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 1
  

 

“I’ll have your goddamn fucking legs 

sawed off above your goddamn fucking 

knees!” 

“You sound upset.” 

“I’ll have you castrated!” 

“Larbin, is that any way for a member of 

the Board of Directors to talk?” 

 “Listen, Ricketts,” he spat out. “It’s not 

Larbin. It’s Mister Larbin to you. You got 

that?” 

“As long as I’m Mr. Ricketts, you can be 

Mr. Larbin.” 

“You little snot. You don’t have a clue 

about what you’re getting yourself—” 

 “Put a cork in it, Larbin.” 

 “You watch your tone!” 
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 “Let me try explaining a few things to 

you,” Richard Ricketts said calmly but firmly 

to Walter Larbin. He rose from his chair and 

moved around to the front of it, which caused 

Larbin to flinch and take a step back. Ricketts 

smiled and sat on the edge of his desk. “Think 

about when we were growing up on the 

Southside,” Ricketts told him. “You were 

‘Waddling Wally’ in those days, remember? 

All through high school, I was the one who got 

you the test answers, Larbin. I was the one 

who did both our homework assignments, 

Larbin. I did everything but wet-nurse you 

through puberty, Larbin, so don’t be getting on 

your hind legs over this situation.” 

 “I’m the one who got you this job!” 

Larbin shouted. 

 “Yes,” Ricketts agreed, leaning forward 

to tap a finger on his rival’s Stefano Ricci 

Crystal Diagonal pleated silk tie, “and if you 

recall, Larbin, I said to you—clearly and 

distinctly—‘thank you.’ But now, I’ve looked 

around to see how the organization operates 

and how the Board works, and I see how I can 

fit in as a member.” 
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“Not a chance!” 

Ricketts continued without pause, “With 

my plan, this corporation will be reaping the 

benefits of a new revenue stream.” 

“That’s not—” 

“My idea is going to make millions now 

as well as into the future,” Ricketts went on 

smoothly. “The facts and figures are all typed 

up and ready to go.” 

 “No, Dicky,” Larbin said vehemently. 

 “Yes, Wally,” Ricketts replied evenly. 

 “You little shit! You think you can push 

your way into the big time with just one 

proposal? You’re fucking nuts!” 

 “Did you just say ‘the big time’?” 

Ricketts asked with mock incredulity. “Is that 

how Board members talk? I didn’t know you 

guys were so theatrical...” 

 “Now listen—” 

 “...or so clichéd.” 

 “Damn it, listen to me!” Larbin shouted. 

 “Not interested in your blathering.” 

 “You fucking little—” 

 “Unfortunately for you, Larbin, the facts 

are in my favor. The plan works. I’ve tested it. 
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And the presentation is ready for the Board 

meeting as well as for my appointment as a 

member.” 

 Larbin took a deep breath. When he 

continued, it was in a steely tone. “You 

cocksucker.” He got no response from 

Ricketts. “You motherfucker.” Ricketts just 

smiled at him. Larbin unleashed one more slur: 

“You cunt.” 

 “Such language, Larbin.” 

 “You might be able to go ahead and 

submit your proposal...” 

“I did.” 

“...show off your facts and figures...” 

“That too.” 

“...and the plan may be accepted...” 

 “It will be.” 

 “...and you may get the incentive bonus 

for developing it...” 

“I will.” 

“...but you will not be joining the Board.” 

“We’ll see.” 

“No! We won’t ‘see,’ goddam it.” 

“Yeah-huh,” Ricketts said earnestly. 

“No! You will not get on the Board!” 
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Ricketts cocked his head to one side and 

grinned at Larbin. “Wally, are you afraid of 

having me on the Board alongside you? Are 

you scared that I’ll outshine you? Is that the 

problem?” 

“Listen to me—” Larbin snarled. 

“Because you’re absolutely correct about 

that,” Ricketts said with an evil grin, “I will 

outshine you.” 

“You will not be joining the Board 

because—”  

“Wally,” Ricketts began. 

“You shut the fuck up!” Larbin was 

practically screaming. He lowered his voice to 

issue this edict: “You will not be joining the 

Board because you will not put in a request to 

join.” 

“Already have.” 

“What!?” 

“I already applied,” Ricketts said.  

“You can’t do that!” 

“Sure I can.” 

“No!” Larbin shouted. 

“Proposal of my plan and my proposal of 

membership were made at the same time.” 
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Walter Larbin took several deep breaths 

and then issued an order: “As your superior, 

I’m telling you right now that you will 

withdraw your application.” 

Ricketts smiled and noted, “You’re above 

me on the org chart, Larbin. You’re not 

‘superior’ to anybody.” 

“Pay attention! You will withdraw your 

application.” 

“Nope.” 

“You’ll apologize, say you were hasty, 

that you hope to gain enough experience in the 

next few years...” 

“No way that’s going to happen,” Ricketts 

said amicably. “I’m applying for the Board. 

It’s as simple as that.” 

“It’s as simple as getting your intestines 

beaten out of you!” Larbin shouted. He 

lowered his voice and sneered, “Do you want 

to spend the next couple of months in a 

hospital bed?” 

“Mister Larbin,” Ricketts said with phony 

shock, “I find it hard to believe that a member 

of the Board would be so foolhardy.” 

“What are you talking about?” 
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“Threatening me in front of a witness,” 

Ricketts explained, nodding his head toward 

the back of the office.  

Larbin furrowed his brow, swiveled his 

head, and slowly focused his eyes on 

Kimbrough, who was nervously clutching a 

manila folder while standing next to an open 

filing cabinet. He was holding very still, 

wishing he could disappear into the drawer 

with the paperwork. 

“Hi,” Kimbrough said weakly. 

Seeing Peter Kimbrough in the dimly lit 

corner of the room had an immediate effect on 

Wally Larbin. He lowered his voice by one 

octave and several decibels but still sneered, 

“Dicky-boy, I’m warning you.” 

“Like a storm warning? Kind of a weather 

thing?” Ricketts inquired cordially.  

Larbin took another deep breath before 

continuing. “You’re really asking for it,” 

Larbin told him with as much menace as he 

could muster.  

“So noted,” Ricketts replied.  

Larbin practically hissed his next 

sentence: “And I’m going to see to it that you 
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get it.” He stormed out of the office, leaving 

the door ajar. 

“Holy shit,” Kimbrough said. “What in 

hell was all that about?”  

“He’s a bit miffed.” 

“Miffed? He’s totally pissed off,” 

Kimbrough said. “What is going on?” 

“He finally got around to reading the 

reputation management proposal,” Ricketts 

replied. 

“I still can’t believe you went to the 

Board with that. I was hoping this was about 

something else.” 

“Nope.” 

“Jesus,” Kimbrough muttered. 

“The profitability projections are 

extremely attractive,” Ricketts said. 

“Yeah, okay, but you’re proposing a 

blackmail scheme to the Board of Directors?” 

“Extortion.” 

“What?” 

“The correct term is extortion, not 

blackmail.” 

“For crying out loud, that’s just 

semantics,” Kimbrough said. 
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“No,” Ricketts explained. “With 

blackmail, you have to have something on the 

target, something to hold over them. That can 

be difficult to obtain, which probably accounts 

for the low incidence of blackmail in any 

organized extralegal activity.” 

“Extralegal?” Kimbrough asked. “Did 

you just say ‘extralegal’?” 

“Now, with extortion,” Ricketts 

continued, “it’s different. Having actual 

incriminating evidence is not necessary with 

extortion. Just the threat of unfavorable public 

attention is often enough to induce payment.” 

Ricketts referred to a page from one of his 

reports and added, “At least, that’s what we 

found in fifty-seven percent of our test cases.”  

“Jesus,” Kimbrough said again. “That’s 

illegal, not extralegal. Don’t you know that?” 

“Take a look at the results,” Ricketts said, 

indicating the folders full of paperwork on his 

desk. “I’ve done quite a lot of research on 

this.” 

“You make it sound like it’s just a regular 

part of your job.” 

“Isn’t it?” Ricketts asked.  
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“What?” Kimbrough asked. 

“I mean, what we do here—in fact, what 

all the firms in the holding company do—is 

often extralegal. Or illegal, as you would put 

it.”  

 “Oh come on, let’s not go that far,” 

Kimbrough protested. 

 “Think about it,” Ricketts said evenly. 

“Like every corporation in the world, this one 

seeks the largest possible profit for the least 

amount of activity at the lowest amount of 

cost. You think the corporate business 

mentality is concerned with such minor details 

as illegality?” 

 “Well, maybe not always, but—” 

 “Believe me, they’re not.” 

 “Okay, Rick, but this is a fine 

organization, with good, solid companies, ones 

that are dedicated to—” 

 “This association is the third largest 

source of computerized electronic funds 

transfer theft in the civilized world.” 

“Oh please,” Kimbrough protested. “I 

mean, come on now, Rick. Let’s not be flying 

off the handle.” 
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“Listen,” Ricketts said sharply, his voice 

rising in volume. “You profit from all this. 

Your job depends on this. Your salary comes 

from money sucked out of the same bank you 

use for your checking account!” 

 “Not so loud...!” Kimbrough quickly 

closed the door. “For christ’s sake, Rick.” 

 “Look,” Ricketts explained, “all our 

salaries come from systemized crime. All the 

portfolios we manage in this department have 

been augmented with illegally obtained funds. 

All the—” 

 “All right!” 

 “Sorry if this upsets you,” Ricketts said, 

not sounding very sorry, “but we’re in a 

corrupt system and I’m simply applying 

business principles to successfully function 

within the corporate structure. With this 

program I’ve developed, we’re on a path to 

achieving steady long-term profits. Not to 

mention giving my career a boost.” 

 “Jesus,” Kimbrough muttered once more. 

 “Cheer up,” Ricketts told him.  

“Oh, there’s some wonderful advice,” 

Kimbrough protested. “Cheer up, he says.”  
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“Yeah,” Ricketts told him. “It’s going to 

work out great. And after all, you’ll be rising 

in the company right along with me.” 

 Kimbrough shook his head. “I just hope 

you know what you’re doing. I mean, this is 

not exactly what some of the Board members 

think they’re all about.” 

 “That’s why I’m not calling it extortion.” 

 “But you just said that’s what it is.” 

 “Oh, absolutely, but I’m not calling it 

that. I’m calling it PRMI, which stands for 

Professional Reputation Maintenance 

Investment. Everyone who buys into the 

program will be able to see their name in our 

annual National Donor Registry. All nice and 

legal. They’ll all have membership cards and 

everything.” 

 “That’s crazy, Rick.” 

 “I don’t think so. The plan is solid. Here, 

take a look at the five-year financial 

projections.” He handed a sheaf of computer 

print-outs to Kimbrough and added, “This 

structured approach is going to be an exciting 

new addition to our corporate profitability 

picture.” 
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 Kimbrough was scanning the documents 

with mounting alarm. “Christ, Rick, this makes 

it look like the company would be extorting 

money from every professional person making 

more than a hundred grand a year.” 

 “Yeah,” Ricketts said, smiling and 

cocking his head slightly to one side. “That 

sounds about right.” 

 “That means we would be targeting 

millions of people!” Kimbrough said with 

alarm. 

 “Yeah,” Ricketts said again, “that sounds 

about right.”  
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“Mr. Frazier? Mr. Colton Frazier?” 

“Who are you?” 

“I’m Henry Durkins from Madsen, 

Marks, and Weinberg. I believe you’re familiar 

with our firm?” 

“The shysters, sure.” 

“No, we are a well-established and highly 

respected association of attorneys and legal 

specialists.” 

“That’s a good story,” Colton replied. He 

rose from the worn but sturdy leather chair 

behind his worn but sturdy wooden desk and 

slowly moved around to the front of it.  

Durkins backed away warily. “Hey, now 

just take it easy.”  

“I am taking it easy,” Colton said with a 

pleasant grin. 
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Durkins remained tense even as he saw 

Colton sit on the edge of the desk. “I, uh...” 

Durkins said. 

“Do go on,” Colton said with an indulgent 

smile. 

“Yes, well,” Durkins replied, “the point is 

that we have not been receiving any responses 

to our most recent requests for information.” 

“Should be a familiar feeling for you,” 

Colton said. 

“What do you mean?” 

“Being uninformed,” Colton said. 

Durkins just stared at Colton for a 

moment, trying to ignore the insult. “As you 

know,” Durkins went on, “we are representing 

your estranged wife and we have a few 

questions for you.” 

  “Do you have an appointment?” 

 “We don’t want to go that route, do we?” 

 “What if I drop in on you unannounced?” 

 “Mr. Frazier, let’s not make this any more 

complicated than necessary.” 

 “I’ll remind you of that the next time your 

firm issues another frivolous OSC,” Colton 

told him. 
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 “Now hold on just a minute,” Durkins 

protested. “Every single one of the Orders to 

Show Cause that our firm has filed with the 

court conforms to duly established practices 

which, as I’m sure you know—” 

 “You guys withdraw them once we show 

up with documents that destroy the point of 

your OSC.” 

 “Well, Mr. Frazier, until all the evidence 

is presented, there is no way for our firm to 

properly assess the true nature of the—” 

 “Yeah, whatever,” Colton told him. 

“You’re doing this on your own, aren’t you?” 

“Wh-what do you mean?” Durkins 

stammered. 

“No decent law firm sends a flunky to ask 

for information they could get through the 

court.” 

“Mr. Frazier, my visit is, uh, unofficial, 

that’s true, but it is merely in the interest of 

hastening the proceedings so that the—” 

“Blather, blather, blather. Let’s hear the 

questions.” Colton returned to his chair, sat 

down with his feet up on the desk to watch the 

nervous presentation by Durkins. 
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 “The questions,” Durkins said. “Yes, 

well, all of our questions concern your 

acquisition and control of several million 

dollars as the result of your solving the huge 

jewelry heist that took place—” 

 “I am aware of my accomplishments.” 

 Durkins took a breath and continued: 

“Uh, right... The point is that the money came 

into your possession just a few hours before 

your estranged wife filed for divorce, which 

means it may be considered community 

property, and therefore she is entitled to share 

in whatever may be the—” 

 “She always feels entitled,” Colton 

observed. 

 “What? Oh, well, naturally there will be 

some animosity between the two parties but 

once all the fiduciary facts are examined, we 

can begin to—” 

 “Screw that,” Colton said simply. 

 Durkins was nettled. “I beg your pardon?”  

“I said,” Colton replied with more 

volume, “screw that.”  

 “I heard you.” 

 “Then why ask me to repeat it?”  
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 “I mean that I don’t know, uh, what you 

mean by that. Your wife, and our firm, are 

certainly not about to set this matter aside.” 

 “Look, Durkins, if that is your name, you 

and the rest of the ambulance chasers where 

you work can just get in line like all the others. 

Everybody wants specifics about the case. 

Every reporter, commentator, newshound, 

blogger, podcaster, and gossip monger wants 

to know all the details. I don’t want to deal 

with them so I’ve sold the story to StreetWord, 

and everyone will be able to read all about it 

when next Thursday’s edition hits the ‘Net.” 

 “StreetWord? Isn’t that—?” 

 “I know, I know,” Colton continued. “It’s 

a free e-zine. Call it a whim. I started out 

working at a place just like it and I thought it 

would be interesting to return to my roots. So I 

sold them the rights for a dollar. But don’t 

worry, I’ll be certain to include that payment 

on my declaration of community property.” 

 “But—” 

 “The point is,” Colton said, “whatever 

you want to know about the case, you can read 

about it starting Thursday.” 



Guilty Harvest — by John Scott G 

 

21 

 

 “Mr. Frazier, I am not interested in details 

of the case.” 

 “Good. So what’s your caper?” 

 “What?” 

 “What’s your angle on this? Let’s get to 

it. I’m a busy guy—I’ve got my newfound e-

zine profits to invest.” 

 “It’s the matter of financial accounting, 

Mr. Frazier. We are interested in details 

concerning the amount of money recovered.” 

 “Oh,” Colton said. “Then forget it.” 

 “Pardon?” 

 “Are you sure you don’t have a hearing 

impairment?” 

 “What? No, but I just want—” 

 “Look, you and all your fellow 

pettifoggers can get in line. Every owner of a 

jewelry store, every jewelry store employee, 

every jewelry distributor, and all of their 

insurance companies have been trying to figure 

out how to get a share of the money. I put 

everything into a fund administered by a 

financial investment expert. She’ll take all the 

info, interface with law enforcement and the 

insurers to adjudicate the claims, and then the 
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money will go out to those who suffered 

losses. So, if you’ve got a beef, take it up with 

Sheila Gazorny of Shepard, Karolnick, 

Gazorny, and Klein.” 

 “That is not what I mean, and you know 

it,” Durkins insisted. “I am investigating the 

money that you, personally, have obtained.” 

 “Investigate away.” 

 “Sorry?” 

 “Go to it,” Colton told him. “Do your 

stuff. Conduct your own investigation. That’s 

fine. I like investigations. It kind of goes with 

being a P.D.” 

 “A what?” 

 “Private dick,” Colton repeated. “I don’t 

always use that term, but you have such 

delicate sensibilities for a con artist that I 

decided to go with that instead of some of the 

other slanguage that’s available. It’s fun to 

watch you squirm.” 

 “I don’t understand,” Durkins said. 

 “I could’ve used shamus, hawkshaw, 

peeper, gumshoe, private eye, sleuth, bird dog, 

bloodhound, P.I., snoop...” 

 “I’m afraid I’m not following any of this.” 
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 “Okay,” Colton said. 

 “Mr. Frazier,” Durkins continued, “is it 

your intention to refuse to cooperate with our 

request for information?” 

 “Not at all. I’m giving you all the 

information I’ve got.” 

 “Your reaction regarding this matter is 

very unsatisfying.” 

 “Cool.” 

 “No, I mean...” Durkins paused, took a 

breath and began again. “Mr. Frazier, we 

understand that investigators receive a 

percentage of any recovered funds, such funds 

to be payable by the insurance companies 

seeking redress.” 

 “That’s right. Well put.” 

 “What we’re trying to find out is the 

amount of money recovered and the percentage 

you received.” 

 “Yes.” 

 “Yes?” 

 “Yes,” Colton repeated. “I understand.” 

 “I see,” said Durkins. He waited a 

moment and then attempted to prompt a 

response. “What are those amounts?” 
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 “I don’t know.” 

 “You don’t know? How is that possible?” 

 “I recovered the money and the unsold 

jewels, that’s true, but then almost immediately 

I began being contacted by members of several 

law enforcement organizations. So I arranged 

for the money and jewels to be safeguarded by 

Shepard, Karolnick, Gazorny, and Klein. You 

want to talk about this, go talk to them; I’m 

certain they’ve totaled up the amount by now.” 

 “They’re, uh, not responding to our 

requests for information.” 

 “That’s because they’re smarter than 

you.” 

 Durkins pinched his lips together in 

frustration. “Mr. Frazier, news media accounts 

reported that you removed twenty-six million 

dollars from a boat off the coast of Mexico, or 

Central America, or South America, or 

somewhere.” 

 “Peru,” Colton said. 

 “I’m sorry?” 

 “A few miles offshore from Lima, Peru.” 

 “I see,” Durkins said. “And did you 

recover twenty-six million dollars?” 
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 “I don’t know.” 

 “So you insist on doing this the hard 

way?” 

 “No,” Colton told him, “that’s not quite 

right; I insist on ‘doing this the right way.’ 

There. Fixed it for you.” 

 Durkins again attempted to remain 

composed. “Mr. Frazier, why not state how 

much money you will be receiving as a result 

of solving the case, and then I will report back 

to my office and everything will be as it was 

before we began this interview.” 

 “Interview? Is that what you call 

confrontations like this? Is something like this 

even ethical?” 

 “What do you mean by that?” 

 “Your appearance here. This is way 

outside standard practice.” 

 “I don’t—” 

 “Skip it,” Colton said, cutting him off.  

 “But—” 

“Look, here’s the chronology of events: 

Some jewels were stolen; I tracked them down; 

I recovered some of the ill-gotten gains; and 

now everybody with even a passing reference 
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to the case is panting and drooling about 

getting their hands on some of the funds.” 

“But all we want—” 

“Pay attention to this part, Durkins, if you 

can.” Colton stood up again, scaring his visitor. 

“Everyone who deserves some of the money 

will receive some of the money. And that’s all 

there is to it. I’ve got no more facts to spill.” 

 Durkins took several breaths, barely 

holding his exasperation in check. “You’re 

going to be hearing from Madsen, Marks, and 

Weinberg, Mr. Frazier.” 

 “Lots of people are going to be hearing 

about Madsen, Marks, and Weinberg.” 

 “Now just a minute—” 

 “Several of the partners in your firm are 

going to be disbarred, certainly Madsen and 

Marks. Nobody’s sure if Weinberg was in on 

their shenanigans.” 

“That, that—” 

“I mean, what with him being semi-

retired,” Colton added. “But the others are 

going down.” 

 Durkins pulled himself up to his full 

height and announced, “You have repeated 
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something that is nothing more than a 

scurrilous rumor started by a disgruntled ex-

employee who is seeking to cause harm to the 

firm.” 

 “Excellent sentence,” Colton said. 

 “What?” 

 “Well constructed, good cadence, the 

right number of words needed to convey the 

message. Really good stuff. You guys must 

have hired a P.R. firm to help you get your 

public statements straight.” 

 Durkins was straining to control his 

emotions. He took another deep breath and 

said, “You are the most infuriating person I’ve 

ever met outside of a police holding cell.” 

 “Thank you.” 

 “I find your attitude insulting.” 

 “Okay,” Colton told him amicably. 

 “I have some advice for you, Mr. 

Frazier.” 

“Can’t wait to hear it.” 

“A legal firm has the ability to make 

things very difficult for someone who is 

thwarting them in pursuing a case.” 

 “Thwarting is a good word,” Colton said. 
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 “I’m warning you...” Durkins said again, 

and let the phrase just hang in the air. 

 “I’m scared,” Colton said, not sounding 

scared. 

 “We can cause a lot of pain to a small 

business. Getting city inspectors to come into 

your offices all the time, letting suppliers know 

you’re a potential credit risk, causing business 

associates to doubt your ability to remain in 

operation, and more.” 

 “So,” Colton told him, “we’re basically 

done here, right?” 

“What?” Durkins said incredulously. 

