Phin shouted. 
 
   Herb kicked wildly at the snake, telling it to "Get back! Get the hell back in your cage!" but it did not move. He was about to be delivered directly into the thing's mouth. It was going to eat him while Phinneas Trout held the button down, and then when Phin came out to check on him, the snake was going to eat him too. 
 
   Out of the snake tank into the snake's mouth, Herb thought bitterly. Of all the rotten luck. 
 
   He was only a few feet from the floor now, and already within Naja's striking distance. It was patient, though. It was waiting, doing little more than flicking its tongue in the air at him, tasting his scent. 
 
   The winch dropped him the next six inches and slammed to a halt, leaving Herb Benedict low enough that his legs dangled uselessly on the floor, doing nothing to help him stand. The cobra watched him impassively as Herb laughed bitterly and said, "Go ahead, you filth. Get it over with." 
 
   It was all some enormous joke. The time in the tank, the terror he'd felt about being eaten, the unbelievable relief that had washed over him at being rescued, and all of it was for nothing. He was still going to die at the mouth of this horrific, useless monster of a creature. Herb's only wish was that Phin heard him screaming and was able to kill the thing in time. "Turn it into a pair of boots for me, buddy," he thought. Maybe a purse for my wife.
 
   The snake hissed then, a low, guttural hiss, while its forked tongue flicked out again and again, searching the air all around it. It turned slightly away from Herb, intrigued by something in the rear of the warehouse. 
 
   The winch stopped as Phin took his hand off the button and shouted, "Are you down, Herb?" 
 
   Herb didn't respond. He looked through his weakened eyes at the door set at the far end of the warehouse and saw a woman crouched in front of it. Her back was turned to him and she was using both arms to brace the door shut. People were pounding on it from the other side, trying to break it down, and she was screaming, "Naja will gnaw the flesh from your bones!" 
 
   The cobra turned and looked back at Herb, lowering its jaw to show him the wicked curves of its fangs. The hood around its neck was still flared, showing him it was ready to strike at a moment's notice. Herb swallowed and said, "She's right back there. The one you want. The one you've been waiting on for years, the one you've been searching for." 
 
   The snake did not move, keeping its eyes locked on Herb. The man was the trophy. The man was the prize the snake had been craving for so long, but the woman far behind it screamed again and the snake found itself turning, confused yet drawn by some ungovernable instinct that needed to be obeyed. The hood collapsed around Naja's neck, and the monster slithered away, heading for the commotion at the doorway, knowing there was something there that needed to be seen. 
 
   There was another violent crash against the door that nearly buckled the frame, and Li Xiao kicked it in response, doing all that she could to keep it from opening. There were two more locks that would hold it no matter what the man on the other side did, if only she could get it shut just enough to turn them. Even one would do. That was all the time she needed to release Naja and escape. Those two fools would come barging into the warehouse to find their friend dead and the snake hidden in the corner, waiting to feed on them next. It was a perfect plan, if only she could get the one lock set. And then, only a few feet behind her, she heard a growling hiss. 
 
   She laughed and turned her head, seeing Naja at her heel, staring up at her. "You let yourself free! Good boy!" she said. 
 
   The snake did not move other than to lick the air several times, all while staring hard and deep into Li Xiao's eyes. 
 
   Li Xiao felt the cobra searching her, peering into her, and scowled at the snake and said, "What's wrong with you?" 
 
   She heard her own voice then. Her true voice, without the modulator and without the mask she'd worn for so long, ever since the day she'd captured Naja in the jungle. She realized it with sudden, debilitating horror. King cobras never forget. They always remember the one who trapped them. 
 
   Naja's hood flared wide and it leapt up from the ground with terrifying speed, its jaws opening wide enough to devour a rabbit whole, and it struck her face harder than a heavyweight boxer's jab. It punched four holes on either side of her nose and mouth, four holes that filled with venom as the snake bit down hard, tearing into her flesh. 
 