“It’s been interesting chatting with you, 

Mr. ‘Durkins.’ It will also be interesting to see 

what my attorneys say after reviewing a 

transcript of this conversation.” 

 Durkins’ face drained of color. “You’re 

recording this?” 

 “Um-hmm.” 

 “That’s illegal!” 

 “It is? Golly, let’s just keep it between us 

then.” 

 “There is no way you can—” 

“Good-bye, Mr. Durkins.” 
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 “But you, you—” 

 Colton pressed the intercom button on his 

desk. “Sujin?” 

“Here, boss,” Sujin Lee said through the 

intercom speaker. 

“Have security escort Mr. Durkins off the 

premises. They probably should put a tail on 

him for a few weeks, just to monitor his 

activities. He seems dangerous to me. Thank 

you.” 

“You got it,” Sujin said. 

 Durkins sputtered incoherently for a few 

seconds until security showed up in the form of 

the six-foot-four-inch, 290-pound Agostino 

Ramirez. 

 “Ah, Sergeant Major Ramirez,” Colton 

said. “Mr. Durkins is from a disreputable firm 

of divorce lawyers and he requires your 

guidance in departing from our property.” 

 Agostino Ramirez smiled at Durkins and 

told him, “I am very familiar with the shitty 

nature of divorce attorneys. I am going to take 

great pleasure in escorting you to the exit.” He 

put one large hand on Durkins’ shoulder. 

“Hey,” Durkins sputtered, “you can’t—” 
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“Shhhhhh,” Agostino said. “You are 

going to be quiet now. I hope that is 

understood.” 

“I don’t need the likes of you to be—” 

Agostino brought a VIPERTEK VTS-989 

Heavy Duty Stun Gun Baton up to Durkins’ 

face. There was a spark and a buzzing sound. 

Durkins collapsed to the floor.  

“You will now come along quietly, Mr. 

Durkins,” Agostino said to the semi-conscious 

man on the carpet. Next, Agostino reached one 

large hand down to flick the bottom of 

Durkins’ suit jacket out of the way, grabbed 

him by the waistband of his trousers, and 

began dragging him out into the corridor. 

“That’s a good boy,” Agostino said. “Nice and 

quiet; nice and relaxed.” 

 “Another impressive performance, 

Aggie,” Colton called out to Ramirez. 

 “Thank you,” was the reply. “Some days I 

like my job.” And with that, Agostino and 

Durkins were gone. 

 Colton smiled and turned back to the 

intercom. “Sujin? Any calls?” 
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 “Good timing, boss,” came the reply. 

“Potential client on two.” 

 “Thanks.” Colton picked up his headset, 

clicked a button and said, “Hello, this is Colton 

Frazier. How can I help you?” 

 “I, uh, don’t know if you can.” The man 

sounded like his spirit had been run through a 

cheese grater. “Shit, I don’t know if anyone 

can.” 

 “What is the problem?” Colton inquired. 

 “Well, it’s unbelievable. I’m, um, well, 

I’m being blackmailed.” 

 “With what?” 

 “That’s just it,” the man said, “with 

nothing. They say they’ll make it look like I’m 

doing something illegal and that’ll ruin my 

security clearance. I could lose my job.” 

 “I see. How have they contacted you?” 

 “Oh, uh, a couple of letters and a bunch of 

phone calls.” 

 “Do you still have the letters?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “Good. I don’t suppose you recorded the 

phone calls.” 

 “Well, no.” 
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 “See if you can do that if they call again.” 

“How would I go about—” 

“There are low-cost devices online. 

Meanwhile, I’d like to meet with you about 

your case.” 

“Really?” 

“You sound incredulous,” Colton said. 

“Yeah, no, I mean it’s great. It’s just that 

nobody believes me. Not even my own 

family.” 

“We’ll see what we can do about all of 

that,” Colton told him. 

“Thanks. You don’t know how good that 

makes me feel.” 

Colton turned the man over to Sujin to set 

up an appointment. He was very interested in 

what the man had to say. In this month alone, 

nine other people had already contacted him 

with exactly the same story. 
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“Three dozen revenue streams...” 

“Expansion into new markets...” 

“Projected gross income in excess of 

eighty billion dollars...” 

The Board meeting was knee-deep in a 

formidable number of voluminous financial 

reports, all being read aloud by middle-aged 

men in expensive suits who spoke with 

droning voices. Adding to the aural annoyance, 

the men frequently placed the emphasis on the 

wrong syllables. Despite the weakness of the 

oral presentation skills, the other Board 

members were very attentive because the 

reports were so positive. Near the end of the 

presentation, the Board turned its attention to 

Ricketts’ creation. 
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“Initial returns from the new Professional 

Reputation Maintenance Investment program, 

or PRMI, have more than met expectations, 

and memberships are on the rise in all 

categories of professional business activity.” 

From his position in one of several 

straight-backed chairs placed against the walls 

of the ornate conference room, Richard 

Ricketts glanced at the eleven men and two 

women seated around the imposing mahogany 

table. “Pavlov’s dogs,” he thought to himself. 

The Board members appeared to salivate at 

every mention of the words “profit,” 

“revenue,” “income,” “yield,” “earnings,” and 

“Return on Investment.” 

The last of the readings concluded with a 

round of applause that echoed dully in the 

heavily paneled and overly air-conditioned 

room. The Chairman cleared his throat and 

addressed the group. “I think we can all agree 

that we have just heard a stirring overview of 

our current financial picture as well as some 

extremely encouraging projections for our 

immediate future.” There was a repeat of the 

applause. 
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“Hear, hear,” one Board member said. 

There were nods of assent from several others. 

The Chairman raised his hands to call for 

quiet. “I believe that grateful appreciation is 

due to everyone in our organization for such 

fine work over the past quarter, but now the 

chair would like to bring up two other brief 

matters before we adjourn. First, there has 

been an addition to the leadership of our 

security team.” He snapped his fingers at an 

aide at the far side of the room; the man 

quickly opened a door and waved someone 

forward.  

The Chairman said, “I would like to 

introduce everyone to Neal Grundy.” All heads 

swiveled to take in a man of imposing size 

who entered the chamber wearing the dress 

uniform of the city’s police department. “It’s 

Detective Sergeant Grundy,” the Chairman 

continued. “As you might discern from his 

uniform, his public job is with the city. 

Detective Grundy will serve as our liaison with 

law enforcement, helping to see to it that we 

have an additional amount of influence as to 

when and how certain laws are enforced.” 
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“I feel safer already,” one Board member 

said, to appreciative laughter. 

“Yes, Detective,” the Chairman added, 

“you are making us feel quite secure as we 

move forward with our various business 

ventures.” 

Detective Grundy nodded to acknowledge 

the compliment and added the smallest and 

briefest of smiles. The Chairman invited 

Grundy to remain for the rest of the Board 

meeting and he took a seat next to Ricketts. 

The two men nodded to each other solemnly.  

Ricketts looked him over. “Big and 

tough,” Ricketts thought to himself. “Wonder 

if it talks,” he thought, smiling at his own 

cynicism.  

“Finally,” the Chairman said, “we come 

to the matter of Richard Ricketts, the young 

man who developed the innovative and thus far 

quite lucrative PRMI program.”  

All heads turned to regard Ricketts. He 

nodded nervously. 

“Rick,” the Chairman continued, “several 

of us have given some time to studying the 
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figures in your presentation, and I must tell 

you that we’re impressed.” 

“Thank you, sir,” Ricketts replied, unsure 

if he should remain seated or stand and 

approach the conference table. 

“For the benefit of those on the Board 

who have not had the luxury of reviewing 

details of the program,” the Chairman said, 

“why don’t you explain to us how it works.” 

“Yes, sir,” Ricketts began somewhat 

nervously. “Well, our, uh, clients are always 

middle-class or above, often professional men 

and women. Doctors, lawyers, elected 

officials, governmental appointees, teachers, 

professors, people in industries requiring a 

security clearance—that sort of thing. Age 

isn’t a factor except as it pertains to the initial 

versus long-term return on investment.” 

“Explain that, please.” 

“Certainly. The firm can make a higher 

initial return from older and more established 

clients but there is more money to be made in 

the long run by starting with younger clients. 

Let me give you an example. Take a young 

engineer in the clean power industry. This 
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person is married, has a couple of kids, a dog, 

a cat, a parakeet, a hamster, a mortgage, the 

whole buttoned-down kind of life. This person 

came out of college with a scientific degree 

and started earning a good salary right away, 

with prospects for more in the near future. 

Often, the spouse works in a similar capacity.”  

Ricketts stood up and walked to the end 

of the conference room table opposite the 

Chairman. Suddenly, his nervousness was 

gone. He knew his subject and relished being 

able to explain it to people. Since it was not the 

sort of thing he could talk about in public, he 

couldn’t risk discussing it anywhere, not even 

with friends or family, but here amongst his 

fellow corporate criminals, he was free to 

expound on the intricacies of the chicanery.  

“Now,” Ricketts continued, “maybe this 

person’s job requires a background check, or a 

security clearance, or professional certification. 

Even without those things, many jobs require 

tacit approval from coworkers, colleagues, or 

the public. Those are points of vulnerability.” 

“May I break in a moment,” the Chairman 

asked. 
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“Certainly, sir,” Ricketts said. 

“You are identifying the ideal points of 

attack for these targets, do I have that correct?” 

“Exactly,” Ricketts replied. “One day, a 

letter arrives. Could be at home, could be at 

work, could be both.” 

“This letter,” the Chairman inquired, “it’s 

not actionable in any way, is it? That is to say, 

it does not implicate our firm, is that right?” 

“Correct,” Ricketts replied.  

“How is that possible?” a Board member 

asked. 

“No problem there, sir,” Ricketts said. 

“The letter simply introduces the Professional 

Reputation Maintenance Investment program 

and explains in very general terms how it 

works.” 

“I’m still not clear on this,” another Board 

member stated. “Just exactly how does it 

work?” 

“Basically,” Ricketts explained, “the 

PRMI helps assure each of our clients of the 

opportunity to enjoy an uninterrupted 

professional life as they climb the ladder of 
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success. And we’re advancing along with 

them, collecting our fee every month.” 

“What is the fee?” 

“Five percent of gross income.” 

“Paid how?”  

“It’s payable quarterly in advance or on 

the last business day of the month,” Ricketts 

explained. 

“Very businesslike,” said the Chairman.  

“Absolutely,” Ricketts agreed. 

“Continue, please.” 

“Right,” Ricketts replied. “Well, the first 

couple of letters are usually ignored, so a 

representative of the organization pays a visit 

to the potential client to explain all the benefits 

of membership and to impress upon them how 

easy it would be for that person’s career to 

come to a halt if they were not using our 

services.” 

“Can you provide an example, please?” 

“Certainly. Let’s consider someone whose 

job requires peer recognition and acceptance. 

Our representative will simply point out how 

easy it would be to instill doubt and mistrust 

among that person’s friends and colleagues. If 
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someone had a security clearance, rumors 

about their selling classified information might 

get started. For someone in the medical 

profession, rumors of wrongful death lawsuits 

might be circulated. There are pressure points 

that affect people in every profession, and our 

representatives help potential clients recognize 

their vulnerability.” 

“Everything is conducted in a 

businesslike manner?” 

“Oh yes,” Ricketts replied. “Very polite, 

very controlled. Unless the potential client gets 

upset, but our representatives are carefully 

selected and trained to cope with such 

eventualities.” 

“Good,” the Chairman said. 

“Sometimes we close the deal at that 

point. In approximately, uhhh,” Ricketts 

consulted some notes, “um, fifteen percent of 

our contacts. Repeated phone and in-person 

contact gives us another twenty-nine percent of 

our projected client base.” 

“That adds up to forty-four percent.” 

“That’s right, Mr. Chairman,” Ricketts 

said. 
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“But your documentation claims to 

achieve nearly a seventy percent rate of 

closure.” 

“Yes sir, the rate of sign-ons rises to just 

above seventy percent once we deliver to them 

an example of the kind of document that might 

be circulated about them and their business.” 

“Doesn’t that leave a paper trail?” 

“Not really. The trail leads nowhere 

because it isn’t tied to us. It’s just an 

inflammatory piece of information sent 

electronically with ghosting.” 

“Ghosting?” 

“It’s a text message that erases itself five 

minutes after it is opened.” 

“I see. And then what happens?” 

“This methodology is continued until they 

sign up or we destroy someone’s career.” 

“You’re ruining the careers of thirty 

percent of the people you’re contacting?” 

“Oh no,” Ricketts said, “not at all. We 

pick someone who we feel is being observed 

by other potential clients. It helps to crush 

someone once in a while, just as an example to 

others. I would say we’re not ruining the 
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reputations of more than a tiny fraction of the 

people we approach. It will work out to only a 

few individuals per year. Naturally, we’re 

working on improving our techniques. We are 

continually testing the sales presentation 

procedures because we haven’t refined them to 

the extent we would like. Our goal is to 

achieve an eighty or even eighty-five percent 

success rate.” 

Still another Board member wanted 

additional clarification: “How, exactly, do you 

make an example of one of the hold-outs?” 

“We distribute incriminating information 

to that person’s employers, fellow employees, 

contacts in the community, family members, 

neighbors, religious organizations, social 

clubs, and so on. It begins slowly and 

escalates. Eventually, the campaign is 

effective.” Ricketts smiled ruefully and added, 

“You cannot fight people’s inclination to 

believe the worst about other people.” 

“That is an unfortunate state of affairs for 

humanity,” said the Chairman, “while at the 

same time, it is a great opportunity for this 

particular business venture.”  
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“Yes, sir,” Ricketts said. 

“Excellent work, Mr. Ricketts.” 

“Thank you, sir.” 

“Oh, no, our gratitude goes to you, Mr. 

Ricketts, for a most enlightening glimpse into 

the workings of our newest revenue stream.” 

Before anyone could react, the Chairman 

turned to address the people seated at the table. 

“Now, as all of you are well aware, I don’t 

mean to exercise too much influence in matters 

pertaining to this committee...” he paused to 

allow for a sprinkling of nervous laughter. 

“However, I do feel it would be a prudent 

decision to add Mr. Ricketts to our Board. That 

way, he will be in an excellent position to 

guide the nationwide rollout of his program. 

All those in favor, please raise your hands.”  

Everyone except Larbin raised a hand.  

“The Board appointment of Rick Ricketts 

is now official. Congratulations, Mr. Ricketts.” 

There was another smattering of applause. “All 

right then,” the Chairman announced, “let us 

now partake of the refreshments that await us 

next door where you may individually 

welcome Rick to our ranks.” 
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The meeting officially over, the Board 

members engaged in a babble of conversation 

as they slowly moved out of the conference 

room to the elegant formal dining room next 

door. They moved a bit faster as they took in 

the many delicacies of the catered luncheon 

spread out on long tables around the perimeter 

of the chamber. 

“Rick,” the Chairman had appeared just 

behind Ricketts and startled him. 

“Ye-yes sir,” Ricketts replied. 

“A word, if I may,” the Chairman stated. 

“Yes, Mr. Chairman,” Ricketts said, 

unsure if he was supposed to use the man’s 

actual name. 

The Chairman indicated to his security 

staff that he wished his conversation to be 

conducted in private. They exited immediately 

and closed the conference room doors. It was 

quiet except for the sound of the air being 

pumped into the room by the HVAC system. 

“Rick, everything about your plan appears 

to be optimal except for one small item.” 

“What’s that, sir?” 

“The percentage.” 
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“I’m sorry?” 

“We need to increase the percentage. 

Charge them ten percent instead of five,” the 

Chairman explained.  

“But that, uh—pardon me for saying 

this—but that would cause some people to 

react badly,” Ricketts protested. 

The Chairman acted as if he hadn’t heard 

Rick’s point. “Double our profits...” the 

Chairman snapped his fingers “...just like that.” 

“But sir, that would—” 

Another snap of the fingers. “Just like 

that.” The Chairman looked at Ricketts in 

much the same way he would view an insect 

crawling across his dinner plate. The 

Chairman’s head tilted forward slightly, 

indicating it was time for Ricketts to reply. 

“Yes, Mr. Chairman.” 

“Excellent, Richard. I can’t tell you how 

pleased I am at how you’re handling things.” 

“Thank you, sir.” 

“Certainly,” the Chairman replied. “And 

now let’s you and I join the others in diving 

into an excellent luncheon. Metaphorically 

speaking, of course.” 
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“Yes, sir.” 

Ricketts followed the Chairman into the 

dining room. He smiled and nodded as other 

Board members congratulated him. Larbin sent 

withering glances at him from across the room, 

and Ricketts winked back at him, enjoying a 

few seconds of triumph. 

In spite of his success with the Board and 

the brief pleasure in nettling Larbin, Ricketts 

couldn’t fully appreciate the Prime Rib au Jus, 

the Grilled Tequila Top Sirloin, the Goat 

Cheese Empanadas, the Honey-Orange Roast 

Duck, or the Mustard-and-Herb-Crusted Pork 

Chops because he kept thinking about what 

was going to happen when the extortion 

percentage was raised to ten percent.  

“Gunfire,” he said to himself. “Gunfire is 

going to happen. There is going to be quite a 

lot of gunfire, maiming, and death.” 
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 “I don’t know where to start,” the man 

said. 

 “Try the beginning,” Colton told him. 

 “Shit,” the man said, laughing in spite of 

himself. He glanced around the main office of 

Frazier Investigations, then locked eyes with 

Colton. “Okay, so, I’m Barry Sloate, and I 

work at MSA.” 

“MSA?” 

“That’s Medical Supply Associates.” 

“What do you do there?” 

“Okay, I’m licensed by the state as a 

Senior Med-Tech Logistics and Connectivity 

Engineer.” 

“What exactly does one do as a Senior 

Med-Tech Logistics and Connectivity 

Engineer?” Colton asked. 
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“Sure, it means that I oversee the 

installation of advanced technology laboratory 

testing and patient monitoring equipment for 

hospitals, clinics, and healthcare facilities.” 

 “How long have you been doing that?”  

 “Well, in this senior-level position I’ve 

got now, only about seven months, but I was 

doing the same thing without the high-falutin 

title for the last six years.”  

 “The promotion increased your salary, 

isn’t that right?” 

 “Sure did.” 

 “And it also increased your recognition 

within your industry?” 

 “Right. Sure, so there was even a story in 

the Association e-newsletter. Had a pretty 

good picture of me, grinning like an idiot.” 

 “And immediately after that, you were 

contacted about making payments to 

something called the PRMI, the Professional 

Reputation Maintenance Investment program.” 

 “Yeah, come to think of it, the shit did 

start right about that time.” 

 “Did you bring the documents they sent 

you?” 
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 “Yeah, right here.” 

 “Good.” Colton pressed the intercom 

button. “Sujin? We need some documents 

scanned, when you get a minute.” 

 Sujin entered the office, smiled at the two 

men, and quickly gathered up the paperwork. 

“Is this all of it for now?” she asked. 

“That’s all,” Colton said. “Thanks.” 

“You got it,” Sujin told him, spun around, 

and headed out of the office and back to her 

desk. 

 “Wow,” Barry said. 

 “Wow, she’s pretty, or wow, she’s pretty 

efficient?” Colton asked pleasantly. 

 “Well, both.” 

“Yeah, she’s gorgeous. As for the 

efficiency, this firm practices profit sharing,” 

Colton explained. “That results in a motivated 

work force.” 

“Yeah, I see that.” 

“Back to your problem,” Colton said, “did 

you purchase a phone recording device?” 

 “Uh, well...” 

 “No worry,” Colton told him. If I take 

your case I’ll provide you with one.” 
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 “Okay, okay, but about taking my case,” 

Barry said. 

 “Time to talk prices?” Colton asked. 

 “Well, yeah.” 

 “Here’s a rate card.” Colton handed Barry 

a printout from a computer file. 

 “Jeeze, I don’t know,” Barry began. 

 “No worries,” Colton told him. “You can 

divide it by ten.” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “I already have more than a dozen other 

clients who are confronting the same cabal of 

slimewads that are coming after you. If I add 

you as a client, each of you will pay one-tenth 

of my usual fee and expenses.” 

 “Sure, but, well, that sounds... unusual.”  

 “It is, in several ways. Technically, I’ll be 

billing you for what we’ll call ‘consulting.’ My 

main job will be working on taking down the 

greedgoons who are putting pressure on lots of 

innocent people.” 

 “You could—” Barry stopped short. 

 “What?” Colton said. 

 “Well, you could charge more. Some of 

us might be unable to hire you but a lot of 
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other people could do it, so I’ve gotta ask: why 

are you doing this?” 

 Colton thought about his reply for a 

moment and then said, “These extortionists 

you’re dealing with...” His voice trailed off. 

 “Yeah, what about ‘em?” Barry asked. 

 Colton spoke three words with equal 

emphasis and steely precision: “They offend 

me.” There was something about his tone and 

demeanor that suggested menace and 

retribution.  

 Barry thought that sounded good. 

Especially the retribution part.  
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 “Has the shooting started yet?” Ricketts 

asked cheerfully as he breezed into the office. 

 “Stop saying things like that!” Kimbrough 

protested. 

 “Only a matter of time,” Ricketts said. 

 “But it’s not going to affect us, right?” 

Kimbrough asked plaintively. 

 “Depends on whether anybody gets in the 

building with a weapon.”   

 “Jesus.” 

 “If you want, I can drill you through the 

heart before bullets start hitting you in random 

places.” Ricketts pulled back his suit jacket to 

reveal a leather holster with a Sig Sauer P226 

Nitron semi-automatic pistol. There was an 

evil gleam to the black anodized aluminum 

frame.  
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 “God damn it, Rick!” 

“Don’t be jealous. You can get one, too.” 

“I don’t want one!” 

“Oh come on,” Ricketts said. “Once you 

have one, you’ll never want to be without it. 

Here, hold it for a minute.” 

“Get away from me.” 

“Just touch it.” 

“I don’t even want to look at it,” 

Kimbrough told him. “Put that away.” 

“Okay, okay. Jesus.” 

“How did you ever get that past 

security?” Kimbrough asked. 

“Really want to know?” 

“No. Just keep it covered up.” 

“I’ll only flaunt it for your benefit.” 

“That’s all I need,” Kimbrough muttered. 

“Cheer up,” Ricketts said. “It’s moving 

day.” 

“What?” 

“We’re getting new offices, as befits our 

status as rising corporate stars.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“From now on, we’re going to be 

operating from the thirty-seventh floor. That’s 
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primo executive space! Each of us with our 

own assistant.” He handed a cardboard box to 

Kimbrough. “Here, start putting your personal 

stuff in that and we’ll have maintenance move 

everything else. Hurry. I want to see the view 

from up there.” 

“Yeah, right...” Kimbrough said. 

“What’s the matter with you?” Ricketts 

asked. 

“Rick, I know all about the view from up 

there,” Kimbrough replied morosely.  

“Oh yeah?”  

“Yeah,” Kimbrough said. “It shows how 

far we can fall.” 

“Don’t you worry your pretty little head 

about it,” Ricketts said. He patted the gun and 

added, “I’ll make sure you’re dead before your 

body ever hits the ground.” 
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“I really had it made,” Dave said.  

“Yeah? How so?” Barry asked. 

“Good job, good salary, good benefits, 

expense account, company car, the whole bit. 

Then this damn PRMI scam screwed up 

everything.” 

“Yeah, happened to me, too,” Barry 

replied. 

“It’s totally fucked up,” Dave said. 

The two men glanced around the waiting 

room of Frazier Investigations where they had 

been sitting for the last few minutes. It was 

utilitarian except for three framed film noir 

posters: Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall 

in To Have and Have Not; Robert Mitchum 

and Jane Greer in Out of the Past; and Gene 

Tierney and Dana Andrews in Laura. 



Guilty Harvest — by John Scott G 

 

57 

 

“If you don’t mind my asking,” Barry 

said, “what business were you in?” 

“Pharmaceuticals.” 

“Drug dealer?” 

“I wish. No, I was a regional sales 

manager for a major big pharma company. A 

lot of it was logistics and time management. 

Scheduling which sales reps would handle 

which territories at which times of the year, 

and yada-yada-yada. That part was okay, you 

know? Organizational. I’m all right with that 

sort of stuff. But the fun part of the job was 

more like being a coach.” 

“How do you mean?” 

“You have to keep the sales people 

excited about the products. You have to 

motivate them, and you have to always be 

challenging them to reach into new markets,” 

Dave explained. “You have to know when to 

give them a pep talk and when to get angry. 

You gotta know when to use the carrot or the 

stick.” 

“Gotcha,” Barry said. 

“Then those PRMI bastards started 

sending incorrect pay schedules to the sales 
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team. Telling one guy that his bonus figures 

were being lowered; telling a woman that she 

made less than a guy with the same job; 

telling... ah hell, just telling shit about crap. It 

undercut the whole operation.” 

“That’s too bad.” 

“Yeah!” he said with vehemence. “Yeah,” 

Dave repeated with lower volume. “Sorry. So, 

what about you? What’s your deal?” 

“PRMI came after me, too. Anonymous 

calls to people I worked with, threats to 

suppliers, doctored time sheets that made it 

look like I hadn’t been on the job. It was a 

nightmare, and hardly anybody backed me up.” 

The two men paused and glanced around 

the waiting room again. 

“So, I’m Dave Fraschetti.” 

“Hi, Dave. I’m Barry. Barry Sloate.” 

“Hey, Barry. Nice to meet you.” 

They shook hands and paused again. 

“So,” Dave said, “what do you know 

about this Colton Frazier guy?” 

“He solved some big diamond robbery 

case.” 

“How big?” 
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“Huge,” Barry replied. “Made the news. 

Fifty million, sixty million, something like 

that.” 

“Jesus.” 

“Yeah.” 

The door to Colton’s office opened and 

Sujin emerged. “You gentlemen can both go in 

now,” she said with a pleasant smile. 

“Thanks,” Barry told her as the two men 

stood. 

“You got it,” she said, already heading 

back to her desk. 

The two men eyed Sujin as she exited the 

waiting room, then they turned and entered the 

detective’s office. After exchanging the usual 

pleasantries, all three men sat down. 

“As you know,” Colton began, “you are 

part of a group of fifteen people who are now 

clients in my investigation into the PRMI 

situation.” 

“The PRMI shithead cocksucker asshole 

situation,” Dave said belligerently. 

“Yes,” Colton agreed, “that sums it up 

nicely.” He smiled at Dave and received a nod 

of acceptance in return. “All right,” Colton 
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continued, “I wanted to talk to the two of you 

because of your backgrounds. Let’s take you 

for example,” he nodded at Dave. “You were a 

finalist in the Intercollegiate wrestling 

competition a few years ago.”  

“Yeah, so?” 

“And you,” Colton continued, nodding at 

Barry, “you boxed in Golden Gloves and had 

some pro fights. You were being discussed as a 

possible prospect, I believe.” 

“Until I got a detached retina.” 

“That ended your career?” 

“Sure, well, it ended my pro career,” 

Barry told him. “I still box. I train some 

Golden Gloves fighters on the weekends. 

There are still a few out there, although more 

and more guys want to go into MMA because 

it’s more violent.” 

“The point is,” Colton said, “you guys 

have proven skills in terms of physical action.” 

“Yeah...” Barry said. 

“And you both still keep in shape.” 

“Yeah...” Barry said again. 

“Okay,” Dave said. “Where are we going 

with this?” 
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“I was wondering if you would like to 

help with the PRMI case,” Colton said evenly. 

“Help with the case...” 

“Yup,” Colton said. 

“Our case.” 

“Yup,” Colton said again. 

The two men glanced at each other a 

moment. They exchanged the briefest of 

shrugs. 

Barry turned to Colton and told him, 

“Maybe. It depends. What did you have in 

mind?” 

“Not sure yet. Tell me, how would you 

feel about taking part in a sting operation?” 

Barry and Dave exchanged glances again 

and exchanged the briefest of nods. They 

looked at Frazier. 

“Will it fuck up some of the PRMI 

scum?” 

“Yes, indeed,” Colton replied. 

Barry and Dave answered immediately. 

“Well then, absolutely,” Barry said. 

“You bet,” Dave said. 

“There is a possibility you should 

consider,” Colton told them. 
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“What’s that?”  

“You might have to do something 

violent.” 

“Okay,” Dave said. 

“Like what?” Barry asked. 

“You might be required to strike one of 

the PRMI people with something fairly solid,” 

Colton said, “like maybe a tire iron or a 

baseball bat.” 

“Absolutely no problem,” Barry said. 

“Count me in,” Dave said.  

Colton smiled. “All right, you’re on the 

team.” 

“Does it pay anything?” Dave joked. 

“Yeah,” Colton replied. “It might help 

you get back the life you once had. Okay?” 

“Okay.” 

“Great,” Colton said. “Let’s go down the 

street to an aromatic place called Goldwine’s 

Gym. That’s where we’ll meet up with Frazier 

Investigations’ field marshal. He’s a big man 

named Agostino Ramirez. Ex-special forces. 

Terrific guy. Plus, he has a profound sense of 

right and wrong.” 

“Is that so?” Barry asked. 
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“Yup,” Colton said. “He’s also in charge 

of tire irons and baseball bats.” 

“So he’s the supply sergeant as well as the 

field marshal?” Barry said. 

“Right,” Colton replied with a grin. 

“Can’t wait to let him know. He’ll like that.” 

“Oh no,” Dave complained. “Is he the 

type of guy who loves having a bunch of 

titles?” 

“No, that’s not it,” Colton said. 

“Really?” 

“Really. It’s just that he’ll like knowing 

he’s working to punish scumbags in multiple 

ways.” 

Dave and Barry smiled at the sound of 

that. 
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“What the hell is this shit?!”  

“Hi, Larbin,” Ricketts said. “How do you 

like the new office? Pretty spiffy décor, huh?” 

“Fuck you and fuck your décor,” Wally 

Larbin spat out. “What’s the meaning of this?” 

Larbin slammed a piece of paper down on 

Ricketts’s desk.  

“I dunno, Larbin. You’re always agitated 

about something.” 

“Look at it!” 

Ricketts cocked his head to one side, a 

disdainful smile on his lips. “Sure, Wally. 

Happy to do anything for a fellow Board 

member.” Ricketts glanced at the paper and his 

brow furrowed slightly. “Where did you get 

this?” 
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“It came in the mail, numb nuts,” Larbin 

snapped. 

“Was it addressed to you?” 

 “You’re damn right it was!” 

 “You probably shouldn’t be on the 

mailing list to receive one of those,” Ricketts 

told him. 

 “No shit, Sherlock.” 

 “Don’t worry, Wally, the company isn’t 

going to come after part of your salary.” 

 “God damn it! That’s not the point, 

Dicky.” 

 “What is the point?” 

 Before Larbin could reply, Kimbrough 

entered the room hurriedly and closed the 

office door behind him. “Will you guys hold it 

down? Jesus.” 

 “The point is,” Larbin continued, not 

lowering his volume in the slightest, “you’re 

sending these PRMI letters out to the wrong 

people.” 

“The algorithm selected you, Larbin, and 

the mail fulfillment company sent the letter. 

It’s not personal. It’s just because you make 

enough money to qualify.” 
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“That’s not the fucking point!” 

“You know what, Larbin?” Ricketts said 

menacingly. “Calm. The. Fuck. Down.” 

Larbin took a deep breath and continued 

at a slightly lower level of bellow. “What if the 

Chief of Police got one? What if the Mayor got 

one? What if the Governor got one? What 

then?” 

 “I have to say, Larbin,” Ricketts said, “I 

am not convinced that you’re really concerned 

for the financial status of those scumballs. I 

think you’re just mad that when you read the 

letter, you got scared.” 

 “Fuck you!” Larbin barked at him. “And 

fuck you, too,” he hissed at Kimbrough as he 

shoved him away from the door. 

 “Thanks for dropping by,” Ricketts called 

out to the departing Wally Larbin. “Christ, he 

never closes the door after throwing a snit.” 

 Kimbrough again closed the office door. 

“Can’t you guys ever discuss something 

without all the shouting?” 

 “What an asshole,” Ricketts muttered. 

 “Yeah,” Kimbrough said, “but does there 

always have to be an explosion with you two?” 
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 “He’s jealous and he’s scared,” Ricketts 

noted. 

 “Scared?” 

 “Yeah. He hasn’t come up with anything 

productive in a long time. He’s worried that his 

standing with the organization will drop down 

a peg or two.” 

 “Okay, but let him be scared and angry in 

someone else’s office.” 

“Hey,” Ricketts stated, “we can’t control 

the whereabouts or the volume of Larbin the 

Loud.” 

After a moment, Kimbrough said quietly, 

“He does have a point, you know.” 

 “Who has a point?” 

“Larbin does,” Kimbrough replied. 

“Yeah?” Ricketts said. “What’s that?” 

 “Being careful with who gets contacted.” 

 “Maybe.” 

“So why take chances like that?” 

“I’ve just been following the Chairman’s 

orders to increase everything—the percentage, 

the number of people we contact—‘the whole 

shebang’ was the way he put it,” Ricketts said. 

“What a great old-fashioned phrase.” 
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 “Oh come on, Rick,” Kimbrough 

protested. “We can’t be extorting money from 

the police, the mayor, the governor...” 

 “Hmmm,” Ricketts said. He moved over 

to the floor-to-ceiling windows and swiveled 

his head to gaze out the window at the city 

sprawled below. “Why not?” 

 “Why not what?” Kimbrough asked. 

 “Just following a train of thought...” 

“Uh-oh,” Kimbrough muttered. 

“I mean why not get some money from 

the police, from the D.A.’s office, from judges, 

from government officials...” 

 “Not even a possibility,” Kimbrough said. 

 “We should at least look into it.” 

“No,” Kimbrough warned, managing to 

turn it into a two syllable word. “Don’t even 

hint about this, Rick.” 

“Think about it a moment,” Ricketts said. 

“We pay them a lot in bribes, kickbacks, 

skims, slush funds... We should get some of it 

back.” 

 “Just knock off this crap, Rick,” 

Kimbrough said. “There is no way we’re going 

in this direction.”  
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“Well...” Ricketts said, once again staring 

out at the cityscape. 

“Rick?” Fear began taking hold of 

Kimbrough. “Rick!” 

“I’m just trying to consider all the 

possibilities...” Ricketts mused. 

“You’re kidding,” Kimbrough said. 

Ricketts was lost in thought. 

“You’re kidding, right Rick?” 

Ricketts was lost in thought. 

“Rick? This is a joke, right?” Kimbrough 

said again. “Right?” 
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“It’s time for a scam update,” Colton said. 

“You got it, boss,” Sujin said. “Okay, this 

PRMI con is being run out of a high-rise here 

in town.” 

“In the financial district,” Agostino 

added. 

“Right,” Sujin said. “The Dunlop Towers 

at Hill and 19th.” 

“Big building,” Colton noted. 

“Fifty floors,” Sujin stated, “and we’re all 

over it.” 

“Straight and criminal tenants?” Colton 

asked. 

“It’s between 10 and 50 percent legit,” 

she replied. 

“That’s a big difference.” 

“A lot of law firms in the building.” 
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“Meaning?” 

“If you consider law firms to be 

legitimate, it’s 50 percent honest citizens.” 

“So it’s mostly criminal.” 

“You got it,” Sujin said. 

Agostino said, “We’ve got surveillance 

cameras on every entrance to the target 

building.”  

“It’s the inside that’s a bit tricky,” Sujin 

said. 

“Okay, hold on,” Colton told them. 

“We’re getting ahead of ourselves. Let’s back 

up and go over all the details. Just lay it all 

out.”  

“Right,” Sujin responded. “For starters, 

we’ve got two stationary cameras aimed at 

each of the outer doors and the parking lot 

entrances.”  

“Unfortunately, there’s a high degree of 

maintenance for some of the exterior 

locations,” Agostino pointed out. “We have to 

keep going back.” 

“Why is that?” Colton asked. 

“We stick the cams to traffic signal 

stanchions and lighting fixture poles.”  
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“Right...” 

“Then kids pull them off.” 

“Can’t we put the cameras higher on the 

poles?” 

“Not without calling attention to what 

we’re doing. The target building has security 

cameras of their own.” 

“We can get around that,” Sujin said. 

“Yeah? What do you propose?” 

“We’ll just do the same thing that we’re 

doing with the elevators and lobby of the target 

building,” Sujin replied. 

“Hack them?” 

“Exactly. We tapped into the target 

building’s security system so we get the video 

feed from their cameras in the lobby and the 

elevators. So we’ll also hack the security 

systems of the buildings across the street from 

the target building. We’ll black them out 

whenever we need to.” She glanced from 

Colton to Agostino and back again. 

The two men locked eyes, and nodded.  

“Good,” Agostino said. 

“Excellent,” Colton said. 
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Sujin nodded her appreciation and 

continued, “I’m also the star of one of our 

video surveillance demos.” 

“The star?” 

“Right. Look...” She tapped the computer 

keyboard and suddenly there were twenty-four 

projections of the building on two walls of the 

office. “Okay,” she said, “in this one, I’m 

getting out of a car near the front entrance. 

Actually, you can see both views, from each 

cam. Next, I’m in the lobby... Here I am 

approaching the elevators... Now I’m in one of 

the elevators. And yes, that guy with the plaid 

sport coat and the comb-over tried to pick me 

up.” 

“Bastard,” Colton said with fake dramatic 

emphasis. 

“He has good taste in women,” Sujin said, 

“just bad taste in clothes.” 

“We should have popcorn for this,” 

Agostino said. 

“Shhh, watch this next part,” she told him. 

On one of the projections, Sujin was walking 

past two clerks maneuvering metal carts loaded 

with file folders, dossiers, and notebooks. She 
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stopped the first one to ask for directions. One 

of her hands was on the cart. With a big smile, 

she thanked the clerk, turned, and seemed to 

stumble into the second cart. She steadied 

herself with one hand on the cart, assured the 

clerks she was all right, smiled again, and 

headed to the elevators. 

“Good placement,” Colton said. 

“Thanks.” 

“Yeah, nice moves,” Agostino said. 

“What did you plant? Were those audio or 

video devices?” 

“Video. The carts go all over the building, 

to almost every floor, moving files and 

notebooks and paperwork and God knows 

what. I went back and hit four more carts. 

We’re mapping the interior of the building 

every day. Whose office is where, who goes to 

see who...” 

“Nice,” Agostino said. “Plus, we’ve got 

bugs going in all the time.” 

“How?” 

“Someone orders pizza...” Agostino 

started to reply. 

“...we bug the boxes,” Sujin finished.  
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“Someone orders sandwiches or 

Chinese...” 

“...we bug the condiments.” 

“Plus...” 

“...maintenance crews are installing 

cams.” 

“Plus...” 

“...we’re putting bugs in computers...” 

“...copiers...” 

“...coffee machines...” 

“...the intercom system...” 

“...landline phones...” 

“Colt, I gotta say, this is great!” Agostino 

said. “I’ve never seen a surveillance op as 

extensive as this.” 

“What happens when some of the bugs 

are caught in a security sweep?” Colton asked. 

“Already happened,” Agostino replied. 

“Every time they find one, they think it 

belongs to the cops or the D.A.’s office,” Sujin 

said. 

“Right,” Agostino said, “or some rival 

criminal organization.” 

“Or the Feds,” Sujin added. 
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Colton was nodding thoughtfully. He 

turned to stare at Sujin. “So.” 

“So... what?” she asked. 

“You’re doing field work now,” Colton 

stated. 

“Yup,” she said with a small grin. 

“Yup, indeed,” he said. 

“Anything wrong?” she asked. 

“No, not really...” he trailed off. 

“Come on, Colt,” Sujin said. “What’s the 

problem? You don’t want me to take a bigger 

role in this business?” 

“That’s not it,” Colton said to her. “I 

don’t mind you starting to become an 

operative.” 

“But...?” 

“But you didn’t have to be so damn good 

at it.” 

Sujin smiled the smile of a woman who 

was going to bed with her boss that night. 
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“Larbin is becoming a problem,” 

Kimbrough said. 

“Larbin is already a problem,” Ricketts 

replied. “In fact, he’s always been a problem.”  

“I’m serious, Rick.” 

“You think I’m not?” Ricketts said while 

idly checking messages and texts on his phone. 

“Look,” Kimbrough said, “the guy is not 

a team player. Well, he’s certainly not on our 

team, anyway. He’s trying to throw a monkey 

wrench into the entire operation.” 

“Yeah,” Ricketts replied in a nonchalant 

tone. “It does seem that way sometimes.”   

They were in Ricketts’ newly furnished 

office, both of them on the firm-but-soft 

Beaumont Chesterfield double-length couch 

with full grain leather and pewter nailheads. 
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Ricketts was sprawled across half of it while 

Kimbrough sat formally at the other end. 

“If he keeps calling attention to faults in 

the program,” Kimbrough added, “somebody 

on the Board is going to make a stink about it.” 

“Yeah...” Ricketts said absently. 

“Sooner or later,” Kimbrough said quietly 

but firmly, “it’s going to happen.” He lowered 

his voice and added, “Just you wait.” 

“Kimbrough,” Ricketts told him, “you 

always use that ‘end of the world’ tone of 

voice when you get worried about something.” 

“Do I?” Kimbrough asked without 

making it a question. He sighed. “I guess I 

probably do,” he said at last. 

“Big of you to admit it.” 

“Thank you.” 

“Just saying.” 

“I appreciate you noticing,” Kimbrough 

said.  

“Hey, no big deal,” Ricketts said with a 

big forgiving smile. 

There was a brief pause while Ricketts 

went back to playing with his phone. 

Kimbrough cleared his throat. 
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“What?” Ricketts asked distractedly. 

“It’s not just an internal problem, you 

know,” Kimbrough stated. 

“What do you mean?” 

“The public is going to become aware.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Larbin’s been sending notes to that 

reporter,” Kimbrough said. 

“What reporter?” 

“The one who does the financial column 

in the Herald. She’s already been hinting that 

something fishy is going on.” 

“Relax,” Ricketts said. 

“Relax?” Kimbrough replied.  

“Right. Take a chill pill.” 

“All right,” Kimbrough said, “two points: 

First, nobody ever sounds convincing using 

slang while wearing a hand-tailored business 

suit. And second, what the fuck?” 

“What’s the matter?” 

“You’re saying we should relax about 

Larbin going public with some of what we’re 

doing?” 

“Yeah,” Ricketts told him. “Nobody reads 

newspapers anymore.” 
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“I do.” 

“See what I mean?” Ricketts retorted, 

pleased at the put-down. 

Kimbrough thought about the jibe in 

silence for a moment. It was at moments like 

this he wished he smoked; it gave you 

something to do when stalling for time. He 

sighed and then verbally prodded Rickets 

again. “You do realize that her boyfriend is a 

local news anchor, don’t you? Fewer of us read 

newspapers, but large numbers of people 

watch television.” 

Ricketts worked very hard on not reacting 

to that piece of information. “I didn’t know 

about the boyfriend,” he said, attempting to 

sound indifferent. “So,” he said quietly, 

“where is he based?” 

“Here in town.” 

“No, but on what show?” 

Kimbrough named the station. “He’s on 

the six o’clock news, where they are rated the 

number two news broadcast, and he also does 

the ten o’clock news, where they’re number 

one.” 
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Ricketts was silent for a moment, staring 

off into space. “Huh,” he said, almost to 

himself. 

“Now, what if the same thing happens to 

them as happened to Larbin?” 

“Wait, what?” Ricketts asked, not 

following Kimbrough’s train of thought. 

“What if that computer algorithm of yours 

picks out the reporter or the anchor? What if 

they get one of the letters and decide to 

investigate? What then?” 

There was a painful silence. Ricketts was 

tense. Kimbrough sat as before, composed, 

unmoving. 

“Fuck,” Ricketts muttered vehemently. 

“Are we still relaxing?” Kimbrough 

inquired. 
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“We’re staffing up,” Colton said. 

“About time,” Agostino said. 

“Are we getting someone who knows how 

to make coffee?” Sujin asked, grimacing as she 

sipped from a mug labeled “The Woman.” 

“Add that to the list of qualifications,” 

Colton told her. “Sujin, now that you’re 

moving into a more active part of our work as 

one of our operatives...” 

“Congrats,” Agostino said. 

“Thank you,” she replied. 

“...you have one last assignment as office 

manager,” Colton said. “Find us a new office 

manager.” 

“Will do,” she said happily. 