   Li Xiao screamed and grabbed the creature around the neck, trying desperately to pull it off, but it was too strong. Its bite was too deep. Then it bit her again and again, eating her face in chunks as she flailed and screeched, begging it to stop. Her screams echoed through the large warehouse, high-pitched shrieks that scar the mind and cannot be forgotten. 
 
   The venom poured into her face, deadening her skin until she could no longer force her mouth to move, and travelling down and through her throat until she could no longer work her vocal cords. The pain and horror was as hot and bright as ever, and she could see the snake eating her skin, tearing away chunks of her nose and lips and cheeks but she could not even force herself to gasp. Li Xiao died silently, listening to the sound of her pet swallowing pieces of her. 
 
   Frank braced himself against Jack and gave one final shove, sending the door crashing into the warehouse and both of them flying through it. They landed two feet in front Li Xiao's body and Naja instantly leapt up in the air, blood and meat dripping from its fangs, ready to strike. 
 
   Jack raised her pistol and fired a bullet directly in the center of the damned thing's face. The cobra sailed backwards, it's long, black body flopping wildly, slapping the dirty floor like a wet hose. She looked past the snake and the dead body and saw Herb Benedict dangling from a hook, his arms handcuffed high above his head. 
 
   Herb looked at her and managed to smile weakly and say, "Well, look who finally decided to show up." 
 
    
 
   
  
 

17. 
 
   I smelled Feebies. They were nearby in their cheap suits and bad cologne. Ivy League castoffs who gave up pursuing law degrees in order to fight for truth, justice, and apple pie. Sure there were a few good ones, just like in any job, but your point of view was molded by your range of experience, and in my range of experience, most Feebies were arrogant pricks.
 
   They were easy to spot, too. I turned around in my seat at the prosecutor's table and saw two of them sitting on the defense side. That was strange in itself. Most Feebies go out of their way to play the we're-one-of-you card around real police, and my side was packed with uniforms to capacity.
 
   The courtroom was empty, otherwise. The jury hadn't been brought in yet and the defendant was cooling in the holding cell, surrounded by deputies. The judge had appeared briefly only to summon both Joel Roth and Alan Davidson into his chambers for a conference. When I gave Joel the "What's up?" look, he shrugged and said, "No clue." 
 
   My phone buzzed in my pocket again, but I didn't look at it. It hadn't really stopped buzzing all morning since the papers broke the story about Herb being rescued.
 
   "Hero Cop Saves Partner From Terrifying Death" was one headline. 
 
   "Snake Pit Seductress" was another. 
 
   I stopped paying attention after that.  
 
   It's funny how people who don't give you the time of day suddenly remember your phone number when you're in the news. Kind of like family members who let every birthday and holiday go past without as much as a Facebook mention all of a sudden want to be your best friend whenever they get a traffic ticket. 
 
   The papers based their articles on my police reports, which is to say, they based them on an incomplete set of facts. Both Phin and Frank had refused to let me mention them, both of them having their own reasons not to become overnight celebrities.    
 
   The bailiff called out for everyone to rise, and I was late, too wrapped up in my thoughts to acknowledge the man in the black robe walking into the courtroom. I barely got to my feet by the time he was dropping onto his throne. Judge Ceparullo knocked his gavel on his desk and said, "Bring in the defendant. Let's get this over with." 
 
   Alan and Joel emerged from the judge's chambers and headed for their respective seats. Alan's head was down like a beaten dog, and Joel looked both bewildered and angry. "What the hell happened?" I whispered as Joel sat down next to me. 
 
   "Brace yourself. We're about to get screwed," was all he said.
 
   Keenan Marvin limped into the courtroom, his face a bruised and swollen mass of contusions and ugly lumps. One of his eyes was closed completely, and both his lips were split multiple times. He winced with every step, his arms and legs weighed down by their heavy shackles, and he was not pitied by a single soul in the courtroom. His left hand was twisted and deformed and my first thought was that maybe he'd suffered a stroke, and the trial was being delayed so he could get medical treatment.
 