“Aggie? We’re going to need you to 

arrange for some muscle.” 
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“How many and what sort of brain-to-

brawn ratio do we need?” Agostino said. 

“Good questions.” Colton waved both of 

them over to sit at the worn but solid circular 

table in the center of the media room. “First, 

we’ll need to beef up security around these 

offices. They’ll need to help us rig a few things 

that could tip the scales in our favor if people 

come gunning for us. Also, they should be 

capable of thumping someone.” 

“Okay,” Agostino said. “Next?” 

“Yeah,” Colton added, “this is a little 

more tricky. When it all goes down, we might 

need to call on a bunch of tough but not-too-

smart guys.” 

“Need them for what?” 

“Mayhem, destruction, confusion, chaos.” 

“What’ll they do in the meantime?” 

“That’s part of the problem,” Colton 

admitted. “We’ll need them sooner or later or 

never, but we might not have much warning. 

You and I should maybe re-visit with some of 

the guys on the destruction derby circuit.” 

“Oh right. They like the smash-boom-bam 

type of life. Get them a few bucks, a few beers, 
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and some wheels and they’ll smash into 

anything.” 

“Anything?” Sujin inquired. 

“No,” Colton said to her. 

“No,” Agostino said to her at the same 

time. 

“But—” 

“We’re not hiring anybody to run over 

your ex-boyfriends.” 

“Most of them need a good running over,” 

she said matter-of-factly. 

“No,” Colton said to her. 

“No,” Agostino said to her at the same 

time. 

“You guys are no help at righting some of 

the wrongs in modern American history,” 

Sujin said. “Absolutely no help at all. I’m 

making a note of that.” 

“Also make a note that we need to bring 

some pastries and snacks to this building’s 

security team at least a couple times a month. 

Each time, they should be delivered by one of 

us, personally. We want them to get to know 

us. We are going to need those guys on our 

side when we have to start throwing people out 
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of our offices or the police start asking 

questions about people we throw out of our 

offices.” 

“I’ll take care of the ordering,” Sujin said 

without any ill will left over from their most 

recent contretemps. “I’ll have something 

yummy delivered here and then we’ll take 

turns bringing the goodies downstairs to the 

security team.” 

“Good,” Colton said, “and be sure  to—” 

“I’ll make it a mixture of fruit and sugary 

things. That way, even the healthy eaters and 

dieters can enjoy.” 

“You’re good,” Colton admitted. “When 

you replace yourself, see if you can get 

someone who pays attention to the little details 

like that.” Colton smiled and added, “That’s 

what makes this organization hum.” 

Sujin and Agostino locked eyes. Slowly, 

they both began to hum. 

“Fuck you guys,” Colton said, chuckling 

in spite of himself. 

“You deserved it,” Sujin told him. 

“Yeah,” Agostino added, “you kinda did. 

Sorry. What’s next?” 
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“Next, let’s pick the most likely candidate 

for some special attention,” Colton said. “Let’s 

get our notes and meet back here in five.” 

 “Right,” the big man said. 

 “You got it,” Sujin said. 

 They each went to their offices and 

brought their folders with them into the large 

room. When describing it, Sujin said it was 

“half storage room, half lunch room, and half 

conference room.” 

 “That’s a hundred fifty percent,” Agostino 

pointed out. 

 “That’s true,” she replied, “but it makes 

up for it by only being half good at any of 

those purposes.” 

 “I’m glad you’re not doing our books.” 

 “Hey, who helped you with your taxes 

last year?” 

 “Okay, okay, I give,” Agostino said. 

 “Can we focus here, people?” Colton 

interjected. 

 “Sorry.” 

 “Oops. Go ahead, boss.” 

 “All right, so here’s what we know about 

some of these people. The guy running the 
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extortion scam is Richard Ricketts.” Colton 

tossed a file folder onto the center of the table. 

It landed with a thump that made their coffee 

cups vibrate. “His second in command is Peter 

Kimbrough.” Another file folder arced through 

the air to thump the table. “The head scumbag 

is a guy named Angulo Milzolo. He likes to be 

called The Chairman.” Another file folder 

made the short flight from hand to desk. “And 

then there’s Walter Larbin.” Another folder 

thumped. “He is Rick Ricketts’ nemesis within 

the organization.” 

 “There are lots of people who work with 

each of these perps,” Agostino added, “but 

these four are the primary scumbags, right?” 

 “Right. The big target would seem to be 

Milzolo, but not in this case,” Colton said. 

“Anybody want to say why that is?” 

 “Layers of lawyers around him,” Sujin 

said. 

 “That’s true,” Colton said. 

 “Diplomatic immunity,” Sujin added. 

 “That’s also correct,” Colton said. “He 

was born Palestinian but he’s now a citizen of 

The People’s Republic of Talgo.” 
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 “Where the hell’s that?” Agostino asked. 

 “Africa. He is officially the Minister of 

Cultural Exchange. Our government has a 

‘hands off’ policy with Talgoites.” 

 “Shouldn’t that be Talgonians?” 

 Colton smiled, took a breath, and said 

softly, “A ‘hands off’ policy with the people of 

Talgo.” 

 “Why is that?” 

 “It’s a poor country that has a rich supply 

of uranium. Our government is, um, ‘aiding the 

people of Talgo’ in the mining of said 

uranium.” 

 “Makes me hate the guy even more,” 

Agostino said. 

 “Not to mention hating our government,” 

Sujin muttered. 

 “So,” Colton said, “let’s take down the 

Chairman with the whole unit. If we go after 

him directly, we’re likely to fail.” 

 “And he might panic and shut down the 

operation,” Sujin observed. “He could pull up 

stakes and go start another scam in another 

town.” 
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 “Right,” Colton said. “Okay, that leaves 

Ricketts, Kimbrough, and Larbin.” 

“A troglodyte trio.” 

“Ricketts is talking to anybody who might 

offer asylum for cash,” Colton said. “We might 

try to exploit that. Kimbrough has already 

indicated he’s interested in providing 

information to one of our operatives, trying to 

pave the way to giving state’s evidence. And 

Larbin is talking to the press... he’s talking to 

other criminals... hell, he’s talking to anybody 

who will listen. Any thoughts as to who we 

should go after first?” 

 The three of them looked at each other, 

then Sujin and Agostino said “Larbin” at the 

same time. 

 “Okay,” Colton said. “Reasons?” 

 “He seems ready to go ballistic,” 

Agostino said. 

 “Plus, we might be able to make it look 

like Ricketts is responsible for any heat we put 

on Larbin,” Sujin said. “That might create 

some fireworks.” 

And they initiated Operation Takedown. 

Barry Sloate and Dave Fraschetti were added 
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to the team. First, the four men began calling 

every credit and debit card firm Larbin used. 

Then every bank where he maintained an 

account. Then his homeowner’s association. 

Then his car-leasing firm. Then his insurance 

company.  

With each contact, they pretended to be 

Larbin. In every instance, they acted 

irrationally, made impossible demands, issued 

dangerous threats, and used a great deal of 

profanity. Often, they would hang up on 

people and immediately call back, starting the 

yelling and threatening all over again. Slowly 

but inexorably, they dragged down the credit-

worthiness and community standing of one 

Walter Phineas Larbin. 

At the same time, Sujin began opening 

new online accounts in Larbin’s name. She 

created alternate log-in data, and made a 

number of purchases on a wide variety of e-tail 

sites. When a password or recovery question 

was required by the site, Sujin used terms like 

“rick-rick,” “RandR,” “R+R”—anything to 

make Larbin think of Richard Ricketts. 
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“He was killed?” Ricketts said into the 

phone. “How?” 

“Who?” Kimbrough asked. “Who was 

killed?” 

“I see,” Ricketts said to the caller. “Okay, 

thanks. ‘Bye.” He stared into space. 

“Who was killed?” Kimbrough repeated. 

“What? Oh. One of the field guys. 

Somebody named Kosinsky, Mosinsky, or 

something.” 

“How? Where?” 

“Calm down,” Ricketts said. He got a file 

folder out of his desk and rustled through some 

papers. “There’s no Kosinsky...” he muttered. 

“No Mosinsky... wait a second...” He flipped 

back to near the front of the file. “Here we go, 
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Cosinsky with a ‘C,’ not with a ‘K.’ Olaf 

Cosinsky. Been in the field for only a month.” 

“How was he killed? Was he shot?” 

“Damn,” Ricketts said distractedly. 

“Rick?” 

“What?” 

“Did they shoot him?” 

“What? Oh, no. He was hit by a car.” 

“Oh, that’s okay,” Kimbrough said. 

“Well...” 

“What?” 

“Not if the driver was aiming at him.” 

“Wait, is that what happened?” 

“Don’t know, but...” 

“But what?” 

“Nothing.” Ricketts opened a desk drawer 

and pulled out a mobile device. 

“That isn’t your phone,” Kimbrough said. 

“No, it’s a burner phone,” Ricketts told 

him. He motioned for quiet as he dialed a 

number. 

“A what?” 

“Burner,” Ricketts said. “Can’t be traced. 

Only use it once and trash it.” 

“Why would you—?” 
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“Hey,” Ricketts said into the phone. “It’s 

me. How soon can we meet?” 

“Who’s that?” Kimbrough whispered. 

Ricketts waved him off and said into the 

phone, “Okay, that’s good. We’ll go to number 

four on the list. Right. See you in an hour.” 

Ricketts ended the connection.  

“What is going on?” Kimbrough said. 

“I’ve got to go,” Ricketts said. 

“Why are you using a burner phone? 

What is number four? What list? Who was 

that?” 

“Too many questions, Pete.” 

“Rick, come on.” 

“Fuck,” Ricketts complained. “Okay, fine. 

I’m using a burner because I don’t want to 

leave a trail. Number four is the fourth 

restaurant on a list that we both have. And you 

don’t want to know who that was.” 

“Rick, are we in trouble?” 

“In this business, we’re always in trouble. 

Hold the fort. I’ll be back.” 

Ricketts breezed out of the office. 

Kimbrough stood there a moment, pursing 

his lips. He turned and meandered back to his 
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own office. He poured himself a drink, and 

took a sip. He went to the filing cabinet, 

reached behind it and pulled out a burner 

phone. After another sip, he dialed a number. 

“Yeah, it’s me. When can we meet? Not 

until then? Oh, okay, good. So, number six on 

the list? Right. See you tomorrow.” 
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“The way I see it, I’m the femme fatale in 

the case,” Sujin said. 

“The way I see it, you’re the femme fatale 

in every case,” Colton replied. 

“That’s nice,” she said with a smile. She 

suddenly looked serious and tapped him on 

one of his bare shoulders. “Hey.” 

“Ummm,” he said, adjusting his head on 

the pillows. 

“You don’t think I’m being too 

egotistical, do you?”  

“No, not at all,” Colton responded. 

“When you’re a beautiful femme with heart-

stopping fatale, flaunt it.” 

“You think I’m heart-stopping?” 

“Absolutely,” he assured her. 



Guilty Harvest — by John Scott G 

 

96 

 

“Yeah?” 

“Put your hand here to check.” 

“Okay,” she said, and they both held still 

a second. “Hey, pal,” she told him, “it hasn’t 

stopped. It’s pounding away like crazy.” 

They paused and considered her last four 

words. They both cracked up. 

“Oh, thanks,” he said through his 

laughter. 

“I didn’t mean it that way,” she protested, 

also laughing. 

“Yes you did!” he said with a grin. 

“Yeah, okay, maybe,” she said, matching 

his grin. 

“Unexpected frivolity is not conducive to 

serious fucking,” Colton told her, still 

chuckling. 

“Sorry, sorry,” Sujin replied with a 

reassuring smile. 

“Oh man...,” he said. 

“Don’t worry, I’ll get you started again.” 

Her smile had become lascivious. 

“Is that a promise?” 

“I was considering it more of a threat,” 

she replied in mock seriousness. 



Guilty Harvest — by John Scott G 

 

97 

 

“Hmm, a threat. Oh, wait!” he said. “Are 

you about to do the pouty film noir actress 

thing from the classic movie channel?” 

“You got it, sweetie,” she said. She sat up 

on the bed. “You just lie there and watch me.”  

“I can do that,” he replied. 

“So,” she asked him, “which classic 

movie fantasy babe do you want?” 

“This is great,” he said. “Do Ava 

Gardner.” 

“Okay,” she said. “Here’s Ava Gardner in 

Mogambo...” She took a breath and cleared her 

throat. She then did a good Gardner 

impression: “‘The only lions I ever want to see 

again are the two in front of the public 

library’.” 

 “Excellent. Now do Capucine.” 

 “My favorite actress. Okay, Capucine in 

North to Alaska: ‘A bullet through the head is 

always the best cure for love’.” 

“Nice. How about Martha Vickers?” 

“I adore her! All right, Martha Vickers in 

The Big Sleep: ‘You’re cute’.” She gently 

placed a thumb against her lips. 

“Cool. The thumb is a nice touch.” 
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“Thank you. Anyone else before we get 

back to the good stuff? Anyone, anyone at 

all...?” 

“Uh, okay, big finish now: give me your 

best Jane Russell.” 

 “Sure.” She took a deep breath and stuck 

out her chest. 

 “Excellent mime work,” he said.  

“Thank you, thank you.” 

“Now turn sideways.” 

 “Maybe in a minute,” she said.  

“Uhhh,” he protested. 

“I still have to do the dialogue,” she said. 

 “Not necessary.” 

“But I want to.” 

“What about what I want?” 

“Shush,” she told him. “Be quiet and 

you’ll get a reward.” 

“That sounds promising,” he said, 

adjusting himself on the bed. 

“Okay,” she said, flipping her hair back. 

Jane Russell in Macao: ‘Everybody’s lonely 

and worried and sorry. Everybody’s looking 

for something’.” 

He just stared at her, smiling. 
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“What?” she said. 

“You’ve got everything I’m looking for.” 

“Yeah? My chest isn’t as big as Jane 

Russell’s.” 

“Nobody’s chest is as big as Jane 

Russell’s.” 

“Disappointed?” she asked. 

“Not at all,” he said. “You’ve got 

amazing breasts.” 

“They’re fake, you know,” she said. 

“Augmented,” he corrected her. “And 

that’s on the inside. On the outside, they’re 

very real.” 

“You don’t mind them being 

augmented?” 

“No, it’s terrific.” 

“How so?” she asked. 

“Every time I look at them I think that 

you decided to make yourself irresistible to 

me.” 

“So it’s my tits that got through to you?” 

“It’s your everything,” he said. 

“Name three of the everything I’ve got.” 

“You’ve got brains,” he said. 

“I can follow a train of thought.” 
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“You’ve got beauty.” 

“People who say that usually want 

something.” 

“You’ve got a body.” 

“So that’s what you want.” 

“Oh yeah.” 

“Prove it,” she said. 

They stared at each other for a moment. 

Slowly, smiles of anticipation and desire began 

flitting around their faces. 

“Come here,” he said softly. 

“Oooooh!” she in a low, throaty tone. “I 

love it when you talk dirty.” 
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“He’s out of control,” Ricketts said 

conspiratorially. 

“Uh-huh,” said Detective Sergeant 

Grundy without emotion. 

“He’s going to ruin everything.” 

“Uh-huh.” 

“I mean, the guy’s gone over the edge.” 

Grundy was silent. 

“I mean, he is nothing but trouble,” 

Ricketts added emphatically. 

“Yeah,” Grundy replied, “I’m getting a 

sense of what you’re trying to say.”  

“This is a big problem,” Ricketts said, 

nodding at Grundy. Ricketts nervously fussed 

with his tie and smoothed the lapels of his 

Brioni suit for the umpteenth time. He knew he 

was overdressed for the occasion.  
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Wearing street clothes, Sgt. Grundy fit the 

scene better, although he stood out in a 

different way—he looked like a heavyweight 

mixed martial arts fighter. Unlike the fidgety 

Ricketts, he was perfectly calm.  

Ricketts glanced around the packed 

lunchroom of the Hearty Healthy Café. It was 

not the type of place either of them would 

normally visit. He and Grundy had selected 

their meeting locations at random from an 

online restaurant listing. The HHC, as the 

restaurant referred to itself on posters, 

literature, and website, was a General 

Storehouse of Vegan Goodies for A Better 

Life. Ricketts refrained from ordering anything 

other than a mug of coffee. “At least they can’t 

vegan-ize that,” he thought. 

Finally, Grundy broke the silence. “So?” 

“So?” Ricketts said. “That’s your 

response to something that might bring 

everything to a halt?” 

“Let’s get back to your problem,” Grundy 

said evenly. 

“It’s not just my problem!” Ricketts 

hissed. “It’s everybody’s problem!” 
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“Calm down,” Grundy told him. “So, you 

were complaining about this guy Larbin,” 

Grundy’s voice was low and matter-of-fact. 

“Yeah,” Ricketts said, “he needs to stop.” 

“It doesn’t look like he’s going to stop.” 

“Yeah, well, he needs to be stopped.” 

“Uh-huh,” Grundy said again. “You 

might talk to him about it.” 

“Fuck that, the guy is impossible.” 

“Nothing is impossible,” Grundy said. 

“Okay,” Ricketts said. “Okay! I like that 

attitude.” 

Grundy just gave a nearly imperceptible 

shrug. 

Ricketts focused on Grundy once more 

and wondered if the sergeant was recording 

their conversation. Ricketts tried to say what 

he wanted to say without actually saying it. 

“Okay, look,” Ricketts began, “I have the 

utmost admiration for the guy. He fought his 

way up from the bottom, you know? He was 

responsible for developing some great projects. 

Very profitable projects. Always seemed like a 

team player... until now.” Ricketts paused to 

assess Grundy’s reaction. There was none.  
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“And...” Grundy prompted. 

“And what?” Ricketts asked. 

“You admire the guy, he’s done some 

good things, all is roses and chocolate, but now 

he’s gone off the rails, and...” Grundy said 

laconically. 

“Right, right. And it has to stop. Nobody 

needs the hassle. Nobody needs the extra 

tension.” 

“Uh-huh.” 

“Am I getting through to you?” Ricketts 

asked. “Do I need to spell this out?”  

“Not necessarily,” Grundy said. “You’re 

just chatting about how a disloyal employee 

wouldn’t be missed if he went away on a 

vacation.” 

“Well, it has to be more than—” 

“And you’re making the additional point 

that a disloyal employee wouldn’t be missed if 

he had a skiing accident and couldn’t return to 

work for a while.” 

“For a while?” 

“Sure,” Grundy smiled. “Define ‘a while.’ 

You know, the length and breadth of it. How 

long is ‘a while,’ anyway?” 
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“Jesus, are you into existentialism or 

something?” Ricketts asked. “Here’s what I’m 

saying: I’m saying his not being around would 

be very healthy for the rest of us. He needs to 

be transferred somewhere. Somewhere far 

away.” 

“Uh-huh,” Grundy said.  

“So you’ll take care of it?” 

Grundy stared hard at Ricketts. “Your 

problem will be resolved,” he said. Then he 

smiled a smile filled with joy and menace. For 

Ricketts, seeing Grundy grin was more 

frightening than when he was being stoic. 
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“Time to recap our war efforts so far,” 

Colton said. “Who wants to open?” 

“I will,” Agostino said. “The surveillance 

has given us a great deal of data on the 

enemy.” 

“Reams of it,” Sujin added. 

“The really interesting thing,” Agostino 

continued, “is how the overwhelming majority 

of firms in Dunlop Towers all appear to be 

interconnected. It’s like a cliché crime family.” 

“Yeah, boss,” Sujin said, “it’s all run 

under an outfit that calls itself Atwater 

Associates. They have seemingly legitimate 

business interests to help launder the income 

from their tentacles in organized criminal 

activity around the country.” 

“Tentacles is a nice word,” Colton noted. 
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“Thank you,” Sujin replied. “So far, 

we’ve seen that they’re into narcotics, human 

trafficking, prostitution, counterfeit drugs, 

illegal gambling, and, of course, the PRMI 

extortion scheme. Taking these guys down will 

not only be personally satisfying, it’ll be a 

public service.” 

“There’s something I’d like us to 

consider,” Agostino said. 

“What’s that?” 

“The criminal activity we’ve found in just 

a couple weeks would be very eye-opening for 

the police.” There was a sudden silence. 

Colton and Sujin turned to regard Agostino. He 

reacted to their stares. “Hey, I’m just saying 

we could give this data to the cops, that’s all.” 

The painful pause continued a moment 

before Sujin spoke: “You haven’t read all the 

transcripts of the wire taps, have you?”  

Agostino paused a second before saying, 

“Well...” 

“Ha! I didn’t think so.” 

“Okay, okay,” Agostino sighed. “Look, 

there was that thing with the wife, and then the 

kids’ recital and softball league, and, you 
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know, one thing leads to another...” His voice 

trailed off. Colton and Sujin just continued to 

stare at him. “All right!” Agostino protested. 

“Just fill me in on whatever other info you’ve 

got. Man, you guys are tough sometimes.” 

“Thought you could fake it,” Sujin said. 

“What?” 

“You thought you could fake your way 

through this part of the meeting, didn’t you?” 

Sujin inquired sweetly. 

“Hey, you guys already did the shame 

game thing on me. Enough!” Agostino 

protested. 

“Yeah, let’s move on,” Colton said. 

“Thank you.” 

“Aggie, you know I’m always on your 

side,” Colton told him. 

“I appreciate that, because—” 

“Except this time,” Colton said. 

“You can be exasperating,” Agostino told 

him. “You know that?” 

“I know that,” Colton said with a smile. 

“Sujin, let’s bring Aggie up to date.” 

“Okay, first, at least a couple of cops are 

in on the whole scheme,” Sujin said. 
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“And at least one person in the D.A.’s 

office,” Colton added.   

“Shit,” Agostino said. He glanced from 

Colton to Sujin and back again. “Okay, okay, I 

get it—we can’t go to the cops.” 

“I knew you’d understand,” Colton said. 

“So, we’re going to keep moving on this with 

just our team in on it, correct?” 

“Sure,” Sujin said. 

“Yeah,” Agostino said. 

“Wow,” Colton responded disdainfully. 

“What excitement, what commitment, what 

dedication...” 

Agostino and Sujin exchanged glances. 

She nodded at him. 

“Okay,” Agostino said, “I just need to 

point out that this could be dangerous.”  

“And expensive,” Sujin said. 

“And dangerous,” Agostino repeated. 