   The judge watched impassively as Marvin tried to pull out his own chair and sit down. No one moved to help him. 
 
   "Do you have something you want to say, Mr. Marvin?" 
 
   Marvin raised his head to the judge and said, "Guilty, your honor." 
 
   Alan Davidson sighed and folded his arms, slumping back in his chair. "Your honor, can I go on record protesting this?" 
 
   "You may," Judge Ceparullo said. 
 
   Joel Roth stood up, "Your honor, while the state attorney's office appreciates Mr. Marvin's sudden moment of clarity regarding his admission to years of heinous criminal activity, I would also like to go on record protesting this." 
 
   "I'm pleading guilty," Marvin sputtered through both fattened lips. "How you gon' protest that?" 
 
   "We both know why, you piece of insolent, diseased, garbage," Roth said. 
 
   "That is enough, counselor," the judge said, but it was a half-hearted admonishment. He held up a folded letter and said, "Early this morning, I received a courier letter from the United States Attorney advising me Mr. Marvin is to be released immediately to federal custody upon the resolution of his criminal charges here. Being that he's just pled guilty, I see no reason to let him contaminate the air of this fine city any further." Judge Ceparullo pointed at the two Feebies sitting behind Marvin and said, "He's all yours, gentlemen. Do not bring him back. I promise you, he will not be welcome." 
 
   I stood up in disbelief as the men in suits came past the wooden gate to pick Marvin up from his chair. He protested they were hurting him but they didn't seem to hear him as they dragged him through the crowd of stunned cops, the Feebies just wanting to get the hell out of there. I heard a loud bang at the courtroom door and realized I knew that sound. It was the sound of Keenan Marvin's forehead being used to open the door. Maybe the Feebies weren't all bad. I pulled on Joel's arm and said, "You going to clue me in?" 
 
   "Apparently Mr. Marvin is a highly-valued Federal witness. The FBI no longer feels he can receive adequate protection in our jail, so they are moving him to one of their ahh … special facilities." 
 
   "But he's pleading guilty, right? How will he be sentenced?" 
 
   Joel turned and looked at me and said, "He won't. The Feds are going to file new charges that absorb ours and allow him to testify for them in God knows how many cases. More than likely, Keenan Marvin will be living under a new life in a new state on the Federal dime." 
 
   I sat back in my chair, feeling like someone had kidney-punched me. Joel put his arm on my shoulder and squeezed, rubbing it gently as he sat down to listen to the judge issue his final set of instructions.
 
   I didn't hear a word of them. 
 
   There were cops in the room crowding me as I left, telling me good job, asking about Herb, and I nodded and gave short, muttered answers as I kept walking. Joel stayed close to me, telling anyone who didn't get the hint that we needed to poll the jurors. The hallways were filled with more cops, and past them, a dozen eager reporters holding notepads, flanked by cameramen. Lights flashed in my face briefly, until Joel moved in front of me, blocking me from their view. He maneuvered me toward the nearest fire exit and straight-armed the door, ignoring the sudden blare of bells and alarms activated in our wake. He pushed the door shut behind him and pressed his hand on it, making sure no one followed us out. He pointed to the parking lot across the street and said, "Go. Now, before they can make it to the main entrance."
 
   "You know there's a big fine for setting off a false fire alarm," I said.
 
   "I told you before, it's for a worthy cause," he said with a quick smile. "Listen, just for the record, we're square. I never really intended to hold you to any of that stuff you said before anyway. It was just wishful thinking on my part, I guess." 
 
   I walked toward him, leaned up and gave him a kiss on the cheek. "I'll call you." 
 
   He watched as I turned to walk away and said, "No you won't." 
 
   I looked back at him, still holding the door shut, despite the ringing alarm and the crowd of people behind it trying to get it open. "You never know," I called out. "Maybe I'll run out of other lives to ruin and decide it's finally your turn." 
 
    
 
   Bernice was asleep in the room, curled up on the visitor's chair with one of the hospital's white blankets tucked under her chin. I walked into the room quietly to keep from waking her, and Herb flinched and shoved a box of half-eaten donuts under his lunch tray. There was a ring of powdered sugar around his mouth and crumbs stuck in his mustache. He sighed when he realized it was me and instantly pulled the box back out. "I thought you were one of the nurses. Bernice had to sneak these in for me. They got me on some kind of special diet to restore all my fluids. I tried to tell them my body requires a certain amount of coffee and sugar to function properly after all these years. Thank God for my wife." 
 
   I nodded and looked back at Bernice, sleeping so innocently now. There were dark gray bags under her eyes from days of not sleeping, and I wondered if that's what people saw when they looked at me sometimes. I leaned down close to Herb to keep my voice so low as to not wake her, saying, "I'm going to ask you this one time, and one time only, you understand me?" 
 
   Herb sucked sugar off his thumb and looked up at me with concern and said, "Yeah. What's up?" 
 
   His hands were purple from wrist to fingertip, so bruised and swollen I could barely stand to look at them. At first, the doctors had thought he might lose them, but apparently the combination of medicines, fluids, and sugary donuts was working. Aside from being banged up as all hell, Herb was going to be fine. I grabbed the railing of his bed and said, "What were you doing with that woman in the first place? Were you going home with her?" 
 
   "Yeah," he said softly. 
 
   "You stupid, selfish, son of a bitch," I muttered. 
 
   "No, not like that, Jack. I was walking her home. She told me she was scared of getting mugged and had been drinking and just wanted somebody to keep an eye on her. It was innocent. Honest." 
 
   I looked at him carefully, not knowing what to say. I had known Herb long enough to determine here was no guilt in his 'alibi.'
 
   "What're you asking, Jack? You trying to ask me if I deserved to have this happen?" 
 
   "I don't think anybody deserves to have this happen," I said. "But I know how easy it is to lure men into dumb situations." 
 
   "She picked me because I'm fat and she could feed me to her snake for a long time," Herb said. "All I was doing was walking her home and then I was going to get in my car and go back to my wife. I had my phone in my hand to call Bernice and tell her I was on my way when the girl turned around and blew something into my face. Next thing I know, I was swinging from a hook in that tank." 
 
   "Okay," I said, taking a deep breath. I reached down and wrapped my arms around him, squeezing his thick neck and pressing my face against his. Soon, I was buried in his massive shoulders, letting it all out and bawling like a baby. 
 
   Herb wrapped his thick arm around me and held me tight, whispering, "It's all right, kiddo. Don't cry. I hung in there so long because I knew you'd be coming to get me. I always, always, knew that."
 
    
 
   East Bellevue Place was wall-to-wall cars even on a Monday night and I broke down and parked in one of the multi-level garages nearby that charged forty bucks if you stayed longer than an hour. I'd be there more than an hour, I figured. Maybe even two, if all went well. 
 
   I'd taken my Manolo Blahnik high-heeled shoes out of their box in my closet that evening for the first time ever. I'd spent way too much money on them earlier in the year and I kept wanting to save them for a special occasion. Well, if this wasn't it, I didn't know what was. I felt "gussied up" in the way women sometimes look overdressed, like people would stare at me and wonder who the tom-boy was with all the makeup on. I could rock business casual all day, but put me in an actual dress and way-too-expensive shoes, and I dissolved into a puddle of self-consciousness. 
 
   I nodded to the restaurant doorman as I moved past him toward the bar. Two men in two wildly different suits both turned around to greet me. Frank O'Ryan, in his finely tailored court suit from the first day I'd seen him, and Phinneas Trout, in what can only be described as a madman's hysterical attempt at cobbling together formal attire from a clothing donation bin. I admired his light-pink ruffled tuxedo shirt, bowtie, and white blazer and said, "Now that is an outfit fit for a selfie!" 
 