“Right,” Sujin said. “Plus, our clients are 

not exactly paying us a fortune.” 

Colton glanced from Agostino to Sujin 

and said, “Dangerous and expensive, got it.” 

He took a breath, held it a second, and then 



Guilty Harvest — by John Scott G 

 

110 

 

slowly exhaled. “So, anybody want to back out 

of this?” he asked them. 

“No,” Agostino replied. 

“That’s not what we’re saying,” Sujin 

added. 

“So what are you saying?” Colton asked 

them. 

“Well, boss, the two of us have been 

talking...” Sujin began. 

“Uh-oh,” Colton muttered. 

“Hey, we’re just concerned.” 

“Concerned,” Colton repeated. 

“That’s right.” 

Colton made a show of sighing.  

“Not good enough,” Sujin said. 

“You want a bigger sigh?” 

“No, you have to ask nicely.” 

“Sheesh,” Colton said. He sighed again, a 

real one this time. “All righty then, please tell 

me your concerns.” 

“That’s better,” Sujin replied. “Now, is 

there is even a semblance of a plan for going 

up against something this big?” 

“Yes,” Colton said, but did not continue. 
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“Uh-huh,” Sujin replied. “Can we hear 

it?” 

“If you guys insist.” 

“We insist,” Sujin said. 

“Yeah, fill us in,” Agostino added. 

“Okay,” Colton told them. “Up front, I 

admit it’s going to be tricky.” 

“Uh-huh...” Agostino said. 

“We started by selecting one of the bad 

guys and put on a little pressure,” Colton said. 

“Larbin.” 

“Correct. And now we’re just waiting to 

see what happens.” 

“Uh-huh...” Sujin said. 

“Then we’ll select another bad guy and do 

the same thing.” 

“Yeah...” Agostino said. 

“And we’ll keep on doing that.” 

“Right...” 

“And then we’ll go after another one, and 

another one, and so on.” 

“So, slow and steady, that’s what you’re 

saying, right?” Agostino asked. 

“Right,” Colton agreed. 

“Proceeding with caution,” Sujin said. 
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“Absolutely,” Colton replied.  

“Well,” Agostino said, “that sounds 

okay...” 

“It is okay,” Colton said. “We’ll go after 

one perp at a time until we’re ready.” 

“Until we’re ready for what?” 

“Until we’re ready to take on the whole 

building,” Colton told them. 

“Wait, what?” Agostino said.  

“I told you this was going to be tricky.” 
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“You!” Larbin shouted, bursting through 

the door to Ricketts’ office. “You!” he shouted 

again. 

“Oui, c’est moi,” Ricketts replied with a 

sardonic smile.  

“You’ve done it this time!” 

“Have I?” 

“You little shit.  You’ve been trying to 

fuck up my reputation with my bank and with 

my investment broker. You asshole!” 

“Okay, first,” Ricketts said, “you don’t 

have a good reputation at your bank or with 

your investment broker,  or anywhere else, so 

whatever fuck-ups happened, you did them.” 

“You little cocksucker!” 

“Second,” Ricketts continued, “I couldn’t 

have done it because I have no idea about your 
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bank, or your broker, or your mortgage lender, 

or your loan shark, or your bookie, or your 

colonic hydrotherapist, or your dealer, or your 

pimp, or anything else you’re into.” 

“God damn it!” Larbin spouted. 

“Third, you’re creating a scene in the 

office. Again. If you want to keep overacting 

and ranting and raving and foaming at the 

mouth like this, go join a road company 

production of Uncle Tom’s Cabin.” 

“You fucking goddam fucking douchebag 

fucker!” Larbin sounded like he was losing his 

grip and he did appear to be foaming at the 

mouth.  

People had started to gather in the 

hallway and reception area outside Ricketts’ 

office. Kimbrough stepped through the 

connecting door from his suite of offices and 

spread his hands wide in exasperation. 

“What the hell?” Kimbrough protested. 

“Come on, you guys. You’ve got to stop with 

this bullshit.”  

“I am so on to you, motherfucker!” Larbin 

shouted.  
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“Oh, you’re on to me?” Ricketts said 

snidely. 

“I will have your head!” 

“Wally, Wally, Wally,” Ricketts said with 

mock concern in his voice, “you’ve got to stop 

with the methamphetamine. Maybe you 

haven’t you heard—speed kills.” 

“Fuck you!” Larbin screamed and lunged 

at Ricketts. 

Several things happened at the same time: 

Kimbrough yelled for security; several 

employees activated the video feature on their 

cell phones; Ricketts brought one knee up 

toward his chest and then extended his leg 

violently at the onrushing Larbin.  

Ricketts’ foot smashed into Larbin’s ribs, 

not only halting his forward progress but also 

sending him reeling backwards, arms flailing 

wildly as he attempted to maintain his balance. 

He might have retained his upright posture had 

he not collided with the doorjamb. There was a 

sickening thud and then Larbin stiffened up as 

the pain shot through his body. 

“You...” Larbin was struggling to get 

enough air in his lungs. “...bastard...” he 
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managed to say before his eyes swiveled 

upward and his body crumpled to the carpet.  

“Oh!” said one onlooker. 

“Whoa!” said another. 

“My God!” said a third. 

“Okay then,” Ricketts said, miming the 

washing of his hands. 

“Hey you guys out there,” Kimbrough 

said loudly to the onlookers. “You want to put 

those phones to good use, call a doctor.”  
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“Hi, Aggie,” Colton said as he breezed 

through the door between his office and 

Frazier Investigations’ media room.  

“Hi back atcha,” Agostino replied.  

“You’re working late.”  

“Yeah,” Agostino replied, “there’s a 

shipload of stuff to do right now because of the 

guy I work for.” 

“Do tell,” Colton said. 

“Yeah, he has all of us slaving away on a 

cockamamie scheme that is winding its way 

toward a violent conclusion.” 

“I find myself unmoved by your plight,” 

Colton said pleasantly.  

“Look,” Agostino told him, “all I’m 

trying to do is make sure you understand the 

gravity of the situation.” 
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“Gravity of the situation, uh-huh,” Colton 

said. “Got it.” 

“Do you?” 

“Yeah,” Colton said. “So, what’s on the 

video?” He nodded at the audiovisual editing 

gear that occupied most of the desk in front of 

Agostino. 

“It’s the surveillance on that Kimbrough 

guy from the PRMI scam. I just finished 

altering the audio to disguise the voice of our 

brave, resolute, and intrepid interviewer.” 

“Cool. Can you run it for me?” 

“Sure,” Agostino said. “Here we go...” 

On the video monitor, Kimbrough was 

seen sliding into a booth in the back of a deli. 

He was perfectly framed in the center of the 

shot. There was only one camera angle 

throughout the interview. 

“So, you have a tale to tell?” said the 

highly distorted voice on the audio track. 

“You know I do,” Kimbrough replied. 

“Good,” said the distorted voice. 

“Whenever you’re  ready...”  

In the media room, Colton asked 

Agostino, “Where was the microphone?” 
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“It’s in the napkin dispenser.” 

In the video, Kimbrough began talking. 

Some of his story was rambling, and much of it 

attempted to place himself in the best possible 

light, but he outlined the enormity of the 

extortion scam. He also was very insistent that 

the authorities were told that he was willing to 

turn state’s evidence. 

“So,” Kimbrough said as he concluded his 

stories of chicanery, “you’ll convey this to the 

D.A.’s office, right?”  

“Absolutely,” said the distorted voice. 

“What kind of a deal do you think I can 

get?” Kimbrough inquired. 

“With the amount of detail you’ve 

described and the number of people 

implicated, I’d say you’ll get quite favorable 

treatment,” intoned the distorted voice.  

“Also, I’ve never actually done anything 

wrong,” Kimbrough insisted. “I’m just a, a...” 

he stumbled trying to find the right words. “I 

was just a minor functionary in the 

organization. Logistics, manpower distribution, 

that kind of thing.” 

“Right,” said the distorted voice. 
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“I wasn’t actually involved with the 

crimes,” Kimbrough insisted.  

“Right,” said the distorted voice again. 

“I mean, not actually,” Kimbrough 

repeated. 

“Right,” said the distorted voice once 

more. 

There was an embarrassing pause while 

Kimbrough considered his fate. “Well,” he said 

at last, “that’s where things stand. You’ll get in 

touch when you hear something?” 

“You can count on it,” said the distorted 

voice. 

“All right then,” Kimbrough said. He 

lingered a moment longer, trying to think of 

something more to say. He failed in that 

attempt. He nodded, slid out of the booth, 

stood up, turned, and walked slowly up the 

aisle to exit the restaurant. 

In the media room, Colton slapped 

Agostino on the shoulder and told him, “That’s 

great! Absolutely terrific stuff.” 

“Yeah,” Agostino agreed. 

“Man, you got him to spill a lot.” 

“Oh, no, that wasn’t me,” Agostino said. 
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“What do you mean?” Colton asked. 

“Look,” Agostino said with a nod toward 

the video monitor. 

The previously unseen interviewer 

removed the mic from the dispenser, slid out of 

the booth, stood up, and took the camera off 

the wall. The interviewer was Sujin. 

Agostino stopped the playback. Both men 

sat still, just staring at the monitor.  

“Oh man,” Colton said. 

“I was just about to edit out that last part,” 

Agostino said.  

“Yeah,” Colton replied. “Good idea.” 

The men continued to sit quietly, staring 

at the screen that displayed a freeze-frame of 

Sujin with arm extended up to detach the 

camera. 

“She wasn’t wearing any kind of 

disguise,” Colton said. 

“Nope,” Agostino said. 

“So he can identify her.” 

“Well...” Agostino responded. 

“What does that mean?” Colton asked. 

“She has a theory,” Agostino replied. 

“She said, ‘We all look alike to guys like that.’ 
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She was willing to bet me a hundred bucks that 

he couldn’t pick her out of a line-up with 

members of any South Korean girl band.” 

“God damn it,” Colton said softly. 

“You really care, don’t you?” 

“I care about everyone on our team,” 

Colton said.” 

“That’s not what I mean,” Agostino 

replied. “For you, she’s more than just a 

member of our team.” 

 “Yes,” Colton said quietly. “Yes, she is.”  
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“From the way you’re moving, it looks 

like you’re wearing a back brace,” Neal 

Grundy said to Wally Larbin. 

“Yeah? And what business is it of yours?” 

Larbin snapped at him. “Oh, it’s you,” Larbin 

said after he awkwardly turned to see the 

imposing figure of Detective Sergeant Grundy 

looming over him. “Yeah,” Larbin continued, 

“I’ve got to wear this thing for another week.” 

“You should have been more careful,” 

Grundy told him. 

“Ricketts blindsided me, the little prick.” 

“From what I heard, he tried to kick you 

out of his office. Literally.” 

“Fuck him,” Larbin spat out. He turned 

back to hobbling along the row of gleaming 
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autos in the Dunlop Towers underground 

parking lot. 

“I’ll tag along,” Grundy told him amiably. 

“You know, just in case he tries to launch 

another vicious surprise attack against you.” 

“I’m fine,” Larbin fumed, “leave me 

alone.” 

“Yours is the black Mercedes-Maybach S 

650, right?” 

“Yeah,” Larbin muttered as he kept 

limping along the cold concrete. 

“With the 621 horsepower biturbo V12?” 

Larbin confirmed that with a grunt. 

“Interior that has wood and leather 

everywhere?” 

Another grunt from Larbin. 

“It’s got the radar, on-board camera 

system, navigation gear—” 

“What the fuck is this?!” Larbin stopped 

and attempted a turn to confront Grundy. Not 

only did his flexor muscles protest violently, 

the back brace pinched his skin. This time, the 

noise Larbin made was more than a grunt. 

“Wow,” Grundy said in an overly friendly 

tone, “it looks like you’re hurtin’ there.” 
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“Just leave me alone!” Larbin demanded. 

“Can’t do that,” Grundy replied, “because 

then I wouldn’t get the test drive.” 

“The what?” 

“The test drive,” Grundy repeated. Larbin 

stared at him, blinking, not grasping the 

situation. “I’ve never driven a Maybach,” 

Grundy explained. “Looking forward to it. 

Keys, please.” Grundy held out one of his 

alarmingly large hands. 

“You’ve got to be nuts,” Larbin said.  

“Keys, please,” Grundy repeated. 

“Fuck  you.” 

“Oh,” Grundy said, “you want to make it 

a game. Sure, there’s lots of games we can 

play.” 

“What the fuck are you—” 

Grundy smiled and his right hand poked 

Larbin in the stomach. “Tag, you’re it.” 

Larbin went, “Oof. Hey!” 

Grundy poked Larbin harder, in the  

chest. 

“Stop it!” 

Grundy slammed a fist on Larbin’s arm. 

“Damn it!” 
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Grundy punched Larbin’s chest. 

“God damn you, stop it!” Larbin’s voice 

had gone up in pitch. 

“Or maybe you need some special 

attention,” Grundy said. “C’mere, you,” he 

said with the tone that people often use when 

talking to pets. Grundy wrapped Larbin in a 

bear hug. To Larbin’s astonishment, Grundy 

began tickling him.  

“Hey! Aaaaaugh!” The howls of pain 

from Larbin were somewhat covered by 

Grundy’s maniacal laughter. 

“Who’s a good little Larbin? You are! Oh 

yes you are!” Grundy continued. Eventually, 

Grundy tired of manhandling the squirming 

Larbin. “Okay, that’s enough,” Grundy said. 

“Time for a short flight.” He picked up Larbin, 

spun around, and deposited his body on the 

trunk of the nearest vehicle, a late-model 

Cadillac. Larbin screamed in pain. “That’s 

going to leave a dent,” Grundy noted, 

assessing the automobile.  

“Help!” Larbin yelled. 

“Help!” Grundy shouted playfully. 

“Help me!” 
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“No time,” Grundy said. “It’s flight time 

once again.” He repeated the pick-up/slam-

down move and this time, Larbin lost 

consciousness.  

Grundy searched Larbin and found the 

electronic key. He carried him to the Maybach, 

and unlocked the vehicle by placing Larbin’s 

fingers on the sensing device. He then put 

Larbin in the trunk and drove out of the 

parking garage. 

Grundy enjoyed the ride. He activated the 

satellite radio service and dialed in ‘40s 

Junction, one of his favorite channels. Benny 

Goodman’s Sing Sing Sing, the eight-and-a-

half minute version, had just started. He 

bopped his head along with the swingin’ 

twelve-piece band anchored by Gene Krupa’s 

drums. On some of the percussion fills, he 

beat-boxed along with Krupa. 

Grundy slid his phone into the built-in 

holder and punched the number of the escort 

service he regularly used. He lowered the 

volume on the sound system. 

“Pure Velvet,” said the woman on the 

phone. 
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“Hi Gretchen, it’s your favorite N-R-G 

man,” Grundy said, using his initials. 

“Hello sugar,” Gretchen purred. 

“Who have you got for me tonight?” 

Gretchen described a woman to him and 

added details about how she was dressed: high 

heels, stockings, lingerie, tight skirt and 

blouse. “She’s just what you like.” 

“Sounds great. Is she ready now?” 

“Oh, she’s ready,” Gretchen said. 

“All right. So look, I’ll be pulling through 

in about five minutes. Black Mercedes S 650.” 

“Oooh, a Maybach,” Gretchen responded, 

“that’s a sweet ride.”  

“Yeah,” Grundy agreed. “It’s a big step 

forward in pampering both driver and 

passengers. Too bad I only have the vehicle for 

one night.” 

“That’s a shame,” Gretchen said. 

“Yeah, but I’m going to make the most of 

it. Put the girl on my card as usual. See you 

shortly. ‘Bye.” 

“’Bye, sugar.” 

Grundy pulled the gleaming auto into the 

long driveway leading to an underground 
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parking garage. The drive was marked with 

black, white, and gold metal placards reading 

“Private Club — Members Only.” He lowered 

his window and used a plastic card key to open 

the gothic slate-black iron gates, then he eased 

the auto forward into a tunnel lit with bright 

violet rope lights. 

At the end of the tunnel, the lights 

changed to red. As Grundy drove further, he 

encountered a semi-circular porte-cochère in 

front of glass doors leading to a brightly lit 

lobby. Above the doors was an old-fashioned 

neon sign reading “Pure Velvet” in royal blue. 

Two other vehicles were there before him, 

a silver Tesla Model S, and a white stretch 

limousine. Grundy pulled behind them as near 

to the curb as possible, put the vehicle in Park, 

and waited with the engine idling. He lowered 

the passenger side window. A stunningly 

beautiful woman emerged from the building 

and sashayed to the car. 

“Good evening,” Grundy said to her 

through the open window. 

“Hi, mister N-R-G. Is that what they call 

you?” she asked in practiced dulcet tones.  
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“Yup, they call me that sometimes. Get 

in.” She opened the door and slid onto the 

passenger seat. “You can call me Neal. What 

should I call you?” 

“What do you want to call me?” 

“Ah, so you’re flexible on some things?” 

“Very flexible,” she replied, making sure 

he knew it was a double entendre. “For 

example, Neal, I’ll be whoever or whatever 

you want.” 

“Great,” he said. “I’ll tell you exactly 

what I want. But let’s get back to your name. 

Why don’t you give me some choices while I 

move us out of here.” He put the big sedan in 

gear and headed into the exit tunnel. The rope 

lights in this tunnel were white. 

She hesitated a moment, feeling her upper 

lip with her tongue. Finally, she said, “Celeste. 

My name is Celeste.” 

“Celeste, Celeste,” he said, trying it out. 

“That’s very pretty. Let’s go with that. How do 

you like this car?” 

“It’s very nice,” she said, wriggling a 

little in the soft leather seat. “Are we doing it 

in the car or at your place?” she asked. 
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“My place? No, we can’t go to my place. 

My place is undergoing renovation. We’re 

going to a friend’s place. Well, we’re going to 

his driveway. He’s on vacation and the house 

is locked, but his driveway is secluded. It’ll be 

nice.” 

“All right,” she replied. The wariness she 

felt was disguised by her melodious tone of 

voice. 

“You know,” Grundy said, “ever since I 

first saw this car, I fantasized about getting a 

blowjob in the backseat. So, that’s what we’ll 

do. Does that work for you?” 

“It surely does.” 

There was thumping.  

“Do you hear that?” Celeste asked. 

“Yeah,” Grundy replied. “That could be a 

distraction.” 

Repeated angry thumping was coming 

from the trunk. 

“There it is, louder,” she said. 

“Don’t worry,” Grundy said.  

“What is going on?” 

“We have to stop for just one moment.” 

He slowed down and pulled into a parking spot 
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in front of a now-closed furniture store. “Just 

sit tight, Celeste. This won’t take long. I’ve got 

to adjust something in the trunk.” 

Grundy got out of the Maybach, shut the 

door, strolled to the trunk, opened it fast, 

smashed one large fist onto the point of 

Larbin’s chin, and slammed the trunk lid back 

down. He straightened his shoulders and 

returned to the driver’s seat. They rolled away 

from the curb. 

“Hope you like big band music,” Grundy 

said. 

“I-I guess so,” Celeste said tentatively. 

He turned up the volume on his swing 

station. Glenn Miller’s number one hit record 

from 1940 flooded the car’s interior from 

seven speakers and a subwoofer. “Now that’s 

what I call kismet,” he said with a smile. 

“What do you mean?” 

“This song they’re playing—it’s called In 

the Mood. Perfect timing.” 

“In the mood,” Celeste repeated. “You’re 

so right about that, Neal.” 

Grundy pulled the Maybach into a curved, 

tree-lined driveway in an exclusive hillside 
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area of town. The car was hidden from street 

view but there was a 180-degree panorama of 

the city lights spread out beyond and below 

them. 

“You gotta admit, that’s excellent, right?” 

Grundy asked. 

“Absolutely,” Celeste said. “That’s a 

beautiful backdrop for lovemaking.” 

After a moment of admiring the view, 

Grundy turned to Celeste and said something 

about how she was also a lovely sight.  

“Thank you,” she replied. “You’re very 

handsome, Neal.” 

“Nice of you to notice,” he said. 

“I also noticed you’re tall,” she said. 

He smiled and told her, “Hang on a 

second and I’ll get your door.” He turned, 

opened the driver’s side door, emerged from 

the vehicle, walked around to the passenger 

side, opened the door, and offered his hand to 

help her step out of the car. He took one stride 

to his left and reached out to open the car’s 

rear door. She took three steps to move next to 

him. He placed his other hand on her waist as 

he helped her re-enter the vehicle. 
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She kept holding his hand as she slid 

across the back seat, practically pulling him in 

after her. He shut the door, turned to her and 

slowly removed her skirt, playing with her 

legs. Then he slowly removed her blouse, 

playing with her breasts. Then he leaned back 

and she went to work on him. Slowly, tenderly, 

harder, faster, then slow, fast, slow again, as he 

directed her. 

Big Noise From Winnetka by Ray Bauduc 

and Bob Haggart played on the sound system. 

The tune and Grundy reached a climax at 

approximately the same time. 
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“Mr. Frazier?” Henry Durkins said after 

opening the office door. 

“Henny!” Colton said with a big grin. 

“Come on in, you big baby shark, you!” 

Sujin, Agostino, Barry, and Dave were 

with Colton in the outer office of Frazier 

Investigations. They stared at Henry Durkins 

with impassive looks on their faces. Agostino 

wondered if action was going to be required. 

Barry and Dave were hoping action was going 

to be required. Sujin wondered if an ambulance 

was going to be required.  

“I just wanted—” Durkins began. 

“Hey everybody,” Colton broke in, “this 

is Henny Dunkins from the throng of 

reprobates at Madsen, Marks & Weinberg.” 

“No, that’s not—” 
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“Oh wait,” Colton interrupted, “that’s not 

correct. It’s Marks & Weinberg now that 

Madsen got indicted. So that’s one down, two 

to go, right Henny?! You’re another step closer 

to getting your name on the door of a 

disreputable law firm. Congrats!” 

“No, no, no,” Durkins protested, “that’s 

not right.” 

“It isn’t?” 

“No!” 

“Well, you must update us.” 

“First of all, my name is Henry Durkins, 

not Henny Dunkins.” 

“Dunkins, Durkins, merkins, whatever,” 

Colton said.  

“And second, the firm is still Madsen, 

Marks, & Weinberg.” 