   "See?" he said accusingly at Frank. "I told you it looked good." 
 
   Frank gave me a kiss on the cheek and said, "You look stunning, Jack." 
 
   "I feel like a hooker with all this makeup on." 
 
   "Nah," Phin said. "Hookers have more scabs on their faces."
 
   The waiter asked us what he could get us, and Phin said, "We'll take three shots of Jack Daniels please. And you better bring a beer as a chaser for my lady friend here." Phin looked at me and said, "I got Frank a beer as a chaser, doll. You want one too?" 
 
   "Very funny," Frank said. "Three shots and three beers." 
 
   "Coming right up," the waiter said. 
 
   "You should be a guy with that name," Phin said. 
 
   "Well, duh. That's the whole point of it being ironic," I said. 
 
   "No, I mean, if your name was Jack Daniels, you could be at a bar somewhere with some chick and say, 'Hey, babe. You want a little Jack Daniels in your mouth? Jack Daniels burns when he slides down your throat, doesn't he?' That sort of thing." 
 
   "Enough," Frank said. "Do you have to always be repulsive?" 
 
   "What, it's part of my charm, right, Jack?" 
 
   The waiter brought the drinks and set them down in front of us. I lifted my glass and said, "Well, it also works out in my favor this way. I can always say, 'Jack Daniels: Better when it's wet' right?" 
 
   Both of them stared at me blankly as I tilted the shot to my lips and swallowed it in one sip. "What, you think because I got all dressed up I'm supposed to act like a lady?" I asked. 
 
   Frank downed his own drink, then stuck his hand in his suit coat to pull out his phone. "I want to show you guys something." 
 
   "Nobody wants to see pictures of your winky," Phin said. 
 
   Frank shook his head as he scrolled through his pictures to find a perfectly framed image of Keenan "Ack Trife" Marvin bent over a table getting his ass beat by a dozen prison guards. "This one's my favorite," he said, sliding his finger over to reveal a close-up of Marvin's wide open mouth, screaming in pain. The diamonds and gold embedded in his teeth sparkled in the light of Frank's flash. 
 
   "Well that explains how he got all those bruises," I said. 
 
   Frank tucked his phone away and said, "Listen, I know it wasn't the ideal resolution today, but it was for the best. Marvin won't be able to set foot anywhere near Chicago for the rest of his miserable life. If he does, he'll get juiced like a bag of tomatoes by every gang-banger from here to New York." 
 
   "So it's better that he gets to go chill out by some pool in California on our dime?" I countered, my anger rising. 
 
   "Do you seriously think a shitbird like Marvin is going to be able to hold onto that gig? Listen to me, people don't change. In less than a year, he's going to get greedy and pull some stunt. It happens all the time. Then, the Feds are gonna cut him loose and he'll be out there in the wind with no money and no protection. He'll come back to his old haunts – it's what losers like him do every day, and when he does, that will be the end of Keenan Marvin. He'll be like a cork in the Chicago River. Trust me." 
 
   "Hey, not to break up the fun images, but I thought we were relaxing tonight," Phin said. "All you people do is talk about work, work, work."
 
   "You're right," I said, smacking the table. I held up my drink and said, "To the best partners a girl could ask for in a tight spot." Phin's eyes twinkled mischievously, and as he opened his mouth to say something, I smacked him and said, "Shut up."
 
   Frank downed his drink and said, "Only two more hours until I gotta get to the airport. I'm taking a red eye home. I've got a wife and two little girls to surprise tomorrow morning." 
 
   "Two hours?" Phin said. "Imagine how much trouble we can all get into in two hours. We're like the Three Musketeers now, ain't we?" 
 