“Really,” Colton said. “I declare,” he 

added, feigning astonishment. 

“Yes, really,” Durkins replied. 

“That’s odd,” Colton said. “Oh wait, I 

see. They’re waiting until after the guilty 

verdict or plea bargain to make the first name 

change.” 

“No, that’s not—” 
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“Of course, that means they’ll have to 

keep on changing it as each partner bites the 

dust.” 

“No! That’s not—” Durkins sputtered. 

“Now don’t you worry, mon ami Henri, 

all three of those douchebags will be disbarred 

any day now and then the whole corrupt 

conglomeration of shysters will be yours.” 

“You— This— I don’t...” Durkins 

sputtered. 

“Any minute now,” Colton said to his 

partners, “a sentence is going to be formed 

from this word spurt.” Turning back to 

Durkins, he said encouragingly, “You can do 

it, Henny. We have confidence in you.” 

“You are positively the most exasperating 

person!” Durkins exclaimed. 

“He can be,” Sujin said. 

“Yes, he can,” Agostino added. 

“Some of my best work involves 

exasperation,” Colton said. “I consider it one 

of my specialties.” 

“Damn it, will you be serious for just one 

minute?!” Durkins spat out. 

“Temper, temper,” Colton scolded him. 
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Durkins looked chastised. “I’m sorry, it’s 

just that—” 

“So,” Colton interrupted once more. 

“What’s the birds-eye overview on this 

adventure?” 

“Pardon?” 

“What do you want? Why are you here? 

What is the reason for your visit? Where’s 

Waldo? Who are you? When will—” 

“That’s enough!” Durkins exploded. 

Colton regarded him with a small smile. 

“I’m sorry,” Durkins said, “it’s just that 

you make me so mad.” 

“Apparently.” 

“Look, um, I’m not here representing the 

firm.” 

“Okay...” 

“I’m here to ask you to call off your 

dogs.” 

“Dogs?” 

“The tail you put on me. You’ve got to 

stop it.” Durkins sent a glance in the direction 

of Barry and Dave, trying to see if he 

recognized them. 

“Hey,” Barry said, “it’s not me.” 
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“It’s not me,” Dave said.  

“Don’t get me wrong, if Colt asked us to 

tail you, we’d tail you.” 

“But he didn’t,” Dave said. 

“So we didn’t,” Barry said. 

“Okay, okay,” Durkins said, “but whoever 

it is, you’ve got to stop it.” 

Colton glanced at Sujin and the rest of his 

associates, then back at Durkins. “That’s no 

problem,” Colton said.  

“So,” Durkins said with suspicion, “just 

like that?” 

“Just like that,” Colton assured him. 

“Well, um, okay then,” Durkins managed 

to say.  

“Well okay then,” Colton said. 

“So,” Durkins insisted, “no more tailing 

me?” 

“We will not be tailing you.” 

Durkins took a step toward the door, 

stopped, turned, and said, “Why do I get the 

feeling I’m being taken for a ride?” 

“Probably because you have spent too 

much time with the rats, con artists, and 



Guilty Harvest — by John Scott G 

 

140 

 

bamboozlers at Medicine, Sparklers, and 

Fineturd.” 

Henry Durkins’ eyes glittered with 

animosity for a few seconds, but he said 

nothing as he slowly exited the office. 

A moment passed. Agostino said quietly, 

“We didn’t have a tail on him, did we?” 

“You told me not to bother putting a tail 

on him,” Sujin said. 

“Yeah, there was never a tail,” Colton 

said. “But he thought there was and it was 

driving him crazy. He probably has terrible 

guilt feelings.” 

“Jesus,” Agostino said. “You know what 

that makes you?” 

“Brilliant?” Colton responded. 

“Sadistic,” Agostino retorted. 

“Oh no,” Colton said. “If I was being 

sadistic, I’d put a tail on him now.” 

“One of our operatives?” Sujin asked. 

“No way,” Colton said. “I’d hire one of 

our more inept competitors so Durkins would 

be sure to spot them.” 

“Now that’s brilliant,” Sujin noted. 
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“But it wastes time, energy, and money,” 

Agostino noted. 

“You’re both right,” Colton told them, 

“but it might be worth it...” He pondered it a 

moment. 

The five of them stood there, considering 

the possibilities for tormenting Henry Durkins. 

Colton waved off the idea and they got back to 

work making some modifications to certain 

parts of Frazier Investigations’ offices. 

  



Guilty Harvest — by John Scott G 

 

142 

 

 

 19
 

 

“Thank you, Celeste darlin’,” Grundy said 

as he pulled the Maybach up to the curb in 

front of the Pure Velvet entranceway. “I had a 

good time,” he added. “Here’s a tip.” He 

handed her a roll of cash. 

“Thank you, Neal,” she replied. “I had a 

good time, too. Let Gretchen know if you want 

me again.”  

“You know, I just might do that,” he 

assured her. 

She blew him a kiss, opened the door, and 

exited the car.  

As Grundy moved the Maybach away 

from the curb, they exchanged smiles and 

waves. His smile lasted for a little while. Her 

smile faded the instant his car disappeared up 

the exit tunnel. 
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He dialed in the Siriusly Sinatra channel, 

looking forward to something bittersweet from 

the Chairman of the Board or another of the 

retro-cool swing-pop singers featured on that 

station. At this moment, Rosemary Clooney 

was crooning You Do Something to Me. 

“Cole Porter!” he barked with a smile, 

naming the composer/lyricist. “Sing it, 

Rosemary, you honey-voiced honey!” he 

crowed. He harmonized with the vocalist on 

each appearance of the signature line, “Do do 

that voodoo that you do so well.” 

Grundy drove to his apartment, parked, 

and went inside. The place was neat but 

austere. There were no pictures on the walls, 

only crucifixes.   

He grabbed a pen and notepad from his 

bedside table, stuffed them in his coat pocket, 

and went to the closet. He pulled out a 

Cyrusher XF770 folding electric mountain 

bike and checked the power charge. Satisfied, 

he carried it to the Maybach, set it on the floor 

of the back seat, and drove off into the night. 

The big sedan glided along the multilane 

highways within the city. As Grundy kept 
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heading north, the eight lanes became four, 

then two, and eventually a pathway into the 

foothills. 

Grundy reached the end of the dirt lane 

and eased the gleaming vehicle out onto the 

very edge of a precipice. He put the sedan in 

Park but left the engine idling. He took out the 

pen and paper. Digging the ballpoint into the 

top sheet with enough force to rip it, he 

scrawled the words, “NO MORE!” He pulled 

on a pair of gloves and used a piece of cloth to 

wipe his fingerprints from the pen, pad, dash, 

seats, shifter, and steering wheel. He got out, 

wiped down the door handles, then took care 

of the back seat, first removing the bike. He 

tossed the notepad onto the passenger seat. He 

was about to discard the pen, thought better of 

it, and placed it back in his pocket. 

Grundy unfolded the bike and set it up ten 

yards from the Maybach. He went to the trunk 

of the car, opened it, helped Larbin out, and 

smacked him unconscious again. It took a 

couple of minutes to maneuver Larbin into the 

driver’s seat but once he was in position, 

Grundy put the car in drive and guided the 
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vehicle forward until gravity took charge and 

the Maybach made a full gainer during a 

spectacular descent into the rocky canyon 

below.  

The car’s touchdown was satisfyingly 

loud. Because of the natural acoustics of the 

canyon, the reverberations of the metal-on-

limestone collision echoed through the valley 

for several seconds. Grundy was pleased with 

the finality of the crash but miffed that there 

was no explosion. He sighed. Oh well, he 

thought; can’t have everything. 

He got on the Cyrusher and headed back 

along the path toward the city lights twinkling 

below. 
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“Grundy is in the target building,” Sujin 

said. 

“Is Grundy the cop or is he that asshole in 

the D.A.’s office?” Agostino asked.  

Sujin and Agostino were in the media 

room of the agency. 

“It’s the erstwhile police sergeant who’s 

working with Ricketts,” she replied. 

“Oh yeah, that guy. Hey, look: Larbin’s 

on the move. He’s going down to the lobby... 

nope, he’s going down to the parking garage.” 

“This could be interesting,” Sujin 

muttered. She turned and called out, “Colt? 

You’re going to want to see this.” 

“What’s up?” Colton asked as he came 

into the media room. 
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“We’ve got Grundy in the target 

building’s parking structure, and we’ve got 

Larbin heading down there, too,” Sujin said. 

“Oh,” Colton said, “so it might be 

confrontation time.” 

“Yeah,” Agostino said. “This could be 

good.” 

“Do we have video or audio as well as 

your tracking devices?” Colton inquired. 

“We have video from some of the parking 

security cams. We’ve got audio in Larbin’s 

car.” 

“All right,” Colton replied, “let’s see what 

we can see...” 

“You got it, boss,” Sujin replied. She 

punched codes on the computer keyboard, 

filling the display monitors with black-and-

white images of the parked cars. The 

fluorescent lighting made everything in the 

parking garage appear shiny and dirty at the 

same time. 

“Looks like they haven’t upgraded their 

lights to LED,” Agostino noted. 

“We should send them a memo,” Sujin 

said. 
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“Fuck you,” Agostino told her in a 

friendly manner. 

“What a nice offer,” Sujin replied, “but 

that’s his job.” She pointed at Colton. 

“Maybe we could all just watch the 

video,” Colton suggested. 

They watched the video and saw Grundy 

come up behind Larbin and the two begin a 

conversation as they moved down the rows of 

cars. 

There was a ping from the breakroom 

microwave. “Popcorn’s ready,” Agostino said, 

rising and exiting the room. 

“Bring paper towels!” Sujin shouted after 

him. 

“Right,” he shouted back. 

Colton glanced at Sujin. “You guys think 

this is going to be snack time?” 

“Every time Larbin does anything it turns 

into a popcorn moment,” she said. “Add in 

Grundy and it seems almost guaranteed to be 

outstanding entertainment.” 

Agostino returned to the media room with 

two bowls of popcorn. The larger one he 

placed between Sujin and Colton. The small 
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one he put by his chair. “Am I correct in 

assuming you guys will share?”  

“Yes, Aggie,” Colton replied, “we will 

behave like good little girls and—shit, look at 

that!” 

Turning to the monitors, they watched as 

Grundy wrapped his long arms around Larbin 

and began manhandling him. 

“Is he... No... Seriously,” Agostino asked 

incredulously, “is Grundy tickling him?”  

“You guys are right about one thing,” 

Colton observed. “There is no limit to the 

entertainment provided by these people.” 

The three of them slowly munched their 

popcorn while watching Grundy lift Larbin and 

slam him down on someone’s car. 

“Ouch,” Agostino said. 

“Yeah,” Colton said, “that’s gonna hurt in 

the morning. Christ, he’s doing it again.” 

“Nap time for Mr. Larbin,” Sujin noted. 

They watched Grundy use Larbin’s 

fingers to unlock the auto. 

“Smart move.” 

“Is that the Maybach?” 

“Yeah. Nice wheels.” 



Guilty Harvest — by John Scott G 

 

150 

 

“I’ll say. With bulletproofing, that runs a 

quarter of a million.” 

They watched Grundy deposit Larbin in 

the trunk and drive out of the building. 

“GPS?” Colton inquired. 

“Activated,” Sujin said. “Also, we’ve got 

audio from inside the vehicle.” 

They leaned toward the speakers, trying 

to listen past the ambient sounds of the car 

interior. The gentle sonic atmosphere was 

suddenly overpowered by the recording of Sing 

Sing Sing, and they all pulled back at the 

sudden upsurge of volume. All three of them 

cocked their heads as they tried to determine 

the tune. “Who is that?” Agostino asked. 

“What band is that?” 

“Benny Goodman,” Colton replied. “Do 

you guys think Grundy is playing that to cover 

up a conversation?” 

They listened as Grundy “ba-dum-bum-

bummed” along with the drumming.  

“Guess not,” Sujin noted. 

They continued to munch their popcorn 

while eavesdropping and watching the 

Maybach’s progress on a map of the city. The 
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car was represented by a red dot that slowly 

traversed the city streets. 

They listened to Grundy’s call to the Pure 

Velvet escort service. They listened to his 

“date” with Celeste. While overhearing 

Grundy and Celeste in the back seat of the 

Maybach, Sujin leaned forward and asked, “Is 

he breathing in time with the music?” 

Colton and Agostino also leaned forward 

as they listened more intently. 

“Sounds like it.” 

“Sure does.” 

“That song does have good rhythm.” 

“Good forward thrust.” 

“Very uplifting.” 

“Stimulating.” 

“It’s deeply satisfying.” 

“Okay, that’s enough, now,” Sujin said. 

They listened as Grundy returned Celeste 

to the Pure Velvet location and said their 

goodbyes. They listened as Grundy sang along 

with Rosemary Clooney. 

“You’ve got to admit he has good taste in 

old music,” Sujin observed. 

“Yeah,” Colton said, “I’ll give him that.” 
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When Grundy pulled the Maybach to the 

curb in front of his apartment, the three 

operatives found themselves listening to 

nothing but an empty automobile and watching 

a map with an unmoving red dot. Sujin tapped 

some data into one of the keyboards and 

announced, “Grundy’s parked by his 

apartment.” 

“We have video on that location,” 

Agostino said. He tapped on his keyboard and 

the security camera from a check-cashing firm 

up the street showed Grundy carrying the 

folded Cyrusher electric bike to the Maybach. 

“Okay,” Sujin said. “He’s moving again.” 

They tracked Grundy’s progress out of the 

city and into the mountains. 

“Look at this,” Sujin said, enlarging a 

portion of the map on her screen. “He’s going 

off-road.” 

“In a Maybach?” 

They watched the red dot remain in 

position for several minutes. They listened to 

the sounds of Grundy positioning Larbin in the 

driver’s seat. They heard Grundy slam the car 

door shut. They listened carefully as the audio 
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from within the vehicle got very quiet. The 

smash-up of the big sedan at the bottom of the 

canyon was very loud in their computer 

speakers. 

“Whoa,” Agostino said. 

“What happened?” 

“Did he blow up the car?” 

“I don’t think so,” Sujin said. “We’re still 

getting a signal.”   

“Can we get latitude and longitude?” 

Colton asked her. 

“Sure. Here you go, boss.” 

By bringing up a geophysical survey map 

on one computer screen, they could see that the 

signal was coming from the bottom of a 

canyon outside of town. 

“Well,” Colton noted, “you did say he 

was going off-road.” 
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“How much could I take with me?” 

Ricketts said into another of his burner phones. 

He was sitting on a metal step in one of the 

stairwells of Dunlop Towers. “Yes, yes, yes, I 

know the portfolio will take a hit if I suddenly 

pull out. The point is: how big a hit?” Ricketts 

shook his head in exasperation. “Look, just tell 

me what happens if I cut and run.”  

Somewhere above or below him, a metal 

door slammed. The sound echoed off the walls 

and shot up and down the fire exit shaft. 

Ricketts froze for a moment, straining to hear 

if anyone was using the stairs. He turned back 

to his call.  

“Look, I gotta go. Do me a favor and do 

the calculations for me, and—no, no, I can’t 

stay where I am. I’ve got to move and get 
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another burner phone. Run the numbers and 

I’ll get back to you.” He ended the call and just 

stared at the phone.  

Another door slammed, this time much 

closer. Ricketts again held perfectly still. 

“Rick?” Kimbrough’s voice echoed off 

the walls.  “Rick, are you in here?” He had that 

end of the world tone he was using more and 

more lately. 

“Yeah,” Ricketts called out. “I’m just off 

of thirty-six.” 

“Coming down,” Kimbrough called. His 

footsteps clanged on the metal steps as he 

slowly made his way from the thirty-seventh 

floor. 

“What are you doing in here?” Ricketts 

asked him when he was still a dozen steps 

from the thirty-sixth floor landing. 

“I was going to ask you the same thing,” 

Kimbrough said. “But I think we both know 

the answer to that question, don’t we, Rick?” 

Kimbrough kept descending as he waited for a 

reply. When Ricketts remained silent, 

Kimbrough prompted him, his tone a bit more 

flinty. “Don’t we?” 
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“How the fuck would I know what you’re 

thinking?” Ricketts spat out. 

Kimbrough stared at Ricketts, assessing 

the situation. “Take it easy, Rick. We’re both 

in this together, remember?” Very slowly, 

Kimbrough sat down next to Ricketts. 

After a moment, Ricketts turned to 

Kimbrough and started to speak. “I— You— 

Ah, fuck,” was all he could manage. He turned 

away. 

“Yeah,” Kimbrough replied, also staring 

straight ahead at nothing. “I can guess at what 

you’re feeling because it’s probably what I’m 

feeling.” Kimbrough sighed and said, “Making 

more money than ever before and enjoying it 

less.” 

Ricketts remained silent. 

“Wondering who you can trust and who 

you can’t,” Kimbrough said. 

Ricketts remained silent. 

“Longing for the good old days where all 

we did was knock over a liquor store or put the 

screws to a restaurant owner. ‘Course, those 

days are farther behind me than you.” 

Ricketts remained silent. 
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Kimbrough turned to glance at Ricketts. 

“Mind if I take a couple minutes to summarize 

the situation as it currently stands?” 

Ricketts shrugged. 

“Okay,” Kimbrough said. “Here goes.” 

Kimbrough took a deep breath and began 

speaking in a professorial tone. “Larbin isn’t 

the only one whose credit rating is being 

affected. My bank associates and my financial 

guy are receiving some weird and potentially 

damaging information. It’s sent anonymously, 

but there’s a great deal of it. Same with you?” 

Ricketts pursed his lips a moment and 

then nodded. 

“Right,” Kimbrough went on, “the police 

tell me that the FBI is looking at the 

organization and us, personally. You’re aware 

of that, right?” 

Ricketts nodded. 

“And that a RICO team is on our case,” 

Kimbrough added, referring to the Racketeer 

Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act. 

Ricketts nodded again. 

“My office is bugged,” Kimbrough said.  

Another nod from Ricketts. 
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“Yours, too? Is that why you’re in here to 

make a call?” 

“That’s why,” Ricketts said ruefully. 

“You have the security boys check it out? 

The bug, I mean.” 

“Yeah,” Ricketts replied, “but that didn’t 

do shit. Standard-issue gear. Anybody could 

have bought the stuff. Anybody could have 

done it.” 

“Even Larbin,” Kimbrough said. 

“Especially Larbin,” Ricketts replied. 

“And then there’s the IRS teams,” 

Kimbrough added. 

Ricketts shook his head and muttered, 

“Fuck.” 

“Yeah,” Kimbrough agreed quietly. 

They sat there in silence, the echoes of 

their breathing bouncing back from the nearby 

walls. 

“So,” Kimbrough said at last. “Now we’re 

both looking at our exit strategies.” 

Ricketts flinched. Then he sighed. His 

shoulders, which had been trying to reach up to 

touch his ears, slowly regained their normal 

position. “Yeah,” he admitted.  
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“Yeah,” Kimbrough repeated. 

“Just to be safe.” 

“Nothing is safe in our business,” 

Kimbrough said.  

“Is that right?” Ricketts said absently. 

“You know,” Kimbrough told him, “I 

sometimes think back to when I first got into 

this game—the extra-legal game, as you put it. 

Back then, my mother, God rest her soul, told 

me she liked the extra money but she was 

worried. ‘I just hope we’re not all doomed,’ 

she said.” 

Ricketts thought about it for a moment. 

He turned to Kimbrough and asked him, “What 

did you say to her?” 

“I told her that in the long scheme of 

things, we’re all doomed. It’s just a matter of 

how long is ‘long,’ you know?” 

There was another moment of silence. 

Finally, Ricketts took a deep breath, held it, 

and exhaled. “Okay,” he said. “Okay, let’s go 

back in there and continue acting like the 

criminal masterminds we think we are.” 

“You got it, Rick,” Kimbrough said.  

They both stood up but remained in place. 
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“Peter?” Ricketts said. 

“Yeah?” Kimbrough said. 

“Thanks. You’ve been great to work 

with.” 

“You, too,” Kimbrough said. “Oh, listen, 

once we get back inside, are we going to talk 

to Larbin about the bugging of our offices?” 

“No. Forget Larbin. We’ll let security 

know about the bugs so they can step up their 

counter procedures around us. And I’m talking 

everything,” Ricketts emphasized, “home, 

office, car, boat, the works.” 

“Right, but what about Larbin?” 

“Mr. Larbin is not going to be a problem 

for us any longer.” 

“Really,” Kimbrough said. “How so?” 

“Let’s just say that he is going to be going 

on a long-term vacation thanks to our boy in 

blue.” 

“Ah,” Kimbrough replied. “Good. So it’s 

bon voyage to Walter Larbin.” 

“It’s more like au revoir.”  

“Even better.” 
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“There’s no road here,” Sujin said. 

“Now you know why we took the ‘Mog,” 

Agostino said.  

They slowly bounced their way across the 

limestone terrain in a refurbished 1986 

Daimler Unimog 416 Doka, a vehicle prized 

for its high ground clearance, flexible frame, 

oversize tires, and axles capable of a 30-degree 

angle of operation.  

Colton and Sujin were in the front, 

Agostino in back with a laptop beside him. 

“Look out for that rock,” Sujin said. 

“Not a problem,” Colton said. 

“Yeah,” Agostino added, “a Unimog can 

drive over a boulder three feet in diameter.” 

Sujin turned to look back at him. “You 

know this for a fact?” 
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“Well,” Agostino replied, “that’s what 

they say in the brochure.” 

“And you guys pick now to try it out?” 

The two men grinned. “It’s what guys 

do,” Agostino said. 

“Uh-huh,” Sujin responded. “It sure is.” 

“Got some trees coming up, Aggie,” 

Colton said. 

“Okay,” the big man replied, “I’m on it.” 

He checked his laptop and then informed 

Colton, “Go around to the right and then we’ll 

readjust our angle. It looks like a creek bed is 

coming up. Should be dry this time of year.” 

“How’s the GPS?” Colton asked. 

“Still getting a signal,” Sujin replied as 

she checked her gear. “We’re close.” 

Within minutes, they saw the wreck.  

“Jesus,” Agostino exclaimed. 

The Maybach was upside down, the roof 

crumpled in on the passenger compartment. A 

faint cloud of dust hovered around the vehicle. 

“You can stay here,” Colton told Sujin as 

he climbed down out of the ‘Mog. 

“Are you kidding?” she said, also exiting 

the vehicle. “I want to see this.” 
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“It could be messy.” 

“Yeah,” she said eagerly. “I’m hoping for 

lots of blood.” 

Colton and Agostino exchanged glances.  

The big man spoke: “You know what they 

say: The female is the deadlier of the species.” 

“That’s correct,” Sujin said proudly. 

They circled around the wreck, careful to 

step on rocks so as not to leave footprints.  

“Is there any way Larbin could be alive 

after this?” Agostino asked. 

“Not unless he fell out of the car before it 

went over the edge.” 

“I see a hand,” Sujin said, leaning down. 

“Euew, and part of a face.” 

They moved beside her, peering under the 

chassis of the Maybach. Both men switched on 

high-intensity flashlights.  

“That’s him,” Sujin said. “Or what’s left 

of him.” 

“Where’s his body?” Agostino asked. 

“Back seat?” Sujin replied. 

“Fuck,” Agostino said.  

“Okay,” Colton said, “we established that 

we can’t rescue him.” 
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“Let’s leave the files,” Agostino said, 

“and get out of here.” 

“Right,” Colton said. He pulled a Flash 

Survivor Stealth USB drive from his pocket 

and used his shirt sleeve to wipe it clean of 

prints. He flicked the flash drive into the 

wreck. “Okay, let’s go.” 

They carefully retraced their steps, 

climbed up into the ‘Mog, and headed back to 

the city. 

“What was on the flash drive?” Sujin 

inquired. 

“Names, dates, places...” Colton said. 

“Whose names, what dates, which 

places?” 

“You ask a lot of questions for a lady 

from Seoul.” 

“You evade a lot of questions for a 

gentleman from St. Louis,” she said. 

“Fair enough,” Colton said, smiling. “The 

files are about all the perps from the PRMI 

scam. Maybe three-quarters of the data we’ve 

got.” 

“Really,” she said. “But that would be 

giving a lot over to the police.” 
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“And the feds,” Agostino added. 

“And the RICO investigation,” Sujin said. 

“Don’t forget the IRS,” Colton told them. 

“We pointed all of them in the right direction 

and now we’re furnishing a few extra details.” 

“You realize we just committed several 

crimes, right?” Sujin said to both of them. 

“Sure,” Colton replied. “Contaminating a 

crime scene...” 

“Failure to notify authorities of an 

accident...” Agostino added. 

“Conspiracy to obstruct justice...” Colton 

continued. 

The implication that all three of them 

were now in this together was not lost on 

Sujin. “Fuck you guys,” she said. Then she 

smiled and put one hand on Colton’s arm. “I’ll 

keep quiet about it if you give me what I 

want.” 

“Hey!” Agostino snapped from the back 

seat. “No mixing crime with pleasure!” 

Colton and Sujin both sent a grin in his 

direction.  

They drove in silence for a few minutes. 

“So, boss...?” Sujin said. 
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“Yes?” 

“You changed your mind about having us 

go up against the perps ourselves.” 

“Yes.” 

“Why?” she asked. “I mean, I think this is 

the right decision, but what changed your 

mind?” 

“You did.” 

“I did? How?” 

“By revealing yourself to Kimbrough. 

How do we know he wasn’t also recording 

your interview? I didn’t want any of those 

PRMI scumbags coming after you.” 

“Awww,” Agostino broke in. “That’s 

adorable. We should stop so you guys can 

carve your initials into a tree.” 
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“Did you hear?” Kimbrough said to 

Ricketts. “The Chairman is pulling the plug on 

the PRMI.”   

“Yeah,” Ricketts replied. “That’s the 

word.” 

“Oh, and you weren’t going to tell me?” 

Kimbrough asked incredulously. 

“I just heard,” Ricketts snapped. “You 

just heard. We both just heard. Jesus.” 

Kimbrough thought about that a moment, 

pursing his lips. “So,” he said in a low tone, 

“just what in holy hell do we do now?”  

“I don’t know about you,” Ricketts shot 

back at him, “but I think now is the time for 

getting the hell out of Dodge.”  

“Oh, that’s good advice,” Kimbrough said 

sarcastically. 
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“Hey,” Ricketts said, “you’re the one who 

brought up having a plan for getting out. Start 

putting your plan into action.” 

“Christ, Rick.” 

“Yeah, I know. It’s all fucked up. But 

hey, this is what exit strategies are for.” 

Ricketts got out a laptop and went to work 

on extracting as much money as possible from 

a myriad of investment accounts, stocks, and 

bonds. Kimbrough returned to his office to do 

the same. 

After a few minutes, Kimbrough appeared 

at Ricketts’ office door. “Rick...” 

“Not now. Busy!” 

“No, now,” Kimbrough told him. 

“What’s the matter with you?” Ricketts 

said with some annoyance. “I said I was busy.” 

“Can’t be helped.” 

Kimbrough slowly moved into the office 

followed by Grundy.  

“Your partner has something to confess,” 

Grundy told him. 

Ricketts slowly removed his hands from 

the keyboard on his laptop. He sat ramrod 

straight in his chair while his eyes moved from 
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Kimbrough to Grundy to the ominous looking 

gun in Grundy’s hand. The Heckler & Koch 

USSOCOM MK23 with laser aiming module 

and noise suppressor was a large weapon but it 

looked small in the large man’s grip. 

“Plug this in,” Grundy told Ricketts, 

tossing him a flash drive. 

Ricketts caught the drive, and slowly 

inserted it into the computer. He clicked on the 

icon and the file began playing. It was the 

conversation in the deli between Kimbrough 

and Sujin, but this time from a button cam 

Kimbrough was wearing. 

“Fuck,” Ricketts said. 

“Yeah,” Grundy said. 

“Have you been giving them evidence all 

along?” Ricketts demanded. 

“No,” Kimbrough said quietly.  

“No?” 

“Only after Larbin started trying to ruin 

everything,” Kimbrough added. 

“Oh, and so then you decided you would 

help him ruin it, you fuck.” 

Kimbrough shrugged and said, “I didn’t 

name you guys.” 
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“Oh really?” 

“That’s right,” Kimbrough said calmly. 

“As far as they know from me, it was all the 

Chairman.” 

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Ricketts spat out. 

“What’s your exit strategy, Rick?” 

Kimbrough inquired. 

“Yes, Rick,” Grundy broke in. “Tell us 

your exit strategy. Because I’ve got to tell both 

of you, my exit strategy involves killing every 

fucking asshole who can testify against me.” 

Grundy looked at Ricketts with unblinking 

predator eyes. 

“All right, hold on, hold on,” Ricketts 

said. “Just listen for a second, okay?” 

Grundy flexed his grip on his weapon and 

said, “I’m listening.” 

“My exit strategy,” Ricketts said as 

evenly as possible, “is to grab as much of my 

money as possible and disappear.” 

“And how much money is that?” Grundy 

inquired. 

“Why?” 

“I’m just wondering if everybody got the 

percentage they were supposed to get.” 
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“You’ve made close to three million so 

far, am I right?” Ricketts said. 

“Maybe,” Grundy replied. 

“Well, whatever the amount, it’s going 

down to nothing if we stay here arguing about 

it,” Ricketts said. 

“You have another idea?” Grundy asked. 

“Yeah,” Ricketts replied, “I do.” 

“Let’s hear it.” 

“Okay. You know who that was talking 

with Kimbrough in the video?” 

“Someone named Su-gin or Sue-lin or 

something.” 

“Right, close enough,” Ricketts said. 

“And she works with a detective agency here 

in town. It’s an indie firm called Frazier 

Investigations.” 

“Colton Frazier? The diamond case guy?” 

“Right,” Ricketts said. “Now, we’ve got 

to get to them and obliterate everything 

they’ve discovered about us.” 

“How do you know the evidence is in 

their offices?” 

“Well, hell, some of it is there. We can at 

least wipe out part of our problem. Plus it’ll be 
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a good excuse to get out of this building. I 

don’t know about you, but I think there’s going 

to be a lot of shooting going on around here 

very soon.” 

Grundy thought about it for a few 

seconds. “How many people do they have?” 

“The detective agency? Three or four.” 

“Just three or four? I don’t buy that.” 

“They contract out for a lot of services. 

They use freelancers for all their outside 

work.” 

Grundy weighed it over for another 

couple of seconds. “You packing?” he asked 

Ricketts. 

“Yes.” 

“Anything serious?” 

“Yes.” 

“Without any sudden moves, show me.” 

Ricketts slowly pushed back his chair and 

got to his feet. Very carefully, he pulled open 

his suit jacket to reveal the Sig Sauer P226 in 

its leather holster. 

“Good,” Grundy said. “Ammo?” 

“Box in the desk, two more down in the 

trunk of the car.” 
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“Okay,” Grundy nodded and turned to 

Kimbrough. “What about you?” 

“Me? I thought you were going to kill 

me.” 

“Still considering it.” After a tense few 

seconds, Grundy asked, “Do you have a 

weapon?” 

Kimbrough nodded. “In my office.” 

“What is it?” 

“Smith & Wesson.” 

“Model?” 

“M&P 40.” 

“Barrel?” 

“Five inch.” 

“Ammo?” 

“Couple of boxes.” 

“That’ll do,” Grundy said. “You in or 

out?” 

“Obviously, I’m in.” 

“You can choose to be out.” 

“I can?” 

“Yeah,” Grundy said. “You’re handling 

this pretty good. But we can use you.” 

“He could cut and run,” Ricketts said.  
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Grundy smiled. “Even if he skips out on 

us later, he’ll be useful in getting others to join 

us now.” 

“I will?” Kimbrough said. 

“Sure,” Grundy told him. “A lot of people 

in the building think you’re prudent and 

steady. Sober, you know?” 

“I have influence on people? Really?” 

“Really,” Grundy assured him. “Come on, 

let’s get your weapon. We’ll go see the 

Chairman and then the four of us will do some 

quick recruiting.” 

“The Chairman’s with you on this?” 

Ricketts asked incredulously. 

“Um-hmm,” Grundy said. “And he seems 

very eager to pay a little visit to Frazier 

Investigations. So, let’s go.” 

They headed toward the elevators, 

intending to go up to the Chairman’s 

penthouse. Before they could get close enough 

to press the call button, the metal doors slid 

open and two men burst out of the elevator. 

The Chairman followed them, raising his left 

arm to aim an FNX-45 Tactical automatic. He 

fired twice, putting one .45 ACP slug into each 
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man’s back. Their forward movement was 

augmented by the push of the bullets and they 

sprawled, lifeless, at the feet of Grundy, 

Ricketts, and Kimbrough. 

“Nice shooting, sir,” Grundy said. 

The Chairman acknowledged the 

complement with a grunt. He motioned for 

them to get into the elevator cab. “Move it.” 

“Where we going, sir?” Grundy asked. 

“The armory.” 

“Works for me,” Grundy said. He pointed 

the others toward the elevator. 

“The armory?” Kimbrough whispered. 

Ricketts waved him off. 

Once they were in the cab, the Chairman 

used a key to bypass the floor buttons. He then 

pressed three of them at the same time and the 

elevator took them to the mezzanine of the 

building. 

Stepping out of the elevator onto a floor 

most people knew nothing about, they 

encountered twenty men donning bulletproof 

vests. Their helmets were equipped with night 

vision goggles and built-in radio transmission.  

“Excellent gear,” Grundy said. 
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Everyone wriggled into the vests and 

adjusted their helmets.  

“Testing, testing, one, two,” the Chairman 

said into his helmet. “Chairman to Grundy. 

Come in.” 

“Reading you,” Grundy replied, adjusting 

the volume in his helmet. “Grundy to Ricketts. 

Come in.” 

“I’m hearing both of you,” Ricketts said.  

“Everybody?” the Chairman barked into 

his headset mic. 

“Ouch.” 

“There’s a volume control.” 

“Reading you.” 

“Reading you.” 

“Roger that.” 

Everyone acknowledged that their gear 

was functioning. 

“Turn off the lights,” the Chairman said. 

“The night vision goggles will automatically 

activate.” Kimbrough was nearest to the 

switches and he flicked them off. “Most of you 

will see everything in green,” the Chairman 

told them. “That’s image enhancement. The 

rest of us will see people in red. That’s thermal 
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imaging. Okay. Lights back on and the goggles 

will deactivate. Just to be safe, I’m closing my 

eyes.” Most of them closed their eyes. 

Kimbrough flicked the lights on. 

“Weapons,” the Chairman said. 

They walked to a series of lockers and 

each man removed an IWI US Tavor X95 

semi-automatic short-barreled rifle. “You’ll be 

impressed with the firepower of this weapon,” 

the Chairman assured them. “They hold thirty 

rounds and we’ll each take two additional 

ammo clips.” 
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“Congrats, you guys!” Sujin said to 

Colton, Agostino, Barry, and Dave as the five 

of them stood in Frazier Investigations’ media 

room. 

“The scumbags are going down!” Dave 

said. 

“We pulled it off!” Agostino said. He 

shook hands with Barry and Dave, then 

exchanged a high five with Sujin. They turned 

to include Colton, but he remained leaning 

against one of the computer desks. 

“What’s wrong?” Sujin asked. 

“Nothing,” he said. “Don’t worry about 

it.” 

“Wow,” she told him. “You’re a bummer 

all of a sudden.” 

“Yeah, sorry,” Colton replied. 
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“What’s the problem? We’re not only 

cracking the PRMI scam, we’re breaking up 

their whole criminal empire. That’s great news. 

We should be partying.” 

“Go ahead and celebrate. You’ve earned 

it,” Colton told them. 

“Darling,” Sujin said, moving closer to 

him, “if you want to bring us down, you can do 

it in the normal way. You don’t have to guilt 

us into it.” 

There was a moment of stillness and then 

Colton started to smile. Sujin and Agostino 

joined him, followed by Barry and Dave. Their 

grins grew broader and broader, until laughter 

poured out of them. All of the pressure was 

off. All the tension was suddenly forgotten. 

Now everything was funny. 

“Wait a minute,” Sujin said, still taking in 

gulps of air because of her unrestrained 

laughter. “No, I mean it!” she said. Her attempt 

at seriousness made them roar with laughter 

once more. “But, but, but... it’s...” 

Eventually, the four men managed to 

control their outbursts to listen to her. 

“Okay, okay,” Colton said, “what is it?” 
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With perfect timing, Sujin said, “It’s 

funny ‘cause it’s true!” 

Which just sent them off again. They only 

calmed down when Sujin got them to focus on 

words that described laughter. 

“Chortles,” Colton said. 

“Yucks,” Barry said. 

“Giggles,” Agostino said. 

“Snickers,” Dave said. “Not the candy 

bar.” 

“Chuckles,” Colton said. 

“Titters,” Sujin said. “Although to guys, 

that means something else.” 

 They were having such a good time, they 

didn’t notice the activity that could be seen on 

the monitors. Their building’s security cameras 

showed Grundy, the Chairman, Ricketts, 

Kimbrough, and nearly two dozen other thugs 

as they entered the underground parking 

garage. 

“This calls for champagne,” Sujin said, 

still oblivious to the oncoming heavily armed 

squad. 

“Let’s not go that far,” Colton said. 

“Why not?” 
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“Because our clients wanted more than to 

just bring down the PRMI scammers.” 

“Well, sure,” Agostino said, “but—” 

“Look,” Colton interrupted him, “I’m sure 

all our clients will be happy to know the 

scumbags are on the run, but the PRMI scam 

cost people their jobs, their marriages, their 

families. Some of them may never get their 

lives back.” 

They fell silent, thinking about the 

carnage the PRMI scam had caused. 

“So,” Agostino said slowly, “no 

champagne?” 

Colton just shook his head ruefully. 

“Jesus,” Sujin said, all levity gone from 

her voice. 

“What?” 

“Perp alert,” she said, pointing at the 

monitors. 

“Holy shit,” Agostino said. 

“All right,” Colton said firmly, “we 

practiced for this. Everyone—put on gloves. 

Sujin—weapons and ammo. Barry, Dave—

help me and Aggie set the perimeter. Let’s 

move!” 
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They moved.  

With quiet efficiency, Sujin put three 

automatic pistols onto the desks. Each weapon 

was a CZ 75B that held sixteen 9mm rounds, 

plus one in the chamber. Just as proficiently, 

she laid out two electric stun batons for Barry 

and Dave as well as five Cobra ACST645 

walkie-talkies.  

Colton and Agostino stepped into the 

corridor, followed by Barry and Dave. 

Working in two teams, they pulled down metal 

roller gates covering the front of their offices. 

Before securing the last gate, they ducked 

under and into Frazier Investigations’ waiting 

room. Colton pulled the last barricade down 

and locked it. Next, he and Agostino quickly 

reversed the film noir posters on the waiting 

room walls. The back of each framed poster 

was lined with reflective Mylar sheeting.  

“What’s that for?” Barry asked. 

“If they get in, they’ll see themselves in 

the reflection and start shooting at the walls.” 

“Really?” 

“Well, that’s the theory,” Colton said. 

“Come on, let’s get in the next room.” Colton 



Guilty Harvest — by John Scott G 

 

183 

 

led the men through the door to the media 

room. He reached back to switch off the lights, 

then closed and locked the door. 

Inside the media room, he pulled down 

another metal roller gate to cover the door.  

“Okay,” Colton said. “We’re a little short 

on weaponry, so you guys will use these.” He 

picked up a stun baton and demonstrated the 

tool for Barry and Dave. “Hold it down at this 

end with one hand. There’s another grip in the 

center for two-hand action. You can activate 

the voltage with this switch right here. Once 

it’s activated, any part of the tip will 

administer a knock-out jolt to a human being 

or, in this case, apes. Whether it’s switched on 

or off, you can swing it like a bat or lunge 

forward like it’s a sword. You’ll find it’s an 

excellent device for leaving a strong 

impression on someone.” He handed each man 

a baton. “Remember, those guys out there are 

wearing helmets and padded vests, so go for 

faces, arms, or knees.” 

“Got it,” Barry said. 

“Right,” Colton said. “We’re all going out 

into the corridor. From now on, try not to 
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shout. Just use the walkie-talkies.” Colton 

turned to Agostino and said, “Aggie, would 

you un-wall us?” 

“Right. Here we go.”  

Agostino pointed a remote at the rear wall 

of the media room. There were two loud clicks. 

Agostino stepped up to the partition and slid 

the false wall back about a yard so they could 

enter a long narrow hall. Colton was the last 

one through the opening. He turned, slid the 

fake wall closed and latched it shut. 

The five of them moved through the 

claustrophobic passageway until they reached 

the office corridor by going through a hidden 

door at the back of a storage room. 

Once in the building’s corridor, Colton 

flicked on his Cobra and waited until the others 

did the same. He whispered into the walkie-

talkie, “Aggie, Sujin, and I are going to be 

eliminating a lot of the scum from a position at 

the end of this corridor. That means some will 

come running around that way, trying to get 

back to the fire stairs over there. Barry, Dave, 

you guys zap or bash anything that comes 

around the corner.” 
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“Will do,” Barry whispered into his com 

unit. 

“Wait a minute,” Dave whispered. “What 

if you guys have to run back down that way?” 

“Then we’ll be yelling ‘It’s us, it’s us” at 

the top of our lungs. Okay?” 

“Okay.” 

“All right,” Colton whispered. He took a 

deep breath. 

“Are you scared?” Sujin asked, without 

glancing directly at any of the men. 

“They say,” Agostino observed, “that a 

surge of adrenalin is excellent for 

concentrating the mind.”  

“Yeah,” Colton added, “I’m scared, too.” 

“Good,” Sujin said. “I didn’t want to be 

the only one.” 

“You’ll do fine,” Agostino told her. 

“Oh fuck off, you ape,” she told him. 

“I’m just afraid you guys will try to stop me 

from shooting a few people.” 
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“Ricketts, stay low!” Grundy barked 

through the headset. 

“All right, all right! Jesus.” 

Grundy and the Chairman led their force 

through the underground parking garage. At 

Grundy’s signal, they flattened themselves 

against the walls flanking the elevators that led 

up to the lobby. 

Ricketts and Kimbrough were on one side 

of Grundy, the Chairman was on the other. At 

a nod between Grundy and the Chairman, 

Grundy spoke into his headset. 

“Keep communication to a minimum,” 

Grundy said. “Nod if you hear me. Glance at 

the men near you and check if they’re nodding. 

Okay? Everybody set?” He glanced up and 

down the line to see if there were any 
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problems. Satisfied, Grundy spoke again. 

“We’ll station two men to watch the elevators 

and the stairway exit over there.” He nodded 

toward a metal door under a sign reading “Fire 

Stairs Exit — No Entrance.”  

Grundy glanced at his troops again, and 

then issued more instructions. “The Chairman 

and Kimbrough will remain here. The rest of 

us will take the elevators.” 

“Not a chance,” the Chairman said. “I’m 

going up there to kill the son of a bitch.” 

“You know, Mr. Chairman,” Grundy said, 

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this mad 

before.”  

“Wait until you see me putting my foot on 

the necks of those cocksuckers. I’ll show you 

what mad looks like.” 

Grundy nodded. “Okay, Kimbrough and 

Rollins will remain here.  Frazier’s offices are 

on the seventh floor. Johnson will take three 

men with him up to the eighth floor and work 

their way down the fire stairs. The Chairman, 

Ricketts and I will take five men each to enter 

their offices and eliminate them or drive them 

out. Everybody clear on this?” Grundy waited 
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two seconds to see if there were any problems. 

Nobody spoke up. “Good. Let’s move it.” 

Kimbrough and Rollins impassively 

watched as The Chairman, Grundy, Ricketts, 

Johnson, and the eighteen others crowded into 

the four elevators. Everyone looked sternly 

determined as the metal doors slid shut. 

“C’mon,” Rollins told Kimbrough, “let’s 

get behind those cars over there.” 

“No, hang on a minute,” Kimbrough said.  

“Ya wanna be out in the open like this?” 

“Can you start one of these vehicles 

without the key?” Kimbrough asked. There 

was a more commanding tone to his voice. 

“Why?” 

“Because we could park it against the fire 

stairs exit over there,” Kimbrough explained. 

He watched as Rollins glanced down the wall 

to the metal exit door. “That way,” Kimbrough 

added, “we would only have to worry about 

covering the elevators.” Kimbrough paused, 

hoping to see the light go on above the other 

man’s head.  