   "Not me," I said. "It'll have to be the Two Musketeers. Me, I've got a date." 
 
   "A what?" they both said at once. 
 
   "A date." 
 
   "Like, with a real person? Or is this another one of those battery-operated, quiet night with Fifty Shades of Grey kind of dates?" Phin elbowed Frank and smirked.  
 
   Frank looked at Phin and shook his head, "There is something so seriously wrong with you, it would take a team of shrinks decades to figure it out. They could write papers about you." 
 
   "I'm one of a kind, pal," Phin said with a shrug. "So who's the lucky dude?" 
 
   "I don't know if I'd call him lucky," I said. "More like, the poor bastard." With that, Joel Roth came through the front door and stood by the doorman, searching the room for me. I held up my hand and waved to him, showing him where I was. 
 
   "That guy?" Phin said, scowling. "He looks like a college kid." 
 
   "Isn't that the state's attorney?" Frank said. 
 
   "Yeah. So?" I said. "Listen, he's coming over here. Both of you shut up and be nice." 
 
   Phin and Frank got out of their seats as Joel Roth came into the bar area, both men turning to face Roth with hard, steely stares. "Hi, Jack," Joel said, looking me up and down in a way that told me he approved of my new look. "I didn't know we'd be having company." 
 
   "Oh, we're not company," Phin said. 
 
   "We're the bodyguards," Frank said. "As in, we are guarding the body, so don't get any ideas." 
 
   Joel laughed nervously, waiting to see if they would too. They didn't. 
 
   I handed Joel my coat and purse and said, "Go grab our table, and I'll meet you there. These two are going to look after themselves tonight." 
 
   "All right," Joel said, turning to look at both of them before heading back into the dining area. 
 
   "I don't like the look of him," Phin said. 
 
   "He meets sixteen identifiable traits of a serial killer," Frank said. "You should go home, Jack. We'll walk you there." 
 
   I laughed and put my arms around Phin, giving him a light kiss on the cheek. "Will you drive Frank to the airport?" 
 
   "I guess," Phin sighed. "As long as he promises to keep his hands to himself." 
 
   "You wish," Frank said. He opened his arms to me and said, "I called my old boss today. He's been asking me to come in and talk to him but I was avoiding him. It seems like they made some changes that I can probably live with." 
 
   I put my hand on his face and said, "You belong on the Job, Frank. It's who you are. And hey, thanks for all you've done, really." 
 
   Before I could leave, Phin reached into his pocket and pulled out a small vial of gray powder. He palmed it in his hand and said, "Before you go, why don't we all do a line of this snake venom. This stuff is no joke, man. I'm serious." 
 
   Frank snatched the vial out of his hand, saying, "Are you insane?" 
 
   "What? I grabbed it from that lady's warehouse. Jack told us doctors use it in Africa as painkillers. It's holistic, Frank. All natural. I already snorted two of those since yesterday, and I feel awesome." 
 
   "I'm not riding to the airport with you," Frank said. 
 
   "Suit yourself, sissy pants." 
 
   I left them bickering and headed into the restaurant, looking for Joel. He was sitting in a nice, quiet corner that was dimly lit with warm light. I was a little surprised he hadn't run out screaming into the night, but no … here he was patiently waiting for me. It was going to be a good meal with a few drinks and some pleasant, light conversation. I didn't expect much to come of it, and that was all right. It was enough to be out on the town, to be free and alive in the city of Chicago with everybody I knew and loved safe, at least for the time being. 
 
   After dinner, I was going to politely excuse myself and thank Joel for a pleasant evening. If things went well, I'd even agree to do it again sometime. There was no room to consider anything else at that point. I had taken off from work for a few days to do nothing more than sit around my house in my pajamas and decompress. To hide from all the craziness in the world. Everybody in Chicago was just going to have to figure things out for themselves until I got back.   
 
   And God help the person who bothers me while I'm trying to get some sleep. 
 
    
 
   The End
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