“Oh yeah, I see,” Rollins said. He 

checked out a couple of cars parked nearby. 
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“Gotcha,” he said. He put down his weapon, 

reached into a bag attached to his belt, and 

took out an electronic sensor with a braided 

wire extension. He pulled on the driver’s side 

door handle of an all-wheel-drive SUV, slid 

the braided wire into the opening, activated the 

sensor, and waited patiently. There was a click 

and then the door popped open. 

“Nice, eh doc?” Rollins said with a grin. 

“‘Doc’?” Kimbrough asked. 

“Yeah. Doctor Kimbrough. That’s what 

they call you downstairs.” 

“Really?” 

“Oh yeah. Word is that you’re the brains 

behind some of the really lucrative stuff we’re 

into. Too bad it’s all coming crashing down, eh 

doc?” 

“Yes,” Kimbrough said, marveling at how 

perception and reality are often so very far 

apart. 

Rollins slid behind the wheel, used the 

sensor on the ignition and the SUV roared to 

life. He lowered the driver’s door window and 

told Kimbrough, “And there ya go!”  

“Impressive,” Kimbrough told him. 
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“Thanks, doc!”  

“Show me how that thing works,” 

Kimbrough leaned down to watch as Rollins 

demonstrated how to start the vehicle. “That’s 

excellent, Rollins. Just excellent.” 

“It’s nothing, doc.” 

“Okay,” Kimbrough told him, “switch it 

off and let me try it.” 

“I dunno, doc. We should get into 

position.” 

“Don’t worry, we’ve got time,” 

Kimbrough told him. “There’s an alarm system 

they have to breach in order to use the building 

elevators.” He saw Rollins glance at the 

elevator doors. “Those are the garage 

elevators,” Kimbrough explained. “They only 

take you from the parking lot to the lobby.” 

Kimbrough nodded at the ignition and said, 

“Let me get in so you can show me how to 

work that device. This way, you get to teach 

something you know to someone who respects 

you for sharing your knowledge and skill.” 

Rollins grinned. He liked the sound of 

that. “Sure thing, doc.” He switched off the 

SUV and got out of the driver’s seat.  
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Kimbrough put his Smith & Wesson into 

his belt holster, got in the SUV, and had 

Rollins watch to verify that he knew how to 

use the device to circumvent a vehicle security 

system.  

After turning off and re-starting the 

vehicle a couple of times, Kimbrough said, “I 

think I’ve got it now. Thanks.”  

“You betcha,” Rollins said. “You know 

something, doc? I think you and me are a lot 

alike. We both like finding out stuff. Am I 

right?” 

“You are right,” Kimbrough said as he 

pulled out a DoubleTap Titanium Tactical 

Pocket Pistol. He expertly put two 9mm bullets 

into Rollins, one in the face, and the other in 

the neck as the body was falling backwards to 

the concrete.  

Kimbrough used the thumb latch on the 

DoubleTap to eject the spent shells. He caught 

them and placed them in the cup holder. 

Methodically, he loaded two more rounds into 

the compact weapon, started the vehicle, and 

sedately drove the SUV up the spiraling ramps 

to the side-by-side Enter/Exit lanes.  
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As he carefully steered the SUV through 

the barrier gates, a car drove into the garage 

with two tired looking business executives.  

Kimbrough hoped they parked on a level away 

from the dead body.  

After he prudently glanced up and down 

the city street, Kimbrough eased the SUV onto 

the asphalt and drove away into the night. 
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“Colt?” Agostino whispered into his 

walkie-talkie. 

“Yeah?” Colton replied, adjusting the 

volume on his unit. 

“Do you have your mobile with you?” 

“I can see Sujin’s. Why?” 

“We’re tapped into the lobby security 

cameras.” 

Colton and Sujin watched her phone 

screen. At the other side of the building, Barry 

and Dave watched on their phones. 

They saw Grundy and the Chairman shoot 

the two security guards in the lobby.” 

“Damn,” Sujin said. 

“Fuck,” Barry said. 

“Yeah,” Colton said. “Aggie, can you 

check the elevator car security cameras?” 
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“Already on it,” Agostino said, 

awkwardly holding his laptop to scroll through 

the video feed from the building security 

installations. “They’re coming up,” Agostino 

said.  

“How many?”  

“I count twenty-two.” 

“We can handle that,” Colton said. 

“We can?” Sujin asked. 

“If they stay together.” 

“Oh, so now the plan relies on luck?” 

“We’ll herd them into groups.” 

“How?” 

“Colt? Sujin?” Agostino said through the 

walkie-talkie.  

“What?” 

“Okay, I’m sending you the security cam 

feed from the parking garage.”  

Colt and Sujin both watched her phone. In 

another part of the corridor, Barry and Dave 

watched their phones.  

They all saw the black-and-white security 

cam video of Kimbrough firing two shots into 

the body of a man who fell out of sight of the 

camera. 
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“Good for Kimbrough,” Colton said.  

“Was that a Derringer?” Dave asked. 

“Doesn’t matter,” Colton observed. “Now 

it’s one down, and one retreating.” 

“Men getting off three of the four 

elevators,” Agostino said.  

“They’re sending some guys to the next 

floor,” Colton said. “Bet they’ll be entering the 

fire stairs.” 

“Is that why you wired up the stairwell?” 

Sujin asked. 

“Yup.” 

“I love it when you’re right.” 

“Thank you.” 

“I also hate it when you’re right.” 

“You’re a conundrum,” Colton told her. 

“That’s not true,” she deadpanned, “I was 

born right here in this country.” 

“Guys?” Agostino said. “The scum are 

exiting the elevators.” 

“Okay,” Colton said, “they’ll take up 

positions around the corner from our offices.” 

All of them watched their screens as the 

hallway security cams showed eighteen men 

flattening themselves against the walls of 



Guilty Harvest — by John Scott G 

 

196 

 

offices around the corner from the corridor 

leading to the detective agency. Once there, 

they held their positions. 

“What are they doing?” Sujin whispered. 

“Waiting,” Colton replied softly. 

She punched him on the shoulder. “I see 

that, but why?” 

“Probably to hear from the guys on the 

fire stairs.” 

The seconds ticked by. Grundy spoke 

softly into his headset communicator. He 

listened a moment, then nodded. He signaled 

to Ricketts to have his men move out.  

In a half-crouch, Ricketts and five men 

lumbered around the corner and headed to the 

front entrance of Frazier Investigations. 

The Chairman, eager to get in on the 

attack, waved his men forward as well. 

“Wait!” Grundy barked into his headset. 

“Damn it. Everybody else, hold your 

positions!” 

Ricketts, the Chairman, and their men 

reached the mid-point of the corridor at the 

same time. 

“What the hell?” 



Guilty Harvest — by John Scott G 

 

197 

 

They faced the metal barricades. 

“They’re holed up inside,” one of the men 

said. 

“Ricketts!” the Chairman barked. 

“Yes sir?” 

“Get everybody else back. You and I will 

shoot at the rollers at the top. We’ll bring these 

things down.” 

At the other end of the building, Colton 

handed earplugs to Sujin and Agostino. “Barry, 

Dave, come in.” 

“Barry here.” 

“This is Dave.” 

“For the next ten seconds, put your 

fingers in your ears and hold them tight.” 

“Roger.” 

“Got it.” 

Barry and Dave inserted their index 

fingers into their ears. 

Colton, Sujin, and Agostino finished 

plugging their ear canals. Colton took out a 

wireless signal activator, placed one finger on 

the release lever. Tension mounting, he waited. 

At the first sound of an assault weapon being 

readied for firing, Colton activated the signal 
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controller and punched the first of four black 

buttons on the unit. 

The concussion grenades in the ceiling of 

the office corridor emitted a blinding flash just 

prior to the eardrum-shattering explosion. The 

Chairman, Ricketts, and their fourteen troops 

collapsed to the floor. Those who remained 

conscious were holding their heads in both 

hands, attempting to stem the flow of blood 

seeping from their ears. 

Colton pressed the next black button. 

Inside the stairwell, the explosion seemed 

even louder. The blast incapacitated the 

intruders. They dropped their weapons, sank to 

the metal stairs and writhed in pain for a 

moment before passing out. 

Colton raced across the corridor to take 

cover behind the wall on the opposite side of 

the hallway. He leaned around the corner and 

began shooting. Sujin threw herself down to 

the carpet, stuck her head and arms out around 

the corner and joined in the shooting. Agostino 

stepped forward, carefully set his feet on either 

side of Sujin’s torso, leaned into the corridor, 

and began firing. 
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Fighting off the debilitating effects of the 

concussive grenades, Grundy squirmed 

forward on the corridor carpet and carefully 

poked his head around the corner. He saw the 

two squads of men being decimated. He 

quickly backed away, stood up and waved his 

troops to retreat down the corridor. “Move it, 

move it, move it!” Grundy barked into his 

headset. “Down to the end and around the 

corner!”  

One of his men was still writhing on the 

floor from the grenades. The remaining four of 

his men were obeying Grundy’s order to the 

best of their ability. They hobbled down the 

corridor, their equilibrium seriously affected. 

At the end of the corridor, just around the 

corner, Barry and Dave activated their stun 

batons. Barry flexed his knees, settled into a 

half crouch, and indicated to Dave that he was 

going to swing for the legs of anyone coming 

around the corner. Dave nodded and got ready 

to swing for the faces. 

It was a mini-massacre. The first goon 

came huffing and puffing around the corner 

and was only able to take one step forward 
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before Barry’s baton fractured one of his tibia. 

The man pitched forward with a howl of pain. 

Barry was already cracking the patella of the 

next goon as Dave smashed the chin of the first 

one. 

Barry thrust his baton up into the crotch 

of the third man, and jabbed the next man in 

the face, activating a jolt of electrical current.  

As soon as the bodies hit the floor, Dave 

angrily walloped them into oblivion. One 

whack to each goon. Then a second. Then a 

third. His anger was fueled by the suffering he 

and his family had endured as victims of the 

PRMI scam. 

“Dave?” Barry said. 

Dave’s thumping of the bodies continued. 

“Uh, Dave?” Barry said again. 

“What?” Dave said, taking a gasp of air 

into his lungs and continuing the beating. 

“I’m thinking that maybe, possibly, 

they’ve had enough. Perhaps.” 

“You think so?” Dave said belligerently, 

still delivering blows to the bodies. 

“Well,” Barry said slowly, “yeah. You 

know, perchance.” 



Guilty Harvest — by John Scott G 

 

201 

 

Dave hesitated a moment. He and Barry 

exchanged glances. Dave took another deep 

breath and then gave each body another violent 

clout, the baton executing a swooping arc that 

was brought to a crunching conclusion as it 

landed on each goon’s pelvis, shattering it. 

Finally, Dave stopped. Breathing heavily, 

Dave asked, “Any more of ‘em coming?” He 

nodded toward the junction with the other 

corridor. 

Barry took a quick peek around the 

corner, darting his head out and back. Then he 

took a longer look. He turned to Dave and said, 

“There’s a man down but at the other end of 

the corridor.” 

The shooting from the other side of the 

building had stopped. Warily, Barry and Dave 

made their way to the front of Frazier 

Investigations, where they were confronted by 

carnage. 

“Holy shit,” Barry said. 

“Are they all dead?” Dave asked. 

“No,” Colton replied.  

“But they’re all pretty seriously fucked 

up,” Sujin added with a satisfied smile. 
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“We don’t have a lot of time here,” 

Colton said. He took the weapon out of Sujin’s 

hand and placed it in the hand of one of the 

gunshot victims. He turned to another body 

and did the same with his own weapon. He 

took four handkerchiefs out of his pockets, two 

red, two blue. He tossed the red ones to Barry 

and Dave. “Go to the other end of this string of 

bodies and tie these on two of the dead ones.” 

He tossed a blue one to Sujin and indicated she 

should tie it on a body to her right. He began 

tying the other blue kerchief around the neck 

of a dead body lying next to Ricketts. 

“These guys are white,” Sujin said. “The 

police won’t buy any of this.”  

“They’ll have to pretend to buy it,” 

Colton said, “because the city government will 

put pressure on them.” 

“I don’t know,” Barry said. 

“Look,” he told them, “doing this will 

allow the cops to tell the press that some of the 

bodies were wearing gang colors.” 

“That’s ridiculous,” Barry said. 

“It sure is,” Colton admitted, “but it gives 

the cops, the D.A., and the media a story that 
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they can put out. ‘Shooting deaths with bodies 

wearing gang colors.’ Preposterous? Yeah. 

Misleading? Yeah. But trust me, they will 

glom onto this stupid little twisted fact.” 

“I guess,” Sujin grudgingly admitted.  

“Come on—tie the colors on ‘em and then 

let’s get the barricades back up and out of 

sight.” 
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 “Fuck...” Ricketts moaned. 

 “This one’s alive,” Colton said. 

 Ricketts was on his stomach. With a 

grimace of pain, he rolled onto his side. His 

vest had taken several bullets but none had 

penetrated his body. Still groggy from the 

grenade, he shook his head to try taming the 

buzzing tone that vibrated in his ears. 

 “I’ve got the names!” Ricketts said with 

some effort. 

 “What names?” Colton asked. 

 “All the names,” Ricketts said. “All the 

people...” He paused to take a breath. 

 “Is he delirious?” Sujin asked. 

 “I don’t think so,” Colton replied. “It 

might be that he—” 
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 Ricketts moved surprisingly fast, 

wrapping his arms around Colton’s legs, taking 

him down. They struggled amidst the dead and 

bleeding bodies. “Motherfucker!” Ricketts said 

over and over. 

Sujin turned to Barry and said, “I’m going 

to need to borrow that for a moment.” She 

nodded at the stun baton. 

“Oh, yeah, sure,” he said, handing it over 

to her.  

She expertly brought the baton down on 

Ricketts’ knee. 

He howled in pain. After her second 

blow, he let go of Colton’s legs. After her 

third, he stopped moving. 

Colton got up, disgusted with himself. 

“That’s just not fair,” Colton said. 

“What’s not fair?” 

“I wanted to thump him.” 

Sujin smiled. “You’re cute,” she told him 

with her best Martha Vickers impression. 

“Thanks,” he said. “Now, let’s get these 

barricades up.”   

Colton unlocked the roll-down gates and 

slid them up. “There we go,” Colton said. The 
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front of Frazier Investigations was back to 

normal. 

“That was fast,” Sujin said. 

“We’re lucky they didn’t sustain any 

damage,” Colton replied. He turned to Barry 

and Dave. “You guys have your stories 

straight?” 

“Yeah,” Barry said. “We were at his 

place, watching TV.” 

“What program?” 

“A Blu-Ray of Mike Tyson’s Greatest 

Hits.” 

“Excellent choice. If you’re questioned by 

the police, have different stories about how 

much you guys drank or smoked while 

watching it. And get mad if they try to pit you 

against each other on those facts.” 

“Why?” Dave asked. 

“If you argue about your use of drugs and 

alcohol, then they’re more likely to believe 

your story about watching Mike Tyson knock 

people out.” 

“Oh,” Dave said. “Right.” 

“Okay,” Colton said, “you guys should 

take off. Now.” 
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The two men nodded and went down in 

the elevators.  

Colton and Sujin watched them leave the 

scene of mayhem. They moved together and he 

took her hand. “I forgot to say something 

earlier,” he told her. 

“What’s that?” she asked. 

“I love you,” he said. 

“I love you,” she replied with a smile. 

“Although...” she bit her lip. 

“You’re thinking we could find a more 

romantic setting for this conversation?” he 

inquired. 

“I would hope so,” she said. 

“You’re right,” he said. “Tell you what: 

we’ll recreate this scene under the stars.” 

“I’d like that.” 

They exchanged a brief kiss. They smiled 

at each other. The smiles faded. Something 

was not quite right. 

“Wait,” Colton said. “Where’s Aggie?” 

“Isn’t he in the office?” she replied.  

“No,” he said. “He was supposed to be 

your back-up.” 

“I thought he was your back-up.” 
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They opened the office, went to the media 

room, and began checking every camera 

location. 

“Found him!” Sujin said. 

“Great. Where?” 

Sujin looked up at Colton, the blood 

draining out of her face. “He’s in the parking 

garage.” 

“Okay,” Colton said, “let’s go down there 

and—” 

“So is Grundy,” she said. “Look.” She 

pointed at one of the monitors. 

They watched Grundy stealthily moving 

along one wall, keeping pressed against it.  

“Aggie’s on the other side,” Sujin said.  

They both watched Agostino stealthily 

moving along another wall, keeping pressed 

against it. 

“We should get down there.” 

“Right,” she said. “What’s the best way?” 

“If we take the elevators, we come out 

into the open and then a lot of shooting starts.” 

They both said, “Fire stairs.”  

“I’ll do weapons, you be our eyes,” 

Colton said.  
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“You got it.” 

He loaded a fresh clip into his CZ 75B; 

she grabbed a laptop and located the security 

camera feed. She put Agostino on the left side 

of her screen and Grundy on the right. 

They ran to the fire stairs, opened the 

metal door, and raced through.  

With a yell, they both nearly lost their 

footing on the blood from the invaders whose 

bodies were decorating the stairs. 

“When you set a grenade, you don’t fool 

around,” Sujin observed. 

“I was planning on there being more of 

them.” 

Holding hands, they maneuvered around 

the bodies and hurried down the stairwell. 
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“It’s a game!” Grundy yelled. His voice 

echoed throughout the mostly empty parking 

garage. 

“What’s the game called?” Agostino 

responded. 

“Cat and mouse!” Grundy yelled. 

“Bueno,” Agostino shouted back. “I’ll be 

el gato and you will be el ratón.” 

Grundy laughed. The smile faded. He 

checked his MK23 and activated the laser 

aiming module. He drew in a deep breath and 

slowly exhaled much of it. Crouching down, 

he peered around the concrete pillars placed 

every few yards across the oil-stained concrete 

floor of the parking garage.  
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Agostino smiled, but it faded. He checked 

his CZ 75B. He took a deep breath and exhaled 

most of it. Crouching down, he peered around 

the concrete pillars. 

Colton and Sujin reached the bottom level 

of the fire stairs. They paused at the door and 

checked the laptop to see if either Grundy or 

Agostino was near the fire stairs exit door. 

“They’re not near here,” Sujin said. 

“Are we sure?” Colton asked. 

“Grundy is across the floor near where the 

building has the trash bins. Look.” She turned 

the laptop to him. 

“Great,” Colton said. “What about 

Aggie?” 

“He’s on the ramp that leads to the next 

level of the garage.” 

Colton peered at the screen. “Okay. So 

we’re all set to get into this fight.” 

“Absolutely,” she said. 

Colton pushed on the crash bar and the 

metal door opened with a screech. 

Aggie and Grundy both reacted to the 

noise, but with the sound echoing throughout 

the garage, they had no idea where to look. 
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They each went back to stalking the location 

where they thought the other was hiding. 

Colton turned to Sujin and held an index 

finger to his lips. Once he saw her nod, he 

turned and began moving as fast as possible 

across the concrete in Grundy’s direction. He 

never got close. 

At that instant, Agostino and Grundy 

spotted each other and both began firing while 

darting between the pillars. Some bullets dug 

into the concrete; others ricocheted crazily into 

various directions. Each big man twisted and 

spun around the pillars, rapidly using up all the 

rounds in their weapons.  

“Are you out?” Grundy shouted while 

reloading. 

“Yeah,” Agostino replied while reloading. 

“You?” 

“Yeah.” 

After taking a few deep breaths, they 

resumed their own private Wild West show 

shootout.  

They both ran out of rounds at about the 

same time. They both reached for their backup 

weapon.  
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Grundy pulled out a hunting knife. Its 

wide blade was razor sharp on one edge and 

had jagged serrations on the other.  

Agostino pulled out an NAA-22S. Its tiny 

frame practically disappeared in his hand. 

 They moved out in the open. It was the 

first time either had gotten a good look at the 

other in person. 

 Grundy stared at Agostino and laughed. 

“So, errand boy,” he sneered, “are you the best 

that they’ve got?” 

 Agostino shrugged and said, “Don’t want 

to brag, but yeah.”  

“You guys are going to have to do better 

than that, asshole,” Grundy spat out. “What 

makes you think you’re tough?” 

“Well,” Agostino replied with a straight 

face, “I ate most of a Boy Scout for breakfast.” 

 Grundy hesitated a second before playing 

along: “Raw or cooked?” 

 “Sautéed,” Agostino told him. “I’m tough 

but I’m not a savage.” 

 Grundy grunted and the two big men 

stared at each other for several painful seconds. 

Grundy leaped forward, the knife flashing.  
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 Agostino moved to his right and fired one 

shot into Grundy’s trachea. The man’s body 

went stiff, collapsed to the concrete, and then 

went limp. 

 When Colton arrived, Agostino was 

staring down at the body. 

 “You take him out?” Colton asked. 

 “Yeah,” Agostino replied. “Weird.” 

 “How so?” 

“We must have fired fifty rounds back 

and forth and not a scratch on us. Then I pull 

out this little toy and a single shot ends the 

fight.” 

 “Yeah,” Colton said. “Ironic. Now let’s 

go home so we can be there when the cops 

want to talk to everyone in the building about 

the shocking events that led to the death of so 

many criminals.” 

 “The cops are never going to buy our 

story,” Agostino said. 

 “They’re going to have to,” Colton said. 

“They can’t afford to have a lot of this come 

out. Too many city officials were in on it.”  

 Sujin ran up to them. “You put him down, 

Aggie?” she asked.  
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“Yup,” he replied without much emotion. 

“Good,” she said. 

“Yeah,” Agostino said. 

“Yeah,” Colton said. 

They all stood there, breathing heavily. 

Finally, Sujin spoke. “You guys really 

know how to show a girl an exciting time.” 

“You’re welcome,” Colton and Agostino 

both replied. 

“However,” she said, “I’m thinking 

there’s something else we could do instead of 

standing here admiring the view.” 

“Haul ass out of here?” Colton asked. 

“That’ it,” she said. 

“Let’s go.” 

They began heading to their cars. 

“So,” she said, “do employees get any 

days off for taking part in this escapade?” 

“Nope,” Colton said. “Normal schedule 

until after we talk to the police. Then we get 

some vacation time.” 

“You’re cute,” she said. 

“Thank you,” Colton and Agostino both 

replied. 
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